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Ah—do not rush me to be on my way!
A little longer I shall stay.
Standing on a young man’s grave I am:
He full of hope and joy 
How did he die? Why? God only knows!

(Stefan George)



Prologue



Teach us to care and not to care
Teach us to sit still
Even among  these rocks …

(T. S. Eliot)

ß

Death is a turning point in life. A reversal

for the one who dies, a pivotal moment for

the one who is its witness. The closer to

home it hits, the more it takes over, spinning

time around its invisible axis. It curtails a

hitherto open future without our consent and

freezes the past by draining it of its vitality, by

making it go blind in one eye, by allowing it

to drown in the echo of a single voice. It kid-

naps the one and deprives the other of his

fa miliar self. And although the derailment

caused by death seems to affect only parts of

our identity—one or two of the many roles

we may have assumed (as mother, wife, lover,

friend, or sister-in-law, for instance)—letting

these parts of our identity go while keeping 
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the rest of it intact is as impossible as for a de-

railed train to press on toward its destination.

*

The death of a beloved person is an earth-

quake whose epicenter lies buried deep

within the innermost recesses of our selves. It

cannot but impact all regions of our identity.

Not only does this earthquake hit my iden-

tity, but it also hits all other identities around

me. The brother-in-law is no longer ‘brother-

in-law’ in the familiar sense, the uncle is no

longer ‘uncle’, the grandmother no longer

‘grandmother’—all family relationships are

tested and shaped anew. In the case of death,

there is no ‘ex-’, no prefix that we could at tach

to our own or another’s designation of iden-

tity, thereby making it available, as it were, for

everyday communication. We remain who we

were in relation to the deceased; yet we can

no longer live this relationship without our

counterpart. Like the key to a demolished 
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house, this part of our identity leads into

Nowhere.

*

Drawing the line between life and death is

the prerogative of the living. Sometimes, this

line must remain purely imaginary, as when

we imagine our own death; at other times,

death may come awfully close, shaking our

very being and reconfiguring the puzzle of

our identity. We will never be who we were

after encountering the death of the beloved

other. Surviving bestows, unexpectedly, a

negative definition on our life: We know that

we are no longer who we used to be, we don’t

know who we are or will be, yet, in one par-

ticular respect we will have been tagged for

the rest of our lives, namely, as ‘survivors’.

For him whom death has shaken the world

is called into question. Before him, there

arises a world of questions to which there are

no answers. The philosophical abeyance in 

which every answer is already called into 
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question no sooner than it is given closely re-

sembles the state of an identity shaken by

death. Now and again, our consciousness

finds consolation in a putative answer, only

immediately to pull the ground from under-

neath its feet with new questions.

*

Accustomed to the causal framework of

sci entific rationality according to which noth-

ing is without reason, we endeavor to detect

the reason for our being alive and for the

other’s not being alive. The cause of death

it self, which, for purely legal purposes, must

have an official name assigned to it, satisfies

our quest only to the extent that it provides a

sufficient reason, not, however, a necessary

one. To be sure, the cause of death is the ap-

parent cause of the expiration of bodily pres-

ence. Yet, it is a different reason we are look- 

ing for: Why now? Why this person? The fact

that the cause of death had triggered the 
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other’s death enables us to explain it causally.

In our heart of hearts, however, we yearn for

a different explanation as to why this singular,

wonderful human being had to die now. 

In our quest for a reason that would ex-

plain death we are like fish snapping at the

bait and getting stuck on the hook.

* * *

Holding on to the law of causality in the

liminal realm between life and death cannot

fail to lead us into the dead ends of our think-

ing. 
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