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Published: Feb 28, 2024written by Natalie Noland, BS Politics, Philosophy, and Economics If there is one constant throughout history, it is our species continual attempts to explain the universes greatest mysteries: life, death, and the afterlife. From ancient myths and the birth of religions to individual journeys of purpose and frequent quests of self-
discovery, humans regularly grapple with these big ideas. Scholars, and philosophers especially, have always tasked themselves with finding answers and meaning in the complex concepts. Socrates, an influential thinker from the fifth century BCE, was one such person. Socrates Was an Influential PhilosopherDepiction of Socrates in a manuscript by
Al-Mubashshir ibn Fatik. Source: Wikipedia A philosopher from Ancient Greece, Socrates was well known but not always well loved throughout Athens for his distinctive teaching method, often inflammatory questions, and constant challenges to society. He taught many students using his famous Socratic Method and has become known as one of the
founders of Western philosophy. His works have influenced many branches within the field, including ethics, politics, and metaphysics, and the Socratic Method is still used in modern classrooms. Though Socrates is quite popular today, his teachings drew the negative attention of his local government, and he was executed for supposedly corrupting
the youth with his questioning of traditional values. Unlike other influential philosophers, Socrates didnt leave behind any writings of his own. Instead, his students especially Plato wrote about his beliefs, which is how we know about his philosophies of life, death, and the afterlife. Life Is for LearningView of Athens from Hadrians queduct on the
piedmonts of Lycabettus Hill (c. 1803) by Cassas Louis-Francois. Source: Wikimedia Commons The unexamined life is not worth living (Socratess defense at his trial, as discussed in Platos Apology). Like many philosophers, Socrates was concerned with how to live the best life possible. He contemplated topics such as justice and virtue, searched for
answers with his students, and grappled with what it meant to be good. He dedicated his life to discussing the meaning of life, and he came away with an answer. For Socrates, it was all about constant learning; he believed wisdom was the key to living a good life. Socrates perceived life as a chance to acquire wisdom. One should always question
everything their beliefs, values, assumptions, and actions. It is only through critical examination that people can gain the wisdom necessary for virtue. Importantly, Socrates believed that the quest for wisdom was never over. It isnt possible to know everything, and the true journey to wisdom throughout ones life begins the moment this is recognized.
Death is Just a TransitionDance of Death, Leaf from the Nuremberg Chronicle, by Michael Wolgemut, 1493. Source: The MET Museum There is a change and migration of the soul from this world to another (Socrates discussing death in Platos Apology). Socrates viewed death as a transformational period that is natural in all ways and nothing to fear.
He argued that philosophers, especially those like him who have dedicated their lives to the pursuit of knowledge, are in the best position to face death because he believed thanatophobia stems from worries about the unknown, not death itself. Philosophers are wise enough to know that death is not the end but rather a time of change when the soul
can be liberated from the confines of the human body and return to its natural state. In Platos Phaedo, Socratess ideas about the soul are tied to Platos Theory of Forms the idea that the material world is a (flawed) reflection of a higher, non-physical world. While ones soul is in their body, it is a fractured reflection of its true potential; only through the
transition of death can the soul achieve perfection. The Afterlife is ForeverFunerary Vessel with an Underworld Scene, made in Apulia, 360340 BCE, via Paul J. Getty Museum The soul, whose inseparable attribute is life, will never admit of lifes opposite, death (Socrates discussing the souls immortality in Platos Phaedo). If death is not the end, then
what is? Well, there isnt really an end, at least according to Socrates. The philosopher taught that the soul is immortal it existed before life and will continue to exist after death. Physical bodies are simply prisons; they hold souls captive, using them throughout life. All bodies wither away, though, and once death releases the soul, it is free to return to
where it originated. While Socrates doesnt explicitly discuss what, exactly, this origin point and eventual afterlife might look like, he did believe that good things are waiting for those who have lived a good life. Though his discussions on the topic are far more abstract than the modern-day visions of heaven and hell, Socrates remained positive and
argued that people who have lived a virtuous life will likely have an easier journey into the afterlife than those who havent. Darrell Arnold Ph.D. (Reprinted with Permission) is philosophys most famous martyr. Yet he wasnt the first tried in the courts of Athens. The Decree of Diopeithes allowed for the persecution ofthose who fail to respect (nomizein)
things divine or teach theories about the heavens (OCD). It had been used against Anaxagoras, who challenged traditional views of gods and taught the heavens were merely burning stones. There is also evidence that Diogones of Apollonia was accused (Laks, 7). Numerous other thinkers and statesmen were also sentenced to death for various
reasons around this time: Sophocles is only the most famous of others to be executed for impiety (Johnson, 152)The rigid legal system was a sign of the crisis in religious and moral traditions at the time, and of the fear of those governing. The legitimation of morality in Athens, like the legitimacy of religion, was viewed as under threat. The
Presocratics along with the Sophists and some other thinkers were seen as a threat to the civil order. Here religion was not a private affair. There was a civil obligation to participate in religious rites. It would have been widely accepted that the gods may punish the city for the impiety of its members. There would have been a strong desire among
many to prevent the teaching of new ideas about the gods and to halt any questioning of traditional ethics. New teachers of all sorts were suspect.Socrates and Xenophon both make strains to distinguish Socrates from the Sophists and the Presocratics, the philosophers of nature like Anaxagoras, who Pericles had invited to Athens. This is writ large
inThe Apologyand Platos general narrative about Socrates. AristophanesThe Clouds, however, told a different story, one that would have been familiar to many at Socrates trial. Aristophanes work might be read as an early medial attack on a leading public figure. It set up Socrates, apparently very unjustly, for a fall. We can imagine that it also
influenced Platos later developed view of the potentially negative role art could play in a polis.The alleged impiety of non-traditional thinkers like Socrates was of grave concern to many in Athens. Add to this the fact that Socrates had attracted to him members of the Thirty Tyrants who were had early staged a bloody coup of the Athenian government
and harbored some of the strongest critics of the Athenian Democracy. Critias, his former student and the cousin to Platos mother, had led the group. Charmides, a close associate, was Platos uncle (Johnson 145ff.). Socrates had also, no doubt, regularly embarrassed many of the leading figures of the city and not unlikely some on his jury or well-
connected to jury members. The Athenian democracy, too, was a purely majoritarian political order, entailing all of the possible threats of a mobocracy. Spurred on by the fate of Socrates, Plato will later offer one of the most influential attacks on democracy in history, precisely as facilitating mob rule and rule by the least fit.The jury, according to
TheApology, consisted of 500 citizens of Athens. In the trial, Socrates displays his typical irony. Specifically of importance for the case of denying the existence of the gods, Socrates relates how his entire philosophical quest (which is resulting in his now being tried) began only after his friend Chaerephon had been told by the priestess of the Oracle at
Delphi of the judgment of the Oracle that none was wiser than Socrates. The irony here, of course, is that the Oracle is deeply significant for the religious. Do the religious really want to condemn one who their own most famous oracle has said was unmatched in his wisdom?There would, of course, have been various ways to understand the Oracle.
One might have understood it to mean that no man is wise at all along the lines of Heraclitus fragment that a man is found foolish by a god (D 79). So Socrates wisdom like that of all other men would be negligible. Socrates, however, does interpret the Oracle rather more commonly as implying that he does possess a kind of wisdom. Interestingly,
though, Socrates does not simply accept the statement of the Oracle on faith. He trusts his own reasoning, not the declaration of a religious authority. So he sets out apparently thinking it may be possible to show the Oracle wrong. Socrates surely has a different piety than most Athenians. His has underlined the importance of trusting his own
reasoning, not that of authorities. Yet he does come to see the truth of the Oracle. As earlier discussed, he sees a form of wisdom in his understanding of the limits of his own knowledge.The story of the Oracle, of course, provide Socrates with the possibility of describing how he came to be a public philosopher. Yet, since this is the major Oracle of
religious importance, the story serves as a sort of witness of character for those willing to believe, from the gods. Much of what Socrates offers in the court scene similarly witnesses to his character. He recounts his service in the Peloponnesian War. He distances himself from the natural philosophers who had otherwise been tried in Athens, noting
that as a young man he had already turned his back on their speculations having found them bereft of evidence and also unimportant since the teaching would not improve the soul of man. Similarly, he distances himself from other new atheists, the sophists, who are known to teach for profit. The former group may teach heresy about the gods. The
latter were in many cases more vehement about their atheism, not redefining the gods anew, and they were thought to corrupt the youth. Socrates shows he has a kind of piety.By contrast with the sophists he maintains he fundamentally cares about the soul. Further, he claims not really teach at all. He just spurs his interlocutors on to self-reflection
in conversations. In his plea, Socrates reveals that he is not like Heraclitus, who condemned the religious rites as having a corrupting influence on those who practiced them. Socrates may have unorthodox views about the gods, but he still participates respectfully in the civic religious ceremonies. More still, Socrates, even is led in his decisions,
always consulting with the voice of a daemon, which speaks to his conscience, not bidding him positive things to do but warning him when he should avoid some negative course of action. Though his defense does show that he is far from Orthodox, it also does show Socrates to be a deeply spiritual man.Is he an atheist? It is clear that he does not
believe in the gods of Hesiod. Does he corrupt the young? He does for those who think that teaching non-traditional ideas about the gods and about morality is corrupt. Socrates, however, makes his case denying atheism and maintaining that he did not take money for teaching like the sophists, who it is implied might really be considered too corrupt
the young. And in any case, he underlines he would only encourage the young to use their minds, to care for their souls, that which is best in them.In the end, the 500 votes were cast.It was a close decision, as Socrates was found guilty by fewer than 30 votes. But guilty he was found. It thus came to him to propose a penalty. Now, though, in a display
of Socratic irony, even at this point Socrates refuses to placate his jurors. As a proposed punishment, rather than suggesting a reasonable fine or exile something customary that may well have swayed enough jurors in his favor as punishment, he suggests free meals at the Prytaneum for life, the reward for Olympian heroes. Would not Socrates
deserve at least as much since he cared for what is most important in man not the body but the soul? This was clearly in jest. But large numbers in the jury, we can well imagine, would have been less than amused. He then notes that he has but one mena, an amount that would buy a copy of Hesiod so again, an insult. So he finally suggests that his
friends would come up with thirty menas (Johnson, 167), about 1/5 of his annual income. This was not insignificant but was still not a serious amount of money as an alternative to a death penalty. At the jury reconvening, in a larger number than the initial vote, they sentence Socrates to death by the drinking of hemlock (Johnson 151ff.).Socrates in
prisonOrdinarily, Socrates would have been executed the day after the trial. But because of a religious ceremony over three days, the execution had to be postponed. The prison reflections that occur (or that Plato places) in this period inCritoandPhaedoprovide Socrates (or Plato) an opportunity to reflect on the trial, of his views of his obligations to
the state and on his views of death. They show Socrates content with his decisions in the trial and willing to face death, even if it is unjust.Crito, who the dialogue is named after, depicts conversations between Socrates and his friend in his final days. In the dialogue, Crito offers arguments critical of Socrates behavior in the trial and reasons for
Socrates to allow his friends to pay a bribe so that Socrates can flee prison. Socrates in each case offers counter-arguments that Crito appears to find convincing. A first argument concerns why Socrates was so disregarding of the mores during the trial. Surely, Socrates would have had a better chance with his case had he simply been respectful of
those trying him. To this Socrates indicates that he does not believe that respect in such arguments is due to those in power, but to those who have truth on their side. One should greatly value some opinions, Socrates notes, and not others. Besides he argues, A good life is more important than a long life. Socrates is unrepentant. Crito is an obedient
interlocutor.Seeing that Socrates is in such a difficult situation and that Crito and his other friends can help, Crito suggests though that Socrates allow them to pay a bribe for his escape. This would have occurred often enough in the situation. Crito drives home particularly that this would be justified since the sentence was wrong, and indeed
Socrates death would bring about a further wrong of depriving his wife and their children of his care. Socrates rejects this utilitarian argument about the greater of evils. He adheres to a strict ethics of duty. Even though the sentence was wrong, paying a bribe is wrong as well; and two wrongs do not make a right.A tacit contract and a basis for civil
disobedienceFinally, Socrates argues that besides the fact that bribery is wrong, he thinks that has a duty to the city-state of Athens to accept the punishment of its legal system, even if that penalty is unjust. Here Socrates puts forward an argument that will be important in the history of philosophy that individuals living in a polity form a tacit
contract with the political body from which they benefit. In Socrates case, he has benefited from his education in Athens and from the security of the city-state. So while he has a fundamental obligation to follow his conscience on matters of individual action, he also has an obligation to accept the punishment for that if the city-state metes it
out.Socrates implied throughout the court case that he has an obligation to follow a higher law than that of the city. He must follow his conscience in matters of personal action. Here, however, he displays a paradox, like later proponents of civil disobedience. While maintaining the duty to breach a particular law (here to question traditional views
even if it is not permitted), he still affirms a basic duty to the system of law. He must accept the punishment the city-state provides for breaching that particular law.The entire point is not so clearly laid out as it is displayed. Though these fundamental principles of what will become civil disobedience are not all clearly synthesized in a treatise, the
basis for the argument is clearly to be reconstructed from the text.There are some further elements in a teaching of civil disobedience as later developed missing here. In John Rawls 20th century theoretical formulation of the ideas, it is important that the breaches of the law be done with the purpose of pointing out the failure in the legal system to
those in power so that they reform it. In most cases, civil disobedience later occurs not with individual actors, who would likely be ineffectual, but as part of a social movement.Nonetheless, whatever differences there are between civil disobedience as a developed teaching and Socrates depicted actions in the trial and death scenes, there are some
remarkable similarities. In the ideas depicted in these final scenes of Socrates life, we thus see two vital ideas for the later history of thought: the idea that there is a tacit contract between an individual and her polity; and the kernel of the often related teaching on civil disobedience.On death and the soulPhaedois thought to be a middle-period work
of Plato. In it, Plato develops ideas on the immortality of the soul that many scholars think differ from Socrates own views. In part, this is because they show a tension with other views that are expressed on the soul by Socrates inthe Apology. In that dialogue, contemplating death Socrates assures his friends that there is no need to fear, for it is one of
two things. Either it is a night of dreamless sleep, which should cause none to worry, or it is as the poets claim, which is a reason to be cheerful. Socrates expresses a hope that it is the latter, but without a worry if it is not.InPhaedomore Platonic views of the soul are introduced. In that dialogue, Socrates wife, Xanthippe and his child were sitting with
Socrates when his friends entered to speak to him. They are led away after the arrival of his friends. In the ensuing scenes, the character Socrates is together with Crito, Cebes, Simmias, and Phaedo discussing many (of Platos) ideas about the soul.One of the remarkable elements of Socrates death scenes is the great serenity with which he is shown
to confront death. He is 70 at the time of his execution. He exudes a sense that he has lived a life of good conscience and he can die in peace. After a long discussion, Socrates finally summons the guard for the hemlock. He drinks it and settles down to die. Of those present, Socrates alone remains calm. He eventually lies down and covers himself. The
parting words of the philosopher were a request to settle debts: He was beginning to grow cold about the groin, when he uncovered his face, for he had covered himself up, and saidthey were his last wordshe said: Crito, I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt? The debt shall be paid, said Crito.Liked it? Take a second to support
Dr John Messerly on Patreon! Fear of death is a common sentiment across cultures and ages, largely influenced by our individual and cultural beliefs about what happens after life. These beliefs often feature a moral weighing of one's life deeds, determining one's fate in the afterlife. Whether it's the ancient Egyptian belief of hearts being weighed
against a feather or the Christian image of Saint Peter welcoming souls to heaven, these notions shape our perceptions and fears about death.Unlike many, Socrates stood unfazed in the face of death. In 399 BCE, when sentenced to death for radicalizing youth and refusing to acknowledge Athens' official deities, Socrates displayed remarkable
calmness. His fearlessness wasn't rooted in ignorance or audacity, but a reasoned argument born out of philosophical exploration. He postulated two possibilities for what happens after deatha dreamless sleep or a passage to another life. To him, both outcomes were comforting and not something to dread.Socrates' argument began by imagining
death as a dreamless sleepa tranquil and restful state, far from being frightening. The other possibility he envisaged was death as a passage to another life. Socrates thought of this 'other life' as Hades, a place akin to Athens but without physical bodies, just disembodied minds. For a philosopher like him, this presented the exciting opportunity of
endless philosophical conversations and continual learning with great thinkers from the past, free from bodily needs and constraints.Socrates acknowledged that his idea of the afterlife, devoid of physicality, might be unappealing to those who enjoy physical pastimes. Thus, he recommended nurturing the mindthe part of us that could potentially
persist in the afterlife. If one invests in mental cultivation during life, the prospect of death could even be seen as liberating, a transition to a place of endless learning and dialogue.Socrates' perspectives on death offer a remarkable shift in how we might perceive this inevitable aspect of life. His views urge us to contemplate our mortality in a
different lightnot as an end, but as a potential new form of existence. This invites us to place a higher value on the cultivation of our minds, an asset that, according to Socrates, might accompany us into whatever comes next. Taylor, Mark Robert 2024. Socrates' Final Argument in Apology. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 105, Issue. 2, p. 291.
Anagnostou-Laoutides, Eva 2024. Theria as Cure for Impiety and Atheism in Platos Laws and Clement of Alexandria. Religions, Vol. 15, Issue. 6, p. 727. In Phaedo, Plato endeavors to prove the immortality of the soul. Socrates, the central figure, asserts that practicing philosophy is essentially a preparation for death. He argues that a true philosopher,
who remains fearless in the face of death, should also welcome it. Thus, Socrates exemplifies both fearlessness and willingness when it comes to death. After all, isnt practicing philosophy, in a sense, daring to confront death and approach it closely?Underlying this idea is an implicit acceptance of certain dualities. The duality of death and life mirrors
the duality of God and man in Platos philosophy. According to Plato, our physical existence or earthly life is merely a deceptive transitional phase. What continues to exist eternally after the death of the body is our spiritual essence.Therefore, from the perspective we see in Socrates and Plato, we should regard death as a transition from illusion to
reality. In this sense, death becomes the ultimate goal of life. This philosophical viewpoint, which has persisted since Plato, reaches its pinnacle in the work of Martin Heidegger. If I were to summarize his book Being and Time in one sentence, it would be this: the meaning of being (where being refers to the human existence known as Dasein) is
fundamentally the awareness that we are living towards death. We are not only living towards death, but we are also aware of this fact. According to Heidegger, what makes Dasein truly Dasein is this very awareness.Therefore, when we examine Heideggers philosophy, we encounter a philosophical narrative that centers on death, a theme that
extends from Plato through medieval Christian philosophy. As I mentioned earlier, these perspectives attempt to convey the incompleteness of life and its fulfillment through death.Conversely, another viewpoint that focuses on death highlights its role in giving life meaning and value. Consider the Stoic philosophers, for example. The Stoics assert that
death is the most significant event in life. Seneca famously said, No man enjoys the true taste of life but he who is ready and willing to quit it. Additionally, the phrase memento mori, meaning remember death, was popularized by the Stoics.How can remembering death enrich our lives? Reflecting on death reminds us that our time here is limited and
that we are inevitably moving towards death, emphasizing our transience. With this awareness, instead of squandering our time on meaningless pursuits, we are motivated to refine ourselves, our thoughts, and our actions. The recognition of lifes finitude is one of the key factors that make our brief time here more meaningful.Thats why many painters
during the Middle Ages and Renaissance would often incorporate a skull into the corners or margins of their artwork. Even in still life paintings portraying scattered fruits, musical instruments, or wilting flowers, the aim was not just decoration but to convey the transience of life. The underlying message is consistent: you are mortal, and the time
here is fleeting. Live with this awareness.The narrative that death establishes the meaning of life is a common theme found in the ideas of Heidegger and subsequent existentialist philosophers. While Albert Camus discusses how death binds humans to life, Sartre famously stated that the only beings who do not fear death are those who are already
dead. Contemplating death is what defines humanity. However, Western philosophical perspectives on death are not limited to this view. Theres also a perspective that considers death as merely an external connection to life, not worth contemplating. It wouldnt be wrong to say that one of the early representatives of this perspective was Epicurus. He
said, Death is nothing to us. When we exist, death is not; and when death exists, we are not. Therefore, as long as we exist, breathe, and experience life, theres no need to fear death. And when death comes, there wont be a subject to worry about our own demise, so the problem ceases to exist.Fernando Pessoa also conveyed an idea similar to this,
when you begin to fret about your death, think about the time before your birth. Just as I dont worry about the time I didnt exist before my birth, worrying about the time after my death seems equally absurd. Of course, its not as simple as that. Because now Im born, Im here, experiencing life. Once youre born, firstly, you understand what the
experience of life is like, and secondly, theres a fear due to not having definite knowledge of what will happen after death.Contrary to the tradition stretching from Plato to Heidegger, there are figures like Spinoza, Nietzsche, or Deleuze who present a different perspective. Deleuze, often seen as a successor to Spinoza or Nietzsche, articulates in his
work Spinoza: Practical Philosophy that philosophy, rather than being a preparation for death as seen in the Socratic tradition, is, in fact, a meditation on life. He argues that contemplating death always leads to a negative encounter. This notion drives Deleuze to position death as the outermost aspect of life, attempting to illuminate its meaning
within the internal dynamics of existence.While the traditional viewpoint, notably in Plato and Christianity, posits dual levels of existence physical and spiritual, earthly and afterlife Deleuzes philosophy challenges this dichotomy. Instead, he emphasizes the singular nature of existence, viewing it as an ongoing event or process. In Deleuzes framework,
life transcends individual experiences like those of Dilara, A, or B. Rather than a mere concept, life becomes a philosophical phenomenon an intricate network of relationships, an organic force, an unfolding event.In this perspective, even if my individual experience were to fade, the essence of life persists, rendering my death as an individual relatively
inconsequential to the broader concept of life. By refraining from labeling life as a concept, I acknowledge its dynamic nature. Viewing life through the lens of Deleuzes philosophy, it becomes evident that it is not a static entity but an open system characterized by movement and continual transformation. This understanding resonates deeply with
me.When contrasting traditional Western philosophy with Chinese philosophy, which also draws from Vedic culture, we find similar ideas in Indian philosophy. Here, the absence of a concept of beginning implies the absence of an end. Think of it like this: Where does a circle begin? Theres no definitive starting point, right? Contemplating the
beginning of a circle isnt particularly meaningful; what matters is its circular nature. By transcending notions of beginning and end, and instead envisioning existence or life as a cyclical journey, akin to a closed loop, we come to view death and life as complementary transitions. Classical Chinese philosophy doesnt present a worldview or life concept
originating from a transcendent principle external to itself. Rather, at its core, it embodies autopoiesis the process of life creating itself through its internal dynamics. From an ontological perspective, it suggests that the cosmos is an endless, perpetual, transformative process with no discernible beginning or end. If existence is indeed a
transformative process, then life and death arent distinct entities but rather stages within this ongoing transformation. Consequently, death should be regarded as a facet of change. However, this perspective doesnt negate the presence of fear of death in Chinese philosophy or among its adherents. Instead, death is viewed as a transitional phase.
Since theres no narrative of post-death judgment, akin to the countless processes in nature, death becomes naturalized rather than feared. Here, death is simply a part of the ongoing transformation of existence.Confucius once said, If we dont understand life, how can we comprehend death? This statement suggests that to grasp the concept of death,
we must first understand life itself. Through meditation on life, observing its creation, transformation, and change, we come to recognize death as an inherent aspect of life. What I find valuable about this perspective is that our inability to answer significant questions about beginnings, creation, or death doesnt arise from a lack of knowledge about
these topics, but from a lack of understanding of life itself. It is because we havent delved deeply enough into the nature of life that we struggle to comprehend death or origins. I am eager to hear your thoughts on this matter.Death is a topic that has fascinated philosophers for centuries, and Socrates was no exception.The ancient Greek philosopher
believed that death was not something to be feared, but rather embraced as a natural part of life. In fact, Socrates believed that death was a liberation of the soul, freeing it from the limitations of the body and guiding it towards eternal truths.But how did Socrates arrive at this view of death? And what can we learn from his perspective?In this article,
we will explore Socrates philosophy on death and its implications for our own understanding of mortality. So, lets dive in and discover how Socrates viewed death.Socrates believed that death was not an evil to be feared, but rather a natural part of the cycle of life. He believed that the soul was immortal and that death was simply the separation of the
soul from the body. In fact, Socrates saw death as a liberation of the soul, freeing it from the limitations of the body and guiding it towards eternal truths.Socrates believed that if we were wise, we would not fear death or live our lives in a certain way out of fear of death. He argued that it was not rational to fear death because we do not know what
death is, and it is possible for death to be a good thing. Socrates believed that if we were rational, we should not worry about the day we die.Socrates also believed that true philosophers should welcome death. He argued that those for whom death would be a blessing cannot take their own lives but must wait for their lives to be taken from them.
Socrates explained that we are the possessions of the gods and therefore have no right to harm ourselves.Socrates light-heartedness in the face of death came from his certainty that he would find even better gods and friends in the afterlife. He believed that there was an afterlife which was good for those who had been good in this life and bad for
those who had been wicked.According to Socrates, true philosophers spend their entire lives preparing for death and dying. Death should only be seen as a help to philosophers, giving them even greater separation between soul and body. Socrates also pointed out that only a philosopher who does not fear death can truly be said to possess courage
and self-control.Socrates early views on death were shaped by his belief in the immortality of the soul. He saw death as a natural part of life, and not something to be feared. Socrates believed that the soul was separate from the body, and that death was simply the separation of the two. He argued that death was not an evil, but rather a release from
the limitations of the body.Socrates believed that those who lived their lives in fear of death were not truly wise. He argued that it was irrational to fear something that we do not fully understand, and that death could potentially be a good thing. Socrates believed that if we were rational, we should not worry about the day we die.Socrates also
believed that true philosophers should welcome death. He argued that those for whom death would be a blessing cannot take their own lives but must wait for their lives to be taken from them. Socrates explained that we are the possessions of the gods and therefore have no right to harm ourselves.The Oracle at Delphi played a significant role in
shaping Socrates beliefs about death. According to Socrates, the Oracle had proclaimed him the wisest man in Athens, despite his own belief that he was ignorant. This led Socrates to question the Oracles wisdom and seek out others who were considered wise in Athens. Through his questioning, Socrates discovered that many of these supposedly
wise individuals were actually ignorant and lacked true knowledge.Socrates encounter with the Oracle at Delphi was a pivotal moment in his life, as it led him to question conventional wisdom and seek out a deeper understanding of truth. The Oracles proclamation also served as a catalyst for Socrates philosophical journey, as he sought to
understand what true wisdom and knowledge were.The influence of the Oracle at Delphi can be seen in Socrates belief that death was not something to be feared, but rather a natural part of life. The Oracles proclamation had given Socrates a sense of purpose and direction, leading him to question conventional wisdom and seek out a deeper
understanding of truth. In this sense, the Oracle had helped shape Socrates philosophical outlook on life and death.Despite his beliefs about death, Socrates was brought to trial in 399 BCE by Meletus, who accused him of corrupting the youth and impiety. Socrates was found guilty by a narrow margin of thirty votes and was given the opportunity to
suggest a sentence. He jokingly suggested that he should receive free meals for life, but this suggestion was met with no reaction. Instead, he offered to pay a fine of 100 drachmae, but Meletus suggested the death penalty.Socrates refused to show contempt for the law and faced his trial without flinching. He remained true to his teachings of civic
obedience (and criticism), drank the hemlock poison concoction, and died of paralysis shortly after. The people of Athens expected Socrates to flee the city, but his loyal friends and followers encouraged him not to. Socrates believed that he had lived a good life and that death was a natural part of that life. Many theories have been proposed to explain
why Socrates chose to die rather than flee Athens or accept a lesser punishment. Some argue that he wanted to be sentenced to death to justify his philosophic opposition to the Athenian democracy of that time. Others suggest that he wanted to avoid the unpleasantness of old age or that he saw himself as healing the Citys ills by his voluntary
death.Regardless of the reason, Socrates death has become one of the most famous in history, and his teachings continue to influence philosophy and ethics today. His unwavering commitment to his beliefs and his willingness to die for them have made him a symbol of courage and integrity.Socrates believed that the soul was immortal and that it
survived beyond the death of the body. He saw the physical world as transient and imperfect, and believed that the unchanging, eternal, perfect realm included intellectual essences such as truth, goodness, and beauty. Our bodies belonged to the physical realm and were subject to change, imperfection, and death, while our souls belonged to the ideal
realm and were unchanging and immortal.Socrates argued that our souls strive for wisdom and perfection, and that reason is the souls tool to achieve this exalted state. However, as long as the soul is tied to the body, it is inhibited by the imperfection of the physical realm. The soul is dragged by the body into the region of the changeable, where it
wanders and is confused in a world that spins round her, and she is like a drunkard. Socrates believed that reason was a powerful tool that enabled the soul to free itself from the corrupting imperfection of the physical realm and achieve communion with the unchanging.Socrates believed that death was not an end to existence but merely a separation
of the soul from the body. He argued that because of the immortality of the soul, death could not be evil. To free the soul by guiding it to eternal truths was the entire point of life. When death did come, it was a liberation of the soul.Socrates views on death have had a lasting impact on Western philosophy and continue to influence modern
perspectives on death. His belief in the immortality of the soul and the separation of the soul from the body at death has been adopted by many religious and spiritual traditions. The idea that death is a natural part of life and should not be feared is also a common theme in modern discussions on death.Socrates emphasis on living a good and moral life
in preparation for death has also influenced modern attitudes towards death. Many people today believe that living a meaningful life and making positive contributions to society can help alleviate the fear of death. Socrates belief that death can be a liberation of the soul has also inspired many to see death as a new beginning rather than an
end.Socrates legacy also extends to the field of psychology, where his ideas have been used to explore the human experience of death and dying. His focus on the separation of the soul from the body has been used to understand near-death experiences and other phenomena related to dying. Socrates emphasis on rationality and acceptance of death
has also been used in modern approaches to grief counseling and end-of-life care.In conclusion, Socrates views on death have had a profound impact on Western philosophy and continue to influence modern perspectives on death. His emphasis on the immortality of the soul, living a good and moral life, and accepting death as a natural part of life
have inspired many to see death in a new light. Socrates legacy will continue to shape our understanding of death for generations to come.Death is a topic that has fascinated philosophers for centuries, and Socrates was no exception.The ancient Greek philosopher believed that death was not something to be feared, but rather embraced as a natural
part of life. In fact, Socrates believed that death was a liberation of the soul, freeing it from the limitations of the body and guiding it towards eternal truths.But how did Socrates arrive at this view of death? And what can we learn from his perspective?In this article, we will explore Socrates philosophy on death and its implications for our own
understanding of mortality. So, lets dive in and discover how Socrates viewed death.Socrates believed that death was not an evil to be feared, but rather a natural part of the cycle of life. He believed that the soul was immortal and that death was simply the separation of the soul from the body. In fact, Socrates saw death as a liberation of the soul,
freeing it from the limitations of the body and guiding it towards eternal truths.Socrates believed that if we were wise, we would not fear death or live our lives in a certain way out of fear of death. He argued that it was not rational to fear death because we do not know what death is, and it is possible for death to be a good thing. Socrates believed
that if we were rational, we should not worry about the day we die.Socrates also believed that true philosophers should welcome death. He argued that those for whom death would be a blessing cannot take their own lives but must wait for their lives to be taken from them. Socrates explained that we are the possessions of the gods and therefore
have no right to harm ourselves.Socrates light-heartedness in the face of death came from his certainty that he would find even better gods and friends in the afterlife. He believed that there was an afterlife which was good for those who had been good in this life and bad for those who had been wicked.According to Socrates, true philosophers spend
their entire lives preparing for death and dying. Death should only be seen as a help to philosophers, giving them even greater separation between soul and body. Socrates also pointed out that only a philosopher who does not fear death can truly be said to possess courage and self-control.Socrates early views on death were shaped by his belief in the
immortality of the soul. He saw death as a natural part of life, and not something to be feared. Socrates believed that the soul was separate from the body, and that death was simply the separation of the two. He argued that death was not an evil, but rather a release from the limitations of the body.Socrates believed that those who lived their lives in
fear of death were not truly wise. He argued that it was irrational to fear something that we do not fully understand, and that death could potentially be a good thing. Socrates believed that if we were rational, we should not worry about the day we die.Socrates also believed that true philosophers should welcome death. He argued that those for whom
death would be a blessing cannot take their own lives but must wait for their lives to be taken from them. Socrates explained that we are the possessions of the gods and therefore have no right to harm ourselves.The Oracle at Delphi played a significant role in shaping Socrates beliefs about death. According to Socrates, the Oracle had proclaimed
him the wisest man in Athens, despite his own belief that he was ignorant. This led Socrates to question the Oracles wisdom and seek out others who were considered wise in Athens. Through his questioning, Socrates discovered that many of these supposedly wise individuals were actually ignorant and lacked true knowledge.Socrates encounter with
the Oracle at Delphi was a pivotal moment in his life, as it led him to question conventional wisdom and seek out a deeper understanding of truth. The Oracles proclamation also served as a catalyst for Socrates philosophical journey, as he sought to understand what true wisdom and knowledge were.The influence of the Oracle at Delphi can be seen in
Socrates belief that death was not something to be feared, but rather a natural part of life. The Oracles proclamation had given Socrates a sense of purpose and direction, leading him to question conventional wisdom and seek out a deeper understanding of truth. In this sense, the Oracle had helped shape Socrates philosophical outlook on life and
death.Despite his beliefs about death, Socrates was brought to trial in 399 BCE by Meletus, who accused him of corrupting the youth and impiety. Socrates was found guilty by a narrow margin of thirty votes and was given the opportunity to suggest a sentence. He jokingly suggested that he should receive free meals for life, but this suggestion was
met with no reaction. Instead, he offered to pay a fine of 100 drachmae, but Meletus suggested the death penalty.Socrates refused to show contempt for the law and faced his trial without flinching. He remained true to his teachings of civic obedience (and criticism), drank the hemlock poison concoction, and died of paralysis shortly after. The people
of Athens expected Socrates to flee the city, but his loyal friends and followers encouraged him not to. Socrates believed that he had lived a good life and that death was a natural part of that life. Many theories have been proposed to explain why Socrates chose to die rather than flee Athens or accept a lesser punishment. Some argue that he wanted
to be sentenced to death to justify his philosophic opposition to the Athenian democracy of that time. Others suggest that he wanted to avoid the unpleasantness of old age or that he saw himself as healing the Citys ills by his voluntary death.Regardless of the reason, Socrates death has become one of the most famous in history, and his teachings
continue to influence philosophy and ethics today. His unwavering commitment to his beliefs and his willingness to die for them have made him a symbol of courage and integrity.Socrates believed that the soul was immortal and that it survived beyond the death of the body. He saw the physical world as transient and imperfect, and believed that the
unchanging, eternal, perfect realm included intellectual essences such as truth, goodness, and beauty. Our bodies belonged to the physical realm and were subject to change, imperfection, and death, while our souls belonged to the ideal realm and were unchanging and immortal.Socrates argued that our souls strive for wisdom and perfection, and
that reason is the souls tool to achieve this exalted state. However, as long as the soul is tied to the body, it is inhibited by the imperfection of the physical realm. The soul is dragged by the body into the region of the changeable, where it wanders and is confused in a world that spins round her, and she is like a drunkard. Socrates believed that reason
was a powerful tool that enabled the soul to free itself from the corrupting imperfection of the physical realm and achieve communion with the unchanging.Socrates believed that death was not an end to existence but merely a separation of the soul from the body. He argued that because of the immortality of the soul, death could not be evil. To free
the soul by guiding it to eternal truths was the entire point of life. When death did come, it was a liberation of the soul.Socrates views on death have had a lasting impact on Western philosophy and continue to influence modern perspectives on death. His belief in the immortality of the soul and the separation of the soul from the body at death has
been adopted by many religious and spiritual traditions. The idea that death is a natural part of life and should not be feared is also a common theme in modern discussions on death.Socrates emphasis on living a good and moral life in preparation for death has also influenced modern attitudes towards death. Many people today believe that living a
meaningful life and making positive contributions to society can help alleviate the fear of death. Socrates belief that death can be a liberation of the soul has also inspired many to see death as a new beginning rather than an end.Socrates legacy also extends to the field of psychology, where his ideas have been used to explore the human experience of
death and dying. His focus on the separation of the soul from the body has been used to understand near-death experiences and other phenomena related to dying. Socrates emphasis on rationality and acceptance of death has also been used in modern approaches to grief counseling and end-of-life care.In conclusion, Socrates views on death have had
a profound impact on Western philosophy and continue to influence modern perspectives on death. His emphasis on the immortality of the soul, living a good and moral life, and accepting death as a natural part of life have inspired many to see death in a new light. Socrates legacy will continue to shape our understanding of death for generations to
come. Plato, in his dialogue Phaedo, has Socrates refer to philosophy as the practice of death. In the dialogue, this practice is presented as one in which the philosopher tries to remove herself from the seductions of the sensible world in order to pursue knowledge of the eternal, unchanging, and invisible Forms (for some posts on the Forms, go here).
But we can also interpret the practice of death more broadly as a process of dying to ones false beliefs over and over in order to pursue true ones. This, of course, sounds like a recipe for an anxiety attack. But Platos dialogues suggest just the opposite:Paradoxically, it is only when we are constantly seeking to reform our beliefs by examining them
with arguments that we are stable. In Platos dialogue Meno, Socrates says that our opinions run away from us like the beautiful statues of Daedalus if we do not tie them down with the chains of argument. The character Meno, however, is rigid and fearful of changing his unexamined beliefs. As a result, his opinions run away and he is caught empty
handed time and time again. At one point he feels paralyzed in the presence of Socrates questions he feels like he has been stung by a stingray. This is interesting:Menois having the life of his mind frozen he feels like he is dying precisely because he doesnt practice death.Socrates, by contrast,is having the life of his mind enhanced precisely because
he is always practicing death.Thus the encounter with Socrates reveals unexamined information which, in turn, leads to an existential challenge: can one die to ones unexamined beliefs and emerge born again into a new set of better beliefs? Or will one run from the challenge and decide to love the dead image of being wise rather than the vitalizing
power of wisdom itself? Of course, the challenge, as Platos dialogues demonstrate so beautifully, is not an easy one. Indeed, in Platos Phaedo Socrates discusses the threat of misology,the hatred or reasoning/arguing, which may emerge when we see how argument after argument gets knocked down. We may especially come to hate the rational life
when our favored arguments supporting our cherished ideals are refuted. But Socrates encourages us to see such refutations as liberations that set us on paths with less falsehood. Those who do not have the courage to face the death of their beliefs run the risk of being rigid when lifes changes demand the flexibility of radical belief revision.John
Peterman elaborates in his phenomenal book On Plato(Wadsworth: 2000):There are the dangers of living a rational life for which we have to prepare by practicing dying and being dead. We need to become more sensitive to the experience of how our ideas work: bringing our ideas to criticism, finding that an idea cannot explain what it pretends to,
accepting the death of this idea and the subsequent hole in our understanding, passing through the dark night of the soul when no replacement ideas appear, and finally finding a new candidate. Then our soul has a better chance, not only of surviving, but of becoming stronger. It sounds like falling in and out of love: elation, suspicion, confusion,
depression, reorganization, elation. In a significant sense, philosophy is the preparation for being depressed. When our world has crashed, when our career, lover, parenting, friends, etc. has failed us or we failed it, then we need to be prepared or face being crushed. (42)Socrates method allows us to practice dying so that, should we really have to die
and be reborn, we can, as Socrates states at the end of Platos Republic, make a good crossing.While changing it rests HeraclitusFor my many other posts on Plato, go here. Michael Maier, Atalanta Fugiens (1618)In alchemical lore, the philosophical egg represents a domain in which diverse materials undergo a fusion into something new, the
philosophers stone, which can help one become wise. Heraclitus said: Lovers of wisdom should be enquirers into many things. My blog, full of long and short posts, is committed to this diversity and offers a domain in which various ideas come together in illuminating and often puzzling ways: they are like philosophical eggs. Cracking and digesting
them should bring you some surprises and, hopefully, some nourishing wisdom.Photo by Jackson ByrnesMy name is Dwight Goodyear and I am a philosopher who loves to teach. I am professor of philosophy at SUNY Westchester Community College in New York (although this site should not be taken to express the opinions of WCC). I teach a variety
of courses every year including logic, ethics, ancient/medieval phil., modern phil., phil. of art, and phil. of love. I received the SUNY Chancellors Award for Excellence in Teaching, the NISOD Excellence Award for Teaching, the Abeles Endowed Chair for the WCC Honors Program, and the SUNY WCC Foundation Award for Scholarship. I received my
Masters and Ph.D. in philosophy from the New School for Social Research in NYC and wrote my dissertation under Richard ]J. Bernstein. My main areas of interest are aesthetics, American pragmatism, existentialism, and metaphysics. I am also a musician who composes, performs, and records experimental works for piano and guitar that I refer to as
musical gates or compositions that feature a strong sense of passing into a realm of mystery and revelation. I have ten recordings available on iTunes, Amazon, CD Baby, youtube, and elsewhere. My website is accessible at the top of this page. When not working on philosophy and music I am spending time with my wife and son.Copyright
notification:Dwight Goodyear holds all copyrights for the entries on www.philosophicaleggs.comIn accessing this site, you agree that any downloading of content is for non-commercial reference only.No part of this web site may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
without prior permission of Dwight Goodyear.Dwight can be contacted at:Dwight.goodyear@sunywcc.edu First published Wed May 22, 2002; substantive revision Wed Aug 25, 2021 To die is to cease to be alive. To clarify death further, then, wewill need to say a bit about the nature of life. Some theorists have said that life is a substance of some sort.
A moreplausible view is that life is a property of some sort, but we shouldalso consider the possibility that lives are events. If we say thatlives are events, we will want to know something about how todistinguish them from other events, and how they are related to theindividuals that are alive. It would also be useful to know thepersistence conditions
for a life. If instead we conclude that life(or alive) is a property, we will want to clarify it, andidentify what sorts of things bear it. Let us briefly discuss each ofthese viewsthat life is a substance, a property, or an event. 1.1 Life as a Substance We can deal quickly with the view called vitalism(defended by Hans Driesch, 1908 and 1914, among others),
which holdsthat being alive consists in containing some special substance calledlife. Vitalism is a nonstarter since it is unclear whatsort of stuff vitalists take life to be, and because no likelycandidatesno special stuff found in all and only in livingthingshave been detected. Moreover, vitalism faces a furtherdifficulty, which Fred Feldman calls the Jonah
Problem:a dead thing, such as a whale, may have a living thing, say Jonah,inside it; if Jonah has life inside him, then so doesthe whale, but by hypothesis the whale is not alive. Of course, inthis example Jonah is in the whales stomach, not in its cells,but the difficulty cannot be solved by saying that an object is aliveif and only if it has life in its cells, as
aninfectious agent (organisms with life in them) couldsurvive, for a time, within the dead cells of a dead whale. 1.2 Life as an Event As Jay Rosenberg noted (1983, p. 22, 103), sometimes when we speak ofa life we mean to refer to the events that make up somethingshistorythe things that it did and the things that happened toit. (For example, the
publication of The Problems ofPhilosophy was one of the events that made up one life, namelyBertrand Russells.) Yet a rock and a corpse have histories, andneither has a life. Presumably, then, a life, in thesense we are discussing, refers to the history of something that isalive. In that case what we are really looking for is clarification ofa property, not
an event. We want clarification of what it is to bealive. According to a second theorist, Peter van Inwagen, while a life isindeed an event, it is not the history of something.Russells life, van Inwagen writes(1990, p. 83), denotes a purely biological event, an eventwhich took place entirely inside Russells skin and which wenton for ninety-seven years.
Russells life included theoxygenation of his hemoglobin molecules but not the publication of hisbooks. If lives are biological events, it would be useful to know more aboutwhat they are, how they are individuated, and what their persistenceconditions are. Van Inwagen declines to provide these details (1990,p. 145). He assumes that (the events he
calls) lives are familiarenough to us that we can pick them out. But he does make the usefulcomment that each such event is constituted by certain self-organizingactivities in which some molecules engage, and that it is analogous toa parade, which is an event constituted by certain marching-relatedactivities of some people. Having taken the notion of
a life forgranted, he draws upon it in his account of organisms. On his view(1990, p. 90), some things compose an organism if and only if theiractivity constitutes a life. 1.3 Life as a Property Many theorists have defended the view that life, or (being) alive, isa property, but there is considerable disagreement among them aboutwhat precisely that
property is. The main views on offer arelife-functionalist accounts and accounts that analyze life in terms of DNA or genetic information or evolution by natural selection. Life-functionalism, a view introduced by Aristotle, analyzes theproperty alive in terms of one or more salient functions thatliving things typically are able to perform. The salient
functionsAristotle listed were nutrition, reproduction, sensation, autonomousmotion, and thought. However, life-functionists disagree about how toformulate their account and about which functions are salient. TakeAristotles list. Obviously, it would be a mistake to say thatsomething is alive if and only if it can perform all of the functionson the list.
Might we say that, for something to be alive, itsuffices that it be capable of one or more of the listedfunctions? Is being capable of one of these functions inparticular necessary for something to be alive? As FredFeldman points out, neither of the suggestions just mentioned isacceptable. Devices such as Roomba cleaning robots can do one ofAristotles
functions, namely move themselves, but are notalive, so being able to do at least one listed function does notsuffice for being alive. Nor is it plausible to say that any one onthe list is necessary for being alive. Which on the list would thisnecessary function be? Perhaps nutrition? Adult silk moths are alivebut lack a digestive system, so are incapable of
nutrition. And, asmany theorists have noticed, many living things cannot reproduce;examples include organisms whose reproductive organs are damaged andhybrid animals such as mules. What, now, about accounts that analyze life in terms of geneticinformation? Feldman thinks that something like the Jonah problemarises for any account according
which being alive consists incontaining DNA or other genetic information, as dead organisms containDNA. A further problem for such views is that it is conceivable thereare or could be life forms (say on other planets) that are not basedon genetic information. This latter difficulty can be avoided if wesay that being alive consists in having the ability to
evolve, toengage in Darwinian evolution, assuming that evolution by naturalselection is possible for living things that lack nucleic acid. Wemight adopt NASAs definition, according to which life isa self-sustaining chemical system capable of Darwinianevolution. However, accounts like NASAs are implausiblefor a further reason: while the ability to
evolve by natural selectionis something that collections of organismsspeciesmay ormay not have, it is not a feature an individual organism may have.Later members of a species come to have features earlier memberslacked; some of these new features may make survival more or lesslikely, and the less fit are weeded out of existence. Anindividual
organism, such as a particular dog, cannot undergo thisprocess. Yet individuals may be alive. Because he has encountered no successful account of life, no accountexempt from counterexamples, Feldman concludes that life is amystery (p. 55). Despite his skepticism, however, there is agood case to be made for saying that what distinguishes objects
thatare alive from objects that are not is that the latter have adistinctive sort of control over what composes them, which the formerlack. Let us see if we can make this claim clearer. Consider ordinary composite material objects that are not alive. Wecan assume that, at a given time, these are made up of, or composedof, more simple things, such as
molecules, by virtue of the fact thatthe latter meet various conditions. Among the conditions is therequirement that (in some sense in need of clarification) they bebonded together. Take the boulder near my front porch. Amongthe things that compose it now will be a few molecules, say fourmolecules near the center of the boulder, that are bonded
together, inthat each is bonded to the others, directly or indirectly (a molecule,A, is indirectly bonded to another molecule, B, if A isdirectly bonded to a molecule C that is directly bonded to B, or if Ais bonded to a molecule that is indirectly bonded to B). The thingsthat make up the boulder are not limited to these four molecules, butthey are limited to
molecules that are bonded to them. Nor is theboulder unique in this way; something similar seems true of anycomposite material object. A composite material object is composed ofsome things at a time only if those things are bonded together at thattime. What sort of bonding relationship holds among the things that composematerial objects? Any
answer to this question will be controversial.Let us set it aside, and move on to some further assumptions about thecomposition of nonliving composite material objects, namely that agreat many of them persist for a while (some persist for a very longtime) and that what composes them at one time normally differs fromwhat composes them at other
times. Exactly how this works is acomplicated matter, but among the conditions that such objects mustmeet if they are to persist is that any change in their composition beincremental. (Even this condition is controversial. For more onmaterial objects, see the article Material Constitution and Ordinaryobjects.) Consider the boulder again. Suppose that
at one time,t0, it is composed of some molecules, and that allor most of these molecules remain bonded to each other until a latertime t1. Suppose, too, that no or few (few ascompared to the number of molecules that composed the boulder att0) molecules come to be newly bonded to these bythe time that t1 rolls around. Under theseconditions the
boulder undergoes an incremental change in composition,and it seems plausible to say that the boulder remains in existenceover the interval tOt1,and, at t1, is composed of the molecules thatremain bonded together with the molecules that are newly attached tothem. Presumably, it will also survive a series of such incrementalchanges in composition.
But it will not survive drastic and suddenchanges. It would stop existing, for example, if the molecules thatcompose it were suddenly dispersed. Enough said about composite material objects that are not alive. Nowlet us see if we can shed some light on what makes living objectsspecial. What is it that distinguishes an object that is alive from anobject
that is not? The answer seems to be that, normally, a live object has a distinctivesort of control over whether things come to be, or cease to be, partof it. The control in question is made possible by activities itsconstituents themselves are capable of. Contrast objects that are notalive, say automobiles. What an ordinary car is composed of is settledfor
the car by the mechanics who repair it (detaching someparts and affixing others), by whether it is involved in an accidentand loses some parts, and so forth. Imagine a car that is not passivein this way. Imagine that its parts were somehow capable of replacingsome of themselves with fresh parts, without assistance from outside,so that the activities of
the parts that compose the car today wereresponsible for its being composed of certain parts tomorrow. Thatwould make it quite lifelike. Let us describe, in a bit more detail, what the molecules that composeliving objects can do: Working together, these molecules can engage in activities thatare integrated in conformity with (under the control of)
theinformation that some of them carry (information that is comparable toblueprints and instructions), much as soldiers that make up an armycan engage in activities that are integrated in conformity with battleplans and instructions issued by the commanding officers that areamong them. Deploying these activities, the molecules can self-modify, in



thesense that they can bond new (perhaps recently ingested) molecules tothemselves, or prune (and excrete) some away, combining themselves invarious ways (e.g., constructing cells), thereby giving way to aslightly different assembly of molecules at a later time, and fuelingtheir activities by drawing upon external energy sources or storedreserves.
The molecules can also pass along their ability to self-modify,enabling the molecules to which they give way to continue theseactivities, thus allowing the object they compose to sustain a givenform (or forms) over time (say that of a dog) despite the fact thatwhat composes that object at one time differs from what composes it atanother time.The view
on offerwe might call it the compositionalaccount of lifeis that an object is composed of thingsthat are capable of the activities just described if and only if it is alive. This account of life needs refinement, but it avoids at least most ofthe worries mentioned earlier. It implies that an object may be aliveeven though it is sterile (as in the case of mules),
even though itsurvives on stored energy (as in the case of a silk moth), andconceivably even if it lacks nucleic acid (yet is still composed ofthings that engage in activities integrated in conformity withinformation they carry). In fact, it implies that being capable ofnone of the items on Aristotles list is necessary norsufficient for being alive. What is
more, the compositional accountjust sketched implies that being alive is a property an individual,say the last remaining dodo, may bear on its own, which suggests thatit may be alive without being capable of Darwinian evolution. At thesame time, it explains how collections of live individuals may evolve.Individual objects are alive only if their
composition is under thecontrol of some of their parts (e.g., nucleic acid molecules) thatcarry information. The mechanisms by which such information is carriedtend to be modified over time, altering the information they carry,and thus the features of the organisms they help shape, introducingmutations that may or may not facilitate survival. (For
more on thenature of life, see Bedau 2014 and the entry on Life.) 2. Death The previous section discussed the nature of life, thereby clarifyingwhat it is that death ends. This section discusses the nature of deathand how death is related to the persistence of organisms and persons.(For an excellent discussion of views of death outside of the
analytictradition, see Schumacher 2010.) 2.1 Life and Death According to the compositional account of life discussed in theprevious section, objects that are alive have a distinctive capacityto control what they are composed of, fixing these constituentstogether in various ways, by virtue of the fact that theirconstituents can engage in various self-
modifying activities that areintegrated in conformity with information they carry. Let us callthese vital activities. It is one thing to have the capacity to engage in vital activities andanother actually to engage in them, just as there is a differencebetween having the ability to run and actually running. Being aliveseems to involve the former. It consists in
having the relevantcapacity. To die is to lose this capacity. We can call this theloss of life account of death. The event by which the capacity to engage in vital activities is lostis one thing, and the state of affairs of its having been lost it isanother. Death can refer to either. However, thecapacity to engage in vital activities may be lost gradually,
ratherthan all at once, so it is reasonable to speak of a process of dying.In some cases that process is especially complicated, because theself-modifying activities of some organisms result in the constructionof complex physiological systems that must remain largely intact forthe self-modifying activities of these organisms to remain integrated.In
defining death, some theorists focus on these systems, and claimthat an organisms life ends when that organismsphysiological systems can no longer function as an integrated whole,or when this loss becomes irreversible (Christopher Belshaw 2009;David DeGrazia 2014). 2.2 Death and Suspended Vitality The loss of life account of death has been
challenged by theorists whoclaim that things whose vital activities are suspended are not alive(Feldman 1992, Christopher Belsaw 2009, Cody Gilmore 2013, and DavidDeGrazia 2014). When zygotes and embryos are frozen for later use inthe in vitro fertilization procedure, their vital activities arebrought to a stop, or very nearly so. The same goes for
water bearsthat are dehydrated, and for seeds and spores. It seems clear that thezygotes and water bears are not dead, since their vital activities caneasily be restartedby warming the zygote or by wetting thewater bear. They are not dead, but are they alive? If we deny thatthey are alive, presumably we would do so on the grounds that theirvital
activities are halted. If somethings life can be ended bysuspending its vital activities without its dying, then we must rejectthe loss of life account of death. However, the loss of life account is thoroughly established inordinary usage, and is easily reconciled with the possibility ofsuspended vitality. In denying that frozen embryos are dead, it isclear that
we mean to emphasize that they have not lost thecapacity to deploy their vital activities. When we say thatsomething is dead, we mean to emphasize that this capacityhas been lost. Having used dead to signal thisloss, why would we want to use the word alive to signalthe fact that something is making active use of its vital activities?Our best option is
to use a pair of contrasting terms. We can useviable to indicate that something has the capacity todeploy vital activities and unviable to indicate that ithas lost this capacity. When instead we are concerned about whether ornot something is engaging its vital activities, we can use differentcontrasting terms, say vital and nonvital,the former to
characterize something that is employing its capacityfor vital activities and the latter to characterize something that isnot making use of its capacity for vital activities. What seemsrelatively uncontroversial is that being dead consists in unviability.To retain the loss of life account, we have only to add that beingalive consists in viability. We can then
say that a frozen embryo isviable and hence alive despite its lack of vitality, and it will dieif its life ends (it will die if it ceases to be viable). Of course,if we are willing to abandon the loss of life account, we couldinstead use alive to characterize something that is bothviable and vital. We would then say that a frozen embryo is not alive(since it lacks
vitality) but also that it is not dead (since itremains viable). 2.3 Being Dead People often speak of being dead as a state orcondition as opposed to an event or process. They say anorganism comes to be in this state once it dies. This way of speakingcan be puzzling on the assumption that what dies ceases to exist.(This assumption is discussed below.) If
the assumption is true, thenan organism that dies stops existing but simultaneously comes to be inthe state of death. Mustnt something exist at a time if it is(literally) in some state at that time? But of course it would beabsurd to deny that something can truly be dead on the grounds thatdeath is a state and what does not exist at a time cannot be in
anystate at that time. Why not solve the problem by saying that upon dying an organism leavesa corpse, and it is the corpse that is in the state of being dead?There are several problems with this suggestion. Some organisms do notleave corpses. What corpses are left eventually disintegrate. Whetheran organism leaves a corpse or not, and whether its
corpse exists ornot, if that organism dies at time t and does not regain lifethen it is dead after t. The difficulty can be avoided if we say, with Jay Rosenberg 1983, p.42), that dead is a relation between an organism, the time it died,and a subsequent time, and that when someone asserts, at some giventime t, Socrates is dead, what is asserted(ignoring
the possibility of restored life, discussed in the nextsection) is roughly that Socrates died before t. As is mentioned below, some theorists deny that an object that is atone time an organism may continue its existence as a corpse. Suchtheorists will say that organisms and their corpses are two differentobjects. They may conclude that dead
isambiguousthat it means one thing as applied to organisms, andanother thing as attributed to the corpses organisms leave. In anycase, they will need to deny that, as concerns corpses, being deadimplies having died, as corpses are never alive, according to them.If, on the other hand, an object that is an organism may continue itsexistence as a
corpse, then, at any time t after that objectdies, dead applies univocally to it at time t,and means roughly died before t. 2.4 Resurrection It will be useful to sharpen the loss of life account if, as seemsconceivable, it is possible to restore life to something thathas died. Restoration in this sense is quite different from the revival ofsomething, such as a
frozen embryo, whose vital activities have beenhalted. Something can be revived only if it isaliveonly if it has the capacity to deploy vital activities, asin the case of a frozen zygote. It is revived when it regainsvitality. Somethings life can be restored only if ithas lost its capacity for vital activities. Life is restored when thiscapacity is regained. To bring
the possibility of restoration into view, imagine afuturistic device, the Disassembler-Reassembler, that chopsme into small cubes, or individual cells, or disconnected atoms, whichit stores and later reassembles just as they were before. It is farfrom obvious that I would surviveand that my life wouldcontinueafter Reassembly. (Assuming that I am a
materialobject, the account of objects sketched in Section 1.3 implies thatchopping me into bits ends my existence forever.) But even if myexistence would pick up again after Reassembly occurs, it is quiteclear that I would not live during intervals when my atoms are stackedin storage. I would not even exist during such intervals. If I can
beReassembled, my life would be restored, not revived. Restoration, notrevival, is a way of bringing a creature back from the dead. Now imagine a Corpse Reanimator, a device that movesmolecules back to where they were prior to the death of the creaturethat left the corpse, and restarts its vital activities. Sometheorists say that I continue my
existence as a corpse if it remainsin good shape; they will assume that I remain in existence afterlosing my life, and continue my existence after the Corpse Reanimatordoes its work. On their view the Corpse Reanimator restoresmy life--it gives me back the capacity to engage in vitalactivities. Given the possibilities of restoration and revivification, it
seemsbest to refine the loss of life account, as follows: Dying is the loss of an objects lifethe loss ofits capacity to perpetuate itself using vital activities. An objectdies at the time it loses this capacity. It is dead at alltimes afterwards, except while that capacity is regained. 2.5 Death and What We Are Death for you and me is constituted by the loss of
our capacity tosustain ourselves using vital activities. This characterization ofdeath could be sharpened if we had a clearer idea of what weare, and its implications concerning our persistence. Afterall, we cannot retain any capacities if we fail to persist,so if we fail to persist we stop being capable of vital activities. Wedie. However, what we are, and
what is involved in our persistence, isa matter of controversy. There are three main views: animalism, which says that we arehuman animals (Snowdon 1990, Olson 1997, 2007); personism,which says that we are creatures with the capacity for self-awareness;and mindism, which says that we are minds (which may or maynot have the capacity for self-
awareness) (McMahan 2002). Animaliststypically say that we persist over time just in case we remain thesame animal; mindist typically suggest that our persistence requiresour remaining the same mind. Personism is usually paired with the viewthat our persistence is determined by our psychological features andthe relations among them (Locke
1689, Parfit 1984). (For more on whatwe are, see the entry on Personal Identity.) If we are animals, with the persistence conditions of animals, we diewhen we cease to be the same animal. If we are minds, with thepersistence conditions for minds, we die when we cease to meet theseconditions. And if persistence is determined by our retaining
certainpsychological features, then the loss of those features willconstitute death. These three ways of understanding death have very differentimplications. Severe dementia can destroy a great many psychologicalfeatures without destroying the mind, which suggests that death asunderstood by personists can occur even though death as understood
bymindists has not. Moreover, human animals sometimes survive thedestruction of the mind, as when the cerebrum dies but the brainstemdoes not, leaving an individual in a persistent vegetative state. Manytheorists also think that the mind could survive the extinction of thehuman animal, say when the brain is removed from the body, kept
aliveartificially, and the remainder of the body is destroyed (assumingthat a bare brain is not a human animal). These possibilities suggestthat death as understood by mindists can occur even though death asunderstood by animalists has not (and also that the latter sort ofdeath need not be accompanied by the former.) 2.6 Death and Existence What is
the relationship between existence and death? May people andother creatures continue to exist after dying, or cease to existwithout dying? Take the first question: may you and I and other creatures continue toexist for some time after our lives end? Fred Feldman (1992, p. 91)coins the term termination thesis to refer to the view thatwhen a person
dies, he or she goes out of existence;subsequently, there is no such thing as that person. (A versionof the thesis applies to any living thing.) We can call those whoaccept the termination thesis terminators, and those who denyit anti-terminators. One point anti-terminators such asFeldman (1992, 2000, 2013) cite is that people who encounter
corpsessometimes call them dead animals, or dead people. Such talk maysuggest that we believe that animals continue to exist, as animals,while no longer alive. The idea might be that an animal continues tocount as the same animal if enough of its original components remainin much the same order, and animals continue to meet this conditionfor a
time following death (Mackie 1997). On this view, if you and Iare animals (as animalists say), then we could survive for a timeafter we are dead, albeit as corpses. In fact, we could surviveindefinitely, by arranging to have our corpses preserved. However, this way of defending the anti-terminatorss view maynot be decisive. The terms dead animal and
deadperson seem ambiguous. Normally, when we use deadpeople or dead animal we mean to speak of personsor animals who lived in the past. One dead person I can name isSocrates; he is now a dead person even though his corpsesurely has ceased to exist. However, in certain contexts, such as whenwe are standing inside morgues, we seem to use
the terms deadanimal and dead person to mean remains ofsomething that was an animal or remains of somethingthat was a person. On this interpretation, even in morguescalling something a dead person does not imply that it is aperson. Still, the dispute between terminators and anti-terminators isunlikely to be settled on the basis of how we use
terms such asdead animal and dead person. Metaphysicalconsiderations must weigh in. For example, consider that the remarksmade in Section 1.3 about the persistence of objects are consistentwith the possibility that objects that are people may continue theirexistence as corpses, which may be useful to anti-terminators. On theother hand, many
theorists think that nothing is a person unless ithas various psychological features, which corpses lack, and some thinkthat nothing is an organism unless it is alive. Terminators may beable to exploit these thoughts. What about the second question: can creatures cease to exist withoutdying? Certainly things that never were alive, such as bubbles
andstatues, can be deathlessly annihilated. Arguably, there are also waysthat living creatures can be deathlessly annihilated (Rosenberg 1983,Feldman 1992, Gilmore 2013). Perhaps an amoebas existence endswhen it splits, replacing itself with two amoebas, and the existenceof chlamydomonas ends when pairs of them fuse to form a zygote. Yetwhen
amoebas split, and chlamydomonas fuse, vital activities do notcease. If people could divide like amoebas, perhaps they, too couldcease to exist without dying. (For a famous discussion of division,fusion, and their implications, see Parfit 1981.) If suchdeathless exits are possible, we would have to modifythe loss of life account of death. However,
proponents of the loss of life account can hold their ground.They can say that division, fusion, and other apparent examples ofdeathless exits are unusual ways of dying, because, in such cases,nonexistence is not brought about via the destruction of vitalactivities, but they are not ways of escaping death altogether.Proponents of the loss of life account
might also turn the tables onits critics, and argue as follows: nothing can be alive unless itexists, so if something ceases to exist it ceases to be alive, but tocease to be alive is to die. So there are no deathless exits. 2.7 Criteria for Death Defining death is one thing; providing criteria by which it can bereadily detected or verified is another. A definition
is an account ofwhat death is; when, and only when its definition is met,death has necessarily occurred. A criterion for death, by contrast,lays out conditions by which all and only actual deaths maybe readily identified. In some cases criteria for death are intendedto capture conditions by which the actual deaths of humanpersons may be identified.
Such a criterion falls short of adefinition, but plays a practical role. For example, criteria for thedeath of a person would help physicians and jurists determine whendeath has occurred. In the United States, the states have adopted criteria for the deathof a person modeled on the Uniform Determination of Death Act(developed by the Presidents
Commission, 1981), which says thatan individual who has sustained either (1) irreversiblecessation of circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2)irreversible cessation of all functions of the entire brain, includingthe brain stem, is dead. A determination of death must be made inaccordance with accepted medical standards. In the UnitedKingdom, the
accepted criterion is brain stem death, or thepermanent functional death of the brain stem (Pallis1982). These current criteria are subject to criticism, even if we put asidereservations concerning the qualifier irreversible.Animalists might resist the criteria since the vital activities ofhuman beings whose entire brains have ceased to function can
besustained artificially using cardiopulmonary assistance. Mindists andpersonists might also resist the criteria, on the grounds that mindsand all psychological features can be destroyed in human beings whosebrain stems are intact. For example, cerebral death can leave itsvictim with an intact brain stem, yet mindless and devoid ofself-awareness.
(For more on criteria for death, see the article onthe Definition of Death.) 3. Epicurus and the Harm Thesis Is death bad for some people who die? Is it good for some of them? According to the harm thesis, death is, at least sometimes,bad for those who die, and in this sense something thatharms them. It is important to know what to make of thisthesis,
since our response itself can be harmful. This might happen asfollows: suppose that we love life, and reason that since it is good,more would be better. Our thoughts then turn to death, and we decideit is bad: the better life is, we think, the better more life wouldbe, and the worse death is. At this point, we are in danger ofcondemning the human
condition, which embraces life and death, on thegrounds that it has a tragic side, namely death. It will help some ifwe remind ourselves that our situation also has a good side. Indeed,our condemnation of death is here based on the assumption that morelife would be good. But such consolations are not for everyone. (Theyare unavailable if we crave
immortality on the basis of demandingstandards by which the only worthwhile projects are endless induration, for then we will condemn the condition of mere mortals astragic through and through, and may, as Unamuno (1913) points out, endup suicidal, fearing that the only life available is not worthhaving.) And a favorable assessment of life may be
a limitedconsolation, since it leaves open the possibility that, viewing thehuman condition as a whole, the bad cancels much of the good. In anycase it is grim enough to conclude that, given the harm thesis, thehuman condition has a tragic side. It is no wonder that theorists over the millennia have sought todefeat the harm thesis. Let us consider some
challenges to the harmthesis, beginning with the case against it developed by the ancientGreek philosopher Epicurus. 3.1 The Epicurean Case Epicurus (341270) adopted a version of hedonism according towhich pleasure (or pleasant experiences) is the only thing that isintrinsically good for us (that is, the only thing that is good for usin itself), while
pain (or painful experiences) is the only thing thatis intrinsically bad for us, bad in itself. Call this view intrinsichedonism. (For a discussion of intrinsic value, see the entry onlntrinsic vs. Extrinsic Value.) Epicuruss commitment tointrinsic hedonism prompted him to say, in his Letter toMenoeceus, that everything good and bad lies insensation. He also
claimed, in that same letter, thatwhen we are, death is not, and when death is present, then weare not. The death of a person, and that personsexistence, do not overlap in time. On the basis of this assumptionabout death and existence, he concluded that a persons deathdoes not cause her to have any experiences (sensations)indeed,death is to be
deprived of sensation. In the followingpassage, he uses these thoughts against the harm thesis: Make yourself familiar with the belief that death is nothing to us,since everything good and bad lies in sensation, and death is to bedeprived of sensation. So that most fearful of all badthings, death, is nothing to us, since when we are, death is not, andwhen
death is present, then we are not.Much about Epicuruss argument is unclear, so let us workthrough it more carefully and see if we can fill in some details thathe did not supply. Some speculation will be necessary, but we candevelop a reconstruction that aligns with the things he wrote. Earlier we mentioned one of the views Epicurus accepted, which
we canstate as follows: Intrinsic hedonism is true: a persons experiences(sensations) of pleasure (or her pleasant experiences) are the onlythings that are intrinsically good for her, the only things that aregood for her in themselves, while her experiences of pain (or painfulexperiences) are the only things that are intrinsically bad for her,bad in
themselves.From this view it follows that something is intrinsically good or bad for a person only if it isan experience.Now, regardless of whether a person experiences her death, that deathis not itself an experience. (Compare: I may experience jogging downthe street, and I may experience the cup that is in front of me, butneither jogging nor the cup
is itself an experience. My experiencesare, so to speak, in my mind. Cups are not.) Let us add thisobservation to the argument: A persons death is not an experience.And if a persons death is not an experience at all, clearly itis not an experience that is intrinsically good or bad for her. So,from 13, it follows that a persons death is not intrinsically good
or bad forher.However, something that is not intrinsically bad for a person mightnevertheless make other things happen that are detrimental to her, inwhich case it may be extrinsically bad for her. Seeingsomebody fall and break her arm is not intrinsically bad for a person,but it might well cause her painful sadness, which makes the accidentshe saw
extrinsically bad for her. Similarly, something that is notintrinsically good for a person might be extrinsically good forher. Epicurus recognized the possibility of extrinsic goodness. It is notentirely clear how he understood it, but he seemed to accept a view wecan call extrinsic instrumentalism: something isextrinsically good or bad for a person only if
it makes her havethings (other than itself) that are intrinsically good or bad for her.Let us add this to the argument: extrinsic instrumentalism is true: something is extrinsically goodor bad for a person only if it makes her have things that areintrinsically good or bad for her.Armed with this assumption, Epicurus can reject the possibility that apersons
death is extrinsically bad for her, arguing as follows.Because Epicurus thought that the death of a person and thatpersons existence do not overlap in time, he thought that a persons death does not make her have anyexperiences.From premises 2, 5 and 6 it follows that a persons death is not extrinsically good or bad forher.To complete the argument
against the harm thesis, Epicurus would needan additional assumption, such as this: something is good or bad for a person only if it is eitherintrinsically or extrinsically good or bad for her.Premises 4, 7 and 8 entail that the harm thesis is false: a persons death is not good or bad for her.Is this Epicurean argument convincing? Let us see if we can find
weakspots. We can begin with a reservation concerning the termdeath. Earlier we noted that death might be used for dying, theevent or process of losing life, or being dead, the property of havinglost life. The first reservation about the argument is that it isstrongest if its uses of death refer to being dead, andnot to (the event or process of) dying.
Here is why. Being dead is not an experience, and it does not make a person haveany experiences. So (on Epicuruss assumptions) it is neitherintrinsically nor extrinsically bad for a person to be dead.However, a person may experience dying, and the experience ofdying (the experiences dying causes her to have) might well beintrinsically bad for her,
even if only painful experiences areintrinsically bad for her (as premise 1 says). So even ifbeing dead is not extrinsically bad for a person, thequestion arises as to whether, for some people, it is extrinsicallybad to die. If something makes a person have painfulexperiences, isnt it extrinsically bad for her, other thingsbeing equal? At least this much is
true: the Epicurean argument doesnot show that dying painfully is not extrinsically bad for aperson. Apparently, then, the argument does not demonstrate thatneither being dead nor dying is ever bad for thosewho die. Nevertheless, unless we find further weaknesses in it, itstill seems to support powerful conclusions: being dead is neithergood nor
bad for those who die, and dying is extrinsically good or badfor them only if and insofar as it causes them to have painful(pleasant) experiences. Dying is wholly a matter of indifference forthose who do not experience it, say because they sleep through it. But there are further reservations to consider. Intrinsic hedonism isquestionable. So is extrinsic
instrumentalism. Consider the first of these. Which things are intrinsically good orbad for us is a controversial matter , but many theorists deny thatthe list is limited to pleasure and pain. (For further discussion, seethe entry on Intrinsic Goodness, the entry on Preferences, andWhat Makes Someone's Life Go Best, Parfit 1984, pp.493502.) Adding
more things to the list can undermine the Epicureanargument. For example, we might adopt some version of preferentialism, or thedesire fulfillment account, which is the view that it is intrinsicallygood for us to fulfill one of our desires (assuming that the desiremeets various conditions; exactly what these are iscontroversiallet us put the matter
aside), and it isintrinsically bad for us to have a desire that comes to be thwarted.Now, many of my desires may be fulfilled, and many may be thwarted,without my noticingdesire fulfillment need have notexperiential upshot. If I want my child to be happy, and she is, mydesire is fulfilled, even if she has travelled away so far from methat I cannot
interact with her, now or ever again. So preferentialismblocks the Epicureans move from premise 1 to 2. Preferentialism also blocks the move to 7. Epicureans cannot useextrinsic instrumentalism to deny that a persons death isextrinsically good or bad for her if the things that are intrinsicallygood or bad for her are not limited to experiences.
Preferentialismimplies that things may be extrinsically bad for us by virtue ofthwarting our desires, regardless of whether this has any experientialupshot. Suppose, for example, that I desire that my child have a happyupbringing, and, for various reasons, it turns out that I am the onlyone who can make this happen, but I die suddenly, and as a
consequenceshe has a miserable childhood. Arguably, my untimely death would bebad for me, in that it would thwart my desire, even if I die in mysleep, and am never aware of her fate. (The role a personsexperience plays in her being harmed is discussed by severaltheorists, including Rosenbaum 1986, Nussbaum 2013, Silverstein 2013,and Fischer
2014.) Now consider some worries about extrinsic instrumentalism, which saysthat something is extrinsically good or bad for us only if it causesus to have things that are intrinsically good or bad for us.This view overlooks something that Thomas Nagel (1970) noted in hisseminal essay Death, namely the fact that things may beextrinsically good or
bad for us, other things being equal, by virtueof causing us not to haveby virtue of precluding ourhavingthings that are intrinsically good or bad for us.Consider that being rendered unconscious prior to surgery isextrinsically good for a patient who otherwise would endure greatsuffering when the physicians apply the knife, in that it keeps himfrom
suffering, and not because it causes him to accrue pleasure orsome other good. Of course, after waking, the patient might alsoaccrue pleasure or some other good as an indirect result of havingbeen sedated, but in view of the suffering that it averts, beingsedated is extrinsically good for him whether he receives thatindirect bonus or not. As well,
being made unconscious might beextrinsically bad for a person, say when it precedes, not surgery, butrather some joyous occasion he will miss because he is not consciouswhile it occurs. It is extrinsically bad for him, in this case,because it prevents him from taking joy in the occasion he misses.This remains true whether or not he also accrues some
pain or otherintrinsic evil as an indirect result of being sedated. If it is indeed the case that things may be extrinsically good (bad)for us, other things being equal, by virtue of precluding our havingevils (goods), we will want to allow for this fact in settling on anadequate understanding of what makes things good or bad for us. Nextlet us consider how
this might be done, and the implications for theharm thesis. 3.2 The Deprivationist Defense To argue that death may be bad for those who die (even if they do notexperience dying), theorists typically draw upon some version of thecomparativist view that we are harmed by what makes our livesas wholes worse than they otherwise would be, and
benefitted by whatmakes our lives as wholes better than they otherwise would be (earlyproponents of this view include Nagel 1970, Quinn 1984, and Feldman1991). Applying comparativism, we may claim that, in at least somecases, dying at a time makes our lives as wholes worse than they wouldhave been had we not died when we did, roughly
because, by cutting ourlives short, it deprives us of good life. This suggestion about deathneeds further development, but first let us explain the comparativistview more clearly. Note that how well off you are at one time is likely to differ fromhow well off you are at another time. Your welfare level rises andfalls over time. (For a discussion of welfare,
see the article onWell-Being.) What determines how well off you are at a time, or duringan interval of time, are the things you then accrue that areintrinsically good for you, goods such as pleasure, together with thethings you then accrue that are intrinsically bad for you, evils suchas pain (using the term evil as a synonym forbad). Accruing the former
at a time boosts your welfarelevel during that time, other things being equal, while accruing thelatter lowers your welfare level during that time. Your welfare levelduring an interval of time will be positive if the goods you thenaccrue outweigh the evils. It will be Oneither positive nornegativeif and only if you are capable of accruing goods orevils
(unlike, say, a shoe, which is incapable of faring well or ill)but the goods you accrue are exactly offset by the evils and viceversa. The welfare level resulting from the goods and evils you accrueover the course of your life we may call your lifetime welfarelevel. Using the notion of a lifetime welfare level, let us formulate anaccount of what it is for
something to be extrinsically good or badfor us. Let us say that something is extrinsically good (bad) for usif and only if, and to the extent that, it is overall good (bad) forus simpliciter, where: an event is overall good (bad) for us simpliciter ifand only if, and to the extent that, it makes our lifetime welfarelevel higher (lower) than it otherwise would be.
(Why add the term simpliciter? Read on.) By way ofillustration, consider a typical case in which you receive treatmentby a dentist. Let us assume that, on this particular occasion, thedentist fills a cavity in one of your teeth, and that, had you notreceived this treatment, your tooth would have decayed, painfully, formonths, until finally you would have
sought out proper treatment. Sothe salient difference between your lifetime welfare level in thesituation in which you are treated right away, on one hand, and thelifetime welfare level you would have in the case that you were nottreated until much later, on the other, is that, in the lattersituation, that level is significantly lower, due to the pain
youwould incur. Hence, on these assumptions, receiving treatment wasoverall good for you: the greater that pain would have been, thebetter for you it was that you were treated. Note that things that are overall good for you may be a mixedbagthey may bring some pain or other intrinsic evils in theirwakes, as well as some intrinsic goods, and the mix
may differ fromtime to time. In some cases, what is overall good for yousimpliciter is overall bad for you in a temporally relativesenseoverall bad for you during some period of time.And although it is overall bad for you during one period of time, itmight be overall good for you during some other period of time. Let uselaborate upon this point briefly.
Comparativists can say that: an event is overall good (bad) for us at some time tif and only if, and to the extent that, it makes our lifetime welfarelevel higher (lower) at t than it otherwise would be. Suppose, for example, that, while your tooths cavity is beingfilled, the dentists drill causes you pain, and that this ispain you would not have had if you had
not sought treatment, andinstead watched TV. In that case, your visit to the dentist is overallbad for you during the time your tooth is being repaired.Yet, as emerged earlier, your visit to the dentist is overall good foryou simpliciter, insofar as it enables you to reduce theepisodes of toothache you would suffer over the course of yourlife. Comparativists
can accept intrinsic hedonism, but need not. Theycould, for example, pair comparativism with some version of thepreferentialist view (mentioned earlier) that getting what wewantfulfilling one of our desiresis intrinsically goodfor us, and having our desires thwarted is intrinsically bad for us.Comparativism is neutral on the issue of what counts as the
intrinsicgoods and evils. Theorists who conclude that things other thanpleasure are intrinsically good for us will want to weigh them in whenthey assess an individuals welfare level. For example,preferentialists can say that even if accruing pleasure boosts apersons welfare level so does desire fulfillment. According to comparativism, a persons death,
whether painful ornot, may well be overall bad for her (and hence extrinsically bad forher). To decide whether a persons death is overall bad for hersimpliciter (usually we can drop simpliciterwithout creating confusion) we compare her actual lifetime welfarelevel to the lifetime welfare level she would have had if she had notdied. Suppose, for
example, that Hilda died (painlessly) on Decemberl, 2008 at age 25 and that, had she not died, she would have gone onto prosper for 25 yearsher welfare level during that time wouldhave been highthen suffer during her final five years. Heroverall welfare level over her final 30 years would have been high,despite the downturn during the last five.
Hence her lifetime welfarelevel had she not died at age 25 is significantly higher than herlifetime welfare level would be upon dying at 25. The former isboosted by the many goods she accrues during her final 30 years, andthese goods are absent from her lifetime welfare level as it would bewere her life ended at age 25. Hence dying at 25 is overall
bad forher. Importantly, dying at a time is not overall bad for everyone who dies.In fact, it will be overall good in many cases. Imagine that, had shenot died at age 25, Hilda would have fared badly for 25yearsher welfare level during that time would have been low. Wemight also suppose that, during her last five years her welfare levelwould have been
positive. Despite this last stipulation concerning herfinal five years, her lifetime welfare level had she not died at 25 issignificantly lower than her lifetime welfare level would be if shedid die at 25, so, on our new assumptions, dying at 25 is overall goodfor her. According to comparativism, when a death is bad for us despite notmaking us accrue
intrinsic evils such as pain, it is bad for usbecause it precludes our coming to have various intrinsic goods whichwe would have had if we had not died. We might say that death is badfor us because of the goods it deprives us of, and not, or at leastnot always, because of any intrinsic evils for which it isresponsible. This stance is sometimes called
deprivationism,and its proponents deprivationists. As promising as it is, however, there may be grounds for doubting thatcomparativists can give the harm thesis a deprivationist defense. Letus discuss one such doubt next. 4. The Timing Puzzle If we cannot identify a time when something makes us worse off than weotherwise would be, we might well
doubt that it really was bad for us.We might go so far as to say that what never makes us worse (better)off than we otherwise would be is not bad (good) for us. Call this theEpicurean presumption. Given this presumption, proponents ofthe harm thesis need an answer to the timing question, whichasks: if death is bad for us, at what time (or times)
does it make usworse off than we otherwise would have been? In some cases in whichthings are bad for us, it seems rather easy to identify times when weare made worse off, but in other cases, especially in some casesinvolving death, it seems more difficult, which may make us worryabout the deprivationist defense of the harm thesis. All this
needselaboration. 4.1 Concurrentism If having something is intrinsically bad for us, it is bad forusbecause it is intrinsically bad for uswhile we haveit. Moreover, if something is overall bad for us wholly by virtue ofmaking us have things that are intrinsically bad for us, we can saythat it makes us worse off while we have those evils. For
example,coming to be infected with a flu virus is overall bad for us, and thetime it makes us worse off is not when we come to be infected, butrather while we are sick, while we suffer. (If we came to be infectedwith a virus, and our immune system dealt with it, preventing ourbecoming sick, the infection would not be bad for us.) This line ofthought
suggests that a painful death makes us worse offwhile we die, or rather while dying is painful for us. What about apainless death? Might it also be bad for us? (If so, when are we madeworse off?) Perhaps; more on that in a bit. We can use the term concurrentism for the view that a baddeath makes us worse off while we die. 4.2 Priorism If we reject
intrinsic hedonism, we might conclude that death can makeus worse off not just while we die but at other times as well. If weadopt some form of preferentialism, we can take the view that thingsmay make us worse off at the time one of our desires is thwarted.Suppose that, as George Pitcher (1984) suggested, a desire that youhave now may be
thwarted by your death, even though you will dieseveral months from now. In that case, it might be now that your deathmakes you worse off than you would have been had you not died.Pitchers assumptions suggest that priorism is true:death may make you worse off before you die. It may harm youretroactively. Identifying a time something makes us
worse off seems rather easy incases, such as the examples of infection or thwarted desire, in whichit brings us have pain or other things that are intrinsically bad forus. But what about cases in which something is bad for us due to thefact that it precludes our having things that are intrinsically goodfor us? In cases like this, the victim incurs
deprivationharm. But at what time are such persons worse off than theyotherwise would be? When, in particular, does dying painlessly make aperson worse off? Is it possible to defend a concurrentist answer to this question aboutdeath? Julian Lamont (1998) says we incur deprivation harm at the timesome event ensures that we will not retain or
attain some good that isotherwise available. Call such an event an ensuring event.Death may itself be an ensuring event, he thought, so death anddeprivation harm may occur simultaneously. But this suggestion appears doubtful. Recall the earlier case in whichwe come to be infected and only later experience any symptoms. Theevent of coming to be
infected is overall bad for us, but it seemsimplausible to say that this makes us worse off than we otherwisewould be at the time we are infected. Instead, it seems,coming to be infected makes us worse off later, while we are sick. Weare unlikely to adopt concurrentism as our story concerning catchingthe flu, which makes it doubtful as our story
concerning deprivationharm. 4.3 Subsequentism In cases like catching the flu, it makes sense to say that theoffending event is bad for its victim after it occurswhile sheis incurring intrinsic evils she otherwise would lack. Perhaps thesame is true of deprivation harm. Recall the example, discussedearlier, in which being sedated at time t is bad for a
persondue to the fact that it deprives her of good things: in this example,it seems, being sedated makes her worse off than she otherwise wouldbe at a time after tat the time when she would havebeen enjoying those goods had she not been sedated. Can we extend thisstory to the deprivation harm for which a victims death isresponsible? Does a
persons death makes her worse off than sheotherwise would be after she diesduring the time when she wouldhave been enjoying the goods of which her death has deprived her, hadshe not died? Call this stance subsequentism. Proponents ofsubsequentism include Neil Feit (2002) and Ben Bradley (2004,2009). Subsequentism is plausible only if we
can make good sense of thewelfare level someone occupies while dead, but this may not bepossible. There are at least two problems to discuss. One difficulty is the problem of the subject. Suppose we areterminators rather than anti-terminators (discussed in Section 2.6).Suppose, too, that you die at time t1 but had younot you would have experienced
joy at time t2.Time t2 arrives while you are dead, so that, giventhe termination thesis, t2 arrives while you nolonger exist. Consider the property, lacks joy. Does it makesense to attribute this (or any other) property to you att2? Does it make sense to say that some subjecthas a property at a time when that subject does not exist? If not, itseems difficult
to make sense of your having a welfare level then.Epicurus seemed to be thinking along these lines when he wrote thatdeath is nothing to us, since when we are, death is not, andwhen death is present, then we are not. (Echoing Epicurus,Nagel 1970 wrote So long as a person exists, he has not yetdied, and once he has died, he no longer exists; so
there seems to beno time when death, if it is a misfortune, can be ascribed to itsunfortunate subject. But if this is the reason we cannotascribe misfortune to a victim of death then we cannot even ascribedeath to any victim.) It might seem possible to solve the problem of the subject by simplyswitching sides and becoming anti-terminators, but this will
not work.Anti-terminators can say that it is a straightforward matter toattribute the property lacks joy to you att2, since you still exist att2. You are your (joyless) corpse att2. This wont work because you might dieand go out of existence without leaving a corpse, and even if youleave a corpse it might rot away, taking you out of existence, wellbefore
time t2 arrives. Both possibilities areconsistent with the fact that, had you not died when you did, attl, you would have experienced joy att2. Still, there are more promising strategies for solving the problem ofthe subject. Subsequentists might adopt a view that is sometimescalled metaphysical eternalism (defended by Nagel 1970 and Silverstein1980,
among others). On this view, past and future objects areontologically on a par with present objects. Existing things arespread out in both space and time. Suppose it is possible to refer toanything that is ontologically on a par with present objects. Then,given metaphysical eternalism, we can still refer to Socrates, eventhough Socrates refers to
something whose existence istemporally located wholly in the past, and say of him that he is notalive. For similar reasons, perhaps, we can also attribute theproperty lacks joy to a person, such as Socrates, whoseexistence is over. However, even if they can solve the problem of the subject, and makesense of attributing properties to subjects who are
dead,subsequentists face another difficulty: it seems confused to speak ofhow well off a subject is during times when she is dead. Now, it doesmake sense to attribute the property lacks joy to a corpse,and to a person who has stopped existing. Anti-terminators will addthat a person will have this propertylacksjoywhile she is a corpse. But it makes no
sense to ask howwell off a person is while she is a corpse or during some time aftershe has stopped existing altogether. The concept of faring well or illdoes not apply to things like concrete blocks and corpses or topersons while they are corpses. Things that do fare well or ill maypass through periods of time when they have a level of welfare that
isequal to Oduring those times they are capable of accruing goodsor evils but do neitherbut unlike them, bags of concrete arenot capable of having any welfare level, not even a level of 0. Thesame seems true of a corpse. And the same seems true of us during suchtimes as we are no longer alivetimes when we have becomecorpses or when those
corpses have turned to dust. Many theorists who reject subsequentism assume that because deathtakes a person out of actual existence, the dead are notthere to be harmed. Palle Yourgrau (2019) rejects thisassumption. He combines modal realism (the view that, like the actualworld, other possible worlds are concrete objects) with the thesis
oftransworld identity (one and the same object exists in more than onepossible world), and says that although a dead person no longer existsin the actual world, one and the same person is still alive, andexists, in other possible worlds. We may deny that, after a person hasdied, she is no longer real at allnot there to beharmedbecause she still exists in
other worlds, according toYourgrau. 4.4 Indefinitism Some (Nagel 1970; Silverstein 1980) suggest that death harms us but atno determinate time. This view is criticized by Julian Lamont (1998)on the grounds that it implies that some events take place but at noparticular time. But William Grey (1999) counters that Lamont hasmisunderstood Nagels
(and Greys) indefinitist position,which is that the harm death causes is incurred during a stretch oftime that has blurry boundaries (compare: the time of the onset ofbaldness). As Grey understands it, indefinitism is correct only if subsequentism,priorism or concurrentism is true (Grey opts for subsequentism), foreven a period of time with blurry edges
must occur before, after or atthe same time as a mortem event (eternalism is an exception since aninfinite period has no boundaries to blur). 4.5 Atemporalism Suppose we conclude that there just is no (stretch of) time, whetherwith blurry edges or not, at which we are made worse off than weotherwise would be by a death that precludes our having
goods weotherwise would have. Given the Epicurean presumption, we would haveto conclude that it is not bad for us to be deprived of such goods bydeath. But of course we need not accept this conclusion. We caninstead reject the Epicurean presumption. Being deprived of goods bydeath is bad for us, we can say, if, and insofar as, it is overall badfor
us simpliciter, and to be overall bad for ussimpliciter, there need not be a time at which deathmakes us worse off than we otherwise would be. There need be no timeat which death makes our welfare level lower than it otherwise wouldbe. Death can preclude our enjoying years of pleasant activities,making our lives worse than they would have been
had we not died, evenif at no time we are worse off than we would be had our lives not beencut short. Isnt it still possible to raise a question about timing,namely: if death is overall bad simpliciter for those who aredeprived of happy years, at what time is it bad for them? Thisquestion does indeed arise, but it is not the timing question we havebeen
asking, and an answer to the one is not an answer to the other.The answer to the new question is this: if true at all, theproposition that death is overall bad for us simpliciter isan eternal, a timeless, truth (Feldman 1991). A timeless truth is aproposition that is true at all times if true at all. That 6 is lessthan 7 is an example. That the welfare level Harry
accrued today islower than the welfare level Mary accrued today is another example.And so is the proposition that Sams death is overall bad forhim simpliciter. It amounts to the claim that Samsactual lifetime welfare level is lower than the lifetime welfare levelSam would have accrued had he not died. Jens Johansson (2013) coinedthe term
atemporalism for the view that death is badfor the deceased but not at any time. (For further discussionof atemporalism see Lamont 1998, Silverstein 2000 and Feit 2002.) 5. Further Reservations Concerning the Harm Theses Before we move on, let us consider some further objections to the harmthesis and the deprivationist defense of it. 5.1
Harmless Preclusion Another worry about the deprivationist defense is that deprivationismappeals to comparativism, and comparativism says that an event orstate of affairs harms me, in that it is bad for me, when my lifewould have been better for me, my lifetime welfare higher, had thatthat event not occurred. However, there seem to be exceptions.
I am not harmed, it seems, by failing to be brilliant, or rich andbeautiful. But compare my life as it is, with my unimpressive 1Q,income and looks, to my life as it would be were I brilliant or richor beautiful: the former is considerably worse than the latter. Mynot being a genius (or rich and so forth) precludes my comingto have many goods. It makes my
life worse than it otherwise would be,so comparativism seems to imply that not being a genius is bad for me.Suppose you have the winning Mega Millions jacpot ticket, and youdecide to give it to me. Before you hand it over, you have a strokeand die. Has your death harmed me? Epicureans might renew their attack on the harm thesis by
exploitingexamples like these. The examples appear to show that things can haveenormous negative value for me without harming me. Similarly,Epicureans might insist, the preclusion of goods by death is harmless:cut short, my life is worse than it would be were I not to die, butthis comparative difference does not show that I am harmed. It seems
that the comparative criteria work well when we evaluatelosses, such as the loss of my arms, and also when we evaluate somelacks, such as the inability to see or to feel pleasure. But,arguably, the criteria have worrisome implications when we evaluatecertain other lacks, such as my lack of genius. It is relatively clearthat a person is harmed by the
inability to see but less clear that heis harmed by the lack of genius. Why is that? Nagel seems inclined to think that the solution is to set some limitson how possible a possibility must be for its nonrealization to be amisfortune, but also mentions that we might not regard, as amisfortune, any limitation, like mortality, that is normal to thespecies.
Draper suggests that harmless preclusion involves cases inwhich the events or states of affairs that would be good for us ifthey held are highly improbable (Draper 1999). Another explanationmight focus on the relative importance of having some goods ratherthan others. In some moods, we may consider it harmful to be deprivedof a good just when it
is important for us to have it. The troublesomelacks we have been discussing might be lacks of goods it isunimportant to have; such lacks would not be harmful even though wewould be better off without them. (But if, against all odds, a personis a genius, or rich, or beautiful, would taking these awaybe harmless to her?) 5.2 The Symmetry Argument
Lucretius, a follower of Epicurus, extended Epicuruss caseagainst the harm thesis. The argument he developed involved a thoughtexperiment: Look back at time before our birth. In this way Nature holdsbefore our eyes the mirror of our future after death. Is this so grim,so gloomy? (Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, Book III [1968, 114])According to his
symmetry argument, it is irrational to object todeath, assuming it ends our existence, since we do not find itobjectionable that we failed to exist prior to being alive, and theway things were for us while not existing then is just likethe way things will be for us after death ends our existence;our pre-vital nonexistence and our posthumous nonexistence
aresymmetrical, alike in all relevant respects, so that any objection tothe one would apply to the other. Lucretiuss argument admits of more than one interpretation,depending on whether it is supposed to address death understood asdying or as being dead (or both). On one interpretation, the argument is this: the ending of life is notbad, since the
only thing we could hold against it is the fact that itis followed by our nonexistence, yet the latter is not objectionable,as is shown by the fact that we do not object to our nonexistencebefore birth. So understood, the symmetry argument is weak. It wouldhave some force for someone who thought initially that death puts usinto a state or condition that
is ghastly, perhaps painful, but thatneed not be our complaint. Instead, our complaint might be that deathprecludes our having more good life. Notice that the mirror image ofdeath is birth (or, more precisely, becoming alive), and the twoaffect us in very different ways: birth makes life possible; if a lifeends up being good for us, birth starts a good
thing going. Deathmakes further life impossible; it brings a good thing to a close. Perhaps Lucretius only meant to argue that being dead is notbad, since the only thing we could hold against it is ournonexistence, which is not really objectionable, as witness ourattitude about pre-vital nonexistence. So interpreted, there is akernel of truth in Lucretiuss
argument. Truly, our pre-vitalnonexistence does not concern us much. But perhaps that is because ourpre-vital nonexistence is followed by our existence. Perhaps we wouldnot worry overly about our post-vital nonexistence if it, too, werefollowed by our existence. If we could move in and out of existence,say with the help of futuristic machines that
could dismantle us, thenrebuild us, molecule by molecule, after a period of nonexistence, wewould not be overly upset about the intervening gaps, and, rather likehibernating bears, we might enjoy taking occasional breaks from lifewhile the world gets more interesting. But undergoing temporarynonexistence is not the same as undergoing permanent
nonexistence.What is upsetting might be the permanence of post-vitalnonexistencenot nonexistence per se. There is another way to use considerations of symmetry against theharm thesis: we want to die later, or not at all, because it is a wayof extending life, but this attitude is irrational, Lucretius mightsay, since we do not want to be born earlier (we
do not want to havealways existed), which is also a way to extend life. As this argumentsuggests, we are more concerned about the indefinitecontinuation of our lives than about their indefiniteextension. (Be careful when you rub the magic lamp: if youwish that your life be extended, the genie might make you older!) Alife can be extended by adding to
its future \(or\) to its past. Someof us might welcome the prospect of having lived a life stretchingindefinitely into the past, given fortuitous circumstances. But wewould prefer a life stretching indefinitely into the future. Is it irrational to want future life more than past life? No; it isnot surprising to find ourselves with no desire to extend life intothe
past, since the structure of the world permits life extension onlyinto the future, and that is good enough. But what if life extensionwere possible in either direction? Would we still be indifferent abouta lengthier past? And should our attitude about future life match ourattitude about past life? Our attitude about future life should match our attitude
about pastlife if our interests and attitudes are limited in certain ways. Ifquantity of life is the only concern, a preference for future life isirrational. Similarly, the preference is irrational if our onlyconcern is to maximize how much pleasure we experience over the courseof our lives without regard to its temporal distribution. But ourattitude is not that
of the life- or pleasure-gourmand. According to Parfit, we have a far-reaching bias extending to goods ingeneral: we prefer that any good things, not just pleasures, be in ourfuture, and that bad things, if they happen at all, be in our past. Heargues that if we take this extensive bias for granted, and assumethat, because of it, it is better for us to have
goods in the futurethan in the past, we can explain why it is rational to deplore deathmore than we do our not having always existed: the former, not thelatter, deprives us of good things in the future (he need not say thatit is because it is in the past that we worry about the life-limitingevent at the beginning of our lives less than the life-limiting
eventat the end). This preference for future goods is unfortunate, however,according to Parfit. If cultivated, the temporal insensitivity of thelife- or pleasure-gourmand could lower our sensitivity to death:towards the end of life, we would find it unsettling that our supplyof pleasures cannot be increased in the future, but we would becomforted by the
pleasures we have accumulated. Whether or not we have the extensive bias described by Parfit, it istrue that the accumulation of life and pleasure, and the passivecontemplation thereof, are not our only interests. We also haveactive, forwardlooking goals and concerns. Engaging in suchpursuits has its own value; for many of us, these pursuits, and
notpassive interests, are central to our identities, ourfundamental values and commitments. However, we cannot make and pursueplans for our past. We must project our plans (ourselfrealization) into the future, which explains our forwardbias. (We could have been devising and pursuing plans in thepast, but these plans will not be extensions of our
present concerns.)It is not irrational to prefer that our lives be extended into thefuture rather than the past, if for no other reason than this: onlythe former makes our existing forward-looking pursuits possible. It isnot irrational to prefer not to be at the end of our lives, unable toshape them further, and limited to reminiscing about days gone by.
AsFrances Kamm (1998, 2021) emphasizes, we do not want our lives to beall over with. Nevertheless, it does not follow that we should beindifferent about the extent of our pasts. Being in the gripof forward-looking pursuits is important, but we have passiveinterests as well, which make a more extensive past preferable.Moreover, having been
devising and pursuing plans in the pastis worthwhile. If fated to die tomorrow, most of us would prefer tohave a thousand years of glory behind us rather than fifty. We want tohave lived well. In Death Thomas Nagel offered a response to Lucretiusthat has been widely discussed. It is entirely reasonable not to wantto come into existence earlier even
though we want to live longer,Nagel said, because it is metaphysically impossible for a person tohave come into existence significantly earlier than she did, eventhough it is possible for a person to have existed longer than sheactually did. However, his response hinges on questionable assumptionsabout the essential features of peoples origins, as
Nagelacknowledges (in footnote 3 of the reprint of Death inhis collection Mortal Questions.) Imagine someone whooriginated from a zygote that had been frozen for a very long time.Mightn't that zygote have been frozen for a brief time instead?Wouldnt that be a way for this person to have come intoexistence far earlier than she did? According to
Frederik Kaufman (2016, p. 63), this thought experiment(perhaps tweaked a bit) might provide a way in which a humanorganism could have come into existence far earlier than shedid, but it does not provide a way in which a person couldhave come into existence far earlier. Persons (properlyunderstood) cannot exist earlier than they do. He bases
thisview on the assumptionchallenged by animalists but defended byParfitthat persons are objects (distinct from organisms) withpsychological persistence conditions, chief among which ispsychological continuity, together with the assumption that ifmental continuity is constitutive of personal identity, then when aparticular consciousness emerges is
essential to thatperson. 6. Posthumous Harm According to Aristotle, a dead man is popularly believed to be capable of having both good andill fortunehonour and dishonour and prosperity and the loss ofit among his children and descendants generallyin exactly thesame way as if he were alive but unaware or unobservant of what washappening
(Nicomachean Ethics 1.10)The belief Aristotle reported in this passage is that a person may bebenefitted or harmed by things that happen while she is dead. Nagel(1970, p. 66) agrees; drawing upon his indefinitist approach he saysthat a man's life includes much that does not take place withinthe boundaries of his life and that there is asimple
account of what is wrong with breaking a deathbed promise. Itis an injury to the dead man. If something that occurs while aperson is dead is bad for her, let us say that it is responsible forposthumous harm. (But this way of speaking is potentiallymisleading, as theorists who argue that posthumous events may harm usneed not assume that the victims
are worse off while they are dead.)Is there such a thing as posthumous harm? 6.1 Doubts About Posthumous Harm The main reason to doubt the possibility of posthumous harm is theassumption that it presupposes the (dubious) possibility of backwardscausation. As Ernest Partridge wrote, after death no events canalter a moment of a person's life
(1981, p. 248). The dead maybe wronged, Partridge thought, but being wronged is not a kind ofharm. (The claim that a person may be wronged by actions others takeafter she is dead is itself quite controversial. Like Partridge, sometheorists think that people may be wronged but not harmedposthumously. Priorists typically argue that both are
possible, whileother, theorists, such as ]J.S. Taylor 2012, argue that neither ispossible.) We might also question the possibility of posthumous harm by drawingon the assumption (made by Mark Bernstein 1998, p. 19, and WalterGlannon 2001, p. 138, among others) that something is intrinsicallygood or bad for a person only if it reduces to her
intrinsic,non-relational properties. For simplicity, we can focus on one versionof this view, namely intrinsic hedonism. Suppose we assume that aperson is harmed only by what is intrinsically or extrinsically badfor her, that intrinsic hedonism is the correct account of intrinsicharm and comparativism is the correct account of extrinsic harm, andalso
that the termination thesis (people do not exist while dead) istrue. On these assumptions, it is impossible for an event that occursafter a person dies to be bad for her. It cannot be bad for her initself and it cannot be overall bad for her either. To be overall badfor a person, a posthumous event would have to make her have fewergoods or more evils or
both than she would have had if that event hadnot occurred. But nothing that happens after a person dies and ceasesto exist has any bearing on the amounts of pleasure or pain in herlife. Nothing that occurs after she ceases to exist modifiesany of her intrinsic properties. Although the above assumptions rule out the possibility of posthumousharm,
they are entirely consistent, we have seen, with the possibilityof mortal harm, the possibility that people are harmed by dying. (Wemight think otherwise if, as some theorists do, we assume that aperson no longer exists at the time she dies. Joel Feinberg 1984,following Barbara Levenbook 1984, defined death as the firstmoment of the subjects
nonexistence, which makes deathsomething that occurs after a person has ceased to exist, and suggeststhat by ruling out the possibility that a person is harmed by thingsthat occur after she ceases to exist we rule out the possibility ofmortal harm.) 6.2 Retroactive Harm Those who defend the possibility of posthumous harm deny that itinvolves
backwards causation. But how could posthumous events affectpeople if not via backwards causation? Some theorists say that posthumous harm occurs when posthumous eventschange the value of a persons life for the worse. DorothyGrover (1989) suggests that posthumous events may affect thequality of a person's life, say by changing the value
ofher accomplishments. David Velleman (1991) argues along similar lines,claiming that later events may affect the meaning of earlier events,and the latter bears on the value of a persons life. Some theorists (for example, Pitcher 1984, Feinberg 1984, Luper 2004and 2012, and Scarre 2013) appeal to preferentialism to explain thepossibility of
posthumous harm. We noted earlier that preferentialistscan defend the idea that some events harm their victims retroactively,and that death is such an event. Preferentialists can take a similarstance on posthumous events, assuming that things that happen after wedie may determine whether desires we have while alive are fulfilled orthwarted.
According to Pitcher, posthumous events harm us by being responsiblefor truths that thwart our desires. For example, being slandered whilel am dead makes it true that my reputation is to be damaged, and thisharms me at all and only those times when I desire that my reputationbe untarnished. It is while I am alive that I care about myreputations
always being intact, and it is while I am alivethat my well-being is brought lower by posthumous slander. Similarly,my desire that my child have a happy upbringing even if I am not thereto provide it will be thwarted if, after I die, she catches somedevastating illness. The event that makes it true that my child willbe miserable occurs after I am gone,
but this truth thwarts my desireabout my child now, so it is now that I am worse off. The posthumousevents themselves harm me only indirectly; directly I am harmed bytheir making things true that bear on my interests. However, the desire-based case for the possibility of posthumous harmremains controversial. It will be rejected by theorists who
doubt thatpeople are harmed by events that do not modify their intrinsicfeatures, and by theorists who think that it hinges on the possibilityof backwards causation, of course. Velleman (1991, p. 339) rejects thedesire-based case on the grounds that we think of a person'scurrent well-being as a fact intrinsic to the present, not as arelation that he
currently bears to his future. Some theoristsecho a criticism that was offered by Partridge (1981, p. 246).Consider an event that thwarts one of a person's desires. To harm herby virtue of thwarting that desire, Partridge claims, the event mustoccur while she still has that desire, while she still caresabout whether it is fulfilled, but she and her desire
are gone by thetime a posthumous event occurs. For some theorists (Vorobej, 1998,Suits 2001), the point is that we have no reason to care whether ourdesires are fulfilled by events that occur once we no longer havethose desires, and we no longer have desires after we die. Parfitresisted this charge by noting that while some of our desires
areconditional on their own persistence (we want them fulfilled at a timeonly on condition that we will still have them at that time), othersare not. 7. Never Dying Is it always a misfortune for us to die? Would never dying instead bebad for us? In a pair of influential essays, Thomas Nagel defends anaffirmative answer to the first question, while
Bernard Williamsdefends an affirmative answer to the second. 7.1 Never Dying Would be Good In Death (and in The View From Nowhere, p. 224)Nagel argues that no matter when it happens, dying is bad for thosewho die. He bases this view on the claim that life is worthliving even when the bad elements of experience are plentiful and thegood ones
too meager to outweigh the bad ones on their own. Theadditional positive weight is supplied by experience itself, ratherthan by any of its contents. (1970, p. 60) Nagels viewappears to be that it is intrinsically good for us to experiencethings, and that this good is great enough to outweigh any evils thataccompany it. Hence a persons welfare level is
positive at anytime when she is experiencing things, and no matter how much miserycontinued existence will bring her, it is overall good for her to livelonger, assuming that she continues to experience things. (Nagel doesnot argue that being deprived of continued life would be a misfortuneif that life were entirely devoid of experience.) Nagel
considers objections to his view towards the end of his essay.One might argue, Nagel points out (as noted earlier), that mortalityis not a misfortune on the grounds that the nonrealization of remotepossibilities (like being immortal) is not harmful, or on the groundsthat limitations that are normal to the species (like mortality) arenot harmful. He
responds that the normality and inevitableness ofdeath do not imply that it would not be good to livelonger. Whenever death comes, it would have been good to livelonger, so it is bad for us that we will not: if there is nolimit to the amount of life that it would be good to have, then it maybe that a bad end is in store for us all. (1970, p. 69) Nagels case
for saying that death is always bad for those whodie rests on his claim that the goodness of experiencing outweighs anyaccompanying evils. However, the latter is implausible, as is evidentto anyone who would rather be sedated into unconsciousness thanundergo the suffering she would otherwise experience during surgery.Under such circumstances,
sedation is overall good for us, despite thefact that (indeed: because) it stops us from experiencing things for atime. And once this is acknowledged, it seems reasonable to add that,under certain circumstances, dying would be overall good for us, andhence not bad for us after all. It would be overall good for us if thefurther life we otherwise would
have would bring us great evils, suchas suffering, that are not offset by goods. 7.2 Never Dying Would be a Misfortune Bernard Williams (and others, such as Shelly Kagan 2012) takes theview that it would be bad to live forever, even under the best ofcircumstances. In his influential essay The Makropulos Case:Reflections on the Tedium of
Immortality, Williams argues thatalthough the deaths of some persons is a misfortune for them, neverdying would be intolerable. In arguing for these views, Williams drawsupon the notion of a categorical desire, which we can clarify asfollows. Consider a woman who wants to die. She might still take the view thatif she is to live on, then she should be
well fed and clothed. Shewants food and clothing on condition she remain alive. In this senseher desires (for food and clothes) are conditional on her remainingalive, and, in being conditional on her living on, they do not giveher reason to live. Contrast a father who desires that his beloveddaughter have a good start in life. His desire is not conditional
onhis remaining alive. In this sense, it is, Williams says, categorical.In fact, his desire gives him reason to live, because he can see toher well-being if he survives. Williams thinks that our categoricaldesires are not only what motivate us to live on, they give meaning toour lives, and are important elements of our characters. He alsothinks that it is by
virtue of the fact that we will retain the samecharacter until a later time that it is clear to us that we will bethe same person until then. The bearing on death, according to Williams, is, first, that we havegood reason to condemn a death that is premature in the sense that itthwarts our categorical desires. Second, mortality is good, for if welive long
enough, eventually we will lose our categorical desires. Atthat point we will no longer be motivated to live on, and oppressiveboredom will set in. When we contemplate this fate from our vantagepoint in the present, we find it that it is not even clear to us thatthese bored seniors are us. If we could find a way to extend our lives indefinitely, yet avoid



theravages of senescence, and remain healthy and mentally competent,couldnt we avoid becoming jaded with life by gradually varyingour interests over time, adding to and perhaps replacing some of ourcategorical desires, again and again? Several theorists includingNagel (1986, p. 224, n. 3), Glover (1977, p. 57), and Fischer (1994),have argued
that the lives of superseniors need not become dull andtedious. Williamss view is that it is not possible to makeeternal life desirable (which claim is not identical to the claim thateternal life would inevitably be bad for us). Varying my categoricaldesires will not work, because, to be desirable, the endless life Idesign for myself must meet two conditions:
(1) it shouldclearly be me who lives forever, and (2) the state inwhich I survive should be one that, to me looking forward, will beadequately related, in the life it presents, to those aims I now havein wanting to survive at all. (1973, p. 83) If I replace mycategorical desires, I fall afoul of at least one of these conditions.Life under the future desires is
detached from life under my currentcategorical desires. Moreover, the desires I give myself in the futurewill be elements of a character that is very different from my currentcharacter; replacing my current character with an entirely differentone later in life makes it far less clear, Williams appears to think,that the individual living that later life is me.
The degree ofidentification needed with the later life is absolutelyminimal. (1973, p. 85) Williamss claim that immortality cannot be made desirableremains controversial. It is not obvious that eternal life isundesirable if it involves changing our categorical desires andcharacters (insofar as our characters are defined by the desires). Noris it obvious
that such changes must violate Williamss twoconditions for the desirability of continued life. Williams seems tothink that the individual who is changed in this way will not clearlybe the same person as before, but he stops short of saying that itclearly will not be the same person (indeed, he defends a bodilycontinuity criterion for identity in The Self
and theFuture, pp. 4663, so he presumably thinks that a persondoes survive changes of desires and character). ConcerningWilliamss second condition, his view is that if we replace ourcharacters and desires, there is nothing left by which he canjudge whether future life is desirable (1093, p. 85). Yet itseems reasonable to take the view now that it
would be good for me todevelop and fulfil desires in the futuredesires I now lack.Many of us would welcome the prospect of gradually transforming ourinterests and projects over time. The gradual, continuoustransformation of our desires and projects does not end our lives, orexistence. It is distinct from, and preferable to, annihilation. If wecould live
endlessly, the stages of our lives would display reducedconnectedness, yet remain continuous, which is a property that isimportant in the kind of survival most of us prize. Even afterdrinking from the fountain of eternal youth, we would tend to focus onrelatively short stretches of our indefinitely extensive lives, beinganimated by the specific projects
and relationships we have then.However, sometimes we would turn our attention to long stretches oflife, and then, prizing continuity, we might well phase in new andworthwhile undertakings that build upon, and do not wholly replace,the old. (For further discussion of the desirability of eternal life,see Overall 2003, Bortolotti 2009, Smuts 2011, Luper
2012b, Altshuler2016, Buben 2016, Cholbi 2016, and Fischer 2019.) 8. Can Deaths Harmfulness be Reduced? Even if death is usually bad for those of us who die, perhaps itneed not be bad for us, if we prepare ourselves suitably.This might be possible if some form of preferentialism is true, andif, by altering our desires, we could cease to have any
interests thatdying would impair. For then we might be able to thanatizeour desires, in this sense: we might abandon all desires that deathmight thwart. Among these are desires we can satisfy only if we liveon for a few days, but also desires we cannot possibly satisfy withinthe span of a normal lifetime, and the desire for immortality itself.Instead of
desiring that some project of mine succeed, which is adesire that might be thwarted by my death, I might instead adopt aconditionalized version of this desire, namely: should I live on, letmy project succeed. If all goes well, thanatizing would insulate usfrom harm from death by leaving us with no interests with which dyinginterferes. Unfortunately,
this strategy will backfire. The main problem is thatdeath can interfere with desire fulfillment not just by falsifying theobjects of our desires but also by precluding our having desires(Luper 2013). So even if we resolve, from now on, to limit ourselvesto desires whose objects cannot be falsified by death, we are stillvulnerable to the harm death will do
us if it precludes our having andfulfilling desires. Hence thanatizing would force us to avoid havingany desires whose fulfillment would have benefitted us, and to denyourselves such desires would be as bad for us as the harm we aretrying to avoid. However, the core idea of adapting our desires is useful, if not takento an extreme. It is prudent to
avoid taking on goals we cannotpossibly attain, and hence prudent to eschew projects that cannotpossibly be completed during the course of a normal lifetime.
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