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Death and the media: an introduction

‘Michgel Traber

Death, as part of a speétacle of violence, is the staple
fare of the mass media. But natural death, or dying and
mourning as g rite cf passage, is almost tofally excluded.
The representation of death in the mass media thersfore has
iittle to do with death in real 1life. Dyving in both news
and sntertainment has a symbolic function of its own which,
in turn, £its perfactly into a symbol system which is
designed toc maintalin status and power.

{J This article tries to explore the raticnale of daath's
reprasantation iz the mass madia, and in telesvision 1in

Hap

particular, on the basis of& extremely limited research
which has been done in this field. Death as an issue in
every person's life is an 'unmentionable' subject in both

mass media and in media rasearch, Jjust as it has been

_ . marginalised by contemporary Western culture in general.

Western soécietisgs, in wvarious degrees, are death-
- 6&
denying. This is particularly true §éxr urban environments,

where death occurs in hospitals, where c¢hildren are

'protected' from sharing the experience of human death and™ -

whiere mortuaries try to disguise the reality of death
through heavy maks-up and embkalming.

3 Yet humans are the only known creatures who bury their
dead (Encyclcpedia Britannica, 1580, p.533). This fact is
of fundamental importance Decause it expresses our ideas

about the unigueness of human 1ife and destiny. Ritual



burial cf the dead is attested from the very dawn of human

of Zfood. ornaments and :tocls in
T .
Paleolithic graves implied ke belief tha
v /
» . L
continus to esxist gn one way or ancther. Pzople throughout

culture, Tha provisioc

i
I

ot

the dezad

o

istory, when still untouchsd by &ke Judeo-Christian-
r .
Muslim traditicn/, refused to accept death as the daefinitive
end of human 1life=.
(1 Awsreness of desath has had two conssguencass wnich are of
immense soc¢ial and psychological importancs. The first is
e ccnscicusness of timelwhich is not shared by any other
species. It snables Lhumans to draw upcn experiences of the
past to organise the present and tc anticipatsz futurse
needs. ;haC;:nsciousness of time has made possible zconomic
and culturszl prograess, just as the loss of a sanse of tine
accompanies decliine. Secondly, anticipation of onz's own
death presents a profound smotional challengse.
repercussions of which can be found in many aspects of
sccial and cultural life. The most significant reaction,
however, is in the realm of religion. COne of the functions®
of all religions 4is teo 1link human mertality te a
transcendent, =ternal sphere..
{1 Such general reflecticns on death may be necessary to
' -,
appreciate the death-denying tendencies in Westarn culture
Among the wvarious paradigm shifts which social scisntists
are studying., there may be none wmora prefound that the
transition from the awaresnass of death as a centrally

defining and unigue human reality for both the individual

and the community, to the current secularist notion of

bJ
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the same esssntial
individual to go on 1i
death ¢f significant o
own death with, at ths very least
ficiently mitigated so as not to par
tinued performance of tha routines of
. It may be readily seen that
gitimation 1is difficult %o achieva shor
integrating the ghenomenon of death within
symbolic univarse.
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Ift should be noted that every legitimising function in =a
symbolic universe has its delegitimising effects. Where

death may be 'located' in symbolic representation includes,

at the same time, where and how it may not appear, nameLL_l
“ ..

a8 a natural end of sverybody's physical life.

# >

How children learn about death
L e e e SR Ny

L
A4 child's £irst sxposura to and experience of death ps
considerasd an important benchmark in its development. For

many children it is <the dszath of a pet rather than of a

£

a1

gy

:*k - . 1] . 4
person f? whom %k has affective links which zstablishes

oL



beyond the sccpe of this  article. There ars strong
pointers, howaver, that the symbolic systen c¢f our mass

3

maedia prcvides an early introduction and a progressive

.

socialisation into the meaning of death in scciety.

(1 Timothy E. Moore and Reet Mae (1987) exzamined 49
aliek daatl with
= e ERed deatli. The books

- ~

. childrzn's books
+ ' : f\

ware publishad between 1970 and 1983, and were intandad for

children betwesn the ages of ten and fourteen. All the
bocks were £fictional, and contained clearly identifiakle
central characters. Sizty deaths ware portraysd in the 49

bocks. almest half of the dascsasasd wers ma=-ure adults

{43%), fcllowed by deaths of children (285%), ycung adul:ts
{17%) and, surprisingly, the elderly (15%). Moors and Mas

£¥ Ti;?mment:

' — ™ This pattern is at wvariance with actual death
statistics in North America, where well over hal?f

the deaths in any given vyear are of pescpls aged

65 or older. Yet in these books the elderly wers
conspilcuousliy absent. Such symbolic annihilation

has been well deocumented in studies of the
elderly on television... but it is surprising to

find it in literature whose theme is death.
Mortality rates are lowest at ages five through
fourteen...yat 25 percant of the deaths in these
books were of children iIin this age range.
Children whe read this literature thus are
provided with a much exaggerated evaluation of ~
the likelihcod of their own deaths and those. of
their peers and parents, while the very realistic
expectaticen that elderly people of their
acquaintance will die iz minimized. (Moors and
Mae, 1987, pp.55-60).

-
S\ &\

M

i& Murder accounts for 20% of all deaths in the 49 children's
books. Likewise, accidants and suicides 3s causss of death
are dramatically high.

0 Many deaths portrayed are highly improkable, and the

4



storiss surrounding the dispesal of corpses exceadingly
_ bilzarre:
& = : :
In [the book] Up to low, for example, aj girl &al
7 whose dying father has run away finally fins him ’
| ivying imnsids a coffin. 'He nad made Liz cewn
~ceoffin and thsn climbad into i%. He was Ltryiag to
] ldis'.... The girl and her father approach a kiad
/ of reconciliaticn over the edge of the c¢offin.
/ After he dies, the daughter and hsr boySriand
7L P atteampt to take the bedy home by balancing the
’ ;; coffin on the stern of a boat. A hailstorm
g . ensuesg, and the children end up in the watsr
" - [, =& .
| ga¢ong54de the coffin: 5
! ‘:ﬂean Hughiz was floating as nice as pisz insids
‘his coffin. Each time the cars pulled, his head
' would hit the end of the coffin a littls hit. T+
wasn't funny. I weuldn't say it was funny. 3ut ix
wasin't sad or horrible either. It was Just Xin
o peacesful and restiul looking...'(HMocrs and
Mas, 1987, p.59).

There are no meourning rituals at all in sixtezan of tha

eighteen were internasd. There was littls grisving at the
actual occurrsnce of death. When grisf was expressad,

gender stereotypes applied: 53% grieving males a3 against

]
W

83% females.
[ 4s to death's meaning for life, Moore and Mas conclude”
{p.58):

=

( In most of the books (63%), a faith or philosophy

of life was not described. Ideclogical .
12_ expressions, when they were preseni, most oftan
A took the form of queries about the meaning of = _
g life and death. Dsath was portraysd as final and -~
conmplete in 37 of the boocks; in 11 books death

was portrayed as part of nature's cycle.

:& As far as we know no such detailed study of the portrayal
of death has bsen carried out in other madia designed for
children. Howevar, the cultural indicator programms of the

Ly of

}r-
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Pennsylvania] undsr Prof. George Gerbner yislds impecrtant
.y - & - - R - L an tm A T AT = - e - -
clues. Using the data from the schecl's Viclance Preofile,

Gzrbner writes: 'Vidlence rules the symbolic world of
television. It ocgurs at an average 10-ysar rate of 5
viclant incidents per hour in prime time and 12 pear hour in
weekend daytime children's programming - a :triple dosa'.
(Gerbner 198C, p.67).

The victims

T -

f£ilms, therefores, 'practically n¢e one evsr diszs a natural
death' (Gerbner, 1980, p.66). Instead, d&zatk: has what
Gerbner calls a 'stigmatic character' (ibid.). A stignma is

a mark cf shame or disgrace (in everyday languags usel.
Stigmatised death is death which should not exist, and if

it does, it exists for peocple who alsc ultimately should

not exist, i.e. who need to ke punished by annihilation.®

'Dying on television is a violent retribution for weakness,
sin, or other flaw in charactsr or status. It is part of

the social typing and control functions of ¢entralized

—

cultural producticn'. (Gerbnsasr, 198C, p.593). it

‘. The fecllowing section 1s largely basad on the
findings of George Garbner as pressentad in his seminal
article {(1980). Although the data arz ncw ovar tan years
old they are likely to apply te the current situation of
television viclance. The author also gratefully
ackncwladges many important insights on the theme fronm
Prof. Gerbner's article (1980) and from some of his other
publications.
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I How Iraguent is vioslant desath oo pPrime—-Lime televisicn
= o TR L g L [ S s - T o = E=I Y N P, ]
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LASLve viclinms, and Loy every tan perscns killed thare wera
—~ —~ o~ A ~ o e P —— - - e - - - -
ninetesn killers. Many more characiars wersz thus invelwvad
1 412 -— L PR L] —_ - F~ - - - H
O RKil.ing than the number of wvictims would indicate.

i co Gerktnesr (p.6&&):

4

— Violeant death...bkefalls 5 percent of all prime

' time dramatic charactiers every wesk, with about

3 [ SWIce as many kKillsrs (many cof whom also gat

,% ; é killed) stazlking the world of prime zims. The

¥ ;1 ¢ symbelic Zfuncticn of death in the worid of

; ; . Telsvision Is thus embedded in its structurs of

L Lal viclence, which 1s zsszantially a show of Zorcs,

the ritualistic demonstraticn of pcower.

relating the percentage of perpetrators of violsncs to the
percentage of victims in each social group. Thase figures

constitute a pecking order of mavhasm and kiilling as well as

as to whe in US television drama is

a hierarchy of rizks
iikely to become a victim.

<} The herces of prime~time TV drama, 'good', young, white

American males ars more likely to be killers than killed.
They kill in a 'good' cause, and have the power to kill ..

baing the most powerful characters in TV fiction. Women who

kill tend to be foreign women (twenty killers for evary ten

killed) or 'bad' wemen (seventeen killers for over ten
victims). WNexzt in line are middle-aged women (sixteen
i& \j:sillers for every ten killed):
)

5



r power when thevy

31 izn Cr past th mantic-lsgad age,

| than when they are 'gooed', American, young, and
! white, as i3 the case with men. Their killing 1
\ mere likely to be shdwn asz unsust, irrational,
and 'alisn' than 1is killing by men. (Gzrbner,

women: 1 they arzs subjectad to vwiolence thes normally get

Lowest on ths dramatic scals are woman, lowar
f class, and c¢ld people. OFf tha 20 meost victimizad
; groups {(bcth total viclences and killing), a1l but

threse ars women.
: 0ld women are at thes botitom of <the ieap of
/ both the battersd and the killed. 'Geood' women
ﬂ are among the characters most likely to he Loth
f general and fatal victims of vieclence rather than
{ the perpetrators. 'Good' =men have powsr as

indicated by their heading up the killer-killed

list; 'good' wecmen, on the othe:
near the bottom of the powser hier

ﬂ :;: 193¢, ».89).

Or, to put it at its most dramatic: in US +elavision
fiction, the ‘'goocd' amale kills, the ‘good’' femals gets

xilled.
_ Ny
C] What does #&de asxpcosurs to such typ7<of violent death do

to television viewers? Gerbner's resasarch has found that

heavy vieswers in all social group% vet predominan?fin lowar™
\

scciagl classes)

insecurity and mistrust. They fear the 'mean world' out

derive a heightsned sense of danger,

there and feel the nezd for a strong protector. Heavy
viewers tend to be mors dependant on authoritiesz and more

inclinaed to Sustif: the use o¢f force. Ths symbolic
3 Y
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