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Death and the sense of self
Chris J. Onof
In this paper, I argue that there is an important sense in which our mortality forms a key aspect of our sense of self. However, a grasp of death as an essential feature of our human life cannot suffice to our being authentic.

I first examine Lucretius’s arguments for the view that we should not be afraid of death. In line with his critics, I conclude that, on the contrary, death is an ‘evil’. In a second step, I examine the necessity of mortality for a sense of self. I consider Williams and Malpas’s approaches to this issue, and examine the arguments based upon the possibility of immortality. In a third step, I query the claim that death provides a sufficient condition for authentic self-understanding. Here, the focus is upon Heidegger and his understanding of authenticity in terms of death. This, I argue, is too restrictive as it grasps life merely in terms of its closure. The discussion of this issue raises broader themes in the philosophy of Heidegger which are addressed at the end of the paper. The paper concludes by summarising the particular rôle of death as both an evil, and providing a condition for authentic self-understanding.
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In the following, I shall first ask to what extent death is not a human ‘good’. Having argued for the claim that death is an evil, the sense in which mortality is nevertheless necessary for living one’s life will be discussed. This claim can take different forms, from the necessity of a finite life so as to avoid a paralysing sense of boredom, to a claim about how death is at the heart of a notion of authenticity. I shall argue that the necessity of death is connected with the value of time.
The further move that Heidegger and others want to make, namely to understand a grasp of our mortality as in some sense sufficient for authenticity is examined critically. I shall conclude with some reflections upon why this move is problematic.
1. 
Death as an evil
Lucretius formulates two arguments designed to show one ought not be concerned by the prospect of death since it is not an evil. More specifically, he claims that one ought not be worried about being dead, or about when one will die. Let us examine his arguments. Following Epicurus, Lucretius first argues that the fear of death is irrational, for it is the fear of experiences that one would have after death. But, since there are no such experiences, this fear has no object. Epicurus phrases this by saying that where we are, death is not, and vice-versa.
Lucretius’s second argument focuses upon the time during which one is dead. This is clearly infinite and independent of the time of death: one infinite duration is no longer than another. This entails that one should not be concerned about when one dies.

It is not just in the Epicurean tradition that the view that death is harmless is argued for. The stoic emperor Marcus Aurelius argues that death only represents a minimal loss, that of the present moment. For, at any point in time, the past is no longer and is therefore already dead in a sense, while the future has no existence
. He concludes that all I lose in dying is the present moment. Insofar as the focus of this argument is the present, and since the present is experienced in the immediacy of consciousness, this is closely related to Lucretius’s first argument.

In response to Lucretius’s general strategy of arguing against death as an evil, Nagel seeks to bring out the sense in which life is a good thing.
 As he puts it,
 life is worth living even when the bad elements of experience are plentiful, and the good ones too meagre to outweigh the bad ones on their own. The additional positive weight is supplied by experience itself.

Death is then an evil insofar as it amounts to a deprivation of life. Nagel rightly points out that the fact that death (or the state of being dead) is not experienced when it occurs, is no hindrance to describing it as an evil. For, it is not in this experiential sense that ‘evil’ is to be understood. If someone is reduced to a vegetative state, even if she is quite content in this state, this will be judged to be an evil. This is because ‘evil’ is here defined with respect to the potentialities formerly possessed by the individual. So, it is the loss and non-actualisability of potentialities which are at stake here. And, clearly, death represents a straightforward case of such loss. This counter-argument is powerful, in particular since it brings out what is viewed as ‘evil’ in death, whether or not it is one’s own death which is at stake. The death of celebrities, or of our relations, … is evil insofar as it destroys their potential, for further contributions to our lives (through entertainment, enlightenment, …) or further time shared with them for instance.

Although this argument has something intuitively correct about it, one might still query the assumption that life is a good. Indeed, a utilitarian will ask about the utility of life itself. Nagel does in fact indirectly touch upon this issue, as he asks how possible a possibility must be for its deprivation to be an evil. If one considers an individual whose ability to move, to communicate, is severely restricted, and who does not recognise his relatives or his friends, one may ask which possibilities he is actually being deprived of through death. If one finds it difficult to answer this question, it is however not only because of the paucity of the individual’s quality of life, but also because our objective point of view seems limited here. The key issue would rather seem to be the extent to which the subject views a possibility as being a possibility. But in what sense does the subject view anything as a possibility? Only insofar as she could possibly consider wanting to bring about its realisation. And this means that the subject’s desires have to be considered in the argument.

In fact, Lucretius himself assumes that “the satisfaction of desire, and possession of the praemia vitae, are good things”.
 It is this fact which Williams sees as the key to a conclusive rebuttal of Lucretius’s first argument. For, together with the fact that death can only be a hindrance to the satisfaction of desires, this entails that death amounts to the deprivation of a good thing, and therefore that it is an evil. We note that this also addresses Marcus Aurelius’s argument which relies upon ignoring the rôle of the future although it is there that the individual’s possibilities lie. It is thus not only the present moment which is lost in death. It is a vast realm of future possibilities.
Williams’s conclusion however only obtains if there are desires that are not conditional upon one’s being alive. Otherwise, the very value of one’s life could be questioned. The suicide certainly has desires (e.g. to eat, avoid pain, …) insofar as she is alive, but if all these are merely conditional upon her being alive, she can simultaneously judge her life not worth living and death a welcome release. That there are in fact such desires that are not conditional upon being alive, follows from a key claim of Williams’s moral theory. This is that a human life is characterised by the existence of categorical desires. Here, the term categorical is used to denote the fact that they do not depend upon any condition for their existence.
It may at first sight seem circular to appeal to desires which are not conditional upon being alive to account for why death is an evil. For one way of exhibiting the existence of such desires would be to point to the fact that, given that death is an evil, it can only be because it thwarts such desires. But in fact, the introduction of such desires in Williams’s philosophy is motivated on other grounds. Such desires play a specific rôle in Williams’s examination of specific ethical issues such as the ground of morality.
Additionally, the claim that there are desires which are not conditional upon being alive is quite plausible. To see this, one only need consider basic facts about the phenomenology of desire. It is thus rather difficult to imagine one’s deepest motivations for the projects we pursue to be simply conditional upon being alive. The reason is that the required motivational force cannot be given to that which is merely conditional. For any force a motive may have would be undercut by considering the possibility that the condition is not realised. I would therefore argue that a fundamental aspect of motivation is that it cannot be entirely conditional, i.e. that some aspect of the motive be unconditional.

Turning briefly to Lucretius’s second argument, Williams astutely point out that it covertly contradicts the first. For it implies that, were the time during which one is dead to be finite, it would not be the case that the time of death is of no concern. But this can only be the case if being alive is valuable and to be preferred to being dead. In summary, conditional upon the existence of categorical desires as characteristic of human life, Williams has thus shown that death is an evil. An important apparent consequence of this result is that immortality is preferable to mortality.

2.
Immortality

Williams is however keen to show that death’s being an evil only entails that an immortal life would be preferable to a mortal one, other things being equal. And Williams carries out a thorough thought experiment into what it might be like to be immortal, to show that this is not the case. This leads him to paint a pretty bleak picture of the life of an immortal, one which is dominated by boredom. Essentially, immortality would “kill desire and consist in the death of it”.
 As a result, the most basic hope for the continuation of life, a hope carried by categorical desires, is not coherent since the most direct response to it, i.e. immortality understood as an indefinite extension of one’s current life, would destroy these desires.
Let us examine Williams’s case against the desirability of immortality. Williams constructs his argument around the case of a character, EM, from a play by Capek. EM becomes an immortal at the age of 42. And the action in the play takes place when EM has reached the age of 342. Williams imagines that EM became immortal by remaining throughout as she was at the age of 42 in terms of her mental and physical abilities. And the play portrays her condition as one dominated by boredom. This results from her feeling that she has already experienced everything there is to experience. Because the particular story of EM’s immortality cannot ground a general claim about immortality, Williams also considers other ways in which EM might have become immortal, but there is no space to examine these in detail here.
Rather, I would like to consider what is assumed in centering the argument around the example of EM. First, we are asked to consider a person whose life has extended far beyond the currently typical lifespan. That is, although she knows she is immortal, this does not seem to be the cause of her distress. Rather, this distress results from her extremely long lifespan. Were she to find out she will die in another thousand years, this would, I believe, not make her feel any better now. So it is in fact doubtful whether the discussion is really about immortality at all here.

Second, whether or not it is ultimately about immortality, one might wonder whether the intuition developed in the play would meet with unanimous assent. A cursory glance at views which are, for instance, aired by members and supporters of the aptly named Immortality Institute
 suggests at least the need to consider this intuition more carefully. The problem experienced by EM appears to be that nothing new is available to keep her desires alive. But the wealth of EM’s existing experience will always be limited, while the possibilities which constitute EM’s world are always expanding. This is because, even if there were, at some point in time, no particular technological progress for instance, such progress can be expected and indeed worked towards.

The world will also be forever populated by new generations
, and communication with those who are not yet born cannot be dismissed as something that is bound to develop entirely upon only too familiar lines. Williams talks of “the repeated patterns of personal relations”
, but this surely overlooks what is unique about every personal relation. 

More specifically, one can give a specific instance of a desire that is potentially everlasting. This is the desire to acquire knowldege. This could be very general, or more focussed, e.g. upon science. There is no reason to believe that such a desire would wither: what is newly discovered, insofar as it is novel, must precisely have features which were not predictable on the basis of past knowledge, and would therefore satisfy some of the quest for knowledge, enough to sustain it into the future. Indeed, this desire would precisely fulfil the condition that Williams argues cannot be realised for any form of immortality: this 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.

Referring to Hampshire’s views on the virtues of intellectual activity,
 Williams does discuss “eternal existence as occupied in something like intellectual enquiry”,
 but sees it as involving one’s losing oneself in being absorbed in an activity. But why is this losing oneself? What if this just is a key categorical desire defining who I am?

Third, the issue of immortality raises that of the after-life. The claim that immortality is not desirable is, at least in part, meant to address the hope for an after-life which is harboured by the faithful. And indeed, we note that Williams’s essay was originally one in a series of lectures “on the immortality of the soul or kindred spiritual subject”.
 I believe the intention is therapeutic: if you believe in an after-life, you would appear to be on shaky ground, as the rise of materialism would seem to indicate. But the sudden discovery your belief that an after-life is likely to be untrue can be mitigated by the consideration that the after-life was, after all, not a desirable state of affairs; or so the argument would go. But, even assuming that the arguments against an after-life are stronger than they were, say, three hundred years ago,
 then this way of thinking still relies upon being able to cover enough forms of immortality to satisfy the believer of its undesirability. And here, one must wonder how Williams has come to the conclusion that he is able to provide such an all-encompassing argument. The answer must lie in his requiring that immortality preserve one’s identity and in his having a theory about personal identity, namely his defining the sense of self in terms of categorical desires. Together with the view that nothing could be sufficient to sustain such desires eternally, he is able to conclude to the undesirability of immortality. But, he does not allow these desires to evolve, for else the identity of the self is lost, on his account. This seems to me questionable, as there could very well be something more fundamental characterising such desires in their constant evolution for instance.
Let us summarise: Williams’s discussion of immortality in ‘The Makropulos case’, although originally intended to deal with the idea of the after-life, is actually directed at the indefinite extension of human life, and do not, in fact, address the issue of the after-life. Williams’s arguments have been found to be flawed insofar as they purport to address the issue of the undesirability of immortality in general. What force they have is ultimately derived from a questionable understanding of the essence of being human as defined by a set of unchanging categorical desires.
One is left wondering what is to be said about immortality as opposed to a very long mortal life. I think Williams’s appeal to a notion of boredom is relevant when aimed at what is problematic with the notion of an immortal life in this world, as opposed both to a very long mortal life on the one hand, and to other-worldly immortality on the other. For it does seem intuitive, that the prospect that there is no termination to one’s life would, from the very start of the period of immortality, affect the way in which we behave. But to specify in what way this intuition can ground an argument, requires a further investigation which will, in particular, probe the nature of human desire itself.
3.
Desires conditional upon mortality
What Williams is trying to do is ground the undesirability of immortality in what he sees as basic facts about human life. If these facts have not struck us as unequivocal, it may be because the states of affairs that are instantiated therein do not characterise all human lives, but only some. It is here that Jeff Malpas’s analysis is helpful. As we shall see, his descriptive analysis of that which characterises a certain type of human life brings out the sense in which mortality is a requirement.
Malpas does not draw on Williams’s claim that human beings are characterised by categorical desires.
 But he does take our “care and concern” for what is important to us as key to describing our human condition; although this is a different vocabulary, this entails in particular the central rôle of a type of desire. Unlike Williams, however, he argues that these desires’ objects should be brought into focus. Malpas claims that “care and concern is essentially geared towards caring for those things (…) that are transient and fragile”.
 According to Malpas, it becomes very difficult to desire anything that is more abstract in the sense that it is less connected to the order of time. Ultimately, something timeless could not constitute an object of desire.
Insofar as one defines oneself in terms of such objects which are essential to our projects, one can only make sense of oneself in this way if one is mortal. One could illustrate this in terms of a grasp of the value of time which connects the desiring subject to the object. This grasp accounts for the fact that the subject views something as a desirable object now for her. Don Juan views a woman as desirable insofar as she is to be conquered now (or in the foreseeable future). But were he immortal, he would not relate to women in this way for the future will hold more (potentially infinitely more) opportunities: the moment loses its value.
More generally, the source of what Williams describes as boredom is to be found in the conundrum which faces the immortal. This is the question of whether there is a reason to do something today rather than tomorrow. On the one hand, the answer that there is never any such reason entails that the act can never be properly motivated. On the other hand, it is not clear whether there can be an answer that singles out a particular day rather than another. That is, the relation to time has become problematic.

This provides an interesting perspective on the nature of the boredom that Williams alludes to, since what was described as the withering of our categorical desires can now be seen as the impossibility of experiencing the concern with which we go about the projects that we care for. This, in turn, is the consequence of the impossibility of desiring anything if time loses its value. This suggests that what underpins any desire is therefore the value of time itself. If time is unlimited, it loses its value, together with everything else we could relate to as desirable.
This argument relies however upon the idea that one make sense of oneself in terms of one’s projects, and this is where it involves the identification of a certain way of life. This requires further clarification. Malpas understands the having of a life as characterised “through the idea of a certain unity of projects”.
 In so doing, he distinguishes “having a life” from merely “being alive”. “Having a life” requires, additionally, that one take a certain perspective on that life, one which makes sense of it as a unity. Typically, such a perspective can be understood in terms of narrative: I have a life insofar as I view my life as the unfolding of a story of which I am the narrator.
Because this understanding of what it is to have a life involves a self-understanding that is absent from Williams’s focus upon categorical desires, it enables us to account for the requirement of mortality as called for by the very possibility of such an understanding.
The problem with immortality, pace Sartre, is that it would appear impossible to give an unending life the kind of unity that a narrative, or indeed any other form of self-understanding requires. This is because the unification can only be achieved if one can bring that which is to be unified into a whole. And as Malpas rightly asks, “how could one conceive of a life without end as constituting a whole?”.

With this understanding of life as unified by the subject, each moment in time acquires a significance through its belonging to the unified horizon of the individual’s life, hence the value of time. This brief account shows how Malpas provides a perspective on the requirement of mortality that sheds light upon Williams’s claims about the boredom of immortality.

There is a question which is left open, of course, namely the question about the source of the requirement which enjoins one to ‘have a life’. An answer to this question would seem as philosophically problematic as identifying a ground for ethics. However, one could go some way to addressing the issue by viewing the fact that this question is raised at all as related to what it is to be human.

Before examining this avenue in more detail, it is important to note however that Malpas seems to want to go further than just claim that mortality is necessary for a certain kind of self-understanding. For Malpas, “to have a life (…) is indeed to be capable of death”.
 This new claim, which is not substantiated or further developed by Malpas, needs clarification. For if ‘capable of death’ means ‘mortal’, then ‘to have a life’ is ‘to be alive’, which contradicts Malpas’s earlier distinction between these two expressions. If ‘to be capable of death’ is therefore more than being mortal, it would seem to have a normative dimension. And Malpas’s claim is then that it constitutes a sufficient condition for ‘having a life’. 

I think a first step towards understanding Malpas’a stronger claim must involve strengthening the claim the necessity of mortality. The idea is that it cannot just be the fact that one is mortal that is necessary to ‘having a life’. Since ‘having a life’ involves some attitude point of view on this life, it would appear to be necessary to have some awareness of one’s mortality. This is in fact implicit in Malpas’s argument as we have presented it insofar as the awareness of the end is what enables the whole to be grasped in a unity. And this can also be formulated in terms of value. As Popper puts it,

(…) if there were no end to life, life would have no value; that is, in part, the ever-present danger of losing it which helps bring home to us the value of life.

That is, the value of life, and therefore the possibility of ‘having a life’ require an awareness of the “ever-present” possibility of death. To only be able to appreciate the value of life by making this possibility more vivid, e.g. through the pursuit of risky activities for their own sake, indicates rather a misunderstanding that death is simply always a possibility. The examination of Heidegger’s notion of Being-towards-death below will expand this idea. With such a notion of awareness of death, it is easier to see what Malpas means by ‘being capable of death’, and indeed why he might wish to see this as defining a sufficient condition for ‘having a life’ insofar as it involves an awareness which accompanies our whole life.
4. 
Heidegger’s Being-towards-death

The two issues raised at the end of the previous section, i.e. that of the ground for the requirement to ‘have a life’, and the question of the sufficiency of come condition related to mortality, can best be examined by returning to the close connection between mortality and the value of time. This is the cue for looking at what the author of ‘Being and Time’ has to say about the rôle of death in our lives. By shedding further light upon what this condition might be, it will enable us to address the issue of its purported sufficiency for ‘having a life’, and to understand to what extent the issue of whether I ought to ‘have a life’ is fundamentally connected to my being human.
Heidegger makes the strong claim that to be authentic is to grasp the constant proximity of death as that “possibility which is one’s ownmost”.
 In so doing, Heidegger insists, however, that he is not making a normative claim. He is just describing a way of being which he calls “authentic”. Let us examine Heidegger’s claims in more detail. 
In division I of ‘Being and Time’, Dasein (approximately, Heidegger’s way of referring to a human being) has been introduced as that which is self-interpreting. Dasein is characterised by the fact that ‘In its very Being, that Being is an issue for it’.
 In division II, what needs to be established is whether/how it can interpret itself in a way which brings out its character of Dasein. If it interprets itself in this way, it can be said to have made its own that which constitutes it as Dasein. That is why this way of being is described as authentic or “eigentlich”, where ‘eigen' means 'own'. What does Dasein need to be able to interpret itself thus? If we are to live authentically given we are self-interpreting beings, we must have an authentic interpretation of ourselves. Given that we need an interpretative background against which we can thus interpret Dasein, this requires that we find a way of grasping Dasein as a whole, against a background involving an understanding adequate to the phenomena.
Therefore, rather than showing that ‘to have a life’ is a requirement for all human beings, Heidegger shows how the asking of the question of how to lead one’s life is constitutive of what it is to be human. Consequently, Heidegger goes beyond the issue of the normative value of the requirement to ‘have a life’, by exhibiting what it means to be asking such a question in the first place.
Heidegger then looks to the phenomenon of death to shed light on how to grasp one’s Dasein as a whole. Death is a termination, but in death, Dasein is no longer. So it cannot represent a state of wholeness of Dasein. However, to anticipate one's death as one's own possibility is to grasp it as one which is absolutely certain and also one's “ownmost possibility”.
 Heidegger’s notion of possibility is not that of logical possibility. Rather, “Dasein is in every case what it can be”,
 so that to be in the world is to have possibilities open to one.  The expression ‘one’s ownmost possibility’ refers to the sense in which my death belongs entirely to me. Unlike other possibilities which may or may not belong to one's world as a contingent fact, death necessarily is one's possibility, and in it, one's own Being is at issue. In anticipating one's death therefore, one anticipates the “closest” possibility one has as a certainty. Insofar as it is the closest possibility, it “discloses also all the possibilities which lie ahead of that possibility”, so that the anticipation of death “includes the possibility of taking the whole of Dasein in advance in an existentiell manner”.
 In other words, in anticipating this final possibility, Dasein lets all other possibilities which lie ahead of it appear as part of a whole. And this, Heidegger takes as the wholeness which defines authenticity. 
 He is thus claiming that Being-towards-death defines a relation to our mortality that provides a sufficient condition for ‘having a life’ in the sense of what he calls “being authentic”. This relation expounds Popper’s idea of an awareness that death is always possible, without implying that one should, at every instant, be conscious of death as one’s possibility. Rather, one’s behaviour should be informed by such an awareness, in much the same way as it is, for instance, informed by moral and other values.
It is therefore the notion of the constant proximity of the end which is to provide the key to its wholeness. Is this account convincing? Consider an analogy: a conversation between two people. The wholeness of such a conversation is not grasped by constantly keeping its termination in view. This will never provide a grasp of that characteristic of the conversation that makes it into a whole. The fact that the conversation cannot go on for ever certainly accounts for its having a focus. But this focus cannot be obtained from the mere requirement of finite duration (even given, of course, the circumstances that form the background of the occurrence of the conversation). This analogy, although necessarily distant (how can one compare a human life to anything else?), suggests that the thin notion of closure does not obviously provide a sufficient ground for the thick notion of wholeness. The concept of closure apparently only defines a formal sense of wholeness, not a substantive one. It is necessary, but not sufficient. Heidegger however claims that this formal sense identifies the substance of a life's wholeness.
This criticism may seem unfair. After all, Heidegger’s conception of authenticity is richer than this. It draws upon the notion of resoluteness, the “choosing to choose a kind of Being-one’s-self”,
 and Heidegger stresses that indefiniteness necessarily belongs to resoluteness. Thus, “only in a resolution is resoluteness sure of itself”.
 This means that only in actually choosing a way of Being oneself is one actually being authentic. To use Heidegger’s jargon, this is an existentiell, and not an existential matter. About the content of such a choice Heidegger has therefore little to say, but for the remark that to the question of what Dasein is to resolve upon, the answer is: “Only the resolution itself can give the answer”.
 So, in effect, it is only through being a certain Dasein that one can find out what the content of one’s authentic resoluteness is. The problem is that such a neglect of the philosophical importance of the content arguably leads to the neglect of the issue of value.

Let us examine this issue more closely. Heidegger claims that authenticity and inauthenticity are simply two different ways of being Dasein
: he never claims that an authentic life can be said to be preferable to a non-authentic one. Even if this position seems difficult to sustain, and certainly diverges fundamentally from other existentialist understandings of the concept of authenticity (e.g. Sartre’s), it is true that it is not Heidegger’s task in the framework of the ontological analysis of Dasein to introduce evaluative considerations. Moreover, we have seen how he explicitly manoeuvres beyond this issue of normativity by focussing upon the ontological question of Dasein having the kind of being characterised by the asking of the question about how to lead one’s life. However, this still leaves open the important issue of whether a distinction of value can be established among different possible contents of authentic lives.
Heidegger’s silence on this issue, insofar as, on his account, there is nothing more that is to be said within the ontological analysis of Dasein about the content of an authentic life, entails that there is therefore nothing more to be said philosophically about this issue. This follows from Heidegger’s view that the method of philosophy is phenomenological and that all phenomenology, properly understood, is ontology
. But the consequence of such a silence on evaluative matters is that it is well nigh impossible for Heidegger to consistently make moral judgements which are thereby claimed to be true. And one may speculate whether this accounts for Heidegger’s notorious silence over the Holocaust. This is however not the place to examine this complex issue.
Rather, let us note that the focus upon Being-towards-death reflects Heidegger’s interest as lying in the conditions for authenticity, with the implication that, given the right attitude of resoluteness, individual Dasein will settle upon its particular way of being authentic. But Heidegger has not shown that the issue of authenticity is settled by defining it in terms of Being-towards-death.

I believe in fact that Heidegger’s focus upon death should be seen as closely linked to his avoidance of any normative questions that would be brought about by confronting axiological questions head on. Defining what makes a life authentic in terms of its relation to its termination provides a convenient way of not having to discuss the value of the content of the life itself. This criticism extends the point made above about Heidegger’s silence on certain moral issues by suggesting that there is a neglect of ethical questions that is more deeply embedded in his philosophy that might at first seem to be the case.
 We shall return to this point below.
Note that my questioning whether the exclusive focus upon death is a judicious one to guide the understanding of authenticity, is related to the claim that Being-towards-death is limited in its ability to disclose the different structure of Dasein. This claim has been made by other Heideggerian commentators. Thus Lynda MacAvoy shows how anxious Being-towards-Death reveals Dasein as abandoned to its death, but does not reveal the rest of Dasein's state of thrownness in the world: “the scope of the disclosure [in Division II] is thus narrower than in [Division I]”.
 Her solution is therefore to give more importance to the neglected phenomenon of birth, a move which has its roots in a certain strand of feminist philosophy, instantiated e.g. by Held.
 A problem which however lurks in such approaches that focus upon birth is that, since a human being at birth is arguably not yet a Dasein, (it does not, as such, have a world in the sense of Being-in-the-world) birth would also appear inadequate for a proper disclosure of what is essential to being a fully-fledged Dasein.
5.
Death, Time and Value

This excursion into Heideggerian philosophy has not provided us with a ground for supposing that being in such a way that one displays a proper understanding of one’s mortality is sufficient for ‘having a life’, as opposed to being alive. Rather, it has thrown up some wider issues which can perhaps best be understood by returning to the rôle of the value of time.

The important result obtained earlier by examining Malpas’s views and using them to shed light upon Williams’s is that mortality is a necessary condition for our ability to live a meaningful life. Time therefore, in its finiteness, sustains the participation in value that we understand our lives to have.

To claim that a certain grasp of our mortality provides a sufficient condition for a meaningful life amounts to claiming that the value which characterises a meaningful life is ultimately reducible to the finiteness of the time allotted to this life. From this result, there is but a step to the conclusion that time is itself the source of value.

It would appear that Heidegger wishes to make this kind of philosophical move insofar as he views the meaning of Being as essentially temporal.
 But the ramifications of such a philosophical position are such that it leaves no place for any notion of a value which would be unalterable over time. If time underpins value, then value is temporal through and through. This provides no ground which would seem to allow for the possibility of value judgements which purport to have a validity that is not bound to a temporal location. The ability of such a philosophical position to account for the ethical would thus seem highly questionable. And this confirms our suspicions that Heidegger’s philosophical project has the implication that it does not provide a framework within which one can make sense of the ethical.
At this point, I might be criticised for assuming moral realism in my examination of Heidegger’s relation to ethics. That is it seems that I am assuming there are indeed objective moral values. One could, on the contrary, reject moral realism: thus for Simon Blackburn, for instance, it is possible to make judgements about other people’s ethical stances, without positing that such judgements are truth-apt. For Blackburn, there is, as such, no perspective from which one could claim the truth of a moral judgement. And the reason is that ethical values are essentially connected to an evaluator, the agent, so that such a perspective actually makes no sense. But, as Blackburn
 puts it:

[No] challenge [to our understanding of ourselves as reliable indicators of value] is (…) posed by the mere actual or possible existence of a different way of taking things. (…) By itself such a personality [who takes things differently] poses no threat to my values: it merely invites some kind of regret or condemnation
That is, others’ moral stances can be criticised from within the framework of my moral values. Now this would arguably appear to be a possible position for a Heideggerian ethics. That is, within the framework of my way of being Dasein, I have a system of values which enables me to make moral judgements about myself and about others.

But first, the problem that such a quasi-realist view of ethics faces is precisely the case of another value system “that cannot be dismissed as inferior”
. That it should not be possible for an ethical theory to reject out of hand a value system that views a genocide as a good thing is, I think, at least problematic.
Leaving aside a discussion of quasi-realism, it is not clear that we can actually interpret Heidegger in this way. There is in fact no account in his philosophy of the grounds upon which my way of being should allow me to pass judgement upon another’s way of being. Pace Olafson
, the Mitsein which characterises my ontological status among other Daseins does not seem to support the kind of moral evaluation that is here required. For Heidegger clearly states that:

all evaluation is a subjectivization, even when it evaluates something positively. It does not let entities be; evaluation grants them validity only as the object of its own action.

This seems to amount to a critique of the practice of making ethical judgements. And if this is what is meant here, it is the locus of the real problem for Heidegger’s views.
6.
Seeking a sufficient condition of authenticity
Aside from these issues of Heideggerian exegesis, it would seem that the attempt to make death into a sufficient condition for an authentic life must be confronted with the claim we examined earlier in the paper, namely that death is an evil. The fact that mortality, which is a necessary condition for living a life, is also what destroys life, suggests that the meaning of one’s life (e.g. as grasped in authenticity) cannot be derived from an individual’s consideration of his mere mortality.
Additionally, one can ask of any of the features of a mortal life examined above whether, although they are necessary to living a life, one’s life is authentic because of them. Thus, although desirable states of affairs are finite and fragile, do we relate to them because of their finitude and fragility? Although boredom would settle in were my mortal life to be bereft of an end, am I actively engaged in pursuing the projects that define who I am solely because of my awareness of my mortality? The latter has not been shown, and if this explanatory claim is untrue, claims of sufficiency of a proper understanding of our mortality for authenticity and a meaningful life are questionable.
In conclusion, I would like to suggest that what makes it possible for me to live a meaningful life is a condition that requires my mortality, but cannot be derived from the mere fact I am mortal. Since we have seen that what is experienced as valuable in my life is fragile and destructible, this means that what grounds that which is meaningful in my life of my life is intimately connected with time. If we agree that this ground cannot be derived from time, as I have argued, then some other relation is required. I would here speculate that this exhibits rather the way in which time is the medium through which value is expressed in a human life. That is, whatever the source of the meaning possessed by an authentic life, this is expressed in the form of that which is essentially temporal and perishable in time. This may seem contradictory for, surely, the source of a value that is timeless ought to be experienced as unchanging in time. But this is true only if this timeless value is directly grasped in time. There is no reason to accept such a hypothesis, and in fact it is more likely that what is of timeless value could not be experienced directly by a being that is essentially ‘in time’. This is meant to be a proposal about the axiological dimension of states of affairs. It is perfectly compatible with our having a rational grasp of timeless ethical principles (for instance, principles of duty). But, when it comes to the states of affairs we value, although these are fragile and will perish, they may reflect a timeless value. The proposal is therefore to seek the timeless as expressed in the temporally perishable. But this is a much broader issue which I only wish to speculate about within the confines of this paper.
This selective analysis of the relation between death and the sense of self can by no means exhaust the richness of this topic. But it has served to illustrate how central the topic of the meaning of death for our self-understanding, is to broader philosophical issues such as the very possibility of ethical values.

� We note that this is not in line with stoicism’s emphasis (e.g. in Seneca’s philosophy) upon considering life as a whole. Incidentally, such an idea of wholeness is quite close to twentieth-century notions of authenticity which will be discussed further.


� Nagel, 1977.
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� Williams, 1973, 84.


� This is not to say that (all) desires are unconditional. Rather, the nature of a desire may alter conditionally upon circumstances. But, an underlying motivation may be expressed throughout our changing desires.


� And this argument would even have to convince a utilitarian.


� Williams, 1977, 91.


� Immortality Institute, 2004. 


� I’m ignoring the over-population problem that would result were all these to new generations be immortal!


� Williams, 1973, 90.
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� Hampshire, 1972.
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� This is for the sake of argument, since there is arguably no evidence either way about the existence of an after-life.
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� For all the apparent subjectivity of the focus upon death, “the death of another entails the loss of a locus of presence for the same world that is also mine”, Olafson, 1995, 145.
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