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A Fate Worse Than Death 

Todd Karhu 

Murder is one of the worst things we can do to another person, but it isn’t quite the worst. 
Throughout history many people (and animals) have been harmed in ways far worse than 
death. This talk takes some initial steps toward exploring the (to my knowledge) largely 
unexplored class of wrongful harms that are worse for their victim than death. 

A harm might be worse than death for someone because death would be good for her; for 
example, because her future will in any case be on-balance worth not living. In that case, any 
non-lethal harm to the person would be worse for her than death. I shall briefly discuss these 
cases, but will focus primarily on harms that make a person’s life on balance worse than death 
would, but where going on living would have been good for them. 

In the context just circumscribed, I shall focus on two puzzles that arise, both of which shed 
light on important issues in the ethics of killing more generally: 

1. It seems reasonably clear that condemning a person to a long and brutal future of agony 
ending only in her (causally unrelated) death is more seriously wrongful than “merely” killing 
her. But when, if ever, is it more seriously objectionable to kill a person than to harm her in a 
way worse than death, other things being equal? I shall argue that there are some cases in which 
killing a person is more wrongful than nonlethally harming her, even if the latter is worse for 
her than death. These cases can help us understand what is particularly objectionable about 
killing a person as opposed to other non-lethal harms. 

2. Where a harm is worse for a person than death, does it matter whether she will nonetheless 
have some good in her future? Suppose that two different harms are equal in magnitude but 
differ greatly in their duration—the shorter harm is much more serious. It might then be 
possible to harm a person in one of two ways, both of which are equally harmful, but only one 
of which means that her future will be consistently bad overall. I shall suggest that there is a 
much stronger objection to harming a person in the latter way. A good explanation for this 
difference in wrongfulness is that the latter harm means that there are no good periods in a 
person’s future. Since this wrong-making feature is also present definitionally in killing, this 
observation may go some way toward explaining why killing is wrong over and above its 
badness for this victim. 
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Ancient Lessons on the Norms of Grief 

Emilio Comay del Junco 

Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations are one of the primary sources for ancient philosophical 
reflection on death and dying. Along with other texts by Cicero, they are equally valuable for 
another, albeit closely related, reason: their subtle reflection on how to respond to the deaths of 
others. That is, Cicero provides us with materials for articulating what I call the “norms of 
grief.” Cicero’s case is particularly interesting for more than simply historical reasons. Unlike 
the case of many other philosophers, from antiquity and more recent times, who have written 
about death and the appropriate responses to it, we have from Cicero not only philosophical 
writing, but also personal expression of grief in the form of his letters. By examining these 
together, we shall see how a seemingly orthodox Stoic position can be modified to 
accommodate actual human experience. In addition to the historical aim of reconstructing his 
positions, this paper also argues that Cicero’s writing offers a powerful and compelling instance 
of what the poet and translator Anne Carson has called “grief lessons.” 

The paper proceeds in two parts. First, in Part I, I reconstruct what I call Cicero’s “orthodox 
account,” which will repeats several familiar Stoic themes: (i) death is not an evil; (ii) one should 
therefore not fear death (one’s own or others’); (iii) one should not feel strong grief for the death 
of others; (iv) people who feel strong grief for the deaths of others are selfish. We find these 
principles articulated in a number of places, including in formal consolation letters sent by 
Cicero to relatively distant acquaintances as well as in his Tusculan Disputations. Though 
framed as widely held principles in (educated) Roman society, the “orthodox account” should 
strike as implausible, perhaps impossible, in practice. 

In Part II, I examine other texts by Cicero to uncover what might be called a “relaxed 
orthodoxy,” an approach to grief which preserves the key theoretical tenet of popular Stoicism, 
namely that death is not an evil, but attempts to reconcile it with the seem inevitability of grief 
at the death of loved ones. Cicero himself was intimately familiar with the gulf between theory 
and practice that seems to be inevitable on the orthodox account. We have a cache of his letters 
to close friends following the death of his daughter in which he explains that despite knowing 
that he should not grieve for her death, he does not convinced of this strongly enough to master 
his emotions. This is not however a case of an author’s private life failing to reflect his 
theoretical commitments. For one, Cicero never fully disavows the orthodox account in his 
private letters. More significantly, however, two public, philosophical works, the dialogues On 
friendship and On old age, contain revealing asides on grief that point to a more 
psychologically nuanced and realistic approach to grief than the orthodox account would allow. 

  



 5 

Beyond Morality and the Clinic: Contemplating End-Of-Life Decisions 

Yael Lavi 

The possibility of “voluntary death” is relevant to our understanding of human existence: 
firstly, because it is unique to human beings (at least according to current studies); and 
secondly, because such a challenge to the necessity of existence requires us to examine not only 
what but also how we think. This article contends that awareness of the possibility of life’s non-
necessity is closely linked to a loss of “trust in the world” (to use Jean Amery’s terminology), 
which casts doubt on the presumption and interpretation of the subject’s identity as an agent in 
the world. Nonetheless, the current discussion on “voluntary death” is limited to moral and 
clinical-scientific perspectives whose structural limitations minimize the issue’s inherent 
philosophical-existential possibilities. I therefore argue that the discourse should be extended 
beyond the moral and the clinical to a less-judgmental and more sensitive conceptual space. 
Following Cora Diamond, I show how such a discussion not only explains and clarifies but also 
expands the boundaries of language, shaping and changing ethical reality itself. 

The first section addresses the problematic nature of the current, essentially judicial and limited 
discourse and offers an interpretative analysis of the shaky ground underlying the moral debate 
over suicide. Following Anscombe’s critique of the incomprehensibility of the terms ‘ought’ and 
‘duty’, I highlight three shortcomings of this argument: reliance on an erroneous conceptual 
framework, deviation of the discussion regarding life’s assessment as ‘good’ or ‘desirable’ from 
the fundamental issue, and slippage into a narrow pathology narrative. In accordance with this 
line of thinking, I show that the scientific discourse on suicide is also insufficient due to its 
disciplinary and necessarily partial nature, whereas the description and interpretation of “end-
of-life” decisions require a broad, stratified, and complex explanation. I also show that the 
scientific language lacks tools to contend with ‘that which cannot be expressed’ in formal 
language and suffers from an a priori assumption rooted in the structure of language and 
religious moral thought, making it vulnerable to Anscombe’s critique. 

In the second section, I argue that a necessary first step is a non-judgmental mapping and 
description of the space in which the ‘logic of life’ and the ‘anti-logic of death’ are intertwined. 
Thus, following Freud, Heidegger, and Sartre, I propose a phenomenological investigation of 
the ‘loss of trust’ that examines existence in the face of death as a space within which the subject 
emerges. The phenomenological approach seems plausible because it evades the 
abovementioned limitations vis-à-vis morality and practice: in its criticism of its own conceptual 
framework, its direct approach to the relationship between essence and existence, and the fact 
that at no point does it collapse into a narrow pathological narrative. Finally, I argue the need 
for additional media such as literature and art – in which modes of expression that deviate from 
everyday language are an inseparable part of producing meaning – to sketch as broad a view as 
possible of existence and its possibilities. 
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Brainstem Death, Cerebral Death, or Whole-Brain Death? Personal Identity and the 
Destruction of the Brain 

Lukas Meier 

 
For many centuries, the permanent cessation of heart and lung functions had been the criterion 
of death. When one of these functions was lost, the other would follow immediately, and after 
some minutes had passed without the heartbeat spontaneously recurring, the individual was 
declared dead. This criterion seemed to be unequivocal. In the middle of the twentieth century, 
however, the advent of tracheal positive pressure ventilation began to call into question this 
heretofore deeply-entrenched understanding of death. In 1968 the Harvard Ad Hoc Committee 
proposed a new definition of death that quickly became the standard in many countries: brain 
death. 
 The concept of brain death has been controversial ever since its induction. Is brain 
death indeed our death? An answer to this question is not purely medical in kind, but 
presupposes that we solve a metaphysical problem which has often been neglected in the 
bioethical literature: what are we fundamentally, and to which anatomic locus does our concept 
of personal identity refer? Both animalists and those who endorse a psychological account of 
personal identity have something to say about brain death, albeit for different reasons. The 
brainstem is the organism’s most important control centre. When it is destroyed, animalists may 
hold, the individual has died. Psychological accounts, on the other hand, usually stress the fact 
that mental states are stored in the upper brain. The generation of consciousness, however, is 
also dependent on the ascending reticular activating system – a structure located in the 
brainstem. Which parts of the brain must become irreversibly dysfunctional for an individual to 
die? 
 In this paper, I approach this question by combining philosophical theory with 
empirical data. I shall analyse actual medical cases like the persistent vegetative state, brainstem 
stroke, dementia, and locked-in syndrome, in which some relevant brain functions are absent 
while other functions persist. This permits us to reach a decision on which criterion – the 
destruction of the brainstem, of the cerebrum, or of the whole brain – best encompasses our 
ceasing to be vis-à-vis the different accounts of personal identity. 
 I will conclude that the functioning of both the brainstem and the cerebrum is a 
prerequisite of our diachronic persistence on those psychological accounts that highlight the 
capacity for being conscious; the Lockean accounts of personal identity, however, do not require 
an intact brainstem as the possession of mental states does, in principle at least, solely depend 
on the integrity of the tissues of the upper brain, provided only that they can be oxygenated. I 
shall also show that in the light of the extensive external life support available today, animalists 
should not accept any variant of brain death as the death of an organism. 
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Choosing Immortality 

Tatjana von Solodkoff 

We may all strive to live a long and healthy life, and it seems the more of it the better for us. But 
is more life, even of the healthiest kind, always better than less life? If the answer is ‘yes’, then 
the best possible life for me — the life highest in well-being — must be an immortal life. While 
most people would agree that death is at least sometimes bad for the person who dies, common 
sense does not seem to hold that it would be good to live forever. But contrary to this popular 
view, to philosophers like Bernard Williams, and to most science fiction authors I argue that 
immortal life can be good for the person living it. It is, consequently, rational to desire an 
immortal life. 

I distinguish two senses in which an individual may live forever. In the first sense, a creature 
may be said to be immortal because it is immune to death; it cannot die. In the second sense, a 
creature may be said to be immortal simply because it lives forever; such a creature may very 
well have the ability to die, but this ability never manifests itself. Since death is contingently 
absent in the latter case but not the former, I call the latter contingent immortality and the 
former necessary immortality. This is a very important distinction. I argue that, insofar as it is 
plausible that immortality is desirable, the only relevant kind of immortality is contingent 
immortality. As I see it, this is underwritten by the fact that we strongly value being able to 
make our own choices concerning our future existence, i.e. we value personal autonomy. While 
personal autonomy has been widely debated within bioethics, e.g., the role it plays when it 
comes to end of life decisions, personal autonomy has not been discussed in the context of the 
desirability to live forever. I defend the claim that autonomy over our own lives matters in the 
latter debate just as much as in the former. Contingent immortality, then, is preferable to (our 
current) necessary mortality, because it offers us an array of potential choices – to live or to die. 
I will show how contingent immortality can be defended against Williams’ argument that an 
immortal life — insofar as it is me living it — naturally results in boredom and tedious 
repetition. 
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Death and Grief 

Piers Benn 

In The View From Nowhere, Thomas Nagel describes death as the ultimate form of 
abandonment. What he points to is perhaps the strangest aspect of death – the fact that after I 
die, not only will my agency and experiences permanently cease, but I shall have no memory 
that I ever existed. Others will remember me, but for myself (so to speak), it will forever be as if 
I had never been. I shall be plunged into a one-ended tunnel of oblivion. 

Some existentialist philosophers have claimed that this poses a deep mystery, which shows that 
death is somehow inconceivable. However, I shall argue that my post-mortem non-existence 
poses no real conceptual problem; all it shows is that there is no first-person point of view on it, 
any more than there is on my pre-conception non-existence. At the same time, there are two 
reasons why we should not leave the matter there. 

First, there is an important philosophical role for the contemplation of strange things, without 
trying to ‘solve’ anything. The existential vertigo induced by trying to form a first-person 
perspective on death yields a more deeply realistic understanding of death than we gain if we 
limit ourselves to Epicurean reflections on whether the dead are harmed by the loss of 
experience and the goods of life. Second, such contemplation leads to under-explored questions 
about the intentionality of grief. When I mourn the death of someone I love, I grieve (inter alia) 
the end of a relationship. Grief is sharpened by the fact that the deceased person no longer 
knows that this relationship ever existed. This distinguishes it from the grief I might feel at the 
end of an affair or a friendship. Especially in early grief, I am desperate to say something to the 
person I grieve, while knowing that I shall never be heard again. I continue to love him, but I 
am now nothing to him. 

One might think this shows that my grief is self-centred, at least in part. But this is so only if I 
valued the relationship during life merely for what it gave me – which is not true of genuinely 
loving relationships. It seems against love’s nature to will its own end, yet the end of the loving 
relationship is what the death of someone I love forces upon me. We find ways of ‘coping’ with 
this – for example, by remembering that ‘time heals’ and that one day I shall be dead myself – 
but such shifts of perspective are distractions from, and not resolutions of, the tragedy of death. 
It will not help, either, to argue (as Bernard Williams does in The Macropulos Case) that we 
would all eventually tire even of loving relationships. For even if this is so, it is tragic that it is 
so. For this reason, the problem of death and grief has no solution. 
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Death and Possibility 

Roman Altshuler 

The badness of death is standardly explained by the Deprivation View (DV): death at time t is 
bad for the person who dies insofar as it deprives that person of goods they would have 
obtained had they not died at t. I will describe two problems for DV and construct a response 
that lays out a view of the badness of death by drawing on Heidegger. Roughly, the idea will be 
that we ought to move away from thinking of deprivation in terms of states of affairs that death 
makes inaccessible, and instead turn to a view of death as a limit on our current identities. 

First, DV, at least on some versions, obscures what strikes me as an important connection: that 
between how death matters externally and how it matters internally. For Nagel, for example, 
death harms me in something like the way malicious rumors do. But even if that shows how, 
viewed externally, death can harm me, it isn’t clear why being deprived of something I am not 
aware of could matter to me. Luper tries to fix this by emphasizing the harms involved in being 
deprived of person-dependent commitments, but this leaves another problem: I can see 
internally why fulfilling those commitments matters, and externally how being deprived of 
them is a harm, but what is the connection between the two? Once I’m dead, it doesn’t matter 
that my person-dependent commitments are left unsatisfied, at least to me. 

Second, DV is calibrated to respond to Epicurean challenges. But a challenge raised by Galen 
Strawson (2007, revised 2017) poses a more formidable problem. Strawson’s No Ownership of 
the Future view holds that we are simply not the kinds of entities to whom our future belongs, 
and who can thus be deprived of it. Whatever goods I would have had had I not died at t are 
not goods that I lose, because they are not goods I could already be taken to have. 

An insight of Heidegger’s can help respond to both concerns: the harm of death is primarily one 
of limiting, rather than depriving us of, possibilities, because what we are now depends on the 
future (see Harman, ‘Creation Ethics’, for a similar anglophone view). Possibility is normally 
contrasted with impossibility: it is something that might happen, but won’t if I die at t. 
Strawson can argue that such losses don’t matter, since we don’t lose something that is already 
ours. (It is hardly a loss to me that I will never try a particular Mongolian dish I have never 
heard of, no matter how delicious I would have found it.) But Heidegger contrasts possibility* 
with actuality. Rather than a state of affairs that might obtain, possibility* is an identity defining 
project in which my current identity is dependent on what future I am accomplishing. By 
limiting the range of my accomplishments, death limits my current identity. This view both 
explains why death’s limitations matter internally, and responds to Strawson’s criticism of DV: I 
have ownership of the future not in the sense of owning future possibilities, but in the sense 
that the future defines my current possibilities*. 
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Does Death Render Life Absurd? 

Joshua Thomas 

The thought that death introduces absurdity into our lives has been expressed by many writers. 
For instance, in The Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus wrote that our mortality provides the 
most obvious reason for thinking that life is absurd. In my paper, I will attempt to make sense 
of this claim, and assess whether it stands up to scrutiny. I will start by characterising what 
absurdity is and perhaps why we should want to avoid it. In brief, I will suggest that absurdity 
is constituted by a kind of palpable discrepancy or conflict between two things, particularly 
human desires or expectations and the real world, and we should want to avoid it because it 
appears to stand as an obstacle to our lives being ideally meaningful. 

I will then move on to examine some potential absurdities that might arise in our lives as a 
result of death. For instance, the discrepancy between: our desire for dignity and the indignity 
of ageing, death, and decomposition; our expectation that serious things should happen for a 
good reason and the triviality of many deaths; the inevitability of death and our striving to 
avoid it; and, finally, the reality of death and our tendency to deceive ourselves about this 
reality, i.e. to convince ourselves, deep down, that we are not really going to die. 

I will argue that these discrepancies do constitute genuine absurdities; however, I will point out 
that a straightforward way of avoiding them in our own lives would be simply to adjust our 
attitudes or expectations by bringing them in line with reality. With such a move, we would be 
able to eliminate these absurd discrepancies entirely. For instance, if we no longer desire or 
expect to retain our dignity forever, it no longer seems absurd that death may leave us in an 
undignified state. 

Nevertheless, authors such as Ernest Becker might argue that this solution is not applicable in 
the final case of absurdity I discussed. Specifically, that we cannot bring ourselves to have an 
authentic, honest understanding of our mortality because it is simply too frightening. Thus, 
accepting some kind of self-deception about the reality of death, and therefore introducing an 
absurdity into our lives, would be necessary for us to avoid being paralyzed by fear. 

I end my paper by arguing that this does not necessarily follow. Even if it is true that the 
thought of death is terrifying when truly grasped, this does not mean the only way to avoid 
such terror is self-deception. Rather, one might be able to cultivate an authentic attitude 
towards death but simply refusing to dwell on death most of the time. That way, I argue, one 
would have a non-absurd approach to death, but would avoid being perpetually paralysed with 
fear 
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Epicurus and the Appropriateness of Fearing the Less Good 

Rhys Southan 

In his Letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus counsels his friend to dislodge the fear of death from his 
emotional life. Epicurus offers one or both of the following reasons for abandoning death fears: 
1. Death is not an appropriate object of fear because death has nothing bad in it, and we should 
only fear that which is bad. 2. Fear of death harms us – it does not help us. 

I will begin by arguing in favor of what seem to be two of Epicurus’ main points: that we must 
experience something for it to be good or bad for us, and that death is not bad for the one who 
dies–because an absence of good is not bad. This will mean showing where Thomas Nagel’s 
anti-hedonistic arguments in “Death” go wrong, and then arguing for an intrinsically focused 
conception of value in which a drop in bad is “less bad” but is not good (as Aaron Smuts puts 
it), a drop in good is “less good” but is not bad–and there are no goods nor bads in absences. 

I will next challenge Epicurus on his apparent claim that it is inappropriate to fear that which is 
less good but is not bad. Though it is not clear what assumptions about emotional 
appropriateness Epicurus might have been working with, I will suggest two as plausible 
candidates: the “pattern approach” and the “phenomenological resemblance” account. 

One possible explanation for why it is fitting to fear the bad, but not a loss of good, is that fear 
alerts us to danger, and that danger consists of the presence of badness, and not a mere 
reduction of goods. This could follow from the pattern approach. However, I will show that 
“fear reacts to danger” is too narrow a conception of fear, that “danger involves the presence of 
badness” may be too narrow a conception of badness anyway, and furthermore that the pattern 
approach is an untenable assumption or theory about the appropriateness of emotion. 

I will next move on to an assumption about emotional appropriateness that we can more easily 
derive from Epicurus’s letter: that anticipatory emotions are appropriate only when they share a 
valence with the feelings we will have in the particular state of affairs we are anticipating. In 
other words, if we anticipate pain, a negative anticipatory emotion would be appropriate, and if 
we anticipate pleasure, a positive anticipatory emotion would be appropriate. If we anticipate 
neutrality, as in death, we should feel nothing at all. I will show that for Epicurus, this theory 
collapses into a prudential theory of emotions, in which emotions are appropriate when they 
increase the goodness in our lives and decrease the badness, and inappropriate when they 
decrease the goodness and increase the badness. This leaves Epicurus needing to show that fear 
of death decreases the goodness in our lives and increases the badness. His claim will fail if it 
turns out that fear of death increases the span of good lives. 
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Euthanasia and Future (Dying) Selves. Is Medical Paternalism Warranted? 

Jocelyn Maclure & Isabelle Dumont 

Canada legalized medical aid in dying (MAID) in 2016. The Supreme Court of Canada ruled 
that cognitively competent patients suffering from incurable and degenerative illnesses ought to 
have access to medical aid in dying. The province of Quebec had legalized MAID a year before 
for terminally ill patients. Since “medical aid in dying” is a form of voluntary euthanasia rather 
than assisted suicide, it has to be administered by physicians or, in some provinces, by nurses. 
As expected, the legalization of MAID triggered conscientious objection claims by physicians 
who morally object to euthanasia or believe that the insufficient access to high quality palliative 
care makes its legalization premature. We interviewed 20 physicians practicing in the province 
of Quebec who refuse to partake in the MAID process (assessment of the patient’s eligibility and 
administration of the lethal injection) or who are deeply ambivalent about it. The aim of this 
qualitative study is to better understand the various reasons, both secular and religious, 
underpinning the physicians’ opposition to MAID, as well as their views about the rights of 
their patients. In this talk, we will focus on the physicians’ answers related to the significance of 
death and to the values that should guide their practice in the context of end of life care. Our 
preliminary analyses reveal that despite the genuine endorsement of the patient’s right to 
autonomy with regard to medical treatment, a form of benevolent paternalism remains when it 
comes to death: the physicians genuinely fear that patients have a distorted view of the dying 
process and of the capacity to control pain, as well as of what will be best for their future 
(dying) self. Our research subjects think that the legalization of MAID will lead to a 
trivialization of death, that patients and their family will skip the difficult but often rich and 
meaning-giving end of life process, and that the new generations of physicians will be 
unfamiliar and uncomfortable with the natural stages leading to death. From a normative 
perspective, the reasons given by our research subjects will not convince everyone that the 
legalization of MAID was unwarranted, but they alert us to its broader cultural significance and 
contribute to wise and prudent policy making with regard to its regulation. 
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Film Noir and the Ambiguity of Death 

Aron Ericson 

”Film noir” was the epithet French critics gave to the new style of Hollywood crime movies that 
emerged in the 1940s. In the first book-length study on the topic, ‘A Panorama of American 
Film Noir’ (1955), authors Borde & Chaumeton in trying to give a definition of film noir point to 
two central things: 1) film noir is about ambiguity (particularily moral ambiguity), and 2) film 
noir is “a film of death.” The simple idea behind this talk is to combine these two points, and 
say that in film noir death too is ambiguous. The dead are not really dead, and the living not 
really alive. Death and life rub shoulders to the point of merging into one another. In other 
words, the noir world is a world of ghosts. As an example I look at the film ‘Laura’ (1944), a film 
about a murder investigation where the victim is the titular Laura. As it turns out, Laura is not 
really dead. Her would-be murderer, Waldo Lydecker, shot the wrong woman. By the end of 
the film, Lydecker is dead, and we can deduce that he himself was dead when he in voice-over 
spoke the film’s opening line: “I shall never forget the weekend Laura died.” Eddie Muller says 
of film noir that it “plays like fevered memory.” Applying that to ‘Laura,’ one could say that 
what we get is Lydecker’s fevered memory of his own death. As Paul Schrader notes, film noir 
“is not defined, as are the western and gangster genres, by conventions of setting and conflict, 
but rather by the more subtle qualities of tone and mood.” I consider this idea of a “noir mood” 
in relation to a Heideggerian conception of moods (Stimmungen). In Heidegger, the mood that 
leads to the famous analysis of being-towards-death is anxiety. In film noir, I claim, we get 
another mood and with it another conception of death – one that is more ambiguous, but that 
tells us something important about how death figures in our lives 
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Grounding Subsequentism 

Ikuro Suzuki 

Deprivation account (or Comparatism) about the harm of death is a popular view, but it is well 
known that it faces the timing problem, the problem of specifying when death harm one who 
dies. In this paper, I defend a solution to the problem, called Subsequentism, according to which 
people are harmed by their death after they die. There are several challenges that 
Subsequentism must confront, but the most serious one is, as recent discussions have revealed, 
that Subsequentism is committed to the apparently implausible claim that that people have a 
certain (presumably zero) level of well-being after they die. 

The aim of the paper is to clear the suspicion by giving a more robust “ground” to the claim. To 
do so, firstly I introduce the notion of grounding (or metaphysical explanation) to clarify the 
challenge that Subsequentism must face. I argue that the challenge is to find the axiologically 
and metaphysically appropriate facts that ground (or metaphysically explain) the facts that 
people have zero well-being at a time after their death. These grounding facts are axiologically 
appropriate if they do not yield any axiologically implausible result. For example, it is plausible 
that a comatose patient has zero well-being at a time when she is unconscious, but not plausible 
that my shoe has any level of well-being at any time. Then the grounding facts must, if 
axiologically appropriate, be the ones that ground the former fact but not the latter. The 
grounding facts are metaphysically appropriate if they fit with the widely accepted views about 
grounding. For example, it is widely believed that facts about possibility should be grounded in 
more fundamental facts about actuality, but not vice versa. Then the grounding facts, if 
metaphysically appropriate, should be the ones that do not conflict with these truisms. 

Next, with these notions in mind, I try to assess the recent discussions between opponents and 
proponents of Subsequentism. As far as I can see, the opponents claim that facts about a thing’s 
having zero well-being at a time must be grounded in the facts about some temporally intrinsic 
properties at the time. So, they conclude that the dead people cannot have any level of well-
being. On the other hand, the proponents try to find the grounds within the realm of extrinsic 
facts, like the facts about possibility, and claim that these facts can ground the facts about well-
being at a time. However, I argue that both of them fail to specify the appropriate grounds, 
since, as I show, the alleged candidates are inappropriate either axiologically or metaphysically. 

Finally, I propose and defend my answer. I argue that the appropriate grounds must be sortal 
facts, the facts about a thing’s belonging to the kind such that its members normally have a 
certain level of well-being. I show that these facts are axiologically and metaphysically 
appropriate, since these facts do not generate any unintuitive result and they are the facts about 
the intrinsic atemporal properties the things actually have. 
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‘Harm of Death’ or ‘Harm of Dying’? 

Eli Pitcovski 

How bad is death? More precisely: How bad is some particular death for the dying subject? In 
trying to determine the degree to which some death is bad for its subject, philosophers often 
rely on comparing the actual world, W1, in which one dies, to the nearest possible world in 
which one goes on living, W2. The degree to which death is bad, on this approach, is 
determined by the degree to which W1 is worse (for the subject) than W2. In this paper, I argue 
(1) That this comparative strategy fails: comparing W1 to W2 will not deliver the degree to 
which death itself is bad, only the degree to which death and its cause are jointly bad. (2) That 
alternative strategies do not fare better, and (3) That determining the degree to which death on 
its own is bad is practically pointless. The basic unit for the assessment of value in practical 
contexts ought to be death and its causes conjointly. 

The first point (1) relies on the fact that, as I will explain, the relevant notion of proximity will 
always pick out worlds governed by the same laws of causation. Hence: W2 is going to be such 
that not only the particular death, but also the cause of that death fails to take place. That makes 
W2 unsuitable for comparison if one is interested in the degree to which death is bad on its 
own. Consider the following case: 

ANN: Ann suffered from X-disease which caused her terrible pain for five years, and eventually 
caused her death. Given the laws of nature, X-disease always, inevitably, leads to death within 
exactly five years and can never be cured or eased. 

Presumably, the nearest possible world in which Ann does not die will be a world in which she 
does not have X-disease in the first place. But comparing how well she fares in that world to 
how well she fares in W1 is not a good way to determine how bad her death was: Aside from 
avoiding the harms of death, in that other world Ann also avoids five terrible years of pain. 

One might suspect that the problem could easily be dodged by embracing a slightly different 
strategy. I reject several attempts that I find most promising in this respect (to establish (2)). For 
instance: I present cases in which comparing W1 to a miraculous world, W3, whereby one 
suffers the cause of one’s actual death without dying, delivers the wrong results with respect to 
the badness of death. 

Finally, I argue that isolating the badness of death from the badness of its cause is practically 
futile in the first place (3). Given the fact that in practical contexts (healthcare-policy, airline-
security etc.) deaths are specified and evaluated along with their causes anyway, a comparative 
strategy delivering the badness of death and its causes conjointly is good enough.  
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Is Death Not Special? An Interrogation of the Future Biased Deprivation View 

Arden Koehler 

According to the ‘deprivation’ view of the harm of death, it is bad for a person to die at a 
particular time to the extent that it deprives her of goods she would have had, had she not died 
then. Though it is the dominant account of the harm of death, the deprivation view faces a 
number of challenges, two of which will interest me here: first, a long-standing difficulty with 
making sense of our asymmetrical attitudes toward past and future non-existence; and second, 
the less often discussed but very intuitive objection that that the deprivation view renders the 
harm of death unacceptably banal, measuring it on the same scale as pedestrian harms like 
missing a flight or chipping a tooth. 

In response to the first challenge, a natural thought is to make room within the deprivation 
view for our overvaluation of future vs. past experiences, i.e., what Derek Parfit calls our “bias 
toward the future” (1984). In a 2015 paper, Natalja Deng does just that. For Deng, the (dis)value 
of death for a person is the difference between the current value of the world in which she dies 
then and the current value of the world in which she does’t, where “current value” counts 
future goods more heavily than past goods.  

 This move may succeed in assuaging the first worry about the deprivation view. However, it 
raises a question about the second: does this future biased version fare even worse with regard 
to the “banality” objection than the classic deprivation view? 

 In one sense, the answer seems to be yes. The reason is that for Deng’s view, minor misfortunes 
like missing a flight are not the only everyday events that are bad for us in the same kind of 
way death is. Indeed, I will argue that on this view, a person suffers a misfortune of the same 
kind as death every time she lives though a period of time the value of which is net positive. In 
short, this is because doing so shifts goods that were once in her future into her past. This seems 
counterintuitive. 

But ultimately, this objection is not as devastating as it seems. This is first of all because, I will 
argue, the future biased deprivation view does retain some special theoretical status for death 
itself, because the counterintuitive implication observed above requires that we be mortal. 
Relatedly, though the idea that living life and dying are bad in the same way sounds strange, it 
does present us with an interesting explanation of an intuition that is both common and 
perplexing: the sense that eventual death undermines the value of many of life’s activities. This 
stereotypically “teenage” intuition has never appeared to be philosophically explicable. I will 
show that with the addition of some plausible, though deniable, premises, it is actually a 
consequence of Deng’s view. This may help us account for the teenage intuition’s apparent 
tenacity, and thus serve as abductive evidence for the future biased deprivation view. 
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Killing Aggressors Unconstrained 

Lisa Hecht 

Proportionality is a widely accepted constraint on rights forfeiture and defensive harm. It is 
supposed to protect wrongdoers from excessive harm. To see the intuitive appeal of 
proportionality, consider the following case: 

Brutal Defence 
Aggressor threatens to break Defender’s leg. In order to defend herself from such harm, 
Defender kills Aggressor. She knows that breaking Aggressor’s leg would have been sufficient 
force to avert the threat. 

The use of lethal defensive force in Brutal Defence looks clearly excessive. Not only is it not a 
necessary means to avert the threat but it also looks out of proportion to the initial threat posed 
by Aggressor. A fair simplification – which is all that is needed for now – of proportionality is a 
rough equivalence between the threatened harm and the rights against harm one forfeits. In 
Brutal Defence – so one assumes – proportionality implies that Aggressor only forfeits her right 
against having her leg broken but retains rights against harm which exceeds a broken leg. Such 
excessive harm would be wrongful. 
Contrast Brutal Defence with Arms Dealer: 

Arms Dealer 
Arms Dealer sells a weapon to Aggressor. She knows that he will go on to wrongfully kill 
Victim. 

Does Arms Dealer forfeit her rights against being defensively killed? One way to determine 
proportionate rights forfeiture in such more complex cases is to consider the size or kind of 
contribution one makes to a threat or one’s place in the causal chain of the threat. Arms Dealer 
would not forfeit her rights against being killed but might forfeit rights against lesser harm. Call 
this 

Act Proportionality 
A contributor’s wrongful act determines the proportionality of the rights forfeiture. 

Recently, Act Proportionality has come under attack. Helen Frowe, for example, argues that in 
cases of contributions to threats, it is the ultimate threat which should determine the 
proportionality of the contributor’s rights forfeiture. Various of her arguments have since then 
gained further support by those working on the metaphysics of causation and the relevance of 
intervening agency. On this view, Arms Dealer would forfeit her rights against being 
defensively killed. Call this 

Outcome Proportionality 
The ultimate wrongful threat determines the proportionality of the contributor’s rights 
forfeiture. 
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Unnoticed by its defenders, Outcome Proportionality has serious implications even for simple 
cases like Brutal Defence. Aggressor, like Arms Dealer, clearly contributes to the threat that 
Defender poses. By the rationale of Outcome Proportionality this would mean the extent to 
which aggressor forfeits harm is determined not by the threat she herself poses – the threat of a 
broken leg- but by the threat to which she contributes, i.e. the defender’s lethal threat. 
Determining proportionality in this manner implies that the aggressor will forfeit rights against 
whatever harm the Defender chooses to inflict. 

I argue that since there is strong support for Outcome Proportionality the intuition that 
aggressors should be protected against excessive harm is mistaken. 
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Living with Ghosts: Being Haunted as a Structure of Experience 

Catherine Fullarton 

In the Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty posits that in order to make sense 
of the phenomenon of phantom limbs we must appreciate how a subject may ambivalently 
know a limb to be missing and yet continue to experience the missing limb as structuring 
possibilities for action and engagement in the world. In this essay, I build on Matthew 
Ratcliffe’s suggestion that we can read Merleau-Ponty literally – not just metaphorically – when 
the latter analogizes the phenomenon of the phantom limbs to the experience of grief. The 
equivocal experience of the phantom limb is in fact just one example of how our engagement in 
the world is haunted by our relationships with others, insofar as these relationships 
fundamentally structure our experience and shape the ways we encounter and take up the 
world. Like the phantom limb, grief is an experience of being haunted by a past that refuses to 
be past because it continues to bear meaningfully on the present. On this interpretation, 
relationships are “limbs” that structure our lives such that the death of a loved one is 
experienced as the loss of a particular way of engaging in the world and perceiving it as 
meaningful. The analysis of grief, in its complexities and endurances, can thus reveal 
fundamental insights about our normal relationships with others. 

My argument unfolds in three parts. First, I explicate two of Merleau-Ponty’s core concepts – 
the phantom limb and the cultural object – to show how these reveal the the equivocal nature of 
experience and our primordial intersubjectivity, and to elucidate his claim that we experience 
the world as structured in advance by our interpersonal relations. Second, I draw on Ratcliffe’s 
discussion of the “structural isomorphism” of grief and phantom limbs to show more explicitly 
how the foregoing relates to the experience of grief. Then, in the final section, I make my case 
for interpreting our relationships with others as limbs and senses – as ways of seeing, grasping, 
feeling, inhabiting and making sense of the world. The death of a loved one is thus more than 
the loss of a living relationship; it is additionally the loss of a particular and idiosyncratic 
perceptive faculty. Recovering from such loss, then, like rehabilitating from the loss of a limb or 
the loss of one of our senses, requires learning to perceive the world anew, and to experience it 
through radically altered capacities. The death of the other is thus not only a loss in our world – 
it is also a restructuring of how we perceive and engage with the world at our most basic levels. 
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Ontological Relativity, Human Persons, and Death 

John Lizza 

In this paper, I examine how considerations of ontological relativity may affect how death is 
defined for beings like us. In particular, I am interested in how alternative concepts of the kind 
of being that we are and the conceptual and practical framework in which we ask whether one 
of us has died affect whether total brain failure (brain death) is death. Animalists, such as David 
DeGrazia and Don Marquis, who hold that we are fundamentally human animals, reject total 
brain failure as death, because they believe that the brain is not necessary for the integration of 
the human organism as a whole. Pointing to the high degree of somatic integration in brain-
dead pregnant women who are artificially sustained for weeks or months to allow the fetus to 
gestate so that it can be removed by Caesarean section and the extraordinary case reported by 
D. Alan Shewmon in which a whole-brain-dead body was artificially sustained for over twenty 
years, these theorists maintain that death has not occurred despite total brain failure. I critique 
this view on grounds that, since the same degree of organic integration in an artificially 
sustained human body with total brain failure may be present in an artificially sustained, 
decapitated human body, rejection of total brain failure as a criterion for determining death 
would entail that artificially sustained, decapitated human bodies would be living human 
persons. Because there is no practical, moral, or legal reason to count artificially sustained, 
decapitated human bodies among the living “we,” there is no practical, moral, or legal reason to 
count artificially sustained human bodies with total brain failure among the living “we.” Both 
are in some sense the live remains of human persons, and thus the human person has died. By 
artificially sustaining whole-brain-dead bodies or (hypothetically) decapitated bodies, we have 
intervened in the natural process of dying and made it possible for a human person’s remains to 
now take the form of an artificially sustained organism of some sort devoid of any potential or 
capacity for consciousness and any other mental function. To count such beings among the 
living “we” would involve a radical distortion of what it means to be a living human person, 
i.e., one of us. Treating such individuals as human persons has no place in our moral and legal 
framework, which is the framework in which we need to formulate criteria for determining 
death. Thus, the animalist view of the human person that underlies this view does not fit well 
into our moral, social, and political systems of thought. The moral, social, and political 
framework is about human persons understood as not only biological beings but as 
psychological, moral, and social beings. Since animalism considers psychology, moral standing, 
and social relations to be non-essential to our existence and persistence, it invokes a concept of 
our nature that is useless in a framework that assumes an alternative concept of the kind of 
beings that count among the living “we.” In short, it is an unhelpful theory about our nature to 
navigate the terrain of bioethics. 
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Relationships and Death’s Harm 

Ben Davies 

Epicureans think death isn’t bad because the dead can’t suffer. Deprivationists (e.g. Bradley) 
respond that death is bad for S when it deprives S of goods they’d have enjoyed had they not 
died when they did. A well-rehearsed complication is that ‘what would have happened’ may 
depend on how we describe the relevant death; what would have happened if S hadn’t been hit 
by the bus may differ from what would have happened if they hadn’t died aged 23, even if 
these are the same event. One response is to embrace this idea, denying that there is a fact of the 
matter about whether a particular death was bad for its subject, but to claim that we can still 
talk about better and worse deaths. But this still produces some odd results. Since we can 
describe the same death in multiple ways, we will find that the same event, described 
differently, can be worse and better than itself. 

Both views overlook a further way death can harm. Deprivationist theories consider two kinds 
of harm: ‘direct’ harm, regarding intrinsically bad states of affairs that are bad when they occur, 
and depriving harms, which relate to the absence of some prospective good S would otherwise 
have enjoyed. I suggest there are harms whose badness derives not from prospective value, but 
simply from the end of something that has been a source of value. This is most clearly seen in 
the case of the end of a valuable relationship. Sometimes, a relationship that has been the source 
of considerable value breaks down irredeemably. There may be deprivation harms in such cases 
– if the relationship hadn’t broken down, maybe things would have been better; but I suggest 
that it is also true that the end of the relationship is a reason for regret independently of any 
foregone prospective benefit. The end of a valuable relationship is bad because it involves the 
loss of such a significant source of value. This is independent of whether, had it not broken 
down when it did, more good would have come out of it. Call this a retrospective harm. 

Applying this idea to death requires distinguishing between the state of being dead, and the 
point at which one dies. The latter typically represents a point at which multiple valuable 
relationships end. Death, in this momentary sense, constitutes a significant loss. If the end of a 
relationship (even when there was no additional prospective good in store) is bad for us, then 
the end of all our remaining valuable relationships is significantly bad for us. The retrospective 
view is compatible both with deprivationist and Epicurean views about being dead; the 
retrospective account concerns only the badness of the moment of dying, not of being dead. The 
retrospective view also allows that there is often something bad about death even when it is 
one’s best option. As such, it can make sense of our often mixed emotional reactions to the 
deaths of people who have little promise of good life. 
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Respecting the Dead? Three Perspectives on Proper Handling of Biomaterial from Deceased 
Persons 

Lars Ursin 

What could it mean to say that dead persons have interests? In order to have interests, the dead 
should be susceptible to some kind of disrespect. To protect against frustration of such interests, 
decedents should be granted certain rights. 

Three main positions can be identified in the literature on this matter, each position having 
distinct implications for how we should treat the material of the deceased: (1) dead persons 
simply have no interests and cannot be disrespected, (2) to disrespect dead persons means to 
harm living persons caring for the deceased, and (3) persons have interests and can be 
disrespected after their death. In this paper, I will defend the third position. 

Two conflicting intuitions are grappled with in the discussion on the nature of disrespecting 
dead persons. The first intuition is that dead persons cannot be harmed, since they are devoid of 
having any awareness. The second intuition is that dead persons are the proper subjects of 
posthumous disrespect. Is it possible to accommodate the intuitions that dead persons are 
unaware of being disrespected, and at the same time subjects of harm, into a coherent position? 
A strong version of such a position is that post-mortem persons are the proper subjects of harm. 

The starting point here would be that persons have concerns that go beyond awareness. We 
have interests in privacy, recognition, dignity and autonomy that go beyond death. In this 
perspective, lack of awareness does not prevent dead persons from having interests, and their 
concerns are part of moral relationships that continue after death. We should respect and legal 
rights should protect these concerns. I will briefly illustrate how this could be done regarding 
proper handling of biomaterial from deceased persons. 
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Should Anyone Believe Saving Lives Is the Most Good You Can Do? 

Michael Plant 

Many people believe saving lives – preventing deaths before the end of a natural life span – is 
the most cost-effective way to do good through charity. For instance, GiveWell, the charity 
evaluator, ranks the Against Malaria Foundation (AMF) as the world’s top charity because it 
cheaply distributes anti-malarial bednets that prevent very young children dying from malaria 
and saves a statistical live for £3,500. Peter Singer’s charity foundation is conspicuously called 
The Life You Can Save. 

In this paper, I present four commonly held views about the value of creating and ending lives 
and argue something else is likely to be more cost effective than saving lives in each. I argue 
only in axiological terms and I’m just concerned with whether to save lives using our 
philanthropic resources, as opposed to in cases where we can personally pull a drowning child 
from a pond. These four views are not necessarily exhaustive, but they seem to capture what of 
the great majority of people believe. I’ll just state the view and the conclusion I draw, omitting 
the arguments for that conclusion. 

First, total utilitarianism, the view the best outcome is the one with greatest total happiness 
across all time. Following Bostrom and Beckstead, proponents of this view are likely to think 
existential risks to humanity are a much greater priority than saving individual lives. 

Second, a person-affecting view of population ethics combined with deprivationist view about 
the badness of death. Together this produce the conclusions there’s nothing good about creating 
people, but the badness of their death equals the numbers of years of life it deprives them of. On 
this view, it may be more cost-effective to fund radical life extension instead. 

Third, a person-affecting view of population ethics combined with McMahan’s ‘time-relative 
interest account’ view of the badness of death. Roughly, the idea is it’s more important to save 
20-year olds (once they exist) than 2-year olds. As the Against Malaria Foundation mostly 
saving very young children, this view will hold the charity is correspondingly much less 
effective than it seems if you judge it by ‘years of life saved per pound’. 

Fourth, a person-affecting view of population ethics combined with Epicureanism about death. 
On this, there’s nothing good about creating or saving lives. Resultantly, the value of saving 
lives just the effects this has on the living. 

The overall conclusion is that, whichever of these views you take, there is likely to be a better 
way of doing good that saving lives. I close by noting some additional considerations, such as 
value of saving lives because it prevents grief, that will bear on the topic but I do not have time 
to fully explore. 
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The Meaningful Temporality of Lived Immortality 

Suzanne Oskam 

Scheffler argues against immortality that it would be meaningless because of a lack of temporal 
limitations. Starting from this premise, he identifies three problems for the meaningfulness of 
immortality: an immortal life would lack (1) the shape of life stages, (2) risks of loss and injury, 
and (3) urgency. Scheffler’s argument, however, presupposes an abstract conception of time. I 
will take a closer look at this conception and contrast it with Bergson’s account of duration. 

For Bergson, duration is time which is experienced by a living person as indefinitely and 
continuously flowing, rather than as an abstract, static juxtaposition of isolated states in time. 
Time, as duration, is the indivisible, unceasing continuity of change. Scheffler, on the other 
hand, regards time as something that is necessarily divided into stages and is defined by an 
ending. His conception seems to isolate the individual from its existence as a being that lives in 
the world, by defining it only by its limitations and not its possibilities. Bergson’s sense of time 
as duration, as I will argue, provides an account that is closer to the lived human experience of 
time than Scheffler’s account. 

My basic assumption, following Fischer, will be that one should not set radically different 
standards for immortal lives as compared to mortal lives. There is no reason why an immortal 
would experience their life-time in a more abstract manner than a mortal would. For either, 
time is experienced as an uninterrupted flow in the present, from a past to an open-ended 
future of creative possibilities. 

From this temporal framework, I will attempt to counter Scheffler’s three problems of temporal 
limitations, which conceive of an immortal life in a temporal isolation rather than as 
experiencing life as progressing throughout time in relation to a changing universe. I will argue 
that Bergson’s sense of duration can give shape to an immortal life, provide it with risks, and 
maintain its sense of urgency. 

After rejecting these problems, I will show that death is neither the only generator of 
significance, nor a necessary one. In arguing against the necessity of death-based values, I will 
draw on Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit to formulate a positive account of meaningfulness in terms 
of Being-towards the future as a range of possibilities. Rather, through the constantly changing 
circumstances of life in the movement of duration, life will itself provide limitations and 
possibilities for meaningfulness. 

Therefore, it is not death from which we derive meaning, but our lived experience within time, 
as duration, which may or may not include the possibility of one’s future death. Consequently, 
one does not need the inevitability of death, an external time limit to one’s life, (to motivate one) 
to live a meaningful life. One only needs the time limitations implied by one’s engagement with 
a dynamic, complex universe of other people, objects, and activities, which constitute the 
contents of one’s experience. 
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The Ontological Status of the Deceased Person That Continues to Appear in This World 

Masahiro Morioka 

In Japan, after the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, many tsunami victims who have lost 
their family members are reported to have encountered their beloved ones in their homes, the 
seashores, and other local places. Some saw their images in the living rooms and some heard 
their voices in the breezing wind. From the perspective of modern science, these phenomena are 
interpreted as a kind of illusion caused by the victims’ overwhelming emotions toward their 
lost family members. However, on the other hands, from the perspective of traditional religions, 
such as Confucianism and Japanese Buddhism, they can be interpreted as the “actual” returning 
of the deceased persons’ souls from the next world. 

I would like to present a new philosophical framework that enables us to see these phenomena 
which ordinary people experience in their everyday settings in a different way. It is interesting 
that even a person who does not believe in the existence of souls can have this kind of 
experience. For example, Kunio Yanagida, a well-known Japanese journalist with a clear 
scientific mindset, confesses his experiences of having “conversations” with his brain-dead, 
unconscious child in the hospital. It is also very famous that Victor Frankl, a psychiatrist and 
Holocaust survivor, talks about his experiences of having “conversations” with his deceased 
wife during his concentration camp days. 

I hypothesize that in these cases there appears something in the room, in the wind, or in some 
other places that can be perceived only by the person who had a close relationship with the 
deceased loved one. This something is not an object because it is not publicly observed. 
However, this should not necessarily be considered a soul as entity either. I argue that this is 
“an appearance of the deceased person” that directly appears to a particular person who has 
had an intimate relationship with the deceased. It should be our philosophical task to find a 
way not to reduce this “appearance” or “advent” to a mere illusion or a soul as entity. The 
philosopher Tetsuro Watsuji (1889–1960) tried to re-evaluate this kind of “appearance” by 
interpreting the traditional European concept of persona in an animistic way. I will follow his 
way to philosophically analyse the ontological status of an “animistic persona” that appears out 
of the personal relationships established between the living and the deceased. 

This discussion has a close relation to such metaphysical topics as “the ontological status of the 
hole” and “the existence of non-existence.” It also shares many points with the 
phenomenological topic of “the appearance of the unappearable” discussed by Husserl, 
Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. 

My presentation is an attempt to connect these philosophical discussions and East Asian views 
of life and death. 
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The Philosophical and Psychological Import of Our Awareness of Our Mortality 

Wade Munroe 

A significant research program in social psychology is devoted to determining the 
psychological and behavioral effects of our awareness of our mortality and how we react when 
our morality becomes salient (what is known as ‘morality salience’ or ‘MS’ for short), that is, 
when we are reminded that we will die. Empirically, it has been demonstrated that in the face of 
MS we tend to reify our culture worldview as a defensive response, where a worldview can be 
roughly conceived as a set of ideas that addresses the nature of reality and a set of prescriptions 
for how one should act and for what one should assess as valuable. Worldview defense in 
reaction to MS is a robust psychological phenomenon (Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010), and, 
more recently, Hohman and Hogg (2014) have demonstrated that in-group identification 
mediates the relationship between MS and worldview defense. An increase in in-group 
identification leads people to defend the worldview associated with the relevant group 
prototype and evince group identification in response to MS. 

Why does MS lead to compensatory group identification as a means of reducing anxiety? There 
are a number of social psychological frameworks that either directly offer or indirectly imply an 
explanation of the relation between MS and in-group identification. In this paper, I focus on 
three of the most prominent theoretical frameworks, namely, uncertainty identity theory (UIT), 
terror management theory (TMT), and the meaning maintenance model (MMM). The purpose 
of this paper is twofold: 1) I argue that there is important philosophical work to be done in 
clarifying UIT, TMT, and MMM in terms of offering rigorous definitions for the central notions 
of the respective theories that are used to generate testable predictions regarding how people 
will respond to MS. In addition, 2) I argue the three theories largely overlook important 
philosophical work on meaning (where by ‘meaning’ I intend to pick out the sense of the term 
in which one might describe a person’s life as meaningful). Being reminded that we will die 
threatens our conception of what has meaning. Though the details of extant philosophical 
accounts differ between theories, it is generally accepted that for something to have meaning is 
for it to, roughly, have a certain value or significance or be worthy of being valued. As Roy 
Perrett (2010, p. 239) puts it, “debates [about meaning] are clearly family quarrels: all parties to 
them implicitly agree that when we speak of a life’s meaning we are speaking of its value, 
though disagreeing about the nature or presence of that value.” We desire to live a meaningful 
life, yet our inevitable death lies in a prima facie tension with this desire. This is not to argue 
that death’s threat to our conception of meaning is the only explanation of group identification 
as a compensatory response to MS, but it is nonetheless an important aspect underappreciated 
by contemporary psychological accounts. In conclusion, I argue that more philosophical and 
interdisciplinary work needs to be done to clarify the psychological and behavioral import of 
our awareness of our mortality. 
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Vampire Fiction and the Philosophy of Immortality 

Kiki Berk 

One major debate in analytic philosophy of death is whether or not we should want to live 
forever. Much has been written in response to Bernard Williams’ classic paper, “The 
Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality,” in which he argues that an 
“earthly” and “individual” immortal life would be both meaningless and undesirable. 
Obviously, the question of whether we should want to live forever hinges on what it is like to 
live forever. What is it like to be immortal? Philosophers who excel at conceptual analysis and 
the evaluation of arguments are not necessarily the best at feats of the imagination or at 
producing rich, heartfelt phenomenological descriptions. Yet the latter seem helpful, if not 
essential, for deciding whether or not immortality is desirable. It is no wonder that Williams’ 
paper is based on the fictitious character of Elina Makropulos, and that Simone de Beauvoir 
gives her take on immortality in the form of a novel. As Martha Nussbaum suggests in this 
context, fiction is where we need to turn. 

In this paper, I argue that vampire fiction can contribute to the philosophical debate over the 
desirability of immortality by helping us imagine what it is like to live forever. Vampires are 
typically portrayed as being unhappy with their lot. Is this because they live forever? Are 
vampires so often unhappy because they are immortal? Either way, the good life arguably 
involves more than just happiness. Do vampires have access to any of the other goods that seem 
to be necessary for the good life (e.g., virtue, achievement, love, autonomy, and knowledge), or 
does their immortality rob them of these things as well? Finally, one wonders whether vampires 
are ever portrayed as having lives that are meaningful. Do vampires think that their lives are 
worth living? Are their lives worth living? If not, then is this lack of meaning due to their 
immortality? My aim in this paper is to use vampire fiction to help us imagine what it would be 
like to be immortal in order to further the philosophical debate over the desirability of 
immortality. 
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What Grief Can Teach Us About Transformative Experience 

Jelena Markovic 

Grief, the process of adjusting to an important loss, involves a confrontation with the unknown 
and a deep change to one’s self. Grief is thus a transformative experience (TE) in L.A. Paul’s 
sense of the term, meaning that it is both epistemically and personally transformative (Paul, 
2014). It is epistemically transformative because it teaches the agent something she could not 
have known without having had the experience. And it is personally transformative because it 
changes her point of view or what it is to be her. 

Paul frames transformative experiences in the context of decision theory, arguing that TEs pose 
a problem for decision theory because we cannot rationally choose whether to undergo them 
(2014, 2015). For instance, if I don’t know what it’s like to be a parent, and me as a parent is very 
different from current me, then there seems to be no rational basis for me to decide whether or 
not to become a parent. On this way of framing TEs, transformation is something that occurs to 
the agent when she undergoes an event (and thus interferes with her ability to choose the event 
that she would like best). 

Grief, though transformative, is different from canonical TEs in ways that allow us to enrich the 
original concept. With respect to epistemic transformation, grief is novel, giving the agent 
knowledge that she did not have before the experience. But the agent does not merely gain new 
knowledge; the experience also results in a re-evaluation of her previous experiences and of her 
perspective on the world. The bereaved may review the life of the deceased and her experiences 
with them in the attempt to form a new narrative (Goldie, 2011). And she may re-evaluate 
previously unexamined beliefs about the world and her place in it (Carse, 1987; Clements et al., 
2004). With respect to personal transformation, the current formulation of TE involves the self 
choosing an experience, and that experience changing the self by changing her values and 
preferences. However, grief reveals that the self does not stand apart from her experiences in 
such a way. Many bereaved individuals describe their experiences as involving an incomplete 
sense of self, for instance, feeling that a part of them is missing or has died, or that their body is 
not their own (Newland, 2016; Ratcliffe). The bereaved may also struggle with how to be (or no 
longer be) a sister, daughter, and so on when the beloved who provided that identity is gone 
(Bateman, 2016). 

And so while the original model of transformative experiences focuses on making 
transformative choices — and thus presents an individual agent choosing amongst a set of 
discrete experiences — grief allows us to see how the agent’s intimate connections with other 
people already form part of the self. As a result, transformation is not something that 
experiences effect on the agent but an ongoing process of negotiating the way that the agent 
relates to others and the environment. 

 

 
 
 


