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I died for beauty, but was scarce
Adjusted in the tomb,

When one who died for truth was lain
In an adjoining room.

He questioned softly why I failed?
“For beauty,” I replied.

“And I for truth, the two are one;
We brethren are,” he said.

And so, as kinsmen met a night,
We talked between the rooms,

Until the moss had reached our lips,
And covered up our names.

—Emily Dickinson



For my son, Pattarakorn “Darius” Bhumichuchit



PREFACE

A few years ago I realized that I was attending more funerals than wed-
dings. This book is a product of the transformation that continues from
such a realization.

Not until I was complete with my doctorate and well into my career at my
university did a variety of death circumstances compel me to reflect more
critically about death and dying. However, even during graduate school the
theme of mortality continued to be an unexplored topic of interest. The
concepts behind mortality were somewhat made operative through my
research on the Karen Revolution. In early 2004, I had the privilege of access
to the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) and the Karen National
Union (KNU) as they prosecuted their revolution against Burmese military
rule. During my association with the KNLA 202 Battalion at Mu Aye Pu and
my stay at the Thai border town of Mae Sot, I documented their struggle.
Access to the inner workings of people engaged in revolution was made
possible by a wonderful childhood friend who, in her capacity as a journalist,
had contact with the rebels. My stay with the Karen gave me the raw reality
checks people experiencing systemic crisis and death must contend with.

The Karen had repulsed different brutal military regimes that had
governed Burma for decades. Not until Aung Sa Suu Kyi’s rise and
Thein Sein’s exit can we now say that the country is slowly healing,
although a myriad of unresolved political issues remain. At the time of
my stay with the KNLA’s 202 Battalion, political developments were
exponentially less hopeful. In spite of their dystopia, the Karen managed
to love, smile, dance, and raise their families. Many Karen also got very
sick, starved, fought, and died together.
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One important insight I was able to glean from the Karen struggle is
how people in survival mode exhibit much lucidity about their wants, their
lives, and their deaths. From their experiences, I attempted to understand
society when it actually breaks down. It became clear that systemic crisis
drastically alters social relationships in ways where a “new” sociology of
sorts can be discerned. Indeed, much of sociology does not examine
systems that break down; the concept of a “failed state” and its socio-
logical consequences simply did not generate the bulk of findings compar-
able to, say, the examination of racism within states that have yet to fail.
Again, this pointed to the hubris that many intellectuals harbor within
their fortress of cultural capital: they induce and deduce from primarily
“stable” systemic contexts to draw their conclusions. In this regard,
sociologist Kurt Wolff, one of the many iconic sociologists whose ideas
will be discussed in this work, was correct in observing how sociology has
not been effective in confronting evil.

By the time my teaching career was launched, changes to my network
of friends and kin who died began to take place. Their deaths synchro-
nized with my role of caring for my ailing parents, a bonding process that
allowed them to divulge many historical narratives of surviving wars and
civil catastrophe. My father survived the Japanese invasion of China’s
eastern seaboard during World War II only to later, as a Kuomintang
pilot, participate in the Chinese Civil War before beginning the Nationalist
exodus to the Republic of China. My mother spent her young adult life in
French Indochina only to later witness South Vietnam and North Vietnam
embark on their epic war of attrition that compelled both my parents to
depart for Laos, where I was born, and to Thailand, where I was raised.
Both my parents lost many members in their respective families due to
state-related affairs. Thus, the narratives of mortality flowing from this
core of governance required epics, heroes, and glorious deaths. Self-
authorship of mortality could not withstand how the tides of wars, failed
states, and systemic and institutional failure of societies meted out mor-
tality. Both my parents attributed the loss of family and individuals to the
hope and collapse of nations.

Death informs epics and tragedies. It informed my dad’s nationalism
that in later life he acknowledged was misplaced, and it informed my
pragmatist and sanguine mom’s hatred of war. Yet their accounts of
people’s experiences with systemic crises through wars were rarely con-
textualized at the community level even though communities—not only
families, individual, and warriors—are destroyed during conflict. In this
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context, the state expropriates death from the self and tosses it into the
winds of war. In the process, there is the victimizing, glorifying, and
demonizing all who have died or will die in ways that varied with political
climate and revanchist orientations within and without the state.

It was this period inmy life that I felt was the right time to immersemyself
into new literature about mortality. This turn away from my urban and
political sociology writings allowed me to appreciate a more existential
approach toward life and living, as well as thanatology in general. Indeed,
in the context of mortality, life and death are highly unstable systems in their
own right. After reading about and attending my first Death Café where
strangers gather to discuss all issues related to mortality, I realized that there
was a monograph ready to be written about its unique participants and their
concerns. Why? Because community via the Death Café remains intact and
kept intact by, of all people, strangers. Just as importantly, there was also a
need to illuminate how society at large distorts these concerns if not hide
them. Moreover, after cautiously extrapolating from my exploratory study’s
data on Baby Boomers—the demographic that primarily attends Death
Cafés—I felt that the public needed to consider the concerns and contem-
plations they are bringing into the discussion of healthcare and deathcare,
and of mortality in general. Because Baby Boomers are no strangers to
antisystemic struggles given that many were witness to if not participants in
the Civil Rights struggles that began during the 1960s, they are now ready to
make some important demands upon if not challenge a healthcare system
that will soon be attending to them in sizeable numbers.

At Death Cafés, the state and its organs that can quickly expropriate
from us our biographies of living and dying are contested during
“death talk.” In this regard, Death Café participants—and in our
case, the 40 attendees whose voices on mortality constitute the core
of communicative data for this exploratory study—have unwittingly
become activists against aspects of our social system that deny them
their authorship or personalization of mortality. Thus, the content of
Death Café talk presented herein offers a refreshingly new twist on life
and living and on death and dying, freed from framing by politicians
and bureaucrats, freed from the paeans provided by nationalists and
hawks, freed from corporate and institutional dictates, freed from war.
Like nesting figurines, the voices of our grassroots participants emerge
out of their differing yet concentric life contexts, informed by cultural,
secular, or religious environments, only to arrive at the destination of
our shared humanity as a whole.
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Since time immemorial, people have conceptualized and articulated
mortality in ways that have rarely been heard. For thinkers like Erich
Fromm and Anthony Giddens, to name but a few, the wake of industrial
societies saw mortality’s sequestration. Death talk violated the optimistic
drive of modernization and was rendered taboo outside of religious sensi-
bilities, a sentiment shared by Death Café participants. Yet where death can
be seen as glorious and romantic, even agapic, pride of place is then given to
heroes and warriors, to poets and sages. The two diverging antipodes—
especially in individualistic cultures such as the United States—reveal how
unnecessarily extremist our understanding of mortality can be. However,
the vast expanse between these two antipodes still constitutes a dynamic
lifeworld, for the lifeworld serves as a repository of the human condition,
one that frames our daily experiences since time immemorial. Although the
death experience conveyed herein adopts a “Western” lens, it is my view
that such a lens is useful for observing how death talk and Death Café
practices can still be inflected with diverse cultural textures gathered from all
over the world. The history of how life and death are tied to social life and
social change, then, cannot simply be framed by conflagrations or natural
disasters. Indeed, it can be framed by death talk engaged with strangers,
who in our case, have unfettered themselves from manufactured narratives
of mortality provided to us by macro-level social institutions.

In spite of attempts throughout this work to remind readers that the
Death Café is actually a very enlightening, and in many instances, a lively
environment, I concede that it does open up many fearsome themes.
Indeed, getting to know the self that will die in an age cluttered by
information and misinformation is a fearsome process. Nonetheless, it is
thus hoped that the themes illuminated in this work will strip readers of
their veneer of finer and finer discernments about the self, which under
capitalism, are shaped by material culture of comfort and denial, and rarely
by epiphanic transcendence. But alas, how else can we grow unless we stop
deluding and marking ourselves with the diacritica of titles, materiality,
and conspicuous consumption? With the ubiquity of narcissistic egos
made possible by late capitalism, we might need to realize that we are
the emperors with no clothes, dressed by powerful social institutions that
require a captive, not emancipated audience to keep the machine of
capitalism in operation.

I hope that my work will display cues that inspire us toward some form
of transformation, one that can only come from an immersion within our
communities that desire to view death and dying together, without the
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adamancy of cultural scripts or rituals. The Death Café participants intro-
duced in this work have conveyed to us that we are not resigned to being
isolated individuals trapped in impenetrable existential fears until our
moment of death. Instead, as part and parcel to community and society,
we can employ our encounters with mortality in ways that are collectively
life-affirming. It is a dialectic that Heraclitus, Hegel, and Marx never
employed. They are, however, bygone thinkers of emancipation while
we are still thriving authors of our mortality.
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CHAPTER 1

Coffee and Death

Michael Wolgemut’s Dance of Death (1493).

© The Author(s) 2017
J. Fong, The Death Café Movement,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-54256-0_1
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As one reads this work, somewhere in numerous urban pockets of the
United States, as well as in many parts of the globe, strangers are regularly
gathering to talk about death and dying. Soothed by good foods, pastries,
and beverages such as coffee and tea, participants of the Death Café
community gather respectfully with one another to confront the numer-
ous permutations emanating from the theme of death and dying. At their
favorite haunts, and depending on location or organization, in restaurants
or homes that have been open to the public in ways that evoke a small café-
like environment, Death Café participants engage in “death talk,” a
dynamic that will be explored throughout this work. By informally gather-
ing with strangers to talk about all issues pertaining to death and dying,
from the most challenging and personal to ideals and convivial specula-
tions of what constitutes a good life and death, Death Café attendees
appear to be personalizing, if not authoring, their own crucial narratives
and expectations regarding end-of-life issues. Café attendees are essentially
preparing for death by exploring cues that will allow them to live at their
fullest expression, be they inspired by pain or profundity. They sense
their individual life stories when compiled possess a formidable momen-
tum that can contest the stigma around death talk. Indeed, this theme is
frequently emphasized by Betsy Trapasso, MSW and Lisa S. Delong, RN,
Los Angeles’s earliest Death Café hosts/facilitators, as well as Karen
Wyatt, MD, all of whom were so kind to grant me access to their events
for my research.

Death Cafés, of which my work conceptualizes as an existential and
transformative social movement, aim to create communicative space
where discussions about mortality can be made to promote a healthier
outlook on one’s life and death. At these gatherings of primarily non-
terminally ill Baby Boomers, attendees unpack their orientations toward
mortality over a healthy meal, drinks, and deserts. Enjoying one another’s
company with unpretentious energies, a variety of mortality considerations
are discussed. Conversational topics include the logistics, services, and
finances of attending to death, medical care at end of life, and if a good
death can be had. Atmospheric themes that blur the line between the
metaphysical and physical are also an integral part of their dialog.
Considerations about the afterlife, what near-death experiences mean,
whether the deceased are still “there,” and what it is like to be with a
dying person are voiced, as are the realizations that death experiences have
had in positively transforming Café participants. Café attendees that are
bereaved are welcomed into a warm environment even while grieving or
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mourning, as are those who have failed in their attempts to die by suicide.
They sit alongside other unique Café participants and tell their stories, ask
for advice, offer support, and provide wisdoms for one another. Thus,
Café attendees are not employing Café venues to enchant a disenchanted
world, a tendency seen in an increasingly secularized society as argued by
Ritzer in his eponymous 2010 work. Café attendees are aware that such a
process would require a copious amount of consumption of services as a
means to sustain their explorations into mortality. As such, Café partici-
pants have opted for what can only be described as a transcendence from
their disenchanted worlds, one that could be considered as post-material
in orientation (Inglehart 2008).

Many Café attendees are enthusiastic about encountering cues they
are on the verge of understanding. In regard to the sample of this
exploratory study, Café attendees, among strangers, confront death
and dying outside of everyone’s cultural scripts: chaplains sit across
from shamans, near-death survivors sit across from a member of the
Baha’i faith and a former Christian Scientist, moms still grieving the
loss of their children sit across from widows and a psychic; all unpack
in ways that seek and achieve intersubjective agreement if not mutual
consensus on a variety of death and dying topics. Because Death Cafés
have “no ideology or agenda for the gathering” according to thana-
tologist Lizzy Miles who started the United State’s first Death Café in
Ohio with her associate Maria Johnson in 2012, attendees have the
privilege of seeing a unique cross section of society on their own
terms as they focus on that final facticity of life: our mortality (Miles
and Corr 2017).

Even though Café attendees are not sociologists trained to identify
the influence of social institutions, they nevertheless have a sense that
something is amiss from the medical system insofar as understanding key
existential and metaphysical issues related to mortality are concerned. Bill
Thomas, MD, a gerontologist profiled in the poignant documentary Alive
Inside (2014) captures this sentiment. He candidly notes how “the real
business” of medicine “is in the pill bottle.” He continues:

Our healthcare system imagines the human being to be a very complicated
machine and we’ve figured out how to turn the dials. “Blood pressure? Oh,
turn that down!” You know? “Blood sugar? Oh, turn that down!” We have
medicines that can adjust the dials. We haven’t done anything—medically
speaking—to touch the heart and soul of a patient (2014).
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Although attending Death Cafés appears to be an unpleasant under-
taking, attendees actually leave meetings with new cues for affirming life.
This is undoubtedly due to how Death Cafés are actually introspective and
healing environments. In such environments, solidarity and even humor
permeate the interpersonal atmosphere. However, in spite of the richness
of differing intellectual, cultural, and spiritual views, in spite of the differ-
ing demographics, all Death Café attendees seek a deeper rendering and
personalization of their mortality. They are in the process of reassembling
and personalizing their own narratives on living and dying from cues
provided by other Café attendees.

My work thus illuminates a variety of existential themes that have
been conveyed at Café gatherings, themes that are important for
sociology to examine so as to document how society and community
provide different cues for persons as they travel toward end of life.
It should also be emphasized that my work is exploratory in nature,
one that that gives pride of place to intersubjectivity between members
within community. It is a work of sociological observations and cau-
tious extrapolations of strangers that temporarily establish a commu-
nicative community to attend to our existential human condition.
Correspondingly, I make visible how Café participants communicatively
engage the market, media, and medicine’s rendering of death, unfet-
tered from institutional control. I have adopted these approaches
because most Americans do not die with sovereignty. Instead, many
die logistically and technologically, with contraptions and chemicals,
lawyers, document pushers, and the acumen of business people
employed in deathcare industries (Mitford 1963, Smith 1996; Slocum
and Carlson 2011; Butler 2013).

The goals of my study are thus fourfold: (1) The first goal will be to make
visible how macro-level institutions have constrained the ability for us to
openly and culturally engage in conversations about death and dying, pro-
viding for the population instead extremist views on death and dying from
the media, market, and medicine. To accomplish this, I will be making
operative important concepts by sociologist Jürgen Habermas drawn from
his seminal two-volume work The Theory of Communicative Action
(Habermas 1984, 1987) along with his other important works. Where
theoretical blind spots surface in Habermas’s theory, I bring in additional
thinkers that are able to enhance our Habermasian analyses of Death Café
dynamics. Most importantly for this particular goal is that whenever this
study encounters material consequences that are able to ground many of
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Habermas’s abstruse and atmospheric concepts, I will employ the concepts
from those particular scholars to anchor Habermas’s contentions.

(2) The second goal of this monograph is to examine how Death
Café attendees confront their mortality in ways that can inform others
about a nascent “death identity,” one that encourages a self-authoring
of one’s own mortality in ways that provide wisdoms for living and
dying. As a noun, the term “death” often denotes a cessation of vital
functions. Yet a death identity reappropriates the term, potentially
evolving it into a greater signifier of a philosophical or existential
orientation of one fully mindful of the finitude of life. In this regard,
the Death Café advancement of death talk as an ethos able to contest
its taboo status renders the Death Café a social movement in its
ideational and formative phase.

(3) The third goal of this work attempts to make visible existential
themes and social critiques that underlie death talk in our sample of
Death Café attendees: their transcriptions from attending Death Cafes
have been inputted into the Wordle meta-data program, a word or
“tag” cloud generator to be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4,
so as to capture the most frequently mentioned themes that orbit
death and dying. It will be argued that these themes have a degree
of profundity that the market, media, and medicine do not articulate
for attendees. Indeed, the “trinity” of the market, media, and medi-
cine may only serve to maximize people’s fear, anxiety, and despon-
dency when they confront mortality issues due to the neglect of
existential themes in the systemic discourse.

(4) Finally, I intend to describe how the Death Café is a bona fide
transformative and existential social movement. Toward the conclusion of
the text, I remind readers about the purpose of researching the Death Café
movement: to remove our understanding of death and dying from its
technocratic and vulgarized connotations seen in the trinity, so that we
can all have agency authoring our own trajectories toward our mortality,
and in ways that create a shared humanity. These four major centers of
gravity will be addressed in different degrees throughout the work.

THE DEATH CAFÉ VIBE

The Death Café in its most current form harks back to 2004 in Neuchâtel,
Switzerland, when Swiss sociologist and anthropologist Bernard Crettaz
held the first Death Café, or Café Mortels. By the time Crettaz had
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achieved his run of facilitating over 40 Death Cafés, which by 2010, saw its
first gathering in Paris, France, the United Kingdom’s Jon Underwood, a
British web designer and later a globally important figure in the Death
Café movement, had read about Crettaz’s exploits and launched London’s
first Death Café in September 2011. With his associate psychotherapist
Sue Barsky Reid, and his mother, the UK’s first event welcomed six
attendees. In spite of its smaller size, the synergy was apparent for Jon:

We had our first pop-up Death Café yesterday. It was a powerful and moving
experience. It was attended by a diverse group including a grief specialist
Kristie West, a Buddhist nun, a management consultant and a council
strategist. It was expertly facilitated by Sue Barsky Reid, a qualified psy-
chotherapist. We are energized by this and are planning more (Miles and
Corr 2017: 153–154).

Four months later, Jon’s Death Cafés were filling beyond capacity. In his
January 2012 blog Jon notes:

Forty-nine people attended the Death Café over the weekend and unfortu-
nately a number left frustrated due to lack of space. The sessions I facilitated
were powerful and moving, especially on Saturday. Consistently we see a real
hunger to talk about death from those who attend. In some cases it seems to
make a huge difference as people get time to say things they’ve rarely or
never been able to say before (Miles and Corr 2017: 154).

Jon continues to see in the movement an ability to function as an unex-
plored repository of wisdoms and critiques on issues related to death and
dying (see the Death Café website promulgated by Underwood at www.
deathcafe.com). In an online interview given to Karen Wyatt, MD, July
2015, Jon explains his vision of the Death Café:

Jon: So, the Death Café is a pop-up event. And at that event people
come together and have a conversation about death and dying
over tea and cake. There are no inputs, there are no objectives or
directions we have to get to, or ground that we particularly have to
cover. Really it’s a space for people to talk about where they’re at
with this subject and sort of air it out a bit, because there aren’t
too many places where people can talk about these subjects, in my
experience. And because people don’t have that opportunity so
much, when they come to Death Café on their own volition
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because they want to talk about this, what they say is really rich.
It’s a kind of thing that makes me feel privileged to hear. So it
makes for a wonderful conversation.

Karen: Yes, I’ve attended some Death Cafés and I have to agree with you.
It’s so rich and it’s really interesting this synergy that happens when
strangers come together who’ve never seen one another before, but
have something in common, which is the desire to talk about death.
And I agree with you: every Death Café I’ve attended has been
totally different. The conversation has always gone so many differ-
ent directions but always very, very rich and heartfelt.

Jon: The format for me never gets tired at all. It’s very easy to facilitate.
We do have the role of facilitator at Death Cafés and their primary
function is to make sure ethics and principles are observed. But the
people who’ve come forward, like yourself, to play that role, are
from my perspective such an incredible group of people, with so
much to offer to society and it’s wonderful that Death Cafés have
been a vehicle for people to do that.

As a bona fide grass-roots movement, Death Cafés are not venues to
promote businesses and one “should never decide to offer a Death Café for
this reason” as noted on its website. Additionally noted is that Death Cafés
will “never accept sponsorship from or associate with” private organizations
involved in provisioning health care in the death and dying sector, political
organizations, or “campaign groups whose remit includes contentious issues
involving death such as right to die, abortion, or vivisection.”

By the time the first Death Café was launched in the United States in July
2012 under the facilitation of LizzyMiles andMaria Johnston in a suburb of
Columbus, Ohio, the gatherings were conceptualized as “a pop-up event
where people get together to talk about death and have tea and delicious
cake” (Miles andCorr 2017: 152). ForMiles andCorr, the description that a
Death Café is a pop-up event is meant to remind visitors that the Death Café
need not be a literal restaurant or coffee house. In contrast, the terms “pop-
up event” was meant to “convey that the events are not planned or sched-
uled on a regular basis” (Miles and Corr 2017: 152). Moreover, so as to
discern its unique community presence and cultural orientations, Miles and
Corr further adds that “the concept of tea and delicious cake was meant to
impart that these events are warm and inviting, and not goth gatherings of
teenagers with black t-shirts and black eyeliner” (Miles andCorr 2017: 152).

During one of my discussions with Southern California’s pioneer Death
Café host Betsy Trapasso, the Death Café is seen not as a support group;
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“it is not a therapy group, so you know it is sort of a social movement. So
people come to Cafés for multiple reasons whether you know they had
been sick or you know someone in their family had been sick, or someone
has Alzheimer’s” (February 18, 2014). She continues:

New ones are popping up every day. They’re in Poland, Italy, South
America, New Zealand . . . And it’s really just a social gathering. There’s
no agenda. The meetings are confidential. Normally it’s in a home and we
do a potluck. Everyone here is just supportive of each other and it’s a non-
profit. You’re not here to listen to me. We want to know what’s important
to you. My role is just to sit back and let you all just talk. It’s time for you to
talk about what you want to talk about. This is why I don’t have questions or
tell you what to say (April 22, 2014).

According to Betsy, attendees at Death Cafés often “form close bonds”
afterward because “their kids died, their spouses died, and they contin-
ued” (interview conducted on January 18, 2014). Miles and Corr add to
Betsy’s sentiments that Death Cafés are “not an educational session, a
lecture, or a source for information on end of life topics. [A] Death Café is
simply an event where people talk about whatever is on their minds related
to death, dying, and bereavement” (Miles and Corr 2017: 153).

Betsy is delighted with the progress of Death Cafés seen in the case of
the United States, noting how “we have one coming to every city. Almost
every week there is a new Death Café. So the US is completely catching
onto it, which is amazing” (interview conducted on January 18, 2014).
However, due to the immense popularity of Café events, some attendees
simply are unable to attend due to space issues. As notes Betsy during our
discussions regarding the popularity of the Death Cafés, “I sometimes
have to turn people away for a year, and I feel so terrible that I sometimes
have to turn people away.” In such instances, Betsy advises them to “go
start your own. My whole goal is to get people talking about it. If you
want to start your own Death Café, it’s totally cool.” Such freedoms
afforded Café participants in the United States have anecdotally surfaced
as positive feedback, with the Cafés described as “safe and interesting”
according to Miles and Corr (2017: 153).

When France’s first gathering was promulgated by Crettaz in Paris in
late 2010, what entailed was a dozen of strangers that gathered to talk
about death and dying for but a few precious hours. Crettaz laments in an
interview published on November 1, 2010 about a dearth of dialogic
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confrontations with death in French culture (a statement that likely
describes the condition of attending to death and dying in many cultures
around the world as well). For Crettaz, “French people find it very difficult
to talk about death” and that it had to be liberated from its “tyrannical
secrecy.” Crettaz continues by noting in a manner that would have made
Sartre proud, that he was “never so in tune with the truth as during one of
these soirées . . . and . . . the assembled company for a moment, and thanks
to death, is born into authenticity” (Guinness 2010: 1).

At the time of this writing, there are close to 4,000 Death Cafés
across 37 countries, on every continent except Antarctica. The top five
countries with the largest number of Death Café events are the United
States of America (1,178 Death Cafés), the United Kingdom (350),
Canada (126), Australia (103), Italy, and Taiwan (both with 29 Death
Cafés). The numbers are sure to change. The United States currently
hosts Death Café events in over 100 cities such as New York, Atlanta,
and Los Angeles (www.deathcafe.com, Miles and Corr 2017). Smaller
urban centers have seen a spread of Death Cafés as well “including St.
Joseph, Missouri, and Gig Harbor, Washington” (Miles and Corr
2017: 154). Moreover, other scholars such as Western Oregon
University’s Paula Baldwin and University of Glasgow’s Naomi
Richards are current enthusiasts of such venues and are themselves
involved examining Death Cafés.

During this research period, the two most popular venues in Southern
California where my research took place were based out of Santa Clarita
and headed by Lisa Delong, R.N., author of Blood Brothers, while the
other was out of Topanga Canyon through the efforts of Betsy Trapasso
(although Betsy frequently changes and travels to different locales to host
her Café events). However, bona fide Death Café communities exist
online as well. End-of-life-care activists like Dr.Karen Wyatt hosts an
innovative monthly online Death Café where callers chime in and discuss
all matters related to death and dying. Jon notes that if an average of 10
persons attended each event, the Death Café experience would have
touched close to 20,000 individuals in a globally decentralized yet thema-
tically cohesive community experience. With the spread of Death Cafés in
the United States, the news and lifestyle media took notice, finding cover-
age in the USA Today, NPR, Huffington Post, The New York Times, and
The Los Angeles Times (Miles and Corr 2017: 154).

It was during 2013 when I was exposed to the phenomenon of Death
Cafés through a Los Angeles Times article. I came across a report by Nita
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Lelyveld almost too casually one morning while enjoying my customary
cup of coffee. After contemplating the article’s implications and cues,
I realized how important its themes were for sociology to make its entry
into examining mortality issues. At the time I felt that my sociology was
taking a very existential turn—a process that I found comfort in after
realizing that one of the greats of sociology, Kurt Wolff, also experienced
a similar transition when he tried to examine how members of society
develop sociological insight.

Seeing the architecture of a transformative social movement being
assembled at these gathering, I felt compelled to contact our two Southern
California Death Café organizers, Betsy and Lisa, in late 2013 regarding the
possibility of conducting research at their gatherings. After receiving the
approval from my university’s Institutional Review Board, both Betsy and
Lisa welcomed me to their Death Cafés between 2014 and 2015. Through
Betsy and Lisa, I was connected to London’s Jon Underwood. I scheduled a
long distance call and in short order was able to have a wonderful dialog with
what our compatriot across the pond had to say about importance of Death
Café events. Indeed, the solidarity was not only experienced between Jon
and me. By 2015, Karen had scheduled Jon to be interviewed on her online
Death Café. She graciously accommodated my request to hear how her
online Death Café proceeded.

Betsy’s links to the Death Café are historical. She recounted her immer-
sion in “death work” during one of our January Café sessions:

Just briefly my history and how I got into the end of life work: The first
hospice in the country was in my hometown, in Branford, Connecticut.
It’s called Connecticut Hospice. My grandfather helped bring hospice to
the US; so the first one was in my hometown. So I watch this thing
called hospice as a young kid come to the US; he was mayor of my town
which is right outside Yale University. So I went to these meetings about
the hospice.

My grandfather was mayor for many years; bringing hospice over was one
of the things he was most proud of in his life, so I always say it’s in my blood,
it’s in my family. I wanted to do advocacy so I became a psychotherapist,
worked with every type of population, became a hospice social worker and
now I work on my own through advocacy and am trying to get the word out
on how we view and do death. I love how we’re connecting people around
the world so that they can share with each other; I love what comes out
because every group is so different.
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Well, I found out about Death Café. My friend Lizzy Miles hosted the
very first Death Café in the United States in Columbus Ohio. And so I heard
Lizzy was doing something called Death Café and it originated in England
through Jon Underwood in 2011. So she had heard of him on the internet
and then she hosted a Death Café and I thought “Oh I’m going to do that
too!” But Jon Underwood got the idea from Bernard Crettaz. He’s a
sociologist and he would have these “Café Mortels” at a motel over in
Paris, so he would gather people together in cafés and talk about death.
So Jon said he wanted to start a movement, and now it’s happening all over
the world and it’s a growing movement.

By the conclusion of 2015, I had the privilege of gathering data from
five Café events that yielded transcriptions derived from face-to-face meet-
ings. These meetings were headed by Betsy Trapasso and Lisa S. Delong.
Two of the Death Café transcriptions were derived from online call-in
formats where callers communicated with the Death Café facilitator and
with one another. The call-in formats were administered by Karen Wyatt’s
End of Life University that included a Death Café portal.

The panoply of diverse life themes atmospherically nurturing all commu-
nicative attendees is what makes Death Cafés unique community environ-
ments. They are not only a bellwether of community health but serve a vital
function in establishing community solidarity. As noted by Betsy and other
Death Café organizers, the gatherings are not environments for dogma or
therapy (although participants cite their therapeutic qualities). Even the most
dogmatic attendees empathetically give pride of place to members whose turn
it is to enter a focused state so as to convey their sentiments onmortality. They
come from all walks of life and from different spiritual, cultural, and political
sensibilities. Yet these are subdued identities. During my data collection, what
struck me as a wonderful was how all Café attendees are punctilious. Death
Café attendees have cast aside their differences so that they can better appreci-
ate the different nuances in how people, their cultures, genders, and religios-
ities approach the issue of death and dying. Death Cafés allow participants to
communicate freely their anxieties and sense of liberation when attending to
end-of-life issues inways that point to our shared humanity: that the end of our
lives and the uncertainty of when that end is nigh, formost of us, are irreconcil-
able and frightening inevitabilities. Such dynamics at Death Cafés behooves us
to consider the many rationales for Café attendances, all of which were
illuminated by Miles and Corr (2017) in their excellent account of the Death
Café movement.
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Miles and Corr had queried some of the attendees as to their intentions for
attending the Death Café and found that participation is due to six main
motivations: (1) to process loss as it relates to one’s own mortality, (2) to
process loss as it relates to a metaphysical experience, (3) to examine mortality
of loved ones, (4) academic/philosophical reasons, (5) to fulfill a desire to help
others, and (6) for professional reasons. In the first condition of attending a
Café to reflect upon one’s loss and how this informs one’s trajectory toward
death and dying, Miles and Corr (2017) provide an attendee’s reasoning:

My brother-in-law died this past April and my husband and I have been
thinking a lot about his life and how it had not been a fulfilling one for him.
How his brother did not actually do the things he said he wanted to do.
Which, in turn, has made us think a lot about our own lives and plans. We
have both worked in hospice and would very much like to attend the next
meeting (Miles and Corr 2017: 156).

An attendee that visited a Death Café to attend to loss as it relates to a
metaphysical experience conveyed:

I read the article in the paper and found the thought of this gathering
intriguing. I have only lost a few people in my life so far and of those losses
I have had interesting experiences with two of them that have made me feel
confident that there is something else for us after we pass away. I would be
interested to hear what other people have to say about their experiences and
acceptance of death. While I can at least think about my loved ones that have
since now passed without crying, their loss still saddens me and I would like
to see if others may have found better and or different ways to cope. I did
not find traditional grief counseling very helpful, and thought this oppor-
tunity might help me cope in some way. I have a tendency to observe more
than share in a group setting, but if the group tends to be animated I would
probably share what I consider unusual experiences (Miles and Corr 2017:
156–157).

Another Café attendee was motivated to attend a Café gathering due to
the felt need to prepare for death and dying by examining the mortality of
loved ones:

Hi there! I’m interested in attending this event because I’m an only
child, technically speaking (I don’t speak with my biological father or
his other children). My mom and step-dad are all I have, and they are
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both getting older and live on the East Coast. My step-dad in particular
has a family history of heart attacks and strokes, and just last year there
was a major scare when a tree came down just a few feet from their home
during a hurricane. I realized then that I wouldn’t know how to handle
the inevitable, and both my parents are unwilling to discuss it. So,
perhaps something like this will get me comfortable with it and, in
turn, help them get comfortable with it! (Miles and Corr 2017: 157).

Other Café participants approached mortality issues intellectually and
philosophically, a popular recourse:

I’m very intrigued and would be very enthusiastic about attending the first
Death Café here in Columbus. My interest in death and attending is largely
academic, but also philosophical. The oft-repeated phrase about nothing
staying the same except for death and taxes is really quite an apt description.
I find it bizarre for such a universal experience to not be shared more openly.
I also would like to challenge my own preconceptions of death, and hope-
fully expand the meaning and scope of my life by having a better under-
standing of death and dying. My schedule is clear for that evening, and
I hope my presence would make the event more enriched. I hope to hear
more as the event draws near (Miles and Corr 2017: 157).

Still others attend Cafés for the purpose of refining their ability to cope so
that they may, in turn, help others to cope.

I am 50 years old and have been widowed twice. Both of my husbands passed
away via suicide. The first time in 1983 when I was 20 and the second time in
2007 when I was 45. Grieving and learning to live again is something that I
know well. If I can, I would like to come to listen and offer my perspective. I
look forward to hearing from you! (Miles and Corr 2017: 157).

Finally, some participants attend Death Cafés for professional develop-
ment, such as Miles and Corr’s last example where a hospice nurse noted,
“I’ve been at it for 25 years. I would love to come and visit with people.
I’m obviously a strong advocate for early intervention” (2017: 157).

For the Death Café community, a quality death need not be defined
solely by a milieu of doctors, nurses, and health specialists equipped with
medical technology, anesthesia, feeding tubes, and respirators, but with
loved ones whose emotive and metaphysical connections with the indivi-
dual have given meaning and depth to that person’s existence. To be able
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to emphasize this aspect of death and dying freely shows how the Death
Café movement, according to Miles and Corr is “meeting a felt need
among individuals in our society [for] both . . .who are moved to arrange
and host a Death Café, as well as those who decide to participate in one of
these events” (Miles and Corr 2017: 159). As noted by two classic scholars
on the topic, Philippe Ariès, author of Western Attitudes Toward Death
(1974) and the Hour of Our Death (1981), and Ivan Illich, author of
Medical Nemesis (1976), in the Western tradition—at least until hospitals
ensconced themselves in communities as large bureaucratic entities—most
end-of-life moments took place in the village or in the home, often with
the dying individual surrounded by family and close members of the
community. Indeed, death and dying as a process has only recently been
bureaucratized and systematized. Particularly in the United States and
other free-market economies, it has been transformed into a profit-driven
process. That many Death Café attendees I have spoken to concerned
themselves with these developments point to discontents toward a sys-
temic framing of mortality, one that behooves them to consider the
importance of personalizing, if not authoring, their own lives and deaths
beyond systems.

DeathCafé gatherings thus exhibit a visceral sense of collective purpose that
is thematically greater than the sum of its individuals’ sentiments. However,
because of the free-flowing dynamics atDeathCafés, Betsy noted that “no two
Death Cafés are ever identical.” Jon conveyed similar experiences during his
July 2015 online discussion with Karen. However, he concedes that there had
been teething issues at the outset of his first Death Café, which prompted him
to subsequently pursue a very different orientation.

So the first Death Café was very scripted. There were about six pages of
notes about it. It involved people coming and going through a series of
exercises and writing things down on pieces of paper and putting them in
envelopes. And at the end, the envelopes were burned in a ceremonial
burning of some sort. It was very complicated really. In spite of this it was
an amazing conversation. I knew most of the people there but the one
person I didn’t really know just spoke about things she’d never spoken
about before, to a group of strangers—really deep and personal things.
And afterward she wrote a blog about what a powerful experience it was
for her. So it was very beautiful nonetheless. And the afterward I knew
I wanted to do more and I debriefed with my mom.

She said that all those envelopes and the writing and the burning, just let
people talk. So when we organized our second Death Café it was completely
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different and because that was integrated into the core of it. Because of that
developed the format that is now sort of our core model which is non-group
directed discussion of death. And from then on that’s what we’ve done
(Interview given to Dr. Karen Wyatt on July 16, 2015).

However, the turn toward a more decentralized orientation for the Death
Café initially exhibited problems with its dynamics as well for it potentially
caused the movement to lose its center of gravity due to, ironically, the
alacrity of its members. As Jon notes:

As Death Cafés have grown we needed a very clear set of guidelines that enabled
people to do something which was relatively consistent. This is very important.
At the time it was an issue because people were starting Death Cafés and getting
very excited and changing it into something else, saying “Wouldn’t it be great if
we just had a speaker at the start from the local hospice to tell us about their
services which is so fantastic.” Someone else would then say “Wouldn’t it be
great if we showed a film about end of life care at the start of theDeath Café?” It
became less focused and so we really tried to clarify our model that it’s group
directed discussion . . .but in doing that we pushed a lot of amazing work out,
you know (Interview given to Dr. Karen Wyatt on July 16, 2015).

Moreover, Jon notes how because “Death Cafés have been completely
been run by volunteers . . . it’s hard work.” Betsy describes a typical Café
venue she hosts:

Most people have them once a month. Some people have them every third
month. We’ve just had our 500th Death Café. And they’re in South
America, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Singapore. We just had Hong
Kong. There’s one in Orange County [California]. A potential host just
spoke to me as there are no Death Cafes in Orange County, so I’m glad
about that. Because I think LA is just so vast. That’s the thing—the vastness.
What I love about LA, however, is all the different cultures, all the different
ethnicities (February 18, 2014).

One of the most important aspects of Death Café dynamics is how
certain regions make the gatherings rich due to a diversity of peoples.
Gatherings can be evocative: there are different aromas, different appear-
ances, different forms of dress, and, frequently, different accents with their
unique inflections and lilts. Moreover, an often overlooked benefit of
conducting Death Cafés in Southern California is its favorable climate,
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allowing for more mobility of its attendees to attend different venues as
they emerge. During one of our sessions, Betsy celebrates the energy of
Los Angeles’s diverse populations:

One thing about hospice, end of life, the green funeral movements, death
mid-wives, there are just so many people out there in LA, It’s such a huge
movement. For example, at one of the Death Cafés there was a participant
who signed up for cryogenics! You never know who is going to show up.
He’s a medical doctor and very sweet. The Death Café was at his house.
I had no idea. I had been in contact with him and his wife for months
(January 25, 2014).

During another of our January sessions, Betsy notes how there are so
many “amazing people . . . adding to the death movement” and that
“we’re all working together beautifully. Death people are very forgiving.
LA is a huge center for all the changes that are happening. Huge center for
green burials, for everything.”

Because Los Angeles functions as a large metropolitan hub for the
Southwest, many attendees come from great distances. As Betsy high-
lighted during one of April’s Café gatherings:

It’s about sharing knowledge. You know some people say “What was that
like?” Sharing knowledge, healing, support, it is home to everyone. And it
[Los Angeles] is an amazing place to do it. I mean look at these amazing
people over here. You know, they’re wonderful, they drove from all over.
You know, Sarah came from Colorado, Carla from Big Bear, we got people
who want to come and I got a waiting list. People want to come so I want
more hosts out there, more Death Cafés, so it can cradle Los Angeles
because right now it’s two of us doing this. LA is so huge and we need
more people.

Betsy’s vision for how Death Café can grow in Southern California “is to
get every culture, every ethnicity, to really unite this city and to get people
talking about death.” Betsy notes how in the past most people going to
Death Cafes here wereWhite: “Someone in London I spoke to said, ‘Ohmy
God, I never even thought about that’” (February 18, 2014). Indeed, Betsy
even travels great distances to holdDeathCafé events: “I take requests so last
time I had six. So I had a request for Thousand Oaks recently. I have a
request for Palm Springs and all the way to Joshua Tree. So I travel.”
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During my data collections at a variety of Death Cafés, all participants
on their given day of attendance have never met one another and were
strangers at the outset. As people arrive for a Café event, an informal
environment surfaces where attendees introduce themselves to one
another, engage in some ice-breaking dialog, as well as “sensing” one
another with nervous alacrity. Upon finding their preferred seats, an
introduction by Death Café organizers follows. At my particular research
venues, Lisa and Betsy introduced themselves and explained the reasons
for Death Cafés. Café attendees then introduced themselves to one
another. One introduction during an April Café hosted by Betsy went as
follows:

So welcome everyone to Death Café Los Angeles. Thank you really for
bringing food. It means so much to me because, you know, one of the things
about the Death Café is that . . .we don’t make any money off of this. We
don’t charge for anything so it helps that you guys brought food so I
appreciate it. I am just the host and I will just talk for a couple of minutes,
and then it’s really your group so I sit back and listen. Everything we say here
is confidential. Because people usually ask “what did you talk about at the
Death Café?” and people don’t say you know “Bob said this, Julie said
this . . . ” you say, “Oh we talked about this or that.” People are going to be
curious about it. And there is no set topic or speakers and there is no agenda.
For everyone, just be really nice to each other. So no one be mean to anyone
towards any particular thinking or, you know, argument. Just be supportive
to each other. We usually go until 9:30. People can just jump in and talk
about whatever they want to talk about (April 22, 2014).

Following everyone’s self introductions, I am introduced to the group as a
researcher. I then thank all of the attendees for allowing me to be there
with them, hand out the consent forms for them to sign, and ready my
digital recording device for the session. The dialog then begins in earnest
as Café attendees begin to “unpack” and discuss issues and experiences
about death and dying.

Even Karen Wyatt’s online Death Café exhibits the same solidarity with-
out the corporeal and tactile components of interaction. For example, during
Mother’s Day in 2014, Karen began her Death Café with poignancy:

Since today is Mother’s day I purposely decided to schedule this on
Mother’s Day knowing some of us have lost our mothers as well as moms
who’ve lost their children, who are actually dealing with a lot of grief on this
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day when it is generally a day of celebration and celebrating mothers. I was
wondering if you have anything to say about this, or if any of you have been
thinking of your mom or the loss of your mom (May 10, 2014).

As discussionsflow, thehosts of theCafés tend todefer to emergent themes,
group dynamics, and discussions, allowing them to surface with minimal
interruption. In many instances when such a communicative flow is estab-
lished,my role as researcher becomes activated, resulting in proactive questions
on my part. In other instances, however, I remain in the background until
queried for my views. Depending on the gravity and depth of the attendees’
accounts, attendees either synchronize with the narratives and continue the
dialog, or they welcome the next speaker to begin a new discussion.

The proliferation of Death Cafés, especially in the United States, implies
that Americans are less afraid to talk about death and dying. Indeed, many
Americans do engage in death talk. Miles and Corr note how today, the vast
majority of universities and colleges in the country offer death and dying and/
or courses on bereavement that found traction decades ago during the 1960s
and 1970s. Most surprisingly, many of these courses are popular and well
attended according to Corr (2015). Surprisingly, senior citizens, the demo-
graphic that is most vulnerable and most proximate to the horizons of their
respective mortalities, can be surprisingly frank in their discussions. A 2016
UPI report titled “Many of Oldest Old Say They’re at Peace with Dying”
notes how Britons in their 90s are “often willing to talk about death, but
they’re rarely asked about it” (Dallas 2016).Dr. Jane Flemming of Cambridge
University’s Public Health and Primary Care Department, leader of the study,
interviewed several dozen citizens over 95 years old and found that many
acknowledged they were living on “borrowed time” yet felt “grateful for each
passing day, and didn’t worry too much about the future.” Flemming’s team
notes how most interviewees accepted their fate and were prepared to die,
citing a subject who noted that “I’m ready to go . . . I just say I’m the lady-in-
waiting, waiting to go.” The study also hints at what a “good death” is like:
many hoped that they would pass away in their sleep, to “slip away quietly.”
One of her participants noted how “I’d be quite happy if I went suddenly like
that.” Most enlightening were the responses by those who were unafraid:

When asked if they would prefer lifesaving medical care or treatment to help
them remain comfortable, most opted for comfort. Most were also not afraid
of dying. For some, witnessing the peaceful death of others helped them
manage their fears. One women recalled her parents’ deaths, saying, “They
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were alive, then they were dead, but it all went off as usual. Nothing really
dramatic or anything. Why should it be any different for me?” (Dallas 2016).

Miles and Corr believe that Americans exhibit this growing tendency to
dialogically confront theirmortality as well.However,Miles andCorr concede
to the view that we are still an overarchingly death-denying society where
people are reluctant to confront or engage with mortality issues. Their obser-
vations are not new, for even as early as 1972, Dumont and Foss concluded in
their importantworkTheAmericanView ofDeathhowAmericans“both accept
and deny death, simultaneously” (1972: 95 cited in Miles and Corr (2017)).
Dr. Morag Farquhar, Cambridge University’s senior research associate in
Flemming’s department, notes that “having these conversations before it is
too late can help ensure that an individual’s wishes, rather than going unspo-
ken, can be heard” (Dallas 2016) while for Miles and Corr “failing to speak
about death is to give it power andmake it fearful, somuch so thatwhenwe are
forced by events to speak of death, wemay not be able to do so in any healthful
way” (Miles and Corr 2017: 162).

Alluded to earlier in this section is the notion that not all Café death talk is
macabre due to its welcome of humor. Observed at my Café data collection
was how lighthearted moments do not cheapen dialogic dynamics between
attendees. Indeed, perfectly timed quips often punctuate the dynamics of
discussion, intermittently lightening up an otherwise heavy dialog. Because
humor has an intermittent place in bereavement, grief, and mourning if
cultural sensibilities are understood by participants who confront a death
episode, it can function as a social lubricant—what DeSpelder and Strickland
(2009) describe as the “oil of society.” Sensible humor in the context of death
generates sentimental cohesiveness for a bereaved community. For DeSpelder
and Strickland, humor “defuses” our anxieties toward death situations in four
ways:

First, it raises our consciousness about a taboo subject and gives us a way to talk
about it. Second, it presents an opportunity to rise above sadness, providing a
release from pain and promoting a sense of control over a traumatic situation,
even ifwe cannot change it.Third, humor is a great leveler; it treats everyone alike
and sends the message that there are no exemptions from the human predica-
ment. Thus it binds us together and encourages a sense of intimacy, which helps
us face what is unknown or distressing. Humor can be a “social glue” that helps
us . . . comfort survivors as they recall the funny aswell as painful events of a loved
one’s life. A sense of humor can moderate the intensity of negative life events
(2009: 24).
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One example can be seen during one of our January 2014 events when
Betsy celebrated the mixing of dining and death talk, to which some
attendees responded with humorous banter and group laughter, signified
by the “(~)” where it surfaces in dialog in this chapter and elsewhere:

Betsy: Yeah, someone once pointed out that with cake and coffee
you’re actually killing the people that are coming to your
Cafés because cake is unhealthy and coffee is unhealthy. (~)

Trent: Oh stop! Sheesh . . . (~)
Betsy: And I’m laughing because you know LA people. . . .
Trent: Cake and tea equals death? I mean, I’m sorry people I missed

that memo . . .
Betsy: And I’ve had the vegan ones, the green juice ones!
Cheyenne: Sigh . . . (~)
Trent: Oh Jeez!

In another January session, Betsy revisited the theme about the unique-
ness of each Death Café because “everyone makes it their own, like some-
one once proposed a canoe trip down the ‘river of life’ so to speak,”
inciting group laughter and prompting one of the participants, Cora, to
remark “and it would culminate at a waterfall!” Similes, metaphors, and
perfectly timed quips are rich at Death Cafés. During one May 2014 Café
session, host Lisa S. Delong commented on the unique dynamics of Café
attendees, to which some attendees responded:

Lisa: Yeah there’s no wrong way to think about death and dying. It’s
very courageous to come to a strange group of people attending
this thing called the Death Café.

Hera: It’s freeing because you’re all here by choice and you know what
the topic is going to be.

Scott: And there’s food! (~)

Humor is not always a result of vertical communication from the Death
Café hosts to attendees. Some of the good natured exchanges take place
horizontally between attendees as can be seen at a January 2014 Café event:

Pat: The funeral industry is really operated in a very monopolistic
fashion and so I like it that there’s this new entrepreneurial
spirit that’s stealing that corner from manipulative people.
I don’t have a problem with Costco selling coffins.

Stephanie: Like solar energy for death. (~)
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Similarly, after being introduced by Betsy on an April 22, 2014 Café event,
an attendee to responded in a perfectly timed quip:

Betsy: So we usually go until 9:30. People can just jump in and talk about
whatever they want to talk about and I also want to introduce Jack.
He’s doing research. And he can tell you a little bit about it. He is
studying death in the US and the Death Café. So he’s been coming
to our Death Cafés. He’s going to write a great book about it, so,
he’s also doing research! That’s great!

Tim: It’s a call from the “other world”! (~)

During a May 2014 Death Café hosted by Lisa, two guests were
divulging the degree of work they put in for their own self-development
so as to be better equipped to approach the theme of death and dying:

Scott: And I did a lot of therapy. And a lot of books I read (and
I might bring you one or two) [gesturing to Leonard] that
might help you right now to feel good.

Leonard: I’ve got a library! (~)

Later during the evening, Scott was concluding what was perceived by
his spouse, Hera, to be a lengthy soliloquy:

Scott: I have four grandchildren and I’m trying to think of what could
happen in my life that could cause me to ever go back to maybe
ending my life. And I don’t know but I’m not going to push it with
fate where I lose my sons, or my grandchildren, or Hera. This is
Hera [gesturing to Hera]! Just checking. (~) But I do value life
very much and one of the things I’ve noticed, introspectively at
first, is that I appreciate every day of my life. My heart’s beating,
I’m relatively healthy, I think. And, uhm, a little bit obsessive. (~)

Hera: Noooo. (~)
Scott: I don’t mean to preach, I just . . .
Hera: That’s why we let you go last! (~)

Even Karen Wyatt’s online/virtual Death Cafe administered from
Colorado included callers enjoying lighthearted moments where humor
was employed:

Karen: . . . so true,more conversation about anything is good. It’s good for us
to be talking more and more and representing our ideas and our
thoughts about it and putting it out there. It will be interesting to
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see how that goes. In my state of Colorado we had a Death With
Dignity law that didn’t even make it out of committee in our state
legislature so I know it will be coming back every year. It will be
brought up again.

Molly: And you have legalized marijuana and that’s pretty amazing!
Karen: Maybe people think if we have marijuana we don’t need death and

dignity. (~)
Molly: And they could be right actually! (~)

In spite of the many lighthearted moments at Café events, the majority
of exchanges are serious and deep due to the varying degrees of death
anxieties exhibited by some Café attendees. Café dialog exudes a level of
depth that draws attendees together, if not in terms of having a meeting of
the minds, then in terms of a total corporeal commitment toward the
speaker’s speech utterances (i.e., body language and orientation toward
speaker, eye contact, silence during speech utterances by one who is
communicating). In this process, Death Cafés create a community that
helps attendees cope with bereavement, grief, and mourning. This is
rather extraordinary given that participants are strangers to one another.

The consequential iterations of loss, bereavement, grief, and mourning,
in fact, propel much of the dynamics at Death Cafés. These losses deserve
finer discernment as they are often casually employed interchangeably
(DeSpelder and Strickland 2009). The stage of bereavement is one
where the individual has the experience of loss. However, grief and
mourning do not follow subsequently as stages, as both grief and mourn-
ing have overlapping emotional constellations that are both borne from
the experience of loss. Grief is the inner, mental, cognitive state of the
person who is in bereavement, manifested as a psychosocial reaction to
loss, while mourning is the process through which grief is displayed.
Mourning is cultural, determined by cultural scripts and aesthetics. No
consensus exists as to how long one should grieve and mourn, or where
and how to grieve and mourn. In the latter process, culture makes its
entrance, prescribing rituals, prayers, dress, songs, and gatherings to help
cushion the dying person or the community that dies—if only briefly—
with the decedent. The momentum of grieving and mourning during our
periods of bereavement is thus shaped by the personalized dynamics of loss
and by the sociological conditions that frame events leading to the loss and
its ritualized farewells. That is, how our protagonist encounters mortality,
be it through terminal illness, accidents, systemic destruction from wars,
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or through calamitous events brought forth by exceptional circumstances,
influences how the death-encountering self and the community experience
loss.

Café attendees at face-to-face gatherings arrive enthusiastic and intri-
gued. There are some nervous attendees but the surfeit of warm smiles and
sense of community establishes the atmosphere of each gathering. Amid
the clanking of silverware on glass, greetings that serve to break the ice,
and the eventual sitting down of Café attendees with their plate of finger
foods, a subdued excitement sets the mood for the evening. With the Café
facilitator introducing the event and the attendees, the conversations often
begin with, ironically, silence. This is to be expected of course: some
attendees have not yet finished sizing up one another, while others wonder
how one can even break the ice to begin death talk. Inevitably, an indivi-
dual unafraid of this newfound freedom will start the night’s conversation.
The floodgates then open and death talk is underway.

Alacrity, curiosity, excitement, and solemnity then guide the energy of
the gatherings. In my attendances at the Death Cafés, I did not witness
any listener invalidate another participant’s confrontation of death and
dying. The reason for this is obvious for any of us that have attended a
Death Café: many may not have ever asked such questions, conveyed such
points, or highlighted certain curiosities about death and dying before, let
alone to a group of strangers they will likely not see again. Death talk takes
practice. Yet Café attendees know that they are in a safe and healing
atmosphere as the talk proceeds throughout the session, with respect
bestowed by everyone toward everyone. Calhoun accurately captures the
public sphere that is the Death Café (1994: 29):

The ideal of the public sphere calls for social integration to be based on
rational-critical discourse. Integration, in other words, is to be based on
communication rather than domination. “Communication” in this context
means notmerely sharing what people already think or know but also a process
of potential transformation in which reason is advanced by debate itself.

Café gatherings are approximately two to three hours long. The
online/virtual Death Café organized by Karen tends to last approximately
one to one and half hours. At the face-to-face Cafés, attendees feel at
home due to the dining experience, a wonderful strategy for people who
might want to enjoy a few bites and sip their drinks while each of their new
friends is in the process of conveying their stories. The social environment

THE DEATH CAFÉ VIBE 23



is relaxed, often deeply moving, and as noted in the preceding paragraphs,
frequently lighthearted. For online attendees, even if callers are unable to
physically interact, a supportive atmosphere still exists between callers. It
remains an atmosphere with a surfeit of empathy and compassion.

The size of each Death Café is variable. Some events have less than half
a dozen participants while most have at least 10. Still, other Death Cafés
may have many dozens, requiring attendees to be divided into different
groups seated at different tables. A cursory search of Death Cafés images
around the world will indicate diversity in event size, table configurations,
and venues for Café gatherings. Furthermore, depending on the prefer-
ences of the host, Café events can be held repeatedly at one venue or vary
in terms of venue location. Betsy notes how:

Most people will have them in the same place, and hold a Café the first
Monday of every month, at the same time. I prefer going out and trying all
these different locations—where nothing is set, which is much harder work
but I like it. You just don’t know what you’re going to get. I’m one of the
people that limit the attendance to 10. You feel like you get to know each
other more (February 18, 2014).

Betsy further adds:

I never have large but only small groups. There are Death Cafés that have
60 people, some with 40 people. I really like the feel of one small, intimate
group, that’s why I limit it to 9–10 people otherwise you know that one
table and you’re looking at another other table and they are laughing and
your table is way boring but you are trying to listen to what the other people
are saying. But this way it is nice, small, and intimate and everyone can talk
before and after over the potluck. So this is just in my opinion, so that you’re
not distracted with chatter in the background. (April 22, 2014).

In spite of such creative permutations and configurations for each
Death Café, Miles and Corr concede that Café gatherings “do not claim
to meet the felt needs of everyone, but they do obviously speak to the
concerns of those who join in them” (2017:162). In my many atten-
dances, no attendee offends and no attendee was ever offended.
Interjections are mindfully timed. Most surprisingly perhaps is that even
religious attendees, many of whom hail from the Abrahamic faiths, do not
proselytize or sloganeer religious maxims. Death Cafés are a sort of
benevolent purgatory of percolating existential cues, some of which
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could haphazardly abut one another, yet remain tame due to the desire for
the community to hear out new cues on living and dying. The vast
majority of Death Cafés promote a town-hall or focus group environment
where “death talk” is conveyed in mostly an apolitical, non-macabre, even
sanguine manner.

Although Café hosts remind guests that Death Cafés are not therapy
sessions, the fact remains that all attendees that participate are viscer-
ally aware of the catharses as they leave their events to renter the world
of clutter, scripts, and distractions. Talking about death and discussing
how to prepare for it can serve as an immense stressor in a person’s
life. At Death Cafés, the process is relaxed. When the event concludes
for the evening, many attendees are in good spirits: some exchange
phone numbers and emails, some take photographs with one another,
while for some, lingering convivial talk ensues. As the evening winds
down, some attendees become poignantly aware that their paths may
never cross again. Many others leave politely and quietly. Indeed, how
a Death Café concludes is also unique to each facilitator. Betsy con-
cludes her Death Café session by citing the time and reminding
attendees about the logistics for keeping in touch:

I want everyone to keep in touch. I will send out an email to all of your with
your respective emails. Keep in touch and ask questions. You know, keep the
conversations going about what everyone was saying. So that’s why I am so
grateful to do this and have this opportunity again. Get people coming so we
can get the word out and get more hosts in LA because of how few people
includingmyself are doing this. I feel terrible turning people down which I am
doing. So get more people out there to do it, to be a host (April 22, 2014).

Lisa, inspired by the positive energies during one of her May sessions,
concluded the evening with parting words of wisdom:

I’m so thrilled that all of you are here. And I just have to say that in every
Death Café we’ve ever hosted, there is this beauty of what I call God’s
universe: There’s always a person who connects with another person and
says exactly what that other person needs to hear. Every single Death Café
for this entire year that has happened, happened organically, naturally, and
unplanned. That’s the greatest joy for me. Really! It’s a pleasure to have you
here . . . just engages my heart in a way that it just fills me up. And so it’s
good. It’s the goodness of life. This is the good part, when you get to talk
about the deep stuff. And that there was so much discussion about suicide
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tonight is such a beautiful thing. It’s not something to be ashamed of. Look
how prevalent it is (May 22, 2014).

Most Death Café attendees avidly seek out coming Death Café venues
in nearby cities, counties, and even other states to attend. Regardless of
whatever motive drives their curiosities, the possibilities of a shared
humanity based on confronting issues of mortality are conveyed. The
communicative process about mortality appears to mute the chronology
of time so that the timeless wisdoms of those prophets, sages, philoso-
phers, scientists, and ordinary people can be invoked in ways that so many
of us fail to appreciate. Indeed, at Death Cafés, those invoked “attend” the
gathering with participants.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

A brief summary of what the remainder of the book entails is in order.
In Chapter 2, I discuss the key demographic that attends Death Cafés, the
Baby Boomers, that is, those born between 1946 and 1964. I note how by
participating in these monthly or bimonthly meetings, Café attendees are
in the process of personalizing their own crucial narrative and expectations
regarding end-of-life issues. They are preempting technical control by
institutionalized medicine and distortions by the media and market, a
process that takes place in a supportive community environment. In the
chapter, emphasis is also placed on how the Boomers generation witnessed
if not participated in the Civil Rights struggle, inculcating in many a rather
dauntless orientation toward perceived systemic abuse. They are mindful
of this as they are now—in the guise of Death Café attendees—contesting
large systems that are attempting to monopolize a discourse that purport-
edly frames and articulate their curiosities and concerns about mortality.

The chapter discusses a landmark study by the Pew Research Center in
2002 titled “The Civic and Political Health of the Nation,” one which
explores in greater detail how Boomers continue to show their civic and
political engagement in greater degrees thanmembers of Generation X and
the Millennials. The participation of Boomers at Death Cafés is significant
for another reason: poised to shape how senior citizens are cared for by the
medical establishment, their concerns will likely continue to shape public
policy for palliative care in the United States, currently ranked ninth
globally according to the Economist’s “Quality of Death Index: Ranking
Palliative Care Across the World” (Economist Intelligence Unit 2015). In
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the United States, Death Café attendees are part of the demographic that
participated in the passage of California’s End of Life Option Act, passed in
October 2015.

Chapter 3 introduces Jürgen Habermas’s concepts that can be made
operative when we analyze the themes of Death Café talk in Chapter 4.
The concepts are primarily derived from Habermas classic two-volume
work, The Theory of Communicative Action as well as from his other
publications. The chapter discusses Habermas’s contention that democ-
racy need not be embodied by macro-level institutional mechanisms that
promote elections, a process that is dependent on bureaucratic mechan-
isms that operate only during election cycles. He contends that attributes
of democracy can be unearthed in free communication that exists in the
lifeworld, a world of everyday activities, and through its corresponding
communication content that facilitates these activities. For Habermas,
communicative action is a useful political and deliberative process as it
“presupposes the use of language as a medium for . . . reaching under-
standing, in the course of which participants, through relating to a
world, reciprocally raise validity claims that can be accepted or contested”
(Szczelkun 1999: 99).

Habermas also underscores how free lifeworld communication has been
“colonized” by macro-bureaucratic forces that shape the content of com-
munication. In the context of the Death Café, critiques by attendees
center on how the medical establishment, the market, and the media
monopolize the framing of what death and dying should be. This condi-
tion is reflected in our inability to appreciate how deeply instructive death
and dying in our respective lifeworlds can be. As such, the colonization of
lifeworld communication as a grievance voiced at Death Cafés suggests
that citizens do not have appropriate venues to voice how they concep-
tualize their own mortality that promote a good life and a good death.
That sociology has yet to explore the social contexts where and when such
communication takes place, opined Habermas, renders democracy an
unfinished project of modernity. For Habermas, democracy is incomplete
simply because between elections cycles are the large bureaucracies that
speak at (not to) its citizens, often in a manner that is vertical—that is, top-
down—highly technical, overly legalistic, regulatory, and lacking in
norms. These institutions, for Habermas, cannot be seen to promote
free expressions that build community solidarity, one that requires free
horizontal communication. Indeed, his forebears in the Frankfurt School
felt the same, describing how even ostensibly neutral social institutions
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(as in the media and market) can have authoritarian tendencies. Calhoun’s
edited text about Habermas’s notion of the public sphere (a topic that will
be enumerated in Chapter 6) notes how Habermas sought “a more
transcendental basis for democracy” through “an account of human com-
municative capacity that stressed the potentials implicit in all speech . . . in a
world still torn asunder and subjected to domination by . . .bureaucratic
power” (Habermas 1994: 32).

The chapter also highlights key patterns of communication that promote
community and solidarity. Different types of arguments that bring parties
toward intersubjective agreement or mutual consensus are outlined. How
arguments that encounter ruptures are resolved by communicative action are
discussed. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of Habermasian
blind spots, informing readers that later chapters (specifically chapters 5 and
6) will harness other sociological speakers to attend to the blind spots and
smooth out the contours of Habermas’s ideas.

Chapter 4 “reads” the Wordle canvases that have been generated for
each Café participant and each event where data collection was under-
taken. The most important aspect of my research appears in this chapter as
I employ Jonathan Feinberg’s Wordle text analysis program and tag cloud
generator to present key themes emphasized during dialog, as well as
situate these themes within the framework of participants’ utterances.
Wordle takes inputted text and subsequently outputs word compilations
where a larger word size indicates greater use of that particular word in the
text (Viegas et al. 2009). Thus, tag clouds display text data about text data:
they are outputs of all words presented on a spatial canvas, with larger
sized words assumed to be more suggestive than their smaller sized
counterparts. From the tag clouds, cautious extrapolations of Wordle
outputs will be made so as to make visible key themes and concerns of
each participant and of each Death Café.

Following our Wordle analyses, I discuss how Habermas’s communi-
cative action manifested during dialog. The chapter also explores the main
critiques Café attendees harbor about aspects of their social world, aspects
that cluttered their attempts at forging a more lucid trajectory toward life
and death for those bereaved, grieving, and mourning, as well as those
who desire secular, intellectual, or spiritual renderings of mortality. Due to
the cathartic effects of attending a Death Café, I note how narratives
shared by attendees are becoming foundational themes for a bona fide
death identity, one that generates coping mechanisms for death very much
ahead of schedule, one that allows for a degree of the personal in terms of
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attending to the logistics of the corporeal as well as the metaphysics of the
beyond. The diacritica of a death identity is then assembled to reinforce
participants’ critical appreciation of life and living. Indeed, Café attendees’
coping mechanisms and means of empowerment reflect Corr’s (1992)
four primary dimensions of coping with dying: physical needs, psycholo-
gical needs, social needs, and spiritual needs.

Café attendees—by simply being able to convey their thoughts on mor-
tality—are thus returning a community and public to death and dying in
ways that connect themwith all those from time immemorial as well as with
all those in the present. More importantly, Café participants are essentially
beginning preparations for the bereavement, grieving, and the mourning to
come. They are preparing for death early in life, whether viscerally from
inspirational sentiments provided by fellow attendees, or from deep within
their own experiences with personal loss, in hopes of living their days with
deeper purpose. As Death Café events are now systematically accessible
around the world, Death Cafés can be seen as a vital organ of civil society,
a new iteration of a death system beyond the hospital. In this regard,
I conclude Chapter 4 by beginning my conceptualization of the Death
Café as an existential and transformative social movement, one where its
participants can confront mortality issues while still energized and indepen-
dent, and in ways that promote a shared humanity.

In Chapter 5, I employ the ideas of Erich Fromm and Kurt Wolff to
enhance Habermas’s ideas. Erich Fromm’s ideas conveyed in To Have or
To Be (1976) as well as Escape from Freedom (1969) remind readers that
certain modes of human conduct, such as the incessant need to be satisfied
with materialism, distances people from the profundities of being. It also
creates a shallow humanity that becomes fixated with commodities and
goods that promote what this work refers to as an “immortality complex.”
Indeed, the profundities of being are what Café attendees are aiming for
with existential and mortality cues that they are just on the verge of
understanding.

Fromm notes in Escape an ironic consequence of democratic systems
and/or free societies: that when there is a surfeit of freedom, people will
retreat from it. This rather counterintuitive observation explains how a
surfeit of freedoms given to social actors also mandates that they engage in
the labor of making many important life decisions. It is the overload of
decision-making dynamics in democratic societies that compels their retreat.
By doing so, they blindly defer to an authoritarian personality and/or
institutions that will provide dramatic answers and reassurances, that will
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make decisions for them, enabling the conditions that allow for authoritarian
tendencies to surface in macro-level institutions of society. In Chapter 5 the
trinity of the media, market, andmedicine is rendered into such an authority
that citizens turn to if they escape from their freedoms to accept their
mortality. Thus, Fromm argues that many people in free and/or democratic
societies are actually unfree. In my research, it has become rather clear that
Death Café attendees are not escaping their freedoms to author their own
mortality, fully aware of the difficult logistics, cultural demands, and meta-
physical uncertainties of death and dying. This is an expression of freedom in
a Frommian sense, that is, to use freedom “to” instead of freedom “from”

for important decision-making episode.
The ideas of Kurt Wolff will also be harnessed to enhance Habermas

and Fromm’s ideas. Wolff asserts that the experience of life epiphanies is
catalytic in providing a high degree of personal truth for those that
experience it. Through his surrender and catch thesis, Wolff argues that
exceptionally profound moments in the human condition inspire prota-
gonists to confront the meaning of existence in ways that allow them to
self-actualize. The significance and utility of Wolff’s surrender and catch
thesis cannot be overemphasized: many Café attendees only found their
mettle to live well after exceptionally close encounters with dying, encoun-
ters that declutter life so as to unearth the lucidity and courage needed to
continue living.

I also note in the chapter how death talk allows many attendees the will to
find happiness in the aftermath of confronting death, yet they also caution
about the responsibilities and logistics that emerge after one experiences
existential crises. Many attendees’ life courses embody the social and psychi-
cal dynamics alluded to by Habermas, Fromm, and Wolff, in that they
convey narratives from profound encounters with death and dying that are
not cluttered by ideas scripted bymedicine, themarket, ormedia.ManyCafé
attendees celebrate the ability to freely personalize and consider their own
mortality in ways that are pragmatic and realistic (Habermas), and in ways
that are about being, not having (Fromm). However, these dynamics often
follow deep moments of epiphanic realizations that cannot be relegated into
denial (Wolff). For Wolff, moments of surrender and catches are what
ground actors into a reality with purpose. His ideas are thus amalgamated
with those of Habermas and Fromm so as to give synergy to our analyses of
Death Café communicative dynamics.

Chapter 6 attends to Habermas’s notion of the public sphere as where
communicative action takes place. Habermas takes great pains to outline
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how the dynamics of communicative action indicate a healthy democratic
space for mutual consensus and intersubjective accommodations that
build solidarity, but he had little to say about how such venues of com-
municative action promote a zeitgeist on mortality in toto. Although his
tracing of the public sphere is historically rich, the process and its historical
contextualization remain abstract. Nonetheless, as indicated by
Habermasian scholars such as Cohen (1999), Schudson (1994), and
Calhoun (1994), Habermas’s work The Structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere (1991) contains all the vital components that had been
explicated in his earlier works such as Legitimation Crisis (1989) and
Communicative Action. Containing much utility for Death Café analysis,
Habermas actually discusses cafés as public sphere sites where news and
information about the economy, trade, finances, and the state intertwine,
but at the price of excluding a grass-roots community.

The notion of a public sphere where Habermas’s democracy project can
be completed renders it useful for conceptualizing death talk as a means of
democratic expression, one that can contest narratives from social institu-
tions and the state. I note in the chapter how death talk, a comparatively
suppressed form of communication that has been rendered “depressing,”
now has a community-oriented response that encourages one to love and
live with mindful awareness that death will come. However, because of the
colonization of the public sphere, technocratic, sensationalized, and vul-
garized notions of death are meted to the population.

A more optimistic rendering of a public sphere environment can be seen
in Ray Oldenburg’s classic work The Great Good Place (1999). Oldenburg
elaborates in his work what he terms as “third places,” an analog—with
some inflections—of the public sphere. Third places are constituted as
environments such as pubs, coffee shops, bookstores, even hair salons,
that function to promote community interaction and civic engagement.
That the third place appears so interchangeable with Habermas’s public
sphere behooves me to amalgamate the two, and I employ both the public
sphere and third place concepts interchangeably toward the end of
Chapter 6.

As a useful concept for looking at communities that are formed in spite of
the presupposed alienation among urban dwellers, Oldenburg distinguishes
third places from the first and second places. For Oldenburg, first places are
private and informal environments often embodied by the institution of the
family. Second places, are public and formal environments, embodied by an
actor’s place of employment. Third places, then, function as a sort of social
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glue for generating community because of their informal and public orienta-
tion. Oldenburg emphasizes the importance of environments like pubs, hair
salons, cafés, and book stores—organs of civil society—as vital for commu-
nity health and democracy. For Oldenburg, the converse is also hauntingly
true: totalitarian systemswould never tolerate public and informal gatherings
of citizens critical of the government. Moreover, Oldenburg notes how class
demarcations are blurred at third places, leveling all patrons. Oldenburg
takes his ideas to the same horizons as Habermas’s contention that public
spheres are ideal environments for communicative action dynamics. Indeed,
the formulation that will close this chapter is that Death Cafés are primarily
third place or public sphere phenomena.

In Chapter 7, our final chapter, I amalgamate important concepts pro-
vided by scholars presented in the monograph for a final reading of the
Death Café phenomenon as a social movement. With pride of place still
given to Habermas’s theory of communicative action, I demonstrate how
the amalgamation of communicative action concepts that underpin a death
identity—inflected with the ideas of Fromm, Wolff, and Oldenburg, along
with other scholars—can be as significant for the actor as ethnic, cultural,
religious, and gender identities. I note how a death identity articulates a
shared value system that reminds us that engaging in death talk is not an act
of social subversion. On the contrary, it is vitally important for society to
confront death and dying issues in all its intellectual, metaphysical, emo-
tional, and even legal iterations, in ways that transcend systemic colonization
of their lifeworlds. In this regard, I remind readers that we are witnessing a
decolonizing of the lifeworld through Death Café renderings of death, one
that attempts to return agency to community and grass-roots articulations of
mortality, and ultimately, what a good death might entail. I note how such a
decolonization through Death Cafés serves to articulate our shared human-
ity in an age of divisive identity politics.

After the amalgamation of the entire work’s concepts into an archi-
tecture that contains the diacritica of death talk, I forward some views on
why the Death Café has taken on the momentum that it has, fully
accommodating the fact that communities have all had their episodes
where people sat around fires, the fires that bring people together, to talk
about death. Yet the distinction I make between the Death Café com-
munity and those that were embodiments of a more sacred, even “deep”
time, is that the former aims to personalize for the actor a trajectory freed
of scripts and dictates from above, be it religion, government, medicine,
or even the market.
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The closing sections of our final chapter elaborate on sociologist
Anthony Giddens’s views about the catalytic aspects of social risk that
propel participants toward generating a cultural response to an increas-
ingly precarious society. A discussion of how Giddens further discerns risks
into those that are natural and those “manufactured” by society is under-
taken to forward the view that social actors and social systems have an
obsession with risk calculations. The desire to engage with risk calculations
can be seen as a set of factors that motivate Café attendees to mitigate risks
by decolonizing their lifeworlds through death talk. To understand their
efforts as a movement, a condensed review of social movement literature is
undertaken. The main reason for this odd placement of the review is due
to my concern that were such a review provided at the outset of this work,
readers might be skewed toward assuming a priori that the Death Café is
already an advanced social movement. Such a conclusion would overlook
how the Death Café as social movement is but at its prototypical phase of
self-definition and consciousness-raising through communicative action.
Additionally, by conducting a review of social movement literature in the
last chapter allows the literature to function as a crescendo for the efforts
of Café participants, all of whom are framed as bona fide social movement
activists in this work. Having identified public spheres and third places as
important spatial sites for communicative action, and for Death Café
proliferation in general, the successes of the Death Café as social move-
ment are discussed in ways that fill some of the blind spots in the social
movement literature.

Some readers might disagree with this work’s alacrity toward an experi-
ence like theDeathCafé. For example, Lofland framed such groups as part of
a happy death movement in The Craft of Dying (1979). The orientation
taken in this book reminds readers that the ethos of the Death Café is not
about the affective attribute of mortality. This would be too egregiously
simplistic a rendering of an overly complex idea about the human condition.
Throughout this work, I hope to give voices to those Death Café attendees
who directly or indirectly assemble death themes through communication,
themes that emphasize existential sovereignty in all its inflections as they, or
we, head toward our date with death. The position taken in this monograph
is that the exploration of thewhys is far more vital for understanding society’s
temperament on mortality than the mechanistic and systematic approaches
that generate bureaucratic and institutional discourses on mortality, a pro-
cess that stifles the voices of the grass roots. The sentiments inmy work—not
unlike those expressed by the Baby Boomers in my sample—adopt a critical
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view of our mainstream and consumerist cultures and how they cheapen the
sacrality and understanding of living and dying. In the process of attending
to these cues, I also intend to highlight other key thinkers I believe will shed
light onwhy participation in theDeathCafémovement is now percolating in
the industrialized and developed world. Only then can the Death Café be
celebrated as a much needed social movement for people to freely converse
about mortality in ways that allow for a nonsystemic rendering of coping,
acceptance, and preparation for end of life.

In the next chapter, we turn our attention to the civic engagement
profile of Baby Boomers, the primary demographic that attends and
participates at Death Café events. With an impressive history of civic
engagement, Boomers and their attendances at Death Cafés are poised
to generate new cues and narratives about mortality.
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CHAPTER 2

Baby Boomers and the Death Café

Charles Allan Gilbert’s All is Vanity (1892).
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KEEPING IT REAL

The American Baby Boomer generation, those born between 1946 and
1964, is aging. In the process of being forced to confront a more proximate
mortality horizon, many in the demographic are attending Death Cafés.
They attend for a variety of reasons, but primarily do so because they are
entering an opportune period in their life cycle where mortality issues have
great influence in shaping their decision-making. Although an unequivo-
cally heterogeneous group with its own intersected identities of gender,
ethnicity/race, and religiosity, they nonetheless exhibit one important uni-
fying feature of their generation: that their generational passing will likely
register as the largest number of recorded deaths in the annals of American
history. However, before diving into demographic data about Baby
Boomers’ active engagement in political life, we need to explore issues
that prompted some of them toward Death Café participation.

Currently, a growing global movement, Jon Underwood organized the
first Death Café in London1 in September 2011 after being inspired by
Swiss sociologist Bernard Crettaz’s launch of Paris’ first Death Café in
2010. As of 2016, there are close to 4,000 Death Cafés located in 37
countries. As noted in Chapter 1, in the United States, venues have been
established in Gig Harbor, Washington; Searsport, Maine; Ann Arbor,
Michigan, and Cleveland, Ohio, to name but a few. In Southern
California, a Santa Clarita venue is headed by Lisa Solis Delong, R.N.
and author of Blood Brothers (DeLong 2011), the other, by Betsy
Trapasso, M.S.W, in Topanga Canyon, to name but a few. For Los
Angeles Times’ Nita Lelyveld who covered the first Death Café gathering
in Topanga Canyon on April 15, 2013 in “Passing Thoughts at L.A.’s first
Death Cafe,” their confrontations exhibit a level of courage, honesty, and
lucidity that is impressive. Regardless of locale, all Death Cafés advocate a
healthy and organic atmosphere of discussion for its attendees.

Lelyveld’s observations should hardly be surprising. Death Café attendees
are in the company of people that ultimately develop some type of solidarity
with one another due to the uniqueness of being in an environment that
explores death and dying in the context of living. More importantly, Café
attendees reject the flooding of imagery and cues on the hows of death and
dying, opting to explore the whys of death and dying, and by implication, of
living. Indeed, for Italian thanatologist Marina Sozzi (2005), Western cul-
ture and its technological advances upon understanding the body has con-
tributed to mechanical views that are unable to make “the experience of
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death fecund; thus, death becomes an impersonal deadline of the body, a
fatality inscribed inside it, pure biology” (cited in DeSpelder and Strickland
2009: 43). Not an event that explores the biological finality of life, Death
Café conversations instead discuss candidly topics on mortality in a less
morbid, but more anti-systemic fashion. We can be grateful to the Baby
Boomers for such an orientation. As a demographic group with cohorts that
witnessed the Civil Rights, Baby Boomers have again embarked on a new
social movement, this time to regain control of the narrative on death and
dying, ahead of schedule, and while still independent, proactive, and pre-
emptive within the lifeworld.

The lifeworld, a term popularized by philosopher Edmund Husserl and
sociologist Alfred Schutz, represents the world of everyday occurrences and
social interaction. As an epistemological and ontological site, the lifeworld is
that space in social life where interactions take place beyond the scripts and
messages dispensed to us by our frequently reified institutions. These institu-
tions then regulate our lives with purposive rationality, rendering such ration-
ality as a force of domination. For Habermas, the lifeworld’s significance is
how it functions as a site of democratic production and activism that can
challenge such domination from above. It is a dynamic horizon that is “always
alreadymoving” due to its face-to-face communicative dynamics (1987: 119),
one where “communicative action relies on a cooperative process of inter-
pretation in which participants relate simultaneously to something in the
objective, the social, and the subjective worlds” (Habermas 1987: 120).

By participating in these monthly or bimonthly lifeworld meetings,
depending on the time management of Café hosts, Baby Boomers are in
the process of authoring their own crucial narrative and expectations regard-
ing end-of-life issues such as the finances of death, medical care toward end
of life, how assets are to be handled, whether feeding tubes and ventilators
are necessary, how children and/or parents will be cared for, and how one
should be allowed to die in the comforts of home rather than in highly
bureaucratized and technology-driven settings such as hospitals.
Metaphysical and spiritual themes are also discussed, hinting at Boomers’
search for a deeper, existential framework to contextualize death and dying.

The Baby Boomers attending Death Cafés in the study are unwilling to
surrender their authorship on death and dying to macro-level institutions.
Even those who have been indoctrinated since childhood and who remain
devoutly religious, secular, or adamantly scientific realize that cross-cul-
tural community narratives on death and dying constitute a new grass-
roots voice that is, at the very least, interesting and, at most, allows them
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to become unfettered from large social institutions that aestheticize, vul-
garize, or commoditize death. In an age where identity politics have
fragmented social relations, especially in the United States, the Death
Café movement and its many fans are reinvigorating the view that our
shared mortality is our shared humanity.

Humanity remains fearful of death in ways that are foundational, a
condition noted by Ernest Becker’s Denial of Death. Neimeyer et al.
(2003) extrapolate from this position to frame how death anxiety
permeates eventually all members of society. Consisting of “a cluster
of death attitudes characterized by fear, threat, unease, discomfort, and
similar negative emotional reactions” (Neimeyer et al. 2003: 46–47),
such concerns have compelled much of humanity into ritualizing the
worship of personified and idealized immortals. Even those who dare
face death with courage will first have to deal with an innate fear of
dying, for they might die into the infinitude of eternal night and
darkness, or they might experience an infinitude of fire and demons.
Some fear absolute extinction of all that is the self yet many are
convinced of an eternal euphoria that exists in post-life realms.

In spite of great philosophical and religious texts that describe the
afterlife in glowing and radiant terms (for those deemed worthy),
institutions of society need to continually reinforce death and dying
with righteousness, romance, and glory so as to mitigate our fears of
death (Sheets-Johnstone 2002): dying for a loved one, dying for one’s
country, dying while doing what one loves, or dying for a cause, all of
which serve to provide for the dying a sense of purpose and meaning.
Society provides rituals and contexts for such practices to have legiti-
macy, thus giving birth to cultural motifs and narratives about death
and dying that differ across the present and across time. Even today,
we wear colors of death prescribed for us, while in some cultures,
moirologists from yesteryear and today can be compensated to cry
and caterwaul for the dead, or to pour libations in ways that amplify
the deceased person’s importance. We are told that certain religious
holidays require the buying of goods and services to honor and/or
worship the dead. A free market even extends into the metaphysical
realm: Due to my Chinese heritage, I have seen those of my ilk burn
paper money for their deceased to spend in the afterlife, not unlike
ancient Egyptian practices of placing material culture in the tombs of
their pharaohs so that their former rulers can experience prosperity
beyond this life.
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Yet crucial questions remain about life and living in response to a
mindful acceptance or adamant rejection of the inevitability of death and
dying. Erich Fromm’s To Have or To Be (1976) provides arguably the best
sequence of questions regarding this topic, one that Boomers at Death
Cafés are engaging with:

But what about the fear of losing life itself—the fear of dying? Is this a fear
only of older people or of the sick? Or is everybody afraid of dying? Does the
fact that we are bound to die permeate our whole life? Does the fear of dying
grow only more intense and more conscious the closer we come to the limits
of life by age or sickness? (1976: 108).

Those closest to providing important narratives to potentially
respond to Fromm’s queries, as highlighted to me by Lisa Delong,
are the nurses engaged in hospice and palliative care, one of the most
poorly paid medical professionals. Consequentially, the process by
which society grants cultural expressions of death and dying allows
for an a priori conflation of ritual and understanding, of form and
content—not pure content as is experienced at Death Cafés. That is,
people going through the motions of honoring death or the dead can
nonetheless be delinked from a full understanding of the profundity of
the human condition experiencing death and dying. Form may hint at
existential content, but more often than not, symbolize it through
metaphors and allegories, or just as well be devoid of it.

With the advent of the sciences in the post-Enlightenment era and
the free market that emerged during the Industrial Revolution, one
that remains with us today in different iterations, death and dying was
reconceptualized, but not necessarily for the better. The scientists
within and without the medical system view the process physiologi-
cally, unwilling to formally sanction in their discourse the possibility of
a transcending soul. Dying was thus seen as a corporeal process where
all organs in the body ultimately shut down. For many who die, the
moment is often signaled by the “death rattle” that occurs when body
fluids accumulate in the upper chest, as well as the Cheyne-Stokes
breathing pattern where apnea becomes progressively longer in dura-
tion. The state after death is seen in a raw, unphotogenic manner
where different stages of putrefaction occur. Depending on how one
dies, the eyes can develop the signature Tache Noire while fluids leak
from our noses and mouths, only to be followed by degloving. These
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attributes of the deceased are easily measureable, verifiable, as are the
stages before the living enter death—again easily measurable and ver-
ifiable. Whether there is the “other side” is precisely the question that
is the bane of science, for even the most resolute of empiricists cannot
at this juncture in the human experience conclusively verify the exis-
tence of a soul or an afterlife. The scientific industrial complex is not in
the belief business. Opting to investigate, measure, and control all
dynamics of the natural world, humans thus die with machines inside
and beside them.

For sociologist Hugh Willmott, science “represents death in terms of its
causes . . . so that we no longer hear or think of people ‘dying of mortal-
ity’” (Willmott 2000: 652). Sociologist Anthony Giddens notes how
colonization of the meaning of death and dying thus paradoxically
excludes from “social life . . . fundamental existential issues which rai-
se . . .moral dilemmas for human beings” (1991: 156). Giddens notes
how culture sequesters death so that it “becomes a difficult, if not a
taboo topic to be approached . . .by reference to something else—such as
the causes of illnesses and accidents” (1991: 156). De Spelder and
Strickland note this same tendency where death language employs a
variety of euphemisms to “depersonalize death” by subjecting it with “a
lexicon of substitutions” (2009: 11):

The words dead and dying tend to be avoided; instead, loved ones “pass
away,” embalming is “preparation,” the deceased is “laid to rest,” burial
becomes “internment,” the corpse is “remains,” the tombstone is a “monu-
ment,” and the undertaker is transformed into a “funeral director . . . [while]
sympathy cards represent a way for people to express condolences to the
bereaved without directly mentioning death” (DeSpelder and Strickland
2009: 11).

Willmott notes that because “uneasiness surrounds death,” its corpor-
eal management is “routinely smoothed and managed by a plethora
of . . . specialists” such as physicians, mortuary attendants, funeral direc-
tors, and priests, all of whom are “employed to render death invisible
or . . .minimally disruptive of normal appearances” (2000: 649).
Indeed, society upholds such practices such as embalming where the
deceased is rendered “asleep” for perpetuity. Dori Fisher, an attendee
at one of Ms. Trapasso’s Death Cafés, noted poignantly: “The first
person I ever saw dead was my grandmother. She never wore makeup,
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but she was all made up and she was wearing something she would
never wear. I said: ‘That’s not my grandmother’” (Lelyveld 2013).
Fromm’s views reinforce such a scenario:

Perhaps the most significant datum is the deeply engraved desire for
immortality that manifests itself in the many rituals and beliefs that aim
at preserving the human body. On the other hand, the modern, specifically
American denial of death by the “beautification” of the body speaks
equally for the repression of the fear of dying by merely camouflaging
death (Fromm 1976: 108).

An example can also be seen in the power of a medical technocracy that has
influenced society’s discourse on health and death. In a September 24, 2013,
Bloomberg report by Shannon Pettypiece titled “Death Dinners at Boomers’
Tables Take on Dying Taboo,” the author notes how death and dying are
seen in the medical establishment as a “losing battle.” In practice, the
terminally ill patient reaching end of life is often bereft of metaphysically
nurturing environments where sentiments and symbolisms from loved ones
can be allowed to satiate the patient’s final moments. This condition, accord-
ing to Willmott, demonstrates how science mediates everyday encounters
with potentially life-threatening accidents, disease, and illness. For Giddens,
People severed from their mortality thus purchase “ontological security
through institutions and routines that protect us from direct contact with-
. . . death” (1991: 156).

The media cultures of civil society can just as well be implicated in this
regard. Although serving as a crucial mechanism for information dissemina-
tion—the televised media specifically—employs shock value and sensationa-
lized deaths to vulgarize mortality: Televised news is infamous for conveying
not a peaceful death of one’s own authoring, but a death that results from
gang-related shootings, police violence, school shootings of children and
teachers, homicides, terrorist beheadings and bombings, car, boat, and plane
accidents, and suicides, all in the hopes of getting ratings and advertisers. In
this regard, any node in the framing of the human condition seen on the
televised media, be it the body (through homicides, for example), the city
(through crime), the region (through a natural disaster), or an era (where
history and historical change are functions of wars), becomes vulgarized and
distorted in ways that blur the line between recreation and information. As
such, the death of a neighbor or colleague, or the death that most of us will
experience, is insignificant in the media universe. For DeSpelder and
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Strickland, encounters with death on television are skewed toward the
spectacular obscuring the ordinary (2009).

Death is generally portrayed on television or in movies as coming from
the outside, often violently, reinforcing the notion that dying is some-
thing that happens to us, rather than something we do. Death is an
accidental rather than a natural process. As our firsthand experiences of
death and violence have diminished, representations of death and violence
in the media have increased in sensationalism (DeSpelder and Strickland
2009: 10).

Is it any wonder that death and dying seen through the media influences
many to have a “mean world syndrome” where their existential orientations
are tied to issues of hopelessness, unceasing malaise, despair, shock, angst,
and despondency, compelling many to hand over their ability to author their
own mortality to macro-level social institutions, only to reify that authority
and perceived unassailability of these institutions in the long term? Media
analyst George Gerbner affirms that the mean world syndrome contributes
to an “irrational dread of dying and thus to diminished vitality and self-
direction in life” (1980: 70).

Finally, in the modern age set upon us by industrialization—one
which has created and demanded the generation of goods for incessant
consumption—death and dying have become commoditized. One can
see this at the largest systemic level in how military industrial complexes
operate around the world through direct and proxy wars, selling weap-
onry that has but one purpose: to eliminate lives. During the Cold War,
the Soviet Union engaged in what was known as “MIG Diplomacy”
whereby Moscow provided its allies, from China to Vietnam, India,
Egypt, the Eastern bloc, and beyond with their feared MIG jet fighters
so that these countries, slated for socialist liberation, could repulse US
and Western imperialism. In US civil society, citizens can go shopping at
large superstores like some Costcos where coffins are sold in nicely
decorated dioramas that are placed—perhaps with an intended pun—
near the checkout lines. Attending to death at many funeral homes is
almost akin to buying an automobile: different models of coffins are
available and upgrades create a better presentation aesthetic for the
decedent, not to mention a variety of other services that are possible if
additional fees can be paid. The free market is complicit in the process of
death denial as it staves off the implications of aging and death with
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lotions, creams, botox, facelifts, hair replacement, and the like. Certain
practices in the deathcare industry reinforce such a denial through prac-
tices such as embalming where the deceased are rendered to appear
asleep for perpetuity. Many cemeteries have what are essentially “ethnic
enclaves” for the deceased, an idealized simulacrum and dreamscape of
an ethnic suburb for the dead.

The media often provides an extremist yet grotesque compilation of
death and dying through shock value and sensationalism, as well as
through the worship and glorification of eternal youth. Medicine aims
to view death as a defeat of their aims and life must prolonged if possible,
even if it means subjecting patients to regimens of painful treatment. The
market economy through deathcare services sees death and dying as a
means for profit, often securing such profits from people who have lost
loved ones, people who are at their most vulnerable and impressionable
periods. The aforementioned institutions thus overwhelm the dying with
their own logistics and procedural stimuli: Should one continue expen-
sive chemotherapy or purchase alternative medicine? Should one be
buried or go the more affordable route of cremation? And how do
advance directives fit into all of the above? The overwhelming stimuli
on death and dying in the United States and developed countries have
thus generated some coping mechanisms that take us ironically further
from the understanding death and dying. Death Café attendees of the
Boomers generation are thus decluttering their narrative on mortality by
acknowledging these aforementioned factors through death talk. Thus,
the raison d’être of Death Cafés: a venue that allows death narratives to
address the discontents of modernity, one that is embodied in the state-
ment captured by Los Angeles Times reporter Nita Lelyveld regarding an
attendee’s feelings on death:

We all want to make a good death. If you ask somebody, “How do you want
to die?” they’ll say, “In the bosom of my family, with my friends around.”
They don’t say, “In a hospital bed with tubes coming out of my nose and
ears, in a semi-coma—that’s my perfect death” (Lelyveld 2013).

Social institutions, from the most bureaucratized to the most commu-
nal village council, have made death and dying beautiful, gory, and thea-
trical, absolving individuals and groups from forging ahead on their own
sovereign, existential trajectories. Macro-level social institutions have the
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financial wherewithal to vulgarize, romanticize, or package death in ways
that the individual cannot. Even in the most heinous expression of dying
seen on television, movies, and other outlets of the mass media, there is
the default obfuscation of how our bodies ultimately appear days, weeks,
and months after being deceased.

In many developed countries—and the United States is no excep-
tion—the authoring and discussion of one’s mortality have been
appropriated by media, medicine, and market discourses in ways that
have allowed them to colonize our lifeworld, an observation noted by
one of the most important sociologists of our time, Frankfurt School
sociologist Jürgen Habermas. For Habermas, the colonization of the
lifeworld—a world of communication and discourse that build com-
munity—exacerbates the pull of community away from a grass-roots
discourse that could potentially shape public policy. Although
Habermas never directly dealt with the topic of sociological death,
his illumination of how rational and deliberative grass-roots commu-
nication can be infiltrated by macro-level institutions of society is
highly relevant for the critiques conveyed in this work.

The ideas of Habermas, other Frankfurt School thinkers, as well as
other prominent sociological thinkers will be made to “orbit” our
examination of the Death Café movement in ways where a plethora
of concepts will be made operative to explain why such a movement,
particularly in our Western culture, sloganeers the need for “death
talk.” Such an undertaking is vital for understanding the depth of
the human experience since the community that has emerged around
Death Café gatherings is essentially about reminding us that there is
much more to living than waking up at 4:00 AM to shop at Black
Friday venues, getting validation from Facebook “Likes,” playing video
games, and taking selfies. Indeed, as Erich Fromm noted in To Have or
To Be, materialism leaves us in a hollowed and agitated state of
existence, one devoid of meaning. And as prophets, sages, philoso-
phers, and social scientists of yesteryear have already explicitly noted or
intimated: understanding mortality allows us to have a shared human-
ity based on living and loving, a sorely needed task lest we remain
confused, distracted, unable to self-actualize, and rendered vulnerable
to nihilism. Death Café attendees, therefore, are anti-nihilist activists
who seek to author their own meaning and employ coping mechanisms
in the context of our greatest existential crisis: the passing of our loved
ones and ultimately our own passing.
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Modern societies make little room for contemplative and introspective
renderings of death and dying even though all humans at one time or
another will be taken by existential matters, requiring precisely the need
for introspection and contemplation. Without metaphysical and philo-
sophical cues, individuals rarely nor explicitly generate personal narra-
tives on death and dying. Even when the rituals honoring the dead
come to pass, most return to the minutiae that define their lives and
forget whatever wisdoms were disclosed during memorial services,
until the time arises again for those institutions to return to frame
death and dying. We want death and dying conveyed to us at a time of
our choosing but are reluctant or unwilling to author a timeless
approach toward death and dying ourselves. Such is the nature of
living in what the great fin-de-siècle sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies
described as an age of gesellschaft, an age that emphasizes opportunism,
self-entitlement, and self-advancement. Baby Boomers, because of their
current position in the life cycle, are poised to redefine mortality in
light of the aforementioned social and personal dynamics that surface
when we attempt to confront our own mortality.

BABY BOOMERS

The key demographic that has nourished the Death Café movement
behooves social scientists to explore how American Baby Boomers
embark on their own trajectory of mortality as they enter the health-
care system in large numbers. However, many do not live sclerotic lives
as passive individuals hidden inside communities. A landmark study by
the Pew Research Center in 2002 titled “The Civic and Political
Health of the Nation,” one which we will now be exploring, notes
how even today Boomers continue to show their civic and political
engagement in greater degrees than members of Generation X and the
Millennials. The participation of Boomers at Death Cafés is significant
for another reason: poised to shape how senior citizens are attended to
by the medical establishment, they may be able to ultimately improve
the state of palliative and hospice care in the United States, currently
ranked ninth globally according to the Economist’s 2015 “Quality of
Death Index: Ranking Palliative Care Across the World.” Additionally,
the participants in my Death Café study are vocal proponents of
California’s End of Life Option Act that was passed in October,
2015. Yet in spite of its nascent political orientation, the vast majority
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of Boomers at Death Cafés promote a town-hall or focus group
environment where “death talk” is conveyed in an apolitical and
non-morbid, even sanguine manner.

Candid about their views on mortality and frustrated with the
inadequacies and perceived inhumanity of systemic authority to solely
define their destinies, Boomers are now employing this movement to
control their narrative and management of death. At this point in US
history, they number close to 80 million residents, or close to a quarter
of the US population, all of whom will have to contend with the
medical, media, and economistic narratives surrounding their mortal-
ity, sooner than later. Attendees from this generation are thus trying to
bring back and/or resurrect a discourse on death and dying that
reveals its uncluttered sacrality. As noted by Betsy Trapasso who
launched the first Death Café in Southern California, “Boomers are
coming of age and books are being written and that’s why there’s this
shift happening, because Boomers always make noise” (1–25).

And perhaps they should. Pettypiece (2013) notes how by 2030, 3.3
million Americans will die per year. This figure will be up 32% “from the
current death rate as baby boomers age.” For Carole Fisher, chief execu-
tive director of the Nathan Adelson Hospice in Nevada: Boomers will have
to “call a lot of their own shots and make decisions and see those decisions
through.” For Pettypiece, the generation that was catalytic in the Civil
Rights, the antiwar movement, and the sexual revolution is now
“trying . . . to have it their way right to the very end.” For this generation,
a quality death need not be framed within the much hackneyed milieu
where doctors and nurses equipped with feeding tubes and respirators ply
their trade, but with loved ones whose significant connections with
individuals have given meaning and immeasurable depth to their exis-
tence. Boomers believe that due to the tendency for many to offer up
their bodies to technical micromanagement near end of life, the role of
culture, community, and family as crucial components in ensuring a
“good death” is muted. Patients with terminal illness are thus bereft of
nurturing, organic environments where sentiments and symbolisms from
loved ones, expressed in physically comforting settings, can be allowed to
satiate the moment as the individual prepares to pass on.

Another key reason for the importance of focusing on Boomers as
potential movement actors in the Death Café experience is due to their
consistency with civic engagement, a trend that continues in the present.
In the 2002 study on American civic and political engagement across
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generations by the Pew Research Center, it was found that Boomers
frequently out-participated the Millennials generation (those born after
1976) as well as those from Generation X (born between 1964 and 1976)
in community and political activities and engagements (Keeter et al.
2002).2 From this important study, the tables to be presented in the
following pages have been adapted in ways that amalgamate the Baby
Boomers with the proliferation of Death Cafés.

Millennials are unable to match the Boomers on key indicators of
community and political engagement while many members of
Generation X are a distant third in most indicators of community and
political engagement. Having been shaped by politicized experiences such
as the Civil Rights movement, Vietnam and Watergate, gender-based and
ethnic/racial and indigenous movements, and the “sexual revolution,” the
Boomer cohort “has always been big enough to force the culture to adapt
to them” (Keeter et al. 2002: 6). This resulted in a demographic that tends
toward free expression, experimentation, and social involvement. These
indicators deserve further mention because it illuminates how Boomers’
are in the process of transforming the Death Café into a bona fide
transformative social movement, one that will definitively inform public
policies related to death and dying in the near future.

The Pew study sampled 3,246 respondents regarding their electoral and
civic engagement activities, ranging from volunteering to signing petitions
(andmost other activities in between).Keeter et al. found that theBoomers are
still able to maintain attentiveness to both electoral and civic affairs, whereas
the Generation X and Millennials’ participation activities tended to revolve
around civic, not electoral matters. For Keeter et al., there is a civic-political
divide that is characterized by generational differences. Table 2.1 displays the

Table 2.1 Percent of registered voters by generation

Millennials Gen X Boomers

60 70 83

% Registered to vote
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percent of members of different generations that are registered voters. We
see that 83% of Boomers noted they were registered to vote compared to
70% and 60% for Generation X and theMillennials, respectively (Keeter et
al. 2002: 10).

Table 2.2 indicates that 28% of Boomers have displayed campaign
button/stickers/signs, 17% have ever contributed money to political
groups, and 22% indicated that they had volunteered for political groups.
Data for these three indicators are higher than other groups. For the same
three indicators, members of Generation X exhibited figures of 18%, 11%,
and 14%, respectively, while Millennials exhibited figures of 20%, 4%, and
6%, respectively (Keeter et al. 2002: 11).

Table 2.3 reveals that 21% of Boomers had ever contacted a public
official compared to 15% and 9% for Generation X and Millennials, respec-
tively. Among those who contacted a public official in the last year only,
again Boomers led the way at 20% compared to 16% and 10% for members
of the Generation X and Millennials category, respectively (2002: 14).
Keeter et al. note that “Older generations have an edge in contacting
public officials. Perhaps feeling more confident and with more under-

Table 2.2 Additional political activities by generation

Activities Millennials Gen X Boomers

Displays campaign button/sticker/sign (%) 20 18 28
Contributes money to political group (%) 4 11 17
Volunteers for political groups (%) 6 14 22

Table 2.3 Percent having contacted public officials by generation

Millennials Gen X Boomers

9
15

21

10
16

20

% Having ever contacted public officials

% Contacted public officials last year only
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standing of paths to power, Baby Boomers . . . are more likely to have
contacted or visited a public official at some level of government”
(2002: 14).

As can be seen in Table 2.4 regarding discussions about politics and
government with family members, again Boomers led the way, with
38% indicating that they frequently did so compared to only 28% and
22% exhibited by members of Generation X and Millennials, respec-
tively. On measures of attentiveness to politics, 50% of Boomers indi-
cated that they followed government and public affairs “very often”
while, respectively, only 37% and 24% of Generation X and Millennials
indicated so. In a measure that bodes well for cautiously extrapolating
about the communicative richness of Death Café gatherings, 63% of
Boomers noted that they “talk very often with family and friends”
about current events in general while 58% of Generation X and 51%
of Millennials indicated so (2002: 15). Boomers again ranked higher
than members of Generation X and the Millennials in Table 2.4’s three

Table 2.4 Percent indicating frequency of talking about (1) politics and
government, (2) government and public affairs, as well as (3) current events by
generation
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% Talks very often with
family and friends about
politics and government
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indicators of talking about politics and government, government and
public affairs, and current events.

In terms of various forms of civic engagement (see Table 2.5),
Boomers exhibited the highest value at 24% while Generation X and
Millennials registered 23% and 20%, respectively, for in-person commu-
nity petitioning (not email petitioning) in the last 12 months (2002:
14). As for community problem solving, Boomers are most active: 25%
of them indicated they were engaged with some of the aforementioned
activities while Generation X and the Millennials exhibited only 22%
and 21% rates of engagement, respectively. They also volunteer more
regularly (26%) than members of Generation X (25%) and Millennials
(22%). Boomers also indicated that in the last 12 months they partici-
pated in a run or walk for charity more often (37%) than members of
Generation X (29%) and Millennials (28%). Similarly, Boomers were
more active in non-electoral group activities (40%) than members of
Generation X (29%) and Millennials (22%).

Table 2.5 Additional indicators of civic engagement by generation
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Volunteer frequently (%)

Participated in run or walk for charity last 12 months (%)

Group participation in non-electoral activities (%)

50 2 BABY BOOMERS AND THE DEATH CAFÉ



Findings also point to how Boomers are an informed group,
drawing on regular newspapers, televised news, and radio for infor-
mation. However, being informed from the aforementioned media
outlets also suggest that Boomers, Generation X members, and those
from the Millennials generations are exposed to the shock value and
sensationalism that vulgarizes death and dying. As for relying on
television for news, 63% of Boomers did so compared to only 47%
and 38% for Generation X and Millennials, respectively (see
Table 2.6). Insofar are employing radio broadcasts to acquire infor-
mation, 61% of Boomers, 52% of members from Generation X, and
33% of Millennials relied on this medium for news. Boomers showed
the highest degree of employing newspapers for information, scoring
at 48% while only 32% of Generation X members and 30% of
Millennials indicated so.

The data suggest how Baby Boomers attendingDeath Cafés can effectively
generate themomentum needed for a social movement.Moreover, at over 80
million in the United States alone, their sheer numbers will likely result in
greater Death Café attendance and growth. As will be seen through the voices
in many of our Boomers and some non-Boomers’ personalities, Death Café
attendees approach the issue in perhaps the most compassionate and healthy
manner, an approach that is sorely needed in an age where many members of
society appear to be lost in a matrix of clutter that, nonetheless, aim to dictate
living and dying for us. Herein lies the point of the Death Café movement: to
appropriate the terms death and dying from its negative connotations so that
we can all have agency in discussing and ultimately authoring our own

Table 2.6 Source of news by generation
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trajectories toward end of life. In the next chapter, we examine the key
theoretical assertions by Jürgen Habermas that will be employed throughout
my work. Only by understanding Habermas’ communicative action theory in
Chapter 3 can we later appreciate the sentiments shared by many Baby
Boomers as they engage in death talk.

NOTES

1. The official Death Café webpage is at http://deathcafe.com
2. The “Matures” Generation was also examined (those born before 1946).

However, due to every Death Café attendee being from the Boomer genera-
tion with three Generation X members, I am only comparing Boomer civic
participation with Generation X and Millennials’ degrees of participation.
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CHAPTER 3

Habermas’s Theory of Communicative
Action and the Colonization

of the Lifeworld

José Guadalupe Posada’s Gran Calavera Eléctrica (1900–1913).

Attending to Death Café participants’ premise that a taboo surrounds death
talk, this chapter explores how such ideational constraints are established as
well as how actors contest their effects communicatively. Jürgen Habermas’s
concepts drawn from his classic two-volume work, the Theory of
Communicative Action (Habermas 1984, 1987), are ideal for such an effort.
Habermas’s contention that the “practices of communication contain norma-
tive potentials of social rationality” is a vital and highly relevant assertion that
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is, as we shall see, supported by our attendees’ diverse narratives
expressed in death talk. Thus, scholars’ contentions that can further
enrich a Habermasian reading of the Death Café will be made to orbit
around Habermas’s concepts, if only for the purpose of generating
more comprehensibility and tangibility for some of his more atmo-
spheric propositions, many of which have been conveyed in a turgid
manner, an unfortunate hallmark of Frankfurt School writers (with the
exception of, perhaps, writings by Erich Fromm).

It should be noted, however, that the goal of the monograph is not
to engage in an exegesis of Habermas’s theoretical assertions, but more
rather, to make visible how Death Café attendees make operative
Habermasian concepts during their communicative exchanges. The
process will allow me to traverse into immanent critique when deemed
necessary so as to identify the blind spots in some of Habermas’s
assertions. I hope to remedy some of Habermas’s blind spots by
amalgamating his concepts with other relevant scholars that can help
us understand the Death Café phenomenon more incisively. Thus, this
monograph extends its solidarity with other scholars such as Niemi,
who notes in a discussion of communicative action that analytical
interpretations of Habermas’s ideas should not be construed as “argu-
ments put forth by Habermas himself” (2005:230). Indeed,
Habermas’s theory of communicative action is not without its detrac-
tors. However, their critiques are not part of the scope conditions of
this study since we are aiming to highlight the utility of making
operative Habermasian concepts vis-à-vis the lifeworld, a social context
which exists incontrovertibly. In later chapters and to the degree it can
provide a finer contour of Habermas’s ideas, other scholars and their
theoretical assertions will also be made operative, again for the purpose
of grounding key sociological assertions in lifeworld dynamics so as to
give our theories more material consequences.

Habermas defines communicative action as interaction between two
or more actors that seek to achieve solidarity by reaching interpersonal
understanding. For Habermas, such a context spurs participants to not
only attain individual successes through deliberation, but in arriving at
collective agreement through mutual comprehension and harmonious
interpretations of what are at stake (Habermas 1984; Kim and Holter
1995). In such a context an unfolding of communicative action can be
made to take place. In theory, one who decides to attend to an issue
forwards a validity claim. Then the speaker making the claim

54 3 HABERMAS’S THEORY OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTION



selects a comprehensible linguistic expression . . . in order to come to an
understanding . . . about something and thereby to make himself understand-
able. It belongs to the communicative intent of the speaker (a) that he
perform a speech act that is right in respect to the given normative context,
so that between him and the hearer an intersubjective relation will come
about which is recognized as legitimate; (b) that he make a true statement
(or correct existential presuppositions), so that the hearer will accept and
share the knowledge of the speaker; and (c) that he express truthfully his
beliefs, intentions, feelings, desires, and the like, so that the hearer will give
credence to what is said (Habermas 1984: 307–308).

Niemi describes the process in situ as where the speaker

(1) begins communicative action by referencing the social world in a manner
that allows the speaker to establish an interpersonal relationship with an
audience;

(2) the speaker then refers to such a world objectively. Niemi notes how it is in
these dynamics that the speaker makes “certain existential presuppositions.”
In this mode of communication, the speaker now uses facticity to establish an
intersubjective relationship with the audience or listener about the lifeworld
“on an epistemic level”;

(3) the speaker enhances the process in step 2 by speaking of the lifeworld by
expressing “intentions, beliefs, desires, and so on” about it so as to maintain a
communicative relationship with the listener (Niemi 2005: 230–231).

Validity claims thus start communicative action that attends to social or com-
munity problems. They are as the name implies, an assertion set off as conven-
tional truths that remain contestable by the listeners.Within a time frame, there
can bemany validity claimsmade. Listeners contest validity claims through the
use of different discourses. That is, within a time frame,many discourses can be
“activated” to vindicate or refute the validity claims made by the designated
speaker. Because the speaker uttering validity claims is either supported or
refuted by counter responses during deliberation, amore complete democratic
environment emerges, according to Habermas. Warren notes how such a
process is an important embodiment of democracy since it expresses a “kind
of politics that favors discursively mediated consensus over other ways of
making collective decisions, namely by means of coercive authority, the
authority of traditional or other nondiscursively created identities, or the
authority ofmarkets” (1993: 211). Communicative action thus “makes . . . full
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use of language functions relating to objective, social and subjective worlds”
(Szczelkun 1999: 3). Café attendees are not communicatively talking at but to
one another so that each may self-actualize through communication (we shall
have more to say about the relationship between validity clams and discourses
in the final section of this chapter).

Death Cafés as a physical environment and social movement appropri-
ately lend themselves to a Habermasian analysis for the following reasons:
(1) participants at Death Cafés frequently emphasize that there is a need
for the community to engage in death talk as a means to improve life and
living in ways that challenge the taboo surrounding death. However,
attendees are of the view that death and death talk’s forbidden status
continue to maintain its staying power for a variety of reasons to be
discussed. Additionally, (2) Death Café organizers and attendees are able
to employ communicative action in ways that appear to satisfy the attri-
butes of communicative action theory explicated by Habermas. Through
the articulation of validity claims that are, in turn, vetted by listeners
through different types of discourses, mutual consensus and intersubjec-
tive agreement—ideal outcomes of communicative action—can be
reached. In the context of the Death Café, the attributes of different
speech utterances, be they based on validity claims or the discourses that
emerge to validate or critique them, are vital dynamics of communicative
action that allow attendees to get a deeper sense of existential meaning
about their mortality—a sense that takes them to a deeper truth—one
which they feel can inform life and living. Here, we again invoke Fromm’s
views in To Have or To Be (1976):

Most people are half-awake, half-dreaming, and are unaware that most of
what they hold to be true and self-evident is an illusion produced by the
suggestive influence of the social world in which they live. Knowing, then,
begins with the shattering of illusions . . .Knowing means to penetrate
through the surface, in order to arrive at the roots and hence the causes;
knowing means to “see” reality in its nakedness. Knowing does not mean to
be in possession of the truth; it means to penetrate the surface and to strive
critically and actively in order to approach truth ever more closely (1976: 35).

Habermas thus configured his theory of communicative action to serve as
a process for collective political empowerment through argumentation, a
process that insures “that all concerned in principal take part, freely and
equally, in a cooperative search for truth, where nothing coerces anyone
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except the force of the better argument” (Habermas 1990: 198). Its utility
for Death Café analysis cannot be denied: strangers gather and, with much
alacrity, convey their deepest sentiments, claims, and orientations toward
mortality in ways that seek alternative conceptualizations. That the
empowerment felt by Café participants may not reflect the very temporal
search for political empowerment, the effects upon participants are none-
theless liberating and emancipatory at an existential level.

COLONIZING THE LIFEWORLD OF DEATH

A key proposition by Death Café organizers and their attendees is that
there is not enough “death talk” in the daily dynamics of social life.
Although Miles and Corr (2017) note that there exists a healthy thanato-
logical discourse in academic circles, the communicative content of mor-
tality is more amorphous as it appears on the ground and in our lifeworld
communities. It is not surprising that there is not an urgent need for
research in the social sciences to elucidate this aversion. The main reason
for this is rather obvious: one’s corporeal demise is not a pleasant proposi-
tion to consider. Upon one’s passing, nature continues its march toward
transforming our corporeal existence into non-sentient states as it renders
our bodies into macabre shapes, configurations, and odors that can hardly
be appreciated, even in highly romantic terms. This might explain why
society’s artists, sages, and philosophers confronted the finality of the
human condition in ways that are ritualistic and symbolic, just to eke in
a bit of romance and even beauty to frame the potential extinction or
continued journey of what remains of John or Jane Doe. However, such
an orientation tends to establish collective coping mechanisms that are
highly aestheticized, based on form and not necessarily on the depth of
one’s desire to find sovereignty in approaching their mortality: attending a
funeral and placing flowers on a casket, donning a type of death color for
funeral or crematory ceremonies, chanting specific passages in Pali before a
Buddhist cremation, burning paper money for ancestors as practiced in
some Chinese cultural orientations toward death, are all aspects of insti-
tutionalized repetitive behavior that can be seen as independent from a
collective and personal understanding of how existential depth on the
theme of death can be informative.

What is discourse as Habermas sees it? Thus far we have employed
discourse to refer to that body of knowledge where the narratives within
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underpin its thematic emphases. Habermas is amenable to this employ-
ment as well, noting how “discourses take place in particular social con-
texts” and are “subject to the limitations of time and space” (Habermas
1990: 92). More importantly, Habermas also saw discourse function as a
“form of communication that is removed from contexts of experiences,”
where participants have free rein to test speakers’ validity claims in ways
where “no force except that of the better argument is exercised,” where
“all motives except that of the cooperative search for truth are excluded”
(Habermas 1975: 107–108). Alternatively, Habermas envisions discourse
simply as reason-giving. For Habermas, reason-giving enhances a rational
process of empowerment.

Habermas considers individuals in public spheres engaging in commu-
nicative action as exhibiting tremendous autonomy and independence.
As autonomous individuals, they “make decisions based on critical exam-
ination of their needs and interests . . . and they have the capacity to
participate in processes that resolve conflicts between needs and interests by
means of discourse” (Warren 1993: 214). More crucially, Warren reminds
us that such autonomous individuals have agency “to . . . create, to bring
new ideas, things, and relations into being. Agency implies some amount of
control over one’s life history” (Warren 1993: 214–215). For Warren,
“autonomy is developed in part through the imagination—the ability to
think of alternatives—and is part related to others through reason-giving”
(1993: 215). Herein lies the utility of Habermas’s discourses: they frame
how Café participants are indeed refining the authoring and assembling of
their own personalized narratives on death and dying.

Mezirow (2003: 59) explains discourse as “the assessment of beliefs,
feelings, and values” that heals potential ruptures that surface in the
communicative process. For Warren, the employment of differing dis-
courses serves as a means to resolve the problem at hand “through talk
rather than coercion, markets, traditional authority, or blind consensus”
(1993: 212). Habermas thus envisions conflict resolution to be dependent
on discourse dynamics where dialog, diplomacy, and communally empow-
ering content emerge from the grass roots. Discourse from the grass roots
can thus monitor many establishments that work off hypothesis testing,
replication, and theory generation, dynamics that take place in major social
institutions of knowledge production in society. It can also monitor the
market and other mediated institutions. Without awareness of how com-
munities can generate a grass-roots discourse through deliberation, people
thus subscribe to information and renderings of death and dying from the
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top-down, unwittingly reifying the macro-level institutions and enscon-
cing their power to socially construct reality. In the United States, and
according to Death Café proponents around the world, a grass-roots
discourse on mortality from the bottom-up overall remains elusive and
amorphous. The national and international proliferation of Death Cafés
may buck this trend.

Discourse also has its own nuances. In his earlier work Legitimation
Crisis (1975), the deviating trajectories of the social system and the life-
world were of great concern to Habermas. Habermas envisioned a society
as simultaneously a system and lifeworld, synchronizing with each other
through discourse dynamics that exist in public spheres. The rupturing of
this symbiotic relationship Habermas describes as the uncoupling of the
system and lifeworld—and by implication the failure of discourse. In his
lesser known work, Knowledge and Human Interests (1971), Habermas
forwards the assertion—drawing heavily from nineteenth-century pragma-
tist and empiricist philosophers such as Charles S. Pierce and Wilhelm
Dilthey—that empiricism derives information from three interrelated epis-
temological nodes to comprehend social reality: (1) the technical cognitive
interest adopted by the empirical-analytical sciences, (2) the practical
cognitive interest adopted by the historical-hermeneutic sciences, and
(3) the emancipatory cognitive interest adopted by the critically oriented
social sciences.

The technical cognitive orientation toward comprehending reality
stems from results of technical control. These emanate from higher eleva-
tions within scientific systems and are distributed back to the public as
factual information, a top-down process. This information risks reification.
As it stands, such information rarely acknowledges the inputs derived from
a community’s communicative action even though it can just as well
sharpen the debate on social issues toward mutual consensus, or at the
very least intersubjective understanding. For Habermas, if technocratic
policies yield desirable results, people thus accept the results as true. The
power of the natural sciences lies in this attribute of communication that
can make comparatively accurate predictions between variables even
though the outcomes are conveyed from the top-down. A new cyclicity
is thus generated in that ideal outcomes from scientific research serve to
further expand the human powers of technical control (Kim and Holter
1995), further reinforcing the continued reproduction of technical knowl-
edge (Habermas 1971). For Habermas, even if society conveys the
narrative of death and dying as a most natural expression of nature, the

COLONIZING THE LIFEWORLD OF DEATH 59



scientific and technocratic establishments will still attempt to foster
technical control of mortality: “With increased control over outer nat-
ure, secular knowledge became independent of worldviews . . . science
eventually established a monopoly on the interpretation of outer nature”
(1975: 119). However, in the practical cognitive orientation of people,
social reality is comprehended by attempting to understand one another’s
meanings, “from the inside out rather than outside in” (Kim and Holter
1995: 209), or according toHabermas, “access to the fact is provided by the
understanding of meaning, not observation” (Habermas 1971: 309). Kim
and Holter continue:

Whereas the empirical-analytic method encourages objective distance
between the investigators and subjects, the hermeneutic method
emphasizes the analysis of text and meaning through a subject-subject
relationship more amenable to the goal of understanding meaning
(1995: 209).

The issue of practical cognitive interests was much engaged with by
Dilthey, who desired to situate hermeneutics within an idealized, scientific
approach that nonetheless still allowed for the merits of pure description.
According to Habermas, Dilthey viewed hermeneutic understanding as a
process too dependent on transcendence. For Dilthey, contemplation can
function as a methodological process because its practitioners, the “histor-
ians, economists, political scientists, and students of religion are immersed
in life, they want to influence it” (cited in Habermas 1971: 178).
However, Dilthey concedes that corruption of practical cognitive interests
occurs because the cultural sciences

subject historical persons, mass movements, and trends to their judgment,
which is conditioned by their individuality, the nation to which they belong,
and the time in which they live. Even where they believe themselves to be
operating free of presuppositions, they are determined by this horizon (cited
in Habermas 1971: 178).

This resolution of the dialectical dilemma of practical cognitive interests—
that is, to what degree science can employ interpretation if facts themselves
are assumed to contain their own objective status—can be seen in the
content of Death Café communicative action. Because Café dialog attends
to death and dying as a center of gravity for living that requires meaning
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for comprehension, it has already confronted the theme as a non-variable
that represents the incontrovertible presupposition of our inevitable mor-
tality. This foundational fact nullifies any arguments about the facticity of
death and dying as culturally conditioned if we move beyond their pagean-
try and aesthetic frameworks which do contain culturally conditioned
responses (Habermas 1971: 177–178).

Habermas, however, critiques both the technical-cognitive and practi-
cal-cognitive approaches as tending toward the dogmatic monopolization
of facticity while lacking any “critical basis for interpreting the nature of
the problematic situation” (Kim and Holter 1995: 209). However, the
basis of emancipatory interests serves to welcome knowledge that is
“oriented to liberating individuals from the constraint of domination
and distorted communication” and thus, “individuals need to be involved
in the process of their own emancipation” from a “constrained existence,”
ultimately furthering “autonomy and responsibility” in the process (Kim
and Holter 1995: 209–210). The uncoupling of the system and lifeworld
allows the system to appropriate technical and practical cognitive interests
in ways that delinked them from the lifeworld where mutual and inter-
subjective understanding can be secured through deliberation. These
dynamics set into motion colonizing tendencies whereby the system dis-
penses technical and practical narratives for the lifeworld, stifling if not
devouring the emancipatory articulation of the grass roots.

Resolving issues with communicative action is an important undertak-
ing because, as argues Calhoun, the “lifeworld is the locus for basic human
values . . . it needs to be defended against the continual encroachment of
systemic media” (1994: 31). Only when self-knowledge and self-reflection
dynamics are embedded in communicative action can individuals find
emancipation. For Calhoun, “communicative action thus provides an
alternative to money and power as a basis for societal integration”
(1994:31). Until the lifeworld is decolonized, individuals and their per-
ceptions of situations remain “clouded by values imposed by society”
because “social institutions can be repressive, thwarting the individual in
the pursuit of true desires” (Kim and Holter 1995: 210). Such a process
can be seen in Habermas’s view of the social-welfare state, an institution
that for Chriss grants so many “rights” on the basis of race, gender, sexual
orientation, age, disability, etc., that the actual legal enforcement of such
rights encroach further into the lifeworld (1998).

With the uncoupling of system and lifeworld where the former is
delinked from the latter, communication and moral attitudes lose their
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purpose (Jütten 2013: 590). As a result, speakers and listeners lose their
ability to relate to (1) something in the objective world (as the totality of
entities about which true statements are possible); (2) something in the
social world (as the totality of legitimately regulated interpersonal rela-
tions); and (3) something in the subjective world (as the totality of
experiences to which a speaker has privileged access and which he can
express before a public) (Habermas 1987:120). For Krey (2002), the
uncoupling of system and lifeworld precedes lifeworld colonization by
larger systemic forces.

Once systems are no longer merely coordinated with communicative pat-
terns but begin to invade and subdue these communicative patterns of the
life-world, then the uncoupling of the systems and life-world is converted
into the direct “colonization of the life-world.” That means the commu-
nicative patterns of the lifeworld are subjugated to alien standards of tech-
nical control (Krey 2002: 3).

Habermas nonetheless sees the capacity for social change through the
interpretative process as seen in certain spheres of the social sciences, a
process that is sufficiently distinct from the natural sciences in that the
former “seeks to open its objects to comprehension as forms of inter-
subjective communication” while the latter seek to “establish technical
control over their objects” (Grady and Wells 1985/1986: 40).
Habermas provides a caveat, however, and notes:

If a shared definition of the situation has first to be negotiated, or if efforts to
come to some agreement within the framework of shared situation defini-
tions fail, the attainment of consensus, which is normally a condition for
pursuing goals, can itself become an end (Habermas 1987: 126).

Herein lies the incisive insights of Habermas’s theory of communicative
action: that the goal of achieving community consensus can be rendered
difficult if not impossible if lifeworld communication is colonized. Indeed,
as we shall see, Habermas’s best sociology may be seen in his identification
and explication of how the lifeworld is colonized by macro-level institu-
tions, a process that results in a human condition where society’s partici-
pants have lost the ability to deliberate ideas and resolve conflicts. Such a
condition paves the way for organs of the state to intervene and author the
trajectories of its citizens in ways that do not enhance community
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solidarity. Attendees at Death Cafés are thus clarifying the ambiguity, the
ambiguity that surrounds death in our society by uncovering—often with
much alacrity and trepidation—how everyone else feels about death in
ways that seek mutual consensus or intersubjectivity on the understanding
of mortality.

For Habermas, the lifeworld context allows participants to “express
themselves in situations that they have to define in common so far as
they are acting with an orientation to mutual understanding” (1987:
121) since the concept of communicative action “presupposes lan-
guage as the medium for reaching understanding . . . the course of
which participants, through relating to the world, reciprocally raise
validity claims that can be accepted or contested” (Habermas 1984:
99). Frank notes that the lifeworld generates validity claims to serve as
catalysts for community communication as it “carries all sorts of
assumptions about who we are as people and what we value about
ourselves: what we believe, what shocks and offends us, what we aspire
to, what we desire, what we are willing to sacrifice to which ends, and
so forth,” all of which require “constant reaffirmation” (Frank 2000:
3–4). A colonized lifeworld prevents such communicative dynamics
from fully surfacing and taking form. Seen another way, a colonized
lifeworld prevents communicative action from fully surfacing to rein-
force democracy.

In modernity, the colonizing process is undertaken by the state, various
iterations of the media, money, law, and power in ways that “distort the
communicative practices of persons in their everyday face-to-face interac-
tions” (Chriss 1998: 1). Habermas’s position harks back to Legitimation
Crisis (1975), a position that is central to understanding his concerns about
the constraints macro-level institutions have upon the dynamics of culture
and its communicative dimension. He notes how “the state cannot simply
take over the cultural system, and that expansion of the areas of state
planning actually makes problematic matters that were formerly culturally
taken for granted” (1975: 73). For Chriss (1998), this top-down dynamic
curtails quality communication from below while Frank (2000) similarly
argues how advanced capitalist societies exhibiting this dynamic have
increasingly disabled communicative action. In its wake, the marketplace
runs roughshod over the “academy, basic information . . .news, entertain-
ment, and government” (Krey 2002: 5). For Stahl, the grass roots are
affected as well since the colonization process entails
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the suppression or undermining of communicative coordination by the
invasion of systemic mechanisms into practices, which constitutively depend
on communication. Processes of colonization—in which systemic rationality
oversteps its proper bounds—not only cause a loss of legitimacy, a fragmen-
tation of everyday consciousness, a loss of freedom and meaning and cultural
impoverishment, they also endanger the integrative function of the lifeworld
(2013: 539).

An important rendering of this scenario can be seen in Jütten’s (2013)
research and critique of the United Kingdom’s system of public higher
education, one experiencing colonization by the market. Not con-
vinced about the view inculcated into British citizens that education
should be deemed a private good, Jütten counters with the normative
view that education should instead be seen as a collective good that
transcends monetary imperatives and private benefits, that it should be
seen as “collectively valuable, both in monetary and non-monetary
terms” (2013: 597). Collini shares the same sentiment in What Are
Universities For? (2012) and criticizes how society should not

educate the next generation in order for them to contribute to its economy.
It educates them in order that they should extend and deepen their under-
standing of themselves and the world, acquiring . . . kinds of knowledge and
skills which will be useful in their eventual employment, but which will no
more be the sum of their education than that employment will be the sum of
their lives (2012: 91).

Jütten laments, however, about the state of higher education in the
United Kingdom as its research and teaching dynamics have slowly
been reduced to market, government, and corporate imperatives. As a
result, the commodification of public higher education corrupts it as
evinced by how competition between universities takes place through
tuition fees, leading to an undermining of “the social mission of uni-
versities in terms of the democratization of higher education” since it
leads to a “division between students from poorer backgrounds, who will
seek out cheaper, more vocationally oriented universities and wealthier
students, who will seek out prestigious research universities charging
higher fees” (2013: 597). Reay (2013) describes this “education apart-
heid” as one that “excludes the less wealthy sectors of the population
from competition for the best jobs” as well as “from the ranks of the
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informed, critical public, reinforcing the existing ‘class apartheid’ of
British society” (2013: 117–121).

Governments and universities have addressed the subsequent shortfall of
higher education funding through a shift to a consumer model of higher
education, whereby students (and their parents) fund their educa-
tion . . . indirectly by the state through a complex web of government
secured loans and tax credits . . . . At the same time, universities have sought
to insulate themselves from the vagaries of government support by seeking
third-party funding for academic research and by seeking to exploit com-
mercial opportunities presented by their research . . . . As a result, strategic
attitudes oriented at market success replace communicative action oriented
toward reaching cooperative goals in many areas of university policy, includ-
ing student recruitment and curriculum planning (Jütten 2013: 598).

In the United States, the phenomenon of massive open online courses
(MOOCs) being introduced by information technology personnel in con-
junction with venture capitalists reflects how public education is being
colonized in another manner. Often embraced with alacrity by universities
who rarely consult their faculty about its implementation, likely due to the
fact that its implementation is highly market-driven, Burawoy (2005) pres-
ciently notes the tendency for universities to engage in “joint ventures with
private corporations” through “advertising campaigns to attract students”
while “fawning over private donors” and “commodifying education
through distance learning” (2005: 7). Proponents of MOOCs thus provide
apologias for university dynamics that embrace market solutions (Fong
2017). Furthermore, in their alacrity to embrace MOOCs, there is no
mention of how MOOCs will affect the division of labor in universities,
especially the “cheap temporary professional labor” that exists in the guise
of adjunct faculty (Burawoy 2005: 7). Often the pioneers of MOOCs are
erstwhile academics and professional staff that have begun to pursue entre-
preneurial goals of their own accord (Slaughter and Rhoades 2004).

As a consequence, the quality of debate and discussion is instilled in a
tepid manner as communicatively shortchanged students leave the univer-
sity and enter civil society, reinforcing the reification of lifeworld coloniza-
tion for the next generation. And where is the communicative resistance,
the uproar, to the dynamics seen in public higher education? For Habermas
and Jütten, the fragmented consciousness resulting from the colonization of
the lifeworld of higher education stifles emergence of a discontented
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discourse from the grass roots that can contest (1) the reification of the
system and (2) cultural impoverishment as a consequence of it, a process
that “drains the lifeworld of the resources that its members need in order to
reach understanding over their collective situation” (Jütten 2013: 599). For
Habermas, such “economic imperatives trump lifeworld resistance because
there are no normative resources on which lifeworld members can draw in
order to resist them” (Jütten 2013: 599). Habermas notes how lifeworld
colonization and the subsequent cultural impoverishment in communica-
tive action are intertwined as “the imperatives of autonomous subsystems
make their way into the lifeworld from the outside—like colonial masters
coming into a tribal society—and force a process of assimilation upon it”
(1987: 355). For Habermas, actors are unable to respond to such coloniza-
tion because large institutions overpower individual agency in ways that
subject them to the system, a process that “blocks enlightenment by the
mechanism of reification” (1987: 355).

Frank notes how only “communicative action . . .has the ability to regen-
erate influence and value commitments” that can allow the people to
reconfigure their lives autonomously (2000: 4). Frank notes how the “quan-
titative systems of media, for example money and votes, can express influence
and value-commitments, but they cannot generate these qualities—only the
communicative action in life can do that” (2000: 4).However, following the
colonization of the lifeworld, money and power become reified and develop
the means to regulate social relations and communication patterns.
Habermas emphasizes that the problematic of late capitalism is that the
voices of the people from “below” cannot be heard to the same degree as
systemic expressions because communicative activities on the ground have
been colonized by institutional language, procedures, and regulations.
Habermas reminds us, however, that democracy and agency do not emanate
from institutional mechanisms “above,” but from the people themselves
who grant legitimacy to social systems through “collective will-formation
through discourse” (Warren 1993: 211). The fight for a more complete
democracy, then, will need to reactivate in the lifeworld and conclude in
lifeworld.

Habermas sees democracy as emanating from the lifeworld’s public
spheres, ideal communication communities that serve as arenas of judg-
ment and decision, where the collective autonomy of participants can
generate discourses that can evolve and coalesce into narratives for
empowerment (we will be discussing the spatiality of public spheres in
Chapter 6). In public spheres are sites where communication is “protected
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from asymmetries of power and differentiated from the organizational
requirements of collective action” (Warren 1993: 213). For Habermas,
there is untapped potential for democratic articulation in the lifeworld,
hence his desire to decolonize the lifeworld so that actors in society can
have an emancipatory and transformative social experience (Mezirow
2003). Yet because communication in the lifeworld has been colonized,
Habermas famously laments that democracy remains an unfinished pro-
ject. Such an “incomplete” democracy creates a sort of legitimation crisis
for society’s social institutions.

The mechanism that allows systemic colonization of the lifeworld is law,
or more specifically, legal regulations that impose conditions and contin-
gencies upon the actor. However, Habermas’s critical views of regulation in
no way imply that he preferred anarchic revolution to “express” a bona fide
democracy. Instead, Habermas’s concerns gravitate toward how law micro-
manages people’s everyday lives in ways that “replaces the social solidarity of
the lifeworld that formerly was forged tacitly through uncodified norms of
communicative acts and reason” (Chriss 1998: 3). The manner in which
strict regulatory language is imposed upon the lifeworld—a process
Habermas terms juridification—all point to how justice has become “colo-
nized by abstract principles of formal law” as it penetrates all areas of life
(Frank 2000: 4). Habermas is concerned by how law “develops into an
external force, imposed from without, to such an extent that modern
compulsory law, sanctioned by the state, becomes an institution detached
from the ethical motivations of the legal person and dependent upon
abstract obedience to the law” (1987: 174). Similarly, Stahl points to the
juridification of the family “through the educational bureaucracy and family
law, as well as the neutralization of the citizen role by the consumer
role . . . in the private sphere” as a human condition of a colonized lifeworld
(2013: 539). Frank’s ability to make operative Habermas’s assertions of
juridification is worth quoting due to its relevance for understanding the
concerns voiced by Death Café participants.

In my own study of medicine, the lifeworld relationships of patients and
those who care for them—doctors and nurses—are increasingly colonized
by the demands of third-party payers, whether these are insurance compa-
nies in the U.S. or government in the Commonwealth countries I live in and
visit. The legitimacy of medicine is in crisis: the popularity of complementary
practitioners is one indication of this, and the prevalence of malpractice suits
in the U.S. is another. The discontent I hear constantly in medical groups
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and illness support groups is loud and clear—and yet medicine becomes
more exclusively a “system” that excludes lifeworld communicative
action . . . . When such talk is excluded and patients are simply told what
medicine will offer, take it or leave it, medicine creates the conditions for its
legitimacy crisis to deepen (Frank 2000: 4).

Insofar as the Death Café is concerned, event participants are essentially
contesting their lifeworld colonization by discussing how one should live
and die, freeing the themes from their cultural stigma borne from framing
by medicine, media, and market dynamics. The physiologies of death and
dying aside, the sociological dynamics of death and dying have increas-
ingly become legalistic. A leading pathology of modernity, then, is this
gradual infiltration of legal regulations into ever greater expanses of life-
world activity. As informal understandings of life give way to formal rules
codified in law, the lifeworld becomes increasingly impoverished (Chriss
1998). Frank is more forthright, noting how such conditions suggest that
“there is no possibility of reaching a common understanding through
these media” (2000: 3).

Members of society are implicitly aware during their interactions with
macro-social institutions that there is red tape, often unintelligible legal lan-
guage, and regulatory policies that predictably inspire complaints if not resis-
tances. There is also a spatial articulation that can be added to Habermas’s
criticism of institutions that face legitimation crises, particularly in how such
legitimation crises can be experienced at the corporeal level. A contemporary
of Habermas, architect Victor Gruen provides an insightful but not very
charitable view of the situation: “Civic centers are concentration camps for
bureaucrats, who are thus prevented from mingling with common folks.”
That, suggests Gruen, “may explain why they lose their touch with and
understanding of the problems of the latter” (cited in Oldenburg 1999: 69).

For Habermas, what is normatively significant for democratic practices is
that values and laws should be generated from a consensus of deliberative
citizens “coming together to decide their fate collectively through representa-
tion” (Chriss 1998: 2).However,Habermas notes how the process of coloniz-
ing the lifeworld has been successful because money, law, and power,
components Habermas believes underpin all institutions and bureaucracies
of the state, exist in a contextwhere nonorms and ethics are allowed to embed.
For Frank (2000), quantitative media such as money and power are “non-
communicative.” When money and power do communicate, they do so
by communicating—through juridification—at the populace, not to them.
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A relationship between macro-level institutions and the public sphere is thus
facilitated through a medium where no common understanding can be
reached, only a zero-sum approach where institutions in the social system
dictate and steer agendas of the populace by imposing its regulation and
language upon the lifeworld. In such a scenario, the lifeworld is bereft of
social actors that can, through discursive discourses, reach a common under-
standing on social problematics. In its place are elites, who through ideolo-
gical manipulation and hegemony “control the substance of public
deliberation and, hence . . . legislation . . . that reflect and defend their own
interests at the expense of the relatively powerless masses” (Chriss 1998: 2).
The rich and discursive character of the public sphere is thus suffocated by
lifeworld colonization.

Frank (2000) notes how money and votes are unable to provide existen-
tial understanding or political empowerment since these are primarily quan-
tifiable variables. In such a scenario, the actor either overpowers or is
overpowered. Similarly, Calhoun viewsmoney and power as “non-discursive
modes of coordination . . . they offer no intrinsic openings to the identifica-
tion of reason and will, and they suffer from tendencies toward domination
and reification” (1994: 6). In this regard, Habermas envisions colonizing
forces of the lifeworld as being norm-free, a deleterious systemic condition,
contrasted by a norm-rich condition that is to be found in a non- or
decolonized lifeworld. Citizens living under a colonized lifeworld simply
do not know that they can still “draw on the ‘moral resources’ that are
available to them in the lifeworld” (Jütten 2013: 594), something Death
Café participants are keenly aware of.

Habermas notes that in capitalist societies, the market is the most
significant catalyst for system integration. It performs this function
through norm-free regulation of cooperative contexts where the “steering
of individual decisions is not subjectively coordinated” (1987: 150). This
trajectory needs to be contrasted with the ideal Habermasian condition
where cooperation is generated by social integration “through consensus
formation in language” (Jütten 2013: 589). Habermas warns that system
integration can create a variety of social pathologies such as alienation,
anomie, loss of collective identity—and in the case of what Death Café
attendees have conveyed—a loss in the ability to appreciate a shared
humanity derived from the theme of death and dying. My personal
emphasis on Habermas’s theory of communicative action as having the
capacity to inform a shared humanity through the Death Café movement
is not an idealized extrapolation; indeed, Habermas notes how the
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“lifeworld is always constituted in the form of global knowledge inter-
subjectively shared by its members” (1987: 355). However, under life-
world colonization “everyday consciousness is robbed of its power to
synthesize; it becomes fragmented” (Habermas 1987: 355).

Habermas implicates money for steering “a social intercourse that
has been largely disconnected from norms and values.” Consequently,
the market contains no ethics comparable to those generated at the
grass roots. Moreover, in the worst case, the market’s lack of values
continues to be regularly reproduced through bureaucratic imperatives
(Habermas 1987). Yet, in spite of being norm-free, Habermas inci-
sively notes how the medium of money has structure-forming effects
due to its capacity to be an “intersystemic medium of exchange” where
“the activities of different organizations for the same function and the
activities of the same organization for different functions can be clus-
tered together” (Habermas 1987: 171–172). Moreover, the role that
money and power play through juridification establishes complex com-
municative interactions and networks in macro-level institutions for
which no one can explicitly be held accountable for.

It is the power of money, conveyed through juridification, and ema-
nating from different interconnected institutions that allow for the
dynamics of lifeworld colonization to be realized. Habermas contends
that this rationalization of the lifeworld “makes possible a heightening of
systemic complexity, which becomes so hypertrophied that it unleashes
system imperatives that burst the capacity of the lifeworld they instru-
mentalize” (Habermas 1987: 155). Frank affirms this condition, noting
“as advanced capitalist societies have developed, the core integrative
function of communication has been increasingly disabled” (2000: 1).
Thus, the colonization of the lifeworld reaches its crescendo when the
language of the lifeworld is replaced with norm-free and regulatory
language, rewards, and punishments, all of which prevent the lifeworld
from coordinating social action. The colonization of the lifeworld by
macro-level institutions thus “appears from the lifeworld perspective
both as reducing the costs and risks of communica-
tion . . . thus . . . technicizing . . . the lifeworld” (1987:183). Habermas
notes how the trajectory by which technocratic management of social
dynamics “robs actors of the meaning of their own action” further
underscores his concerns on how technical details and technology,
norm-free in nature, are sloganeered as a panacea for all kinds of cultural
and economic problems (1987: 302).
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DEATH CAFÉ COMMUNICATIVE ACTION: VALIDITY

CLAIMS AND DISCOURSES

Successful communicative action in people’s lifeworlds, one unfettered from
the domination of juridification, entails creating communication dynamics
that allow social actors making validity claims to (1) reach intersubjective
agreement as a basis for (2) mutual understanding, so as to (3) reach an
unforced consensus about what to do in particular situations in which they
find themselves (Habermas 1984, 1987; Kemmis and McTaggart 2007). In
Habermas’s later but nonetheless important work, Between Facts and Norms
(1996), he adds (4) a fourth attribute of effective communicative action: the
opening up of “communicative space” (Kemmis and Robin 2007: 294).
This fourth additional feature of effective communicative action is highly
relevant for understanding the trajectory of the Death Café in that opening
up communicative space allows solidarity and a sense of community between
people, even between strangers, to be established, an outcome seen at my
Death Café data collection sites. Such opening up of communicative space
improves the quality of community since “cooperation . . . has an intrinsic
morality” (Habermas 1981: 116).

Habermas’s communicative action’s dialogic dynamics is a process of
democracy that need not be reliant on institutional mechanisms but
instead on public spheres. Public spheres are vital for providing the con-
ditions for communicative action to become salient so that validity claims
can be formed. Indeed, that public spheres also allow differing discourses
to contest or affirm validity claims already signify the availability of auton-
omy for the communicative participant. As noted in the earlier sections of
this chapter, fora where citizens can launch their communicative action
are, for Habermas, important iterations of democracy. However, not all
social actors are cognizant of this and thus allow large-scale institutions to
infiltrate or colonize these communities and their communicative action,
rendering social actors less autonomous or independent, if at all.

Autonomy in the individual is conceptualized as “certain developed
capacities of judgment” according to Warren’s excellent discussion of
participatory democracy (1993), one which we will derive many cues
from in this section. Warren’s examination of the utility of Habermas
reveals how autonomous individuals are able to be critically decisive of
their needs and interests. Moreover, such individuals are ideal for conflict
resolution. Thus, the autonomous individuals—and in our case, Death
Café participants—have agency to “create, to bring new ideas, things, and
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relations into being” while “agency implies some amount of control over
one’s life history” (1993: 214–215). Because autonomous individuals are
able to delink the self from systemic demands, one replete with “tradi-
tions, prevailing opinions, and pressures to conform,” the same individuals
can thus be made amenable to constructive criticism by the community
(1993: 215). In this scenario, autonomous individuals are in a position to
engage in reason-giving, “or what Habermas calls discourse” (Warren
1993: 215).

For Habermas, successful communicative action also depends on how
questions and discussions attend to three types of validity claims that
emerge during communication that, when satisfied, serve to generate a
cohesive community that is lucid in how its members analyze and confront
problematics (adapted from Habermas 1984: 99; Niemi 2005: 234;
Kemmis and Robin 2007: 298).

(1) That the statement made is true (or that the existential presuppo-
sitions of the propositional content mentioned are in fact satis-
fied), that is, whether these understandings are true (in the sense
of being accurate in accordance with what else is known).
Listeners can also reject the truthfulness of the utterance through
different discourses.

(2) That the speech act is right with respect to the existing normative
context (or that the normative context that it is supposed to satisfy
is itself legitimate), that is, whether these understandings are
morally right and appropriate under the circumstances in which
they find themselves. Listeners can also reject the morality of the
utterance through discourses.

(3) That the manifest intention of the speaker is meant as it is
expressed, that is, whether these understandings are authentic
and sincerely held and stated. Listeners can also reject a rendering
of a truthful conveyance, or what Niemi (2005) terms as existential
presuppositions.

Niemi’s (2005) incisive analysis of Habermasian validity claims reveal how
such claims can also manifest synergistically, prompting ever deeper
exchanges. Niemi emphasizes that through such exchanges, the interests
of individuals are revealed and liberated from an institutionally determi-
nistic view of communication, as in how voting is seen as a “voice” of the
people. Because public spheres exist in between the institutional
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mechanisms that allow for democratic practices such as voting, it is the
town hall, not the polling booth on election day, that one really hears the
voices of the grass-roots speak.

Yetim entertains the converse: the significance of raising validity claims
can also be appreciated when they break down, that is, when the validity
claim becomes problematic. In this scenario, communicators enter a
“reflective mode of communication, that is, to a discourse about the
controversial validity claim” that require activation of additional modes
of dialog for communication resolution (2005: 10). Habermas himself
clearly emphasizes this need, noting that “the stabilization of validity
claims can succeed only through discourse” (1975: 72). From these
validity claims conveyed during communication, listeners then orient
their actions by interpreting the validity claims (Habermas 1984: 118).
Kemmis and McTaggart note that even with discontents and tensions
during public sphere communication, participants allow themselves to be
“corrected in light of . . . careful observation of the processes and conse-
quences of their action as it unfolds” (2007: 300).

Habermas explains that validity claims in communicative action aim to
secure a sense of truthfulness and accuracy for a topic in ways where the
speaker “makes a statement, asserts, narrates, explains, represents, pre-
dicts, discusses something” so as to search for “agreement with the
hearer” (Habermas 1984: 308). Truthfulness is determined “in light of
their won knowledge (both their individual knowledge and the shared
knowledge represented in the discourse used by members)” (Kemmi and
McTaggart 2007: 294). As to whether a validity claim is morally sound,
Habermas assigns the determination of its status to what listeners and
participants themselves “regard as morally right and appropriate in terms
of their individual and mutual judgment about what is . . . proper, and
prudent to do under the circumstances in which they find themselves”
(Kemmis and Robin 2007: 294). To satisfy the third validity claim for
sincerity, speakers need to utter a “first-person experiential sentence”
while disclosing in ways where the listeners are able to determine the
degree of sincerity. Sincerity is assessed on “what participants themselves
regard as sincerely and truthfully stated (individually and in terms of their
joint commitment to understanding)” (Kemmis and Robin 2007: 294).
Finally, only when the validity claims convey the correct action to take on a
problematic, regardless of whether the speaker “makes a promise” or
“appoints or warns somebody,” can participants then begin to coordinate
their action trajectory (Habermas 1984: 308–309). Habermas notes that
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satisfying these validity claims is vital for communal solidarity and a
democratic practice that can thrive outside of institutional mechanisms.
Mezirow’s (2003) excellent summary explains how, in the final instance,
effective communicative action

refers to understanding what someone means when they communicate
with you. This understanding includes becoming aware of the assump-
tions, intentions and qualifications of the person communicating. When a
stranger strikes up a conversation on a bus, one needs to know whether he
or she is simply passing the time, intends to proselytize, or is trying to pick
you up. When a stranger recommends a new medicine or an investment,
one needs to know whether he or she is qualified to make such
recommendation or judgment. The process of understanding involves
assessing claims to rightness, sincerity, authenticity, and appropriate-
ness (2003: 59).

In their search for more meaningful prompts and cues for life and
living, Death Café attendees and their narratives exhibit features of com-
municative action that orbit around many attendees’ validity claims. Yet
how does one contest controversial validity claims that are problematic in
their expressions? Habermas identifies in Communicative Action five main
discourse types—alternatively conceptualized by Warren as “reason-giv-
ing” types—that can be employed to explicitly attend to validity claims
that are deemed problematic by listeners. In alphabetical order, these are
(1) the aesthetic discourse and its concerns on the “adequacy of the
standards of value,” which for Habermas realizes itself in works of art,
(2) the explicative discourse which concerns itself with comprehensibility
and meaning of one’s social ontology, (3) the practical discourse which
focuses on the “rightness of norms and actions,” (4) the theoretical
discourse that orients itself toward the “truth of propositions,” and finally
(5) the therapeutic discourse which focuses on the degree of sincerity in
dialog content (Grady and Wells 1985/1986). In his later 1994 work,
Justification and Application, Habermas further discerns from the practi-
cal discourse three more discourse types: the (6) ethical, (7) moral, and (8)
pragmatic discourses (see Table 3.1 for summary). Habermas also weaves
in his notion of the legal discourse, one activated to check on the legiti-
macy and legal norms of community (Yetim 2005). For my work, the legal
discourse will not be set off as a distinct form of communicative action.
The key reason for this decision is due to how all Café attendees are, in
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essence, participating in Death Cafés because they already perceive legal
norms to have little legitimacy, especially in how the vast majority of end-
of-life decision-making is often shaped. As noted by Alexy (1996), con-
tents of the legal discourse are best appreciated when it is used within the
institutional framework of a legal system, not public sphere.

Habermas notes how discourse types serve to “thematize contested validity
claims and attempt to vindicate or criticize them through arguments”
(Habermas 1984: 18). Warren notes that the discourses allow participants
engaged in communicative action to “develop principles of judgment” from
different vantage points, and in ways that “challenge the interpretations of
others” as well as be “motivated to challenge their own” (Warren 1993: 219).
Warren further elaborates that:

Because individuals are unlikely to be able to challenge their own inter-
pretations of needs and interests . . . they must be challenged by other
individuals. When one must explain oneself to others . . . individuals come
to understand why they feel as they do in justifying their needs and
interests to others. In doing so, they may alter their need interpretations,
finding that their previous need interpretations, often absorbed uncritically
from their culture, were inappropriate and perhaps even a source of
unhappiness to themselves. Or they may become more convinced of the
rightness of their claims (1993: 219).

By resolving a speaker’s problematic validity claims through the use of
different discourses, Habermas implies their functionality in judging “the
rationality of a speaking and acting subject” by how the person “behaves
as a participant in argumentation” (Habermas 1984: 18). Thus, the essence
of communicative action is how validity claims are attended to by the
activation of different discourse types until there is intersubjective under-
standing or mutual consensus. When intersubjective understanding or
mutual consensus is ensured, the legitimacy of the speakers, listeners,
and the group is also ensured (Kemmis and Robin 2007).

Warren (1993) notes that the need to ensure that group discussions create
mutual understanding is not mindfully attended to because of the time and
effort needed to secure public spheres (that are free from institutional coloni-
zation) for communicative action to take place. Yet, as seen through public
spheres such as Death Cafés, communicative areas in society that are institu-
tionally delinked from collective powers of action do exist. Moreover, they
actually serve as a “source of direction and legitimacy” for the community
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(Warren 1993: 212). Following from this observation, not all discourse types
can be activated in every communicative situation, even ideal ones. However,
what must be underscored is that when required, discourses as different
instruments exist to validate or critique validity claims through the discursive
process of community deliberation and dialog. With such a panoply of dis-
course types, participants are thus able to “reflect on contested validity claims
and attempt to vindicate or criticize them through argument” since discourses
“provide structure and orientation for disputing controversial validity claims”
(Yetim 2005:10–11). Different discourses are activated depending on
the sensibilities of listeners in the group and in ways where their individual
lifeworlds seek to synchronize with the communicator and one another’s
lifeworlds. This process is what sets into motion communicative action’s
trajectory toward mutual consensus based on intersubjectivity.

The aesthetic discourse is engaged with to address the performance of
the cultural and social systems. That is, the aesthetic discourse seeks to
attend to any claim about particular adequacies of value standards in the
lifeworld by examining its performance (Kim and Holter 1995: 214,
Yetim 2005: 12). It would be a mistake, however, to view Habermas’s
treatment of aesthetic discourse as only superficially relevant to Death Café
communicative action. Habermas views the aesthetic discourse as one
where dialog can be made to assess whether a “work or performance” is
able to be “perceived as an authentic expression of an exemplary experi-
ence” (1984: 20).

Although initially viewed as a means to critique artistic production, the
utility of the term makes it transferrable for critiquing other aspects of
society’s social constructions. That is, to the extent that institutions of the
social system organized and configured uniquely from one another is a
“work” subject to critique, then the position taken in this monograph is
that the aesthetic discourse can conceivably critique the performance of the
market, media, and medicine. Thus, if a social institution is being critiqued
because it fails to be efficacious in its mandate—for example, if the school
system fails to remedy bullying issues for students in spite of the commu-
nity’s expressed concerns—an aesthetic discourse between parents might
convey how a school system’s performance, after hearing validity claims
made by school officials in a discursive dialog, is lacking and inadequate in
resolving the problem. In this scenario, that “work” that some thing is the
performance of the school system. For Habermas (1984: 20) in such
instances “a work validated through aesthetic experience can . . . promote
the acceptance of precisely those standards” needed to assess how a social
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dynamic performs. The aesthetic discourse thus works by “bringing us to see
the work or performance which itself demonstrates a value . . . and depend for
their force on the consensus achieved” even though it is deemed less conclusive
than the practical or theoretical discourses to be discused (Szczelkun 1999: 2).

The explicative discourse attends to problematic validity claims by
ensuring that all parties ultimately understand the resolved narrative.
A collective understanding requires, however, a process by which the
explication of meaning makes finer discernments of expressions that
clarify the intentions and orientations of the speakers and listeners.
If listeners find the speaker’s claims toward comprehensibility problematic,
the mode of response from listeners might include seeking interpretations
so as to have a greater understanding of what is being explained (Kim and
Holter 1995: 214). For Habermas, the process mandates the exclusion of
dogmatic expressions so that pride of place can be given to the “compre-
hensibility, well-formedness, or rule correctness of symbolic expressions,” if
only for the sake of clearly explaining an issue (Habermas 1984: 22). An
example of an explicative discourse that emerges to challenge the validity
claim that “spirits are beings who are lost” might take the form of an
addressee who asks “what do you mean by ‘spirits’—do you mean ghosts,
angels, or apparitions since these are all spirits in one form or another?”
Should the explicative discourse gather more momentum, challenges from
other listeners might be taken on the sentiment that “I am unsure about
your assumption that spirits are always lost and in despair. If they are angelic
they may return to provide hope for the individual experiencing crisis.” The
increasing synergy from addressees that challenge the validity claim of
the speaker propounding the lost nature of spirits can ultimately invalidate
the claim made by the speaker as detractors offer alternative explanations or
queries. Or it can just as well affirm the speaker’s validity claim, depending
on the validity claim being made.

The practical discourse, according to Habermas (1990), is a critical
communicative examination of practical, everyday norms that can be
employed to set a course of action. That is, it asks of its participants
“what course of action do we want to commit ourselves?” (1983: 71).
The practical discourse reveals its dynamics when addressing validity
claims that are conveyed as problems in need of solutions. The practical
discourse is articulated through the process of thematization, or the
inclination to approach validity claims by creating categories to formulate
counterresponses that may vindicate or further remain critical of the
defined problem. However, unlike the theoretical discourse, the practical
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discourse aims at acquiring mutual consensus in the form of justifying the
speaker’s norm of action in the process of problem solving, that is, the
“rightness of claims are made thematic by the hearer to which justification
is the method of response” (Kim and Holter 1995: 213–214). The
practical discourse is understood to have successfully resolved validity
claims during communicative action when each participant is “convinced
that the proposed norm is equally good for all” (Habermas 1983: 71).

For participants seeking to justify a solution or norm during the practical
discourse process that is responding to a validity claim—whether the dis-
course draws from cultural, technical, moral, or legal diacritica—it must be
seen as having engaged with practical, everyday norms that leads to affirma-
tion of the validity claim/s made by the speaker. For Yetim (2005), the
engagement process must also include assessment as to whether the resolu-
tion proposed for the problem is ideal. To accomplish the aforementioned,
participants attempt to take the perspective of the speaker as protagonist in
hopes of checking on “unavoidable universal presuppositions or argumen-
tation” (Habermas 1994: 50). For Habermas, the justification can proceed
if it “secures the impartiality of moral judgment together with universal
interchangeability of participant perspectives” (1994: 50).

For Kim and Holter (1995: 217), an example of listeners activating a
practical discourse can be seen in the scenario where a patient utters a
validity claim to a team of nurses such as “I cannot go for walk. I am afraid
that my gut will fall out if I walk.” Such a statement might compel the
group of nurses to collectively decide on the merits of our patient’s validity
claim in different categories of consequences in hopes of justifying some sort
of practical action to attend to the patient’s claim. The decision conveyed to
the patient, following a group deliberation, that “all patients with the kind of
operation you had [a thematization] are required to ambulate as soon as
possible” embodies the practical discourse taking its full course after being
able to justify the validity claim made by the patient about the discomfort.
The wording “kind of operation” serves as a thematized experience that, in
the example, contests the validity claim made by the patient.

A theoretical discourse becomes emergent when listeners feel the need to
vindicate or dispute any sort of truth claims that stems from a speaker’s validity
claims (Grady andWells 1985/1986). In the process where listeners hear out,
vindicate, or potentially contest a truth claim, discursive dialog can also take the
form of thematization. For Habermas, the theoretical discourse is effective at
countering the teleological framing of a speech act’s assumed truth and thus is
essentially about responding to truths forwardedby a validity claim (1984: 23).
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The ability for a theoretical discourse to check on truth claims can be
seen in the hypothetical example of, say, a speaker stating that she
encountered an apparition at a nearby sanatorium while out jogging.
In the process of uttering her account, she teleologically incorporates
emphatic phrases while conveying her jogging experience with state-
ments such as “I know that experience means I got a sign from my
grandmother who was at that sanatorium!” Habermas describes such a
communicative dynamic where emphasis is employed as when an actor
tries to attain an end or bring about “the occurrence of a desired state by
choosing means that have promise of being successful in the given
situation and applying them in a suitable manner” (1984: 85).
However, such an approach must still contend with listeners who will,
in short order, vindicate or contest the validity claim. Thus, listeners
desiring to find mutual consensus or intersubjective agreement about the
possibility of apparitions at a nearby sanatorium would be engaging in a
theoretical discourse if responses question the reality of apparitions (with
a supernatural world thematized) while another group attempts to vali-
date whether there indeed exists a sanatorium nearby (in this situation,
the presence of a sanatorium is thematized). This form of discourse, like
others according to Habermas, allows “challenges” to be effectively
“directed at truth propositions” (1984: 23).

The therapeutic discourse is engaged in the public sphere when participants
are “bothwilling and able to free” the self “from illusions . . . that are based not
on errors (about facts) but on self-deceptions (about one’s own subjective
experiences)” (Habermas 1984: 21). Kim and Holter note how in this mode
of communication “the expressions of the speaker’s own desires and feelings
are contested” (1995: 214) for the “sincerity of the validity claim” (Grady and
Wells 1985/1986: 38–39). A discourse that shows Habermas’s inclination to
take communicative action dynamics toward explainingmatters of the psyche,
its importance stems from how self-revelations can inspire empathy and
verstehen from other participants in the communicative process if deemed
sincere.

Habermas’s emphasis for understanding social structure and action
through “motives, values, emotions, and thoughts of others—subjectively,
sympathetically, from the inside,” underscores his preference for employ-
ing hermeneutics to ensure the validity of the therapeutic discourse (Grady
and Wells 1985/1986:35). A sensitive disclosure from a speaker in a
group setting reveals a degree of vulnerability that proclaims to others
that the speaker was subject to some sort of duress, and by implication,
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incriminates some systemic activity or configuration that can serve to warn
others about its effects. However, listeners must be convinced of this and
will activate a therapeutic discourse to ascertain whether the speaker has, in
the case of Death Cafés, experienced a sort of catharsis in the revelatory
process, or whether the speaker is deluded. Habermas elaborates that

We are dealing here with the expressions of one’s own desires and inclina-
tions, feelings and moods, which appear with the claim to truthfulness or
sincerity. In many situations an actor has good reason to conceal his experi-
ences from others or to mislead someone with whom he is interacting about
his “true” experiences. In such cases he is not raising a claim to truthfulness
but at most simulating one while behaving strategically. Expressions of this
kind cannot be objectively criticized because of their insincerity; they are to
be judged . . .on the basis of their sincerity only in the context of commu-
nication aimed at reaching understanding (1984: 21).

Habermas further explains:

Anyone who systematically deceives himself about himself behaves irration-
ally. But one who is capable of letting himself be enlightened about his
irrationality possesses not only the rationality of a subject who is competent
to judge facts and who . . . is morally judicious and . . . reliable, who evaluates
with sensitivity . . . (1984: 21).

Although Grady and Wells (1985/1986) note how such a dialogic experi-
ence evokes a Freudian dialog between doctor and patient as an ideal
communicative situation while Habermas envisions such a dialog to tran-
spire between participants beyond the dyad, the aim of a therapeutic
discourse remains to “emancipate” the speaker from “systematic but
unconscious self-deception” (Grady and Wells 1985/1986: 40).

Alluded to earlier, Habermas’s Justification and Application (1994)
offers new discourse conceptualizations that are finer discernments of the
practical discourse: the ethical, moral, and pragmatic discourses, all of which
serve to provide a greater nuance to how listeners and audiences can be seen
to respond to validity claims. The ethical discourse is often presented to the
audience by an addressee who emphasizes how self-reflection can allow the
speaker to live an authentic life by contending with justifications of “regula-
tions from a cultural perspective” and how this may or may not be good for
the individuals or groups; that is, the ethical discourse focuses on whether
the validity claims made are “good for them” (Yetim 2005: 11). Listeners
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who engage in an ethical discourse with the speaker are seeking to confirm
whether the speaker’s validity claims are credible enough to promote
“rational motives for changes in attitude . . . to attain clarity about . . . life as
a whole” given the social constraints imposed upon listeners by culture
(Habermas 1994: 11). Ethical discourse requires all involved to dive in
deep, so to speak, to contest validity claims as well as to “cast off the naiveté
of everyday knowledge” that culture appropriates and conveys in a manner
that is unable to fully paint a specific profile for someone’s individual life-
world history (1994: 24).

As a means to respond to the speaker’s experiences, an example of an
ethical discourse might arise when an assertion made by a pro-science
speaker is imposed upon an audience through a validity claim such as
“there is absolutely no evidence that there is life beyond this one.”An ethical
discourse is activated when an addressee responds with a statement such as,
“I’m not so sure. After my drowning episode and near-death experience
where I saw my kin whilst bathed in a warm, radiant glow of love, I feel that
you should reconsider such a view since I’mnow a better person because of it.”
In the process of completing this speech act, fellow listeners and perhaps
even the speaker will grant validity to the addressee simply because of the
profundity that creates the catalyst for personal transformation among all
parties in spite of the hegemonic power of the sciences.

A discourse that remains tied to individual self-actualization, Habermas
hypothesizes that when the addressee is engaged in an ethical discourse,
other listeners—including the protagonist making the validity claim—will
not be able to successfully enter the purview of the addressee with any sort
of verstehen. The speaker will defer to the addressee’s discourse response
simply because its profundity lies in the transformation experienced by the
addressee, one that is appealing to groups seeking some semblance of
emancipation from conventional norms espoused by culture. In
Habermas’s view, the ethical discourse has as its goal “the clarification of
a collective identity that must leave room for the pursuit of diverse indivi-
dual life projects” (1994: 16). The moment thus belongs to the addressee
who is drawing from deep reservoirs of experiences (and wisdoms) that have
been unpacked to contest a validity claim that is judged from whether life
was consciously pursued, and whether the pursuit resulted in the “personal
success” of one’s “own life” (1994: 15). For Habermas, the ethical dis-
course presupposes: “on the part of the addressee, a striving to live an
authentic life” or through the suffering of a patient who has “become
conscious of ‘sickness unto death’” (1994: 12).
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For Habermas, a moral discourse emerges to seek “agreement concern-
ing the just resolution of a conflict in the realm of norm-regulated action”
(1994: 9). Yetim offers a clearer reading, however, noting that the moral
discourse is concerned with whether speakers’ validity claims can be justified
as being good for all (2005: 11), as opposed to how the ethical discourse
search for whether a validity claim is good for a group of individuals.

To launch a moral discourse against a problematic validity claim made
by a speaker, the addressee/s responding to the speaker’s validity claim
must delink the self from “the contexts of life . . .with which one’s identity
is inextricably interwoven” (1994: 12) lest the speaker accuse the listener
of relativism. Habermas notes that such a delinking is necessary because
“cultural values do not count as universal; they are . . . located within the
horizon of the lifeworld of a specific group or culture” (1984: 42). The
moral discourse premises the view that it is unnecessary to rely on a
cultural framework to assess morality if social effects upon an overall
human condition, or a shared humanity, is of concern. By challenging a
speaker’s validity claim that is not perceived to benefit all, a moral dis-
course is sought by participants to “transcend the social and historical
context of their particular form of life and particular community and adopt
the perspective of all those possibly affected” (Habermas 1994: 24).

The purpose for such a delinking from the self as the addressee employs a
moral discourse to address a speaker’s validity claims is thatmoral judgment—if
uncritically approached—may emanate from a preexisting community frame-
work that defines what morality means. Because morality for Habermas is but
society’s framework of values and norms internalized in the self so that each
individual essentially communicates “community fromwithin” (1994: 13), to
assess howa validity claimaffects all of us behooves us tonot challenge a validity
claim fromonly our particular cultural orientation.Moreover, only in a context
where an addressee articulates “norms . . . that express a common interest of all
affected”will there be“justified assent” toward the speaker (1994: 13).That is,
resolving a problematic validity claim requires a moral discourse to
be a collectively generated dynamic that nonetheless can still compel “self
referential reflections on the reasonableness of moral demands” (Habermas
1994: 24). The moral discourse is characterized by the symbiotic relationship
of differing perspectives that are constituted by “the communicative presup-
position of a universal discourse in which all those possibly affected could take
part” (Habermas 1994: 12). Thus, when a moral discourse is activated, “the
ethnocentric perspective of a particular group expands into the perspective of
an ‘unlimited communication community’” (Yetim 2005: 13).
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The pragmatic discourse can be discerned from the practical dis-
course by communicative dynamics that, upon butting into a proble-
matic validity claim, can be checked with empirical knowledge. That is,
Habermas (1994) notes how the pragmatic discourse seeks to justify
technical and strategic validity claims and as such has a “certain affinity
with empirical discourses” (pg. 10). It creates the conditions for
informed listeners to “relate empirical knowledge to hypothetical goal
determinations and preferences” so as to “assess the consequences of
choices in light of underlying maxims” (pg. 11). He further notes how
“technical or strategic recommendations ultimately derive their validity
from the empirical knowledge on which they rest,” that is, their validity
is not dependent on whether an addressee decides to adopt the valida-
tion for “pragmatic discourses take their orientation from possible con-
texts of application” (pg. 11). Yetim views the function of a pragmatic
discourse as one based on justifying, among other things, “strategic
recommendations” from information or data that lead to problem
solving (2005: 11).

The role of the pragmatic discourse, then, is to see whether a validity
claim can be substantiated with informational details. When listeners are
provided with a problematic validity claim, the pragmatic discourse includes
those that cite what is factually or scientifically known while simultaneously
encouraging affirmation from other listeners, thus positioning communica-
tive action closer toward collective resolution based on what the group can
agree upon based on facts. Yet because facticity can easily be relativized by
listeners, the mutual consensus-building process of the pragmatic discourse
points to the “necessity of compromise as soon as one’s own interests” are
“brought into harmony with those of others” (Habermas 1994: 16).
Table 3.1 summarizes all of the major discourse types that constitute
much of Habermas’s theory of communicative action.

Communicative action could be deemed as successful when community
and cooperation are secured after speakers and listeners subject validity
claims discursively through the activation of different discourses. In the
process of reaching this goal, Warren notes how the discursive dynamics
through the activation of different discourses offer challenges and justifi-
cations that “simultaneously produce consensus and increase the auton-
omy of individuals as they come to better understand their own needs,
interests, and desires” (1993: 213). Alternatively, communicative action
succeeds when reciprocating acknowledgments, incisive questioning on a
dialectical basis, and affirmations based on intersubjective agreement lead
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to mutual understanding and unforced consensus on issues. Warren adds
that successful communicative action also ensures the autonomy of the
individual as one who can “make decisions based on critical examination
of needs and interests” as well as participating in “processes that resolve
conflicts between needs and interests by means of discourse” (Warren
1993: 214). The importance of intersubjective agreement cannot be over-
emphasized as one of the goals of effective communicative action.

For Habermas, a theory of intersubjectivity contrasts with theories which
base truth and meaning on individual consciousness. While an individual
may arrive at knowledge through a sudden flash of insight, Habermas insists
that such knowledge enters the intersubjective sphere only by being trans-
lated into rational, accessible discourse. The sphere of intersubjectivity is not
the creation of a single individual psyche, but is a medium of communicable
knowledge, created and maintained through the interaction of many sub-
jectivities (Grady and Wells 1985/1986: 35).

Habermas thus tows the Frankfurt School line, affirming how society is a
dense “web of intersubjectivity, created through the actions and interac-
tions of subjects who could become the conscious creators of values”

Table 3.1 Different discourse responses to validity claims

Discourse types (in alphabetical
order)

Approach to VCs

Aesthetic discourse Concerned with the performance of standards of value in
VCs

Ethical discourse Concerned with whether VCs can benefit individuals or
groups

Explicative discourse Concerned with comprehensibility in the VCs

Moral discourse Concerned with whether VCs can benefit all

Practical discourse Concerned with the rightness of norms of action
espoused by VCs

Pragmatic discourse Concerned with the rightness of technical and strategic
details of VCs

Theoretical discourse Concerned with the truth of the VCs

Therapeutic discourse Concerned with the sincerity of the VCs

VC: Validity claim Adapted from Grady and Wells (1985/1986)
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(Grady and Wells 1985/1986: 35). Satisfying the conditions of intersub-
jectivity along with attributes of mutual understanding, unforced consensus,
and the opening up of communicative space requires communication to
take its course until the group reaches some form of acceptable conclusion.
In the case of when registered nurses employ communicative action, for
example, Kim and Holter note (1995):

Nursing actions may become ineffective or inefficient when they are not
based on mutual understanding concerning their goals. By applying the
theoretical, practical, aesthetic, and explicative discourses, nurses can pro-
vide opportunities for arriving at mutual understanding with clients so that
coordinated nursing actions may eventuate in the situation of patient
care . . . An application of these five forms of argumentation in nursing
practice then involves the nurse questioning the validity claims embedded
in the client’s utterances or responding to the client’s criticism about the
nurse’s claims in order to provide communicative rationality (217).

Regardless of discourse types, their ability to accommodate unique
perspectives on mortality conveyed by Death Café attendees is pro-
nounced in ways that allow participants to feel a sense of solidarity during
death talk. Communicative action by Death Café attendees thus exhibits
the promises of a Habermasian intersubjectivity:

Skills, sensitivities, and insights are relevant to participating in critical-dia-
lectical discourse—having an open mind, learning to listen empathetically,
“bracketing” premature judgment, and seeking common ground. Qualities
of emotional intelligence (self-awareness and impulse control, persistence,
zeal and self-motivation, empathy, and social deftness) are obvious assets for
developing the ability of adults to assess alternative beliefs and participate
fully and freely in critical-dialectical discourse. In communicative learning,
emphasis is on critical reflection and critical self-reflection, assessing what
has been taken for granted to make a more dependable, tentative working
judgment (Mezirow 2003: 60).

Mezirow notes how a “discourse ethics” thus emerges with a focus on
“the particularity of differences in points of view” (2003: 62), a process
that will be examined in the next chapter.

In this chapter, I elaborated on key components of communicative
action that lend themselves toward “reading” Death Café talk. The
major premise outlined in this chapter is that the lifeworld of death talk
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has been colonized by systems of the market, media, and medicine in ways
that have caused the uncoupling of system and lifeworld. In this situation,
the population thus relates to macro-level institutions in ways that satisfy a
variety of legal regulations that contain few, if any norms, through a
process Habermas terms juridification. Consequentially, communication
to the populace is vertically linear, flowing from top to bottom of the
social environment. Emancipatory practices in communication thus aim
for mutual consensus by engaging participants to intersubjectively support
or refute validity claims that surface in a variety of discursively generated
discourses.
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CHAPTER 4

Death Sentiments and Death Themes
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We begin this chapter by examining the cues Death Café attendees most
frequently conveyed to one another. Death Café events where data collec-
tion took place were on (1) January 18, 2014, (2) January 25, 2014, (3)
February 18, 2014, (4) April 22, 2014, (5) May 22, 2014, (6) May 10,
2015, and (7) July 16, 2015. There was a total of 40 attendees across the
seven Death Café events with 30 women attendees (75%) and 10 male
attendees (25%). Three attendees (7.5%) are members of Generation X. As
Death Cafés are meant to gather strangers, few disclosed their occupation
or conveyed their class status.

Before we examine the themes communicated by our attendees, we
must briefly discuss the key instrument employed in this study,
Jonathan Feinberg’s Wordle program. Wordle, a metadata generator,
was employed to (1) create outputs, or canvases, that show each Café
attendee’s key words in ways that reflect the individual’s most pressing
thematic concerns about death and dying. We will also (2) discuss key
words from Wordle canvases that capture each Death Café event in its
entirety. Thus, two increasingly larger concentric dialog spheres that
generate Death Café narratives and themes will be rendered by
Wordle. We will also discuss the various validity claims that have
been made throughout Death Café events as well as the discourses
employed to support or contest the validity claims.

WORDLE CANVASES OF DEATH CAFÉ PARTICIPANTS

AND EACH DEATH CAFÉ IN ITS ENTIRETY

Wordle is a tool for visualizing text by generating “tag clouds” ideal for
communication analyses. Much of my elaboration on the utility of Wordle
stems from my previous use of Wordle for research. Wordle takes inputted
text and subsequently outputs word compilations where a larger word size
indicates greater use of that particular word in the text (Viegas et al.
2009). The “cloud” reference stems from how the words are outputted
in a manner that makes the compiled words appear as a rather chaotic
lump of text, but only to a non-discerning eye. There is meaning within
this compilation in that large-sized words imply the communicator’s
attribution of greater importance to the meaning of the word.
Conversely, smaller sized words indicate infrequent mention and, by
implication, less importance for the communicator. Each Death Café
participant’s dialog was transcribed and inputted into Wordle so as to
generate an output of their thematic concerns about mortality. Similarly,
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a Wordle output was generated for each individual Death Café. From
these canvases, words seen were then reread in their rightful passages as
seen in the transcriptions.

The primary reason for employing Wordle stems from its utility for
content analysis of text. Wordle has already established a presence in peer
reviewed journals in media studies and their outputs have frequently sur-
faced in journals such as New Media and Society, as well as in information
sciences journals such as Communications in Computer and Information
Science. It must be emphasized, however, that Wordle outputs “make no
scientific claims or inferences”; instead, “they offer their readers the possi-
bility of unconstrained interpretations, based . . .on the assumption that
word frequencies mean something” (Krippendorf and Bock 2009: 38). It
should be emphasized, however, that my particular employment of Wordle
will not be based on “unconstrained interpretations” but more rather, on
cautious extrapolations. Wordle outputs are thus displayed in a manner that
“helps the researcher to understand meaning and/or cause behind the
patterns . . . as well as discover additional patterns” (Manovich 2010: 27).
Fans of Wordle—in spite of it being a rather blunt instrument—agree that
this program is filled with potential “Scientists wordle genetic functions,
fans wordle music videos, teachers wordle literary texts, spouses wordle love
letters, kids wordle their thoughts and journalists wordle political speeches”
(Viegas et al. 2009: 1). However, to what degree the Wordle instrument is
blunt is an important discussion to have for exploring different methodol-
ogies that could be employed for textual analysis, one not undertaken here
given the focus of this study.

Before inputting transcriptions into Wordle, words such as “Death
Café,” “death,” “died,” “die,” and “dying” were removed from all
attendees’ transcribed comments. The decision to remove these words
was based on the need to eliminate the self-evident focus of the study,
which is on death and dying and the Death Café. Removing key death
words allow for an uncluttered archeological “dig” into what underlies
attendees’ views on mortality. Had the aforementioned words not been
removed, they would have occupied large swathes of our Wordle out-
puts since our attendees extensively employed them. By removing the
words tied to death and dying, additional space for Wordle outputs
was secured for displaying important themes “orbiting” mortality
concerns.

After the presentation of each Death Café’s Wordle canvas, primary,
secondary, tertiary, and quaternary words on the canvas will be analyzed.
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Because these words are derived from countable words fromwithin the dialog,
the analysis will take place within the contexts, perspectives, and concerns of
ourCafé participants. Krippendorff (2013) underscores the need for countable
elements that can be used for extrapolations. This approach toward textual
analysis has an early historical iteration through Berelson and Lazarsfeld’s
important work The Analysis of Communication Content (1948) where the
authors emphasize the need to frame countable elements within political,
cultural, or economic trends. Krippendorff (2013) shares similar views about
how observed frequencies in content analysis would be “totally meaningless”
were it not for the identification of context. Block quotes and parenthetical
quotes from Café attendees will thus be employed to nest the words within its
rightful context where the statement/s surfaced.When some quotes appear to
be tied to particular speakers too frequently, such a scenario is due to particular
speakers beingmore communicative than others (Kathy fromDC6, for exam-
ple, attended primarily as a listener and infrequently communicated). Indeed,
not every attendee participated in death talk in equal amounts and there was
communicative asymmetry at many Death Cafés.

The progression of our analyses will be based on attending to the largest
primary and secondary words across each participant’s Wordle canvas. Since
these are the most frequently mentioned themes, they are given pride of
place. Noteworthy, tertiary and quaternary words are then addressed as these
usually begin to discern different attendees’ sentiments from one another, as
evinced in their individual Wordle canvases. The sequencing of discussion is
chronological, from the first scheduled Café (DC1) and their attendees’
Wordle canvases to our last Café, DC7, and the latter group’s canvases.
When possible, the flow of analysis will be through the words that seem to
resonate equally across many attendees’ canvases. Only then can we explore
other themes that set the attendees apart. Additionally, when a theme on a
Wordle canvas is discussed, the context of the different passages or block
quotes that nested the word will be referenced with the thematic word
within the passage italicized. When referencing the word that has appeared
in Wordle during my analysis, the word will be set off in quotes. Finally, in
situations where each theme appears in different iterations (as in when the
word “like” functions beyond its verb status as a preposition, an adverb, or
even an adjective), only the most death-relevant iterations will be discussed.

It is important to also note that as we examine our Café attendees
Wordle outputs, the analyses of their thematic emphases can in no way be
exhaustive or highly detailed since each individual attendee was never
personally interviewed. Moreover, because Death Café attendees were
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strangers with one another upon the beginning of the Café event, a status
that most desired to maintain until their departure, I respected this
boundary so as to have complete leveling with other participants.
Moreover, to query attendees about intentions and additional demo-
graphics robs the uniqueness of how Death Cafés are structured to induce
death talk: that participants attend Death Cafés as strangers, with many of
who seek to remain strangers with one another upon the conclusion of the
evening. Yet, it is precisely this ensured anonymity that allows Café atten-
dees’ personal journeys in life while confronting death to be so candidly
conveyed and so richly textured.1

Thus, key demographic data based on class, occupation, and specific
age (with the exception that many identified themselves as Baby
Boomers) were not forthcoming as these would require interviews or
survey questionnaires to secure information, a procedure that would
have influenced our attendees to violate the important status of being a
stranger at a Death Café. Thus, words seen in Wordle have never been
drawn from interviews, only through the participants communicative
action seen in the transcriptions. Moreover, my desire to acquire demo-
graphic data would have been in vain: as my consent forms were handed
out to Café participants during the opening sessions of death talk, any
vocal query of each attendee about demographic information would have
drastically slowed down the flow of the evening’s discussion. Although
interviews of attendees could have been structured to take place before
the beginning of each Café session, the propensity for my queries to
influence the content of death talk to follow made this approach unten-
able. The rhythm of rich conversation would have been severely com-
promised as well. Finally, given that environments like the Death Café,
referred alternatively as public spheres by Habermas (1991) and third
places by Oldenburg (1999), are deliberately oriented toward establish-
ing leveling dynamics where social status is rendered inconsequential to
interaction, the acquisition of detailed demographic data such as age,
occupation, etc. was not pursued.

The concluding section of this chapter will explore the diverse validity
claims and counterclaims via discourses if they exist. There were 159
instances where validity claims had been voiced and 39 discourses that
responded to some of these validity claims. The final task of this chapter
will consist of identifying thematic emphases and discourse responses of
death talk that underpin emergent iterations of a death identity (see Tables
4.1, 4.2, and 4.3).
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January 18, 2014: Wordle Canvases and Discussion
for Death Café 1 (DC1)

The January 18, 2014 Death Café took place at a locally popular yet quaint
Afghani restaurant located approximately 35 miles east of downtown Los
Angeles. The interior of the environment included awnings that broke apart
the warm sunlight overhead, generating an evocative and relaxed atmosphere
for conversation. Five attendeeswere present:Chloe,Cora, Pat, Stephanie, and
Betsy.

Fig. 4.1 Betsy’s comments (Betsy is event facilitator) January 18, 2014

Fig. 4.2 Chloe’s comments (January 18, 2014)
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Betsy’s Wordle projection of the large word “hospice” (Fig. 4.1) reveals
how formative her experience in hospice was in linking her with the “people,”
a word with the largest spatial dimensions in her Wordle canvas. Betsy indeed
has familial links to the first hospice opened in the United States in Branford,
Connecticut in 1974. Betsy’s mention of “men,” “cultures,” and “African
American” points to her celebration of Los Angeles’ diversity as well as how

Fig. 4.3 Cora’s comments (January 18, 2014)

Fig. 4.4 Pat’s comments (January 18, 2014)

WORDLE CANVASES OF DEATH . . . 93



the city’s size makes it ideal for hosting many Death Cafés. Her love of Los
Angeles manifests as an approximately quaternary “LA” in theWordle canvas.
Moreover, Betsy, more than others, saw the Death Café cartographically as
conveyed during her discussion of Los Angeles Café sites, while recounting
the history of her journeys across the county and beyond:

Fig. 4.5 Stephanie’s comments (January 18, 2014)

Fig. 4.6 All attendees’ comments (January 18, 2014)
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Imean Iwas like a therapist.No trainingwhatsoever; justwent in, driving around
LA with my pager. There were no cell phones or internet at the time, no GPS.
There was only my Thomas Guide (~), the pager, and the payphone. But it was
the best way to do death because they taught me, the dying taught me. But I
learnedLA and this is why Iwant to go all overLA and do differentDeathCafés,
learn the cultures, take their coffee and their tea. But this is how I learnedLA, the
different neighborhoods, the different cultures, based on how they “do” death.
It’s like, “Oh, this is how you believe!” It was a great way to learn: not through
books, not through studying, not through theory.

Betsy’s continued emphasis on the people-oriented permutations of mat-
ters related to mortality at once captures its complexities as well as how
these complexities unfurl in the context of community. Betsy’s Wordle
canvases from January 25, 2014 (Fig. 4.7), February 18, 2014 (Fig. 4.13),
and April 22, 2014 (Fig. 4.18) thus reveal her appreciation and celebra-
tion of Los Angeles’ diverse populations as ideal for Death Café meetings.
Because Betsy’s status as a Death Café facilitator meant she usually pro-
mulgates the evening’s gathering with somewhat of a script, resulting in
the consistency of her thematic emphases, the need for us to expound on
Betsy’s remaining Wordle outputs will be tempered so as to make analy-
tical room for the voices of other Death Café attendees.

Like Betsy’s, “people” occupies a large part of Chloe’s Wordle canvas.
Chloe conveys her experiences with people (Fig. 4.2) by framing their mor-
tality experiences within the framework of “values,” a gesture that is not
surprising given her status as a doctoral theology student at a nearby college:

And I keep the conversation going so I know it’s just not a matter of filling
out forms and putting it in a drawer; it’s about this dynamic process of
reassessing my own values all the time—am a really big proponent of that—
but at the same time they have limits. And one of the biggest limits is to
believe that all we have to do is to fill out the forms. It’s really much more
about knowing what our values are and communicating with people we trust
what those values are so that when people are put in that position to make
healthcare decisions on our behalf they respect our wishes.

Pat’s rendering of “people” (Fig. 4.4) is more expansive and critical. During
discussion, she framed the human condition through the framework of
capitalism, socialism, and feminism. She is a deep thinker of death and
dying, yet she moves beyond ideology to remind her fellow participants
that ultimately all people, along with our ecologies as well as our planet, are
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interconnected. “People” was often seen in conjunction with “think,” a
primary word that occupies the most space in her Wordle canvas. Indeed the
most frequently employed word seen in Pat’s Wordle canvas is “think.”

We think of ourselves as atomistic individuals but that sense that we’re not a
large part of some cultural whole is cultural, very American, very capitalist. I
do think there is a role to be played in our educational system that is not
explicitly preparing people for death, but you are making that pathway easier
if you are narrating a metaphysical story that enables you to come to terms
with death as part of life which is that we are all interconnected. We are
interconnected on a planetary, ecological, system of a life support network.

Elsewhere Pat continues:

When I think about my own death, like you said, I might feel differently on
my death bed and because I do so much existential philosophy and I do
believe in principal that we are our best selves, that we live up to our full
potential, when we are keeping it real about the finite nature of our exis-
tence. I’m a 100% believer in that idea.

So when I think about my own death I think about that kind of being,
that state of acceptance where you hear the people in the room around you,
and they’re playing music and dealing with their anxiety and issues (~) but
my hope, if you want to talk about a good death is that I would get to this
place where I’m okay with letting go.

Like many attendees of DC1, thinking through concepts and ideas
about mortality and how to confront it, as will be evinced by others in
their respective Wordle canvases, provides greater clarity on mortality. It
also allows for thoughtful validity claims that are articulated as social
critique, as in Pat’s statement: “The other thing about the denial: I think
it’s part of the cultural story because we as a society and culture are still in
denial.” Indeed, throughout the conversation, Pat was at the forefront of
encouraging us to think about death and dying in all its iterations, and to
know as a consequence what we “want” out of life, an approximately
quaternary word, and what it is like to be living with such mindfulness.
Not surprisingly, “living” also appears as a quaternary word in Pat’s canvas
and for good reason: As a philosophy professor, she again emphasizes how
“death is the key to existentialists who seek an authentic existence. We’re
living more authentically, we’re living more fully, if we’re living in a
conscious awareness of death.” In her death talk, Pat references inspiring
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individuals and schools of thought, some from the grass roots while others
icons in their respective disciplines.

Although “like” was also employed as an exemplar as well as a linguistic
filler by many DC1 attendees, its most common usage occurred when
participants indicated how they desired a particular encounter with death,
a particular view, a particular idea, as when Stephanie describes why she
likes driving by a cemetery (Fig. 4.5):

So much of death is seen as morbid even though it’s inseparable from
life. I totally don’t buy that. All the real mystics you read, whatever faith,
they say it’s actually energizing, literally energizing, to spend some time
every day recognizing it, which is one of the things I love about my
drive to and from work ‘cause I live in Hollywood and I work in
Pasadena. I get to drive by Forest Lawn every day. I really like that
because it reminds me every day to remember the important stuff about
life, because there is a shelf life.

Additionally, the word “like” was used by Stephanie to refer to other
analogous elements, as in her account of loss when she “lost someone
who was like a father and mentor and a dear friend.”

Stephanie was most rhythmic during her interaction with other partici-
pants. At times, one to provide incisive humor, sarcasm, healthy doses of
witty cynicism, and incisive critique, Stephanie also facilitated many
moments of deep dialog. In this regard, she is unafraid of where her curios-
ities will take her. Stephanie is also well read, able to draw cues from
Buddhism, Jung, and American spiritual teacher Ram Daas. She is a person
of thought and spontaneity, driven bywants and the desire to know—indeed
both “want” and “know” occupy the largest area of her Wordle canvas—but
just barely. Like her compatriots, there was an emphasis on “people” which
allowed her to engage in social critique of conventional assumptions and
framing that distort our understanding of mortality. The same degree of
emphases can be seen in the words “talk” and “think,” both of which were
employed by Stephanie to convey her experiences with people and their
communicative orientation as well as with prominent thinkers that conveyed
their views toward death and dying. In spite of her passion and emphasis for
death talk, Stephanie was no proselytizer, especially to senior citizens, noting
at one point that “there’s no way I’d impose upon a fragile elder and make
them talk about it, you know. I’m available but I’ll play cards and live with
my disappointment.”
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Wordle outputs for Cora and Stephanie (Figs. 4.3 and 4.5, respectively)
show distinct emphases that differed them from each other as well as from
our aforementioned trio. Cora’s main emphasis was “life” as evidenced by
the word’s presence in her Wordle canvas. Her statement captures the
importance of juxtaposing life and death so that the latter can hopefully
inform the former: “One of the things I see as humans really embrace an
embodied life is our unwillingness to embrace death as a natural process.”
With her theological orientation enriching her life trajectory, Cora is
unafraid to hope or desire a better world where life and death are seen as
a process. Her celebration of the former theme, however, had been con-
veyed through analogies of Jung as well as through some of her own during
dialog, such as “individual trees and individual plants” are “one system,”
and that life is part of this entire system. Cora’s mention of “want” is by no
means self-serving. In her death talk, Cora noted how she wanted to
“unpack more of the [death] stuff around” for people to find a more
truthful relationship with living, further enhanced by her conviction—
especially in the context of assisted dying—that she “would support the
right to go when you want to go if you don’t want to live anymore.”

The Wordle outputs from all participants of the January 18, 2014 Death
Café (Fig. 4.6) convey the importance of people in death talk, whether as
activists, scholars, or simply members of the community. For example, Betsy,
Chloe, and Pat’s Wordle outputs (see Figs. 4.1, 4.2, and 4.4, respectively)
reveal that “people” occupied a large swathe of the Wordle canvas area,
reflecting their critique on the number of people in society that avoided the
theme of death and dying. Additionally, large-sized words such as “want,”
“know,” “life,” “think,” and “talk” are also visually explicit. They all reveal
cues and themes of critical importance in death talk manifested by the DC1
group. Indeed, Pat felt that DC1 was “the most intellectual Death Café” she
attended.

January 25, 2014: Wordle Canvases and Discussion for DC2

The January 25, 2014 Death Café took place at an airy and large
Mediterranean-themed restaurant on a wonderfully mild day. No other
patrons were present at the time of our death talk and Café participants
had the entire venue to themselves, allowing for an atmospheric discussion
in an evocatively empty restaurant. The context is a suburb approximately
15 miles northwest of downtown Los Angeles. Five attendees were pre-
sent: Cheyenne, Steve, Trent, Troy, and Betsy.
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DC2 was dynamic event and “people” again emerged as the most
popular theme, especially for Betsy, Cheyenne, and Trent (Figs. 4.7, 4.8,
and 4.10, respectively). Cheyenne’s people-centric orientation saw her
frequent immersion with the theme of mortality in three distinct ways.
The first approach was based on social critique, as in “We see evidence of
people killing each other more and more, and they’re killing the planet.”

Fig. 4.7 Betsy’s comments (Betsy is event facilitator) (January 25, 2014)

Fig. 4.8 Cheyenne’s comments (January 25, 2014)
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Fig. 4.9 Steve’s comments (January 25, 2014)

Fig. 4.10 Trent’s comments (January 25, 2014)
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Fig. 4.11 Troy’s comments (January 25, 2014)

Fig. 4.12 All attendees’ comments (January 25, 2014)

WORDLE CANVASES OF DEATH . . . 101



Cheyenne also noted tendencies she saw in people as they confronted
mortality through statements such as, “Some people are afraid of it and
some people aren’t. Some are afraid to give birth and some people aren’t.”
However, it would be Cheyenne’s altruism and desire to make death
operate as a catalyst for living and life that is dialectically noteworthy:
“And so I want to help people live and live, to make their lives be as good
as they can.” At one point during death talk, Trent’s query to Cheyenne
about whether she felt there was a soul elicited a response that revealed her
orientation to live in the urgency of the present: “What I see as useful for me
is to go out and be as much service as I can to other people. Thinking about
whether or not there’s a god or a soul is not useful. It does not help one be a
better person.” When Trent again prodded her about whether she had any
curiosities about the soul, Cheyenne continued to reinforce her view on life
and death: “Not at all anymore. Not at all anymore. Doesn’t matter to me
anymore. What matters to me is that I’m part of this human organism, that
for good or for bad, seeks to live as a human.”

Betsy, Cheyenne, and Trent’s Wordle canvases also include the word
“mean.” In the case of Betsy’s usage, the term was employed idiomatically
as in her view about how Buddhists approach mortality: “I mean, if you’re
Buddhist, they talk about it from day one.” Cheyenne frequently used the
term idiomatically as well in her view of a natural death: “Imean, it’s a 100%
natural process like going to the bathroom and having a baby. To me that’s
what it is.” Regardless of which Café participant employed the term, when
employed the term “mean” was able to effect simultaneously clarification
and emphasis, as in when Trent conveys the value of the Burning Man
festival that he annually visits: “It’s powerful. I mean, that Temple of
Remembrance. I mean, I’ve been all over the world and to many holy
places, and this place is as moving as anything I’ve ever been to.”

Cheyenne’s experiences with bereavement of family members, hospice
work, and her exposure to the fearmongering media as well as individuals’
fear of dying have added a sense of urgency in how she views the existential
condition of people, a point not lost on Trent, DC2’s most communica-
tively dynamic attendee. Indeed, Trent presented similar social critiques
against the media, specifically our use of social media, and its effects on
“people.” A notable account was his observation of our death voyeurism
when he witnessed members of a community filming a death scene after a
man was fatally struck by a car. From this episode, Trent implicates the
group and their use of media devices to vulgarize death.
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These people were filming the brain of this 21 year old kid on the street. And
I’m thinking where do you come from as a culture where you’re excited
about filming a person’s brain that’s just landed on the street to put on
YouTube as a sensationalistic kind of a thing, to put out there on your
Facebook page or whatever you’re doing. I mean, we’re afraid of death, we
have this whole industry that sanitizes it, yet at the same time we’re wor-
shipping it and reveling in it. It’s weird!

However, Trent’s employment of “people” in dialog was also ethnographic
as evinced in his discussion of people’s orientations toward sacrality during
Nevada’s Burning Man, particularly the “temple” in the guise of the
Temple of Remembrance that honors those individuals who inspired. He
recounts how people placed mementos of the deceased within the structure
prior to its ritualized immolation. The crescendo of the event would see
these structures burned, alluding to how fire—even ones that bring people
together—can simultaneously exhibit connotations of death as finality, as
farewell, and perhaps as renewal: “Well, I started to really pay attention to
this particular structure at the festival and when my father passed away three
years ago and I went to the temple and brought a photograph of him sitting
in an airport somewhere—he traveled a lot—and I put it on the wall.” He
praises of how people can find community even in symbolic death:

So anyway, you’re in an environment, a temple environment surrounded
by people who are sobbing, crying, writing things for basically dead
relatives—missing them, experiencing the pain of loss. My father’s
photo was up there. Then you know, two or three nights later, you
stand with 10,000 people and you watch this structure burn to the
ground in this huge pyre. They burned the entire building down.

Elsewhere, Trent notes:

In Burning Man I think it’s cathartic. You will have literally thousands of
people at night surrounding a building and there will be dead silence as these
flames, these huge flames, burn the buildings to the ground! Then you hear
someone shout out, “I miss you Aunt Mildred!” To me it’s cathartic.

Notably, in Trent’s Wordle canvas, we see the first visually explicit
emergence of the use of “just” as adverb and occasionally as adjective.
Although the word “just” could easily be dismissed as a ubiquitous word
that has little existential value, its important function as a modifier of
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verbs, adjectives, other adverbs, and many types of phrases and clauses
makes it an indispensable word for gauging the weight of emphasis in
dialog. Indeed, Trent’s use of “just” was often employed to emphasize
one’s proximity to the afterlife. An example can be found in Trent’s
astonishment when he learned of a medium’s ability to know certain
specific details about his life, “just things that there’s no way this woman
would know about” or after experiencing what he felt was a paranormal
experience: “And I was like, okay, there’s something just beyond the
curtain trying to get attention.” Ultimately, however, the greatest impact
in the use of “just” was seen in Trent’s existential query: “Without seeking
it out, it’s had me wondering, just as a curious person: You know, is this all
there is? Is this it?”

Trent frequently emphasized the theme of knowing during death talk
(Fig. 4.10). Trent’s use of the word “know” is intimately connected to
questions not directly related to death and dying per se, but on whether
we could ever know about the afterlife, that realm or state—physical or
transcendental—a dying person Trent believes we all transition to.
Orbiting such topics were his sincere queries on whether there is one
“way” or different ways to relate to mortality. For Trent, certainty about
the metaphysical was a foregone conclusion. As such, Trent’s Café orien-
tation was to sloganeer certainties about mortality and an assumed
beyond, but in a methodical way that often saw him requesting validations
from fellow DC2 participants.

The Wordle canvas for Steve (Fig. 4.9) conveys how his orientations
toward death were shaped by familial losses that deeply affected his
“mother,” a prominent word in his Wordle canvas. Steve’s life experiences
include his family system entering periodic crises, as when he lost his
grandmother and sister, along with his mother’s subsequent nervous
breakdown and eventual passing. Indeed, the series of breakdowns experi-
enced by Steve’s mother internalized in him a foundational orientation
toward death and dying that is shaped by fear. Moreover, Steve notes how
his “father,” in hopes of protecting his mom when she was not well,
managed to “sanitize everything” related to mortality, an act which left
in our participant unresolved issues about the fear of death and uncertainty
about death and dying. The death of Steve’s mother—a loss deemed by
many thanatologists to be one of the most difficult loss an adult can
experience save a loss of one’s own child—was his first direct encounter
with death, an episode that affected him deeply. For Steve, a former
Christian Scientist:
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My inner facing of death started when my grandmother died when I was
seven. I had nothing to do with it. However my mother, who presumably
was watching her mother die, had a complete nervous breakdown. And she
was hospitalized. She was gone for a month. I don’t remember any of that
but I know it to be true.

My mom never came back from that in a way. She was never “there”
again. So I grew up, you know, with a mom who was really not a
functioning mother and she had another breakdown after her sister
died about twenty five years ago. I was lot older for that and I was
trying to nurture her back to health in a way. Between Christian Science
which I view with a high level of disdain and what I think is reality and
watching how death affected my mother, I basically had either been in
denial of it or terrified of it my whole life. I have absolutely no interface
with death at all until a year ago when my mother died. And I’m 57
years old going on 58 and that was the first death that I directly
experienced.

Steve recounts his tensions and, ultimately, disagreements with his
previous religious views, especially on matters of physical health and
mortality. Still attending to some of the unresolved issues regarding his
relationship to mortality, “going” figured prominently in Steve’s Wordle
canvas. For Steve, living had to become an ongoing project and process
that he must be mindful of, lest in his words “I’m worried I’m going to be
one of those guys who when he’s dying is going to be flailing and scream-
ing. I don’t want to be.” That the word “going” figures prominently in
Steve’s Wordle canvas and also in the aforementioned sentence suggests
how Steve’s view on mortality reveals his ongoing process at confronting
it. Ironically, although rather self-deprecating during his moments of
death talk, Steve’s confrontation of end of life actually exhibited, and
this was clearly not apparent to him at the time of our gathering, a great
degree of courage that inspired much respect from his fellow participants.
Steve exhaustively keeps at it, trying hard to harness from death talk a life
project. Another example can be seen in the account:

But I don’t feel like I have it in me. And I feel like the deck has been
stacked against me because when you’re seven years old and that happens
it’s sort of etched in you. And it’s not for lack of time and discussing and
going to therapy and really working hard on it but I have associations
against it that are extremely uncomfortable. But I want to talk about it and
bring it up, yeah.
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Yet another example can be seen in Steve’s sentiments about his former faith,
sentiments that include another frequently employed word, “sick,” to refer
to the incompatibility of illness and religiosity in his former belief system:

If you’re a good Christian Scientist, then you’ll get better. And if you’re
bad then you’re going to be sick. Well guess what: I was bad a lot times
when I was a kid because I got sick and I stayed sick, you know. You raise
death to the nth level and you got what I got: you feel really, really
defective, deeply defective, like what you just said [gesturing to Trent],
like you’re going to die.

Like Trent and many other Café participants in the study, Steve’s
Wordle canvas includes the word “know” to signify the importance of
accessing meaning in death or accepting that such knowledge remains
inaccessible, paths that allow our participants to skirt the horizons of
nihilism. Perhaps, this is why for our other DC2 participant, Troy,
there were many emphases during his discussion that employed the
word “really,” as can be seen in his Wordle canvas (Fig. 4.11). For
Troy, “really” signifies the need for manifestations of experiences, of
things as they actually are in their genuine individual and/or commu-
nal expression, a pattern also exhibited by Steve in the above block
quote. Troy’s approach toward mortality is based on the quest for
some form of authenticity that can transcend conventional and stigma-
tized views on mortality. Such sentiments can be found when Troy
addressed his sister’s passing, “sister” being a word that drew in other
important feelings: “I decided at that time that I was going to be there
for her because I knew that all this avoidance was really hurting me
and my whole family, so I spent the last couple weeks of her life being
around with her” and “the whole thing was—her presence and com-
fort—compared to what I grew up with, a really stark contrast.”

Troy’s narrative also reminds us that death and dying is not only an
individualized process for the person who is in life’s terminal stage but
one where community and family can be involved in the sacrality of
death. That this was accomplished for Troy’s sister is evocative, allow-
ing the shared humanity of dying to resonate across time to those
unknown and unnamed who primarily died—when there was no war
or types of collectively experienced crises—within the home environ-
ment. Reassuringly for Troy, his family, and friends, was that his
sister’s passing did take place in the home, an environment often
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accepted by thanatologists as important for experiencing a good death.
Unlike Steve, Troy made mention of other religious ideas like that from
the “Baha’i” faith even though this was not his declared belief system. In
the home hospice environment of his sister’s passing, Troy recounted
how the mourning ritual of washing the body, preparing it with oils, and
wrapping it in a shroud before burial spiritually inspired him, transform-
ing his “entire feeling about death because of the way she died: she
basically at some point refused chemo after a while of battling cancer.”
For Troy, death was social and collective, orbiting around “family” as can
be seen in his canvas. Troy’s inspiration for participating in death talk also
included emphatic critique with the word “really”:

And when she did pass, it was very graceful. They were all there, her
family was there, her friends. The Baha’i people don’t embalm. They
use oils and wrap the body. The whole thing, you know, you talk about
why hide it—it was really the first time I became aware of how American
culture particularly hides death. And that was just revelatory . . . I still
have a lot of fear about it, as you do [gesturing to Steve]; I don’t want
to have that fear.

By all accounts, among all of our participants, Troy had lost the most
loved ones. As Café participant, Troy is also one of the few to have
conveyed the warmth of the home hospice, noting how he was able to
communicate with his sister in the weeks leading up to her death, even
bringing his daughter to communicate with her. To what extent this
promoted quality of life for his sister remains unknown. I am of the
opinion that it likely did not detract from it.

The Wordle canvas of all participants’ dialog in DC2 (Fig. 4.12) reveals,
like DC1, that the processes, themes, symbolisms, and imminence of
death are conceptualized within the context of being with people.

February 18, 2014: Wordle Canvases and Discussion for DC3

The setting for the February 18, 2014 Death Café was a restaurant with
outdoor dining in a quiet suburb north of downtown Los Angeles. A small
park lay across the street, filled with parents and their children. The small
group met at a coffee shop late in the afternoon before relocating to the
aforementioned diner. The context is a suburb about 20 miles northeast of
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Fig. 4.13 Betsy’s comments (Betsy is event facilitator) (February 18, 2014)

Fig. 4.14 Kaylee’s comments (February 18, 2014)
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downtown Los Angeles. Four attendees were present: Kaylee, Renna,
Rosie, and Betsy.

Like in many previous Wordle outputs of our Café participants, the word
“just” found large and frequent textual exposition duringDC3 as an adverb,
idiomatic expression, and occasional adjective. Again “just” is an indispen-
sible word for conveying precise emphases of conviction during death talk.

Fig. 4.15 Renna’s comments (February 18, 2014)

Fig. 4.16 Rosie’s comments (February 18, 2014)
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All participants at DC3, including facilitator Betsy, employed the word. The
Wordle exposition of the word “just” found similarity in quaternary sizes
across all DC3’s participants. In Kaylee’s case the word found its
largest textual exposition (Fig. 4.14). Employed to articulate her
view of the human condition at a time when she was experiencing
the loss of her ex-husband, she poignantly notes:

We know it’s going to come. We know we’re going to lose each other—we’re
all going to go. And you think you have an idea for how that will be but when it
actually happens, it seems as if everything is so totally different and there’s just
no way that you can prepare. I mean I’m thinking that I have all this figured
out on how I’mgoing to be when I die. I have to insist on it just to be present.

The capacity for “just” to allow beliefs to be emphatically felt and
precisely described can be seen in Rosie’s Wordle canvas. Figure 4.16
shows how “just” is employed in a manner that includes Rosie’s account
when she had her first graveyard encounter with the reality of death:

Like I was telling Kaylee and Jack I’ve been interested in death since I was very
young. And it kind of started at maybe six when I askedmymom to takeme to
a local graveyard because I was curious about it. While I was there I came
across a grave of a boy who was about my age when he died so that was for me

Fig. 4.17 All attendees’ comments (February 18, 2014)
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really shocking and kind of traumatic. I can still remember just crying and
being horrified realizing that I would die someday—and that someday could
be at anytime.Mymom didn’t knowwhat to say so she tookme home and put
me in front of a movie, the Jungle Book. I just remember no one ever knowing
how to talk to me about it. So that kind of became something I became
preoccupied with but also repressed because there was no one to talk to.

Both Kaylee and Rosie employ the adverb “really” frequently, a trend we
shall see in many upcoming Wordle outputs of other Café participants.
The rather consistent presence of “really” in many Wordle outputs high-
lights how Café participants are emphatic yet critical in their personal view
of society—how it approaches mortality issues, and how it makes sense of
their experiences. The use of “really” points again to our participants’
search for authenticity—search for authenticity as they attempt—as they
attempt to frame the death experience. For example, Rosie recalled how
her parents shielded her from knowledge of her childhood friend’s death.
For Rosie, it was “really bizarre” in how “they made that decision on my
behalf.” A telling example can also be seen in Rosie’s use of the word to
emphasize her social critique while “just” is again employed to be empha-
tic in the sentence: “I’ve always noticed that for movies . . . like those
slasher films where someone is killed, none of the friends care, really.
They’re just more afraid of their own death. So death becomes its own
spectacle and we’re supposed to get pleasure from this when you watch.”

Other than the sometimes idiomatic use of “know,” this frequently
employed word suggests a desire to be informed about mortality. It can
also point to the converse: how one can consciously be delinked from
mortality. Regarding her 8-year-old son, Renna brings this point home in
her discussion of wars, of which the word can be seen in her Wordle canvas
(Fig. 4.15):

And the boys, they love shooting, fighting wars. I don’t extrapolate that as
them genuinely wanting to hurt anyone. They don’t know the reality of that;
it’s a play thing for them at this point. But I mean people get bored and war
is a relief from boredom. And I think people do get sucked into it, I think in
America especially. We’re so insulated from the rest of the world, so insu-
lated from reality.

Renna cautions about people in a somewhat more somber light, however,
noting how the truth about death and dying “can bemanipulated in very dark
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and cynical ways by people who should know better in our society.” Kaylee
employed the term to remind fellow attendees that the notion of knowing
includes its opposite, as in not being able to convey the vulnerablemoments of
a person in grief: “I think that’s the dilemma—we don’t knowwhat we can do
or say. And sometimes we say things that are inappropriate just to say some-
thing . . . It’s because the silence is awkward. So to get comfortable with not
being able to speak about the matter is the key.”

Renna’sWordle canvas thus includes theword “war,” italicized in the above
block quote, as a rather large textual exposition as a quaternary term. Her
concerns toward mortality accommodate how geopolitical conflicts, influ-
enced by technology, shape our views on death and dying. Renna’s orientation
echoes the critiques of techno-medicine voiced by remaining Café attendees
whose views we will later explore. Citing the dangers of recreationalizing war
through videogames, she also implies that increasing technology for human
usemaymean “more deadly weapons,” a justified concern given how the state
often expropriates and frames collective death as sacrifice for the nation. This
observation is not to be taken lightly. Indeed, from personal experience having
hailed from Laos and Thailand, sites my parents relocated to after leaving
South Vietnam due to the Vietnam conflict (mother) and the Japanese sea-
board occupation ofChina, and later theChineseCivilWar (father), it is rather
clear that the state desires to render epicmass deaths as but havingonepurpose:
to die for country. Mass and epic deaths are genres of nationalist struggles and
narratives, a point not addressed bymany of our Café participants. Renna thus
appropriately brings into the discussion a topic that should remind us how
Death Cafés are actually privileged gatherings, gatherings that cannot possibly
occur under systemic crisis or totalitarianism:

Well technology makes it all possible. And videogames were developed by
the military. In my background, I wrote on analyzing novels and theorizing
on aesthetics, fascism and war in literature So I did some research on war
history. The videogames are interesting. They were developed by the mili-
tary. The shooter games come out of this. It’s not a generally known thing
but there is documentation. The trouble with war is that people get bored
and there’s a tendency for sociopaths to run things in our society especially
where power and vast sums of money are at stake.

The emphasis of “people” is again apparent for the Wordle canvas that
contains all DC3 participants’ transcriptions (Fig. 4.17). Like previous
Death Cafés, mortality is contextualized within community and between
its interacting members. With the exception of Kaylee’s Wordle canvas,
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“people” was emphasized by our other three participants, Betsy included.
Although “people” found textual exposition in Kaylee’s Wordle canvas, its
smaller size reflects how Kaylee’s orientation at the Death Café was one
shaped by familial crises. For example, the textual exposition of “Mike”
refers to Kaylee’s ex-husband who passed away not long before her Death
Café attendance. Experientials about family travails thus punctuated her
dialog and, at the time, framed her attitude on mortality in ways that were
comparatively more insular than Betsy, Renna, and Rosie’s views. Death can
thus be treated through paeans for a shared humanity or conceptualized as a
nihilistic ambush that has claimed yet another life.

April 22, 2014: Wordle Canvases and Discussion for DC4

The April 22, 2014 Death Café took place inside a home that was made
open to the public. Beginning at dusk during a warm Southern California
spring, it welcomed a popular Los Angeles news anchor who expressed her
interest in the Death Café. “Lia” and her film crew filmed the Death Café
interaction that evening, with footage ultimately presented on the news a
few weeks later. Nine attendees, including Betsy, participated in discus-
sions. Lia’s two-member film crew did not participate in the discussions.
The context is a suburb approximately 15 miles northeast of downtown
Los Angeles. Nine attendees were present: Carla, Chap, Kelly, Lia, Reese,
Ricardo, Sarah, Tim, and Betsy.

Fig. 4.18 Betsy’s comments (Betsy is event facilitator) (April 22, 2014)
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DC4 was comparatively larger and more dynamic in attendance. With
her two-person camera crew, Lia began the evening by first interviewing
Betsy, querying her about her views on mortality and the Death Café
project. Conceding that she probably belonged to that segment of the
population that views death themes with discomfort, Lia asked, “Well it
seems like if I were to see something on Facebook like the Death Café I

Fig. 4.19 Carla’s comments (April 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.20 Chap’s comments (April 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.21 Kelly’s comments (April 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.22 Lia’s comments (April 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.23 Reese’s comments (April 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.24 Ricardo’s comments (April 22, 2014)
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would never put your face [gesturing to Betsy] on it because you think
about Goth, darkness. After all, we are talking about death. But is it
because I am one of these US people that, you know, am afraid of it so
it’s dark to me? I mean is my view typical?” Later in the evening, Lia’s
question was answered by Ricardo, who noted how “beautiful” death talk
can be for providing a deeper understanding of the sacrality of death, as
evinced in his Wordle canvas (Fig. 4.24). His sentiments, “in our culture I
don’t think this discussion is had enough and it’s really nice that this
discussion is happening” and how it’s “a really beautiful transition toward

Fig. 4.25 Sarah’s comments (April 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.26 Tim’s comments (April 22, 2014)
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talking about death and there’s nothing to be afraid of” also embody such
an orientation.

Sarah, a physician, added to the discussion by drawing inspiration
from her hospice work: “That is what I saw as beautiful in a hospice
experience, It’s hard to describe to people the beauty of patients, you
just see this glow about them. It’s truly beautiful. And so that is the
part that people who don’t experience it will never know, and they will
not know that there is incredible beauty within death” (also see
Fig. 4.25). She poignantly conveyed the end-of-life experiences of
her patients, noting that “it’s as if the physical body is falling away
and you can see their soul shining through.” Perhaps more explicitly
than any Café attendee, Sarah makes death functional for life and living
because many of us will never “know” when our lives will end:
“ . . . from doing this hospice work, that’s one of the lessons that
came through to me about life and death in general. And still having
the feeling of surrender and letting go because if I stay conscious the
fact is at all times I don’t know when I will die.”

Although the words “really,” “just,” and “know” have been discussed
previously, “know” will be revisited again in this section’s discussion
because many participants gave the word large textual expositions across
our Wordle outputs, beyond its often idiomatic use.

In all its guises at DC4, the word “know” was epistemic in
attempting to address the complex renderings of a potential soul

Fig. 4.27 All attendees’ comments (April 22, 2014)
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and/or the possibility of an afterlife. For example, Chap expressed his
interest in Tim’s near-death experience (NDE): “Tim, what you said
about the near death or death experience to me is really fascinating
because from the concepts I believe in you know there’s the separa-
tion of the soul and the body. So like in your case, what do you think
is left? The soul or the body? And what came back?” (see Chap and
Tim’s Wordle canvases seen in Figs. 4.20 and 4.26, respectively). Tim
replied:

So my experience: the body did stop. I lost all my physical capacity. I
couldn’t move, I couldn’t hear, I couldn’t see. So, there was a separation
from the body but there was still consciousness. I realized I couldn’t do
anything about what was happening and tried my best to resist the fact that
I literally said to myself, “You’re dying!” I finally had to let go because I was
trying to hold on but I couldn’t hold onto anything because I was all gone—
couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t move so I had no capacity to hold on
but there was still my interior going on saying, “Well you still can hold onto
something, some DNA thing you can hold onto, some nerves or some-
thing” but I couldn’t. And when I finally literally “died,” then my con-
sciousness and I went on the journey, and the shift of consciousness went
from a “Tim” consciousness to a long journey into just consciousness. And
what I would say from this is this was the journey of the soul and there was
the unity of that with a sort of larger, whole consciousness, which was
miraculous, spectacular.

Reese’s epistemology on mortality also points to how some Café
attendees are fully aware of their shared humanity on death and dying.
Indeed, to “know” some feature of mortality was a popular theme for
the evening. Although Reese appeared to be culturally aware that
social differences are but referential, she drew rich cues from them to
underscore how different peoples of the world “know” how to make
operative their own death and dying themes. As one who studied with
shamans in South America, Reese’s experientials also blur the distinc-
tion between the metaphysical and physical, a process sometimes
undertaken by Carla as well. In Reese’s Wordle display, the presence
of “spirit” becomes linked to epistemology: “You know with the sha-
mans there is a common use of plant medicines, to take you to that
spirit realm, to feel the soul leaving from the body. So there are ways
and techniques on the planet that ‘loosens’ the soul from the body.
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You can have an experience and because it’s not your time, you come
back” (Fig. 4.23). For many DC4 participants, experience is existence
in the physical and metaphysical. The importance of “experience” thus
found textual exposition in Reese’s Wordle canvas. Carla, a psychic
medium, follows up with further insight on the afterlife: “You know
having those affirmations with the spirit world really does impact us
and affect us. And we can heal what we have seen through stuff. I
believe that many of us have had some type of experience with some-
thing from the other side and it doesn’t end with death. I think this is
a huge lesson” (Fig. 4.19). Kelly, however, was less certain when she
responded to her dying mom’s query about the soul and the afterlife:
“I don’t know. No one knows. None of us understands it” (Fig. 4.21).

Tim, a survivor of trauma that resulted in an NDE, was categorical in
believing in something beyond death: “I’m not sure of the others here but I
know from my experience that death is not the end of anything.” Indeed,
Tim’s NDE was often referenced by participants of the event for its ability to
be a highly formative yet transcendent episode of existence. “Experience”
found textual exposition in both Tim and Reese’s Wordle canvases. Reese’s
immersion in shamanistic practices allowed her existential awareness to trans-
cend materiality, not unlike Tim’s NDE if one were to believe in the simula-
crum of alternative existences offered by psychotropics. Whereas many of
DC4s Café participants attended to themes of mortality by observation
and/or loss, Tim and Reese are firmly convinced that they had experienced
something beyond on a first-person basis. The metaphysically transformative
experience for both had their subtle differences, however. The Wordle canvas
for both participants shows that Reese’s connection to the metaphysical
through the “spirit” world was comparable to Tim’s ascription of an elevated
level of “consciousness,” inspired by the latter’s NDE experience.

The use of the word “think” can almost always be seen interchangeably
with “feel” in that both set up similar validity claims and opinions. For
example, Ricardo observes how our culture is bereft of death talk and
notes his appreciation for Death Café venues: “And in our culture I don’t
think this discussion is had enough and I think it’s a discussion that shows
talking about death is nothing to be afraid of.”With both Reese and Ricardo
approaching mortality and beyond from their shamanistic practices and
worldviews, Carla adds to the narrative when she notes: “ . . . I think that’s
what is so interesting to me is the people that I have brought through with
their family, and they always talk about death as such a beautiful thing. And
one of the things that most of them are grateful for is their family letting go.”
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Figure 4.27 reveals the Wordle output of all transcriptions from
DC4 participants. Like previous totalized Wordle outputs of the entirety of
each Café event “people” again was the most frequently emphasized theme in
DC4. Interestingly, Lia, our news anchor, exhibited a Wordle canvas that
paralleled the canvases of her fellow participants as it gave pride of place to
“people” as well (Fig. 4.22). Although the word “people” existed in Kelly’s
Wordle canvas, it was much smaller in size since her accounts were primarily
inspired and informed by her father’s passing. The emphasis of “people,” the
need to “know,” and the emphasis of exactness and precision via “just” (most
emphatically employed by Kelly) points to how DC4 participants viewed
mortality as a social, communal experience, but one where social critique
about “people” who are not mindful were launched as well. Unlike other
Death Cafés, DC4 participants include the voices of those who were certain
they glimpsed the afterlife in some iteration, as in Tim’s NDE, or in the case of
Reesewhere her approach toward the liminality of consciousnesswas informed
by the use of indigenously sacralized and non-recreational use of
psychotropics.

May 22, 2014: Wordle Canvases and Discussion for DC5

The May 22, 2014 Death Café saw 10 attendees: Corrine, Helen, Irene,
Lanay, Leonard, Lorraine,Naomi, Scott, andWarren, including facilitator Lisa
S. Delong, participate in discussions. It was held at a small community center
that was made open to the public. The event began in the early and warm
evening. This venue is approximately 25miles northeast of downtown Los
Angeles.

LikeDC4,DC5was also an epistemic gathering.Hosted byLisa S.Delong,
the evening’s discourse, more so than other Death Cafés, veered into engage-
ments with the supernatural. The word “know” once again finds primary to
quaternary exposition in every attendee’s Wordle canvas. When in idiomatic
use to pause and give emphasis to a statement—frequently employed to
ground listeners into the intensity of the discourse—the word “know” fre-
quently pointed to our participants’ desire to accent their life struggles, grief,
mourning, and/or loss. The pain compelled among them memories and
contemplations that also articulated their desires for answers to life and death’s
mysteries. Although at DC5 the idiomatic use of “know” was persistent (and
for grammar purists annoying), the topic of death and dying, when framed by
recent loss, compels or behooves the search for some kind of certainty through
worldviews, a dynamic exhibited at DC5’s free-flowing communicative
environment.
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Fig. 4.28 Lisa’s comments (Lisa is event facilitator) (May 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.29 Corrine’s comments (May 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.30 Hera’s comments (May 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.31 Irene’s comments (May 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.32 Lanay’s comments (May 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.33 Leonard’s comments (May 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.34 Lorraine’s comments (May 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.35 Naomi’s comments (May 22, 2014)
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Fig. 4.36 Scott’s comments (May 22, 2014)

Fig. 4.37 Warren’s comments (May 22, 2014)
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An emblematic use of “know” can be seen in Scott’s (Fig. 4.36) raw
assessment of “life,” two themes that appear in Wordle expositions of
many participants’ canvases (see Figs. 4.28, 4.30, 4.32–4.34, and
4.36). However, only Scott’s dialog displayed the theme of “life”
larger (and thus, more frequently referenced) than “know.” In one
soliloquy, Scott established solidarity with fellow attendee Leonard
(Fig. 4.33) because both had almost acted out their suicide attempts.
After aborting his suicide attempt, Scott confronted the human con-
dition and happiness’ place within it, employing “know” in uncertain
and certain terms that appear to, nonetheless, take Scott toward some
important epiphanies:

And I was at your “lake” too (gesturing to Leonard who had driven to lake
to attempt suicide). Not the same lake. But I was facing the end of a .38
caliber pistol one time back in 1988. I was going to end it all. Yeah. But
what kept me from doing it was the thought of my mother who’s about
eighty years old that time, and my sons finding out their father blew his
brains out because he was losing a few million dollars in investments. And I
said, I can’t do that to them. I love them too much. I’m not worth their
suffering over. I am nothing. That’s how I felt. I’m nobody. I fucked up my
business, I fucked up my marriage, and I’mworthless, but they don’t see me
as that. I am their father and my mother would probably die from a heart
attack if she knew I committed suicide because she raised me to be tougher
than that. She was a tough woman. She went through a lot of hell. So I kept
going, not because I wanted to, but because I feel I had to because I didn’t
want to cause pain to those I loved.

Fig. 4.38 All attendees’ comments (May 22, 2014)
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I got through it, but it was a slow process. I was on medication for a long
time. Thank God for the medication. I was seeing a therapist every day for
about three months; I’d see a psychiatrist. And I also signed myself into a
mental institution after I attempted to end my life. I knew. I took my own
cocked gun and put it down. I said something’s wrong with me . . . at that
time my wife was trying to get me to go to a therapist for a long time but I
refused to. She saw the signs of my gradual withdrawal from life because I
was losing all this money on this investment in Texas. And I was in a
comatose state almost, a catatonic state, an even better description I guess.
All I had to do was look out the window after getting a report from my
manager in Texas about how much money we lost this past week and I just
would obsess over how I’m going to kill myself. I didn’t want anyone to find
me, though. I just want to go up to the mountains somewhere to put a
bullet in my mouth or push my accelerator down to go off the side. So, just
weird stuff. But I knew when I finally faced the gun I couldn’t go through
with it.

But I don’t know. I now do value life very much and one of the things
I’ve noticed, growing since 1988, introspectively at first, is that I appreciate
and am grateful for every day of my life. My heart’s beating, I’m relatively
healthy, I think. And, um, a little bit obsessive, I know that.

Unlike other Wordle canvases seen at all other Death Cafés, Scott’s
canvas exhibits a large-sized “God.” However, he was not sloganeering
paeans for a faith, but more rather, struggling to understand how a non-
personified and non-anthropomorphized being might allude to a life
purpose.

My own search for God is, uh, I do believe there may be a God, or some type
of prime mover that created everything. But this does not mean I necessarily
have any involvement with it personally in my life any longer. That’s called
deism, I guess: You believe that there’s some power that created everything,
but is not involved with the operation of it after all. I don’t believe in a
Christian God, I was raised that way though. I was a born-again Christian and
me and my brothers were Christian and all this. I still have several uncles now
that are ministers. I really fight with the God thing. So I do think there could
be a God according to my definition. Not the God of the Bible, hell no. But
the point is, whatever you believe in, if it gets you through this journey intact,
believe in it! If it helps you, do it. It’s not hurting anyone else. But, again, life
is a struggle. Now, I loved reading Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled back
in ’88 after I got out of the funny farm. And his first line of the book is, “Life
is difficult.” And once you can accept that fact. . . .
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At this juncture, acknowledgment must be given to Leonard’s discussion
of religious themes. Indeed, it was Leonard’s account of religion framing a
series of familial tragedies and economic duress in his life, along with the
articulation of an epistemic “know” that inspired Scott to share the afore-
mentioned account. Leonard notes:

So, it’s tough enough to deal with the loss of a loved one but when your life
basically falls apart around you, you don’t even like the life you have anymore.
And so I’ve been kind of working through that whole process. I talked about
suicide for three days the last part of April. One night I decided I was going to
try to kill myself and I wound up parked up at a cliff there by Lake Castaic
thinking about just driving off.

To which Lorraine urgently interjected: “What stopped you? What
happened?!”

My wife and my kids. It would’ve never been fair to them. I mean I believe I
still have faith in Christianity and God, but I tell you what, I’ve been scream-
ing atGod a lot lately. My wife’s been screaming atGod a lot lately. Organized
religion doesn’t really have a place in our lives anymore right now. So, I drove
back from the cliff and went home that night.

You’ve got to be pretty depressed to attempt suicide, which I was. Um,
I’m happy to say I’m a lot farther along than I was eight weeks ago or
however long ago that was. So, you know, there are the metaphysics. I mean
I talked to a nurse in one of the units. You know, she kind of mixes
Christianity up with metaphysics, which I thought was an interesting con-
versation that night. I’ve taught for our church school system for twenty-six
years and that Church is like my life, including my job. And I’ve been the
principal the last sixteen years. Last year I was wondering what’s going on
because something’s not working like it use to.

So, yeah, Church was my life. It was interesting. Part of our religion class
was we always have the students go out and research other religions. So one
day we went to the Hindu temple out there in Malibu Canyon. And we also
went to a Buddhist temple. And I got to say if I was going to choose between
the two of them, the Buddhist thing seems to be a lot easier way to go. (~)
I’m not kidding, these guys got it down pretty simple! Life is pretty much
this! (~) Hindu: it just depends on who you screwed up to. Whether it was
adultery or whether you ate too much or whatever it was, that was the deity
or the god that you had to go and talk to and give some food to and you
know, to appease or whatever. It just seemed like a whole lot of work—too
much work. The Buddhists seem to have a pretty simple down path.

WORDLE CANVASES OF DEATH . . . 129



Combining its idiomatic and action usage to point to epistemic awareness,
Naomi employs “know” (Fig. 4.35) to convey her frustrations about people
who lack a deeper understanding ofmortality, noting that “I’mgoing through
a big grieving process now. It is so lonely. People don’t know. They think I will
think ‘Okay! It’s been enough time, let’s move on now!’” Recounting how
she had to cope with the loss of her son, Naomi notes:

Six months ago or so I saw a medium because I felt like I needed to touch
base with my son, even though I was with him when he died at home. I still
felt like I wasn’t ready, as we had much unfinished business, you know. And
all of a sudden he’s dead. You go, “Oh my god, I didn’t say this, I didn’t say
that.” So I went to this woman who’s amazing and my son came through. I
mean, I know it was him and she did it through automatic writing. And there
were things that he said that she was writing and she did not know me. She
did not know anything about me except that my name was Naomi. She said,
“Come on in,” you know, and “How do you do?” and immediately she said,
“I’m worried about Shannon.” Well, Shannon’s my granddaughter. Why
would she know that? And my son proceeded to say, you know, “she’s lost
me and now she’s losing you” because there are some issues between me and
my daughter-in-law. So my son needed to talk to me.

When an idiomatic employment of “know” was amalgamated with its
ability to ensure some semblance of certainty about mortality in all its
iterations, the word was incisive, purposeful, and profound. Hera’s Wordle
canvas (Fig. 4.30) contains the largest sized “know” of DC5. However,
we must allow her to first build her confrontation with death to under-
stand her search about some certainty regarding mortality:

My son had a medical patch and he just fell asleep and didn’t wake up. And I
found him three days afterwards. And I use to work with him so he didn’t
come to work and I decided to check up on his apartment and I saw three
days worth of newspapers and I knew there was something wrong. But I never
got to see him. I’m from the Jewish faith—let’s just say originally, because I
don’t practice it now. But we bury our dead within twenty-four hours. It’s
our tradition. I never saw in my entire life a dead body until I saw my
husband. And he died in a hospital. And I never got the chance to say
goodbye. I’m hearing how wonderful it must have been to be with someone
at that point in death. But what I’m trying to say is that we’ve always had a
tradition in our family, ever since the kids were very little, that nomatter what,
no matter if we had a fight, that we always said “I love you.” And my son’s last
words was, “I love you” on the phone and “See you at work” and so it’s about
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love. Why do we grieve so much? Because we love so much. And I guess some
people say, “The more you love, the more you bleed,” you know? But isn’t
that what it’s basically all about? It’s about the love.

Hera’s crescendo to Café listeners follows:

But I don’t think society is geared for that unless they really go through it.
They don’t know what to say or they’ll say things they think are good for
them. I’m sorry. I know probably there’s some religious people here but
people would say to me, “He’s in a good place.” And I want to say “Sorry,
but no he’s not,” you know, and they were religious and I respect their
religious beliefs, but, you can’t say that to someone. I thought, why say that
to me when you don’t know me? You haven’t lost a child. Why would you
even say that? Even if I were religious, I couldn’t even see myself saying that
to somebody. So, I get that part where our society is not equipped. They
don’t know what to say.

Leonard echoes Hera’s certainty and employs “know” definitively:
“Whether we lose another loved one or whether we hit the lottery,
know that happiness doesn’t come from the outside. Happiness comes
from right here [gesturing to his heart].”

The word “life” found frequent expression and exhibited many dif-
ferent nuances when conveyed by DC5 attendees, finding prominent
places in Lisa, Hera, Lanay, Leonard, Lorraine, and Scott’s Wordle
canvases (Figs. 4.28, 4.30, 4.32–4.34, and 4.36, respectively). One of
the evening’s most intense accounts of confronting death and dying was
found in Leonard, the aforementioned attendee that aborted his suicide
attempt. After relaying to Café participants his account, Scott immedi-
ately conveyed his support to Leonard, noting how “there’s a lot of your
story—your autobiography—that really resonates with my life.”
Leonard’s sentiments on life (indeed, much of the sentiments on life
from the aforementioned DC5 participants) embodies the quintessential
function of the Death Café itself: to confront death and dying for the
sake of living well. In Scott’s case, the theme of “life” is the largest word
in his Wordle canvas.

I had three brothers one time and we all were in theological circles. I
mean, two brothers were ministers and all four of us, still, had a thing
about finding purpose and meaning in life. And I’m not going to spew
forth my philosophy too much except there is no purpose in life other
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than what you make it out to be, is my belief. But, as long as you’re here
and you decide to stay on the pathway of this journey from womb to
tomb, by God, you better enjoy it! Why stick around if you don’t enjoy
life?

For Scott, the process of life and living had to be informed by their
contradictions: “I also signed myself into a mental institution after I
attempted to end my life. I knew. I took my own cocked gun and put it
down. I said something’s wrong with me. My wife was trying to get me to
go to a therapist for a long time but I refused to. She saw the signs of my
gradual withdrawal from life. I knew when I finally faced the gun I
couldn’t go through with it.” Scott’s partner, Hera whose former husband
died, discerned another nuance of life and living: “Life is difficult no
matter where you live or how you live your life. There are things that
will happen. None of us here have been immune to tragedy. I mean, some
have it worse than others, but even that’s a relative term.” She continues
by expounding her philosophy on living through dying:

Every day is a life that I walk away from the deaths of my husband and my
son. They’re not here to live but I am and I can live my life as much as I
can. That’s my journey. That’s what I have gotten out of it, you know? I
think that every time I think about it and people say to me, “How do you
do it?” and “You’ve been through so much” and, you know what? We all
go through tough times even without death. You know, maybe because
there’s this mystique about dying, that it’s final and that’s it! Maybe to a lot
of people here, who think that’s what it is and that’s fine but, you know, I
just live life a different way and carry them here [gesturing to her heart],
not far away at all.

Lisa, the facilitator of DC5, employed the theme of life in a social
critique of television and its tendency to distort death and dying. She
lamented on how television warp one’s capacity to understand the truth
of mortality and makes the validity claim that “All we have is television,
especially for nineteen year olds. You see a lot of reality TV and you have
a lot of imagery that fictionalizes death over and over and over
again . . . the most exemplary thing they have in life is what they see on
television.”

In contrast to other DC5 attendees, Lorraine—as a response to others
hearing and commenting on Corrine’s confrontation with death, a Café
participant who lost her daughter to suicide—forwarded the need to
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sensitize the act of suicide by employing “gentler” language: “So, the
politically correct way to talk about suicide is to say the person either ‘died
by suicide,’ ‘died of suicide,’ or ‘died from suicide,’ or ‘they took their
own life.’ Not that they ‘committed’ suicide. And it’s amazing how that
takes some of the energy off it when you don’t say ‘committed.’”

The theme of life was frequently referenced with the aid of “like” and
“just” in their modifier and idiomatic use. As alluded to elsewhere in this
work, a shared humanity view on mortality allows for such words to have
tremendous personal significance. To be able to share the same contours
of sensibilities about death and dying often activates the use of “like,” as in
Naomi’s view on familial relations: “But when you’re with your family, like
my family, they don’t know what to say. And sometimes, I don’t want
them to say anything.” Similarly, Hera’s frustration of certain communi-
cative dynamics in society can be seen in the statement, “And I think that’s
indicative of what our society is like.” The frequent search for and empha-
sis of certainty prompts the employment of “just.” Warren’s message is an
example: “Really, you know, a grave, by nature, is any property that is only
a place to remember. A memorial can be at a place like mine or a memorial
can be in your bedroom, even a picture. It just serves as a place for you to
remember a person.”

Corrine’s loss of her daughter to suicide represented the antipode to
those who had chosen to live following their suicide attempts (as in Scott
and Leonard’s accounts). Still in the process of grieving, Corrine’s use of
the word “daughter” found prominent exposition in her Wordle canvas
(Fig. 4.29). Indeed, during communicative action, Corrine’s accounts
on mortality were shaped by her reference to her daughter’s life and
death, one which was symbolically and viscerally felt by her mother.
Corrine recounts how sometimes she too felt the need to join her
daughter, noting that, “I always felt scared to die before my daughter
passed away, but now I can’t wait. Like, I just want to hurry up. I pray
every day, like, ‘God, please take me, not that sick person in the hospital.
No, please, take me today.’ But I don’t know. He keeps me here.” This
sentiment was in contrast to Irene’s view of mortality as shaped and
enhanced by people. A breast cancer survivor and a Café attendee who
spoke the least at DC5, Irene poignantly recounts a “beautiful” experi-
ence at a recent funeral of a friend and notes how “family members came
from, you know, hours away” to view the body, and it was “beautiful.
Beautiful, like they made a shroud. They had musicians come in. And it
was a . . . very beautiful experience.”
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The people context of death and dying was given much attention by
Warren (Fig. 4.37). Although DC5 was the only Death Café where
“people” did not exhibit a large textual exposition on many participants’
Wordle outputs, Warren’s views on mortality were shaped greatly by his
role as a mortician, an occupation that mandates an intimate connection
with people, specifically grieving families. Indeed, his ethos of being an
ethical funeral director revealed his intimate connections with and obser-
vations of people who experience bereavement. Many of his accounts
orbited around people experiencing long-term grief and mourning.

While one person may seem to cope or deal with a loss differently than
someone else, we learn that, or at least I believe, that either way is okay. We
have people that visit my location literally every single day to see a spouse
that’s in our care, every single day. And when we have conversations with
some people it may seem like the occurrence just happened last week when
it’s already been like five or six years. Some people have books that take a little
bit longer to get to that next chapter.

Warren continues, “some people don’t want to shake my hand because I’m
a mortician. But nevertheless, it’s a chosen profession. I went to college to
be a banker, an investor, maybe on Wall Street. But somehow I fell into
this particular profession.” He then critiques the medical profession and
doctors “because a lot of them are very skilled in their craft and their art
and being fantastic at saving lives, but they’re just not social. Their bedside
manners are not the greatest so they have to learn the technical. Same with
any profession, you can study to get the licenses provided by the state of
California but you can’t be taught, like we’re saying, the compassion.”

DC5 included many attendees that have had acute encounters with
death. From a cancer survivor to two who tried to die by suicide, to wives
who lost their spouses, to mothers who lost their children to suicide or
illness, the key theme of “know” reflected an urgency to find meaning and
understanding in life (Fig. 4.38). Combined with its frequent idiomatic
use, it is not surprising that “know” exhibits the largest textual exposition
when all participants’ comments were inputted into Wordle for analysis.
DC5 participants’ life histories, in this instance filled with greater degrees
of tragedies experienced by attendees, resulted in a Death Café with
greater bonding, clarity, and certainties about why and how to live in
spite of ongoing pain experienced by many members. Mortality was
transformed into a relational phenomenon in DC5, one based on
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stranger-to-stranger solidarity, support, and empathy toward the loss of
loved ones, to those who tried to die. Although in this rare instance where
a Death Café did not have “people” dominate the Wordle canvas, DC5
nonetheless revealed the intensity of epistemic and ontologic energies
driving its communicative action.

May 10 and July 16, 2015 Death Cafés (DC6 and DC7)

Our last two Death Cafés have been combined for discussion due to their
online orientation. The Death Cafés were conducted through Dr. Karen
Wyatt’s End of Life University (EOLU). Karen graciously offered me access
to two events where she facilitated discussions, one of which was an online
Death Café gathering on Mother’s Day, May 10, 2015 (DC6) while the
other, a July 16, 2015 (DC7) interview of Jon Underwood, focused on the
rise of the Death Café movement in London and the United Kingdom.

DC6 took place on May 10, 2015, Mother’s Day. Karen creatively
oriented the Death Café thematically, specifically for those who lost their
mothers as well as those who are mothers but had lost their children.
Attendees called in and the discussion was facilitated in a conference call
format. Five attendees: Joan, Liz, Molly, and Karen participated in discus-
sions while Kathy attended as a listener. In DC7, Karen Wyatt interviews
Jon Underwood, again through her online Death Café portal.

Fig. 4.39 Karen’s DC6 comments (Karen is event facilitator) (May 10, 2015)
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Some noteworthy Wordle textual expositions have been derived from
DC6. For example, although DC6 was held on Mother’s Day, dedications
to fathers also took place as in the case of Liz (Fig. 4.41). Liz’s father’s
passing was a formative experience for her family. She recounted how her

Fig. 4.40 Joan’s comments (May 10, 2015)

Fig. 4.41 Liz’s comments (May 10, 2015)
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“mom,” and herself as a “mom”, and how her “kids” responded to the loss
of “dad,” words that found much textual exposition in Liz’s Wordle canvas.
That “years” found large textual exposition in Liz’s Wordle canvas points to
her account of experiences and encounters related to familial mortality, one
which spanned over 30 years. Moreover, the word “counseling” in Liz’s
Wordle canvas suggests how people—in Liz’s case her children—attend to

Fig. 4.42 Molly’s comments (May 10, 2015)

Fig. 4.43 All attendees’ comments (May 10, 2015)
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mortality anxieties differently according to generation. Liz shares an anec-
dote about an interaction she had with her “daughter”:

One interesting thing that just came up recently was I had lost my dad when
I was 10 and my brother at fourteen. And I thought mymom did a good job

Fig. 4.44 Karen’s DC7 comments (Karen is event facilitator) (July 16, 2015)

Fig. 4.45 Jon’s comments (July 16, 2015)
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moving us on and you know, we’ve always kept dad in our memory and all
that stuff. Well, anyway, moving on a few years: my husband passed away
when my kids were 11 and 14, and so I kind of, you know, took the cues
from my mom and whatever, and we moved on and kept dad in our
memories. But this was 30 years ago. There weren’t support groups, grief
groups—all that good stuff—and I thought we did a pretty good job. But
last weekend I was up with my daughter—who is now turning 40, and that’s
the age that my dad and her dad died. So she’s approaching 40 now and she
says to me, “Mom, how come you never sent us to counseling?” (~) I
thought, “Wow!” Thirty years later and you’re going to hit me with this?
I don’t think we had, like, grief counselors. “But there are counselors for
everything!” and I said, “Yes, but for marriage, family, and maybe cancer
deaths, but not sudden death!” you know. That was different. It wasn’t
something where you get a chance to say, “Bye dad I love you!” and all that
good stuff. This was a sudden heart attack!

The incredulity surrounding some confrontations with death often
blurs the distinctions between different nuances of dying. How one
can prepare for an unprepared death is one of the least discussed
trajectories in our life cycle, with Liz being the primary participant
that makes visible such kinds of dying. She intimates whether one can

Fig. 4.46 All attendees’ comments (July 16, 2015)
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ever be “ready” for an unannounced passing of the self or of loved
ones. During the interaction, Joan relayed an account of a dying child
in a hospital setting who innocently felt that it was her time, that she’s
“ready to go” and that her mother is “going to come get me and I’m
ready to go” adds yet another context to dying, one framed by one’s
life chronology. As such, Wordle generated a large textual exposition
of the word on Joan’s canvas (Fig. 4.40).

For DC7, the unique exposition of the word “London” in Jon
Underwood’s Wordle canvas points to his Death Café activities in the
city, one which will later have much implication for our discussion of
Habermas’ notion of the public sphere and Oldenburg’s notion of the
third place. One of the more compelling attributes of the existence of
Death Cafés is that it is primarily an urban phenomenon replete with
opportunities to confront death, as in settings like hospitals as earlier
illuminated by Joan. At the very least, its emergence in Paris, London,
across major cities in the United States and the world makes it very much
part of a death system for urban angst. Urban life is indeed replete with
hyper scheduling and intense stimuli and stressors. That Death Cafés are
almost always urban phenomena might point to a new need for not just
community but communities that are oriented toward existence. Urban
life, one that almost always requires immersion and interaction with
strangers as Lofland notes in her classic A World of Strangers (1973),
may be catalyzing the proliferation of Death Cafés as secularizing mem-
bers of community seek a greater depth within it. Jon’s mention of
London as a context, along with previous and frequent mention by
Betsy regarding the merits of conducting Death Cafés in Los Angeles,
suggests there is fatigue in the material-driven urban human condition
that is inspiring residents to seek something beyond their concrete
experiences.

The word “people” had large expositions in DC6 and DC7, again
pointing to the importance of a people-oriented articulation of death and
dying or as a subject of critique. Both Karen and Molly’s canvases (see
Figs. 4.39 and 4.42, respectively) have similar-sized textual expositions for
the primary “people” and the secondary “really.” The word “think” fig-
ured prominently in their discourses as well, with Karen’s Wordle canvas
projecting the word as an approximately tertiary word while Molly pro-
jected an approximately quaternary-sized word. The DC6 manifestation of
the word “think” points to how attendees are continuing their reflections
on mortality. For Karen and Molly, the word “people” was employed
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during their observations of those who exhibited a variety of patterned
behavior, some of which they critiqued while others they compassionately
responded to. Both Molly and Karen frequently synchronized with each
other in terms of sentiments on mortality and steered much of the dialog
for DC6. For Karen, dying was a people-oriented experience: “It’s such a
good point that we always have to consider the perspective of other people
involved in these events. While death is a solitary event that happens to each
one of us, it has an impact on so many people around us and we need to
consider all those perspectives.” In a social critique, however, Karen was
incisive in her concern about people being led astray:

I have a big concern about the anti-ageing movement. It feels to me like that
movement is enmeshed with a denial of death and dying. And while I don’t
mind the concept of staying as youthful for as long as you can, I worry a little
bit that it’s a disguise for believing that we won’t die, we don’t have to die,
we don’t have to get older, and I am worried that the movement is leading
some people astray and keeping them from really looking at the truth and
reality that will be facing them.

Molly’s incisive observations of young people included concerns about
their lack of depth in comprehending mortality:

So earlier we were talking about the young people being open-minded, and
in a way, the Millennials are open-minded about politics, and gayness, and
then therefore death. And also they’re young people and they like to skydive
and ride motorcycles and drink too much. It’s easier for them to have be
thoughtful about death because they really don’t get it at all as compared to
people who are 60 and really realize that the depressiveness that comes with
ageing.

A welcome incorporation of people beyond atmospheric musings, cri-
tique, and philosophy, Molly also notes how:

Some of things that people don’t really think about—and certainly advanced
directives don’t ask about—is the temperature in a room. Some people spend
their whole lives feeling chilly and when they’re in the ICU they’d really like
it to be a lot warmer than the average hospital is, or some people have had a
giant family and they really like noise and chaos and radios and TV and
laughter. Some people just want it to be quiet.
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Although “people” only found an approximate tertiary textual exposi-
tion in Joan’s Wordle canvas (Fig. 4.40), the value in Joan’s observation
about people was through her ability to see irony in their behavior:

I think it’s kind of ironic that we’re talking about—I mean—publicly and
nationally we’re having this conversation about death all the time in the
form of watching people being killed. We’re always in this news cycle about
killings and yet somehow it never gets to the realities of death and dying for
most of us.

Such prescient and insightful observations are why, according to Jon
Underwood in DC7, members of the community appreciate the Death
Café, “because people don’t have that opportunity so much” to talk
about death and dying, they thus “come to Death Café on their own
volition because they want to talk about this,” and “what they say is
really rich. It’s a kind of thing that makes me feel privileged to hear.”
“Really” is again primarily employed as an intensifier about death in all
its iterations throughout DC6 and DC7.

Jon’s prescience is also grounded in a “people” context as evinced by
the word having the largest textual exposition in his Wordle canvas
(Fig. 4.45). Aware that Death Cafés are emergent in an important period
that can be envisioned as a materially rich yet existentially impoverished
metaphysical experience, Jon nonetheless was humble in his rendering of
the timing of Death Café emergence:

It’s not because we’re doing anything phenomenally clever. It’s because
there’s a real need for this. People want this at this time. It’s interesting
because the Natural Death Center which has been going for 25 years—in
the 1980s they tried to establish something fairly similar—and it didn’t fly.
So I think there’s something—it’s partly the internet and it’s partly where
we’re at as a planet.

He continues, “It feels like . . . riding a wave. But there’s a load of people
also being propelled along by it as well, so in some ways Death Cafés are
catalyzing change and in some ways it’s sort of being carried along by it,
but it’s a fantastic and an exhilarating journey, at least from my
perspective.”

Karen’s activistic orientation toward death talk is evident in DC7,
with use of “people” and “really” taking place frequently. In support of
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Jon’s orientations about the need for more death talk, Karen notes how
she “wanted to mention for our listeners too that it’s relatively easy to
start a Death Café compared to other ventures people might take on
because you really just need to find a place to meet and a way to get the
word out to people.” She continues about how “every Death Café I’ve
heard about or hosts I’ve talked to have said people just show up. People
just come. Maybe it’s just 5 or 6 people the first time but gradually the
group gains momentum and more people are attracted.” Affirming
Karen’s view, emphasis on the people-oriented nature of mortality is
further expanded by an activistic Jon: “It’s very powerful work because
death connects with so many issues and things both on a macro-level
where you can talk about inequality yet having it impact people also on a
personal level.”

Finally, the Wordle outputs for all attendees’ comments combined can
be seen in Fig. 4.43 for DC6 and Fig. 4.46 for DC7. “People” again
appears as the most important theme in the context of a death discourse.
“Know” appears as an important word alongside “people” in Fig. 4.43 for
DC6. Adverbial components of idiomatic expressions such as “just” and
“really” orbit many of the primary words of “people” and “know,” serving
to intensify the gravity of both discourses from DC6 and DC7. However,
the unique attribute of DC6 is that conveyances about the loss of a mom
or parent—perhaps processed by too many as a personal loss—still end up
being another vector that fosters community and social relations in spite of
death.

Our final Wordle output (Fig. 4.47) is derived from the entirety of
all dialog from all Death Cafés (DC1–DC7). Again, the key emphases
of “people” and the need to “know,” along with adverbial compo-
nents, as well as, crucially, the tertiary textual exposition of “life,”
reveal key death themes important to the grass roots. “Think” also
figures prominently in the final Wordle canvas as does “know,” allow-
ing for the abundance of epistemic iterations to surface during death
talk at all of our Death Cafés. Our panoply of Death Café participants,
perhaps more justifiably framed at this juncture as existential activists,
have essentially reminded us that we as a community must be mindful
and contemplative of mortality for the sake of living. Knowing death is
a function of community and its peoples, the latter of which can be
seen as an exponentially crucial component for comprehending the
death of others and of their own.
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DEATH THEMES, VALIDITY CLAIMS, AND DISCOURSE RESPONSES

Nine themes that orbited mortality in different permutations were fre-
quently invoked at our seven Death Cafés. Validity claims are crucial for
understanding themes that people prefer to forward for discussion and/or
debate for the purposes of strengthening convictions and securing affirma-
tions about how to approach mortality.

Table 4.1 displays the nine death themes and their associated number
of validity claims derived from all Death Cafés. The themes, from those
most able to generate validity claims to the least, are (1) death as a means
to socially critique society, (2) death as experienced by culture, (3) the
possibility of an afterlife, (4) normativity about death, (5) how confront-
ing death can bring us closer to truth, (6) the emancipatory aspect of
dying, (7) the legalities of dying, (8) the anxieties associated with dying,
and (9) how to cope with death.

Table 4.2 displays the same nine death themes ordered by the most to
least number of discourse responses per theme, along with the type of
activated discourse and whether the discourse is affirming or contesting.

Table 4.3 displays six Habermasian discourse response types, from most
frequently to least frequently used: (1) the theoretical discourse which was
activated on 24 occasions, (2) the moral discourse which was activated on

Fig. 4.47 All attendees’ comments fromallDeathCafés (January 2014 to July 2015)
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six occasions, (3) the practical discourse which was activated on four
occasions, (4) the ethical discourse which was activated on three occasions,
and (5) the explicative and (6) therapeutic discourses, both of which
exhibited one activation per discourse. The aesthetic and pragmatic dis-
courses were not activated during our examination of death talk. Table 4.3
also displays how discourse responses were sometimes affirmative, that is,
vindicating the validity claims made by the speaker, and sometimes con-
testing, that is, challenging or requesting greater clarification about valid-
ity claims deemed problematic by listeners.

Because death talk themes have few institutional avenues for candid
disclosure in a colonized lifeworld, Death Café participants’ enthusiasms
resulted in conveyances about death and dying that combined attributes of
mortality in unique ways. Sometimes, death and dying is seen as physical
state + fear + fact while in other instances, death is conveyed as loss +
mourning + coping, and still in other instances, death is approached as
religion + afterlife + spirits to name but a few formulations exhibited by
our attendees. We shall have more to say on this matter toward the
conclusion of this chapter.

Mention must also be made about the validity claims that did not
inspire a discourse response. Some speakers’ validity claims were nested
in relatively lengthy monologues. When such long monologues were

Table 4.1 Death themes and frequency of VCs from all Death Cafés (lowest
to highest)

Nine death themes ranked by number
of VCs per theme

No. of VC statements (lowest to highest)

1. Death as social critique 38
2. Death as cultural experience 33
3. Beyond death 17
4. Normativity of death 14
5. Death as authenticity/truth 14
6. Liberation in life and/or death 14
7. Legalities of death and dying 11
8. Anxiety and fear of death 10
9. Coping with death 8

Total VCs 159

VC: Validity claims
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completed, participants usually affirmed and reflected on the profund-
ity of the speaker’s message with no need for clarification or contesta-
tion toward the validity claim. Moreover, because some listeners have
themselves experienced acute crises indirectly or directly related to
death and dying, a sense of calm resignation toward other speakers’
crises was displayed as a gesture of empathy, respect, and deference.

Table 4.2 Discourses per death theme from all Death Café events (highest
to lowest)

Nine death themes
ranked by discourses
challenging VCs

Discourse response types and
their frequencies per theme

No. of discourse response/s
per death theme (high to low)

Beyond death Moral affirming n = 1 11
Moral contesting n = 1
Theoretical affirming n = 2
Theoretical contesting n = 7

Death as cultural
experience

Ethical contesting n = 1 9
Moral contesting n = 1
Practical contesting n = 1
Theoretical affirming n = 1
Therapeutic contesting n = 1
Practical affirming n = 2
Theoretical contesting n = 2

Anxiety and fear of
death

Theoretical contesting n = 5 5

Liberation in life and/
or death

Explicative contesting n = 1 5
Moral affirming n = 2
Theoretical contesting n = 2

Normativity of death Ethical affirming n = 1 3
Practical affirming n = 1
Theoretical affirming n = 1

Death as social critique Moral affirming n = 1 2
Theoretical contesting n = 1

Death as authenticity/
truth

Theoretical contesting n = 2 2

Legalities of death and
dying

Ethical affirming n = 1 1

Coping with death Theoretical affirming n = 1 1
Total 39

VC: Validity claims
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Even when participants did not experience personal loss or encoun-
tered death in some manner, their philosophical support of death talk
obliged them toward the same affirmation as well as resignation.
Others were simply taken by personal matters when the profundity of
a message took root. Because most listeners experienced deep reflec-
tions, sometimes awe, after hearing a particular message conveyed, the
intermittent long silences that followed did not necessarily compel
rebuttals toward the speaker making the validity claim.

Perhaps most surprising about the findings of this study are that
most forwarded validity claims garnered no contestations, but quiet
affirmations and contemplations. In most instances, even when a pro-
blematic validity claim is attended to by different listeners, each of
them fielded no more than one or two topics in their discourse
responses to the validity claim-maker. When such a round of discussion
concludes, other listeners took it upon themselves to begin discussion
on another theme of mortality. When such speakers are not yet forth-
coming due to the profundity of the moment, the Death Café facil-
itator will thank the speaker and encourage other speakers to
communicate. Invariably, new validity claims from new speakers
emerged in the prior speaker’s wake, and these then become core
themes articulated by a new speaker engaging in death talk.
Frequently tucked within these exchanges are humor and wit, often
drawing out the community’s solidarity and lightening the “load” of
death. Because everyone at a Death Café is a speaker and/or listener,
the vast majority of participants paced themselves rather effectively in
how they spoke and granted the floor to others.

The examples in the following sections were selected for exhibiting
what are arguably the more incisive validity claims as well as validity claims

Table 4.3 Affirming and contesting discourse responses by discourse type

Discourse type Total Affirmative Contesting

Theoretical 24 6 18
Moral 6 4 2
Practical 4 3 1
Ethical 3 2 1
Explicative 1 0 1
Therapeutic 1 0 1
Total 39 15 24
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with discourse responses as they relate to the nine mortality themes pre-
sented in Table 4.1. The communicative action themes are sequenced in
order from those with the highest frequency of discourse responses to
themes with the least discourse responses (see Table 4.2 for sequencing of
themes). It is within each thematic section that only the most notable
validity claims are presented. To present the discussion as systematically as
possible, validity claims that have discourse responses are placed toward
the end of each thematic section. These discourse responses are set off by a
further indent that classifies them. Like the presentation of validity claims,
only notable discourse responses are presented. Some of the following
passages have already been quoted during our Wordle discussions.
However, their importance as validity claims warrants their presence in
the following discussions as well.

Beyond Death

Table 4.2 reveals that the theme “Beyond death” inspired 11 discourse
responses. A question for some, a problematic for others, an impossibility
for yet others, speakers and listeners during the dialog were most animated
and curious. Personal narratives and accounts, along with validity claims
about the supernatural, paranormal, and/or afterlife, were conveyed.
NDEs were invoked, often inspiring discussion to orient itself toward
topics about the soul. Deference to spirits and the way other cultures
welcomed them was also discussed as was speculation about their benevo-
lence. Desires to know about the truth of the afterlife as conveyed by Café
speakers (theoretical discourse) and whether such a search consumes pre-
cious time that could be better used to reflect on our current reality (moral
discourse) generated the dynamics of the dialog. However, the depth of
discussions about a corporeal death resulted in a lack of staying power in the
discourse responses, with listeners primarily responding with but a few
contestations, if at all, to validity claims. Some examples of validity claims
made and those that inspired discourse responses can be seen in the follow-
ing statements.

Carla from DC4: As a psychic medium I think that’s what is so interesting
to me is the people that I have brought through with their family, and they
always talk about death as such a beautiful thing. And one of the things that
most of them are grateful for is their family letting go. And we talked about
how important it is for us to let go when it is our time and it is also
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important to know that when your family leaves you they, they don’t really
leave you. They are still there with you, helping you, protecting you.
But . . . just the process of going, of leaving the physical body, whether it is
temporary, that process is so beautiful. The death itself. And Tim asked a
question about pain, and in every single case that I brought through, every
spirit communicated with, that death is always a beautiful thing, so inde-
scribable, there are no words for it.
Tim from DC4 (commenting on his NDE): And when I finally literally
“died,” then my consciousness and I went on the journey, and the shift of
consciousness went from a “Tim” consciousness to a long journey into just
consciousness. And what I would say from this is this was the journey of the
soul and there was the unity of that with a sort of larger, whole conscious-
ness, which was miraculous, spectacular.
Reese from DC4 (commenting on the metaphysical experience from psy-
chotropics): So there are ways and things and techniques on the planet that
“loosens” the soul from the body. You can have an experience and because
it’s not your time, you come back. And then, there’s an ally that’s being
made and then there’s this whole concept of spirit allies, which is really
interesting.
Trent from DC2 (commenting on cryogenics): This gets back to the
notion of the soul. If there’s a soul and it leaves the body, then the body
is just a piece of meat. You know, not to be disrespectful, but it’s literally just
a body and the soul is gone—all this energy freezing for hundreds of years
and science will revive and we can transplant the head and revitalize the
body, if there’s a soul and that’s literally a life-force, this is just a desperate
pathetic attempt by people dealing with the material world, you
know . . .we’re spiritual beings in a material world, not material beings in a
spiritual world, you know.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Cheyenne: Maybe they’re in this
reality where they believe they can save their soul in the body? Maybe I’m
thinking that when I’m revitalized, whoever revitalizes me, my soul will
reenter. And then I’ll be all right.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Trent: It’s just a body. It’s just
skin and bones.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Cheyenne: But the person who
selected that are people—I’m assuming there are people that would like to
never die.

Moral discourse affirmation from Betsy: Google is going to try to
prolong life. Did you see that recent Timemagazine? Apparently Google has
now teamed up with a group and they’re trying to make people live longer
by doing away with disease. So, it was on the cover of Time magazine and it
caused this huge uproar. They want to try to do away with disease.
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Troy from DC2: In a sense quantum physics does sometimes sound like
spirituality, very much, you know. The idea is that what’s real is the life force
and the materiality is the illusion. So, the body is an aspect of that, so you
know it’s a very interesting thing.

Theoretical discourse affirmation from Trent: That’s what Einstein
said. He said basically that one day we’ll have instruments that will be able to
pull the curtain up and we’ll be able to discover a whole universe on the
other side that’s been right here with us the whole time but have been
unable to measure.

Death as Cultural Experience

The second most popular theme is “Death as cultural experience” (see
Table 4.2), one that inspired nine discourse responses. The most diver-
sity in discourse responses can be seen in this theme because many
participants considered, often with much alacrity, how other cultural
and religious practices framed death and dying. Communicative action
within this theme thus had the intended or unintended effect of relati-
vizing cultural certainties and practices about death and dying. It thus
entertained unfamiliar cultural renderings of mortality through theolo-
gical views, gender, demographics, and religiosity, all of which serve as
epistemological and ontological sites for the reworking of personalized
death trajectories. The trajectory of one attempting to draw cues from
different sites of social life can be seen in how participants are assem-
bling, in situ, ideal cues and discarding those that stem, for example,
from the market. In terms of the latter, there was much critique about
culture, one that has been given its own section titled “Death as Social
Critique.”

The process of accommodating diverse cultural practices and views
under one’s authoring of a personalized mortality suggests that death
talk provides for participants a forum for resolving or finishing their
personal life and death narratives. Discourse responses include messages
that centered on whether one’s cultural approach can benefit only groups
(ethical discourse) or all of humanity (moral discourse), whether certain
views espoused by the speaker with validity claims are correct or accurate
(practical discourse) as well as whether the claims about cultural orienta-
tions and practices regarding death and dying contain elements of truth
(theoretical discourse). Even the therapeutic discourse was activated in
one instance, after journalist Lia from DC4 shared her qualifications to
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attendees, prompting Tim to politely ask whether her report will distort
Death Cafés like the media distorts everything else.

Cora from DC1: Sometimes people in ministry will talk about how theol-
ogy works when you’re facing a mother who has just lost a child. And I’d say
I don’t think that’s the point of all theology because there’s nothing to say
to that person who has just lost a child other than “I’m sorry and I’m here.”
There is no explanation for that. But there doesn’t need to be a theology
that explains that. I think there needs to be a theology that allows us to
embrace life and allows us to appreciate—as Joseph Campbell says—to
experience the rapture while alive.
Leonard from DC5: So, yeah, Church was my life. It was interesting. Part
of our religion class was we always have the students go out and research
other religions. So one day we went to the Hindu temple out there in
Malibu Canyon. And we also went to a Buddhist temple. And I got to say
if I was going to choose between the two of them, the Buddhist thing seems
to be a lot easier way to go. (~) I’m not kidding, these guys got it down
pretty simple! Life is pretty much this! (~) Hindu: it just depends on who
you screwed up to. Whether it was adultery or whether you ate too much or
whatever it was, that was the deity or the god that you had to go and talk to
and give some food to and you know, to appease or whatever. It just seemed
like a whole lot of work—too much work. The Buddhists seem to have a
pretty simple down path.
Jon from DC7: Ok, so I have to go back a bit really. I first came to contact
with this subject matter about 15–16 years ago. And it was throughmy connec-
tion with Buddhism and because Buddhism places an emphasis on focusing on
death and dying in general, I think. My tradition is the Tibetan tradition but I
think Buddhist traditions in general do that. So I was really struck by this.
Betsy from DC1: In my many years of doing this, it’s the men that do not
want to be the burden. You can’t believe the conversations I’ve had with men.
I’ve talked to hundreds of men and it’s like “is it cheaper for me to be dead?”

Ethical discourse affirmation from Cora: Well for women there’s
this whole sense that I don’t want to leave my husband having to care for
me—he might find it too difficult, or I don’t want my children to be sad,
or I don’t want people worrying and so on, to have other people run the
household.

Moral discourse affirmation from Chloe: In all of these jurisdictions
there are conditions that have to be met before anyone can actually go
through with it. So there are psychological evaluations by more than one
doctor. There needs to be more than one medical doctor that confirms that
this person truly has the state of mind, that they want to end their life and
that they feel there truly is no other solution. But statistics show that very
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few people, that is, those people who have fulfilled these conditions, very
few actually use it. And where it’s been legalized, the percentage of people
with terminal illness who go through this option is so miniscule.
Molly from DC6: But culturally too I think the baby boomers are much
more used to taking control of their bodies, of exercising, of eating healthy
or you know, having that message that you are sort of responsible for how
your health goes, and the message that you’re in control of things and that
we don’t bow down to the experts like doctors, we want to research it
ourselves. So I think there’s really just a whole lot that has to do with the
way we culturally and generationally approach all questions that have a big
impact on the question of how our dying experience will be like also.

Practical discourse affirmation from Joan: That’s a great point. I just
wonder how significantly more difficult it would be for people that have
focused their whole lives by being healthy and doing all the right things and
exercising. It could be interesting to see how that transition is made, or to
get to an acceptance of something that’s happening.

Anxiety and Fear of Death

The issue of fear of dying (see Table 4.2) is likely as old as the human
condition itself. Along with millennia of cultural reproduction of dying as
a process of unphotogenic corporeal decay where there is, at the very least,
discomfort and at worst excruciating pain, it is no wonder that even a
cursory thought on why death is “scary” can be attributed to the fear of a
painful and prolonged exit. At our Death Cafés, most participants did not
communicatively confront this aspect of mortality. Reflecting on
Stephanie’s anecdote (DC1) derived from her volunteer service with
senior citizens who were averse to exploring mortality, the fact is some
people will never desire to confront the facticity and finality of their
mortality, at least in a public community setting. Perhaps we are intuitively
aware at this stage in our technological development that medicine can
eliminate the physical pain of death. Or perhaps this is their defiance and
resistance, their right to not confront what should be confronted. The fear
that was most pronounced—often through implication—was the fear of
dying alone. Experiencing death as a solitary, final act of existence means
for some an absolute extinction of all that is the self. Those from different
sensibilities found the inevitable process euphoric in its crescendo,
whereby the self is potentially liberated into another state or cyclicity of
existence.
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Betsy from DC2: When people die many are afraid of being forgotten.
That’s a huge thing—even 20 or something years ago when I started this.
When people are dying they want to be remembered. It’s a common theme
with everybody, of like “I’m here, I was on the planet, and made a mark. But
is anyone going to remember me?”
Cheyenne from DC2: The fact that you’re here is just awesome. To think
that there should be judging. There shouldn’t be. It’s not bad to have a
scary death. For me it’s okay—even if I’m freaked out.
Chap from DC4: Well I encountered a person who was fascinating to me.
His biggest fear was that he was going to die alone. Now think about that.
He wasn’t concerned about pain although I know he was in great pain. But
his fear was to be left alone to die.
Stephanie from DC1: Where I worked there’s a senior group—and you
know, I’m 61 and I want to look at this reality about what I really feel—I
spent a month in Benares, in India, both times I went to meditate there daily
and watch the cremations and the comings and the goings. But I have to say
there’s not a single person in the senior’s group that was into this. I even
brought in Jung’s Seven Tasks of Ageing—and they were going “this is kind
of heavy.”

Theoretical discourse challenge from Chloe: Not everyone’s like that.
I’ve seen a lot of people at the end of life that did contemplate their
mortality because anyone in the hospital has the potential of dying,
obviously.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Pat: Not everybody is self-reflec-
tive, you know. There’s only a certain percentage.
Ricardo from DC4: The common theme that I have heard amongst
people, people I often speak to about death, is that it must be terrifying
alone. It’s a huge thing among people. And, the time I came close to
actually having an accident where I was swept out to sea and almost
drowned, I can see the people on the shore having their dinner, lights
were coming on, it was getting dark. There was a rip tide and I couldn’t
make it back in. Suddenly the thing that came to me the most, the strongest
feeling of that moment, is that I’m going to die here and I am alone. And
now that was the most frightening part of that moment. You know, I’m glad
I made it back but I think there is that theme of not wanting to leave, alone.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Reese: We come into this world
through our mother. We’re not alone. We are not alone when we are here
and there is this sense of a major transition through death and we want that,
that mother, we want something that is invaluable to make it okay because
death is that huge unknown. Kinda’ scary even for grown-ups but still you
are going somewhere.
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Theoretical discourse challenge from Tim: I had the same exact same
experience that you are describing. I was alone. But the alones have no more
meaning. The experience itself was so profound, serene, ecstatic and awe-
some. Being alone isn’t an issue even though the way it happens leaves you
alone. So I guess it’s like if you’re going through an experience of reliving
our lives, like if we were to go through a time machine, yet that’s still just
one moment.

Theoretical discourse affirmation from Sarah: I was just going to
say that I think it’s the ego that has the fear of being alone. And I see
many patients who voice that, “just don’t let me be alone!” At least in
hospice they make sure someone is always with the person so they don’t
have to be alone. But then you mentioned you were chased out of the
room and I’ve seen that as well and I’ve seen patients not die when we
thought they would until everyone in the family, for some reason, left
the room, and the person dies in 5 minutes. I think some people cling
too much to life and can’t make that transition because they are clinging
to their loved ones around them. So being alone is helpful for them to
let go.

Liberation in Life and/or Death

A theme that most of us will likely never hear elaborated by health
professionals in medical environments, many Café participants emphasized
the importance and the need to understand this final attribute of the
human condition (see Table 4.2). Indeed, what the Death Café represents
is but an exceptionally early way of preparing—through personalization
and self-authoring—one’s own path toward mortality. The process is
intuitive in its ethos as exemplified by Betsy in one of her sentiments
about beginning preparations communicatively, emotionally, and logisti-
cally while we still can. Other participants saw death and dying as integral
to what can only be described as a death consciousness: a regular and
mindful employment of our mortality for enhancing life in the present.
Thus, death can lead to freedom in life. Yet, even in this trajectory exists
wonderful nuances that are framed by religiosity, ecology, spirituality, all
of which inform one another to promote a death identity.

Betsy from DC4: So I really believe in your own path with dying. For me,
I’ve seen so many people die so it’s an experience and it gets to be a blessing.
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Sarah from DC4: And still having the feeling of surrender and letting go
because if I stay conscious the fact is at all times I don’t know when I will die.
My life is limited so I have to enjoy this moment right now.
Karen from DC6: And it seems like we’ve been doing that for a long time:
observing death from a distance. But it’s so good to see this higher con-
sciousness. Now we’re bringing death into our own consciousness, where
we’re able to think about it for ourselves and relate to it within our own lives.
Cora from DC1: One of the things I see as humans really embrace an
embodied life is our unwillingness to embrace death as a natural process.
And I want to unpack more of the stuff around—the ideas that begin with
the whole thing of the “fall” and how this makes death the enemy.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Stephanie: But wait, wait, are
you sure that Christianity sees death as an enemy? I mean you’re going to go
to heaven if you do good.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Cora: Traditional Christians
believe that original sin brought death into the world, God is only for life.
I work part time at XX Health Center and I work with people who work
directly with students across disciplines. And they’ll give them cases and
various things to discuss. If there’s an instance where a patient supposedly is
dying and expresses wishes not to have certain procedures done, so many of
the students say “Oh, I’ll just do it anyway.” There’s a whole culture of
egocentricity that says “I can’t fail and let that person die.”
Trent from DC2: I saw an interview with Frank Zappa, the great musician.
He’s a pretty smart dude in his own way—I mean if you’ve ever sat and
watched him you’d realize he was no dummy. He was a real thinker. And on
his deathbed, I think he died of cancer, there was an interview with him on
his hospital bed, and I’m still trying to deconstruct this and to understand it.
But he said, “It’s not important for me to be remembered. And then he said
“That’s for guys like Bush”—he kind of made it a political thing—he goes
it’s really important to them to have monuments so people remember them.
He goes “it’s not important to me, it’s not important that I’m
remembered.”

Explicative discourse challenge from Betsy: I’m wondering if he was
just referring to things music-wise. I mean I’m just talking about people
who are like “Did anybody love me?”, “Did anybody care for me?”, or like
“Will somebody talk about me when I’m gone?” I’m wondering if he’s just
talking about this at the musical level.

Tim from DC4: Now, death itself, having experienced it through a near
death, that is not the issue. It isn’t. It is a gift for all. Many people have had
equal and similar experiences and so I’mnot alone in this. The commonality of
the experience is absolute ecstasy, bliss, total communication, union, and the
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most peaceful and aware sense of self consciousness that I ever had, and other
people share that. Now I have seen others who have died easily and I have seen
some people resist in terror. I’m not even sure how one even chooses that. I
was wondering about the issue of pain and of the fear of the unknown.

Practical discourse affirmation from Sarah: Your point about resis-
tance: Because of what I have experienced is that people are more resistant
and more afraid because they haven’t even thought about dying until the last
moments of life. They seem to have more difficulty, they seem to have more
discomfort and suffering and so that’s why I am excited for Death Café: For
people to become more educated and more aware and more comfortable in
general with the idea of death and dying. This will make that transition time
easier in general for most people.

Normativity in Death

Norms drive the orientation of many Café participants (see Table 4.2).
Many participants by virtue of being an attendee will attest on different
occasions the important need to have venues like the Death Café.
Attending the Death Café is a means of righting a sort of cultural
wrong. In the process, attendees are fully aware that they’re participat-
ing in the process of shattering what they believe is the taboo and
stigma surrounding death talk. Others saw the utility of Death Cafés in
how it provides what can only be described as life steps for our
participants. Death Cafés had taught them something of value about
living—but only, as can be seen in our examples of Scott and Leonard
(DC5)—when one is pushed to that brink so as to reemerge with a
greater purpose in life. The vast majority of participants saw the simple
goodness of living. They saw this goodness in the compassion meted
out between members at Death Cafés, as well as in the charitability of
Death Cafés themselves. Playing an important role in civil society,
Death Cafés are praised for being able to encourage a more nuanced,
rather than absolutist approach toward life and living, death and dying.

Chloe from DC1: I’m very much shaped by relational theology, by very
progressive Christian views and Buddhism as well. Thus my framework is a
liberatory one and I truly believe that’s what we’re here to do. But my only
personal values are that people will live to very end, to the very fullest, that
no one should ever have to go through this. I too have lost people to suicide
and because of my work I truly see how miserable some people are and I
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don’t think we can impose our own values and I don’t think everyone’s
freedoms look the same and I very strongly believe that people should have
some choice.
Betsy from DC2: It’s important you get people talking now so that you’re
not in the hospital crying, screaming, feeling guilty for taking them off life
support.
Leonard from DC5: So, yeah, I don’t really know. I know I came real close
to dying. Bymy own hands. But, uh, I won’t go there again. That’s just wrong.
Scott from DC5: My wife wanted a divorce and I knew I was a horrible
husband and I don’t blame her for divorcing me. I faced a lot of therapy.
And I really got serious about God, then, or looking for God. And I did
have a few experiences around that time because I put the gun down. Didn’t
mean I didn’t think of doing it again later on. I had some really bad times.
Some bad nights. When the sun sets, those were my worst times.
Lorraine from DC5: You seem like you are really compassionate and I
guess you have to be so compassionate to be in your work.

Theoretical discourse affirmation from Warren: I feel a lot of
compassion, well, and that’s the thing about our profession. I’m not
sure if there’s any formal training that a person can get, um, but I know
people when I interview them for positions and staff. I can teach them,
you know, how to write a contract or what’s the best practices in
speaking to someone about these services we’re going to provide. But
you can’t teach compassion. You can’t teach people when to say some-
thing or just to say nothing. And I believe I am fortunate because I grew
up with a really compassionate family. And that’s what made me who I
am today.
Leonard from DC5: I think suicide is selfish. That’s why I don’t believe in
it, personally.

Practical discourse challenge from Corrine (who lost her daughter to
suicide): My daughter, she’s not selfish. She was the go to girl. Her friends
would always say she always listened. And she was just a kind, sweet, happy
soul. And, like, my help that I’m getting is, uhm, you don’t think about
anything but getting the pain away.

Death as Social Critique

Most Death Café events visited in this study communicatively articulated
social critiques more frequently than other themes (see Table 4.2). Yet
interestingly, the validity claims that were highly critical of how society
frames death and dying garnered the least contesting discourse
responses. This outcome suggests that listeners agree with the validity
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claim-maker, further evinced by the many nods exhibited by listeners to
the speaker. The three main areas of criticism include the media, medi-
cine, and the market. No substantial discourse responses followed many
validity claims made against this “trinity.” What surfaced was deferential
listening, a means of affirmation that need not find validation through
verbal or communicative action but simply by an “it’s all understood”
type of implicit acknowledgment. Sentiments from speakers that made
validity claims about society’s inability to foster a more respectful view of
death and dying include resignation, frustration, concern, and disap-
pointment. Café participants frequently implicated the media, medical
establishment, and market for its tendencies to vulgarize death and
dying, either through its techno-management of mortality or its use as
a form of entertainment. Frequently, Café listeners shared the same
sensibilities as the speaker when critique of the trinity took place. At
my data collection sites, no attendees took issue with validity claims
made against the trinity.

Criticism of the Media
Exacerbating the issue of Americans uncomfortable about death and dying
matters is how online communities function as personal, sometimes her-
metically sealed worlds that promote the delusion of immortality. One can
see this in how individuals relate to interest sites on the internet. With
alacrity, aesthetic representations of the self are uploaded with the most
charitable intentions, all for the sake of attaining cyber-immortality.
Indeed, through social media, such immortality is ensured through
uploaded videos and photographs, through comments posted by gadflies,
professional malcontents, and genuinely helpful people.

For noted sociologists, such as Kellner (2000), Ritzer (2003), and
Virilio (2000), technology and online worlds primarily rely on recrea-
tion and narcissistic identities that are etched into cyberspace, detract-
ing from the rich dynamics of interpersonal interaction. In this
postmodern dilemma, the simulated and the real are almost indistin-
guishable, and death as phantasmagoria and death as reality blur.
Exacerbating the issue is how televised programing vulgarizes the
dying process, promoting extremist views of mortality. News channels
frequently function as repositories for sensationalized excess. In the
United States, death and dying are thus envisioned almost exclusively
as outcomes of violence, of drive-by shootings, murders, explosions,
beheadings, school massacres, gang violence, and so forth. This is not
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an unfamiliar observation for the populace and many Café attendees in
our sample have shared such critiques.

Renna from DC3: To me the biggest misrepresentation of death in popular
culture, like when you watch soap operas and movies, is that grief ends. It’s
like when someone dies, everyone is sad, then they go on, and the other
subplots unfold. But the reality is grief never ends. But you’re just different.
It never ends. My father died 26 years ago last week and I miss him every
day. It kind of deepens. I mean it changes but maybe for shallow people it
ends.
Rosie from DC3: I’ve always noticed that for movies, in particular, like
those slasher films where someone is killed: none of the friends care,
really. They’re just more afraid of their own death. So death becomes its
own spectacle and we’re supposed to get pleasure from this when you
watch.
Hera from DC5: And to tell you the truth, I have not watched a newscast
on television in over 20 years, the reason being that I cannot—I don’t want
to be—witness to the sensationalism that is thrown in my face or blasted on
the radio. Tragedy is around the corner but they go on, and on, and on, and
it instills fear. But I don’t understand personally why society doesn’t make
things more positive in manner. It’s so depressing.
Lisa from DC5: All we have is television, especially for nineteen year
olds. You see a lot of reality TV and you have a lot of imagery that
fictionalizes death over and over and over again. And that’s the deepest
conversation or the most exemplary thing that they have in their life is
what they see on television. And, you know, and then so often they
mimic that.

To appreciate how Death Cafés are still nascent in the age of hypermedia,
Anastaplo discusses how television “not only . . . fails to inform but also that
it deceives people into believing they are informed” (1986:21). Anastaplo
sees a negative correlation between political discourse and the increase in
television program offerings. That is, with the onset of television, citizens’
capacity—specifically grassroots citizens’ capacity—to participate in political
discourse has declined. Indeed, Café attendees are fully aware of these
tendencies exhibited by the media, as can be seen by the preceding passages.
By breaking away from how the media constructs social roles, expectations,
and approaches toward mortality, Café attendees are engaged in the process
of decolonizing the lifeworld from what Habermas would describe as
“mediated” roles. For Eley, these roles are shaped by “newspapers and
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magazines, radio and TV” all of which are “the media” of a colonized public
sphere (1994:289). Garnham elaborates on this concept with greater
clarity:

Our everyday social relations, our very individual social identities, are con-
structed in a complex process of mediations. We see ourselves as husbands,
wives, lovers, fathers, mothers, friends, neighbors, workers, and consumers
increasingly in terms of…identities that are constructed in and through
mediated communication: soap operas, novels, films, songs, etc. And we
often act out those roles using objects of consumption provided and in large
part determined by the system of economic production and exchange.”
(Garnham 1994:365–366)

Criticism of Medicine
Participants who are critical of the medical establishment did so on prin-
ciple. The issue of contention is how medicine conceptualizes and micro-
manages death. For Café attendees, this manifests as orientations and
practices that aim to restrict sovereignty over the individual at the time
leading up to death. Much could be made of this contention by examining
the debate surrounding the topic of assisted dying. This theme did surface
at our Death Café gatherings and was used to counter medicine’s techno-
cratic management of the body as machine, even though it also challenged
some of the fundamental religious beliefs of some participants. Moreover,
the need to critique medicine can also be seen in the accounts of partici-
pants profiled by a variety of journalists whose coverage of the Death Café
was noted in Chapter 1.

Stephanie from DC1: We do have this culture of “take a pill now!”
Everything is supposed to be easy. But death is tough. Like birth, it’s
tough. I just wanted to throw this in.
Kelly from DC4: Yeah, the medical system is terrified of death itself. So that
is fostering a lot of the problems because the majority of the people who die
are receiving medical care, probably from a doctor.
Tim from DC4: The medical profession’s job is to keep them alive. It’s not
their job to help people transition. We can keep people alive now longer
than we ever could at any time in history. But are we doing a disservice? It’s a
question I have no answer to but it is a question I feel.
Chap from DC4: It’s sad because in this country death is controlled by the
medical profession and by lawyers who are the legislators of this country.
And we have to take it away from them, and the only way to take it away is to
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be like some countries in Europe or given some states in the United States
where the person can choose, you know, the time one wants to go. And
here, we feel that we are very advanced but really we are way behind.

Very few attendees targeted health-care costs during their examination
of mortality. Although the costs of health care in the United States are
high, this surprising omission requires us to appreciate how Café atten-
dees, as individuals, have already begun their delinking from the materi-
ality of the lifeworld in which the notion of costs can be quantifiably linked
to mortality. Ever so slight a renunciation, it is a renunciation nonetheless.
Additionally, at many Death Cafés, the medical establishment was often
referred to with a sense of reification. Attendees are fully aware of its
power, its impressive vernacular, and its current domination in framing
our path toward end of life. Tied into these concerns are references to
changes in public policy that, at the time of this writing, resulted in
California’s passage of the End of Life Option Act. To what extent
juridification will be imposed remains to be seen.

Some compelling discontents about the medical establishment can be
seen in Katy Butler’s important work,Knocking on Heaven’s Door (2013) as
well through Atul Gawande’s Being Mortal (2014). Additionally, Ann
Neumann’s work The Good Death (2016) forwards the same concerns: that
death and dying today is complicated by legalistic, bureaucratic, and proce-
dural details, exacerbated by a lack of bond between many doctors and
patients. This distance allows medical practitioners to keep the terminally
ill alive longer than is necessary. Butler employs this important criticism
that my work acknowledges, that is, how the health “care” system
remains flawed and ill-prepared to attend to people’s existential
needs, offering them instead costs and reimbursement issues.

Criticism of the Market
The deathcare industries are acutely aware of the criticisms meted out
against the medical industry and have intensified their marketing for
funeral preplanning. Mullins reported on this prescience by the death-
care industries as far back as 1998 in a report published in the
Milwaukee Business Journal. In the article, Mullins (1998) documented
how activities such as funeral preparation, a will, and end-of-life med-
ical care are pitched in ways that aim to capture the patronage of this
demographic. John Klemmer of the Heritage Funeral Homes Inc.
forthrightly acknowledged that “the main reason we are doing this is
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to retain market share.” This is a rather urgent strategy when more and
more Americans are opting to be cremated. Indeed, by 2011, Slocum
and Carlson note that 36% of Americans have opted for cremation, with
some states “approaching 70 percent” in its utilization of this practice
(2011:43).

Pat from DC1: The funeral industry is really operated in a very monopo-
listic fashion and so I like it that there’s this new entrepreneurial spirit that’s
stealing that corner from manipulative people. I don’t have a problem with
Costco selling coffins.
Ricardo from DC4: There are a lot of people that work very hard
throughout their own lives to provide for their families, buy a home
and save money for their retirement and they might not have any chance
to go quite often to the medical establishment. But there’s no legacy
there. You know, you work your whole life and then you give all of
them away—not to your family—but to the medical industry. That
doesn’t seem right.
Karen from DC6: . . .we’ve had a real rise in for-profit hospices that are
really taking money out of the system, which is really sad to see the hospice
movement going in that direction but I guess that’s just the nature of things
here: In our capitalistic society everything ultimately becomes a business and
becomes corporatized.
Molly from DC6: Yeah, and economics in a way brought a lot to the
forefront, you know, just how much it costs us to do all this medical care,
how much it costs our families to keep us alive in ICUs somewhere, and
people’s retirement plans being decimated by the last three weeks of their
lives. There’s a lot of reason, practical reasons, to get over our
squeamishness.

Mortality in a free market system like ours is not unlike the dynamics of
living itself: Both involve business transactions based on profit motives,
and these transactions take place at a time when the dying and grieving are
most vulnerable and impressionable. Moreover, the deathcare industry in
the funeral services sector is now ensconcing themselves in American
superstores such as some Costcos where coffins are now sold in nicely
decorated dioramas. Classic works like Jessica Mitford’s The American
Way of Death (1963) continue to be reprinted because of its prescience
in illuminating the less than desirable practices that still remain in some
areas of the industry.
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Death as Authenticity and Truth

Confronting this final corporeal inevitability is done dialectically by Café
attendees who remind themselves and others that living life fully can be
had from such a view (see Table 4.2). Here, one sees the optimism,
alacrity, and passion expressed by many participants to live well and to
enjoy life and living. As we shall see, Molly from DC6 reminded her fellow
attendees about the importance of how our living in the moment provides
cues for how we will die, a realization that places the onus—perhaps a
cathartically emancipatory one—on the participant to take action, to take
responsibility for personalizing and conceptualizing their own path toward
death and dying. Yet, in advanced industrialized societies with populations
living in comparative prosperity, we see militancy toward life through the
employment of technological contraptions to destroy one another, a
paradox addressed by Adorno and Horkheimer as well as Erich Fromm,
fellow Frankfurt School thinkers that informed much of Habermas’ think-
ing and critique. Moreover, Jon and Karen’s dialog from DC7 illuminates
a possible trajectory for the Death Café movement to take in such a
context.

Stephanie from DC1: So much of death is seen as morbid even though it’s
inseparable from life. I totally don’t buy that. All the real mystics you read,
whatever faith, say it’s actually energizing, literally energizing, to spend
some time every day recognizing it, which is one of the things I love
about my drive to and from work ‘cause . . . I get to drive by Forest Lawn
every day. I really like that because it reminds me every day to remember the
important stuff about life, because there is a shelf life.
Cheyenne from DC2: So it’s been very important to me to keep death
and the reality of what it means to me and my perspective on the world:
death is as individual as each person. It’s something we all do and it’s
something we all do alone. So everything that happens around death for
me, well, I don’t build anything in my head that’s more powerful than
death. I mean it’s a completely natural process, a 100% natural process
like going to the bathroom and having a baby. To me that’s what it is.
Molly from DC6: I find that almost everybody approaches their dying in
pretty much exactly the same way they approach their lives—whatever that
way is: how they deal with crisis and how they deal with fear, and how they
deal with God, so getting familiar with that really gives you a perspective
that isn’t so overwhelmed by “Oh my gosh I’m dying and I’m thinking
about these issues!”
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Jon from DC7: One’s thought around death has a massive role to play in
what we collectively define as important: The way we structure our whole
society is in some ways strongly connected to our thoughts around death. So
from my perspective, all this work around death is a way of trying to change
society for the better.

Moral discourse affirmation from Karen: Absolutely, for me as a
physician, I see how much these conversations can change our entire
healthcare industry in ways that desperately need to change. It’s so impor-
tant to healthcare but then I agree with you: I see the impact our denial of
death has on how we structure society. In a way our materialism and
consumerism, I see that in part as trying to convince ourselves that we’re
immortal and avoiding the true issue that life is fleeting and that we need to
enjoy the parts of life that have the deepest meaning instead of losing
ourselves in the superficiality of materialism.

Legalities of Death and Dying

Echoing Betsy’s often cited sentiment about how procedural details
and the logistics of death and dying make dying “hard,” participants at
the Café also exhibited nuances on how to address the procedural
details that frame end-of-life priorities (see Table 4.2). These ranged
from matters of principle to matters of state. In between these con-
cerns, even the merits of an ecological death were voiced. In this
thematic context, one sees the core elements of how the Death Café
functions as a transformative movement, one where creative conflations
of mortality and ecology, political empowerment, constructive self-
criticism, and existential self-actualizations inform us about practices
of Death Café participants. However, Café participants seemed to limit
the duration and depth of critique against such regulatory topics, and
the topics’ staying power remained weak during communicative action.
This is not surprising for legalities are but mundane matters when seen
against the backdrop of exploring one’s mortality. Death Café atten-
dees appear to relish in just enough information about one or two key
forms, books, and other issues to be mindful of, and once the merits of
these items are illuminated, they segue toward other genres of mortal-
ity. Such a process, however, illuminates Café attendees’ awareness
about Habermas warning that systems speak to the population through
regulations and laws, and in ways that are frequently bereft of norms.
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The expected responses and reality checks can be seen by some of the
following examples.

Karen from DC6: Some people have said when patients get into a hospital
and there is a lot of contention about whether they should have a certain
type of treatment or not, sometimes the Five Wishes document doesn’t cover
enough situations to be useful in the hospital.
Pat fromDC1: It always struck me as so, speaking of arrogance, so arrogant
to make suicide against the law because if you succeed, the law has no
recourse.

Theoretical discourse challenge from Stephanie: But God help you if
you fail.
Pat from DC1: Coffins take up a lot of space and then it’s hard to imagine
what the super-green solution is because you had mentioned cremation, but
what about the carbon emissions? So there are quite a few things to con-
sider. This month’s issue of [ . . . ] has a thing on green burials—or the green
way to go out.

Ethical discourse affirmation from Stephanie: There are some green
burials where your body is wrapped in a really simple shroud and put into
the ground. For the longest time I just thought I’d be cremated but that
makes a lot of sense too. The idea of me being in a natural setting is nice. I
kind of like the simplicity of that.
Liz from DC6: Here in California we’re having the death with dignity
legislation coming up in and it’s already getting heated as far as the con-
versations on both sides go, you know. Hospices are kind of fighting it with:
“Hey if we can provide you with pain relief and your wishes and keep you
comfortable and provide that dignity in dying, then why do we need the
legislation to opt out early?”

Theoretical discourse affirmation from Molly: Oh, don’t get me
started. Actually I’m going to the appropriations committee meeting tomor-
row, they’re holding legislation on the costs of it for California and so now
the debate is going on. A lot of people have their fingers in the pie but at
least it’s happening.

Coping with Death

Coping with death was a complex theme (see Table 4.2). It included
communicative action articulated by the bereaved in various stages of
grief. However, it also included the protagonists’ confrontation—be it
direct or indirect—with dying. In the case of the former, our speakers and
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listeners in their capacity as sons, mothers, fathers, sisters and brothers,
widows and widowers continued their lamentations, often making accom-
modations to themes from beyond life.

Leonard from DC5: Whatever it takes, you got to find it. Death Café
seemed like a really great way, another avenue. I don’t think there’s only
one avenue, I don’t think, for, you know, dealing with your grief. There’s no
one avenue. You’ve got to try different things, so for me, it’s cooking, it’s
starting my photography, it’s not that easy to do it.
Lisa from DC5: But there are lots of things we can do to help our
minds, I think, ease into adjusting to life without them and the sooner
we put something into practice the better, whether its journaling or
planting a garden or tree—something that gives that grief some place
to go every day.
Karen fromDC6: One thing I love about the Death Café is that it gives us a
place to explore talking about death and dying with other people who are
open to the conversation. And we get to practice having these conversations
and talking with one another. And I think that alone can help us feel more
confident to go to our loved ones who might be less comfortable and be
more resistant to it and this can help us get ready for that.
Joan fromDC5: I’ve heard that when you get to the age that’s the same age
as the time when one of your parents just passed, it’s very hard for you. So
I’m just noticing the significance that she’s [referring to a fellow attendee’s
daughter] turning 40, the age when people have passed. That could be part
of what is propelling her into these thoughts.

Theoretical discourse affirmation from Molly: I also think there’s
really quite a lot of cultural and generational difference about how we
approach things and also the style of whatever age we are. So earlier we
were talking about young people being open-minded, and in a way, the
Millennials are open-minded about politics, and gayness, and then therefore
death. It’s easier for them to have a thoughtfulness about death because they
really don’t get it at all as compared to people who are 60 and really realize
that the depressiveness that comes with ageing.

One of the most important revelations from our transcriptions regarding
Death Café communicative action is that the vast majority of Café attendees
are not polemical during death talk. Although many validity claims were
conveyed, they remained infrequently challenged by different Habermasian
discourses. Participants are intuitively aware that too many contestations via
discourse responses will only serve to rob the momentum and violate the
shared humanity derived from the meaningful activity of death talk. This
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feature of Death Café group dynamics points to, at the very least, the
intersubjectivity, and at best, mutual consensus that is sought during death
talks for the sake of promoting a deeper comprehension of our mortality.

Although a dearth of challenging discourses that characterized all of our
Death Cafés may appear to initially detract from Habermas’ theory, it
should be noted that such an outcome is to be expected because of the
content of the Death Café itself: to empower and inspire people to live by
confronting death and dying, a process that generates profundities that
cannot but be approached reflexively. Yet, because of the fearsome process
of examining one’s mortality, all participants are fully empathetic and mind-
ful of not impinging on someone else’s worldview or narrative. Charitable
accommodations toward speakers making validity claims are especially true
of speakers whose claims were directed against the trinity of the media,
medicine, and market. The few instances where counterpoints surfaced thus
expressed alternative visions on mortality rather than defensive dogmatism.
Where discourse responses to certain validity claims were launched, even
these did not inspire a domino effect of responses to a speaker’s validity
claims. Instead, deferential listening took place between speakers and lis-
teners of validity claims. In the vast majority of instances where discourse
responses were forthcoming, these rarely extended beyond three different
listeners attempting to vindicate or contest the speaker making the validity
claim. Most discourse responses thus had little staying power beyond lis-
teners’ immediate affirmations and reflections. A town hall-like environ-
ment where exchanges become heated and vitriolic did not surface at any
Death Café events. Moreover, because discussion times were carefully
managed by the facilitator, listeners, and sometimes the speakers, the pro-
pensity for discourse responses to drag on did not occur frequently.

In spite of the promise for death talk to build community, communica-
tion dynamics at Death Cafés do reveal some limitations to Habermas’
theory of communicative action. Chief among these is that the contours of
time expended for discourse exchanges were never fully articulated by
Habermas. That is, to what extent do participants engage in their dialogic
exchanges until intersubjectivity and mutual consensus surface?
Habermas’ theory of communicative action contains another oversight
in that no discernment is made on how different types of topics engaged
by communicative action may foster community solidarity in rather quick
and decisive ways. That is, if there is a great degree of thematic interest for
a topic, then intersubjectivity and mutual consensus can be established in
rather short order. However, such an outcome requires a foundational
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facticity that all can agree upon at the outset. Given the mortality theme of
Death Cafés, it is thus pointless to contest the facticity of our death. This
was understood by all Death Café participants in that not one I have
witnessed debated to “win” during death talk. At the Death Café, the
empowerment felt and exhibited by its participants is primarily existential
and transcendental, and very infrequently political, the latter dynamic of
which Habermas derives his communicative action analyses.

What surfaced at Death Cafés was how death talk inspires personal
and collective empowerment at the existential level. The personal
catharsis and self-authoring of one’s own trajectory toward mortality
becomes a process that finds it unnecessary and irrelevant to disem-
power any other group. Whereas a politicized communicative action
might sway a contingent of listeners in ways that may alter their vote
for a candidate or inspire them to devise new strategies for changing
public policy, death talk communicative action ensures only the verifi-
able fact that the corporeal end of one’s body is certain. In this regard,
the topic of death and its associated death talk is an important com-
munity and communicative leveler, an attribute we will revisit in
Chapter 6, for death and dying are equal opportunity employers of
us all. From all walks of life, Café attendees are reminded that they
have a shared humanity that can be seen in the inevitability of death as
transition for some or as the absolute extinction of self for others.
Because empowerment over death is a corporeal impossibility, empow-
erment for living until death thus becomes the chief aim of the Death
Café.

The Death Café contains a myriad of cues that constitutes it as a bona
fide social movement, albeit in its very prototypical phase, a phase where
simply “talking” about what is perceived as forbidden is itself an expres-
sion of activism. I would thus like to emphasize that in spite of the
aforementioned critique of some of communicative action theory’s limita-
tions, what did categorically emerge at Death Cafés was a decolonizing of
the lifeworld through the confrontation of death, a process that allowed
our participants to engage in, among other things, social critique of the
trinity of media, medicine, and the market. Here, Habermas’s contribu-
tions toward understanding lifeworld colonization, and in this work, its
converse of lifeworld decolonization, remain vital for understanding how
the community and the self assemble a good life and good death.

At this juncture, I hope to have demonstrated that regular community
gatherings that address death and dying, along with all its concomitant ideas
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and practices, constitute a social movement. Kemmis and McTaggart’s
contention that those engaged in communicative action activism do not
“aim to overthrow established authority . . .but rather to get them to trans-
form their ways of working so that problems and crises can be overcome”
accurately describes the dynamics of Death Café gatherings (2007: 301). By
confronting mortality issues proactively through death talk, often with a
great degree of incisiveness, humor, and a visceral sense of solidarity among
attendees, and with a sprinkling of discussion on onerous legal matters and
other procedures that one must engage with when working with bureau-
cracies attending to end of life, Death Café participants are essentially
breaking the forbidden status of discussing death, revealing the underlying
social themes that frame their notions of mortality. In the next two chapters,
we examine ideas of additional thinkers that further enhance our under-
standing of Death Café angst, emancipation, and even its spatiality.

NOTE

1. With the exception of two of the greater Los Angeles area’s Death Café
hosts, Betsy Trapasso and Lisa S. Delong, and Karen Wyatt, MD through
her online Death Café, all other attendees whose messages were selected for
this work have received pseudonyms so as to ensure their confidentiality.
Since Betsy and Lisa are iconic activists and public figures in Southern
California’s Death Café community, this work does not refer to them
pseudonymously. Similarly, Jon Underwood, a much loved public figure,
was not assigned a pseudonym. The same orientation was also adopted for
Colorado-based Karen Wyatt, MD, a public figure who founded the online
EOLU and hosts virtual Death Cafés monthly. Karen has graciously allowed
me to transcribe her callers’ discussions from two of her online events (one
of which interviewed Jon Underwood).

NOTE 169



CHAPTER 5
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In this chapter, considerations as to why some people retreat from death talk
while others engage it with alacrity are examined through the lens of sociol-
ogists Erich Fromm and Kurt Wolff, respectively. In our continuation of
examining the Death Café and its participants engaged in personalizing their
death trajectories, consideration of metaphysician Robin LePoidevin’s views
on time are worth noting so as to funnel our discussion toward Fromm and
Wolff. In the Peter Oxley-produced BBC documentary Cosmic Time,
LePoidevin notes how time is “highly paradoxical” because it forces
us to consider “notions of infinity, of beginnings, and endings”
(LePoidevin cited in Oxley 2006: 11:40 minutes). In spite of its
heavy empiricism (the documentary series is hosted by physicist
Michio Kaku), its presentation of other views, especially of science
fiction writer China Melville, was arguably most insightful for framing
mortality. Melville forwards the view that every human being has at one
point marveled at his/her experiences with time since “questions of
time are . . . incredibly important to us in our everyday lives.” For
Melville, “mortality is the horizon of time for each of us individually”
and “anything that allows us to have a sense of escaping that kind of
inevitable end of our own time is quite appealing” (Melville, cited in
Oxley 2006: 30:00 minutes).

Melville’s observation provides another contour toward understanding
death: as end of time, a continuum that we attempt to master with material
stimuli as hyper-time technology, but only during independent and mobile
periods of our lives. And in the latter phase of life when less time is left for
our corporeal existence, when dependence on systems, kinship groups,
and social networks for quality of life matters, the existential angst and
urgency to maintain personal sovereignty is exacerbated by the bureau-
cratic imperatives that consume precious time. These details, meted out
primarily from powerful macro-level institutions, add clutter to one’s
trajectory toward end of life. Thus, for the dying protagonist, the symbolic
immortality afforded by, for example, online professional and lifestyle
profiles—so important and crucial for our personal accomplishments and
quality of life—now offer less comforts than dying arrangements that must
be engaged with at a time when the protagonist is most vulnerable. It is
not surprising that many people from cultures shaped by industrialization,
worlds that iterate a robotic life of constant acquisition of goods from
industry, escape from the freedoms they have to personalize, author, and
confront their mortality. The refinement in their decision-making to dis-
cern material culture for consumption is tempered by their inability to
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make decisions on what may ultimately mean the extinction of self, time,
and everything they had acquired, a point emphasized by Frankfurt
School’s Erich Fromm.

The richness of the Death Café movement can thus be further
enhanced by harnessing the ideas of Fromm’s Escape from Freedom
(1969) and To Have or To Be (1976) and other relevant thinkers.
Describing the human condition as a dichotomy between those who
desire to acquire and those who seek to “become,” Fromm privileges
the position of the latter. Fromm notes how the process of the human
“being” is “epistemic.” More importantly, Fromm suggests that the pro-
fundities that allow people to become reflexive are in principle “indescrib-
able” (Fromm 1976: 76). Additionally, to add to our reading of Death
Café dynamics, I weave in the ideas of Kurt Wolff. I will be discussing how
Wolff’s surrender and catch method, one that serves as an important
catalyst for forming a death identity, is useful for explaining how surren-
dering to mortality can be harnessed by participants to live well and to
personalize their trajectories toward having a good death. Death can be an
identity that informs an ethos for readying oneself to confront mortality. It
expresses a set of values emphasizing the capacity we have to author our
own life and death.

UNDERSTANDING DEATH CAFÉ COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

WITH THE IDEAS OF ERICH FROMM

The surprising findings of the dynamics of the Death Café movement are
that Café participants are fully aware that sages, philosophers, prophets, and
loved ones have already responded to the meaning and mystery of death in
numerous iterations across millennia. Indeed, attendees draw inspiration
from their particular icons’ wisdoms to compose their personal narratives,
regardless of which period in history the wisdoms had been conveyed. Yet in
spite of the wise proclamations on life and death by prophets, sages, and
philosophers, their answers still do not compel many outside Café culture to
articulate a nuanced and personalized rendering of mortality, even though
their learned ones provide a surfeit of different metaphysical frameworks to
work from. Why is this case?

In Escape from Freedom—a timeless work that continues to have much
explanatory power for the twenty-first century—Fromm outlines the
human condition of freedom historically, drawing cues from the medieval
period onward. Fromm contends that freedom required a process of
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individuation that began during the Reformation, a process that continues
into the era of his writing. A compelling and prescient work, Fromm notes
that although modernity had inspired people to celebrate their subsequent
freedoms afforded by this individuality, it came at a heavy price: the
ultimate loss of the authentic self, one that can transcend ubiquitous
systemic control by social institutions. With such a loss, the individual—
although more free than their medieval predecessors since the latter group
had to identify with caste, ethnicity, and religion at a time when indivi-
duality was not yet “born”—is trapped in a context of despair, despera-
tion, and isolation.

Man was deprived of the security he had enjoyed, of the unquestionable
feeling of belonging, and he was torn loose from the world which had
satisfied his quest for security both economically and spiritually. He felt
alone and anxious. But he was also free to act and to think independently,
to become his own master and do with his life as he could—not as he was
told to do (Fromm 1969: 99).

Fromm also presciently notes how Protestantism freed people “spiritually”
while capitalism “continued to do so mentally, socially, and politically”
(Fromm 1969: 106). However, freedom—and the need to repeatedly
make important decisions because of it—exists in such multitude within
our lifeworlds that freedom becomes a “burden” (Fromm 1969: 74). The
individual thus tries to escape from this freedom, handing over authority
to macro-level institutions or those with fascistic agendas. People thus live
in a Durkheimian profane world, relegating the sacrality of life and death
to cultural peripheries.

Fromm examines Hitler and the Nazi party’s rise to power in the
precarious political and socioeconomic conditions of post-World War I
Germany to substantiate his assertions. Fromm notes how pre-Third Reich
Germans escaped their freedoms offered by the fledgling Weimar
Republic, a representative democracy that existed between 1919 and
1933, to embrace fascism. The population ceded power to the Nazis so
that the weight of Germany’s cultural, economic, and political travails
could be attended to by a paternal and oligarchal despotism. Germany
under Hitler was the quintessential example of how freedom can have
unanticipated consequences. In the case of pre-Third Reich Germany, the
individual needed to be “saved frommaking decisions, saved from the final
responsibility for the fate of his self, and thereby saved from the doubt of
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what decisions to make” (Fromm 1969: 155). Fromm’s observations
highlight the plight of the individual given a surfeit of freedoms, so
much so that they escape from freedom toward profane systems that can
make decisions on their behalf, ignoring the fact that such systems have
always robotically spoken to their constituencies through juridification. In
the case of Nazi ideology, this regulatory narrative served the interests of
jingoism and the military industrialists that supported Hitler’s rise to
power during the pre-World War II period.

For Fromm, capitalism and its symbiosis with the scientific industrial
complex has created a human condition like that which has consequently
befallen those that have escaped freedoms in the past. Thus, the “modern
individual has lost to a great extent the inner capacity to have faith in
anything . . .not provable by the methods of the natural sciences,” a system
that opened up humanity to greater freedoms by providing material
culture that, while removing social and natural limiting conditions, out-
putted copious amounts of life problematics that had to be solved by
decision-making. (Fromm 1969: 105). Thus, although the individual
today is “free from all ties binding him to spiritual authorities . . . this
very freedom leaves him alone and anxious” and “overwhelms him with
a feeling of his own individual insignificance and powerlessness” (Fromm
1969: 80). Consequently, the “isolated individual is crushed by the
experience” (Fromm 1969: 80). For Fromm, people no longer hail from
a world where universal frameworks are uncontested in ways that pro-
moted some form of teleological certainty, where all knew their place in
the larger scheme of things. The modern individual in a democratic system
is swimming in a surfeit of freedoms yet it overwhelms the person as it
imposes its incessant demands for all forms of heavy decision-making.
Freedom thus paradoxically generates, among all things, insecurity,
angst, and fear in modern humans where this “new freedom” generated
a “deep feeling of . . . powerlessness, doubt, aloneness, and anxiety”
(Fromm 1969: 63). Lost in the protagonist’s own world of relativism
and subjective motivations, Fromm contends that people are forced to
seek their answers for meaning of life from different sites of social life,
rendering them vulnerable to control by key institutions in society.

Fromm thus argues that people who escape freedom end up becoming
automatons living in a world of negative freedom, where they show a
“marked dependence on powers outside themselves, on other people, or
institutions” (Fromm 1969: 141). Moreover, Fromm notes that such
citizens are highly susceptible to submitting to the “factual or alleged
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orders of these outside forces” (Fromm 1969: 141). Alas, the contra-
diction of the human condition in search of freedom is presented: give
the person too much freedom (which always is accompanied by the
baggage of requirements for decision-making) and that person will run
from it, escape from it. In this regard, Fromm makes visible an important
attribute of capitalism: the escape from freedom is precipitated by those
free individuals who no longer wish to, or lack the wherewithal, to take on
heavy responsibilities needed to assemble their lives in an uncertain,
liminal, world.

For Fromm, even though people surrender their freedom to socio-
political institutions and begin to function as cogs, “sometimes small,
sometimes larger, of a machinery which forces its tempo upon him,
which he cannot control” (Fromm 1969: 125), they nonetheless believe
they are still free to make their own decisions to remove their personally
socially limiting conditions on their own terms. How is this possible? That
is, how do people stay deluded when a slow reification of macro-level
institutions takes place in ways that, in turn, mete out social control upon
the populace? Habermas’s response will likely be that these actors’ life-
worlds have already been colonized over a long chronology: community
has weakened, and members of the weakened community are thus indoc-
trinated into the need to compete against one another. Indeed, Fromm
paralleled Tönnies’s notion of gesellschaft as well as Habermas’s
sentiments, noting how “the concrete relationship of one individual to
another has lost its direct and human character and has assumed a spirit of
manipulation and instrumentality” (Fromm 1969: 119). Freedom is thus
myopically employed: to outdo one another.

Another factor Fromm identifies as a social mechanism that influences
people to give up their freedom is what he terms anonymous authority,
one that distributes and sometimes dilutes for the population solutions,
value systems, and ideologies. They accomplish this in ways that are
highly suggestive as top-down narratives, with the most conventional
orientation to mortality based on the vulgarization, desacralization, and
commoditization of death and dying. Anonymous authority then, is an
effective means for macro-level institutions to establish their hegemony
and social control in civil society. To the extent this affects our orienta-
tion to death and dying, distortion about mortality is the outcome. In an
almost resigned manner Fromm continues:
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It is disguised as common sense, science, psychic health, normality, public
opinion. It does not demand anything except the self-evident. It seems to
use no pressure but only mild persuasion . . .Anonymous authority is more
effective than overt authority, since one never suspects that there is any order
which one is expected to follow. In external authority it is clear that there is
an order and who gives it; one can fight against the authority, and in this
fight personal independence and moral courage can develop . . . in anon-
ymous authority both command and commander have become invisible. It
is like being fired at by an invisible enemy. There is nobody and nothing to
fight back against (Fromm 1969: 166).

An alternative employment of anonymous authority can be seen in
the pluralized notion of anonymous authorities: the trinity of media,
medicine, and the market that metes out juridification trajectories—
that is, top-down regulations if not orders—as it colonizes the life-
world. The vast majority of those in leadership positions at these
institutions are primarily faceless, save the few charismatic executives
that receive publicity. In this regard, this work conceptualizes their
attempts at hegemony as authoritarian in nature, one that limits inter-
action between population and system, and one where juridification
has the effect of constraining the ability of the grassroots to formulate
counterresponses that can challenge formally sanctioned regulations of
social control.

I am fully aware that constructing certain macro-level institutions as
having the same means of social control as the state may be a contentious
one. However, it behooves us to remind ourselves that in fact, juridifica-
tion of social life is the most common form of “rule” inside democratic
states between election cycles. Indeed, in between election cycles bureau-
cratic entities constrain dialog through juridification and political correct-
ness, while entrenching their power through the economy and the culture
industry, an outcome noted by key Frankfurt School thinkers such as
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972)
as well as Herbert Marcuse (1964). Indeed, for Fromm, juridification
trajectories are designed to “befog the issues” as if “problems are too
complicated for the average individual to grasp,” requiring “specialists” to
decipher the cryptic regulatory language that emanates from macro-level
institutions (Fromm 1969: 249). This contention is also supported by
sociologist of postmodernity Zygmunt Bauman in the classic work Liquid
Modernity (Bauman 2000) where he argues that people increasingly defer
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to experts to configure their lives. Bauman also suggests why people defer
to experts in his other important work Wasted Lives:

What we all seem to fear . . . is abandonment, exclusion, being rejected,
blackballed, disowned, dropped, stripped of what we are . . . We fear being
left alone, helpless and hapless . . .We fear to be dumped . . .What we miss
most badly is the certainty that all that won’t happen—not to us (Bauman
2004: 128).

Fromm repeatedly reminds readers that these conditions coexist alongside
the freed individual. He is more critical, however, noting how the “insig-
nificance of the individual in our era” is further exacerbated by people
adopting roles of being only a “businessman, employee, or manual
laborer, but also . . . a customer” (Fromm 1969: 126).

With the advent of the internet, people have begun to build commu-
nities through preferred brands that reveal their preferences for certain
aspects and objects of material culture. Although Fromm notes how
capitalism freed the individual to “stand on his own feet and to try his
luck” so as to become the “master of his fate,” money “became the great
equalizer of man and proved to be more powerful than birth and caste,”
such that it manipulated people to employ their freedom to seek primarily
what is quantifiable in corporeal existence (Fromm 1969: 61–62). Fromm
laments how members of society believe this is a bona fide freedom,
unaware that such an orientation is a result of steering by anonymous
authorities. He notes how “we can have thoughts, feelings, wishes, and
even sensual sensations which we subjectively feel to be ours, and
yet . . . these thoughts and feelings . . .have been put into us from the out-
side, are basically alien, and are not what we think, feel and so on” (Fromm
1969: 187). Because this is primarily the mode people in modern capitalist
democracies experience freedom, they lack the acumen to employ free-
doms for other important decision-making episodes such as addressing
mortality. Elsewhere Fromm notes:

Most people are convinced that as long as they are not overtly forced to do
something by an outside power, their decisions are theirs, and that if they
want something, it is they who want it. But this is one of the great illusions we
have about ourselves. A great number of our decisions are not really our own
but are suggested to us from the outside; we have succeeded in persuading
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ourselves that it is we who have made the decision, whereas we have actually
conformed with expectations of others, driven by the fear of isolation and by
more direct threats to our life, freedom, and comfort (Fromm 1969: 197).

Fromm’s sentiments suggest that societies in late capitalism do not
institutionally pitch secularized views toward epistemic, ontological, or
self-actualizing freedoms for their constituents. Yet, it allows the pagean-
try and the rituals, the scripts, aesthetics, and forms of culture and religion
to express themselves in commodified form. However, as an institutional
protagonist that affects one’s tangible quality of life, the market in the last
instance dictates social behavior of those less informed.

Fromm’s most critical statement against a market-oriented culture is that
its manifestations through pageantry and rituals reveals how humanity’s
“biological weakness” establishes “the condition of human culture”
(Fromm 1969: 32), allowing anonymous authority to flow through its
contexts and practices, shaping people’s narratives on death and dying in
ways that delink it from informing life and living. It is not surprising then, to
observe why there can be informal sanctions on death talk, even in the most
intimate of settings, to address end of life issues. No matter the pageantry,
rituals, and scripts to honor those who die, the endgame is the same: unless
one is cremated, the corporeal manifestation of death, given time, is garishly
unphotogenic, requiring some type of cultural “packaging” to deny its
gnarled forms that embody this final material consequence of living.

Did Fromm simply abandon his readers to a dystopian view of the
human condition? Fortunately, Fromm offers a means for the actor to
experience emancipation and positive freedom through what he terms
as spontaneous activity, or activity that passionately harnesses the “total
integrated personality” (Fromm 1969: 257). He further elaborates that
only “those qualities that result from our spontaneous activity give
strength to the self and thereby form the basis of its integrity . . .This
implies that what matters is the activity as such, the process and not the
result” (Fromm 1969: 260–261). Thus, the spontaneous dynamics of
death talk engaged by Death Café participants become a form of
resistance toward systemic, cultural, and institutional controls that
frame the narrative of death and dying. Indeed, the decolonization of
the lifeworld from its distorted representation of the deathworld is
underway at Death Cafés. The process is to intra- and intergeneration-
ally dismantle—through communicative action as spontaneous activity
—the building blocks of an immortality complex, one which was
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addressed and critiqued by many Café participants. Only then can the
individual and the community’s journey toward a more sincere and
non-pretentious understanding of life and death remain uncluttered.
For Fromm, spontaneous activity thus unites the self “anew with the
world” (Fromm 1969: 259). The spontaneous dynamics of death talk
communicative action also unites fellow human beings with one
another, and with the nature of death as a whole. The key catalyst
propelling spontaneous activity is love, “not love as the dissolution of
the self in another person, not love as the possession of another person,
but love as spontaneous affirmation of others” (Fromm 1969: 259).

The institutions cited by Café attendees, along with their operations
and orientations, are contested because of their tenacity to condition
people and their lives into a state of impoverished understanding of
mortality. This situation cannot be dismissed as a factor, for Fromm
notes the individual is but the “most helpless of all animals at birth,”
requiring social systems to adapt the individual to the “process of learning,
not on instinctual determination” (Fromm 1969: 31). Fromm’s prescient
elaboration evokes the critiques Café participants had made against the
marketing of immortality, through, say, antiaging creams or the use of
cryogenics:

A vast sector of modern advertising. . . .does not appeal to reason but to
emotion; like any other kind of hypnoid suggestion, it tries to impress its
objects emotionally and then make them submit intellectually. This type of
advertising impresses the customer by all sorts of means: by repetition of the
same formula again and again; by the influence of an authoritative image. . . .
All these methods are essentially irrational; they have nothing to do with the
qualities of the merchandise, and they smother and kill the critical capacity of
the customer like an opiate or outright hypnosis. . . .As a matter of fact, these
methods of dulling the capacity for critical thinking are more dangerous to our
democracy than many of the open attacks against it, and more immoral—in
terms of human integrity . . . (Fromm 1969: 127–128).

Large systems of the market thus mete out misinformation for the
populace to learn in ways that disrupt knowledge transmission from,
say family. This misinforming process, norm-free and regulatory, advo-
cates incessant consumption with little distinction between healthy
and unhealthy consumption. For Fromm, the outcome of this form of
lifeworld colonization is that:
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. . . the individual ceases to be himself; he adopts entirely the kind of person-
ality offered to him by cultural patterns . . .The person who gives up his
individual self and becomes and automaton, identical with millions of other
automatons around him, need not feel alone and anxious anymore. But the
price he pays, however, is high; it is the loss of his self (Fromm 1969: 184).

And herein lies the segue mechanism—in the form of a question—that will
take us into Fromm’s next important work, To Have or To Be (Fromm
1976): who are those that can distance themselves from the immortality
complex, that system that lures us away from confronting our mortality in
our lifeworlds? For Fromm, it is those who live to become, while those who
live to have end up the automatons that so riled Fromm and Marcuse. For
Fromm, those who choose to have consequently envision an arithmetic
rendering of time. In such instances, time is envisioned as something one
presumably has control over, as in the number of years one has to live. This
orientation generates fears about death, allowing it to develop and pro-
liferate in our psychical makeup not unlike what Melville noted at the
outset of this chapter. However, Fromm notes how if one were to con-
ceptualize our lifetimes while “in the being mode, time is dethroned; it is
no longer the idol that rules our life” (Fromm 1976: 110).

Since Café participants are in the process of being and becoming, they
appear more mindful than most in acknowledging that, even in the most
ideal conditions of being surrounded by loved ones at home upon death—
indeed, the process is sociological—the crescendo of life, that final instance of
vital functions, will force the actor to invariably engage with death alone, a
facticity that will allow Café participants to prepare logistically as well as
metaphysically. This view illuminates a death identity that no longer gives
emphasis to physiological renderings of death as a cessation of a variety of
bodily functions. A death identity is meant to remind us of our available
agencies in being as we journey toward end of life. Such an iteration of death
and its implications for living well with our mortality can be contrasted with
simply viewing life as a biological imperative, the latter of which Frommdeems
problematic.

The need to have has still another foundation, the biologically given
desire to live. Whether we are happy or unhappy, our body impels us
to strive for immortality. But since we know by experience that we shall
die, we seek solutions that make us believe that, in spite of the empirical
evidence, we are immortal. This wish has taken many forms: the belief of
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the Pharaohs that their bodies enshrined in the pyramids would be
immortal . . . fame, celebrity, even notoriety—anything that seems to
guarantee a footnote in the record of history—constitutes a bit of
immortality. The craving for fame is not just secular vanity. It has a
religious quality for those who do not believe in the traditional hereafter
anymore . . .Publicity paves the way to immortality and the public rela-
tions agents become the new priests (Fromm 1976: 70).

A death identity is an identity that will ultimately proclaim that actual
death, along with its symbolisms and sentiments, should be symbiotically
internalized everyday for the purpose of celebrating a life for which
actors may still lack full control and understanding. Such a transforma-
tion is sought so that we can brace ourselves for that period when we
sequentially lose corporal others and ultimately, the corporeal self. Café
attendees are displaying this ethos—though its cues are just on the verge
of being understood unanimously—of loving without control for the
object that is the human body. Loving a person in a way that one can
have as an object—including loving the self as an object—“transforms
everybody and everything into something dead and subject to another’s
power” without the actor able to critically interrogate the futility of
acquiring such power (Fromm 1976: 65).

Café attendees are constructing a death identity that is about learning
to value their lives and the lives of their loved ones in the present or the
spirits of those in the timeless infinite, in ways where nothing is sought in
return. For Fromm, there is a distinction between existential having which
will at the very outset provide a theme or essence for the actor to grasp—a
process Fromm lauds—to the idea of materialistically having, which he
views critically:

Existential having is rooted in human existence. It is rationally directed
impulse in the pursuit of staying alive—in contrast to the characterological
having . . .which is a passionate drive to retain and keep that is not innate,
but that has developed as the result of the impact of social conditions on the
human species . . .Existential having is not in conflict with being: character-
ological having necessarily is (Fromm 1976: 73).

Fromm’s views thus remind us about the importance of completing
the self-authoring of our existence along with its intimate ties to trans-
cendence, for which the Death Café potentially functions as a conduit.
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Finishing the unfinished narrative of dying well on one’s own terms, if
possible, constitutes the core drive of a death identity. It is a process that
Fromm envisions as existential having, one that results in major changes
to one’s character. How one finds an ethos toward mortality in light of
such changes requires faith in a shared humanity that is derived from
being, where a “process of self-renewing and self-increasing” can be
derived from confronting a hollow materialistic death with one that is
liberating and emancipatory (Fromm 1976: 39).

The changes to self and community assumed to follow when members
of society transition toward being is the first salvo against conventional
materialism, the latter of which forwards the goal of having until fellow
members of society are described as having more or less of something.
Fromm is critical of such a position, warning how this notion of
gesellschaft is reproduced intergenerationally to espouse the view that “if
one has nothing, one is nothing” (Fromm 1976: 13). For Fromm, having
and being are two existential antipodes, both of which shape the characters
of people as well as generate different types of characters, of which the
“marketing character” is most suspect. The notion of the marketing
character, albeit a rather overarching generalization, is nonetheless rich
as a strategically essentialized category. Fromm’s notion of the marketing
character adequately frames much of the angst and discontents that Death
Café participants have against materialistic society. Indeed, such indivi-
duals reproduce the notion of having directly upon the body in ways that
make it prone to being lost in death. Thus, for Fromm, the marketing
character is

based on experiencing oneself as a commodity, and one’s value not as “use
value” but as “exchange value.” The living being becomes a commodity on
the “personality market.” The principle of evaluation is the same on both
the personality and the commodity markets: on the one, personalities are
offered for sale; on the other, commodities (Fromm 1976: 127).

True to the orientations of critical theory, Fromm offers no quarter even
for those market characters that self-actualize in their respective careers:
“A stock broker, a salesperson, a secretary, a railroad executive, a college
professor, or a hotel manager must each offer a different kind of person-
ality that, regardless of their differences, must fulfill one condition: to be in
demand” (Fromm 1976: 127).
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A motivating force for Death Café participation is that it allows for
its actors the process of assembling their life trajectories in unique
ways, freed from being a marketing character trapped in institutiona-
lized scripts and larger macro-influences, yet retaining all of its exis-
tential hopes. Café attendees, through an evolving death identity, are
thus aiming to unfetter themselves from the fear of “losing what I
have . . .my body, my ego, my possessions, and my identity; the fear of
facing the abyss of nonidentity, of ‘being lost’” (Fromm 1976: 108).
Thus, generating a death identity is a resolution to Fromm and
anthropologist Ernest Becker’s rendering that people intuitively fear
mortality. Café participants’ death identity, derived from cues offered
by their personal compilation of sages, their personal experiences with
life and death struggles, and their memories set in the context of
infinity and timelessness, are sacralizing the process of returning to a
healing or healed self for the coming moment of death. For some, this
manifests as new horizons of being and becoming while for others the
absolute extinction of all that is the self. Death Café attendees are
informing us about the importance of acknowledging our own narra-
tive toward mortality as legitimately sacred by seeking meaning across
time and across cultures, a process facilitated by communicative action.

The examination of death talk dynamics suggests that Habermas’s
communicative action can do well with a death discourse, one that can
provide purpose for the corporeal, and for some, beyond the corporeal.
Ironically, the death discourse—in spite of the weight of its profundities—
may be the least antagonistic of the discourses for challenging validity
claims because there is little to challenge the facticity that is the end of life.
It serves as a basis for our shared human condition and shared humanity.
Café attendees are keenly aware they are in the process of being and
becoming and there is no need for vitriolic or long-drawn out contesta-
tions against validity claims, that is, the doctor talking about death is
allowed to be a doctor, the shaman talking about death is allowed to be
shaman, the medium talking about death is allowed to be a medium, and
the near-death experience survivor is allowed to be a near-death experi-
ence survivor, all of whose validity claims are intersubjectivity accepted in
situ and on good faith. Yet, Fromm was incisive enough to discern two
types of faith.

Faith, in the having mode, is the possession of an answer for which one has
no rational proof. It consists of formulations created by others, which one
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accepts because one submits to those others—usually a bureaucracy. In the
being mode, faith is an entirely different phenomenon. Can we live without
faith? Must not the nursling have faith in its mother’s breast? Must we all not
have faith in other beings, in those whom we love, and in ourselves? Can we
live without faith in . . .our life? Indeed, without faith we become sterile,
hopeless, afraid to the very core of our being. Faith, in the being mode, is
not, in the first place, a belief in certain ideas . . . but an inner orientation
(Fromm 1976: 36–37).

Death Café gatherings, in spite of its critical orientations toward social
systems, remain apolitical town hall events that allow participants to
accept, even romanticize, the many horizons of mortality. Although this
may be perceived as a haphazard means of forming community, the
converse provides some insights: no attendee at our Death Cafés has
ever joined a gathering with incontrovertible facticity about the whys
and hows of death and dying, and the possibilities or lack thereof regard-
ing an afterlife. Claims to such power do not therefore exist. By default
this thematic leveling removes the pretentiousness of titles and labels and
renders irrelevant earthly matters shaped by concealed motivations, all of
which clutter our capacity to live. This reason alone explains why Fromm
celebrates the state of being, for “optimum knowledge in the being mode
is to know more deeply. In the having mode it is to have more knowledge”
(Fromm 1976: 36). The atmosphere of each gathering exhibits too much
depth for heated contestations. In the safe spaces where strangers realize
that they can actually bond with one another, solidarity and empathy,
along with Habermasian intersubjectivity, mutual understanding and con-
sensus, as well as the process of opening up of communicative space,
permeate the setting. A death discourse, in spite of its morbid moniker,
actually creates an environment that is alive.

Habermas’ communicative action can well do with a death discourse,
one that concerns itself with how to live life through our address of
mortality, one which might provide a resolution to his view of an unfin-
ished project of modernity. A death discourse situates speaker and listener
in a most unique context of Sartrean freedom, where one can choose to
author a quality of life that is nourished by the mindful awareness of our
inevitable end. A death discourse finishes the modernity project because it
starkly reveals that the bearers of modernity, which have rapaciously colo-
nized nature in many ways, cannot in the final instance, steer the body and
whatever practices we bestow upon it toward corporeal immortality. It
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reminds modernity, if we can make it a protagonist, that it cannot be a
charlatan. Ignoring such venues where a mindful appreciation for mortal-
ity through a death discourse can be articulated for community may well
open our lives to profit-based institutions and organs of the state to dictate
how we live and die. In the latter case as can be seen in too many historical
epochs, we may be rendered susceptible to how the state force feeds its
rendering of death and dying for jingoistic purposes, as in to die for the
“motherland” or “fatherland.”

THE ROLE OF THE STATE
The issue of how the state has historically appropriated death and dying by
determining people’s mortality through political means was visited in my
discussion of how political prisoners confronted their mortality (Fong
2014), with key themes reparaphrased in this work. Indeed, the state is a
significant actor in framing death and dying for nation, one that can draw
its citizens to willingly give their lives for a sloganeered cause. To what
degree state cooptation of death and dying for a national cause affects our
imagery of death as a product of war remains to be seen. However, its role
in thematically appropriating death and dying as well as meting it out
against those deemed as enemies bears mention.

The state has not been included as part of the trinity that has juridified
death, namely, for two reasons, the first of which is that Café participants
rarely addressed the issue and there are no thick communicative action
data on this sentiment. A secondary reason is that the state can only
appropriate mass death and engage in death talk during times of conflict,
and even then its narrative must coexist with media renderings of the
conflict. That said, state-related death processes do project a sense of
helplessness, a sense that we must give our lives to protect those who
will protect our geographical womb. To what degree Death Café
dynamics can be framed as an antipode to such agendas, that is, to serve
as a public sphere for a new antiwar or nonviolent consciousness remains
to be seen as the movement continues to grows globally.

Insofar as humanity’s reliance on the state for its life cues is concerned,
Nietzsche cautions that “the state is a clever institution for protecting
individuals from one another” but “if one goes too far in ennobling it,
the individual is ultimately weakened by it, even dissolved” (Nietzsche
2006a: 183). Nietzsche’s view on war was damning, that “war is the sleep
or wintertime of culture” (Nietzsche 2006a: 271). The state, in its
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capacity to wage war, can thus be seen as an agent of lifeworld coloniza-
tion, one where nationalist narratives conflate the system with the life-
world. As such, many in nationalist conflagrations are compelled to die not
as their own authors of mortality, but to die for the state and whatever
cues it employs for the survival of the nation.

Nietzsche’s criticism can also be directed toward those revolutionaries
whose notion of death grants little sovereignty to one’s mortality. In such
contexts, the mortal self disappears into an indignant collective, one ready
to identify heroes for cultural consumption as they overthrow old societies
for the establishment of new ones. Yet, Nietzsche notes how “an over-
throw can well be a source of energy in an exhausted human race, but it
can never be an organizer, architect, artist, perfecter of the human char-
acter” (Nietzsche 2006a: 281). However, Nietzsche, unlike most Café
attendees, spared the institution of science criticism since it had “as its goal
the least pain and the longest life possible—that is, a kind of eternal
happiness . . . a very modest kind in comparison with the promises of
religions” (Nietzsche 2006a: 105).

Arthur Koestler (1905–1983), author and novelist, was forced to con-
front death established by the state. While covering the Spanish Civil War
in Spain as a journalist, he was captured by Francisco Franco’s troops in
early 1937, suspected of being a left-wing sympathizer. Sentenced to be
executed by firing squad, Koestler spent months in prison until June of the
same year. Koestler was indeed a member of the Communist Party of
Germany, and that his assigned interview of Franco as a journalist was
done on behalf of the Comintern,1 using the London-based newspaper
News Chronicle “as a cover” (Koestler 1966: 5). Koestler’s accounts were
detailed in his prison diary and through recollections after his release. The
experiences of this period was published in the classic Dialogue with Death
(Koestler 1966), where Koestler retold accounts of the many nights where
he would hear prisoners being led away to face Franco’s firing squad,
hearing them being shot, and uncertain if he would be next. One account
told of the pending execution of a neighboring cell mate in March of
1937:

They went on to the next cell. When my neighbour was called, he said
nothing. Most probably he was already awake, and, like me, prepared. But
when the priest had ended his prayer, he asked, as if of himself: “Why must I
die?” The priest answered in five words, uttered in a solemn voice but rather
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hurriedly: “Faith man. Death means release.” They marched him off
(Koestler 1966: 165).

Koestler survived the ordeal because he was ultimately freed
through a prisoner exchange. Dialogue contains, along with psycholo-
gical themes, insight into the acutely simplistic and artificial demand of
war: death for country or death by the enemy. War functions as a
cultural mechanism to instruct those in society to survive or die with
the state. Festooned by parades, flags, medals, and the proverbial hero,
this romance can quickly be fatigued: trapped in raw despair, Koestler
noted that “the only consolation you could give to a condemned man
on his way to the electric chair would be to tell him a comet was on
the way which would destroy the world the very next day” (Koestler
1966: 92). Mortality meted out by the state apparatus is, if anything,
grossly vulgar in spite of heroification practices that are situated inside
the epic of mass death and slaughter.

Koestler tried to find morsels of strength during his perceived date with
death by downplaying the suffering meted out to him by society: “This is why
situations lived through are never so bad in reality as in imagination. Nature
sees to it that trees do not grow beyond a certain height, not even the trees of
suffering” (Koestler 1966: 117). Koestler also harnessed the acquisition of
prison resources as an analogy for social struggle, noting that “here inside the
prison walls the struggle is waged for a cigarette, for permission to exercise in
the courtyard, for the possession of a pencil. It is a struggle for minimal
and unworthy objects, but a struggle for existence like any other” (Koestler
1966: 197). After acquiring his freedom, Koestler concluded rather
sociologically: “Those who . . .deny the influence of environment on the
development of the human being should spend a year in prison and observe
themselves daily in the mirror” (Koestler 1966: 197). We can see in Koestler’s
sentiments how transformations in character occurs when the state is involved
in authoring our mortality.

Milada Horáková (1901–1950) encountered a more dire outcome.
A Czech lawyer, freedom fighter, and politician, she was the most promi-
nent pan-European feminist executed by Stalinists during Cold War
Czechoslovakia. Horáková’s life, clearly shaped by a powerful calling,
was dynamic in its feminism as recounted by Markéta Doležalová on the
Czech Republic’s Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes website.

During her youth in the 1920s, Horáková’s activities with the Women’s
National Council and later the International Women’s Council were
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supplemented by her travels across Europe to promote women’s issues. At
home, she attended to important issues affecting unmarried women and
children born out of wedlock, as well as drafting bills that would improve the
status of women in family law and in blue-collar professions. During this
period, she was inspired by Senator Františka Plamínková, founder of the
Czechwomen’smovement. Plamínkováwould later be captured and executed
by theNazis in 1942.Not surprisinglyHoráková became active in resisting the
NaziOccupation ofCzechoslovakia. Shewas ultimately captured by theNazis,
sent to prison, and spent the remainder of WorldWar II at the Theresienstadt
concentration camp located in the country. AfterWorldWar II concluded, she
served in the country’s parliament until the 1948 Communist takeover of the
country. A year later Horáková was arrested again under fabricated charges,
accused of trying to overthrow the regime, and forced to stand trial in a
kangaroo court, this time by the communists sheworked hard to put in power.

Subjected to torture and forced to stand in the sham trials orchestrated
by the Stalinists, she was sentenced to death on June 8, 1950. Her
observations of societal dynamics during her solitary confinement, fully
aware that her imminent death by the state, deserves mention. On the
night before her execution, jailers allowed Horáková to write three letters.
The evocative letters were written to her husband, Bohuslav, teenage
daughter, Jana, and Horáková’s mother-in-law, who would be Jana’s
caretaker upon her mother’s demise. However, it would be Horáková’s
letter for Jana that included an important section that instructed Jana
about the ways of society, and, how one dies with integrity. Authoring
her mortality through final tasks and writings, she noted to Jana:

Don’t be frightened and sad because I am not coming back any more.
Learn, my child, to look at life early as a serious matter. Life is hard, it does
not pamper anybody, and for every time it strokes you it gives you ten
blows. Become accustomed to that soon, but don’t let it defeat you.
Decide to fight (Kelly 2012).

Elsewhere in the letter, and in a spirit that many Death Café attendees
would acknowledge, Horáková wrote of life:

Of course, you will only be able to solve it correctly and truthfully by
knowing very, very much. Not only from books, but from people; learn
from everybody, no matter how unimportant! Go through the world with
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open eyes, and listen not only to your own pains and interests, but also to
the pains, interests and longings of others.

You know that to organize one’s scale of values well means to know not
only oneself well, to be firm in the analysis of one’s character, but mainly to
know the others, to know as much of the world as possible, its past, present,
and future development.

I have changed my mind many times, rearranged many values, but, what
was left as an essential value, without which I cannot imagine my life, is the
freedom of my conscience. I would like you, my little girl, to think about
whether I was right (Mills 2012).

In her last paragraph to Jana, Horokava instructs “Just one more thing:
Choose your friends carefully. Among other things one is also very much
determined by the people with whom one associates. Therefore choose
very carefully” (Mills 2012). As Horáková’s notes attest, the period before
death still affords the social actor a modicum of freedom to author one’s
anthem for death.

At 2:30 A.M. on June 27, 1950, Horáková was hanged with a coterie of
similarly condemned in spite of appeals by Winston Churchill, Albert
Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, Bertrand Russell, and many others. As an
anti-Nazi and anti-Communist crusader, Horáková’s political stance was
simultaneously an apolitical one that brought her back to womanhood,
society, and humanity as a whole, a process which granted her emancipa-
tion from the dysfunctions of authoritarian state narratives on how one’s
death is most noble only when offered to nation.

ENHANCING COMMUNICATIVE ACTION WITH THE IDEAS

OF KURT HEINRICH WOLFF

Although it may seem that a discussion of state appropriated practices to
frame death and dying is but a digression away from the trinity that
inspired Death Café communicative action, it is worth mentioning that
the human condition under state articulation of death and dying can
never fully stifle the sovereignty actors have about living and dying on
their own terms. We have seen incisive conclusions about love, family,
and society through the examples of Koestler and Horáková. It can just
as well be expected that members of the civilian population who skirt the
horizons of mortality, whether directly or indirectly, can similarly be
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resurrected into life, informed by the new profundities and realizations
acquired from their experiences.

Kurt Heinrich Wolff, a sociologist that enhances our understanding of
mortality, examined how key moments of lucid awareness about experi-
ences in the social world can inspire transcendence. A younger contem-
porary of Fromm, Wolff hailed from a distinguished cadre of German
immigrant sociologists that migrated to the United States by the late
1930s (see Fong 2014). However, Wolff’s important conceptual contri-
bution to our Death Café research, his notion of surrender and catch, is
not well-known in the discourse of American sociology which was highly
positivistic at the time of his writings. In spite of this, the concept of
surrender and catch serves an important function in helping us appreciate
the Death Café movement’s capacity for accommodating the epiphanies of
existence in ways that systems cannot.

For Wolff, surrender and catch, a moment and methodology, are able to
seize that totalizing experience and existential realization of one’s predica-
ment in the web of life. Wolff observed that in certain periods of the
human experience, we discover epiphanic profundities, sometimes divine,
regarding our human experience. Wolff’s ideas suggest how the profound
realizations that do take us closer to a deeper understanding of death and
dying can also stem from surrender and catch experiences that are joyful
(1976). Surrender and catch are thus important processes that have great
implications for understanding the motivations of speakers at Death Cafés
as they illuminate life and death accounts through communicative action.
Invariably both states provide for actors the fluidity to link themselves to
empowering wisdoms drawn from across the present and across time.
When listeners at the Death Café also empathetically immerse themselves
in the conveyed experiences of those who have experienced surrender and
catches, they are exposed to cues that help personalize their trajectory
toward end of life.

The aims of this section examine surrender and catch in ways that can
assist us in postulating its antecedent. This is an important task because
Wolff himself did not specify nor elaborate upon kinds of human episodes
that are catalytic in generating surrender and catch experiences. I am of the
view, however, that Wolff may not disagree that indirect experiences, but
more importantly direct experiences with death and dying (for example,
being next to a loved one about to die, having experienced a near-death
experience, failed suicide, or having survived severe illness) are catalytic in
inspiring people to participate in death talk. Surrender and catch episodes
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conveyed by Café participants during death talk are able to generate a
sense of community because such experiences appear to render encounters
with death as rebirth. Listeners can join the speaker in transformation
because all have confronted death and dying in some iteration and now
see people, society, and the world differently. My contribution to Wolff’s
view is that having experienced a direct or indirect death is a catalyst that
brings people toward some kind of surrender and catch episode, compel-
ling them to share their experiences at venues such as the Death Café.
Indeed, through the ideas of Wolff, we can appreciate how the rich Café
narratives generated by those confronting death through death talk are
but products of many participants’ surrender and catch experiences.

Wolff describes surrender as one of “total involvement” in the moment
where the subject, the act, and the object disappear, followed by the subject
realizing certainties that invariably are. In surrender, there is also a “suspension
of received notions” in that other socially imposed frameworks, concepts, and
even the plausibility of theory are suspended (1962: 41).2 That is, such
moments cannot be made to occur superficially by acquisition or formula.
Perhaps a stage of transcendence, fact, theory, hypothesis, metaphor, image,
and poetry become one. Moreover, Wolff notes how there surfaces a “perti-
nence of everything” where time, place, feelings, and events are reassembled
for the subject. This process of uncluttered knowing can be a jovial or fear-
some experience because it renders the subject completely vulnerable to new
realizations. The state of surrender is one that is explicitly an experience that
“cannot be commanded,” thus yielding a profound level of authenticity for
understanding the self in relation to society (Wolff 1962: 46). For Wolff, the
entire process contains the dialectic of dying and becoming (1962: 47).
Wolff’s biographers note:

The experience of surrender can be explicated through its components: total
involvement, the suspension of received notions, and pertinence of
everything . . .Total involvement or absorption means that the surrenderer’s
whole being is involved in the experience such that the subjects-object
distinction disappears (Backhaus and Psathas 2007: xxv).

The state of surrender, where the social actor has a “totalizing state”
of knowledge and “expansion of consciousness” (Wolff 1976: 63)
begets the epistemological and ontological knowledge that is the con-
tent of the catch, a process that reorients one’s life and purpose.
Wolff’s renders the catch as when the experiencer is able to see the
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“structure that emerges from it” (1974: 549) for it is a “yield, harvest-
. . .necessarily emerging structure” (1974: 318). In this regard, we see
how surrender and catch assists participants to comprehend one
another at their Death Cafés. Wolff notes in his seminal work
Surrender and Catch: Experience and Inquiry Today (1976) that “as a
method it is characterized by openness toward its origin . . . it is self-
correcting and therefore, in the spirit of the essence of knowledge,”
one that is inherently existential (1976: 79). Wolff pushes the para-
meter of epistemology even further by noting how scientific findings
are but theoretical and relative, while existential truth is “absolute—
also philosophical, artistic, poetic, if you will” (1976: 79). Here, Wolff
provides his philosophy with a crescendo, one that unites the existential
self with society in that human beings “are thrown back on what we
really are, which is what we share with mankind” (1976: 54). This
profundity frequently generates Death Café communicative action,
interpersonal relations, group dynamics, and community solidarity. In
these times of totalizing inspiration “words burst forth in . . .meaning
from the immediacy of experience . . . [and] we have a sense of what we
are talking about” (Backhaus and Psathas 2007: xxv).

Surrender and catch is thus a process that amplifies social awareness
beyond a Maslowian self-actualization. The lucidity experienced by the
actor allows for a departure from socially constructed boundaries. The
concept also points to how crises can be catalytic in generating surrender
and catches among social actors, seen, for example, in our discussion of
Koestler and Horáková. For Wolff, in such realizations, the actor experi-
ences a “certainty of full communication with his fellow men: as long as his
experience lasts, he can convey anything, and he who listens cannot help
but understand” (Wolff 1962: 40). Indeed, the experiencer is thrown back
on what is shared with humanity, perhaps internalizing the view of how
the self invariably belongs to the human race. Wolff’s ideas mesh nicely
with Habermas’ view of communicative action, both of which aim at some
sort of deeper comprehension: surrender and catch utterances become the
validity claims that draw inspiration, or at the very least, minimize the
degree of discourse contestations while maximizing discourse affirmations.
A plausible outcome of this symbiosis is intersubjectivity and mutual
consensus between communicators.

To understand how Wolff came upon such an approach requires us to
understand the dislocations and crises that affected his life. During the
pre-World War II period, Wolff’s life was that of a transnational European,
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but due to circumstances seemingly beyond his control. Born in
Darmstadt, Germany, he ultimately had to flee Germany in 1933 because
of its nascent fascism. Settling in Italy, he was again forced to relocate in
1939 with his wife, Carla Bruck, as a result of Benito Mussolini’s anti-
Jewish stance and growing partnership with Hitler. After a brief stay in
England, they migrated to the United States while the Holocaust
unfolded in Europe. Wolff thus found no comfort in the human condi-
tion of postwar modernity: with the conclusion of World War II, the
onset of the Cold War and its numerous associated proxy wars, and the
threat of nuclear annihilation, mass social catastrophe suddenly became
very real. Here Wolff’ sentiments would later be framed by Giddens’s
(1990, 1991, 1999), Giddens and Pierson’s (1998), and Beck’s (1992)
notions that the modern era manufactures much of its own risks.
Although Wolff and his biographers point to Wolff’s field research in
New Mexico as constitutive of his surrender and catch formulation, the
horrors of the Holocaust and his concerns at the time that there may
indeed be a nuclear conflagration, became tropes for his view of human-
ity’s existential crisis. Indeed, these themes “far more than any other,
shaped his thinking” (Kalberg 2007: 79).

Wolff’s concerns echo the same themes as the Frankfurt School com-
prised of German sociologists that emigrated to the United States during
the first half of the twentieth century, and of which Habermas and Fromm
hail from. Although certainly not the first to envision a crisis of humanity,
Wolff’s views should be discerned from other great thinkers who
approached the subject, such as Friedrich Nietzsche, who viewed the crisis
of humanity in the timeless Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche 2006b) as
borne from the death of God. Yet perhaps the distinction is superficial.
Both Nietzsche and Wolf, in spite of attributing causal factors to emergent
nihilism and deeply profound moments, respectively, may simply be illu-
minating the fluctuations in the human condition in one long chronology,
one that experienced two big existential disappointments. For Nietzsche
God was supposed to assist humanity but “died.” For Wolff, science was
supposed to reflect our advancement and civilization but instead employed
some of the most brilliant people in society to serve madness (that is, war),
a point echoed by spiritual philosopher Eckhart Tolle in A New Earth
(2008). For Nietzsche, the death of God ushered in an age where one had
to be an übermensch, an “overman,” to survive and transcend. For Wolff,
to be this übermensch required nourishing doses of surrender and catch.
The social actor in a Wolffian human condition must now rely on these
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moments of truth and the super-human labor to maintain it so as to
navigate through life. Both saw in the wake of their respective disappoint-
ments the need for profound realizations to proceed and to survive, and
both illuminate through their own philosophies humanity’s long search
for sanity, purpose, and direction in life and death.

Wolff insists that social theory must be adequate to confront the conse-
quences of evil. For Wolff, the social sciences as “science” did not—perhaps
dared not—address this important theme of social existence (Gordon
2007: 67). Wolff’s scions note in affirmation:

The age of modern science brought with it the project of predicting, control-
ling, and manipulating the natural world. Its project was to discover the
principles of linear causality, or natural laws, by which all phenomena are to
be reduced . . .Wolff rejects this modern form of reason that denies the unique
transcendent(al) capacities of humankind (Backhaus and Psathas 2007: 77).

Surrender and catch was thus a necessary method that allowed Wolff and
his proponents to confront the “tragic contradictions of history” (Godway
2007: 83). Wolff felt that by failing to account for the such possibilities of
humankind, science also failed to account for the human capacity to
“create new meaning [and] existential truth on the basis of transcending
socio-historically conditioned everyday life” (Backhaus and Psathas
2007: 77).

Through surrender and catch Wolff is able to conduct a historical
diagnosis of the human condition—its meanings and material conse-
quences—all through the conduit of the individual whose discernment
from society is blurred (Stehr 2007: 55). Surrender and catch’s distin-
guishing feature is its methodological acceptance of profundities that
forcefully displace traditional ideas about what constitutes knowledge
(Backhaus and Psathas 2007). One such profundity was found in Wolff’s
concerns about the Holocaust, and his surrender and catch aimed there-
fore at mining for cues about the human condition that, for Kalberg
(2007: 79), could be harnessed to demolish the “invidious dualisms at
the foundation of the Holocaust.” For Kalberg, such dualisms, as in
“German and Jews, Germans and Gypsies, Germans and Communists—
called forth the greatest evil. ‘Surrender’ reacts with unequivocal clarity,
forcefulness, and horror against dualisms” (2007: 79).

Wolff’s subjectivized epistemology thus emancipated qualitative socio-
logical methods from its status as arguably the softest sociological method
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in an already “softened” science. He accomplished this by situating
humankind in systemic crises, “hard” events that forced characters, thin-
kers, and social actors to confront their respective mortalities as their
communities collapsed around them. Such an approach was predictably
beyond the purview of positivist approaches that rendered subjects into
objects, and more inimically, separated facts from values, a divorce that
resulted in, again, those dualisms whose political appropriation resulted in
the insanity of war and genocide. For Wolff and his sociology of knowl-
edge, such a divorce is untenable because facts and values are indelibly
intertwined into, if surrender and catch runs its course, truths that are
articulated about the human condition; that is, Wolff’s methodological
approach accommodates how we are guided by values that operate in the
selection of what is significant to research in the first place (Imber 2007:
71). In this manner, method and values become inseparable to the social
thinker. Such a perspective Wolff did not see in American sociology even
after his many transplants across a variety of universities. For Kalberg:

Wolff’s sociology . . .has to this day been received only in fragments in the
United States . . .American sociology remains to this day predominantly
Durkheimian, Parsonian, positivist, uncritical of . . .modernity in any funda-
mental sense, and uninfluenced by the Holocaust (Kalberg 2007: 80).

It is thus not surprising that Wolff’s chroniclers have described his sociol-
ogy as taking an existential turn. Given Wolff’s surrender and catch stems
from his lamentations of the Holocaust as a key symbol for his crisis of
humanity, of death appropriated by not the family but by an anomalous
state, we can begin to appreciate the frequency of surrender and catch
moments that must have been experienced by all of humanity, from the
subaltern to its greatest thinkers and sages, when members of their respec-
tive societies encountered their greatest existential crisis: death.

Thus, death talk requires a social context of peace for our surrender and
catch self-actualizations to become salient. Dying well is a privilege that
only some of us on this planet have, as can be seen in the case when pop
icon David Bowie passed away peacefully, glorified and deified. His penul-
timate task—the release of the Blackstar album in 2016—could only have
transpired by his access to top physicians working through stable social
networks and systems. And author his mortality he did, with fantastic
imagery seen in the eponymous music video as well as in “Lazarus,”
both of which harness motifs to serve as paeans for what he envisions as
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the essence of mortality. The converse suggests that people’s deaths in
many parts of the world reflect the state and a variety of other institutions’
cooptation of their destinies. Many people may encounter deaths while
their social systems are in less than ideal conditions due to poverty,
political crises, or when encountering the wrath of nature.

Death talk, like death, is a new frontier, a new communicative horizon
that aims to free the individual by reinforcing values for a very mortal
existence. Informed by Wolff’s surrender and catches, death talk becomes
a mechanism for decolonizing a Habermasian lifeworld.

Our own era simply denies death and with it one fundamental aspect of life.
Instead of allowing the awareness of death and suffering to become one of
the strongest incentives for life, the basis for human solidarity, and an
experience without which joy and enthusiasm lack intensity and depth, the
individual is forced to repress it. But, as always the case with repression, by
being removed from sight the repressed elements do not cease to exist. Thus
the fear of death lives an illegitimate existence among us. It remains alive in
spite of the attempt to deny it, but being repressed it remains sterile (Fromm
1969: 245).

Thus, the new rationales, queries, and efforts of Death Cafe activists point
to a potential shift toward a consciousness about a shared humanity that
can be found not only locally but in our global village. By examining those
who confront their mortality through communicative action, we can
create points of entry into understanding that there can be sort of unani-
mity in how the human experience communicatively responds to death
and dying, and thus, life and living. This is a rather urgent task in an age
where celebrating diversity has frequently taken on an aesthetic trajectory,
one which overlooks how diversity is sometimes borne from voluntarily
segregating groups not yet fully reconciled with other groups due to the
painful historical and material consequences for simply being who they
are. Thus, the love of the ethnie is accompanied by the fear and need to
compete against and challenge historical “others.”

More than biological decay framed by the supernatural, death is also
very much an identity, one that encourages practices of reflexivity when
the continuity of life is ruptured within the antipodes of living and dying.
This existential pivot ultimately binds all humanity together when it turns
its page toward the mortal phases of our life cycle, breaking apart one’s
immortality complex. Yet, regardless of whether we are taken to our
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horizon of mortality through systemic crisis or through the privilege of
being able to fully author our own good death, Fromm’s wisdoms are
again pertinent: “The instruction on how to die is indeed the same as the
instruction on how to live. The more we rid ourselves of the craving for
possession in all its forms, particularly our ego-boundness, the less strong
is the fear of dying, since there is nothing to lose” (Fromm 1976).

Because the weight of institutional and bureaucratic dynamics on the
self can generate reification directed toward systems of mortality, Death
Café activists are engaged in fostering social change that will have impor-
tant implications for generating a paradigm shift toward embracing mor-
tality on one’s own terms. Ideally this will occur in ways that check on
reification and juridification meted out by social systems. The author of
death is aware that dying requires planning and preparation. It requires
work and exponentially intense emotional labor by the person dying and
by the community that claims the dying person as one of their own. Aside
from the existential work needed to frame oneself toward end of life, the
process also entails much decision-making, is logistical, requires account-
ing, and the need to deal with local, state, and for some, even national
bureaucracies whose purviews will author the death and dying process for
those unwilling to do so. If the freewill most of us have to author or
personalize our own trajectory toward our end is ignored because death
and dying dynamics are deemed too much of a “burden” as Fromm notes,
we will give up our freedom—and escape from the freedom—of determin-
ing our emotional, psychical, social contexts, and physical well-being as we
near end of life.

But for many in the materialist generation, we have done exactly this.
By avoiding the logistical, emotional, and metaphysical preparation for
death early on, we escape from freedoms we have to be authentic in living.
It is much too convenient to not deal with death and dying, which for
much of the human condition, exclaims, proclaims, and even defames the
horrific and nerve-wracking fears we have of a corporeal end. Into this
denial, the trinity inserts itself with its fantasies and dreamscapes, juridified
talk, and techno-gadgetry that robotize humanity. We let lotions and
creams, botox, and dreams keep us ensconced in the immortality complex,
we let experts dictate how to live so as to live forever, and we let bureau-
cracies and systems do the same with juridified communication that pro-
mote health. Consequently, we do not know how to live, so we do not
know how to die. Many of us remain automatons, willingly waking up
during the wee hours of the morning to stand in the frigid cold for an
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updated mobile phone release, yet never waking at the same time to
contemplate death in a state of relaxation, as so poignantly noted by
Soygal Rinpoche in the Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (2012).

Fromm and Wolff allow us to appreciate how Death Café attendees
are not escaping from this freedom. Indeed, they are employing Death
Café venues as their site for spontaneous activity, most passionately
engaged with by attendees who experienced totalizing and epiphanic
surrender and catches that emerged during their confrontations with
death and dying. With norm-free systems—primarily the trinity, along
with the intermittent demands by the state for its citizens to die for it—
unwilling to take existential sentiments and concerns to weave into a
social narrative about mortality, Café attendees are thus using their
freedom to rather than their freedom from to enhance their understand-
ing of life and living, death and dying. Perhaps Edward Tiryakian’s
timeless observation, hauntingly prescient in its profundity, is worth
invoking: “As societies grow larger in area and denser in population,
and as individual differences multiply the time will come when the only
thing members of a society will have in common is that they are human”
(Tiryakian 1962: 56).

In the next chapter, we again attempt to make operative theoretical
assertions that can be amalgamated with our analyses of Death Cafés. We
explore the notion of Habermas’ public spheres and how this concept can be
greatly enhanced by Ray Oldenburg’s seminal work on third places. In our
examination of the public environment of discourse that are Death Cafés,
Habermas’ discussion, historical and theoretical, is integrated with
Oldenburg’s notion of the third place, a public setting that is jovial and
elegiac. The formulation I am hoping to reach is how communicative action
is a function of third places, and ultimately, that Death Cafés are community
and collective environments that can only materialize through them.

NOTES

1. The Comintern, or Communist International, was an international
Communist organization. Initially founded by Vladimir Lenin in 1919. Its
main agenda was to create an internationalized movement to overthrow the
world’s bourgeois (capitalist) class. Although dissolved in 1943, the onset of
the Cold War allowed its resurrection by many Third World nationalists who
embraced socialism to fight and end colonial rule in their respective
countries.
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2. Wolff (1962) concedes that “surrender” implies “passivity” and of “giving
up,” but reminds readers that this is an issue of semantics. Indeed, Wolff
critiques other terms that allude to surrender, terms such as “abandonment”
(which is not ideal because “it suggests a dissoluteness quite alien to surren-
der”), “exposure” (“ . . . but this has a gratuitous ring of voyeurism”), and
“devotion” or “dedication” (“ . . . these limit the meaning of surrender to an
attitude and inappropriately introduce a moral note”) (Wolff 1962: 21–22).
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CHAPTER 6

Enhancing Habermas with Ray Oldenburg

Gustav Klimt’s Death and Life (1911).
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In this chapter, the utility of combining Habermas’s views on the public
sphere with that of Ray Oldenburg’s notion of the third place is examined.
The chapter aims to illuminate the spatiality of death talk conducive for
communicative action and the decolonization of the lifeworld. An amal-
gamation of Habermas and Oldenburg’s ideas will allow Habermas’s
notion of the public sphere elaborated in The Structural Transformation
of the Public Sphere (Habermas 1991), to historically “arrive” at the ideas
of Oldenburg, explicated in The Great Good Place (Oldenburg 1999). As
noted at the outset of my work, I hope to only employ theoretical con-
cepts in ways where they can be made operative and/or validated by
tangible, visceral, or corporeal manifestations. However, such an amalga-
mation is vital for other important reasons that inform this chapter.

One important reason is that the public sphere and third place, in spite
of their sometimes deviating trajectories insofar as how they are envisioned
to function, are quite interchangeable concepts. In short, Habermas docu-
ments their emergence historically as environments where mutual
exchange can be seen first for the court, then for the bourgeois class that
emerged as capitalism took root in Western Europe. Oldenburg’s notion
of the third place illuminates the same architecture, but adopts an enthu-
siastic yet elegiac view of their importance as an informal public sphere,
one to be discerned from the second place of work where we are enmeshed
in a formal public sphere, and the first place of home and family, where we
experience an informal private sphere.

A second reason is that Oldenburg’s ideas help frame how
Habermas’s communicative action unfolds and disentangles itself
from the frequently chaotic, community-robbing dynamics of contem-
porary urban experiences. It should be noted, that although Habermas
went through great pains to demonstrate the historical evolution of
the public sphere through the elaboration of its dynamics and func-
tions, he does not explicitly formulate the public sphere as contingent
upon urban configuration and dynamics. In contrast, Oldenburg saw
third places spatially, and because of their intimate configurations, as
the sine qua non for enriching whatever community life exists within
the urban context. Although this appears to be an intellectual gulf, the
bridging of the two concepts is not without merit. If urbanity is
conceptualized as an outcome of modernity borne through industria-
lization, then the proliferation of Death Cafés in primarily urban areas
reflects how the venues are contesting the discontents of modernity at
its source: within cities. Within cities we have what Habermas describes
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as the exhaustion of utopian energies (Habermas 1986) stemming
from the city apparatus colonizing the lifeworld, juridification, cold
technocratic bureaucracies, lack of systemic ethics, hollow materialism,
alienation of the subject, and alienation of the subject from mortality.
It is not hard to envision such a scenario if we realize that cities are
essentially large supermarkets where their highways and roads—analo-
gous to the different shopping aisles within a supermarket—take citi-
zens to their destinations of consumption. Death Cafés can thus be
construed as an urban movement as well, responding to urbanity’s
undesirable effects upon lifeworld autonomy.

Finally, amalgamating the public sphere with the third place allows
one to envision how communicative action at Death Cafés unfold in
ways that can be enjoyable and cathartic—attributes that Oldenburg so
frequently celebrate in his historical and cultural examination of third
places. As alluded throughout this monograph, Death Cafés are not
depressive environments; whatever themes death talk addresses have
been conveyed through community support, humor, and collective
displays of empathy, all of which allow each event to conclude on a
positive, life affirming mode.

THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Although the English translation of Habermas’s work first found textual
exposition by 1989, the original German work under the title
Strukturwandel der Öffentlicheit was published in 1962, 27 years earlier,
predating the German edition of the first volume of Communicative
Action by almost 20 years. Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere (Habermas 1991) introduces spatial, demographic, and historical
references to how public fora evolved. Moreover, patterns of its infiltration
by macro-level systems established by the new bourgeois class hints at the
colonization of the lifeworld thesis to come as Habermas profiled such
transformations in the public spheres of Britain, France, and Germany.
However it would be the Theory of Communicative Action that illuminated
the communication dynamics within public spheres in post-
Enlightenment modernity. That said, Habermas was apparently unhappy
with the work. For Calhoun, he was “at least conscious of the large
amount of empirical research done on themes relevant to it during the
1960s” and thus cited “one of the reasons for the delayed translation was
that he had intended for years to rework this text. He never did, but
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readers may be surprised how many of Habermas’s later themes are pre-
figured in this work” (Calhoun 1994: 5).

For Habermas, the public sphere is “public” in that they are “open to
all” in ways where freedom can take root beyond institutions and the
“obscurity of the private sphere” (Habermas 1991: 2–4). Ideally, the
public sphere had to allow for the disregard of status, relying instead on
“justifiable trust,” the promotion of rational argument as the “sole arbiter
of any issue,” along with the address of issues “that until then had not
been questioned”; finally, the public sphere had to remain inclusive
(Calhoun 1994: 12).

First, they preserved a kind of social intercourse that, far from presupposing
the equality of status, disregarded status altogether. . . . Secondly, discussion
within such a public presupposed the problematization of areas that until
then had not been questioned. . . .Thirdly . . . the public . . . could never close
itself off entirely and become consolidated as a clique; for it always under-
stood and found itself immersed within a more inclusive public of all private
people, persons who-insofar as they were propertied and educated-as read-
ers, listeners, and spectators could avail themselves via the market of the
objects that were subject to discussion. (Habermas 1991: 36-37)

Not unlike Oldenburg, Habermas views the public sphere as one that
“stood or fell with the principle of universal access.”He also notes how, “a
public sphere from which specific groups would be . . . excluded was less
than merely incomplete; it was not a public sphere at all” (1991: 85).
However, Habermas was stringent with his notion of the public sphere
because of its vital function as a politicized environment, an orientation
that sets him apart from Oldenburg, who saw third places as where
primarily recreational community dialog takes place. Invoking Kant to
warn us about its constriction, one that was “the effective cause of all
secret societies” (1991: 107), Habermas saw in public spheres a realm of
“freedom and permanence” that exhibited democratic energies beyond
elections (1991: 4). For Habermas, it thus became imperative to reclaim
the public sphere “regulated from above against the public authorities
themselves” so that citizens can “engage them in a debate over the general
rules governing relations in the basically privatized but publicly relevant
sphere of commodity exchange and social labor” (1991: 27), if only for
the “natural vocation of man to communicate with his fellows, especially
in matters of affecting mankind as a whole” (1991: 107). For Habermas,
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such an environment was unique and without historical precedent because
of the “people’s public use of reason” (1991: 27). Other scholars have
contributed their renderings of the public sphere as well, with Eley defin-
ing the concept as that “realm of social life in which something approach-
ing public opinion can be formed” and where “access is guaranteed to all
citizens” (1994: 289). In a manner that frames the dynamics of Death
Cafés, Eley emphasizes how a “portion of the public sphere comes into
being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to form a
public body” (1994: 289).

Historically, public spheres did not always exhibit such a degree of egali-
tarianism, having gone through different atavisms where its publicity was
initially tied to monarchical dynamics following the Middle Ages; that is,
the queen and king “largely monopolized public authority” (1991: 68) and
determined with the court what was worthy of being in public discourse. This
older iteration of top-down juridification is problematic for Habermas.
During this period, the growing propertied class still unfettered from its
deference to monarchy, employed public spheres as environments to display
material culture acquired by those with social and cultural capital. This
dynamic meant that the early bourgeois voluntarily segregated their ilk into
a closed communicative community. In the case of eighteenth-century
Germany, the nobility’s sense of self-worth was completely dependent on
the validation of the court and thus “failed to develop strong enough lines of
communicationwith bourgeois intellectuals to participate in creating a strong
civil society separate from the state” (Calhoun 1994: 15). Aesthetic discern-
ments were also involved as fashion came to signal occupation and class
standing in ways that Lofland (1973) terms as appearational ordering, the
process by which members of preindustrial society decipher and decode
strangers in theirmidst by observing attire.Habermas echoes Lofland’s views:

The staging of the publicity involved in representation was wedded to
personal attributes such as insignia (badges and arms), dress (clothing
and coiffure), demeanor (form of greeting and poise) and rhetoric (form
of address and formal discourse in general)—in a word, to a strict code
of “noble” conduct. The latter crystallized during the High Middle
Ages into the system of courtly virtues, a Christianized form of the
chivalrous and courteous. Characteristically, in none of these virtues
did the physical aspect entirely lose its significance, for virtue must be
embodied, it had to be capable of public representation. (Habermas
1991: 8)
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This public representation signaled the actor’s links (or lack thereof) to the
court. In this regard, public spheres were spheres to show one’s proximity
to the ruling class and to the monarch. Strangers were not that strange
after all, as visual cues identifying social class predominated the lifeworld.
That Death Cafés no longer rely on these visual cues while still celebrating
a community of strangers points to how public spheres would ultimately
transform into settings where class distinctions are less explicit and less
reliant on aesthetic presentations, if at all, a point that Oldenburg fre-
quently celebrates about third places.

By the time the bourgeoisie found form in the frenetic pace of
economic development leading up to the Industrial Revolution and
beyond, guilds functioned as a segue mechanism toward the public
spheres we are familiar with today. Aristocracies were no longer hege-
monic in all matters of life and would ultimately lose their function and
purpose. Guilds, however, are but atavisms of previous forms of the
public spheres that, in spite of their attempts to break free from what-
ever aristocratic systems had constrained their power, now had to
contend with a controlling secular and industrialized society. This
arrangement was not catastrophic economically since production of
exchange values had yet to take on the intensity of mass production
for the local and, later through imperialism and colonization, global
markets. The delinking of this group from court dynamics was a drawn-
out process in that the “towns . . .had local markets from the begin-
ning” yet remained “in the hands of the guilds and the corporations,”
and that “these remained strictly regulated, serving more as instruments
for the domination of the surrounding areas than for free commodity
exchange between town and country” (Habermas 1991: 15). Yet the
trajectory of the bourgeois public sphere continued to evolve:

While the early institutions of the bourgeois public sphere originally were
closely bound up with aristocratic society as it became dissociated from the
court, the “great” public that formed in the theaters, museums, and con-
certs was bourgeois in its social origin. Around 1750 its influence began to
predominate. (Habermas 1991: 43).

The country that at the time shaped the Industrial Revolution more so
than any other, the United Kingdom saw its political public spheres
emerge at the turn of the eighteenth century (Habermas 1991).
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Given the historical contexts that shape the character of public spheres,
the position taken in this work is that Death Cafés could not have arisen in
earlier epochs where the church, aristocracy, the bourgeois, were tugged
and influenced by institutions that would need to be bureaucratically
engorged so as to foster the birth of the nation-state. Thus, the aforemen-
tioned institutions were lifeworld colonizers of their respective time per-
iods. Even the early atavism of a bourgeois public sphere orbited around
the state in spite of having severed its ties to the court. They did so because
of their dependency on the state for legitimation, but also because these
early members of the public sphere were members of the bourgeois class;
that is, they were elites emanating from a “narrow” segment of Europe’s
population, “mainly educated, propertied men, and they conducted a
discourse not only exclusive of others but prejudicial to the interests of
those excluded” (Calhoun 1994: 3).

It should be noted that Habermas’s observation of bourgeois domi-
nance as one that still had to defer to the state is a distinctly different
reading from Marx, who condemned the intimate links between the state
and its capitalist class, one where the former does the bidding of the latter.
Habermas saw the public during Western European industrialization as
still “state-related” and state-dependent in that the public functioned as an
“apparatus with regulated spheres of jurisdiction” (1991: 18). From the
bourgeois public sphere, journals and literature emerged to address issues
related to the state, as did intellectuals aligned with merchants, bankers,
entrepreneurs, and manufacturers. Yet social changes were underway: the
press now had a purpose as the public sphere would transition toward
being a “reading public,” one that brought civil society into existence to
further depersonalize state authority. Aided by the press, which Habermas
notes had “developed a unique explosive power,” the public sphere was
slowly acquiring more sovereignty (1991: 20). However, the state was not
yet ready to be relegated to the periphery and opened up its own access to
the press, and “very soon the press was systematically made to serve the
interests of the state administration” (Habermas 1991: 22).

The first journals in the strict sense, ironically called “political journals,”
appeared weekly at first, and daily as early as the middle of the seventeenth
century. In those days private correspondence contained detailed and cur-
rent news about Imperial Diets, wars, harvests, taxes, transports of precious
metals, and, of course, reports on foreign trade. (Habermas 1991: 20).
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Elsewhere Habermas notes:

Besides the carriers of commercial and finance capitalism, a growing group
of entrepreneurs, manufacturers, and factory owners became dependent
upon measures taken by the state administration whose intent certainly
was not merely that of controlling commercial-entrepreneurial activity but
also of encouraging initiative through regulation. (1991: 23–24).

However, with a depersonalizing state that began to concede territory to
civil society, the bourgeois class then became the “real carrier of the
public” (Habermas 1991: 23), one that, in a nod to Hobbes, expressed
public opinion, consciousness, and conscience (Habermas 1991: 89–90).

This stratum of “bourgeois” was the real carrier of the public, which from
the outset was a reading public. Unlike the great urban merchants and
officials who, in former days, could be assimilated by the cultivated nobility
of the Italian Renaissance courts, they could no longer be integrated . . . into
the noble culture at the close of the Baroque period. Their commanding
status in the new sphere of civil society led instead to a tension between
“town” and “court.” (Habermas 1991: 23).

Just as importantly, private concerns within a confined spatial environ-
ment, what Oldenburg terms the first place, the environment of family
dynamics, now emerged into public discourse that expressed and attended
to issues related to household economics. The free market would soon
devour these concerns, outputting services and commodities that inserted
themselves into a burgeoning middle class and their households. Not
surprisingly, death and dying patterns experienced major shifts in social
and cultural configuration. The personal matters of death now became
subject to appropriation by macro-level institutions such as the healthcare,
deathcare, and media industries, systems that Habermas assigned coloniz-
ing and juridifying tendencies to. Systems, then, appear to exhibit a very
consistent historical tendency to consume public sphere discourse: con-
cerned communication by the public are appropriated by industry, the
contents of which are rendered catalytic in generating new products, and
returned to the public through juridification where warranties and warn-
ings related to its use are surfeit.

In the United States, one can see very explicitly the mediated manner in
which healthcare appropriates concerns about human health. For example,
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the numerous pharmaceutical medications that can be seen on television
advertisements, presented in familial or lifeworld backdrops where friends
and kin are in highly sociable settings, seem, on the surface, a lovely mise-
en-scène. A less critical observer may not realize that such scenarios already
serve as tropes for a colonized lifeworld. Indeed, the drug maker is “there”
with the folks at the barbecue suffering from acid reflux, there swimming
in a lake with fellow Baby Boomers, there with a group of characters who
suffer from incontinence, and there always in empathy. Then appears the
fine print on the side effects of the drug, the need to see your doctor or
physician to see if you qualify for the drug, the prohibitions of taking the
drug with another drug, etc., its textual exposition presented in diminutive
and narrow font typesetting so as much legal stipulation as possible can be
crammed into the video imagery.

Habermas’s critique of the mass media is not unlike the many sentiments
expressed by Café attendees, namely, that at this juncture in our social devel-
opment, “the mass media recommend themselves as addressees of personal
needs and difficulties, as authorities for advice on the problems of life” (1991:
172). Habermas reminds us to return democratic dynamics into the public
sphere because regardless of its atavisms, the public sphere is an ideal type.

Publicity was, according to its very idea, a principle of democracy not
because anyone could in principle announce with equal opportunity, his
personal inclinations, wishes, and convictions . . . it could only be realized in
the measure that these personal opinions could evolve through the rational-
critical debate of a public into public opinion. (Habermas 1991: 29).

Garnham argues that Habermas clearly distinguishes the public sphere
from that of the state and market and, as a result, positions the observer to
view “threats to democracy and the public discourses upon which it
depends” (1994: 361). The aforementioned conditions are why
Habermas believes that democracy remains an unfinished project: the
systems above actors are not democratic beyond institutional mechanisms
that allow for voting, which in itself can only occur intermittently through
political cycles. Beyond this election cyclicity, other systems are at work,
engaging in the process of colonizing the lifeworld, stifling democratic
deliberation. A quick transplantation of implications from our observa-
tions of past public spheres toward the present suggests that the process of
colonizing the lifeworld of mortality is still ongoing, with systems
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stigmatizing, if not technically controlling death talk in ways where a more
determinately free public sphere such as Death Cafés can counter.

Death Café participation by its attendees are thus taking place in a
Habermasian manner where “the public concern regarding the private
sphere of civil society was no longer confined to the authorities but was
considered by the subjects as one that was properly theirs” (Habermas
1991: 23). Social movement theorist such as Goldstone carves out just
enough analytical space to accommodate Habermas ideas when he notes
how democratic institutions provide “laws and practices in which citizens
and groups are given rights to assemble, speak, write and associate freely”
(2004: 333). Yet Goldstone forwards an erroneous position typically seen
in much of the social movement literature: that success of democracy is
still dependent on political action through “elections of officials or voting
on ballot issues” (2004: 333). In other words, the determinants of social
movement success must come from how it contests the state, and whether
the state acquiesces to or adopts the views of the social movement.
However, this condition is not sought after at Death Café meetings
given its frequent orientation toward transcendence (we will have more
to say about this orientation as it pertains to social movements in the final
chapter of my work).

The bourgeois-driven public sphere, in spite of its ability to insert itself
into society, ultimately declined in influence. By the mid-1800s, new
social conditions adjusted to the inadequacies of laissez-faire capitalism.
This prompted state transformation toward that of a welfare state where
provisions were provided for citizens by decree, a process that nonetheless
did not prevent the private and public from becoming amalgamated
further by consumerism and commercialism. In this manner, the “state
and society, once distinct, became interlocked” (Calhoun 1994: 21).
Habermas laments on how such developments allowed infiltration into
the lifeworld by a capitalist welfare state that is intimately tied to market
dynamics, thus obstructing venues for “conflicting private wills of rational
people” to “be brought into harmony” (Calhoun 1994: 18).

A key shortcoming in the public sphere thesis as it pertains to Death
Cafés needs to be addressed, however. Chief among these is that
Habermas conceptualizes the public sphere to be an ideal environment
for political discourse, the components of which constitute his commu-
nicative action theory (that is, how validity claims, mutual consensus,
intersubjective understanding function as communicative attributes for
political empowerment). Schudson forwards the same condition, that
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“the more people participate as citizens in politics, the closer one comes
to the idea of a public sphere” (1994: 147). Oreskes of the New York
Times echoes the same sentiment in that the “first generation raised with
television is a generation that participates less in democracy than any
before it” (1988). Yet Death Café activities are not political in the
conventional sense. Café attendees are not discussing empowerment
through systems or geopolitical dominance. Instead, Café participants
are seeking self-mastery and existential empowerment in spite of systems.
However, Death Cafés do exhibit instances of political expression that
reveal the character of a deliberative democracy “rooted in the intuitive
ideal” where “the justification of the terms and conditions of association
proceeds through public argument and reasoning among equal citizens”
(Cohen 1997: 72).

Although Habermas’s view that a colonized lifeworld within the public
sphere implies the latter’s transition away from a political function, the
public sphere remains relevant for our discussion because Oldenburg’s
notion of the third place offers a different reading of the public sphere,
where even in its apolitical function, such environments are still able to offer
abundant cues and strategies for personal and community empowerment.
Moreover, Oldenburg, unlike Habermas, did not see complete colonization
of the public sphere/third place. For Oldenburg, such environments are
alive and well, thriving in different degrees around the world, and are still
able to generate the sovereign and autonomous communicative content
that Habermas believes are needed for political and social change.

In spite of Habermas’s desire to construct the public sphere as a site for
the genesis of political change, Calhoun critiques Habermas for failing to
“address the power relations, the networks of communication, the topo-
graphy of issues, and the structure of influence of the public sphere except
in very general terms of the existence of factions and parties” (Calhoun
1994: 38). The conceptualization of the public sphere as colonized and
consequentially populated by passive nonactors is also an inconclusive
perspective, a view that Oldenburg would likely contest. At this juncture
and through cautious extrapolations that frame the Death Café as social
movement, it appears that public spheres can remain in continuous trans-
formation and thus function as social spaces that generate prototypical
social movements for grievances of the time. They may be apolitical
environments, but such a status in no way suggests they cannot transform
into politicized environments in the future. Death Cafés are located in this
fluid, liquid continuum.
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Because Habermas views public spheres as colonized, he is critiqued for
leaving out in his analysis the possibility for them to birth social move-
ments even if they are apolitical. He overlooks the link between social
movement participants who deliberately remain apolitical for now, but
later, reorient their movement to politically contest the state. Thus, Death
Cafés have the capacity to function as sites of political processes, but they
can just as well function as birthplaces where apolitical social movements
are born to address power relations and the many inequalities tied to
mortality. Even this germinating process was alluded to by Calhoun
himself: “Phenomena like nationalism, feminism, and gay, ethnic, or
youth consciousness often involve crucial redefinitions of the issues and
identities involved in political struggles” (1994: 34). That Death Cafés
now have a global presence suggests that it is already a mass movement,
albeit without the demonstrations inherent in many “out on the street”
protests.

Before we transitioning to our discussion of the third place, we
should heed Calhoun’s reminder that the efficacy of public spheres
lies “in the development of institutional bases,” that is, tangible spatial
environments (1994: 12). Although Habermas tends toward a dense,
almost mechanical process of elaboration in describing the public
sphere, Habermas at times spared himself theoretical labor and grounds
his theory. For example, he provides historically rich insights into such
physical spaces.

Around the middle of the seventeenth century . . . tea—first to be popular—
but also chocolate and coffee had become the common beverages of at least
the well-to-do strata of the population . . .By the first decade of the eight-
eenth century London already had 3,000 of them, each with a core group of
regulars. (Habermas 1991: 32).

In Lebert H. Weir’s classic Europe at Play, the mid 1930s saw thousands
of cafés throughout France. This amounted to an average of “one café to
about every fifty people” (Weir 1937: 437–438). Similarly, John
Gunther’s Twelve Cities notes that Paris alone had 13,977 sidewalk cafés
(Gunther 1967: 70). Coffee, an ideal stimulant for the requirements of the
market and a budding capitalism, became an essential part of European
life. Oldenburg, however, forwards a normative appreciation for the coffee
phenomena:
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Caffeine beverages encourage behavior different from that associated with
alcoholic drinks. How much of the difference may be attributed to the
chemicals themselves is difficult to ascertain; in either instance, behavior is
largely the product of cultural learning and may vary widely from one society
to the next. Yet there are definite patterns that cut across the world’s
cultures. In the Moslem world, where coffee drinking began, that beverage
is the “wine of Apollo, the beverage of thought dream, and dialectic.”
Similar effects are noted in the Christian world. Coffee spurs the intellect;
alcohol the emotions and the soma. Those drinking coffee are content to
listen contemplatively to music, while those drinking alcohol are inclined to
make music of their own. Dancing is commonly associated with the con-
sumption of alcoholic beverages but not at all with coffee sipping. Reading
material is widely digested in the world’s coffeehouses but not in the bars.
(1999: 184).

Insofar as how communicative dynamics unfold, Calhoun adds:

The conversation of these little circles branched out into affairs of state
administration and politics. Journals of opinion were created, which
linked the thousands of smaller circles in London and throughout the
country. These were often based at particular coffee houses and repli-
cated in their contents the style of convivial exchange. In France,
salons, public institutions located in private homes, played a crucial
role, bridging a literary public sphere dominated by aristocrats with the
emergent bourgeois political public sphere. In Germany, table societies
drew together especially academic but also other sorts of people.
(1994: 12).

Furthermore, Habermas notes how public spheres such as cafés allowed an
eroding aristocratic class to establish links with a burgeoning bourgeois
stratum that included intellectuals and merchants, as well as new members
of the middles class such as artisans and shopkeepers. Public spheres such
as cafés and salons thus became mechanisms of social change in that access
for members of the community was more informal. It also “embraced the
wider strata of the middle class, including craftsmen and shopkeepers,”
with wealthy shopkeepers visiting “coffee house several times a day” and
this “held true for the poor . . . as well” (Habermas 1991: 33). Such
publics spheres ultimately served to convey how civil society articulated
itself in ways that allowed the state authority to “correspond to its needs”
(Habermas 1991: 74). Only in later iterations of the public sphere did it
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become apparent that the state and media had, according to Habermas,
entered the purview of this last site of democratic expression, one that
could still be salvaged through communicative action, a process that
decolonizes juridified scripts pitched by the state and the market.

Unlike Oldenburg, Habermas neglects both the rhetorical and recrea-
tional aspects of communicative action. That too much emphasis has been
granted to political and economic dynamics in Habermas’s formulation of
the public sphere (Garnham 1994: 360) behooves us to, at this juncture,
enter a deeper discussion of Oldenburg’s notion of the third place. The
synchronicity between Oldenburg and Habermas is uncanny even though
the former’s work did not reference Habermas directly.

THE THIRD PLACE

Like Habermas, Ray Oldenburg’s The Great Good Place (1999) identifies
the significant relationship that third places have upon community life.
More so than even Habermas, Oldenburg’s notion of the third place is
most apt for explaining the atmosphere, the “vibe,” of Death Cafés. An
urban sociologist with wonderful historical and cross-cultural insights into
his rendering of this type of public space, Oldenburg’s notion of the third
place is discussed to remind readers that Death Café communicative
dynamics can frequently be lighthearted.

As noted at the outset of this chapter, the third place is that configured
and informal site of social interaction that welcomes informal communi-
cative dynamics within its public. Both Oldenburg and Habermas envision
the public setting as a site for contesting the juridified and regulatory
orders of systemic authority. The third place is, as notes Oldenburg,
“largely a world of its own making, fashioned by talk and quite indepen-
dent of the institutional order of the larger society” (1999: 48). For
Oldenburg, along with its ability to promote democratic practices at the
community level, third places also perform the vital function of “uniting
the neighborhood” (1999: xvii). Third places such as bars, hair salons, and
coffeehouses, allow citizens to engage in talk and “let loose.” Oldenburg
concedes that the term is quite generic, but nonetheless sees the utility in
employing it to describe “a variety of public places that host the regular,
voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals
beyond the realms of home and work” (1999: 16). Indeed, the home is
not a third, but the “first place” where the conjugal family lives privately
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and informally. Work constitutes the “second place” as it is where public
life is formalized. Both are unable to enhance community interaction.

The consequences of the Industrial Revolution were, for Oldenburg,
a pivotal period insofar as community dynamics are concerned. For
Oldenburg, the line between first and second places was blurred prior
to industrial development in Western Europe and the United States.
That is, work was often done from home be it through the skilled artisan
or the farmer working the land. However, with the advent of industrial
output, mass production, and mass consumption, the boundary between
place of work and place of residence was demarcated. Consequently, this
demarcation removed “productive work from the home and . . .morality,
and spirit from family life” (1999: 16). Work and private environments
thus became clearly distinct and in between these two spheres exists the
third place. For Oldenburg, third places have tremendous staying power
in spite of transformations to the family and work environments. Indeed,
this community anchor point had been established “long before this
separation, and so our term is a concession to the sweeping effects of
the Industrial Revolution and its division of life into private and public
spheres” (1999: 16).

Third places, however, are not to be essentialized as their presence and
atmosphere reveal differing cultural predilections and sentiments toward
such environments. Cultural, economic, and political dynamics across the
present and across time configure the size, the dispersion, and the atmo-
sphere of third places. Oldenburg’s global travels and analyses have
resulted in some interesting findings: third places in the United States
have a very weak presence in urban life, hinting at our population’s fear of
public spaces. Oldenburg notes rather unflatteringly, “In newer American
communities . . . third places are neither prominent nor prolific . . . one may
encounter people rather pathetically trying to find some spot in which to
relax and enjoy each others’ company” (1999: 17). However, in Ireland,
France, or Greece—indeed much of Europe—third places have an impor-
tant function in the daily life of its urban residents. Oldenburg’s examina-
tion of continental Europe’s long chronology of relying on third places for
community life makes us appreciate how cities like London and Paris have
since welcomed yet another iteration of the third place in the guise of
Death Cafés.

Oldenburg argued that third places have since a therapeutic effect
upon residents of urban society and laments how little research has been
undertaken on this area of social life. Although urban resources that
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reduce stress through rituals such as yoga and gym activities abound, the
third place involves dynamics that are the “people’s own remedy for
stress, loneliness, and alienation” (1999: 20). Having traveled around
the world to explore Vienna, Austria’s coffeehouses, English pubs in
London, cafés in France, the Italian taberna, and a variety of venues
here in the United States, Oldenburg notes how third places function as
neutral grounds in the community where people can be “most alive” and
“most themselves” (1999: 20). In urban environments that discourage
such forms of association, many “withdraw to privacy as turtles into their
shells,” and people become lonely “in the midst of many” (1999: 203).
Oldenburg also incisively notes how third places “remain among the very
few places where the generations still enjoy one another’s company”
(1999: xx). Oldenburg goes as far as proclaiming how “nothing con-
tributes as much to one’s sense of belonging to a community as much as
‘membership’ in a third place” (1999: xxiii).

Third places are sites of public life that counter notions of the city as
being alienating places where, as urban sociologists like Lofland (1973)
notes, we are forced to cope with strangers on a daily basis. At Death
Cafés, however, the anxiety about a stranger-filled public is tamed as each
Café event progresses. Friendships and camaraderie among strangers are
fostered in ways that allow one to argue that Death Cafés bring strangers
together and allow them the option of leaving, at the very least, as
potential if not bona fide friends. Third places are where community is
most “upbeat” and “cheerful,” and where the art of conversation consti-
tutes its main activity and is a “lively game” (1999: 20–29). For
Oldenburg, the third place is the place where that “lone stranger . . . is
most apt to become a regular” (1999: 35). Although Oldenburg discusses
in much detail how cafés, book stores, and hair salons function as third
places, it is the cafés, bars, and pubs of the neighborhood that tend to
function as social lubricants to remove many interpersonal inhibitions.
Successful third place cafés, bars, or pubs are deliberately cozy and have
jovial environments that provide for its patrons what Oldenburg terms as
“spiritual tonic” (1999). Most relevant for our understanding of the
Death Café as a third place, is how the venues are just as effective in the
process of “leveling” all patrons’ social statuses so that “honest expression
triumphs over sophistication” (1999: 125).

Oldenburg views the presence of leveling at third places as a model of
how a healthy democratic society can interact communally. Third place
leveling functions as a social lubricant by allowing those who live in
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poverty, for example, to have a social experience where daily life struggle is
made to lose “much of its sting,” simply because the “disadvantaged can
be accepted as equals” (1999: 25); that is, a medical doctor might enjoy a
beer with a custodian while a small business owner discusses the travails of
business with a chaplain. In ideal situations, leveling is also good for
business, as it does not formally engage in a politics of exclusion against
certain types of patrons. Indeed, if a particular theme or polemic is to be
addressed, leveling allows for communicative action to proceed. By func-
tioning to be inclusive of all patrons through leveling, social status in third
places become relatively muted and allows for the forwarding of
Habermasian validity claims, activation of associated discourses, and the
establishment of intersubjectivity and, ideally, mutual consensus.

“Membership” in third place groups depends upon coming to terms with
people who, on certain subjects . . . one doesn’t agree with . . .Membership
also means that sometimes, one’s pet ideas don’t go over with the group.
They don’t agree. Unlike that association based on ideology or “political
correctness,” or scapegoating, one’s ideas don’t “cost you” in third place
gatherings . . .One intrudes an idea and the others may nod, or groan, or
frown, or laugh but nothing is lost. It’s all rather like a good classroom.
(Oldenburg 1999: xxv).

Across the present and across time, cafés, bars, bookstores, and hair
salons have functioned to offer the community an environment where
people get to know one another. Drawing from his historical and cross-
cultural examination of the third places in Western Europe and the United
States, Oldenburg correlates these third places more explicitly in the
context of two centuries’ worth of urban development, which
Oldenburg views critically. The view that urban development is somehow
parasitic of community is not new. The discourse of urban planning and
urban sociology frequently categorizes scholars with such views as
“decline of community” theorists. Arguably, classics such as Gratz’s won-
derful work The Living City (1989) as well as Von Eckhardt’s Back to the
Drawing Board (1978), both of which address urban discontents and
empowerment at the neighborhood level, fall into this category, as does
Oldenburg’s work.

Oldenburg is critical of the seeming ignorance urban residents have
about urban stressors that bombard their lives. For Oldenburg, many thus
fail to appreciate how “relieving stress can just as easily be built into an
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urban environment as those features which produce stress” (1999: 10).
Many communities stand idly by when developers with their modernist
orientations insert large and planned structures that are conducive to
economism, but not community, into their neighborhoods. Even though
Oldenburg’s critique of modern environments without third places hints
at his nostalgia, that Oldenburg considers the dearth of third places as
unsuitable for healthy human habitation needs to be seriously considered.
Indeed, Oldenburg views US urban environments as one that discourages
human association. One consequence of this behavior is that it allows
urban environments to continue their reproduction of alienating urban
configurations:

Without such places, the urban area fails to nourish the kinds of relationships
and the diversity of human contact that are the essence of the city. Deprived of
these settings, people remain lonely within their crowds. The only predictable
social consequence of technological advancement is that they will grow ever
more apart from one another . . .America does not rank well on the dimension
of her informal public life and less well now than in the past. Increasingly, her
citizens are encouraged to find their relaxation, entertainment, companion-
ship, even safety, almost entirely within the privacy of homes that have become
more a retreat from society than a connection to it. (1999: xxix).

Like Habermas, Oldenburg gives pride of place to conversation and com-
munication. Although Habermas sees a trajectory for public sphere eman-
cipation born from communicative action that attends to how some
citizens' lifeworlds have been colonized, Oldenburg accommodates the
recreational, even apolitical contexts of the third place:

Nothing more clearly indicates a third place than that the talk there is good;
that it is lively, scintillating, colorful, and engaging. The joys of association in
third places may initially be marked by smiles and twinkling eyes, by hand-
shaking and backslapping, but they proceed and are maintained in pleasurable
and entertaining conversation . . . . Within its circles, the art of conversation is
preserved against its decline in the larger spheres, and evidence of this claim is
abundant . . . .Even the sharper wits must refrain from dominating conversa-
tion, for all are there to hold forth as well as to listen (1999: 26–28).

In this regard, Oldenburg suggests that conversation and the character of
the talk has the potential to create a powerful transcending effect upon
third place communicators. In the context of Death Cafés, the surrender
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and catch episodes conveyed during communicative action constitute the
elements of such transcendence.

Although Oldenburg frequently emphasizes how third places are social
spaces where friendships are formed and maintained, he also identifies a
few unwelcome personality types or groups that detract from third places,
the first of which is the uncommunicative bore. To spot the “bores” of the
third places, one need only observe the patron that speaks too loudly and
too much—a means of compensating for their lack of wit. Boring patrons
cause jovial patrons to feel impatient. Body language is first to articulate
this state, as some may simply leave the group or find other means of
creating an exit strategy. Bores, for Oldenburg, affect intragroup dynamics
and relationships dramatically. Another group that has been criticized for
detracting from third place environments is the “college crowd.”
Oldenburg is agitated by this demographic. However, Oldenburg ulti-
mately concedes about his own complicity during his younger days, when
his “gang discovered a marvelous place at the edge of our college town
and presumed to take it over in great number” (1999: 131). A more
charitable view can be found in the archetype of the “shy” person, a
category of individuals not explicitly addressed by Oldenburg. One can
surmise, however, that introverts at third places become the personal
projects of an articulate extrovert and the shy person is invariably drawn
out of his/her comfort zone.

The bore and college crowd, and even undergraduate students, were
nowhere to be found at the Death Cafés presented in this work.
Instead, there is a genuine desire by primarily the Baby Boomers that
attend to converse, to ask, and to listen without what Childs describes
as a “politics of conversion” (2003). Although leveling dynamics at
Death Cafés exist by design (attributed to facilitator configuration of
the environment), it also manifests as a very natural ethos in the
collective of attendees. Death Café attendees know they are part of
something unique, and that as a result, desire to share as well as listen
to alternative and creative ways of conceptualizing, confronting, and
coping with mortality.

The “problem” of bores and college students aside, Oldenburg quotes
architectVictorGruen,whoobserves thatwe construct “civic centers that are
concentration camps for bureaucrats, who are thus prevented frommingling
with common folks” (Gruen 1964; cited in Oldenburg 1999: 69). In a
prescient observation, Gruen adds how these conditions “explain why they
lose their touch with and understanding of the problems of the latter”
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(Gruen 1964; cited in Oldenburg 1999: 69). Unlike Habermas who saw a
bourgeois public sphere established by those who benefitted from the
growth of the market, and thus now needed to have public environments
where like-minded merchants, industrialists, and technocrats can convey
information, Oldenburg notes that the increasingly prosperous middle
class retreated or escaped from—invoking Fromm—the freedoms that did
exist outside in the “world and its confusions” (1999: 26). The retreat in
Oldenburg’s generation was one of escaping into television, which for
Oldenburg “really isn’t interesting enough to garner all the blame heaped
upon it” (1999: xxiii); for us today, such escapes take place through social
media and online activities. Consequently, such an escape from community
means that residents erroneously equate urban dynamics and stimuli with ill
health, and private dynamics with good health, that the “causes of stress are
social but the cures are individual” (1999: 10).

Like Habermas, Oldenburg also sees corporations colonizing the areas
ideal for third places, without which no factories, chain restaurants, and
large membership-driven stores—what he terms nonplaces—could exist.
In the process, systemic forces turn the individual into a customer, shop-
per, client, or patient, “a body to be seated, an address to be billed, a car to
be parked” (1999: 205). Compartmentalized residents, disciplined by
consumerist architecture thus become constrained and constricted from
self-actualization. The individual, disciplined, regulated, and controlled, is
thus exposed to corporate stimuli where a “familiar logo beckons” by
offering the “predictable and the familiar to the nation’s nomads” yet
“offers a real place to nobody” (1999: 205). Extending the critique of
nonplaces into the televisual realm—and by implication a critique that
applies to online activities as well—Oldenburg exhibits parallel concerns as
Habermas about the effects of a colonized lifeworld upon a community’s
communicative action dynamics.

Currently, Americans spend about 90 percent of their leisure time in their
homes. Is the figure so high because home life is so attractive or is it because
we have created a world beyond the home that no longer offers relaxed and
inexpensive companionship with others, a commodity once as easily
obtained as a stroll down the street? (1999: 214)?

Oldenburg recounts Pierre Salinger’s positive experiences living in France:
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The French, of course, have solved the problem of place. The Frenchman’s
daily life sits firmly on a tripod consisting of home, place of work, and another
setting where friends are engaged during the midday and evening aperitif
hours, if not earlier and later. In the United States the middle classes particu-
larly are attempting a balancing act on a bipod consisting of home and work.
That alienation, boredom, and stress are endemic among us is not surprising.
For most of us, a third of life is either deficient or absent altogether, and the
other two-thirds cannot be successfully integrated into a whole. (1999: 15).

In tandem with Habermas, Oldenburg forwards a solution on how to
contest a mediated public sphere:

The best counter to the harmful and alien influence that the media too often
represents are face-to-face groups in which people participate in discussion
of what is important to them and how to preserve it. And here, perhaps, is
where the media does its greatest damage. The delivered newspaper and the
piped-in voices of radio and television encourage people to stay in their
homes. Time spent in isolation is time lost to affiliation. (1999: 77).

Whereas Habermas viewed the public sphere as a site where democracy
can begin to be revived through communicative action, Oldenburg envi-
sions the solution beginning with the rejection of components of media-
tion such as television, radio, and news. Through public spheres such as a
Death Café third place

people get to know one another and to like one another and then to care for
one another. When people care for one another, they take an interest in their
welfare; and this is a vastly superior form of welfare than that obtained by
governmental programs (italics added). It is based on mutual consent, gen-
uine empathy, and real understanding of people’s situations. Nobody is a
“case.” (Oldenburg 1999: xxi).

In an observation that captures the dynamics of many Death Café public
spheres:

Third place association is upbeat because of the freedom of expression that it
encourages. It is freedom from the obligations of social roles and the styles
and demeanor with which those roles must be played. Here, individuals may
uncork that which other situations require them to bottle up. (Oldenburg
1999: 58).
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Such concerns are not new, however. Aside from those articulated by
our Death Café participants during my attendances, by the Cold War
period Frankfurt School theorist Herbert Marcuse and his ilk of Critical
Theory thinkers, of which Habermas is an intellectual scion of, were
warning humanity about how ubiquitous advertisement and consumerism
were turning people into “one-dimensional” beings that had lost all ability
for independent thinking. Indeed, the role of technology in the process of
turning citizens into one dimensional beings is hardly neutral, but in the
final instance explicitly serves “the politics of domination” (Marcuse 1964:
80). Marcuse cites that one major consequence of this “institutional
desublimation” where third places are erased from urban life is the “con-
quest of transcendence,” a condition where superficiality prevails in ways
that prevent consciousness raising and emancipation (1964: 79).
Oldenburg shares these same sentiments and laments how

our postwar residential areas are extremely hostile to strangers, outsiders,
and new residents of the area . . .The city and the neighborhood suffer as
well when there is a failure to integrate newcomers and enlist their good
services to the betterment of community life . . . third places offer the great
ease of association so important to community life. (1999: xviii).

Oldenburg and Habermas do not always theoretically synchronize their
respective notions of third places and public spheres. For example,
Oldenburg never explicitly addressed to what degree a venue is a third
place if it is established with varied schedules, as in Betsy and Lisa’s
scheduling of Death Cafes to take place at different coffee shops, restau-
rants, and café-like environments during the year. Although other Death
Café organizers are rooted to particular cafés, restaurants, or diners that
allow for a contingent of people to engage in death talk, to what degree
third place dynamics can continue to build community with this format, as
in Betsy’s more “mobile” Death Cafés, was not addressed. Indeed,
Oldenburg views third places as rooted in the community where “regu-
lars” can frequent their favorite third place establishment. This difference
is significant because some Death Café configurations (as in those that take
place at different sites) prevent “regulars” from grounding themselves in
the community. The liberty I have taken with Oldenburg’s formulations is
to still conceive Death Cafés, even if they change venues, as bona fide third
places. The key attributes of third places are all present (save its physical
rootedness in, say a neighborhood block): it importantly remains a
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“neutral ground upon which people may gather” (1999: 22), allows
people—and in the case of Death Cafés, strangers—to be themselves,
privileges great conversation, builds solidarity and community, and
encourages a leveling of status, a primary factor for why class, income,
and occupational data were not disclosed by Café attendees who partici-
pated in this research.

Another key difference between Habermas’s formulation of the public
sphere and Oldenburg’s third place is that, as earlier noted, the latter
infused joy and recreation into third place environments. Habermas
neglected to observe this type of communicative dynamic because his
notion of the public sphere/third place was oriented toward the political.
For Habermas, the public sphere’s success is contingent upon commu-
nicative action geared toward encouraging citizens to engage in con-
testations against oppressive macro-level institutions. Only in such a
manner could democracy complete itself as a project. While
Habermas’s public sphere ultimately served as a node for making clarion
calls for mobilization, Oldenburg’s formulation gave pride of place to
being “present” within community establishments, even if those gath-
ered did nothing else but convey memories from halcyon days. In this
regard, Oldenburg was as critical of failing and/or eroding third places as
Habermas was of a public sphere increasingly being colonized by social
systems.

Both Habermas and Oldenburg would agree, however, that the main
activity for third places must be conversation in, ideally, a cheerful and
inclusive environment for its patrons. For Oldenburg, third places exhibit
the pattern where every patron talks the right amount, for leveling
dynamics would never allow any particular patron to monopolize the
conversation for any extended length of time. Social status—muted within
the third place—does not dictate who is spoken to and/or when one
speaks. Third places are places that are welcoming, are informal, and
emphasize happiness, humor and wit, exclusively relied-upon communica-
tion styles that engage patrons in “dramatic” conversations. Only through
such dynamics can patrons escape the daily grind of life according to
Oldenburg. In the United States, Oldenburg saw less promise, noting
that “many public establishments reverberate with music played so loudly
that enjoyable conversation is impossible” (1999: 30).

Most pertinent for our discussion of Death Café death talk is how both
Habermas and Oldenburg consider public spheres/third places as envir-
onments that are indicative of a healthy democracy. Even third places can
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be envisioned as prototypical political environments in spite of it being
rendered by Oldenburg as primarily a cathartic if not recreational social
space for community life. Habermas almost shares in Oldenburg’s alacrity
but orients his gaze toward how members of public spheres can decolo-
nize lifeworld colonization. Oldenburg accommodates these same
dynamics but allows alternative attributes of group dynamics based on
joy and recreation to surface, attributes that can include healthy banter
without the perfunctory “requirement” to primarily engage in expressing
validity claims, anticipating discourse responses, and repeating the same
process each time a participant forwards a new argument. Oldenburg’s
third place is more playful than Habermas’s public sphere. Yet founda-
tionally, both were serious about how such public environments embo-
died and articulated democracy. Here, Habermas and Oldenburg’s mining
of history in their respective works reminds readers of the significance of
public spheres and third places for social change.

Should public spheres/third places such as cafés contest the state too
aggressively, Habermas provides a seventeenth-century account found in
Emden’s (1956) work The People and the Constitution:

Already in the 1670s the government had found itself compelled to issue
proclamations that confronted the dangers bred by the coffee-house discus-
sions. The coffee houses were considered seedbeds of political unrest: “Men
have assumed to themselves a liberty, not only in coffee-houses, but in other
places and meetings, both public and private, to censure and defame the
proceedings of the State, by speaking evil of things they understand not, and
endeavoring to create and nourish universal jealousies and dissatisfaction in
the minds of all His Majesties good subjects.” (cited in Habermas 1991: 59).

For Oldenburg, this is not unprecedented. Citing similar responses by the
state from throughout history to the present, from Scandinavian countries
to Saudi Arabia, from Hungary to the Third Reich, and lest we forget, to
the North Korea among others, governments can ill afford to allow coffee-
houses or other types of third places to proliferate lest people would
congregate to find “fault with the countries’ rulers” (1999: xxiv).
Oldenburg further adds that the process of “controlling local influences”
has been ongoing for centuries (1999: 76). As such, Oldenburg is ada-
mant that if third places “run counter to the type of political control
exercised in totalitarian societies, so they are essential to the political
processes of a democracy” (1999: 67).
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Third places are political fora of great importance. In many countries the
emergent solidarity of labor owed strictly to the profusion of cafés in which
the workers discussed their common problems, realized their collective
strength, and planned their strikes and other strategies. Though many credit
an “enlightened” congress with the anti-segregation laws of the sixties, none
of it would have happened but for prior assembly in black churches all over
the South. (1999: xxiv).

And herein lies the utility of Oldenburg’s elaboration: not only do third
places at the very least have political inclinations, they are often politicized
by a variety of disciplines that inform the human condition. He notes how
“politics is not the only important subject discussed in third places.
Philosophy, geography, urban development, psychology, history, and a
great many others are entertained” in ways where urgent debate and
communicative action behooves participants to “air their notions in
front of critics” (1999: xxv). Oldenburg thus makes visible the dynamics
of how communicative action decolonizes the lifeworld:

If Americans generally find it difficult to appreciate the political value of
third places, it is partly because of the great freedom of association that
Americans enjoy. In totalitarian societies, the leadership is keenly aware of
the political potential of informal gathering places and actively discourages
them. (Oldenburg 1999: 66).

In a closing amalgamation of Habermas and Oldenburg, one can
envision how leveling at third places constitutes an important dynamic of
communicative action, allowing for the validity claims and discourse
responses to surface. The welcoming of communicative themes draws
out the most democratic energies of community that can be made to
challenge norm-free juridification from systems colonizing the lifeworld.
This is a significant example of where and how democratic practices can
continue beyond election cycles, and where it cannot continue if situated
inside totalitarian systems. For example, in the United States it is not
uncommon for bar patrons to gather together and lambast their current
political leaders with tremendous vitriol. However, the same situation
could never occur in the current North Korea. Oldenburg’s orientation
is that he takes some of the most taken for granted urban environments
and assigns them an important community, if not political, status, one that
points how democracy can unfold in informal urban settings. Habermas’s
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efforts document the evolution of the public sphere in ways that reveal
how within its confines the lifeworld was slowly and methodically colo-
nized, and how communicative action could be harnessed to decolonize
such a lifeworld.

The next chapter concludes my examination of the Death Café.
Chapter 7 frames key concepts and narratives about mortality discussed
in the context of the Death Café as a social movement. It also forwards the
view that the ubiquity of risks in modern society is prompting actors such
as Café participants to confront their mortality as a preemptive means for
thriving in a world of risks. Doing so requires a reexamination of social
movement literature, literature that harbors some important blinds spots
about how movements need not contest the state to forward social
change. By illustrating the Death Café as such a movement, I provide
some theoretical considerations on how the movement’s death identity,
inculcated in the consciousness of Café participants, allows them to find
fulfillment in life and living. It is this development, honed by repeated
communicative action episodes around the United States and the world,
that signal how participants of such a movement have begun the process of
decolonizing their lifeworlds. Such a process is made possible by a collec-
tive death identity that is based on defogging the lens and decluttering the
minds of those who dare confront their own death and dying.
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CHAPTER 7

Decolonizing the Lifeworld of Death

The cremation of Gandhi (1948). Photographer unknown.
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In the process of establishing its social contours, the Death Café has
evolved into an existential social movement. Matters related to one’s
existence and mortality are now confronted in ways that ensconce Death
Cafés in local communities around the world. Through death talk’s deco-
lonization of the lifeworld, participants engage in a process of redefining
and reassessing mortality on their own terms, revealing thematic concerns
that people have about their finite existence, in an age where much denial
about mortality obfuscates the process. Conceptualizing the Death Café as
social movement is also possible for a variety of other reasons.

One key reason is that Café participants are in the process of collectively
engaging with the theme of mortality by controlling how it is framed, a
crucial task that allows for the visibility of the social movement and the
continued conveyance of its message by movement participants, and
emphatically, not by the system. For example, Death Café facilitators
such as Betsy, Lisa, Karen, and Jon are versed with sharing healthy mortal-
ity themes through social media and online websites. The official Death
Café webpage also promotes an underlying theme of mortality, reinforced
by art contributed by visitors as well as a large interactive global map that
shows where Death Cafés are taking place. Their mission statement articu-
lates a community approach toward mortality and underscores the impor-
tance of a death identity: “At a Death Café people drink tea, eat cake and
discuss death. Our aim is to increase awareness of death to help people
make the most of their (finite) lives” (deathcafe.com).

Informative discussions on how social movements are framed can be
found in the work of Hunt, Benford, and Snow (1994) as well as Snow
and Soule (2010), all of whom derive their cues from Erving Goffman’s
classic work Frame Analysis (1974). For Snow and Soule (2010), a social
movement’s efficacious use of framing involves three crucial dynamics.
The first is for activist-oriented actors to engage in diagnostic framing
where problematic social issues are laid bare, defined clearly, and pro-
vided with potential solutions that are needed to resolve the issues. As a
process, diagnostic framing “involves two signifying activities: the first is
the problematization of life; the second is the attribution of blame or
responsibility for the problematized conditions or state of affairs” (Snow
and Soule 2010: 51). The second dynamic of framing involves prognostic
framing, a process that gives structure to movement action strategies, a
needed task for ensuring that the movement achieves success. Prognostic
framing thus presents the types of action that the movement should
pursue to remedy the problem (Snow and Soule 2010: 176).
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Diagnostic and prognostic framing processes constitute the core of Death
Café communicative action. Through these two ontological nodes, valid-
ity claims and discourse responses are formulated in ways that constitute
death talk in situ.

The final dynamic of framing that helps us understand how the Death
Café can be envisioned as a social movement is how Café attendees—
but especially through our facilitators such as Betsy, Lisa, Jon, and
Karen, along with other Café facilitators around the world—are engaged
in motivational framing, a process of consciously and mindfully generat-
ing “solidary incentives and moral incentives” (Snow and Soule 2010:
137) so that participants can be inspired to engage in social change.
Throughout this work, the contentions that have been employed to
underscore such processes can be seen through Death Café communi-
cative action, one that obviates the need to seize the state apparatus for
influencing public policies for immediate, if not generational empower-
ment. In spite of this benevolent approach, Death Café communicative
action and motivational framing still entail “the construction of voca-
bularies of motive that prods to action by, among other things, amplify-
ing reasons for participation that override feared risks” (Snow and Soule
2010: 137). Motivation framing is often articulated toward the closing
of a Death Café so that participants leave inspired to attend more Death
Cafés if not start their own, a theme often voiced by Betsy and Lisa as
well as other Café facilitators. This is death praxis, the process by which
motivation framing aims to provide for its constituents some degree of
transcendence and emancipation, practiced with the community as it con-
fronts the symbiotic themes of life and death. Such motivational dynamics
approximate some attributes of what Benford (1993a, 1993b) documen-
ted as types of motivation themes employed by activists of the nuclear
disarmament movement: (1) the need to point to the severity of circum-
stances; (2) the necessity of conveying an urgent need for action; (3) the
need for participants to be efficacious in their role as activists; that is, they
have the power to effect change; and (4) that there are moral obligations to
participate.

The aforementioned framing processes, along with corresponding dis-
courses, conviviality, and humor that surface during Death Café gather-
ings are employed in ways that allow participants to experience what Doug
McAdam describes as “cognitive liberation,” noted in the classic work
Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency (1982: 48-51).
For Kurzman, the profundity of such liberation takes root in an “oppressed
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people’s ability to break out of pessimistic and quiescent patterns of thought
and begin to do something about their situation” (1996: 154). That
McAdam was able to identify cognitive liberation as catalytic for social
movements suggests how surrender and catches and not escaping from
freedoms (to author one’s mortality) operate at Death Café gatherings. It
is in this existentializing process where the group inspires the individual to
author a personal view on one’s path toward end of life that makes the
Death Café a unique social movement that somewhat defies conclusive
categorization.

Finally, we can conceptualize the Death Café as a social movement
because it has an ethos based on action for community death talk as a
means toward an authentic, good life and death, a process still calibrating
its reflexivity into a sharper narrative. In this regard, Death Cafés’ promo-
tion of accepting mortality by decluttering life, thereby allowing for an
ostensibly more sincere approach toward managing action for life and living
and death and dying, constitutes sentiments of a death identity: that if we
keep our mortality close, death and dying can thus be prepared for meta-
physically, logistically, and even legalistically. For Café attendees, death and
dying will also be able to instruct us on how to live life to its fullest. And it
reminds participants that it may be prudent, in certain instances, to contest
medical micromanagement of mortality upon a dying person’s body.
Harboring such an ethos, the Death Café as a movement is thus not
exclusively ideational and metaphysical but promotes logistical and situa-
tional awareness of one’s corporeal existence. A glimpse in how some
American citizens have been able to achieve this goal can be seen in the
increasing acceptance of assisted dying (Dugan 2015).

The most recent manifestation of such acceptance can be seen in the
passage of California’s End of Life Option Act in Fall of 2015, proposed by
those who view death as a process and moment that can be dignified. States
such as Oregon, Washington, and Texas already have their death with
dignity legislations while other states are fighting for this option through
political processes. The important cases of BrittanyMaynard and BetsyDavis
come to mind. Brittany employed Oregon’s Death with Dignity Law to end
her life after being diagnosed with terminal brain cancer. In an article
published by CNN after her passing on November 2, 2014, she wrote:

I’ve had the medication for weeks. I am not suicidal. If I were, I would have
consumed that medication long ago. I do not want to die. But I am dying.
And I want to die on my own terms . . . I would not tell anyone else that he
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or she should choose death with dignity. My question is: Who has the right
to tell me that I don’t deserve this choice? That I deserve to suffer for weeks
or months in tremendous amounts of physical and emotional pain? Why
should anyone have the right to make that choice for me? (Maynard 2014).

Brittany continues:

Having this choice at the end of my life has become incredibly important.
It has given me a sense of peace during a tumultuous time that otherwise
would be dominated by fear, uncertainty and pain. Now, I’m able to move
forward in my remaining days or weeks I have on this beautiful Earth, to
seek joy and love and to spend time traveling to outdoor wonders of nature
with those I love. And I know that I have a safety net . . .

I hope for the sake of my fellow American citizens . . . I hope that you
would at least be given the same choice and that no one tries to take it from
you. When my suffering becomes too great, I can say to all those I love, “I
love you; come be by my side, and come say goodbye as I pass into
whatever’s next.” I will die upstairs in my bedroom with my husband,
mother, stepfather and best friend by my side and pass peacefully. I can’t
imagine trying to rob anyone else of that choice. (Maynard 2014).

Less than a year after California passed its End of Life Option Act, Betsy
Davis, afflicted with Lou Gehrig’s disease, gathered her family and friends
for a farewell party in Ojai, California. According to Betsy’s sister, Kelly
Davis, “What she really wanted was for everyone to reconnect. I think she
knew what she was doing—she was creating a support group” (Bever
2016). Betsy’s friend, Niels Alpert, noted how “she knew she would rather
take control of her final destiny before she . . .was totally helpless.” He
further added: “She was very happy to see her best friends and most
beloved family members, so that aspect was joyful. Of course, underneath
that, we were all feeling a deep sense of pain and grief.” At the invitation to
her own farewell party, Betsy wrote:

First, you are all very brave for sending me off on my journey . . .Thank you
so much for traveling the physical and emotional distance for me. These
circumstances are unlike any party you have attended before, requiring
emotional stamina, centeredness, and openness. I strongly encourage you
all to connect with every person at the party—this will not only benefit you
but me as well.
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She continued:

There are no rules. Wear what you want. Speak your mind. Dance, hop, chant,
sing, pray . . .but do not cry in front of me. Okay, one rule. But it is important
to me that our last interactions in this dimension are joyful and light. If you
need to cry, there will be designated crying areas . . .or just find a corner. One
of the symptoms of ALS is uncontrollable laughing/crying. So, in effect, I’m
not crying because of you, but merely because my neurons are having a
meltdown. However, if I laugh, it probably is because of you. (Bever 2016).

If every human being understood end of life objectively as one of
corporeality through a cessation of vital functions, then the drive for
collective inspiration and empowerment through a death identity becomes
a moot point. However, the presence of Death Cafés point to a greater
need by people to confront what constitutes or is beyond the objective.
For Anthony Giddens, an objective view of death is but a myopic view of
mortality. The cases of Brittany Maynard and Betsy Davis, along with data
presented in this work, point to how community and people who contest
systemic control of mortality are doing so from not an objective starting
point, but from subjective and intersubjective dynamics that can accom-
modate the liminalities of meanings and generated profundities that
emerge from confronting mortality.

In a purely biological sense, death is relatively unproblematic—the cessation
of the physiological functions of an organism. Kierkegaard points out that,
in contrast to biological death, “subjective death” is an “absolute
uncertainty” . . .The existential problem is how to approach subjective
death . . . for if we cannot understand “subjective death,” then death is no
more or less than the transition from one being to non-being; and the fear of
non-being becomes one of the primal anxieties . . . (Giddens 1991: 49).

The cases ofMaynard andDavis notwithstanding, through death talk seen
at our Death Cafés, participants are primarily subverting systemic rendering
of their lives not so much in a revolutionary manner but more so as a
transcendental and transformational approach that requires a sociological
imagination of death, a process undertaken by Death Café participants very
much ahead of schedule. Giddens eloquently describes this process:

Thinking back to the past, to the first experience of death of another person,
allows one to begin to ferret out hidden feelings about death. Looking
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ahead in this case involves contemplating the years of life which the person
believes remain, and imagining the setting of one’s own future death. An
imaginary confrontation with death allows the question to be posed all over
again: “What to do?” (Giddens 1991: 74)?

Thus, to see the Death Café movement as somewhat subversive is not inaccu-
rate: attendees gather to contest the oversimplification and cheapening of
what is a significant social experience in the human condition. In the process,
they identify distortions that are parasitic upon the lucidity needed for con-
fronting our mortality as well as how to outmaneuvering them. As can be seen
by our Café participants, many attendees view their own death and dying
experience as one of collective assembly that—in spite of its inflections
through culture, philosophy, spirituality, and religiosity—celebrates commu-
nity and self-empowerment by only minimally accommodating systemic ren-
derings of mortality.

Beyond these conditions the Death Café need not have any other pur-
pose for there can be no corporeal victory over mortality. Confronting
this facticity, Café participants are embarked on a movement that declut-
ters, exhibiting raw sensibilities toward truths for those who dare to
confront them. These raw truths occupy large swathes of the human
condition between the antipodes of birth and death. Allaying one’s fear
of death and dying, along with its implications—the potential aloneness
imposed on the dying self and the potential state of self-extinction, or its
converse—Café participants appear to be aware of how the search for
systemic answers yields little depth. These issues, confronted by Café
participants through the inflections of culture, rationality, spirituality,
and religiosity, henceforth assist their acceptance of death and dying as a
means to decolonize the lifeworld. The Death Café lifeworld is that vital
public sphere and third place where life actions can hint at some sort of
sovereign control over one’s horizon of mortality. Without searching for
these horizons, Café participants are fully aware in their own way that
juridified and norm-free systems will establish control of one’s life and
death experiences.

IS THE DEATH CAFÉ MOVEMENT A “NEW” SOCIAL MOVEMENT?
Many scholars of social movements would classify the Death Café as a new
social movement (NSM), with Alberto Melucci (1980) originating the
term (see also Boyte 1977; Touraine 1971, 1977, 1981, 1985; Habermas
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1981; Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994; Melucci 1980, 1985, 1989, 1994,
1996; Jasper 1997; Lee 2007). It is certainly a “new” social movement
chronologically in that it was founded by Bernard Crettaz in the first
decade of the twenty-first century, and that it crossed over to the United
Kingdom, dispersed throughout Western Europe and the United States,
and now has spread to the rest of the globe. NSM scholars would also
contend that the Death Café movement also exhibits many attributes that
set it apart from social movements prior to the Civil Rights, where catalysts
for civil disobedience or protest primarily emerged from discontents
related to labor issues. Touraine described this period as one where
“industrial values prevailed over the notion of post-industrial society”
(1985: 780). But a crisis of industrial values soon took hold, ushering a
new panoply of social angst that questioned the meaning of existence in
ways that allow for “personal development corresponding to external
change” (Melucci 1989: 62). Indeed, during the 1970s, a large number
of organized movements surfaced to convey their angst against the
“machine of mass culture” (1989: 89).

In Habermas’s much underappreciated eponymous article, NSMs
exhibit attributes of struggle that do not place them within the arenas
and discontents of material reproduction (1981: 33). Echoing other
scholars examining NSMs, Habermas concurs that such movements
focus on discontents that arise about community, ecology, identities
based on ethnic, racial, religious, and gender rights, peace concerns,
and lifestyles—the diacritica of the human experience. More importantly
for Habermas, these discontents emanate from outside of state institu-
tions: Rosa Parks and Cesar Chavez were not politicians. However,
because the aforementioned issues harbor the ability to “colonize the
lifeworld” when seized and distorted by those with power and money
within systems (1981: 35), a devolution of legitimation as perceived by
the grass roots takes place.

The objectives, attitudes, and behavior prevalent in youthful protest groups
can at first be grasped as reactions to specific problem situations perceived
with great sensitivity: “green” problems. The large industrial intervention in
ecological balances, the scarcity of non-renewable natural resources, and the
demographic development present industrially developed societies with ser-
ious problems. Yet these challenges . . . require technical and economic solu-
tions that must . . . be planned globally and implemented by administrative
means. (Habermas 1981: 35).
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The term postmodernity is thus often employed to signify the opening up
of new historical spaces for collective expressions and agitations that no
longer relate to labor, the majority, or the center. Postmodernity, or its
alternative moniker, poststructuralism, is a highly problematic way of essen-
tializing a large chunk of time that presumably discerns it frommodernity. In
the case of examining social movements, a postmodern perspective suggests
that NSMs embody a collective awareness that there are nomore “centers of
gravity” through socially constructed discourse that can attend to all of
humanity. In such a context, there is “widespread skepticism about provi-
dential reason, coupled with the recognition that science and technology are
double-edged, creating new parameters of risk and danger as well as offering
beneficent possibilities for humankind” (1991: 27–28). Giddens, for exam-
ple, argues how the term postmodernity is used to signify an era where many
in society have conceded to the incontrovertible fact of uncertainty and its
associated diacritica. In such a human condition, we have come to accept—
often grudgingly—that “nothing can be known with any certainty, since all
preexisting ‘foundations’ of epistemology have been shown to be unreli-
able,” that history has not conclusively ushered in “progress,” thereby
inspiring NSMs to construct new realities for empowerment (1990: 46).
Postmodern epistemology views “history” as “devoid of teleology,” where
“no version of ‘progress’ can plausibly be defended; and that a new social and
political agenda has come into being with the increasing prominence of
ecological concerns and perhaps of new social movements generally”
(Giddens 1990: 46).

However, in whichever way we want to conceptualize the different
permutations of modernity, its collapse is signaled by the crisis of the welfare
state and modernity in general (Habermas 1986). In the wake of moder-
nity, postmodern discourses relied on social construction and deconstruc-
tions to strip away the layers of meaning that generate discourses taken to be
as fact. No longer is there facticity: material consequences can be redefined,
reread, and deconstructed to the nth degree. Consequently, humans have
been cast adrift in a universe of fluid semantics, symbolisms and simulacra.
However such a view underscores the compelling argument that the atmo-
spheric deconstruction of language apart from its material consequences
makes postmodern thought detrimental for the formation of social move-
ments. For Giddens, that we even reference a postmodern age “is a mistake
which hampers an accurate understanding of its nature and implications”
(1990: 51). My work adopts Giddens’s critique toward postmodernity,
namely, that “to speak of post-modernity as superseding modernity appears
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to invoke that very thing which is declared (now) to be impossible: giving
some coherence to history and pinpointing our place in it” (1990: 46).
Not willing to abandon the project of the Enlightenment, Giddens notes
how epistemic and ontologic trajectories remain decipherable in moder-
nity. Rather than seeking alternative discourses that “take us ‘beyond
modernity,’” Giddens argues how the cues of late capitalism can none-
theless “provide a fuller understanding of the reflexivity inherent in
modernity itself,” for modernity is not only “unsettling because of the
circularity of reason, but because the nature of that circularity is ultimately
puzzling” (1990: 49). Thus, the capacity for a reflexive modernity to
check on itself vis-à-vis the quality of its material and existential conse-
quences establishes the ethos for social change and the process for gen-
erating social movements.

Although the European tradition tended toward explaining social
movement activity and formation through structural factors while the
American variant assigned less explanatory power to them, both continen-
tal discourses concede that NSM dynamics exhibited resistances to the
failed utopianisms sloganeered by modernity. Indeed, during the Civil
Rights period until the end of the Cold War, “the most notable develop-
ment in the social movement sectors since the early 1970s has been an
expansion of the grassroots citizen politics” (Lee 2007: 32). That the
Death Café began in Europe and has spread across the Atlantic (and
now throughout the world) suggests that grassroots NSMs such as the
Death Café, whether in the United States, Europe, or Asia, have the
potential to create an identity that exhibits striking similarities in its move-
ment configuration, dynamics, and conceptualizations of space and time.
For Lee these similarities are seen in how NSMs are “situated in neighbor-
hoods and communities” where “grassroots citizen action consist of
locally initiated informal groups . . . encompassing quite heterogeneous
political outlooks, issues . . . that traverse virtually all movement concerns
of the present time” (Lee 2007: 3).

NSM scholars make their case by noting how the proliferation of these
movements are occurring at a time when state ideology and political
parties are often viewed as illegitimate actors, unable to rectify the cultural
discontents and diverse needs of the populace. Examining the rise of
peace, student, antinuclear, minority, animal rights, alternative medicine,
and ecology movements, to name but a few categorizations, Larana et al.
(1994) affirm the view that a shift to identity movements is indicative of
how class issues based on labor movements have waned. Not unlike many
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Frankfurt School thinkers, NSM activists and those who researched them
saw “an era of growing anti-modernism and reenchantment of the life-
world, expressed through disaffection with technology, industrialism,
bureaucracy, and utilitarian rationalism” (Lee 2007: 10). Furthermore,

The belief in technological progress dwindled rapidly toward the mid-70s in
the experience of worldwide recessions, oil crisis, farm bankruptcies, bank
failures, unemployment, inflation, and decrease in the living standard for the
majority of the working class, low class of the working poor, and the urban
“underclass.” (Lee 2007: 10).

Of the many scholars addressing NSMs, Melucci’s expansive view of the
global dimensions of NSMs is noteworthy (1994). In a process he terms as
the “planetarization of the system,” an analog of globalization dynamics,
Melucci notes how digital information in the context of globalization also
proliferates these NSMs. There are few obstacles in the digital information
era that can stop the fast circulation of information around the world.
Although the Internet is but less than three decades old, its ability to
destroy spatiality by rendering all distance equidistant, its ability to nullify
extended communicative response times, renders localized experiences as
simultaneously global as well. That NSMs are now part and parcel to this
fast proliferation of information hints at the Death Café’s potential as a
global movement to create a shared humanity that can be experienced
around the planet. Such social movements often outmaneuver techno-
cratic hegemony by promoting communicative and leveling dynamics for
their members to express themselves. For Melucci, the proliferation of
movement themes is actually made stronger by stable and coherent trans-
national informational flows. Thus, many antecedents of communicative
action, that is, the need to establish “trust, credibility, shared beliefs, and
values” in ways that “can only arise through regular social interactions in
particular cultural settings” can now be secured through global flows of
information (Jasper 1997: 25). Indeed, one can appreciate this format
through Karen’s End of Life University and its hosting of online Death
Cafés. Sharing the sentiments of Habermas and Oldenburg, Laraña et al.
(1994) argue that the proliferation of such movements imply a “demo-
cratization dynamic” of daily life, through civil as opposed political chan-
nels of society.

For Melucci, the democratization dynamic in NSMs include the reap-
propriation of cultural and symbolic issues from systems that have
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expropriated them, a process that is characterized by identity rather than
economic discontents, the latter of which galvanized working-class move-
ments from the mid-nineteenth century in Europe and the United States
(1985, 1989; see also Johnston et al. 1994). The authors similarly stress
how NSMs harnesses a social base that “transcends class structure”
(Johnston et al. 1994: 6). Melucci himself notes how his thinking on the
issue ultimately allowed him to “gradually” abandon “the concept of class
relationships” (1994: 103). Similarly, Hunt, Benford, and Snow argue
that NSMs “transcend traditional class divisions and corresponding
_struggles for control of state and economic institutions. Instead they
concentrate on transformations of civil society and life worlds” (1994:
188). Jasper adds to this formulation in his important work The Art of
Moral Protest a normative appreciation of how morality infuses NSMs,
arguing that moral protest also “spans not only state lines, but social class
boundaries” and that moral protest “is not a recent fad, no mere child of
an affluent society” (1997: 4). Lee articulates similar views where NSMs
are seen to be opening a new movement front that serves as an “alternative
to the class politics of redistribution.” No longer can workers—the key
agent of social change from a variety of Marxian views—serve as a “macro
agent of emancipation” (2007: 7). Because the Death Café promotes a
normative view of personalizing and/or authoring one’s living and dying
trajectories, it constitutes a form of moral protest against juridifying and
norm-free systems. Moreover, because death and dying means the end of
physicality, class sentiments are ineffectual in framing a key crescendo of
the human condition since notions of class implies keeping up appearances
through material acquisition and display of adornment and of aesthetics, a
“labor” of denial.

The Death Café’s nonclass orientation toward mortality is not the only
main attribute that allows it to be framed as an NSM. Habermas argues that
NSMs uniqueness stem from their emphasis on issues that pertain to quality
of life, “individual self-realization,” and “participation” (1981: 33), and that
their resistances are “directed toward abstractions that are forced upon the
lifeworld” and thus must be “addressed within the lifeworld” (1981: 36).
Habermas notes how such movement manifestations are acceptable because
of modern society’s “culturally impoverished and unilaterally rationalized
praxis of everyday life” (1981: 36).

Thus, ascribed characteristics such as sex, age, skin color, even neighbor-
hood and religion, contribute to the establishment and delimitation of
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communities, the creation of sub-culturally protected communications
groups which further the search for personal and collective identity . . .This
is all intended to promote the revitalization of buried possibilities for expres-
sion and communication. (Habermas 1981: 36).

Habermas envisions NSMs as being able to “limit the particular dynamic
of the economic and political administrative system of action” that have
encroached into the lifeworld (1981: 37), a process that is inimically
shaped by “power and money” (Lee 2007: 50). Lee adds that NSMs are
much more able than labor-based movements to address “interest,
issues, and needs relating more directly to everyday life and values”
(Lee 2007: 3). Elsewhere, Lee notes that celebrating “creativity, auton-
omy, freedom, identity, meaning” in the lifeworld through NSMs
inspires movement members to be defiant against sociocultural domina-
tion (Lee 2007: 23). Indeed, for Lee, the “decentered politics of NSMs”
allow for an “enlarging and reconfiguring” of that most precious and
incomplete site of democracy for Habermas, the public sphere (Lee
2007: 40).

Alain Touraine, progenitor of the term postindustrial society, wrote
extensively on issues that are tackled by NSMs (see Touraine 1971,
1977, 1981, 1985). Whereas Habermas saw the system encroaching
into the lifeworld through a variety of institutions and mediated organs
of the state, Touraine oriented his critique specifically to those who
control technology in ways that enable them control over people’s
lives. Thus, the technocracy—the stratum of technical experts that
are embedded in the market and government—became the target of
Touraine’s critique. His more specific implication of the technocracy is
useful because one of the main critiques exhibited by our sample of
Café participants was directed toward the medical establishment’s
technological power over the human body. Where Habermas saw
communicative action that is able to decolonize the lifeworld,
Touraine saw NSMs emanating from the lifeworld contesting the
hegemony of technocracy. For Jasper, Touraine’s vision and his
emphasis for a sociology of action can be employed to “fight techno-
cracy . . . just as the labor movement had opposed industrial capitalism”

(Jasper 1997: 71). Jasper is himself Habermasian in this regard, con-
ceding to the existence of a technocratic class that behooves NSM
activists to protect “private life from colonization by technocrats”
(1997: 72).
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THE CATALYST OF RISKS

Giddens (1990, 1991, 1998, 1999) and Ulrich Beck (1992) illuminate a
set of conditions that contextualizes the proliferation of NSMs: the many
risks that are often manufactured in ways that control an uncritical popu-
lation, generated by the juggernaut that is modernity. Whereas Fromm
saw people escaping freedoms from within the psyche, due to fears of
responsibility and accountability, Giddens and Beck provide the condi-
tions from within and without that compel members of society to con-
front the risks. For Beck, the risks are primarily external. In the classic Risk
Society (1992), Beck examines the legacy of capitalism and its employment
of instrumental rationality to construct norm-free macro-level institutions
of cultural production. Such a process, Beck argues, compels the “human
imagination” to stand “in awe” of the ever-increasing destructive forces
unleashed by an unbridled modernity, one that has now taken on the
iteration of globalization. He also adds that such processes of moderniza-
tion have generated a “growing critique” against it which manifests as
public discourse (1992: 20). Observing its globalized proliferation, it can
be inferred that such a public discourse is also a global public discourse “no
longer tied to their place of origin—the industrial plant.” More incisively,
Beck argues that globalization has created a sort of stratified risk distribu-
tion system where any actor in society can be located. A manufactured risk
society, then, frames the modern human condition. Beck also notes that
one’s consciousness of risk, or risk awareness, is determined by one’s
orientation to science, an orientation that frequently implicates it. Thus,
like Giddens, Beck also implicates the sciences. Most importantly, how-
ever, is Beck’s observation that scientific hegemony has frequently been
challenged by social movements that have confronted technocracy’s power
over life. In this regard, Beck notes with alacrity that “techno-economic
development is losing its cultural consensus” (1992: 203), an observation
that points to why Death Cafés are popular: they generate consensus
about mortality that attempts to unfetter their links to techno-economic
micromanagement and control of death.

Underscoring Giddens’s concept of reflexivity, Beck notes how “the
sciences are now being confronted with their own objectivized past and
present—with themselves as product and producer of reality and of pro-
blems which they are to analyze and overcome” (1992: 156). As more and
more tangible risks are generated, Giddens, like Beck, envisions an over-
whelming power in the technocracy to edit modernity, propelling it
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toward, for better or worse, social change. In the classics the Consequences
of Modernity (1990) and Modernity and Self Identity (1991), Giddens
argues that the numerous changes to the human condition brought on
by industrialization has generated a social world “replete with risk and
dangers, to which the term ‘crisis’” serves “not merely as an interruption”
to social life, “but as a more or less continuous state of affairs” (1991: 13).
Such crises, whether actual or exaggerated, embed themselves in the
sociological imagination of the populace, jeopardizing the trust a person
or a group has toward their social systems.

For Giddens, the notion of risk and trust intimately intertwine. Giddens
(1990) argues how trusting a system implies that one’s relationship to
others and to institutions is based on how such systems can potentially
minimize risk. Thus, in an insightful observation, Giddens’s late capitalist
society is one where the prevalence of risk—in all its tangible and psychic
manifestations—have to be managed by institutions such as stock-market
investment firms and organizations that oversee physically dangerous
sports. Yet conversely (and crucially), a flawed or failed system can through
its malfunctioning or maldeveloped institutions, generate new kinds of
risks it is unable to ameliorate. It is within such a volatile context that the
character of science, progress, and modernity, along with discontents
toward their notions of utopianism, are critiqued by NSMs.

Giddens’s conceptualization of a runaway juggernaut modernity illu-
minates another trajectory not fully elaborated by Habermas: that moder-
nity will colonize future lifeworlds as well. This process thereby generates
and ensconces existential, cultural, and political anxieties into the social
actor’s future. Consequently, a risk society not only manufactures vulner-
abilities for a population, but more rather members of the population are
anxious and angst-ridden because of the “risk calculation themselves,” one
that entails the labor of “screening out ‘unlikely’ contingencies, thus
reducing life-planning to manageable proportions” (Giddens 1991:
182). Elsewhere he emphasizes how “in conditions of modernity, for lay
actors as well as for experts in specific fields, thinking in terms of risk and
risk assessment is a more or less ever-present exercise’ (1991: 124). Thus,
citizens of postindustrial era must not only contend with how technocratic
management of society, often through the market if not the state, distorts
our relationship to time and space by manufacturing risks. Citizens must
also contend with how such a process simultaneously accommodates the
management of their lives. People are also constrained by their panoptic
relationship to modernity’s manufactured risks, frequently constrained by
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their demands and implications upon their publics and upon life overall.
The process renders people vulnerable to their biographies evaporating
into the “indefinite spans of time-space” in what Giddens terms disem-
bedding, or the “lifting out of social relations from local contexts and their
rearticulation across indefinite tracts of time” (Giddens 1991: 18). Such a
process is managed by modernity’s expert systems, or what Giddens terms
as “systems of technical accomplishment or professional expertise that
organise large areas of material and social environments in which we live
today” (1990: 27). His insight on this matter is worth quoting in length:

Most laypersons consult “professionals”—lawyers, architects, doctors, and
so forth—only in a periodic or irregular fashion. But the systems in which
the knowledge of experts is integrated influence many aspects of what we
do in a continuous way. Simply by sitting in my house, I am involved in an
expert system, or a series of such systems, in which I place my reliance. I
have no particular fear in going upstairs in the dwelling, even though I
know that in principle the structure might collapse . . .When I go out of the
house and get into a car, I enter settings which are thoroughly permeated
by expert knowledge-involving the design and construction of automo-
biles, highways, intersections, traffic lights, and many other items.
Everyone knows that driving a car is a dangerous activity, entailing the
risk of accident. In choosing to go out in the car, I accept that risk, but rely
upon the aforesaid expertise to guarantee that it is minimised as far as
possible. (Giddens 1990: 27).

Expert systems deploy modes of technical knowledge hegemonically.
By amalgamating this process with Habermas’s notion of juridification,
one can envision how technocratic control is indeed secured by distanced
regulatory and legalistic language. And insofar as their dominance relates
to how mortality is experienced in anticipated or unanticipated ways, they
constitute key themes that underpin death talk critiques by Death Café
participants.

Our risk society, replete with uncertainties and anxieties, compels citi-
zens to organize and seek answers and meaning about the modern human
condition. However, surrounded by different attributes of risk, the anxi-
eties generated necessitate the need to adopt a “calculative attitude to the
open possibilities for action, positive and negative” (Giddens 1991: 28).
By seeking more empowerment through communities, the turn toward
more intimate settings that offer perceptively less risks is indicative of
“trust lapses,” a legitimation crisis that signals the increasing cynicism
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and lack of faith people have toward systems of control. These trust
lapses are part and parcel to factors that generate a variety of NSMs
that confront issues pertinent to the human experience beyond the mate-
rial culture offered by the market. For Giddens, the people’s trust in a
system is of great importance. As “consciously taken decisions,” but
more often as a “generalized attitude of mind” that function to relate
an actor to systemic imperatives, trust in systems is a “determining
element in whether or not an individual is actively and recurrently
plagued with anxieties” (1991: 182–183). Giddens continues:

No one can show that it is not “rational” to worry constantly over the
possibility of ecological catastrophe, nuclear war or the ravaging of
humanity . . . If most successfully bracket out such possibilities and get on
with their day-to-day activities, this is no doubt partly because they assess the
actual element of risk involved as very small. But it is also because the risks in
question are given over to fate—one aspect of the return of fortuna in late
modernity. (1991: 183).

For Giddens, a risk-ladened society is constituted by citizens concerned
about their safety, about their futures, and about control of their bodies,
among other things. It is within these attributes of modernity that Death
Café narratives, death talk, and a death identity are generated. Noting that
we now live in a world that is seen as a “fraught and dangerous one,”
Giddens sees a population skeptical of the view that the “emergence of
modernity would lead to the formation of a happier and more secure social
order” (1990: 10). By making such an observation, Giddens creates ample
room for NSM movements to operate against. However, he cautions that
the backdrop of living in a world of risk configured by hyper time and
technological changes, in turn, often generate new risks themselves. It is
not surprising then that NSMs are attending to the consequences such
dynamics have upon notions of community, inequality, and discontents.

Because social systems in the modern age manufacture risks, when
citizens are unable to fully control it, they must either run from it or
confront it collectively through social movements. Only then can citizens
possess a “systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced
and introduced by modernisation itself” (Beck 1992: 21). Beck harbors a
charitable view of NSMs, noting how its “criticism of science, technology
and progress—does not stand in contradiction of modernity, but is rather
an expression of reflexive modernization beyond the outlines of industrial
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society” (1992: 11). In an incisive view that may explain the popularity
and spread of the Death Café movement, Beck notes how such new
movements “raise questions that are not answered by the risk technicians
at all, and the technicians answer questions which miss the point of what
was really asked and what feeds public anxiety” (1992: 30). He continues:

It may be said that social movements and citizens’ groups are formed in
relation to modernization risks and risk situations . . . aroused in the form
of a desire for a ‘life of one’s own’ (in material, temporal and spatial terms,
and in structuring social relationships) . . . In this way new social movements
come into existence again and again . . . In this sense . . . the new social
movements (ecology, peace, feminism) are expressions of the new risk
situations in the risk society. On the other, they result from the search
for social and personal identities and commitments in detraditionalized
culture. (Beck 1992: 90).

Pertinent to our discussion as well is how the Death Café, in its
expression as an NSM, is understood in the literature to infrequently
contest social systems in ways that destabilize or destroy them. By implica-
tion this may suggest they are less assertive than other more radicalized
movements based on class-oriented praxis. Instead, NSMs manifest in
ways that have “little direct conflict with institutions” (Gusfield 1994:
66). Melucci’s insights parallel Gusfield’s in that NSMs are seen not to
promote actions “designed to achieve outcomes in the political system,”
since they tend to raise challenges that “recasts the language and cultural
codes that organize information” (1994: 102). Lee similarly notes how
NSMs and their supporters generally “opt for tactics that appeal to the
bystander public” and that they will rarely “initiate disruptive tactics that
would interfere with the daily routines of life” (2007: 14).

I would like to add a somewhat more complex rendering of how Death
Cafés function as NSMs; that is, in spite of the many rich conceptualiza-
tions that scholars argue characterize NSMs, the Death Café movement as
“new” is arguably and exponentially less so if we observe its unit of
analysis, one that Café participants confront, analyze, and interrogate:
mortality. Death Cafés’ central focus on the theme of death connects it
to all people that have ever lived back before recorded time—that is, back
into “deep time” when the natural calendrical cycle of seasons, full moons,
solstices, eclipses, and the vagaries of the natural environment held sway in
framing the mortality of people. Through the unit of analysis that is
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mortality, the Death Café can be seen as simultaneously an old, new, and
future social movement simply because death and dying have been an
integral part of the human experience since time immemorial. It compels
the social actor to confront their epistemic and ontologic place in existence
and, for many, beyond existence or beyond time itself. The Death Café as
NSM is thus an atavism that currently arises in a world where the promises
of faith and science to understand the meaning of death appears fatigued
and unsatisfactory. Conversely, during yesteryear, thanatolgically oriented
groups communicatively cohered because of their fatigue with certain
strains of faith, a process that led to the formation of alternative practices
of new religious beliefs. As it stands, a more appropriate designation for
the Death Café is that it is a modern existential death movement that
emphasizes transcendence dynamics.

In spite of the diacritica that reveals the contours of NSMs as a distinct
category of social movements, not all scholars are willing, at the outset, to
concede to such a fine discernment. For example, Marks and McAdam are
not convinced with the “old” versus “new” distinction to designate social
movements, noting that the distinction is “simply untenable” (1996:
268). For Marks and McAdam, there is “little in the value goals, tactics,
or organisational forms of the NSMs to suggest that they represent a
qualitatively new type of social movement” (1996: 268). For detractors,
NSMs are simply social movements that are adapting to the discontents of
a historical period. However, their critiques adopt a structural view of
movement formation, a sociological imagination that is once again
grounded in the historical unfolding of particular discontents, and
whether resources or opportunities in the system specific to their genera-
tion avail themselves for harnessing by activists. That said, Marks and
McAdam correctly remind us about the complexity of social movements:
that there are “new” features in some old movements and that there are
“old” features in NSMs (1996: 268).

We must remember that the polemics about what constitutes a social
movement is best relegated behind the more important question of what
social movements define as “success.” Gamson’s important work The
Strategy of Social Protest (1975) provides a rather Habermasian qualifica-
tion, evoking the latter’s Legitimation Crisis to assess a social movement’s
efficacy: that even if certain aims are not realized through the state, policy
changes, or even political parties, it is enough that the social movement be
perceived as legitimate, a status that appears to be bestowed upon the
Death Café, given its growing popularity. If we indulge those who see

THE CATALYST OF RISKS 245



NSMs as not categorically new, and indulge in the designation of the
Death Café as a modern existential movement that has always existed in
different atavisms through time, then we allow the movement’s partici-
pants to secure a great degree of legitimacy because they are but current
nomads in a long chronology where others have offered alternative read-
ings about how mortality constitutes a foundational experience of the
human condition. As we shall see, such a view is at odds with many
other variants of social movement theories because it does not factor in a
need to bring in public policy change that can presumably rectify social
inequalities, and in extreme circumstances, foster revolutionary changes in
the state.

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION AND POLITICAL OPPORTUNITY VIEWS

In addition to the rich body of NSM literature are the important resource
mobilization and political process theories, the latter of which frequently
referred to political opportunity theory. Both discourses found textual
exposition between the 1970s and 1990s alongside nascent NSM elabora-
tions. Key thinkers in the resource mobilization school conveyed their
arguments through works such as Eisinger’s “The Conditions of Protest
Behavior in American Cities” (1973), McCarthy and Zald’s works The
Trend of Social Movements in America (1973) and “Resource Mobilisation
and Social Movements” (1977), Tilly’s From Mobilization to Revolution
(1978), and Gamson’s earlier mentioned The Strategy of Social Protest
(1975), to name but a few. However, this discourse assigned primarily
structural factors to explain the birth, maintenance, and momentum of
social movements. Although the aforementioned scholars primarily exam-
ine the politicized contexts that influence social movements, and less
frequently a social movement’s more sanguine or apolitical orientations
and practices, their insights deserve mention.

Resource mobilization theory argues that social movement efficacy
results from careful acquisition and management of not only financial
resources, but resources from social capital and cultural capital contexts.
Resource mobilization theory emphasizes that collective action is depen-
dent on the “ability of associations to mobilize resources and to conduct
the organization on the basis of planned and rational action” (Johnston et
al. 1994: 4–5). The popular but overextended resource mobilization the-
ory thus argues that connections to journalists, politicians, or key political
entrepreneurs—along with the mother’s milk of politics, money, and other
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movement necessities such as workers and staff, etc., are resources needed
to prosecute a successful social movement. Also included are:

Labor, facilities, preexisting networks, elite support, and communication
media on one hand and, on the other, structural linkages with the estab-
lished political process, occupational structure, socioeconomic growth, and
other organizations that control resources . . . also . . . social network, mass
media, elite support, information, and even legitimation in the eyes of the
public. (Lee 2007: 17–20).

Since the central argument forwarded by resource mobilization propo-
nents is that collective indignation and anger are not enough to generate
social change, its utility in identifying units of analyses that are tangible
and intangible in equipping movement dynamics made it a popular para-
digm for analyzing a variety of social movement conditions. For example,
Tilly (1978) and McCarthy and Zald’s (1973, 1977) writings assert how
such an orientation creates room for observing rational agency and instru-
mental rationality, dynamics that allow not only groups but individuals to
act strategically as they pursue amelioration of their discontents. For
Marks and McAdam, social movements and revolutions are thought to
“emerge and develop in response to changes that rendered institutiona-
lised political systems increasingly vulnerable or receptive to
challenge . . .Thus a close causal relationship was posited between institu-
tionalised and movement politics” (Marks and McAdam 1996: 250).

Because resource mobilization theory accounts for material conse-
quences via tangible and intangible assets that benefit a social movement,
assessing their dynamics is comparatively straightforward: quantify such
resources and the movement with the most toys wins, so to speak. In this
regard, resource mobilization theory has some merit due to its reality
checks about the logistical prospects of collective behavior. Essentially,
the paradigm argues that idealism cannot alone ensure wins for move-
ments, and that cultural capital, social capital, and material culture are
pivotal for ensuring success. For Kitschelt, however, this is a problematic
assumption for the perspective concentrates too much “on those internal
variables of movement mobilization . . . e.g., incentive structure in mem-
bership recruitment, internal organization, specification of goals and skills
in forming coalitions with allies” (Kitschelt 1986: 59). In the process,
resource mobilization theory overlooks the normative and ideological
dimensions of movement formation as well as how it develops mass appeal
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and strategies for mobilization (Lee 2007). Resource mobilization theory
is also poor at illuminating the link between the historical nature of
grievances and identity formation (Johnston et al. 1994). Furthermore,
because any tangible and intangible component of a social movement
could be construed as a resource, the perspective risks “becoming tauto-
logical, making the entire social world into resources,” where “even moral
support, public opinion, psychological states, and favorable symbolism
have been considered resources” (Jasper 1997: 31).

Another major body of research that attends to how opportunities
benefit social movement dynamics is political process theory, alterna-
tively referred to as political opportunity theory. Political opportunity,
in essence, is a theoretical view of social movements that posits how
“activists do not choose goals, strategies, and tactics in a vacuum” but
within political contexts that set “the grievances around which activists
mobilize, advantaging some claims and disadvantaging others”; that is,
“prospects for advancing particular claims, mobilizing supporters, and
affecting influence are context-dependent” (Meyer 2004: 126).
Although the notion of political opportunity had been addressed in
classics such as Martin Lipset’s Political Man (1963) and Peter
Eisinger’s 1973 article “The Conditions of Protest Behavior in
American Cities,” the best elaborations in my view come from
McAdam (1982) and Sidney Tarrow’s classic work Power in
Movement (1998). Both McAdam and Tarrow share the view that
political mobilization constitutes a process where citizens mobilize in
civil society to hold sections, if not the entire state system, accountable
for social inequalities—but only when the timing is right. For Lipset, it
is in democratic systems that such processes find their fullest expres-
sions for determining the legitimacy of social institutions. Along with
the empowerment afforded by cognitive liberation, McAdam includes
the availability of political opportunities as another key ingredient in
his formulation: in short, activists strike when opportunities open up in
the political system to do so. In the process McAdam illuminates the
important interaction between the more amorphous faculties of per-
ception and consciousness, and its ability to time its insertion into
favorable political conditions.

McAdam defines political opportunity as “any broad social change pro-
cess that significantly undermines the calculations and assumptions onwhich
the political establishment is structured,” thus causing “a significant expan-
sion in political opportunity for single or multiple challengers” (1982: ix).
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Examining the African American struggle with such a lens, he notes how the
efficacy in managing a social movement’s organization is an important
requirement so as to position the movement for seizing political opportu-
nities as they emerge. A fascinating interplay that surfaces in the wake of a
state in crisis, combined with an agitated citizenry through their respective
social movements, is captured by McAdam:

Most movements confront an elite divided in its reaction to the insurgent
challenge. Some components of the elite usually perceive the movement as a
threat and seek through their actions to neutralize or destroy it. Others see
in it an opportunity to advance their interests and thus extend cautious
support to insurgents. (1982: 57).

Indeed, political opportunities, along with good organization, conscious-
ness raising, timing, and framing, allowed established Civil Rights organi-
zations to identify the

unique framing opportunity which the Cold War afforded them. By drawing
a stark parallel between Jim Crow policies in the U.S. and the suppression of
freedom in the Soviet bloc, established leaders sought to prod a reluctant
federal establishment into action by framing civil rights reform as a tool in
America’s struggle against communism. (McAdam 1982: xxii).

Most significant for our discussion of how political opportunity explains
Death Café dynamics, McAdam, further elaborates how the nuances of
political opportunity can surface through, among other factors, “widespread
demographic shifts [italics added]” (1982: ix). McAdam’s highlight of demo-
graphic factors is exponentially important for this work’s inclusion of Baby
Boomers as the primary agents of social change in the Death Café move-
ment. Along with Habermas’s (1981) similar acknowledgement of the
importance of demographic factors, we can now appreciate why Baby
Boomers are ideally timed in their participation with Death Cafés. They
are entering the later stages of their lifecycle in vast numbers and desire to
find a generational community, a process that can solidify a generational
solidarity with close to 80 million of people in the United States alone. As a
demographic, Boomers are poised to determine for the Death Café move-
ment and its scions whether there is a need for a politicized mortality
trajectory that can coexist alongside its existential and transformative orien-
tations, a scenario that will be revisited toward the conclusion of the chapter.
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In this regard, and perhaps in this regard alone, political opportunity’s
accommodation of demographic shifts makes it a useful perspective for
explaining the rise of Death Cafés and their primarily Baby Boomers actors.
However, the political opportunity view is not without some shortcomings
and these will be discussed after examining some of the core tenets of the
view.

For Meyer and Minkoff, the utility of political opportunity is its ability to
“predict variance in the periodicity, style, and content of activist claims over
time . . . and across institutional contexts” (2004: 1458). Keen not to pre-
sent political opportunity theory as a deterministic panacea for social action,
Meyer and Minkoff caution that a “polity that provides openness to one
kind of participation may be closed to others” (2004: 1463). They also
concede that “we know less about how opportunities translate into collective
action” (Meyer and Minkoff 2004: 1463). Eisinger (1973) and later
Koopmans (1996) explicitly employ a political opportunity view, concep-
tualizing the opportune porousness of a system as important for predicting
whether social movements form and are able to maintain their momentum
against establishments being challenged.

Other important thinkers and proponents of the political opportunity
such as Tarrow (1998) defines political opportunity as the “consistent—
but not necessarily formal or permanent—dimensions of the political
environment that provide incentives for collective action by affecting
people’s expectations for success or failure” (1998: 76–77). Tarrow sum-
marizes its essence in Power in Movement (1998:77–81) in ways that also
suggest how a more “open” or “closed” system propels or limits social
movement gains, respectively:

1. Increasing access to the system, for people “do not often attack well-
fortified opponents when opportunities are closed” (77).

2. Shifting political alignments, which in democratic systems is signif-
ied by electoral instability (78).

3. Divided elites stemming from conflict within and between them,
dynamics that “also encourage outbreaks of contention” (79).

4. Influential allies that can support and/or legitimate activists’ con-
cerns and “act as friends in court, as guarantors against repression,
or as acceptable negotiators on their behalf” (79).

5. Limited repression and facilitation, so that the movement has room
to grow and persist in its actions (80).
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6. Low state strength—stronger and more centralized states are gen-
erally harder to “crack” and offer fewer entry points for movement
contestation (81).

Goldstone (2004: 347) provides additional factors derived from Tarrow’s
work:

7. Ineffective and illegitimate state repression—states that engage in
inconsistent or excessive repression often increase movement success
by showing themselves to be ineffective or illegitimate. The skill and
mode of state repression is, thus, important to movement outcomes.

8. International conditions and allies that support movement actors and
their goals.

For Kitschelt, political opportunities and its structures are “comprised
of specific configurations of resources, institutional arrangements and
historical precedents for social mobilization, which facilitate the devel-
opment of protest movements in some instances and constrain them in
others” (1986: 57). More recently Nepstad (2011: 6–7) identifies
political opportunities derived from her amalgamation of ideas from
McAdam (1982), Bunce (1999), Bunch and Wolchik (2006), Hale
(2006), Huntington (1991), and Jasper (1997) as consisting of

1. shifts in international alliances and agreements;
2. newly called elections;
3. succession crisis following the retirement of a long-standing ruler;
4. inspiration from successful uprising in other nations;
5. public outrage generated by moral shocks, such as the assassination

of a leading opposition figure.

Tarrow, like many proponents of the view, tows the conventional
political opportunity line: actors are seen to mobilize primarily to
contest the state. Even if the political entrepreneur is a professional
malcontent, all wait for that right moment to strike (Tarrow 1989,
1998). The process need not be based on objective conditions, how-
ever. Kurzman (1996) notes how it is enough for activists to perceive
that there are forthcoming opportunities for them to forward their
social movement aims. Gamson and Meyer (1996) are less optimistic,
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noting that the failure of many movements is due to activists being
unrealistic and idealistic about what constitutes opportunities. Other
scholars have adopted the above criteria with additional formulations
(see Kitschelt 1986; Clemens 1997; Esman 1994; Costain 1992;
Jenskins and Klandermans 1995; Kriesi 1996; Kriesi et al. 1992,
1995; McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996; and Rucht 1996). For
activists to forward social change—especially if it revolves around pub-
lic policy changes—the structure of political opportunities and the
strength of the social movement organization are the key determinants
of their success (McAdam 1982; Kurzman 1996). Tarrow affirms such a
view and goes as far to note that people only participate in social
movements if opportunities are ideal.

One of the main critiques against the political opportunity view is that
the theory lacks consensus as to what constitutes favorable opportunities
for activists to exploit, and more importantly whether “favorable oppor-
tunity structures” function as the primary factor in determining movement
emergence or success (Goldstone 2004: 346). Another critique is how
political opportunity theory places less emphasis on the role of strategy
and strategizing as major factors in achieving social movement goals.
Nepstad, through a relational theory of political power, argues that strat-
egy and strategizing are significant factors, alongside political opportu-
nities, that strengthen social movements.

In her critique of political opportunity theory, Nepstad notes how it
is not enough for the social movement to simply “activate” when
political conditions are ideal. More importantly for Nepstad, effective
strategy and strategizing are just as crucial in the process of ushering
social change when political opportunities arise. Nepstad concedes,
however, that once a social movement erupts onto the political scene,
“its chances of successfully overthrowing the state are shaped, to some
degree, by structural conditions” (2011: 6). However, she invokes the
political views of Hannah Arendt (1970) to forward a relational per-
spective: that “rulers have no intrinsic power” on their own, and that it
is the citizens who “possess various types of power that they may either
grant to rulers or withhold” (Arendt 1970; Nepstad 2011: 8), and that
“any theory of revolutionary success or failure must therefore include
an assessment of both structural conditions and revolutionary strategy”
(2011: 7).

There are also few suggestions about how political opportunity can
explain processes by which social movements form to confront
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sanctioned or metaphysical topics that manifest in the lifeworld.
Instead, it assigns catalytic status of movement formation to, say,
demographic shifts in a population that ostensibly will generate
enough collective indignation to monitor dynamics of the state, in
hopes of forcing it to concede to movement demands. When those
dynamics are opportune, the movement takes action. However, this is
a state-centric rendering of social movements. Indeed, much of the
body of literature on social movements—even those illuminating the
merits of NSMs—adopts the view that social movements exist to
force public policy and/or systemic change within the social system
being contested. Even if the activists are ensconced in their social
movements or if they function as lobbies, or even if they constitute
the political parties that aim to support a politician sympathetic to the
movement, social movement literature tends to view these aforemen-
tioned factors as one that challenges the political apparatus or
requires it for legitimation (Kriesi et al. 1995). Even Nepstad’s excel-
lent analysis of nonviolent social movements envisions a binary (and
tense) relationship between the grass roots and the political system,
where even nonviolent social movements are seen to engage in the
“removal of an existing regime or ruler” (2011: xiii).

The view of the democratic state as one to be challenged for social
change is a major, albeit assumed, trajectory in the social movement
literature. Yet as noted by Habermas, the state is comparatively non-
existent when elections are not in play to illuminate social problems and
their amelioration; that is, other macro-level institutions control the gen-
erating of narratives on social issues. The perspectives of Death Café
participants suggest that they view the trinity as primarily the operative
agents that shapes our lives and deaths just as intimately, if not more so,
than organs of the state. The trinity also house anonymous authorities in
that we are rarely aware of particular individuals or groups that convey
social narratives on mortality. Moreover, they are also authoritarian: orien-
tations toward mortality are meted out in ways where recipients receive
shock value and regulatory and legalistic language about mortality. As
Habermas presciently notes, renderings of the lifeworld from nonstate
macro-level institutions tend to be norm-free in nature, lacking depth or
ethics beyond the immediacy demanded by systemic imperatives to
mechanically “process” members of the population.

In spite of the blind spots in the social movement literature, promising
analyses of the Death Café can still be had through political opportunity
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theory, even though the aim of the Death Café is not (yet) an exclusively
politicized one that demands state concessions for empowerment. That
said, political opportunity theory does not exhaustively explain all aspects
of the Death Café movement beyond demographics since the theory also
depends on structural conditions for their explanatory power (that is,
degree of repression and/or porousness of political systems that vary
across the present and across time).

THE MANUFACTURING OF RISKY “OTHERS”

The aforementioned social movement theories fail to address how NSMs
can descend into a dynamic that expresses divisive identity politics. Such
an omission is unfortunate: a death identity as assembled throughout my
work is not cultural in the sense that it represents one shared belief
system that can be compared to other shared belief systems. Mortality is
a facticity of the human condition since time immemorial as well as
across the present and into the future. In this regard, death remains a
crucial experience of the human condition that affects many symbolic
systems operating in society. As can be seen in our participants’ experi-
ences with the Death Café, not all NSMs—if we envision the Death
Café movement as such—will contribute to a neotribalist politics of
conversion and exclusion, a process that has frequently fragmented
potentially healthy human relations, leaving sectarian tensions in its
wake (Childs 2003). Moreover, the Death Café’s popularity suggests
that not all NSMs rely on a historical sense of victimhood to formulate
empowerment for mortality, where only in its wake will the social actor
be reassembled as a survivor, if at all. The subtext of a Death Café death
identity is that participants communicatively conceptualize and support
one another as survivor.

As elaborated by Giddens, we live in a modern era of uniquely high
risks and mistrust of our social systems. Yet the identity politics that
inform some social movements, especially those that draw on a sense of
perennial vulnerability, only serves to exacerbate social demarcations
even further: the components of risk for certain groups must now
include “other” groups as stressors that coexist alongside the oppres-
sive tendencies of technocratic systems. In the context of the United
States, cultural walls are transformed into fortresses and political cor-
rectness is then employed to hyper-sensitize discourse and constrain
free communicative action and deliberative democracy: a wrong choice
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of a word, a wrong inflection, or lilt in speech about how certain
groups or issues are represented, further distorted and melodramatized
by the media, sends constituents of the offended cultural group into a
defensive frenzy. To what extent such a process has stunted our ability
to dialogically resolve conflict at the grass roots remains to be seen.

The idea of celebrating diversity is actually pitched in this context to
hide the fact that although integrationist policies since the 1970s in the
United States have succeeded institutionally, generating affective soli-
darity to unite us as a people with a shared humanity has failed. The
sloganeering and celebration of diversity instead aestheticize diversity,
rendering it as a form, or even formula (e.g., there are x% of this group at
our place of employment, or there are y% of this group, n% of that group,
and z% of this group at our schools). To view multicultural groups in
terms of content and not form might require the acknowledgement that
certain groups may not politically or existentially agree with one another,
and that such disharmony likely resulted in cultural tensions or even
confrontations in the past. Thus, the aggressor/victim binary rears its
head in many groups’ respective cultural discourses for the sake of
empowerment and disempowerment, one that must activate the notion
of “us” versus “them.”

A critical discourse of democracy has yet to explicitly ask why the
multicultural community is so frequently idealized in the first place. This
should not be surprising, however, for if one were to critically ask why
multiculturalism exists, one is forced to confront the fact we can “see”
(but only aesthetically) diversity today due how different cultural groups
tend to cohere with members of their own group, a process born from
voluntary segregation. In such instances, people are actually manufactur-
ing their own risks through a lens that view other cultural groups as
progenitors of risk. Nonetheless, a celebration of diversity stays clear of
existential content and relies on aesthetic validations instead. Only then
can the idea of multiculturalism and diversity remain idealized. Examples
can be seen in coverage of festivals, cultural attire, etc., while ignoring the
root cause of why people voluntarily segregate into cultural comfort zones
in the first place.

Take, for example, San Francisco’s iconic Chinatown, a frequently
visited community by tourists from around the world: One would be
hard-pressed to find a tourist who realizes that the earliest nineteenth-
century Chinatowns in the United States all had their starts as impover-
ished and downtrodden ghettoes, populated by immigrant labor that was
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shunned and exposed to violence and institutional discrimination by the
mainstream American society. Yet nicely tucked in their ethnic enclaves,
they nonetheless express their Chinese aesthetics through simulacra and
other forms, serving as a beacon that diversity is there for all to “see.”
And consider how elite segments of the population already enable volun-
tary segregation along class lines in that the wealthy can voluntarily
segregate themselves inside gated communities, this in spite of the fact
that the main driving motivation behind such voluntary segregation is
that the wealthy doubt the motives of those “others” with less wealth
than them. That we allow such divisive class sentiments to be a lived
lifeworld experience hints at the consistent allowances we make for other
voluntarily segregated groups to not engage with one another based on
their identified preferences. It was not long ago that we allowed institu-
tions to segregate Americans for us, as in the period of racial apartheid
under Jim Crow. Seeing that there are accountability and legitimation
problems with such institutionalized processes, we have nonetheless
allowed many misinformed individuals and groups in the grass roots to
continue the tradition on their own accord.

It should be emphasized, however, that this is not solely an American
polemic. One of the most prominent leaders of the twenty-first century,
German chancellor Angela Merkel, noted in 2015 that multiculturalism in
Germany is a “lie” in spite of her open-door refugee policy for a country
smaller than the state of Montana, one which has already attended to over
one million refugees in 2015 alone. Such a liberal policy from her center-
right government has “attracted praise from all over the world” (Noack
2015). It should be emphatically noted that Merkel was aware that there
are limits to multiculturalism as a theme, noting how “multiculturalism
leads to parallel societies and therefore remains a ‘life lie.’” At the end of
2014 in the German city of Karlsruhe, Merkel echoed similar sentiments:
“Of course the tendency had been to say, ‘Let’s adopt the multicultural
concept and live happily side by side, and be happy to be living with each
other.’ But this concept has failed, and failed utterly” (Noack 2015). In
contrast, in the United States politicians continue to skirt the issue, focus-
ing instead on acknowledging the aesthetics, or the form, of diversity, over
the historical discontents—where they exist—of group identity and group
interaction. The celebration of a society progressing toward acceptance of
diversity rarely articulates how such allophilia cannot be an end in itself. For
Childs (2003), it must instead be but a means toward the destination of a
shared humanity, a “transcommunality” based on an ethics of respect.
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EPILOGUE

One of the more sublime aspects of the human experience is that still
unsolvable mystery of why and what follows our corporeal, tangible
existence. The questions that attend to such a theme have led much of
the human experience down spiritual and philosophical paths, paths that
continue into the dynamic age of consumption. Yet within the framework
of a technological age that for most instances has provided a myriad of
solutions for social problems, it has also subjugated nature for its own
sense of comfort, a process that now edges systematically toward micro-
management of mortality. Yet the meaningful unknown that is our mor-
tality remains on distant horizons. Like mariners, we have cast ourselves
adrift, to be moved in some epochs by winds of faith, in others, by
machines spawned by science. On the shore, however, are those whose
hopes and dreams seek access to similar horizons by giving pride of place
to a process that celebrates sovereignty and autonomy. The Death Café, a
novel concept for community gatherings that examines living through
mortality themes, offers many of us insight into the significance that
modern beings continue to place on the issue of death and dying. Death
Café attendees are analogously mariners that are exploring these horizons.

What can we learn from the Death Café experience? That as a social
movement it is at times a critique against our risk society and in others a
celebration of having transcended it. This volatile mixture is surprisingly
symbiotic. By communicatively closing the distance between fear and
acceptance of our mortality, the paths by which participants sacralize
their mortality includes an overall acceptance of one another’s sensibil-
ities on death and dying, and through one another’s contribution of cues
that can offer doses of emancipation for life and living. In spite of being
in a community of strangers, Death Café participants thus “trust in the
existential anchoring of reality . . . and to some degree in a cognitive
sense” (Giddens 1991: 35). As noted in my work, such a development
stems from Habermasian communicative action dynamics—albeit in
milder form—that take place in a primarily apolitical space, a process
that for Giddens ensures ontological security. Consulting and sometimes
debating their way through the theme of mortality, Café attendees have
generated varying degrees of ontological security that carries “the indi-
vidual through transitions, crises and circumstances of high risk” that
affect us all (Giddens 1991: 38).

EPILOGUE 257



As can be seen in the transcriptions and Wordle canvases of our
participants, we are reminded about the collective, people aspect of
mortality where a community is nearby to confront it. In this process,
accommodations are made for its raw, symbolic, and emancipatory
dimensions. That Death Cafés are proliferating suggests that there is an
inability in our major institutions to remove risks or provide satisfactory
security in the lifeworld. In response, Giddens identifies a most useful
orientation toward mortality through Janette Rainwater’s Self-Therapy
(1989) where she advocates a “dialog with time” as a means to contest its
distortions by modernity. Rainwater’s views on time add greatly to the
views shared by LePoidevin and Melville at the outset of Chapter 5. Time
—in a Western sense—is released in our consciousness to frame life and
death, to give some sort of linearity to the human condition in life that
can be romanticized into a journey. Yet our chronology is never our own
if our lifeworld is colonized because other frameworks of time are
imposed upon us. Rainwater was Habermasian in her advocacy to reap-
propriate time for the protagonist as a means toward lifeworld decolo-
nization of mortality.

Although time has no tangible manifestation, the circumstantial
evidence of its presence surfaces in each Café attendee’s Wordle canvas,
a canvas that contains the components of an individuation process that
holds its dialog with time. Through this process, the actor engages in
what Rainwater terms as autobiographical thinking, one that our study
shows includes thematic reflections on many implications of mortality
such as coping mechanisms for death and dying, anxieties, legalities, the
notion of liberation through death, death as authenticity and truth,
how one can envision and prepare for a good death through death talk,
if there is an afterlife, how death is experienced through culture, and
how we can use death to contest society’s imperatives. For Rainwater,
through autobiographical thinking we begin “developing a sense of
one’s life history” as a means of “escaping the thrall of the past and
opening oneself out to the future” (cited in Giddens 1991: 72).
Giddens affirms Rainwater’s view, adding how “holding a dialog with
time is the very basis of self-realisation, because it is the essential
condition of achieving satisfaction at any given moment—of living life
to the full” (1991: 77). No longer is the body a passive object, but a
reflexive, thinking, action system highly capable of praxis all the way
toward end of life.
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For Giddens, a dialog with time makes room for reflection and allows
for “a process of self-questioning about how the individual handles the
time of her lifespan. Thinking about time in a positive way—as allowing
for life to be lived, rather than consisting of a finite quantity that is running
out—allows one to avoid a ‘helpless-hopeless’ attitude” (1991: 73). Given
the colonization of the current lifeworlds as well as our future lifeworlds,
citizens engaged in a dialog with time will need to identify “stressful events
(actual events in the past and possible ones to be faced in the future) and
coming to terms with their implications” (1991: 73). Although such
identification is derived off discrete experientials, it nonetheless provides
biographical continuity to the human in the process of being. Indeed,
many citizens today still live in colonized lifeworlds that behoove decolo-
nization. But since confronting death and dying are conceivably lifetime
processes, one that can be nourished by strangers and their discursivities
through dialog, Café participants’ dialog with time through death talk
serves to embed Café actors within the dynamism of living. This is done so
in ways that minimizes concerns about, or creates awareness of, the
possible risks to one’s existence, which ultimately reaches its crescendo
at death.

Engaging in risk assessments to check on a system of techno-experts
that operate our media, market, and medical establishments, Death
Café attendees are essentially decolonizing their present and future.
Café participants do not desire to hand over their sovereignty on death
and dying to experts, for this implies they have escaped from their
freedom to self-personalize their life paths. Café attendees must open
death and dying up and unpack its belongings for modernity has
sequestered death and tucked it into systems, a process of “removing
basic aspects of life experiences . . . from regularities of day-to-day life”
(Giddens 1991: 156). Such a process is analogously seen in the seques-
tration of madness, criminality, and sexuality. Indeed, Giddens did not
spare the hospital from critical assessment, noting that in spite of its
employment of advanced medical technology and expertise, they are
nonetheless “like prisons and asylums” in that they have “similar con-
sequences in terms of the concealment from general view of certain
crucial life experiences—sickness and death” (1991: 161). Yet in spite
of such systemic control, Giddens argues that ontological security can
still be found in the populace outside such systems, a state that can
inspire the opening of the self out to the great unknown. The
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surrender and catch moments that reveal new openings for self-actua-
lization, one that underscores a developing death identity, does not
take place in a social vacuum.

Given such contexts, I would like for us to consider how living and
dying in the present age can be enhanced by community, perhaps even
more so than in premodern periods where religiosity and belief systems
authored for individuals the entire universal framework to live under
until their final moments. Ironically, they may have experienced greater
existential fear should their convictions falter, in spite of the likelihood
of being surrounded by loved ones when there was an abeyance of
warfare or natural disasters. We are less certain today as universal
frameworks are but sloganeered ideas with no center. Yet the Death
Café introduction of a death identity runs counter to the uncertainties
of mortality in spite of the cultural fragmentations and associated risks
of late modernity. This is because participants focus instead on our
shared humanity beyond socially constructed categories that many
others reify.

The Death Café as a modern existential movement may remain,
arguably, one of the few movements that allow a context of differences
to transcend into a context of no differences, thus enabling for the
actor a potential rebirth into emancipation, a rebirth into the existence
and mortality that we all share. The Death Café requires little
resources for its continued mobilization and operation other than a
venue for death talk to take place, with good food and drinks func-
tioning as additional social lubricants for fostering community. It
remains noninstrumental in its rationality and macro-organizational
manifestations are unnecessary. Thus, as identity politics carve out
sectarian lifeworlds, death talk and its corresponding death identity
unites them to articulate how a good death can be conveyed—in all
of its permutations—as a quality of life issue. Indeed, the cross-cultural
and global dispersion of Death Cafés prompted Jon Underwood dur-
ing his interview by Karen Wyatt to remark that people are “ready” for
Death Cafes.

In closing, countering the maldevelopments in the human condition of
late modernity are the raw responses of community that accept our shared
human condition of mortality. The reality checks on a less than impressive
technocratic utopia, expressed through dying yet inspiring people like
Brittany Maynard and Betsy Davis, and through all of the wonderful
people constituting this research, as well as those attendees at Death
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Cafés in the United States and around the world, have taught us that there
is a global community that is amenable to the notion of becoming one’s
own author in life and death. In the process, they have provided cues for
one another, from the bottom-up, from the grass roots. Indeed, we have
been shown how the decluttering process can be expressed and conveyed
at the third place that is the Death Café. And perhaps most importantly,
the Death Café experience reminds us that death and dying can simulta-
neously include society in the public sphere as well as within the dying
individual, for society was there all along to provide cues and memories,
along with freedoms and constraints for those who dared to hold a dialog
with time, a continuum that will end for us at some point in what can
hopefully be a fulfilling life chronology.

Holding a dialog with time through community, contemplating how a
world of risk affects mortality, communicating with community the var-
ious trajectories of emancipation now and near death, allows freedom to
be operative in a variety of decolonizing lifeworld environments. Whether
we believe our last day on earth is but the birthday of eternity, famously
stated by the stoic Roman philosopher Seneca, is but one of the many
horizons of our mortality. Yet the Death Café’s ultimate instruction for us
to return from these horizons to live is best captured by legendary British
football manager Brian Clough’s remarks after a life-saving surgery:
“Don’t send me flowers when I’m dead. If you like me, send them while
I’m alive.”
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