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Abstract

Contrary to what many commentators suppose, the dead have a public presence in modern society. Indeed, they are more present than in earlier societies, because of more varied and effective means of mass communication. There is considerable variation in who is present, depending on power and inequality, the visibility of social networks, and the conditions of social change. 
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Patrick Geary, at the beginning of his excellent book Living with the Dead in the Middle Ages, contrasts then with now. Now ‘the dead are banished…. never before have humans been able to kill so many people so efficiently or to forget them so completely.’ (Geary 1994: 1-2.) In this paper, I argue that Geary is wrong about our banishing and forgetting the dead. Today the dead have more of a presence in society than ever. And there are some very good reasons why this should be so. 
Death studies
What have thanatologists had to say on this matter? Many agree with Geary, arguing that in modern societies death and the dead are taboo, sequestrated, invisible, marginalised (Blauner 1966, Ariès 1977, Mellor & Shilling 1993). There are a number of variations on this thesis, with some scholars focussing on the dying, some on the grieving, and some on the dead. Twentieth century bereavement theories have largely marginalised the dead, suggesting that the purpose of mourning is to work through the emotions of grief so that the mourner can eventually leave behind their attachment to the deceased and to form new attachments; grief therapy has focussed more on mourners’ feelings than on their relationships with the deceased (Parkes 1996). 

Though the dead may be marginalised by scholars, they frequently appear to mourners, many of whom have experiences in which the dead appear to be physically present (Rees 1997). Such experiences, however, are private, and mourners have often been shy about mentioning them, though arguably that is beginning to change. The presence of the dead in the private lives of some individuals does not amount to the dead being present in society.

From the mid 1990s, some bereavement researchers began to discuss the continuing bonds that exist between the living and the dead (Klass et al 1996). Howarth (2000) and Mitchell (2007) look at how continuing bonds blur the boundary between the living and the dead, primarily in the context of mourning. Joanna Wotjtowiak’s work on ‘post-selves’ (in this volume) is in this new tradition. Walter (2005) examined those professions that mediate between the living and the dead, but he too focussed primarily on mourning the recent dead rather than the presence of the long dead. 
So thanatology has begun to acknowledge that the dead are present in the realm of mourning, not least in the obvious institutions where the dead may be encountered - cemeteries, memorials, and cyber-memorials. But there are many other places ‘where the dead exert their power, press their demands, grant or deny their blessing, become loquacious, and in general cohabit our worlds. Such places… include homes, laws, words, images, dreams, rituals, monuments, and the archives of literature.’ (Harrison 2003: x)  Such places are not necessarily related to mourning. And it took a professor of literature, not a thanatologist, to point this out. To Harrison’s list, we may add other specifically modern institutions where the dead make an appearance and make their presence felt: mortality statistics, mass media (news, movies, soap operas, obituaries), history, archaeology, museums, heritage tourism, dark tourism (ie tourism to sites associated with death and suffering – Lennon & Foley 2004), photography, philanthropy, genealogy. 

I will not spend any more time stating what now should be obvious, namely that there are these many ways in which the dead are present in modern societies. What I want to argue is more specific, and more radical, namely that the dead are more present today than in pre-modern societies, and in new ways. I suggest four reasons why this is so:
1) Communication media
A key factor in how stories about the dead are disseminated is a society’s dominant means of communication. In oral societies, stories about the ancestors are told within the extended family, which is the key institution for mediating the dead to the living. The family creates either male or female ancestors, depending on whether lineage is patriarchal or matriarchal. I have an African friend who can name his male ancestors back for seven generations, the stories about them having been passed on to him by his father. He cannot name female forebears for more than a generation or two, and he cannot name other families’ ancestors. 
Although my African friend can name his own (male) family ancestors for many more generations than can many westerners, most of the dead that he can name are not family members at all, but the figures of history (also largely male) that he learned about through a Christian and Western education: Abraham, St Paul, Martin Luther, John Wesley, George Washington, Napoleon, Hitler, etc, etc, etc. This is because in literate societies information about past generations can be detached from the family and made available to all who can read – history and archaeology become possible. World religions are possible because of literacy: the Buddha, Jesus, Mohammed, can continue to influence millions of people, thousands of miles away and thousands of years after their deaths, because of the written word. 
In contemporary global society, new communications have expanded further the channels through which both the recent and the long dead can be mediated to the living. Barthes (1993) has observed how the still photograph acts as a memento mori, reminding us of the passing of time, of what is lost, of places and of people who are no more. Before the camera was invented, only the rich had paintings as visual mementos of their ancestors; in the days of the cheap camera, almost everyone has photos of family ancestors. 
The mass media not only announce deaths to a potentially global audience, but also introduce readers and viewers to deceased people that they would otherwise never have known about, most obviously through obituaries but also through the news and through historical documentaries (Walter et al 1995). Information technology expands this still further: I can google or look up in Wikipedia hundreds of thousands of the dead. No longer do I need to go to a library and read a multi-volume encyclopaedia to find out about them. Travel also provides a means of mass communication with the dead. In my present visit to Romania, not least in Alba Iulia’s National Museum of Unification, I have been introduced to all manner of dead people who have helped me understand my experiences as a tourist in Romania. 
At this conference, I meet the dead daily, visible through two media in particular – the statue and the poster. As we enter and leave the building in which we are holding this conference, we pass the splendid statue of Michael the Brave on his horse. And when we go for lunch, the walls of the restaurant are adorned with familiar posters of Che Guevara. At Alba Iulia, we are surrounded by heroes. In oral societies, particular families may have their own ancestral heroes, and in sagas, heroes have been disseminated beyond the family; but as the means of communication expand, so do the number of heroes and the possibilities for their creation and dissemination (Rosu, in this volume).
2) Power - in life, after death
Hunter-gatherer societies tend to be egalitarian, especially if they have no permanent dwellings and food has to be consumed immediately after being obtained. The trophies of the hunt are often shared with the entire group. Possessions are a burden if you regularly have to move camp. Egalitarianism in life produces egalitarianism in death: there is no property to inherit or squabble over, no tombs of the powerful to venerate. The influence of the dead on the living may be gendered, but is otherwise rather equal. (Woodburn 1982)

When did economic and political inequalities develop? Capital accumulation became possible after the Neolithic revolution – farmers can store crops after a good year, buy up the land of the less fortunate, and dominate the community. Economic power can lead to political power, and vice versa; chiefs and big men emerge. With urbanism, the scale of the economy expands, and power and inequality can grow further. Along with inequality in life comes inequality in death. The chief is respected in old age, and venerated in death. Today, big men such as Napoleon, Bill Gates and Nicholae Ceaucescu have continued, or will continue, as national or international social and economic actors long after their deaths. In the past few days, I have encountered the influence of all three of these particular men. 

World religions and political states need legitimation. Founders (George Washington, Jesus Christ) and heroes (Christian martyrs, the Romanian peasant leaders Horea, Closca, and Crisan) are re-created to legitimate current regimes. Pantheons and shrines are built to house them. 
So far, I have suggested that communications media and the historical development of inequality and power have expanded the role of the dead from the family to wider communities, states, and even the entire world. My brief discussion of power, however, indicates that it is not all the dead who maintain a presence in society long after their deaths. Whereas in oral, and especially in hunter gatherer, societies, the role of the dead in society is predictable, i.e. limited within the family to ancestors of a particular gender, today the role of the dead is much more variable, and subject to change. I will explore this in the next two sections. 

3) Complexity

Smith (2006) has argued that in a complex society, some networks (including some that involve the dead) are invisible to the general public. This is the case in democratic as well as in totalitarian societies. At certain times, however, such networks can become de-stabilised; they then become visible, and public memory of the dead needs to be reconfigured. In totalitarian societies, some of those who resist the regime may ‘disappear’; only when the society becomes free can this be fully acknowledged, and those who previously had no existence can be transformed into heroes. Rotar (2008) has demonstrated how the bodies of those who died in Timisoara in December 1989 were secretly removed by the authorities, so their graves could not become a symbol of resistance or martyrdom; even today, the memory of what happened to their bodies is only slowly being revised. 


In the UK, a comparatively free society, a recent example of network reconfiguration concerns the use of organs of the dead for medical research and teaching. Until the late 1990s, these were frequently removed at post-mortem without the family knowing. Exposing this practice led to a media and public scandal, in which the relation between the dead, medicine, and families had to be re-thought, along with the creation of new practices and rituals for the body parts of those who died in hospital. Some other western countries have experienced similar scandals (Andrews & Nelkin 1998).  

A more mundane example of network reconfiguration is when new historical or archaeological sources become available: politically sensitive documents are made public after a certain number of decades, a private owner donates a historical archive to a public museum, an archaeological excavation reveals new material. Often, new sources broadly confirm existing knowledge; at other times, they may cause historians and archaeologists to re-write history (or pre-history). 

4)  Rapid social change
At times of rapid social change, there may be particularly wide variation in which of the dead are present in society, and the degree to which they are present.

Totalitarian regimes are well known for erasing public memory of those who resisted it. Dissidents may disappear, both physically and in the public record. Regime change typically leads to the erasing of previous heroes from public memory, and creating new ones. New politics requires new histories. If a totalitarian regime is replaced by a more free regime, there is also likely to be a renaissance of commemoration of both events and people previously erased from public memory (Runia 2007). This may be sudden, or gradual. At the National Museum of Unification, ninety percent of the exhibits are as they were in the Communist era, with the struggle for Romania’s unification still presented as a struggle by the peasants against their rulers. The leaders of the peasant revolt are still prominently displayed. 

Politics aside, rapid social change affects many modern people. Geographical mobility from country to city, migration from South to North, industrialisation, de-industrialisation, new communication technologies, all have the potential to de-stabilise personal identity, or at least to make identity more fluid, requiring ongoing revision by individuals and groups (Giddens 1991). In such conditions, we find nostalgia (Seabrook 2007), the growth of folk museums, a passion for seeking family roots and exploring genealogy (especially for intercontinental migrants). Identifying direct ancestors, and learning how the group’s ancestors lived, become a central part of the ongoing project of identity formation in late modernity.

In his book Placing the Dead (1971), anthropologist Maurice Bloch argued that the Merina of Madagascar live in both the ritual world of the past, and the everyday world of the (increasingly globalised) present. Every Merina belongs to a tomb group, their tomb costing up to seventy times that of a dwelling for the living. The sacred, symbolic world of the ancestral dead may actually help adaptation to the profane everyday world of modernity. This ‘double life’ has also been documented in Kenya (Cohen & Odhiambo 1992), and arguably underlies death rites in thoroughly modernised countries such as the USA and Japan. Indeed, the sacred symbolic world of the ancestral dead can become more important in surviving modernity and neo-colonialism, as, arguably, with aboriginal groups claiming the repatriation of human remains from western museums.
Conclusion
This paper has argued that the dead are present in modern society, indeed more present than in traditional societies. The dead who are present are not the family dead of Africa, or the religious dead of the Middle Ages; they are a much more heterogeneous bunch of heroes, historical figures, recent celebrities, and random family ancestors; characters found in museums, on the television news, and in genealogical websites; they range from prehistoric bog bodies to recently murdered children who can dominate the news for weeks. 

The presence of the family or religious dead, even in modern societies, may be explicit in Catholic or Orthodox countries, and in Far Eastern countries that explicitly venerate ancestors (Smith 1974). But in the USA and the UK, the presence of the dead is not generally or publicly acknowledged. It is in such societies that thanatology has developed. At times of network reconfiguration or massive social change, however, the presence of some of the dead may temporarily come into public – and thanatological - focus. 
This paper was presented in a museum. My argument that the dead are present within modern society may be obvious in a museum, obvious to historians, hardly worth stating. But it has not been obvious to thanatologists and to other western commentators on death.
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