Who Wants to Live Forever? 

Immortality, Authenticity, and Living Forever in the Present


We began writing this paper immediately after returning home from a memorial service. The service was for the mother of a friend, and she died at the age of eighty-nine. We had only met the deceased once, so her death was not a deeply personal loss for us. Something that struck us, during the eulogies, was how both of her children relied upon stories. Her son stuck mainly with stories about his childhood, in which his mother would appear as an interesting supporting character. Her daughter tried to give a quick narrative of some of the major events of her mother’s life, such as her place of birth, when she moved from England to Canada, and then to the United States, when she met the man she would marry, and so on. Not knowing the deceased well at all, and not being “in” on the jokes and references, the narrative was a bit boring, from our perspective—but we knew full well that it was not from the perspective of those telling the stories, nor to those who were personally connected to them.

 
 Our memorial experience articulates what Thomas Nagel refers to as the subjective/objective distinction. Subjectively, her death meant very little to us, largely due to a lack of specific relations with her. For instance, we had no stories to tell, as we were not connected with her in any sort of significant way. Objectively, however, we could understand why all of this was meaningful to the appropriate persons. As sons, we empathized with her children enough to appreciate what they were saying, but still, the meaning of it all was limited. It was not either of our moms after all, it was theirs. 


 Whether bodily death is a bad thing is hardly a new topic for discussion, but we do hope to provide a different outlook. After having examined and clarified some key elements of the debate, our claim will be that death is, subjectively, a bad thing—though not necessarily the worst of all options one might face. Our further claim is that just how bad death is, both subjectively and objectively, will depend overwhelmingly on the quality of life that someone has led. At that stage, we will borrow somewhat from broadly existentialist notions of authenticity and existentialism’s focus on living consciously, and intentionally. At the same time, we will argue that, for many of us, our notions of quality of life come from an overly narrow and, frankly, elitist strain of philosophy. We will end by pointing to implications for living generated by these findings. 

Death is not bad

Get used to believing that death is nothing to us. For all good and bad consists in sense-experience, and death is the privation of sense-experience. Hence, a correct knowledge of the fact that death is nothing to us makes the mortality of life a matter for contentment, not by adding a limitless time [to life] but by removing the longing for immortality. For there is nothing fearful in life for one who has grasped that there is nothing fearful in the absence of life. Thus he is a fool who says that he fears death not because it will be painful when present but because it is painful when it is still to come. For that which while present causes no distress causes unnecessary pain when merely anticipated. So death, the most frightening of bad things, is nothing to us; since when we exist, death is not yet present, and when death is present, then we do not exist. Therefore, it is relevant neither to the living nor to the dead, since it does not affect the former, and the latter do not exist.
 

Most philosophers are familiar with Epicurus’s famous argument for why death is not a bad thing (at least to the one who is dead), but for the benefit of the uninitiated, a very brief summary will be supplied. 

1. Each person stops existing at the moment of death.

2. If (1), then no one feels any pain while dead. 

3. If no one feels any pain while dead, then death does not lead to anything intrinsically bad for the one who dies.

4. If death does not lead to anything intrinsically bad for the one who is dead, then death is not extrinsically bad for the one who is dead. 

5. Therefore, death is not extrinsically bad for the one who is dead.

This summary, taken from Feldman, distinguishes intrinsic and extrinsic goods in recognition of Epicurus’s hedonistic assumptions according to which pain is the only thing intrinsically bad (i.e., bad in itself). Other sorts of things can be bad (e.g., poverty, sickness, ignorance), but such things are derivatively bad—“evil only because they happen to be connected to pain.”
 The assumption, expressed in what Feldman calls the “causal hypothesis,” is the following: “If something is extrinsically bad for a person, then it is bad for him or her because it leads to later intrinsic bads for him or her.”
 

Assuming that all of the premises are true, it would appear that being dead really is nothing extrinsically bad for the dead.
 When we weep for them, we are really weeping for ourselves. When we lament their passing, we are really acknowledging that we, not they, have been somehow diminished. In other words, being dead is nothing subjectively to the one dead; yet, objectively it influences those around the deceased in varying ways. Nevertheless, one must wonder why humanity has struggled, psychologically, philosophically, and religiously, with death for the subject, if the “problem” had been so neatly solved millennia ago. We frequently teach this argument to our students, and once it appears that the argument is at least understood, we ask them if they feel any better about their impending future demise. In other words, knowing that death is a certainty, do they still fear death, in spite of Epicurus’s labors? The answer is invariably, and overwhelmingly, yes—and it would be more than uncharitable to write this off as a mere student reaction. Indeed, most people we know—professional philosophers included—regard the argument as a “good” argument, but also as unpersuasive for some reason outside of the scope of the argument. Arguably, since death is not something we experience in life, the aire of mysteriousness takes hold of even the most learned on the subject. This just may be a feature of one’s psychology; yet, should we dismiss it so easily? If so many remain without consolation from Epicurus’ argument, perhaps we have good reason to believe that death is a bad thing after all.  

Death is bad

If we take the previous anecdotal claims seriously, to a good number of people, it is just obvious that death is a bad thing. Maybe it is just the mysterious nature of it again doing too much work. Of course, it is also possible that a variety of metaphysical assumptions are lurking beneath the surface of such a judgment, and, perhaps, if unearthed and challenged, one might have a change of mind. A very basic distinction one may make is between those who believe that the self is annihilated at bodily death, and those who believe the self “survives” bodily death.
 

If one believes that the self persists beyond death, then whether death is a bad thing depends largely on what one anticipates will follow it. If you anticipate an eternity of torment, then it is hard to imagine how death could fail to be a bad thing, no matter how rotten one’s earthly existence is. If, on the other hand, one is at least optimistic, let alone convinced, that something better (e.g., “paradise”) awaits, then death could conceivably be a welcome release from a presently less-than-ideal existence. At the same time, even those who are ostensibly convinced that a better existence awaits beyond the grave still lament the approach of death—at least sometimes. They objectively lament the approach of others’ death, because of what is lost in their own lives. They even subjectively lament the approach of their own death out of a sense of what they assume will be lost to them: earthly experiences. In this sense, they share, to a certain extent, the perspective of those who believe they will no longer exist, upon their death. Death of the body is, or at least can be, a bad thing because of that which it takes away from us: the ability to experience.

To better articulate this notion, consider Feldman. After constructing what he takes to be the most plausible Epicurean argument for why death is not a bad thing, Feldman proceeds to dispute it. He claims, for example, that the causal hypothesis is false, and that some things are extrinsically bad though they cause no pain. To illustrate this, he imagines a girl born in a country in which girls are not allowed to learn to read and write, but are taught to do laundry and raise children instead. Having grown up in this country, the girl is reasonably satisfied, and thinks she has lived as she ought to have. To her dying day, she never realizes what might have been. Feldman imagines further that she has some natural gift for poetry, and would have excelled at it had she been allowed to learn to read and write, and would likely have grown to become a successful and happy poet, if given a chance. “I would want to say that it is a great pity that this woman had not been born in another country. I would say that something very bad happened to her, even though she never suffered any pains as a result.”


As a result of such reflections, Feldman proposes an alternative to the “causal hypothesis: “Something is extrinsically bad for a person if and only if he or she would have been intrinsically better off if it had not taken place.”
 If one no longer exists upon death, obviously death cannot be a bad thing subjectively in terms of pain, or sadness, or being roasted over coals and poked with pointy sticks, or the like. Instead, if death is an “evil,” it is a negative one: an evil of deprivation—and what might have been. For example, upon dying, we can no longer experience pleasurable activities of any kind, nor even enjoy the mere possibility of enjoying such activities ever again. 

Death might be very bad for the one who is dead. If death deprives him of a lot of pleasure—the pleasure he would have enjoyed if he had not died—the death might be a huge misfortune for someone. More explicitly, death might be extrinsically bad for the one who is dead even though nothing intrinsically bad happens to him as a result. In my view, death would be extrinsically bad for him if his life would have contained more intrinsic value if he had not died then.

This is a tricky issue. On the one hand, someone might claim that even a negative evil has to happen to someone, and the dead person who no longer exists is no longer a “somebody” to experience the evil, so there shouldn’t be any subjective harm. On the other hand, it is a powerful intuition that death deprives the dead of something, somehow. Nagel tries to resolve this problem by claiming that the person who used to exist can be benefited or harmed by death, and tries to show that our intuitions are in harmony with this idea. For instance, he claims we could and would say of someone trapped in a burning building who died instantly from being hit on the head rather than burning to death, that the person was lucky, or better off, for having died quickly. Of course, after dying from the head trauma, there was no one in existence who was spared the pain of burning to death, but Nagel claims that the “him” we refer to in such an example refers to the person who was alive and who would have suffered.
 Nagel believes the person subjectively benefited, although no subject was there to receive the benefit. It would be easier to understand this objectively in terms of the qualitative assessment of Feldman; however, that is not Nagel’s position.

Similarly, if someone dies before seeing the birth of a grandchild, and there is no life after death, there is no person in existence who is presently being deprived of anything at all, including, of course, births of grandchildren. But the person who was alive and who would have seen it, if not for death, has counterfactually and subjectively missed out on something. 

The same kind of thing could be said about death as a negative evil. When you die, all the good things in your life come to a stop: no more meals, movies, travel, conversation, love, work, books, music, or anything else. If those things would be good, their absence is bad. Of course, you won’t miss them: death is not like being locked up in solitary confinement. But the ending of everything good in life, because of the stopping of life itself, seems clearly to be a negative evil for the person who was alive and is now dead. When someone we know dies, we feel sorry not only for ourselves but for him, because he cannot see the sun shine today, or smell the bread in the toaster.

This is admittedly a confusing concept: the idea that one can be negatively harmed or benefited even when one does not exist, but it is a concept Nagel claims is intuitively powerful for us, and which Feldman supports. It is confusing because of its counterfactual base; that a subject experiences harm or good even though there is no subject. It is intuitive because we do talk and think in terms of what it would have been for someone to experience. What these two articulations may show is that counterfactuals are being used in different ways, with the intuitive version masking a lot of the work of the counterfactual harm version. 

In response to the problem of locating when death is a problem for someone, Feldman claims that a state of affairs can be bad for someone regardless of when it occurs: “The only requirement is that the value of the life he leads if it occurs is lower than the value of the life he leads if it does not occur.”
 The comparison is between the respective values of two possible lives. The state of affairs pertaining to someone dying at some particular time, is bad for that person, if “the value-for-her of the life she leads where [that state of affairs] occurs is lower than the value-for-her of the life she would have led if [that state of affairs] had not taken place.”
 When is it the case that the value-for-her of her life would be comparatively lower? Eternally. Eternally, as opposed to at any particular moment, because “when we say that her death is a bad for her, we are really expressing a complex fact about the relative values of two possible lives.”
 Lives taken as a whole, that is. It seems that Feldman is offering an objective qualitative analysis here, which may be addressing a different component than Nagel’s subjective argument does. If we take the two arguments together, they may offer a rather compelling account of why deprivation is a bad thing in an abstracted sense. We should not forget, however, that a possible life is not a life that is lived or being lived. In that way, they both lose a bit of their intuitive force.  

In another attempt to undermine the Epicurean argument that death is not a bad thing but one that focuses upon one’s actual desires and interests, we may turn to Nussbaum’s work. Adding to an argument already developed by David Furley, Nussbaum argues that death is bad for the one who dies because it renders “empty and vain the plans, hopes, and desires that this person had during life.”
 As an example, consider someone dying of a terminal disease. Subjectively, the terminally ill person is unaware of this fact, though some friends and family do know. This person plans for a future that, unbeknownst to him, will be denied him, and, to the friends and relatives who objectively know, “his hopes and projects for the future seem, right now, particularly vain, futile, and pathetic, since they are doomed to incompleteness.”
 Moreover, the futility is not removed by removing the knowing spectators. “Any death that frustrates hopes and plans is bad for the life it terminates, because it reflects retrospectively on that life, showing its hopes and projects to have been, at the very time the agent was forming them, empty and meaningless.”
 

Nussbaum is making an interesting move here. She is collapsing the subjective and objective views, such that if the agent were aware, his projects would change and mirror reality. He would realize that his interests cannot be realized, and would change his interests, and live out his days with an accurate assessment of his interests and mortality.

Nussbaum appreciates this argument because it shows how death reflects back on an actual life, and our intuitions do not depend on “the irrational fiction of a surviving subject.”
 This argument is in harmony with Nagel’s claim that death can be bad for someone—even if that someone no longer exists. And, because it is rooted in the feared futility of our current projects, it is not vulnerable to the “asymmetry problem” (i.e., the alleged irrationality of lamenting the loss of possible experience in the future due to “premature” death, but not lamenting the loss of possible experience in the past due to not having been born sooner) since the unborn do not yet have any projects subject to futility. Nussbaum adds, to this argument, however, by appealing to the temporally extended structure of the relationships and activities we tend to cherish. 

A parent’s love for a child, a child’s for a parent, a teacher’s for a student, a citizen’s for a city: these involve interaction over time, and much planning and hoping. Even the love or friendship of two mature adults has a structure that evolves and deepens over time; and it will centrally involve sharing future-directed projects. This orientation to the future seems to be inseparable from the value we attach to these relationships; we cannot imagine them taking place in an instant without imagining them stripped of much of the human value they actually have. . . . Much the same, too, can be said of individual forms of virtuous activity. To act justly or courageously, one must undertake complex projects that develop over time; so too for intellectual and creative work; so too for athletic achievement. . . . So death, when it comes, does not only frustrate projects and desires that just happen to be there. It intrudes upon the value and beauty of temporally evolving activities and relations. And the fear of death is not only the fear that present projects are right now empty, it is the fear that present value and wonder is right now diminished.


This argument also helps to explain our intuition that death is especially tragic when it comes prematurely. While we might grieve the death of someone at any age, it seems especially bad when it is a child, or a young adult, that died. We sometimes explicitly state this in terms of the deceased having “so much left to do,” or having their “whole lives ahead of them.” It is not that death is unimportant when it is the elderly who die, but that, in many cases, the elderly have already had a chance to accomplish goals they have set for themselves. Indeed, many times those who face impending death with tranquility are those who can say, of themselves, that they have already lived a long, full life—while the elderly who most lament death are those who regret what they have failed to do in the time they had. “It is those who are most afraid of having missed something who are also most afraid of missing out on something when they die.”


Note that this is a statement about when death is most terrible; the superlative draws out an intuitive comparison. The elderly also have lives of value, and can leave projects unfulfilled. Indeed, if we understand the evil of death in terms of rendering our current projects futile, it explains how death can be a bad thing for anyone. “Even if there should be a person for whom death arrives just as all current projects are, for the moment, complete and at a standstill—if such a thing ever happens for a person who loves living—still, the bare project to form new projects is itself interrupted; and it seems that this project is itself a valuable one in a human life.”
 It is important to note that the sorts of projects referred to are not necessarily isolated, but can also be complex projects involving plans to do something, or certain sorts of things, repeatedly over the course of a complete life. Projects such as having a good marriage, or being a good philosopher, or a wine enthusiast are subject to frustration by death not because some particular activity is interrupted, but because of the interruption of “a pattern of daily acting and interacting, extended over time, in which the temporal extension, including the formation of patterns and habits, is a major source of its value and depth.”
 In short, death interrupts the most basic project of living a complete human life. That completeness includes realization of one’s own interests, but also realization of interests that anyone might have given a certain history. Death then interrupts both one’s particular subjective interests, and objective interests that anyone might have living as a human being.


To sum up thus far: we have good reasons to believe both that death can be, and typically is, a bad thing, regardless of whether or not death is annihilation, and that some deaths are worse than others. 

Immortality is Worse than Death

In fairness, it is now time for a counter-point. Epicurus, it should be granted, has a response to the sorts of maneuvers we have considered above: true pleasure is not additive (i.e., not made “better” by being prolonged or experienced more often). If your life is a good one, and worth living, it is not made better, or more worthwhile, for having a greater duration. Kaufmann makes a similar point through an artistic metaphor, claiming that “a superb short poem would not gain by being made longer and longer, and still longer and, if possible, endless,” and that a “Rembrandt self-portrait would not become better by being made larger and ever larger.”
 Indeed, though many believe death, as termination of experience, to be a bad thing, many others believe the alternative, immortality, or never-ending experience, to be so. 

According to Williams, the value of immortality must be measured against the “identity” and “attractiveness” conditions. The identity condition claims that for immortality to be desirable it must be such that it is one’s own self that persists over time. In other words, if one’s identity is not maintained, if it is not “I” who am immortal, then an eternal extension of my life would no longer involve “me” and thus would be of no interest to “me.” The attractiveness condition simply states that eternal life would be desirable only if that life appears appealing (i.e., not an eternity of ceaseless torment, ceaseless boredom, etc.). Williams primary foci seems to be on the subjective aspect of immortality. For something to be meaningful for Williams it has to be you, the same you that has subjectively experienced things in the past, and you have to find those experiences attractive and worthwhile. Moreover, being “you” is not enough on its own. “You” need to that continuation of self appealing. Williams claims that indefinitely many experiences will necessarily produce boredom, and thus the attractiveness condition will not be satisfied. 

In general, we can ask, what is it about the imaged activities of an eternal life which would stave off the principle hazard . . . boredom. The Don Juan in Hell joke, that heaven’s prospects are tedious and the devil has the best tunes, though a tired fancy in itself, at least serves to show up a real and (I suspect) a profound difficulty, of proving and model of an unending, supposedly satisfying, state or activity which would not rightly prove boring to anyone who remained conscious of himself and who had acquired a character, interests, tastes and impatiences in the course of living, already, a finite life.

Like Williams, Kaufmann too is concerned with what might most generally be referred to as “quality” of life. He argues against what he takes to be our cultural focus on quantity of life in his essay, “Death Without Dread.” Kaufmann’s essay is challenging due to its radically different style. This is no standard argumentative essay, but a series of poems, with some commentary here and there. Nevertheless, aside from the opportunity to appreciate some good poems, the essay also provides a powerful, non-standardly conveyed challenge to the idea that death is something terrible, to be feared and postponed as long as possible. What follows is what we find to be the most powerful poem found in his essay. 

To the Parcae

A single summer grant me, great powers, and

a single autumn for fully ripened song

that, sated with the sweetness of my 

playing, my heart may more willingly die.

That soul that, living, did not attain its divine

right cannot repose in the nether world.

But once what I am bent on, what is

holy, my poetry, is accomplished:

Be welcome then, stillness of the shadow’s world!

I shall be satisfied though my lyre will not

accompany me down there. Once I 

lived like the gods, and more is not needed 

The view expressed here is that if one lives the right sort of life, death does not have to be seen as a deprivation. Who needs more life if you have lived well and done it right already?
 As Kaufmann writes, “It is those who are most afraid of having missed something who are also most afraid of missing out on something when they die.”

This outlook is expressed by Nietzsche, and by a variety of Romantic poets. Kaufmann claims that the most intense love of life takes the sting out of death (“Once I lived like the gods, and more is not needed”). There is a motivating sentiment running through such examples that an especially long life, let alone an eternal one, could be far from a blessing, but in fact, a curse. If one’s life is already as vibrant and beautiful as it could be, it is not improved upon by making it longer. In fact, longevity might spoil it. 

In life, as in art, it is not quantity that counts, but quality. To associate happiness with a long life is a colossal stupidity, led to the absurd by the miseries of extreme old age. Our culture has long made the mistake of going in for a mindless cult of quantity, counting the ever-growing life expectancy as a self-evident success, as if death were the only enemy of man. This folly depends on the withering of intensity and meaning. It is only when life has lost its sense that no standards remain to evaluate it except length. But a superb short poem would not gain by being made longer and longer, and still longer and, if possible, endless. A Rembrandt self-portrait would not become better by being made larger and ever larger. Perfection lies in intensity, and what is most intense cannot be endured long.

Kaufmann’s points are that we should not automatically and mindlessly strive to live as long as is possible, that we should not teach that life is necessarily a boon and death a curse, nor that suicide is a sin, that we should try to live well rather than long, and that we should not dread death—and the best insurance against this is to have lived rich, intense lives in which we use our time well. To help us achieve that sort of life, Kaufmann offers the following recommendations. 

We should impress on ourselves how young so many great composers, painters, poets, writers died, and in our youth we ought to make a rendezvous with death, pledging to be ready for it at the age of thirty, and then, if we live that long, make another date at forty. Granted that much life, one might well feel that anything beyond that is a present and that henceforth one ought to be ready any time. At the very least one ought to feel that way before one reaches fifty.

At this stage, though we might believe (contra Epicurus) that death is generally a bad thing, we might also find ourselves thinking that immortality does not sound so great either. In such a case, though death might be bad, it might prove to be better than the alternative—a lesser of the available evils. Indeed, to the extent death does appear to us a bad thing, it might be due to unfortunate standards of value, unrealistic expectations, and ultimately, lives not lived as fully as they might have been. While this seems to have some merit, we shall maintain that there are good reasons to believe that death is, nevertheless, at least often, though not always, worse than its alternative.

Immortality is not Necessarily Worse than Death


Williams has argued that immortality would become boring, but Fischer criticizes him for employing standards to evaluate the value of an eternal life that we do not use for evaluating our mortal lives, and, in so doing, for making needless demands of eternality. First, Fischer points to Williams’ demand for “an unending, supposedly satisfying state or activity” as odd. Why must it be one, single satisfying state? He then points to Williams’ claim that “nothing less will do for eternity than something that makes boredom unthinkable.”
 Fischer finds this claim to be further evidence that Williams expects a single state of satisfaction from eternal life.
 Fischer then rightly asks why an eternal life could not be valuable by virtue of amounting to a package of activities that is satisfying overall. 

Certainly, an immortal life could consist in a certain mix of activities, possibly including friendship, love, family, intellectual, artistic, and athletic activity, sensual delights, and so forth. We could imagine that any one of these would be boring and alienating, pursued relentlessly and without some combination of the others. In general, single-minded and unbalanced pursuit of any single kind of activity will be unattractive. But of course from the fact that one’s life is unending it does not follow that it must be unitary or unbalanced. That one’s life is endless clearly does not have the implication that one must endlessly and single-mindedly pursue some particular sort of activity.


In short, it appears that Williams employs asymmetrical demands. Eternal life must be utterly absorbing at every moment, or else it would be unendurable. But, of course, our actual lives are not utterly absorbing at every moment. Are they then unendurable? Clearly not. Perhaps, though, the amount of time involved really does make a difference. Perhaps we can endure our mortal lives because our lives are so short as to ensure a certain potential for novel experiences. We do experience boredom from time to time, but it is a boredom that can be cured. If we live for an eternity, perhaps we will soon do everything that we could ever wish to do, experience everything worth experiencing, and then all we have left is repetition of the same things, which simply gets boring after enough time—and we will certainly have plenty of that.


To combat this line of reasoning, Fischer distinguishes between different sorts of pleasures. Some are “self-exhausting,” such that one experience (or a few) of something is enough, and one no longer desires more of that experience.
 Perhaps completing a degree program (e.g., a Ph.D. in philosophy) is thought desirable in order to prove that one has what it takes to complete all the necessary coursework, and write and defend a dissertation. After a successful defense, perhaps one would have no desire to ever again pursue another graduate degree since one had already proved that one has “what it takes.” But, there are also “repeatable” pleasures—pleasures that are satisfying when experienced, but such that one would desire to repeat the experience in the future—though not necessarily right away.
 Candidates for such pleasures are sexual and gustatory experiences, experiencing fine art, pleasant conversation, etc. If an immortal lived in a static environment, becoming bored would be a more serious threat, but reality is far from static. Whether one can ever step into the same river twice, it is certainly the case that the environment changes. Is this not what we all (usually) experience when we return to our home towns after years of absence? Even if an immortal has visited every city on the planet,  those cities will have changed (if nothing else, than with respect to the particular people occupying them) before the immortal can cycle through them again. Will there not always be something to read? After all, writers keep writing, and how many of us have an eidetic memory such that we can never enjoy a book again, once read, no matter how long ago? Given an imperfect memory, and sufficient time between readings, “old” books should seem like new. Will beautiful views not change over time, for better or for worse? Even wine made by the same winery and maker, with the same varietal, will change subtly from one vintage to the next. In summary, unless we make some rather profound, and utterly implausible, assumptions such that the world is effectively unchanging, repeatable pleasures allow for novel experiences, no matter how long one lives. On the very plausible assumption that there are a great many repeatable pleasures (admittedly relative to each person), Fischer concludes that Williams’ boredom thesis becomes very implausible.

Though boredom and a lack of meaning are not identical, we think there are some important similarities—at the very least with respect to the perspectives adopted by those who presume immortality to be unendurable, or a wrong-headed pursuit at the very least. It is difficult to imagine someone disagreeing with the claim that we ought to be concerned with the quality of our lives, and that we ought to recognize that longevity ought not to be our sole, or even our primary concern. However, we find ourselves taking issue with the assumption that a life lived well is not made better by lasting longer. Kaufmann appeals to artistic metaphors, and this, we believe, leads to trouble. While it might be true that “a superb short poem would not gain by being made longer and longer, and still longer and, if possible, endless,” and that a “Rembrandt self-portrait would not become better by being made larger and ever larger,” it is not clear that the claim that “perfection lies in intensity, and what is most intense cannot be endured long” applies equally well to human lives.
 We can certainly regard ourselves as works of art, perhaps as artist and artwork in one, and such a conception, we will grant, can be helpful, but the analogy between artwork and human lives can be misleading, given a certain focus. 

The vision of a human life as a work of art, as an effort at self-creation is certainly not Kaufmann’s alone. Foucault refers to the “asceticism of the dandy who makes of his body, his behavior, his feelings and passions, his very existence, a work of art. Modern man, . . . is not the man who goes off to discover himself, his secrets and his hidden truth; he is the man who tries to invent himself.”
 Elsewhere, he writes, “we have to create ourselves as a work of art.”
 This is certainly in harmony with Nietzsche’s famous claim that it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that life is justified.

To “give style” to one’s character--a great and rare art!  It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature and fit them into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses delight the eye.

When Rorty discusses Nietzsche and self-creation, he refers to a quotation from Coleridge that admonishes us “to create the taste by which [we] will be judged.”
 In discussion, what this amounts to is the creation of one’s own “final vocabulary.’ That is, the “set of words which [we] employ to justify [our] actions, [our] beliefs, and [our] lives. . . . They are the words in which we tell, sometimes prospectively and sometimes retrospectively, the story of our lives.”
 


Shusterman, however, criticizes Rorty for allegedly presenting both the curious, intellectual “ironist” and the “strong poet” as aiming at the same thing: self-creation, and as employing the same means: novel redescriptions of the self. But, Shusterman claims that  “the aims of self-creation and of enrichment through endlessly curious self-redescription are not at all identical.”
 Not only can we achieve one without the other, but that they are even in tension. “Boundless seeking for change can threaten the concentration necessary for creating oneself in a strong and satisfying way.”
 

Even if the ethical goal of narrative self-creation be modeled on the creation of an aesthetic work of art, it still does not follow that such creation must be radically novel and altogether unique. For neither do artworks require such radical and idiosyncratic originality in order to be aesthetically satisfying, as we can see most clearly in classical and medieval art. To think that true artistic creation precludes established types and variations on familiar formulas is to confuse art with the artistic ideology of romantic individualism and the modernist avant-garde, a historically parochial confusion to which Rorty falls victim. One can style oneself aesthetically, create one’s life as a work of art, by adopting and adapting familiar roles and life-styles, adjusting these generic forms to one’s individual contingent circumstances.


Shusterman claims this is the aesthetic construction of life recognized by Foucault in his description of the Greeks. One was to follow an art of living that was based upon already socially entrenched formulas and ideals. “There was no need to invent an entirely new formula; there was nothing inartistic about elegant variations on the familiar.”
 Though there is much less consensus on appropriate life-styles today, “this merely provides us with more materials and models for artistic self-fashioning.”


We can take from this argument not only that “originality” is not essential for a “work-of-art-self,” but also (perhaps) that not only can a quality life consist in “elegant variations on the familiar,” so too can experiences be satisfying and repeatable though they be “mere” elegant variations on the familiar. That is, repetition need not be stifling. How meaningful or satisfying an experience is must be regarded as a subjective experience, and we expect that some philosophical and artistic aesthetes (perhaps, such as Williams) are presuming an objective perspective from which they can conclude that a considerably longer life would invariably turn tedious. Subjectively, however, it certainly seems possible that doing the same sorts of things over and over can be enjoyable, fulfilling, and meaningful.

Much turns on our conception of what renders life meaningful. Nagel begins his essay addressing the possibility that life is meaningless by drawing out some of the implicit assumptions behind the thoughts and questions that plague us. “The idea seems to be that we are in some kind of rat race, struggling to achieve our goals and make something of our lives, but that this makes sense only if those achievements will be permanent. But they won’t be.”

Given death, and the ultimate destruction of everything that is, if there is to be any overall purpose in what we do, that purpose will have to be found within our lives rather than from outside of it. While we can explain the purpose and meaning behind particular acts in our lives (e.g., coming to class a certain day, taking a particular course, getting a certain degree, accepting an invitation to dinner, etc.), none of the explanations we provide explain the point of one’s life taken as a whole. We might explain coming to class a certain day by appealing to a desire not to miss the material, but “not missing the material” does not give an explanation for one’s life itself. We might explain pursuing a degree by appealing to a desire to make more money, but against the backdrop of a dying universe, “making more money” seems to fail to give a purpose for one’s whole life. 

From within the perspective of our own lives, it seems to us like our decisions, our lives, and even our very existence matters. Can we say the same thing from the outside perspective, from the perspective of eternity? Arguably not, as Nagel states that when the subjective and objective views collide, the result is absurdity. Given that we are self-conscious beings, we can reflect on our lives, and with this reflection comes detachment. The detachment is the source of a lack of meaning, as one gets away from specific subjective pursuits and interests, the very value of those pursuits comes into question. Mattering is a subjective concept and if we want our lives to matter, we must learn to recognize where our own reflection causes a loss of meaning. Otherwise, objectivity takes too strong of a hold and our lives are meaningless sub species aeternitatis. Of course, none of us actually lives a life employing only an objective perspective. The meaning of our lives is subjectively measured, and, for that reason, refreshingly in our own hands. Experiences that might appear to some as objectively tedious might appear to one as subjectively fulfilling. It is presumptuous, then, to conclude that a long life, or even an eternal one, must inevitably prove itself to be less desirable than demise. 

Implications

It would appear, then, that there are good reasons to regard death as a prima facie bad thing, but we all, of course, recognize instances in which death would be regarded as a welcome release. The most obvious cases are those in which the deceased had long-suffered, either physically or mentally—or perhaps both. Such cases can range from the oppressive (e.g., cases of systematic torture and imprisonment, as experienced by political prisoners of tyrants throughout history), to the surreally tragic (e.g., the case of “Johnny” from  Dalton Trumbo’s “Johnny Got his Gun,” in which the protagonist loses both legs, both arms, his face, his eyes, his ears, and his voice during WWI), to the disturbingly common (e.g., the experience of any one of the millions who die, slowly, from cancer, emphysema, Alzheimer’s etc.). 

Beyond such examples where death is regarded as a welcome release, we might make a more general observation that despite death being (generally) a bad thing, it might be an essential thing for a variety of reasons. Consider the following from Lucretius: 

Death has stolen upon you unawares, before you are ready to retire from life’s banquet filled and satisfied. Come now, put away all that is unbecoming to your ears and compose your mind to make way for others. . . . The old is always thrust aside to make way for the new, and one thing must be built out of the wreck of others. . . . There is need of matter, so that later generations may arise; when they have lived out their spans, they will all follow you. Bygone generations have taken your road, and those to come will take it no less. So one thing will never cease to spring from another. To none is life given in freehold; to all on lease.


Imagining a world of limited resources, if none ever dies, the resources will eventually run out. In a world where none dies, but some continue to be born, the burden will fall most heavily on the young, “for the people already around, who already command resources, will cling to them tenaciously. Life will be like a university faculty with no retirements, in which the old, tenaciously clinging to their tenured posts, will prevent the entry of an entire generation of young people.”


Nussbaum appreciates this approach because, rather than claiming that death is nothing bad whatsoever, it instead focuses on the importance of individual death in the grander needs of all. “It does not ask us not to think untimely death a tragedy; or even to stop fearing our death, as a loss, at any time. It reminds us, however, that this loss is someone else’s good, that what you wish most to avoid is necessary and good for unborn others, that nature’s structure contains an always tragic tension between the desires of the part and the requirements of the whole.”
 

Of course, one might offer in rebuttal that a way to eliminate or reduce this tension exists other than the necessity of life: reduce births. In a world with limited resources, why not favor those already existing, those who already have lives and projects and relationships, those who would be missed, and who would counterfactually be missing out, on all the things they used to enjoy? If it becomes possible to drastically prolong life, let alone make persons immortal, why should we resist doing so rather than curbing population growth? 

Nussbaum replies that although death is a loss, so too is an absence of birth. Many of the things we value about the world and our lives involve new births, the relationships that emerge from them, the injection of new ideas, perspectives, and energy into our lives and cultures, and so on. More so, Nussbaum claims that someone who would wish to prolong her life, at the expense of additional births “is a parasite on the very system she seeks to subvert.”

For in growing up to the point of frozenness that she now proposes, she has profited from the old system, from the love and care of parents, the concern of teachers. In opting for a world that no longer contains these structures, she seems to be opting for a world in which she could never have come to be exactly as she is.
 
Beyond the pains of inconsistency, Nussbaum makes what we take to be a much stronger argument against the allure of immortality: that it would “bring about the death of value as we know it.”
 For this argument, Nussbaum is clearly assuming not simply long-lived persons, or even persons who could live indefinitely long lives, but persons who cannot die by any means.
 Such persons would be like the Olympian gods. While this might seem desirable on the surface, Nussbaum claims that, by removing death, we would introduce two substantial changes to ourselves: one concerns risk, and the other, time.

If one can never die, under any circumstances, it is doubtful that such a person could have the virtue of courage, “for courage consists in a certain way of acting and reacting in the face of death and the risk of death.”
 By extension, any aspect of love and friendship stemming from a willingness to die for one’s friend or lover would be lost as well. Heroic self-sacrifice would be necessarily limited. One could never make the “ultimate” sacrifice. Would there be any need for temperance, in a world in which one could never drink oneself to death, and in which there is always time to correct for obesity, or drunkenness (or any vice, for that matter)? What would justice be in a world without death? “Political justice and private generosity are concerned with the allocation of resources like food, seen as necessary for life itself, and not simply for play or amusement. The profound seriousness and urgency of human thought about justice arises from the awareness that we all really need the things that justice distributes, and need them for life itself.”
 Parents would not be necessary for the survival and growth of children, nor cities for citizens. Without the possibility of genuine altruistic sacrifice, relationships would lose their seriousness, and take on an optional, playful tone. 

In a world populated by immortals, the loss of genuine risk produces a loss of things we seemingly value—but the absence of limits to the time we have to live would allegedly produce a loss as well. Nussbaum claims that the intensity and dedication with which we pursue certain of our tasks is necessarily related to the awareness we have of our temporal limitations. We do not have the luxury of an eternity. “In raising a child, in cherishing a lover, in performing a demanding task of work or thought or artistic creation, we are aware, at some level, of the thought that each of these efforts is structured and constrained by finite time.”
 If we had (literally) forever ahead of us, would we ever have gotten around to writing this paper? Could not we have always put it off, knowing that we could always come back to it? It was a recognition that we are getting older, and that we do not have too many decades left (at best!), that inspired one of us recently to return to martial arts training in preparation for opening a dojo when ready to retire from academia. Without the limits set by mortality and declining health and vigor, would there be any perceived pressing need to resume training?

If the preceding is correct, then for reasons of scarce resources, as well as for reasons of the very things we value in the first place, death might be an unfortunate necessity. The terminology is important. Death is unfortunate because it really is a bad thing, an evil. Yet, it might simultaneously be a necessary evil. Immortality is less desirable than mortality not because an eternal life would be insufferably boring, but because of the loss of temporally-contingent value immortality would bring about. If that is true, then perhaps rather than immortality, we should simply hope for enough life to have lived well, and the chance to prepare for a good end. 

“Neo-Epicureans”

Luper-Foy describes a mentality he attributes to “neo-Epicureans” that would facilitate not only life of quality, but an easier transition from life into death. Because “neo-Epicureans” recognize that it is foolish to yearn for more life than could be expected from the average person, given the state of technology and medicine at the time, they engineer themselves so that their happiness does not require more than that anticipated span. They recognize they will not live forever, so, for obvious practical reasons, they limit themselves to projects that could come to fruition with the normal span of a life, and, for any project likely to last beyond their lives (e.g., organizations, businesses, even raising and fostering family), they make appropriate preparations to make themselves “dispensable.” 

For example, if they plan to have children, neo-Epicurean parents will see to it that the youngsters grow into relatively self-sufficient adults, or at least that the children’s well-being does not depend on the survival of their parents beyond a normal lifetime. Neo-Epicureans know that they cannot expect to survive beyond a normal lifetime, and so make sure that well before then they have fully equipped their children for life. . . . In short, as their final years approach, neo-Epicureans make themselves completely dispensable to everything they care about. Not worried that the concerns of their lifetimes will come to a bad end with their deaths, they do not regret passing away.


This does not mean taking life lightly, or regarding death with indifference. Indeed, a death that comes before one can properly prepare will be met with regret. Such persons are in no hurry to become dispensable. Early on in life, they begin to take the responsible steps towards becoming dispensable, “but—like a coffin—dispensability is something they want only when they die.”
 

For having our lives deeply intertwined with those of others is part of what makes life worthwhile. What neo-Epicureans want is not that their lives should have made no difference to anybody or anything. What they want is that their deaths should make no difference. . . . It is the fact that we are indispensable to people and projects we care about that motivates us to live another day; we should undermine this motivation, therefore, only when we are prepared to die.


Kaufmann urges us to live life well and beautifully, and to focus on quality of life rather than quantity. But, whereas he seems to deny the problem of death, Luper-Foy acknowledges it—though with much the same message. 

If we are doomed to undergo the misfortune of dying, we can at least make our destiny as tolerable as possible. We can allow ourselves to live life passionately, but according to a plan whereby everything we propose to do can be accomplished within the span of a normal lifetime. Concerns which transcend those limits we should occasionally allow ourselves as well, but only if we plan to render them invulnerable to our deaths. If we succeed in moulding the scheme of our desires in this way, and if we die only after accomplishing what we have set out to do, then for us dying will not be such a bad thing. Whether we can say that it will not be a bad thing at all depends on what we think we could do with more time than is granted us.

Conclusion


Death is not the worst thing that can happen to us, but it is a bad thing. At the very least, it puts to an end our objective, bare project of forming and pursuing subjective projects. But, it also puts an end, temporally, to one’s own projects—those that I identify with as “mine.” The quality and quantity of subjective projects are a good part of the calculation of the value of a life. If we are lucky, we live long enough to satisfy a great many of those projects, and, while there is always more that could be done, we will feel mostly satisfied. Our identities, to a large part, come from our projects, and a satisfaction of projects, leads to a satisfaction of identity when the question of a good life arises. A recurring theme throughout is satisfaction—and rightly so, as it is teleological in nature. We live life for a purpose, and maybe Aristotle was right; eudaimonia, or flourishing, seems to be what we all are really after, regardless of our ages and places in life. What Aristotle left out is the subjective aspect, or one’s own flourishing, and what counts as that is going to be inherently individualistic. If one’s own conception of one’s life is not satisfactory and one no longer cares about it, and the end comes, then death might not be that bad after all—perhaps even relatively welcome given what one perceives to be the other options. However, if one is satisfied with life, and the end comes, then death, while perhaps necessary, will nevertheless be regarded as a necessary evil. 

The sting of death can be reduced if one lives life well, and prepares in the right sort of ways (e.g., as a “neo-epicurean”).
 In such an ideal case, perhaps one could even “go gentle into that good night.” Unfortunately, death often catches us unaware, and unprepared. Especially in those cases, typically when death comes to the young, death is a very bad thing due to a lack of satisfaction and flourishing. Given that very few us know the day and hour of our deaths, it is urgent, then, that we live rich and robust lives at all times, young or old. This style of living requires awareness of oneself and one’s projects at the level of the moment, the day, and the future—with each eventually representing something about eudaimonia. 

This style of living can be applied to immortality. Identities, as such, seek completion or closure, whether one is mortal, or immortal. Bodily death seems most tragic when the deceased lacked the time needed to come to a good end, to write a good conclusion for his life story, as it were. Although death is not an issue in the same way for immortals, the death of identities does possibly occur. For instance, for 100 years someone is a philosopher, for the next 100 years the same person is a video game maker, and so on. Though technically the same person (or else Williams’ “identity condition” will be violated), there is nevertheless a sense in which one’s projects can be such as to create a sub-identity, through which we are capable of flourishing, and for which closure is both possible and desirable. We mortals experience something similar as we live through the typical phases of our own bodily lives. As a child, we may live well or poorly. Failure to achieve proper “closure” in childhood contributes to developmental and social challenges in later stages of life. We can live well or poorly as working adults. We can achieve a satisfying closure to our careers, or we can be laid off, forced into retirement, die before finishing our magnum opus, etc. We can live well or poorly as parents. We can live well or poorly in our senior years, and so on. Whether we are speaking of mortal lives or immortal lives, we can understand phases defined, at least in part, by virtue of the projects pertaining to them. A proper closure to each project, or cluster of projects, is indicative of eudaimonia. Thus, there is a type of “death” even in immortality, or so it seems to us. Though not a death of the body, it is quite possibly a more important death: the end of being identified with certain projects, and a rebirth into new ones. Whether end-and-rebirth makes immortality attractive to some, we can only suppose, but in principle it articulates how an immortal life can have meaning through repeatable eudaimonistic “lives” based on different consecutive projects.
 

Can eudaimonia become boring over an infinite span of time? We have no reason to suppose that, if we take our own finite lives as analogies. We cannot beg the question and assume that flourishing over many life times would become boring. It seems a simple truth is missed here: life is what you make of it. The subjective element of experience cannot be so easily disregarded in favor of an objective element like a boredom condition. Nevertheless, perhaps some of us would not want to live forever.  We, however, suspect a great many of us would at least want to live a lot longer than we probably will, especially if we do not know the timing of our deaths and are not presently flourishing in the right sort of ways. Thus, it is imperative to live forever in the present, with flourishing always in mind.
�Though the word “death” is ambiguous, what is meant here is that the state of being dead is not bad for the one who is dead. Rosenbaum, in “How to Be Dead and Not Care: A Defense of Epicurus,” articulates three concepts: dying, death, and being dead. Dying is the period leading up to death, it can occur over a period of time or momentarily. Death is the time or first instance of someone being dead. Being dead is the (irreversible) state after death in which there is no longer an experiencing subject. 


� Throughout this essay, “death” should be taken to mean “bodily death.” 


� We should point out that it seems Kaufmann has to assume an objective perspective to make this claim meaningful, because ‘doing it right’ is a normative judgment about one’s whole life, and, by extension, one is dead at the time one has the perspective to make this claim. The significance of an objective v. subjective perspective will be amplified later. 


� If we look at the boredom condition objectively, as experience simpliciter, it may be true that a sufficiently long finite life, let alone an infinite one, lacks a significant meaning. However, once value is added in any form, it looks as if life can be attractive, possibly indefinitely. Williams seems to have confused what might count objectively and what might count subjectively as meaningful. More so, Williams’s use of “prove” draws into question what might actually count as a meaningful life at all. Williams has begged the question here in a pernicious way. He has assumed that a long life cannot be meaningful and has assumed that no one, in principle, will find it meaningful. The first assumption is specious enough; yet, the second, in principle, is beyond the scope of any argument. There is no way to eliminate the subjective aspect of a life. Fischer’s conclusion supports that an irreducible element of subjectivity makes one’s life meaningful, either finitely or infinitely.


�If, on the other hand, we imagine an “immortality” that comes about by ceasing the aging process, and conquering disease, but that does not protect us against violent death, much of her argument is inapplicable. 


� Our anonymous reviewer posits an interesting question about the nature of immortality and if it shares any similarities with the nature of resurrection. We find the reviewer’s idea interesting that a future resurrection may have an impact on the kind of life that is being led and the value of that life. For instance, suppose that my current pursuits in life are being thwarted due to a lack of resources that may not allow me to flourish in this lifetime. However, if it is the case that I will be resurrected upon bodily death, and have all sorts of pursuits available including the one thwarted, then my pursuits being thwarted now do not seem to harm me in any substantive manner. Of course, we would agree with that because it seems to be a logical outcome. One response to this is that we have no guarantee that in any future stage the current harm will be rectified. Resurrection only potentially makes rectifying harm possible but it does not guarantee it. A resurrected body is not necessarily one that has unlimited powers and abilities. Indeed, barring very specific theological assumptions, a resurrected body could be a deficient one, and even one more limited than the current one. Nor necessarily does resurrection entail immortality. All it entails is survival after death, which may be terminated in the future. So resurrection to a new life does not necessarily solve the problem of projects thwarted in the current life.





� Epicurus (1926). Letter to Menoeceus. (In The Extant Remains. Cyril Bailey (Trans.) Oxford: Clarendon Press.), sections 124-125.


� Feldman, Fred (1992). Confrontations with the Reaper. A Philosophical Study on the Nature and Value of Death. (Oxford: Oxford University Press.), 132. 


� Ibid., 33. 


� Ibid., 135.


� Ibid., 138.


� Ibid. 


� Ibid., 140. 


� Nagel, Thomas (1987). What Does it all Mean? (Oxford: Oxford University Press.), 92.


� Ibid., 93.


� Feldman, 152. 


� Ibid., 155.


� Ibid., 154. 


� Nussbaum, Martha C (1994). The Therapy of Desire. Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics. (Princeton: Princeton University Press.), 207.


� Ibid. 


� Ibid. 


� Ibid., 208.


� Ibid., 208-209.


� Kaufmann, Walter (1976). Death without Dread. (In Existentialism, Religion, and Death: Thirteen Essays (pp. 224-248). New York: Meridian.), 231.


� Nussbaum, 210.


� Ibid. 


� Kaufmann, 244.


� Williams, Bernard (1973). The Makropulos Case. (In Problems of the Self. Philosophical Papers 1956-1972 (pp. 82-100). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.), 94-95.


� Hölderlin, quoted in Kaufmann, 231.


� Kaufmann, 231. 


� Ibid., 244.


� Ibid., 248.


� Williams, 95.


� Fischer, John Martin (2004). Why Immortality is Not So Bad. (In David Benatar  (Ed.), Life, Death, and Meaning (pp. 349-363) Lanham: Rowman & Littlefied, Inc.), 353.


� Ibid., 353-354.


� Ibid., 355.


� Ibid., 356.


� Kaufmann, 244.


� Foucault, Michel (1984). The Foucault Reader (Paul Rabinow (Ed.))(New York: Pantheon Books.), 41-42.


� Ibid., 351.


� Nietzsche, Friedrich (1967). The Birth of Tragedy (In The Birth of Tragedy and the Case of Wagner (Trans. Walter Kaufmann.))(New York: Vintage Books.), section 5.


� Nietzsche, Friedrich (1974). The Gay Science. (Trans. Walter Kaufmann.)(New York: Vintage Books.), section 290.


� Rorty, Richard (1989). Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. (Cambridge University Press.), 97.


� Ibid., 73.


� Shusterman, Richard (2000). Pragmatist Aesthetics. Living Beauty, Rethinking Art. 2nd edition. (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.), 247.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 253.


� Ibid., 245. 


� Ibid. 


� Nagel, 95.


� Lucretius (1994). On the Nature of the Universe. (Trans. R.E. Latham. Introduction and notes by John Godwin.)(London: Penguin Books.), book 3, lines 962-971.


� Nussbaum, 223.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 225.


� Ibid.


� Ibis., 226.


� Ibid., 227.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 228.


� Ibid., 229.


� Luper-Foy, Steven (1987). Annihilation. The Philosophical Quarterly, 37(148), 233-252: 247-248.


� Ibid., 248.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 252.


� David Hume’s death is good example of this view. From his own account he lived a good life and was prepared to die. Death seemed to have no real hold over him at all.  See David Hume’s My Own Life,” In spring, 1775, I was struck with a disorder in my bowels, which at first gave me no alarm, but has since, as I apprehend it, become mortal and incurable. I now reckon upon a speedy dissolution. I have suffered very little pain from my disorder; and what is more strange, have, notwithstanding the great decline of my person, never suffered a moment's abatement of my spirits; insomuch, that were I to name a period of my life, which I should most choose to pass over again, I might be tempted to point to this later period. I possess the same ardour as ever in study, and the same gaiety in company. I consider, besides, that a man of sixty-five, by dying, cuts off only a few years of infirmities; and though I see many symptoms of my literary reputation's breaking out at last with additional lustre, I knew that I could have but few years to enjoy it. It is difficult to be more detached from life than I am at present.”
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