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This essay started life as a lecture in a series ‘on the immortality of the soul or kindred                  

spiritual subject’.1 My kindred spiritual subject is, one might say, the mortality of the soul.               

Those among previous lecturers who were philosophers tended, I think, to discuss the             

question whether we are immortal; that is not my subject, but rather what a good thing it is                  

that we are not. Immortality, or a state without death, would be meaningless, I shall               

suggest; so, in a sense, death gives the meaning to life. That does not mean that we should                  

not fear death (whatever force that injunction might be taken to have, anyway). Indeed,              

there are several very different ways in which it could be true at once that death gave the                  

meaning to life and that death was, other things being equal, something to be feared. Some                

existentialists, for instance, seem to have said that death was what gave meaning to life, if                

anything did, just because it was the fear of death that gave meaning to life; I shall not                  

follow them. I shall rather pursue the idea that from facts about human desire and               

happiness and what a human life is, it follows both that immortality would be, where               

conceivable at all, intolerable, and that (other things being equal) death is reasonably             

regarded as an evil. Considering whether death can reasonably be regarded as an evil is in                

fact as near as I shall get to considering whether it should be feared: they are not quite the                   

same question. 

My title is that, as it is usually translated into English, of a play by Karel Čapek which was                   

made into an opera by Janacek and which tells of a woman called Elina Makropulos, alias                

Emilia Marty, alias Ellian Macgregor, alias a number of other things with the initials ‘EM’,               

on whom her father, the Court physician to a sixteenth-century Emperor, tried out an elixir               

of life. At the time of the action she is aged 342. Her unending life has come to a state of                     

boredom, indifference and coldness. Everything is joyless: ‘in the end it is the same’, she               

says, ‘singing and silence’. She refuses to take the elixir again; she dies; and the formula is                 

deliberately destroyed by a young woman among the protests of some older men. 

EM’s state suggests at least this, that death is not necessarily an evil, and not just in the                  

sense in which almost everybody would agree to that, where death provides an end to great                

suffering, but in the more intimate sense that it can be a good thing not to live too long. It                    

suggests more than that, for it suggests that it was not a peculiarity of EM’s that an endless                  

life was meaningless. That is something I shall follo&#0; Vw out later. First, though, we               
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should put together the suggestion of EM’s case, that death is not necessarily an evil, with                

the claim of some philosophies and religions that death is necessarily not an evil.              

Notoriously, there have been found two contrary bases on which that claim can be              

mounted: death is said by some not to be an evil because it is not the end, and by others,                    

because it is. There is perhaps some profound temperamental difference between those            

who find consolation for the fact of death in the hope that it is only the start of another life,                    

and those who equally find comfort in the conviction that it is the end of the only life there                   

is. That both such temperaments exist means that those who find a diagnosis of the belief                

in immortality, and indeed a reproach to it, in the idea that it constitutes a consolation,                

have at best only a statistical fact to support them. While that may be just about enough for                  

the diagnosis, it is not enough for the reproach. 

Most famous, perhaps, among those who have found comfort in the second option, the              

prospect of annihilation, was Lucretius, who, in the steps of Epicurus, and probably from a               

personal fear of death which in some of his pages seems almost tangible, addresses himself               

to proving that death is never an evil. Lucretius has two basic arguments for this               

conclusion, and it is an important feature of them both that the conclusion they offer has                

the very strong consequence – and seems clearly intended to have the consequence – that,               

for oneself at least, it is all the same whenever one dies, that a long life is no better than a                     

short one. That is to say, death is never an evil in the sense not merely that there is no-one                    

for whom dying is an evil, but that there is no time at which dying is an evil – sooner or                     

later, it is all the same. 

The first argument2 seeks to interpret the fear of death as a confusion, based on the idea                 

that we shall be there after death to repine our loss of the praemia vitae, the rewards and                  

delights of life, and to be upset at the spectacle of our bodies burned, and so forth. The fear                   

of death, it is suggested, must necessarily be the fear of some experiences had when one is                 

dead. But if death is annihilation, then there are no such experiences: in the Epicurean               

phrase, when death is there, we are not, and when we are there, death is not. So, death                  

being annihilation, there is nothing to fear. The second argument3 addresses itself directly             

to the question of whether one dies earlier or later, and says that one will be the same time                   

dead however early or late one dies, and therefore one might as well die earlier as later.                 

And from both arguments we can conclude nil igitur mors est ad nos, neque pertinet               

hilum – death is nothing to us, and does not matter at all.4 
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The second of these arguments seems even on the face of things to contradict the first. For                 

it must imply that if there were a finite period of death, such that if you died later you                   

would be dead for less time, then there would be some point in wanting to die later rather                  

than earlier. But that implication makes sense, surely, only on the supposition that what is               

wrong with dying consists in something undesirable about the condition of being dead.             

And that is what is denied by the first argument. 

More important than this, the oddness of the second argument can help to focus a               

difficulty already implicit in the first. The first argument, in locating the objection to dying               

in a confused objection to being dead, and exposing that in terms of a confusion with being                 

alive, takes it as genuinely true of life that the satisfaction of d&#0; [sfaesire, and               

possession of the praemia vitae, are good things. It is not irrational to be upset by the loss                  

of home, children, possessions – what is irrational is to think of death as, in the relevant                 

sense, losing anything. But now if we consider two lives, one very short and cut off before                 

the praemia have been acquired, the other fully provided with the praemia and containing              

their enjoyment to a ripe age, it is very difficult to see why the second life, by these                  

standards alone, is not to be thought better than the first. But if it is, then there must be                   

something wrong with the argument which tries to show that there is nothing worse about               

a short life than a long one. The argument locates the mistake about dying in a mistake                 

about consciousness, it being assumed that what commonsense thinks about the worth of             

the praemia vitae and the sadness of their (conscious) loss is sound enough. But if the                

praemia vitae are valuable; even if we include as necessary to that value consciousness              

that one possesses them; then surely getting to the point of possessing them is better than                

not getting to that point, longer enjoyment of them is better than shorter, and more of                

them, other things being equal, is better than less of them.. But if so, then it just will not be                    

true that to die earlier is all the same as to die later, nor that death is never an evil – and                      

the thought that to die later is better than to die earlier will not be dependent on some                  

muddle about thinking that the dead person will be alive to lament his loss. It will depend                 

only on the idea, apparently sound, that if the praemia vitae and consciousness of them               

are good things, then longer consciousness of more praemia is better than shorter             

consciousness of fewer praemia. 

Is the idea sound? A decent argument, surely, can be marshalled to support it. If I desire                 

something, then, other things being equal, I prefer a state of affairs in which I get it from                  

one in which I do not get it, and (again, other things being equal) plan for a future in which                    

I get it rather than not. But one future, for sure, in which I would not get it would be one in                      
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which I was dead. To want something, we may also say, is to that extent to have reason for                   

resisting what excludes having that thing: and death certainly does that, for a very large               

range of things that one wants.5 If that is right, then for any of those things, wanting                 

something itself gives one a reason for avoiding death. Even though if I do not succeed, I                 

will not know that, nor what I am missing, from the perspective of the wanting agent it is                  

rational to aim for states of affairs in which his want is satisfied, and hence to regard death                  

as something to be avoided; that is, to regard it as an evil. 

It is admittedly true that many of the things I want, I want only on the assumption that I                   

am going to be alive; and some people, for instance some of the old, desperately want                

certain things when nevertheless they would much rather that they and their wants were              

dead. It might be suggested that not just these special cases, but really all wants, were                

conditional on being alive; a situation in which one has ceased to exist is not to be                 

compared with others with respect to desire-satisfaction – rather, if one dies, all bets are               

off. But surely the claim that all desires are in this sense conditional must be wrong. For                 

consider the idea of a rational forward-looking calculation of suicide: there can be such a               

thing, even if many suicides are not rational, and even though with some that are, it may                 

be unclear to what extent they are forward-looking (the obscurity of this with regard to               

suicides of honour is an obscurity in the notion of shame). In such a calculation, a man                 

might consider what lay before him, and decide whether he did or did not want to undergo                 

it. If he does decide to &#0; [es undergo it, then some desire propels him on into the                  

future, and that desire at least is not one that operates conditionally on his being alive,                

since it itself resolves the question of whether he is going to be alive. He has an                 

unconditional, or (as I shall say) a categorical desire. 

The man who seriously calculates about suicide and rejects it, only just has such a desire,                

perhaps. But if one is in a state in which the question of suicide does not occur, or occurs                   

only as total fantasy – if, to take just one example, one is happy – one has many such                   

desires, which do not hang from the assumption of one’s existence. If they did hang from                

that assumption, then they would be quite powerless to rule out that assumption’s being              

questioned, or to answer the question if it is raised; but clearly they are not powerless in                 

those directions – on the contrary they are some of the few things, perhaps the only things,                 

that have power in that direction. Some ascetics have supposed that happiness required             

reducing one’s desires to those necessary for one’s existence, that is, to those that one has                

to have granted that one exists at all; rather, it requires that some of one’s desires should                 
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be fully categorical, and one’s existence itself wanted as something necessary to them. 

To suppose that one can in this way categorically want things implies a number of things                

about the nature of desire. It implies, for one thing, that the reason I have for bringing it                  

about that I get what I want is not merely that of avoiding the unpleasantness of not                 

getting what I want. But that must in any case be right – otherwise we should have to                  

represent every desire as the desire to avoid its own frustration, which is absurd. 

About what those categorical desires must be, there is not much of great generality to be                

said, if one is looking at the happy state of things: except, once more against the ascetic,                 

that there should be not just enough, but more than enough. But the question might be                

raised, at the impoverished end of things, as to what the minimum categorical desire might               

be. Could it be just the desire to remain alive? The answer is perhaps ‘no’. In saying that, I                   

do not want to deny the existence, the value, or the basic necessity of a sheer reactive drive                  

to self-preservation: humanity would certainly wither if the drive to keep alive were not              

stronger than any perceived reasons for keeping alive. But if the question is asked, and it is                 

going to be answered calculatively, then the bare categorical desire to stay alive will not               

sustain the calculation – that desire itself, when things have got that far, has to be                

sustained or filled out by some desire for something else, even if it is only, at the margin,                  

the desire that future desires of mine will be born and satisfied. But the best insight into                 

the effect of categorical desire is not gained at the impoverished end of things, and hence                

in situations where the question has actually come up. The question of life being desirable               

is certainly transcendental in the most modest sense, in that it gets by far its best answer in                  

never being asked at all. 

None of this – including the thoughts of the calculative suicide – requires my reflection on                

a world in which I never occur at all. In the terms of ‘possible worlds’ (which can                 

admittedly be misleading), a man could, on the present account, have a reason from his               

own point of view to prefer a possible world in which he went on longer to one in which he                    

went on for less long, or – like the suicide – the opposite; but he would have no reason of                    

this kind to prefer a world in which he did not occur at all. Thoughts about his total                  

absence from the world would have to be of a different kind, impersonal reflections on the                

value for the world of his presence or absence: of the same kind, essentially, a&#0; [sses                

he could conduct (or, more probably, not manage to conduct) with regard to anyone else.               

While he can think egoistically of what it would be for him to live longer or less long, he                   

cannot think egoistically of what it would be for him never to have existed at all. Hence the                  
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sombre words of Sophocles6 ‘Never to have been born counts highest of all . . .’ are well                  

met by the old Jewish reply – ‘how many are so lucky? Not one in ten thousand’. 

Lucretius’ first argument has been interestingly criticised by Thomas Nagel,7 on lines            

different from those that I have been following. Nagel claims that what is wrong with               

Lucretius’ argument is that it rests on the assumption that nothing can be a misfortune for                

a man unless he knows about it, and that misfortunes must consist in something nasty for                

him. Against this assumption, Nagel cites a number of plausible counter-instances, of            

circumstances which would normally be thought to constitute a misfortune, though those            

to whom they happen are and remain ignorant of them (as, for instance, certain situations               

of betrayal). The difference between Nagel’s approach and mine does not, of course, lie in               

the mere point of whether one admits misfortunes which do not consist of or involve nasty                

experiences: anyone who rejects Lucretius’ argument must admit them. The difference is            

that the reasons which a man would have for avoiding death are, on the present account,                

grounded in desires – categorical desires – which he has; he, on the basis of these, has                 

reason to regard possible death as a misfortune to be avoided, and we, looking at things                

from his point of view, would have reason to regard his actual death as his misfortune.                

Nagel, however, if I understand him, does not see the misfortune that befalls a man who                

dies as necessarily grounded in the issue of what desires or sorts of desires he had; just as                  

in the betrayal case, it could be a misfortune for a man to be betrayed, even though he did                   

not have any desire not to be betrayed. If this is a correct account, Nagel’s reasoning is one                  

step further away from Utilitarianism on this matter than mine,8 and rests on an              

independent kind of value which a sufficiently Utilitarian person might just reject; while             

my argument cannot merely be rejected by a Utilitarian person, it seems to me, since he                

must if he is to be consistent, and other things being equal, attach disutility to any                

situation which he has good reason to prevent, and he certainly has good reason to prevent                

a situation which involves the non-satisfaction of his desires. Thus, granted categorical            

desires, death has a disutility for an agent, although that disutility does not, of course,               

consist in unsatisfactory experiences involved in its occurrence. 

The question would remain, of course, with regard to any given agent, whether he had               

categorical desires. For the present argument, it will do to leave it as a contingent fact that                 

most people do: for they will have a reason, and a perfectly coherent reason, to regard                

death as a misfortune, while it was Lucretius’ claim that no-one could have a coherent               

reason for so regarding it. There may well be other reasons as well; thus Nagel’s reasoning,                
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though different from the more Utilitarian type of reason I have used against Lucretius,              

seems compatible with it and there are strong reasons to adopt his kind of consideration as                

well. In fact, further and deeper thought about this question seems likely to fill up the                

apparent gap between the two sorts of argument; it is hard to believe, for one thing, that                 

the supposed contingent fact that people have categorical desires can really be as             

contingent as all that. One last point about the two arguments is that they coincide in not                 

offering –&#0; [ of as I mentioned earlier – any considerations about worlds in which one                

does not occur at all; but there is perhaps an additional reason why this should be so in the                   

Utilitarian-type argument, over and above the one it shares with Nagel’s. The reason it              

shares with Nagel’s is that the type of misfortune we are concerned with in thinking about                

X’s death is X’s misfortune (as opposed to the misfortunes of the state or whatever); and                

whatever sort of misfortune it may be in a given possible world that X does not occur in it,                   

it is not X’s misfortune. They share the feature, then, that for anything to be X’s misfortune                 

in a given world, then X must occur in that world. But the Utilitarian-type argument               

further grounds the misfortune, if there is one, in certain features of X, namely his desires;                

and if there is no X in a given world, then a fortiori there are no such grounds. 

But now – if death, other things being equal, is a misfortune; and a longer life is better                  

than a shorter life; and we reject the Lucretian argument that it does not matter when one                 

dies; then it looks as though – other things always being equal – death is at any time an                   

evil, and it is always better to live than die. Nagel indeed, from his point of view, does seem                   

to permit that conclusion, even though he admits some remarks about the natural term of               

life and the greater misfortune of dying in one’s prime. But wider consequences follow. For               

if all that is true, then it looks as though it would be not only always better to live, but                    

better to live always, that is, never to die. If Lucretius is wrong, we seem committed to                 

wanting to be immortal. 

That would be, as has been repeatedly said, with other things equal. No-one need deny that                

since, for instance, we grow old and our powers decline, much may happen to increase the                

reasons for thinking death a good thing. But these are contingencies. We might not age;               

perhaps, one day, it will be possible for some of us not to age. If that were so, would it not                     

follow then that, more life being per se better than less life, we should have reason so far as                   

that went (but not necessarily in terms of other inhabitants) to live for ever? EM indeed                

bears strong, if fictional, witness against the desirability of that; but perhaps she still              

laboured under some contingent limitations, social or psychological, which might once           

more be eliminated to bring it about that really other things were equal. Against this, I am                 
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going to suggest that the supposed contingencies are not really contingencies; that an             

endless life would be a meaningless one; and that we could have no reason for living                

eternally a human life. There is no desirable or significant property which life would have               

more of, or have more unqualifiedly, if we lasted for ever. In some part, we can apply to life                   

Aristotle’s marvellous remark about Plato’s Form of the Good:9 ‘nor will it be any the more                

good for being eternal: that which lasts long is no whiter than that which perishes in a day’.                  

But only in part; for, rejecting Lucretius, we have already admitted that more days may               

give us more than one day can. 

If one pictures living for ever as living as an embodied person in the world rather as it is, it                    

will be a question, and not so trivial as may seem, of what age one eternally is. EM was                   

342; because for 300 years she had been 42. This choice (if it was a choice) I am                  

personally, and at present, well disposed to salute – if one had to spend eternity at any age,                  

that seems an admirable age to spend it at. Nor would it necessarily be a less good age for a                    

woman: that at least was not EM’s problem, that she was too old at the age she continued                  

to be at. Her problem lay in having been at it for too long. Her trouble was it seems,                   

boredom: a bo&#0; [borredom connected with the fact that everything that could happen             

and make sense to one particular human being of 42 had already happened to her. Or,                

rather, all the sorts of things that could make sense to one woman of a certain character;                 

for EM has a certain character, and indeed, except for her accumulating memories of              

earlier times, and no doubt some changes of style to suit the passing centuries, seems               

always to have been much the same sort of person. 

There are difficult questions, if one presses the issue, about this constancy of character.              

How is this accumulation of memories related to this character which she eternally has,              

and to the character of her existence? Are they much the same kind of events repeated?                

Then it is itself strange that she allows them to be repeated, accepting the same repetitions,                

the same limitations – indeed, accepting is what it later becomes, when earlier it would               

not, or even could not, have been that. The repeated patterns of personal relations, for               

instance, must take on a character of being inescapable. Or is the pattern of her               

experiences not repetitious in this way, but varied? Then the problem shifts, to the relation               

between these varied experiences, and the fixed character: how can it remain fixed,             

through an endless series of very various experiences? The experiences must surely happen             

to her without really affecting her; she must be, as EM is, detached and withdrawn. 

EM, of course, is in a world of people who do not share her condition, and that determines                  
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certain features of the life she has to lead, as that any personal relationship requires               

peculiar kinds of concealment. That, at least, is a form of isolation which would disappear               

if her condition were generalised. But to suppose more generally that boredom and inner              

death would be eliminated if everyone were similarly becalmed, is an empty hope: it would               

be a world of Bourbons, learning nothing and forgetting nothing, and it is unclear how               

much could even happen. 

The more one reflects to any realistic degree on the conditions of EM’s unending life, the                

less it seems a mere contingency that it froze up as it did. That it is not a contingency, is                    

suggested also by the fact that the reflections can sustain themselves independently of any              

question of the particular character that EM had; it is enough, almost, that she has a                

human character at all. Perhaps not quite. One sort of character for which the difficulties of                

unending life would have less significance than they proved to have for EM might be one                

who at the beginning was more like what she is at the end: cold, withdrawn, already frozen.                 

For him, the prospect of unending cold is presumably less bleak in that he is used to it. But                   

with him, the question can shift to a different place, as to why he wants the unending life at                   

all; for, the more he is at the beginning like EM is at the end, the less place there is for                     

categorical desire to keep him going, and to resist the desire for death. In EM’s case, her                 

boredom and distance from life both kill desire and consist in the death of it; one who is                  

already enough like that to sustain life in those conditions may well be one who had                

nothing to make him want to do so. But even if he has, and we conceive of a person who is                     

stonily resolved to sustain for ever an already stony existence, his possibility will be of no                

comfort to those, one hopes a larger party, who want to live longer because they want to                 

live more. 

To meet the basic anti-Lucretian hope for continuing life which is grounded in categorical              

desire, EM’s unending life in this world is inadequate, and necessarily so relative to just               

those desires and conceptions of character which go into the hope. That is very important,               

since it is the most direct response, that which should have been adequate if the hope is                 

both coherent and what it initially seemed to be. It &#0; [ed also satisfied one of two                 

important conditions which must be satisfied by anything which is to be adequate as a               

fulfilment of my anti-Lucretian hope, namely that it should clearly be me who lives for               

ever. The second important condition is that the state in which I survive should be one                

which, to me looking forward, will be adequately related, in the life it presents, to those                

aims which I now have in wanting to survive at all. That is a vague formula, and necessarily                  

so, for what exactly that relation will be must depend to some extent on what kind of aims                  
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and (as one might say) prospects for myself I now have. What we can say is that since I am                    

propelled forward into longer life by categorical desires, what is promised must hold out              

some hopes for those desires. The limiting case of this might be that the promised life held                 

out some hope just to that desire mentioned before, that future desires of mine will be born                 

and satisfied; but if that were the only categorical desire that carried me forward into it, at                 

least this seems demanded, that any image I have of those future desires should make it                

comprehensible to me how in terms of my character they could be my desires. 

This second condition, the EM kind of survival failed, on reflection, to satisfy; but at least it                 

is clear why, before reflection, it looked as though it might satisfy the condition – it                

consists, after all, in just going on in ways in which we are quite used to going on. If we                    

turn away now from EM to more remote kinds of survival, the problems of those two                

conditions press more heavily right from the beginning. Since the major problems of the              

EM situation lay in the indefinite extension of one life, a tempting alternative is survival by                

means of an indefinite series of lives. Most, perhaps all, versions of this belief which have                

actually existed have immediately failed the first condition: they get nowhere near            

providing any consideration to mark the difference between rebirth and new birth. But let              

us suppose the problem, in some way or another, removed; some conditions of bodily              

continuity, minimally sufficient for personal identity, may be supposed satisfied. (Anyone           

who thinks that no such conditions could be sufficient, and requires, for instance,             

conditions of memory, may well find it correspondingly difficult to find an alternative for              

survival in this direction which both satisfies the first requirement, of identity, and also              

adequately avoids the difficulties of the EM alternative.) The problem remains of whether             

this series of psychologically disjoint lives could be an object of hope to one who did not                 

want to die. That is, in my view, a different question from the question of whether it will be                   

him – which is why I distinguished originally two different requirements to be satisfied.              

But it is a question; and even if the first requirement be supposed satisfied, it is                

exceedingly unclear that the second can be. This will be so, even if one were to accept the                  

idea, itself problematical, that one could have reason to fear the future pain of someone               

who was merely bodily continuous with one as one now is.10 

There are in the first place certain difficulties about how much a man could consistently be                

allowed to know about the series of his lives, if we are to preserve the psychological                

disjointness which is the feature of this model. It might be that each would in fact have to                  

seem to him as though it were his only life, and that he could not have grounds for being                   

sure what, or even that, later lives were to come. If so, then no comfort or hope will be                   
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forthcoming in this model to those who want to go on living. More interesting questions,               

however, concern the man’s relation to a future life of which he did get some advance idea.                 

If we could allow the idea that he could fear pain which was going to occur in that life, then                    

we have at least provided him wi&#0; [ovith one kind of reason which might move him to                 

opt out of that life, and destroy himself (being recurrent, under conditions of bodily              

continuity, would not make one indestructible). But physical pain and its nastiness are to              

the maximum degree independent of what one’s desires and character are, and the degree              

of identification needed with the later life to reject that aspect of it is absolutely minimal.                

Beyond that point, however, it is unclear how he is to bring this later character and its                 

desires into a relation to his present ones, so as to be satisfied or the reverse with this                  

marginal promise of continued existence. If he can regard this future life as an object of                

hope, then equally it must be possible for him to regard it with alarm, or depression, and –                  

as in the simple pain case – opt out of it. If we cannot make sense of his entertaining that                    

choice, then we have not made sense of this future life being adequately related to his                

present life, so that it could, alternatively, be something he might want in wanting not to                

die. But can we clearly make sense of that choice? For if we – or he – merely wipe out his                     

present character and desires, there is nothing left by which he can judge it at all, at least                  

as something for him; while if we leave them in, we – and he – apply something irrelevant                  

to that future life, since (to adapt the Epicurean phrase), when they are there, it is not, and                  

when it is there, they are not. We might imagine him considering the future prospects, and                

agreeing to go on if he found them congenial. But that is a muddled picture. For whether                 

they are congenial to him as he is now must be beside the point, and the idea that it is not                     

beside the point depends on carrying over into the case features that do not belong to it, as                  

(perhaps) that he will remember later what he wanted in the earlier life. And when we                

admit that it is beside the point whether the prospects are congenial, then the force of the                 

idea that the future life could be something that he now wanted to go on to, fades. 

There are important and still obscure issues here,11 but perhaps enough has been said to               

cast doubt on this option as coherently satisfying the desire to stay alive. While few will be                 

disposed to think that much can be made of it, I must confess that out of the alternatives it                   

is the only one that for me would, if it made sense, have any attraction – no doubt because                   

it is the only one which has the feature that what one is living at any given point is actually                    

a life. It is singular that those systems of belief that get closest to actually accepting                

recurrence of this sort seem, almost without exception, to look forward to the point when               

one will be released from it. Such systems seem less interested in continuing one’s life than                
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in earning one the right to a superior sort of death. 

The serial and disjoint lives are at least more attractive than the attempt which some have                

made, to combine the best of continuous and of serial existence in a fantasy of very varied                 

lives which are nevertheless cumulatively effective in memory. This might be called the             

Teiresias model. As that case singularly demonstrates, it has the quality of a fantasy, of               

emotional pressure trying to combine the uncombinable. One thing that the fantasy has to              

ignore is the connexion, both as cause and as consequence, between having one range of               

experiences rather than another, wishing to engage in one sort of thing rather than              

another, and having a character. Teiresias cannot have a character, either continuously            

through these proceedings, or cumulatively at the end (if there were to be an end) of them:                 

he is not, eventually, a person but a phenomenon. 

In discussing the last models, we have moved a little away from the very direct response                

which EM’s case seemed to provide to the hope th&#0; [o tat one would never die. But                 

perhaps we have moved not nearly far enough. Nothing of this, and nothing much like this,                

was in the minds of many who have hoped for immortality; for it was not in this world that                   

they hoped to live for ever. As one might say, their hope was not so much that they would                   

never die as that they would live after their death, and while that in its turn can be                  

represented as the hope that one would not really die, or, again, that it was not really                 

oneself that would die, the change of formulation could point to an after-life sufficiently              

unlike this life, perhaps, to earth the current of doubt that flows from EM’s frozen               

boredom. 

But in fact this hope has been and could only be modelled on some image of a more                  

familiar untiring or unresting or unflagging activity or satisfaction; and what is essentially             

EM’s problem, one way or another, remains. In general we can ask, what it is about the                 

imaged activities of an eternal life which would stave off the principle hazard to which EM                

succumbed, boredom. The Don Juan in Hell joke, that heaven’s prospects are tedious and              

the devil has the best tunes, though a tired fancy in itself, at least serves to show up a real                    

and (I suspect) a profound difficulty, of providing any model of an unending, supposedly              

satisfying, state or activity which would not rightly prove boring to anyone who remained              

conscious of himself and who had acquired a character, interests, tastes and impatiences in              

the course of living, already, a finite life. The point is not that for such a man boredom                  

would be a tiresome consequence of the supposed states or activities, and that they would               

be objectionable just on the utilitarian or hedonistic ground that they had this disagreeable              

feature. If that were all there was to it, we could imagine the feature away, along no doubt                  
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with other disagreeable features of human life in its present imperfection. The point is              

rather that boredom, as sometimes in more ordinary circumstances, would be not just a              

tiresome effect, but a reaction almost perceptual in character to the poverty of one’s              

relation to the environment. Nothing less will do for eternity than something that makes              

boredom unthinkable. What could that be? Something that could be guaranteed to be at              

every moment utterly absorbing? But if a man has and retains a character, there is no                

reason to suppose that there is anything that could be that. If, lacking a conception of the                 

guaranteedly absorbing activity, one tries merely to think away the reaction of boredom,             

one is no longer supposing an improvement in the circumstances, but merely an             

impoverishment in his consciousness of them. Just as being bored can be a sign of not                

noticing, understanding or appreciating enough, so equally not being bored can be a sign              

of not noticing, or not reflecting, enough. One might make the immortal man content at               

every moment, by just stripping off from him consciousness which would have brought             

discontent by reminding him of other times, other interests, other possibilities. Perhaps,            

indeed, that is what we have already done, in a more tempting way, by picturing him just                 

now as at every moment totally absorbed – but that is something we shall come back to. 

Of course there is in actual life such a thing as justified but necessary boredom. Thus – to                  

take a not entirely typical example – someone who was, or who thought himself, devoted to                

the radical cause might eventually admit to himself that he found a lot of its rhetoric                

excruciatingly boring. He might think that he ought not to feel that, that the reaction was                

wrong, and merely represented an unworthiness of his, an unregenerate remnant of            

intellectual superiority. However, he might rather feel that it would not necessarily be a              

better world in which no-one was bored by such rhetoric and that boredom was, indeed, a                

perfectly worthy reaction to this rhetoric after all this time; but for all that, the rhetoric                

might be necessary. A &#0; [necman at arms can get cramp from standing too long at his                 

post, but sentry-duty can after all be necessary. But the threat of monotony in eternal               

activities could not be dealt with in that way, by regarding immortal boredom as an               

unavoidable ache derived from standing ceaselessly at one’s post. (This is one reason why I               

said that boredom in eternity would have to be unthinkable.) For the question would be               

unavoidable, in what campaign one was supposed to be serving, what one’s ceaseless             

sentry-watch was for. 

Some philosophers have pictured an eternal existence as occupied in something like            

intense intellectual enquiry. Why that might seem to solve the problem, at least for them,               

is obvious. The activity is engrossing, self-justifying, affords, as it may appear, endless new              
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perspectives, and by being engrossing enables one to lose oneself. It is that last feature that                

supposedly makes boredom unthinkable, by providing something that is, in that earlier            

phrase, at every moment totally absorbing. But if one is totally and perpetually absorbed in               

such an activity, and loses oneself in it, then as those words suggest, we come back to the                  

problem of satisfying the conditions that it should be me who lives for ever, and that the                 

eternal life should be in prospect of some interest. Let us leave aside the question of people                 

whose characteristic and most personal interests are remote from such pursuits, and for             

whom, correspondingly, an immortality promised in terms of intellectual activity is going            

to make heavy demands on some theory of a ‘real self’ which will have to emerge at death.                  

More interesting is the content and value of the promise for a person who is, in this life,                  

disposed to those activities. For looking at such a person as he now is, it seems quite                 

unreasonable to suppose that those activities would have the fulfilling or liberating            

character that they do have for him, if they were in fact all he could do or conceive of doing.                    

If they are genuinely fulfilling, and do not operate (as they can) merely as a compulsive                

diversion, then the ground and shape of the satisfactions that the intellectual enquiry             

offers him, will relate to him, and not just to the enquiry. The Platonic introjection, seeing                

the satisfactions of studying what is timeless and impersonal as being themselves timeless             

and impersonal, may be a deep illusion, but it is certainly an illusion. 

We can see better into that illusion by considering Spinoza’s thought, that intellectual             

activity was the most active and free state that a man could be in, and that a man who had                    

risen to such activity was in some sense most fully individual, most fully himself. This               

conclusion has been sympathetically expounded by Stuart Hampshire, who finds on this            

point a similar doctrine in Spinoza and in Freud:12 in particular, he writes ‘[one’s] only               

means of achieving this distinctness as an individual, this freedom in relation to the              

common order of nature, is the power of the mind freely to follow in its thought an                 

intellectual order’. The contrast to this free intellectual activity is ‘the common condition of              

men that their conduct and their judgements of value, their desires and aversions, are in               

each individual determined by unconscious memories’ – a process which the same writer             

has elsewhere associated with our having any character at all as individuals.13 

Hampshire claims that in pure intellectual activity the mind is most free because it is then                

least determined by causes outside its immediate states. I take him to mean that rational               

activity is that in which the occurrence of an earlier thought maximally explains the              

occurrence of a later thought, because it is the rational relation between their contents              
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which, grante&#0; [whid the occurrence of the first, explains the occurrence of the second.              

But even the maximal explanatory power, in these terms, of the earlier thought does not               

extend to total explanation: for it will still require explanation why this thinker on this               

occasion continued on this rational path of thought at all. Thus I am not sure that the                 

Spinozist consideration which Hampshire advances even gives a very satisfactory sense to            

the activity of the mind. It leaves out, as the last point shows, the driving power which is                  

needed to sustain one even in the most narrowly rational thought. It is still further remote                

from any notion of creativity, since that, even within a theoretical context, and certainly in               

an artistic one, precisely implies the origination of ideas which are not fully predictable in               

terms of the content of existing ideas. But even if it could yield one sense for ‘activity’, it                  

would still offer very little, despite Spinoza’s heroic defence of the notion, for freedom. Or               

– to put it another way – even if it offered something for freedom of the intellect, it offers                   

nothing for freedom of the individual. For when freedom is initially understood as the              

absence of ‘outside’ determination, and in particular understood in those terms as an             

unquestionable value, my freedom is reasonably not taken to include freedom from my             

past, my character and my desires. To suppose that those are, in the relevant sense,               

‘outside’ determinations, is merely to beg the vital question about the boundaries of the              

self, and not to prove from premisses acceptable to any clear-headed man who desires              

freedom that the boundaries of the self should be drawn round the intellect. On the               

contrary, the desire for freedom can, and should, be seen as the desire to be free in the                  

exercise and development of character, not as the desire to be free of it. And if Hampshire                 

and others are right in claiming that an individual character springs from and gets its               

energies from unconscious memories and unclear desires, then the individual must see            

them too as within the boundaries of the self, and themselves involved in the drive to                

persist in life and activity. 

With this loss, under the Spinozist conception, of the individual’s character, there is,             

contrary to Hampshire’s claim., a loss of individuality itself, and certainly of anything that              

could make an eternity of intellectual activity, so construed, a reasonable object of interest              

to one concerned with individual immortality. As those who totally wish to lose themselves              

in the movement can consistently only hope that the movement will go on, so the               

consistent Spinozist – at least on this account of Spinozism – can only hope that the                

intellectual activity goes on, something which could be as well realised in the existence of               

Aristotle’s prime mover, perhaps, as in anything to do with Spinoza or any other particular               

man. 
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Stepping back now from the extremes of Spinozist abstraction, I shall end by returning to a                

point from which we set out, the sheer desire to go on living, and shall mention a writer on                   

this subject, Unamuno, whose work The Tragic Sense of Life14 gives perhaps more             

extreme expression than anyone else has done to that most basic form of the desire to be                 

immortal, the desire not to die. 

I do not want to die – no, I neither want to die nor do I want to want to die; I want to live                         

for ever and ever and ever. I want this ‘I’ to live – this poor ‘I’ that I am and that I feel                       

myself to be here and now, and therefore the problem of the duration of my soul, of my                  

own soul, tortures me.’15 

Although Unamuno frequently refers to Spinoza, the spirit of this is certainly far removed              

from that of the&#0; [m t ‘sorrowful Jew of Amsterdam’. Furthermore, in his clear              

insistence that what he desperately wants is this life, the life of this self, not to end,                 

Unamuno reveals himself at equal removes from Manicheanism and from Utilitarianism;           

and that is correct, for the one is only the one-legged descendant of the other. That                

tradition – Manichean, Orphic, Platonic, Augustinian – which contrasts the spirit and the             

body in such a sense that the spiritual aims at eternity, truth and salvation, while the body                 

is adjusted to pleasure, the temporary, and eventual dissolution, is still represented, as to              

fifty per cent, by secular Utilitarianism: it is just one of the original pair of boots left by                  

itself and better regarded now that the other has fallen into disrepair. Bodies are all that                

we have or are: hence for Utilitarianism it follows that the only focus of our arrangements                

can be the efficient organisation of happiness. Immortality, certainly, is out, and so life              

here should last as long as we determine – or eventually, one may suspect, others will                

determine – that it is pleasant for us to be around. 

Unamuno’s outlook is at the opposite pole to this and whatever else may be wrong with it,                 

it salutes the true idea that the meaning of life does not consist either in the management                 

of satisfactions in a body or in an abstract immortality without one. On the one hand he                 

had no time for Manicheanism, and admired the rather brutal Catholic faith which could              

express its hopes for a future life in the words which he knew on a tombstone in Bilbao:16 

Aunque estamos in polvo convertidos 

zen Ti, Señor, nuestra esperanza fía, 
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que tomaremos a vivir vestidos 

con la carne y la piel que nos cubria. 

At the same time, his desire to remain alive extends an almost incomprehensible distance              

beyond any desire to continue agreeable experiences: 

For myself I can say that as a youth and even as a child I remained unmoved when shown                   

the most moving pictures of hell, for even then nothing appeared quite so horrible to me as                 

nothingness itself.17 

The most that I have claimed earlier against Lucretius is not enough to make that               

preference intelligible to me. The fear of sheer nothingness is certainly part of what              

Lucretius rightly, if too lightly, hoped to exorcise; and the mere desire to stay alive, which                

is here stretched to its limit, is not enough (I suggested before) to answer the question,                

once the question has come up and requires an answer in rational terms. Yet Unamuno’s               

affirmation of existence even through limitless suffering18 brings out something which is            

implicit in the claim against Lucretius. It is not necessarily the prospect of pleasant times               

that create the motive against dying, but the existence of categorical desire, and categorical              

desire can drive through both the existence and the prospect of unpleasant times. 

Suppose, then, that categorical desire does sustain the desire to live. So long as it remains                

so, I shall want not to die. Yet I also know, if what has gone before is right, that an eternal                     

life would be unliveable. In part, as ENTs case originally suggested, that is because              

categorical desire wil&#0; [al l go away from it: in those versions, such as hers, in which I                  

am recognisably myself, I would eventually have had altogether too much of myself. There              

are good reasons, surely, for dying before that happens. But equally, at times earlier than               

that moment, there is reason for not dying. Necessarily, it tends to be either too early or                 

too late. EM reminds us that it can be too late, and many, as against Lucretius, need no                  

reminding that it can be too early. If that is any sort of dilemma, it can, as things still are                    

and if one is exceptionally lucky, be resolved, not by doing anything, but just by dying                

shortly before the horrors of not doing so become evident. Technical progress may, in              

more than one direction, make that piece of luck rarer. But as things are, it is possible to                  

be, in contrast to EM, felix opportunitate mortis – as it can be appropriately              

mistranslated, lucky in having the chance to die. 
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