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The Forum

Getting Old

Our forum on getting old starts with the question wheth-
er it would be better to avoid old age altogether and live
(healthily) into our thousands or millions. John Martin
Fischer wrestles with Bernard Williams’s worries about the
tedium of immortality and argues that life is good, even if
tomorrow is another day, a million times over. Old age is
thus not a byproduct of a welcome finitude. We’d be better
off without the finitude.

Alas, we are mere mortals. William B. Irvine writes
about getting old — or getting early-old — and discusses
whether Stoicism can help with the worries and deficits that
come with the territory. Christine Vitrano broaches the
question whether life can continue being really good into
advanced old age, or decreasing well-being is inevitable.

We often encounter old age for the first time as some-
thing our parents are going through. August Gorman talks
about his mother’s final days, making the case that the last
chapter of life has an outsized importance, considering its
length. Joshua Glasgow writes about his mother as well, ar-
guing that adult children derive a gift from their parents’
passing—an awakening to value. In fact, an awakening
something like what many have experienced during the
pandemic shutdown.

Finally, Gail Weiss celebrates the distinctive strengths
of the very old, questioning the “might makes right” mes-
sage of superhero movies. Paying homage to Ruth Bad-
er Ginsburg, she identifies a kind of strength that coexists
with fragility: not invincibility, but endurance.
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Tragic Life Endings and
Covid-19 Policy

August Gorman explains why last days matter more

My vibrant fifty-nine-year-old art teacher
mother was diagnosed with a rapidly grow-
ing terminal brain tumour during the height
of the Covid-19 pandemic in the U.S. At her
acute rehab centre, where she learned to walk
and talk again, following surgery to slow the
speed of the tumour’s growth, I wasn’t per-
mitted to visit her. The limited staff the rehab
operated with had to deprioritise things like
helping my mom charge her phone, leaving
me often unable to reach her. I tried to send
her comfort items, like a chemotherapy hat
to cover her scar, or an accessible paintbrush
so she could paint despite her tremors, but
shipping would take months as Amazon was
prioritising medical supplies and household
essentials. Tragically, my mom’s situation
was hardly unique; restrictions on hospital
and nursing home visitors, deliveries, travel,
and large gatherings have impacted the way
that hundreds of thousands of people’s lives
have come to an end.

From one vantage point, these measures
are all completely reasonable, though, of
course, it’s unfortunate how they had to
play out in my mom’s situation. Lack of
visitation, limited staffing, and prioritisa-
tion of shipping only essential goods were
measures put in place to prevent people
from dying. While there might be a debate
about which lives to prioritise when we can
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only prevent a certain number of people
from dying, these measures promised to
decrease Covid-19’s overall casualty rate —
saving a quite significant number of cumu-
lative years of life that would otherwise have
been lost to the disease. Wherever we can,
we might think, we should always prioritise
preventing deaths.

The ending can
transform the gestalt
of a whole narrative

I’'m not convinced that the sloganistic
version of this moral rule is obviously right,
though. Though we rarely talk about it,
there are lots of choices we have made in
setting up our society that allow for us to
enjoy something that enriches our general
quality of life even though it will mean an
increase in the cumulative years of life lost
among us all. For example, we accept that
people will drive cars, despite the fact that
no one is in the dark about the inevitabil-
ity of fatal motor vehicle accidents (over a
million die each year, worldwide). Clearly,
there are some trade-offs we are willing to
make. Consider, then, the following trade-
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off: Would you rather live for 30 more years
and die scared, confused, and alone with
your loved ones worrying about you and
not getting to say goodbye, or would you
rather live for only another 29 years and 51
weeks and die peacefully, holding the hands
of your family members? Most people, I
think, would choose the slightly shorter life
with the better ending. Many people might
even be willing to make bigger trade-offs in
terms of time lived in order to have a life
with a good ending. Even though the life
would be shorter, all things considered, it
would be a better life.

This fact should make us think twice
about whether or not it’s really so obvious
that we ought to always prioritise extend-
ing some people’s lives at the cost of giving
some people who are dying anyway a partic-
ularly lonely and tragic end to life.

How could it be, though, that such a
short amount of time (the final week of your
life, let’s say) could have such a large impact
on how well your life goes? In order to an-
swer that question, we’ll have to look at two
different ways of thinking about what deter-
mines how well a life goes.

On the most common kind of view,
what makes your life go well is thought to
be determined by adding up all of the mo-
ments that contribute to your well-being
that you have throughout your life. The
order doesn’t matter. How good your life
is as a whole is simply a sum of how good
each of its moments are, whether the good-
ness of each moment is measured in terms
of happiness, the degree to which your de-
sires are satisfied, or something else. On a
non-additive view, by contrast, we can only
understand how good a moment in your life
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is by reference to the role it plays in your life
considered as a whole. The value of the life-
time, rather than the value of a moment, is
the most fundamental unit of measurement.
It is only when we assume an additive
view that the great importance that the
endings of our lives hold for us can seem
puzzling. If we are just adding up how good
moments are, then no matter how bad that
final week is, it is only 168 hours of your
life, which is counterbalanced by the value
of the other hundreds of thousands of hours
you've lived. The last week, then, should
barely make a dent one way or another to
how good your life is overall, no matter
how good or bad it is. Instead, I think we
should accept a version of the non-additive
view where the moments of a person’s life
fit together not as a math equation, but as
intertwined elements of a sort of story.

The last week is 168
hours of your life

Most of us are quite invested in the sto-
ries our lives tell. We want to learn from
our mistakes, find a career we feel like we’re
meant to pursue, end up with the right per-
son, and we want for our hard work to pay
off. We want to feel like our lives are going
somewhere and that that somewbere is some-
where that we want to go. These things
all have to do with not just how good the
moments are individually, but how they fit
together into some sort of cohesive whole.
The narratives of our lives, it would seem,
have real value for us. This is not to say,
though, that what would make for a good
novel or a good opera would necessarily
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make for a good life. A heartbreaking tale
of a hero who meets a cruel fate might be a
compelling tale, but that does not make it a
story that we’d like to live out. Nevertheless,
the poetic or personal resonance that living
out a certain life-story has for us does seem
to matter to us. Whether our life stories end
up having this kind of resonance for us can
play a large role in how good our lives turn
out to be, overall.

Suppose that a god appears to you and
somehow lets you experience every poten-
tial way that your life could go from here
on out and choose which you would most
prefer to live out. Your deliberation about
which life to lead might involve a number
of different factors. If you’re at all like me,
though, many of the most important factors
would involve knowing how, in each possi-
ble life, the stories of the various aspects of
your life would play out in all of their par-
ticularities. I would want to know, for exam-
ple: Do I carry on my mom’s creative lega-
cy, learning to paint, and someday painting
something that so perfectly expresses my
point of view? Do my partner and I contin-
ue to grow and mature in our relationship,
learning from each other in the ways it al-
ways seemed we would?

But the additivist would have to insist
that we could just as well skip this whole
process of experience, deliberation, and
reflection on what just the right way would
be for the stories of our lives to play out.
Instead, anyone who had access to the
raw numbers — the levels of happiness, or
strengths and numbers of desires satisfied
that I would have at each moment of my
life — could assess a potential life’s value for
us, without even knowing anything about
the details. Without even knowing how you
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would rank the potential lives, a person with
the raw numerical data could choose the
best life for you, simply adding up the scores
of each moment for each potential life and
picking the highest valued option for you. In
fact, according to the additivist, you should
probably prefer this method of choosing as
you may very well be wrong about which
life would be best for you — the higher sum
might not line up at all with the life that
seems to you to contain the perfect culmi-
nation of all of your trials and tribulations.

The additivist, it seems to me, misses
something crucial by focusing narrowly
on quantifiable measures of momentary
well-being and neglecting to take into ac-
count how the stories of our lives strike
us as individuals and what our preferences
are over which story is being written. As
a consequence, I think the additivist also
misses something about just how crucial
the ending of a life is by failing to take into
account features about our preferences over
how our stories end. An ending (as anyone
who has seen an M. Night Shyamalan mov-
ie can attest to) can transform the gestalt
of an entire narrative. Life narratives, to
some degree, are no exception. To account
for the badness of a certain last week of life
in terms of the happiness levels at each of
the last 168 hours is to miss the fact that
much of that last week’s value is value it has
by virtue of its being a particular life’s end-
ing. As for the values of different endings,
there is ultimately no arbiter beyond what
the people whose life-stories they are would
want for themselves.

I have argued that we should reject the
additivist view, instead taking an approach
that makes room for considering the value
of moments in terms of the role they play in
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the person’s entire life story. Given the spe-
cial value that endings have for narratives,
we can make sense of the fact that people
have strong interests in how the end of their
lives play out. These interests can be strong
enough that many people would make a
trade-off to accept a shorter length of life
for the opportunity to have their lives end
how they’d most want them to, usually sur-
rounded by their favourite things and peo-
ple, being comforted by the ones who love
them the most. This should make us more
hesitant to accept public health policies that
put restrictions on the essential comforts
usually provided to people nearing the end
stages of their lives.

Most of us are quite
mvested in the stories
our lives tell

Thatsaid, I certainly don’t want to over-
state the implications of this view in the con-
text of a pandemic. It is my belief that these
measures that significantly impact life end-
ings should not be implemented indefinitely
while other efforts to manage the pandemic
are enforced only haphazardly. But if, for
example, a blanket ban on hospital visitation
for a month or two were the only way to
significantly curtail the pandemic, it would
certainly be worth doing. We should keep
in mind that each person who lives an unex-
pectedly short life due to dying from a pan-
demic disease also experiences a reduction
in lifetime well-being, as well as their loved
ones, and this must certainly be reckoned
with. Certainly almost no one would want
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an end to their life story where the occasion
of their dying ushers in a wave of disease
and death for those around them.

But even in the case where the restric-
tions that prevented me from being able to
provide my mother with comfort would be
deemed absolutely necessary, I think it’s im-
portant that we grapple with the enormity
of what we’ve given up. Additivist assump-
tions about well-being underlie many of the
kinds of metrics that inform policy as well
as many of the simple-sounding sloganistic
arguments about the obviousness of the sac-
rifices we must make. We might be able to
somewhat cleanly measure how important it
is to be able to ship facemasks to a country
by measuring the risk of transmission and
the happiness possibly contained in the es-
timated life years lost, but I worry that the
kind of thing that we lose in the fray is the
value an accessible paintbrush might have
for someone who might have been leaving
her last mark. In the wake of the Covid-19

Tragic Life Endings and Covid-19 Policy
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pandemic, many of us will grieve not only
the loss of lives but also these more subtle
and hard to articulate losses.

When crisis hits, we must of course
move rapidly, but we shouldn’t pretend
that crude metrics suffice just because they
are easier to wield. We must quickly brain-
storm what we all would want for ourselves
that ensures that we take into account our
desires to maintain our humanity. During
a time when it is too easy for people to be
reduced to numbers, we should strive to en-
sure that our value as individuals with com-
plete life-stories stays in clear view when we
face the end.

August Gorman is a Values and Public Policy
Postdoctoral Fellow at the University Center for
Human Values at Princeton University. He is a
philosopher whose work focuses on mental health
ethics, well-being, moral responsibility, and the

philosophy of death.
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