It will be agreed by most that death is the only certainty, along with taxes. It is the price of our biology and its physical limitations that we must one day die. Our bodies are organic. ‘Organic’ is most generally used to refer to living things generally, but actually ‘organic’ refers to things composed of repeating parts and components. It is in this sense that most things in this universe are organic. 


Our bodies are organic: composed of millions upon millions of cells, collected into tissues, organised into systems. Muscles, blood, sinew and bones are all organic. They are made up of similar repeating parts. Chemicals, compounds and minerals collect and form, guided by genetic blueprints. Our bodies are composites of a mosaic of physical and chemical parts. 


As such, bodies can be likened to machines. Machines have repeating parts, functional systems and control mechanisms. However, our bodies are much more sophisticated than artificial machines. Our bodies are capable of self-repairing, can reproduce themselves and are much more agile, durable and resistant than artificial machines. However, machines and bodies share one common weakness:


Let us consider a clock, and a body. A clock has myriad parts; cogs, springs, wheels, et cetera. The clock will function perfectly, so long as it is well maintained. However, if one major component were to break, say a large cog, then the clock would likely stop working. With a cog removed, other cogs would stop moving, hands would stop moving around the face. The clock would stop working. And die.


Then let us consider a body. A body 

The body will function perfectly, so long as it is well maintained. However, if one major component were to break, say the heart, then the body would likely stop working. With the heart removed, blood would stop flowing, muscles would be deprived of oxygen, and the vital organs would starve of oxygen and blood sugar. The body would stop working. And die.

Now, we can see in both examples the importance of every component working. We need not use the example of a large cog or the heart. We could use a small cog, or a kidney. Yet no matter our choice of mechanical or anatomical unit, we can see that the whole is dependant on the part. We need our bladder to survive as much as we do our heart. Sure, the body has certain redundancies built into it. Our renal system, for example has quadruple redundancy. We can survive on one lung. We can also employ technology, for transplants, heart-lung machines and dialysis. The united force of biological surplus and technological marvel can ensure that bodies can survive major damage and injury. We can also fix broken clocks.

However, there is a difference between a clock and a body.

A clock has no life. A stopped clock is not dead in the true sense of the word and concept. It is simply not functioning at the moment. Depending on its age and damage, a clock can be fixed. And a fixed clock will work just as well as it did before.

Not so with bodies.

Once a body is dead it cannot be restored to function. If someone dies of heart failure, we cannot simply transplant a new heart and have the body ticking as well as before. Bodies are living. But unlike a clock, a body can achieve a state of death. This determines the living status of a body. A living body relies on the constant and active operation of the bodies vital systems. But once these stop, we die, and we cannot be brought back. 

Now, I have read Frankenstein, or The Post-Modern Prometheus. Written by Mary Shelley in XXXX it is perhaps the first ever science fiction story ever written.  Readers will be familiar with the plot: a scientist, Baron von Frankenstein creates a body out of dead bodies, uses electricity it give it life, and then watches in horror as it goes AWOL. Whilst the book is a tough read, its film versions have ensured that Frankenstein is forever a stalwart of horror and science fiction. 

I am also well versed in science fictional and scientific ideas as to the possibility of resuscitated ‘truly dead’ bodies. In Frankenstein the namesake doctor creates a body out of spare parts and electrically gives it life. This idea was due to work done at the time of Mary Shelley’s writings concerning the work of scientists such as Galvani, who realised the electrical signals are used to control our movements. Recall his electrocution of frog’s legs and the subsequent jerk. Mary Shelley picked up on the idea and expanded it from simply making frog’s legs dance to giving a thing life. 

Yet what is death? Death, at first, seems reasonably simply to explain. It is what happens when the body dies.

There are many different definitions of death.

Philosopher Ann Jordan defines death quite technically as ‘the complete and permanent cessation of all vital functions in a living organism.’

Must not all things at the last be swallowed up in death? 

Plato (427 BC - 347 BC), Dialogues, Phaedo 

As men, we are all equal in the presence of death. 

Publilius Syrus (~100 BC), Moral Sayings, First Century B.C.
Life is pleasant. Death is peaceful. It's the transition that's troublesome. 

Isaac Asimov (1920 - 1992)
As a well-spent day brings happy sleep, so life well used brings happy death. 

Leonardo da Vinci (1452 - 1519)
Life is anything that dies when you stomp on it. 

Dave Barry
For certain is death for the born
And certain is birth for the dead;
Therefore over the inevitable
Thou shouldst not grieve. 

Bhagavad Gita (250 BC - 250 AD), Chapter 2
