Should we  accept the suggestion that if death is the end it must be irrational to fear it?





	The object of this essay will be to attempt to answer the set question specifically from the perspective of the individual concerned, the one who is the ‘subject’ of death. No attempt will be made to take account of any harm caused to friends and relatives by the death of a loved one, nor will there be any consideration of the possibility of life after death. 


	Three arguments are to be examined;


It is irrational to fear death because when it (death) occurs, we will not be there to experience it.


It is irrational to fear death because we do not fear the period before our birth and there is no significant difference between the two.


It is irrational to fear death because it occurs to all of us and cannot be avoided.


	It is Lucretius’s belief that when we trouble ourselves over death, it is because we are mistakenly trying to imagine what it must feel like to be dead. Speaking of a man trying to imagine his own dead body Lucretius says; ‘He visualizes the object as himself and infects it with his own feelings as an onlooker.’� This ‘belief that after death he will still experience sensation’�leads men to fearing death despite the fact that we cannot possibly suffer any harm once we are dead because we will not be present in order to experience it. ‘He does not see that in real death there will be no other self alive to mourn his own decease.’� Lucretius would seem to make his point well and most seem to agree with him in respect of the dead ‘person’s’ inability to experience ‘death’ as such. Not all though agree with the conclusion that Lucretius arrives at, that it is irrational to fear death.


	Seeing that Lucretius places great importance upon our inability to experience death, and thus infers the irrationality of fearing death, Nagel seeks to show that there is more to fear from death than simply the imposition upon the non existent person of  any ‘positive’ experience. His analysis of death leads him to believing that ‘If death is an evil at all, it cannot be because of its positive features but only because of what it deprives us of.’� From this position Nagel goes on to suggest that it might be rational to fear death because ‘life is all we have and the loss of it is the greatest loss we can sustain.’�  Nagel’s argument depends at this point upon us believing that death is bad because life is good, but this is challenged by Hanfling when he says ‘But are we fortunate to have been born? Schopenhauer for one, held that life is not worth living.’� It is easy to imagine a person whose life is so blighted, such as an inmate in a concentration camp, that they would not fear death, they may even welcome it. 


	Nagel’s response to this is to suggest that if we remove all of the things in life that make life better and all of the things that make life worse, what we are left with ‘is not merely neutral: it is emphatically positive.’� this leads him to believing that even when the bad experiences outweigh the good, the balance is restored by ‘experience itself, rather than by any of its contents,’� thus enabling Nagel to believe that ‘It is good simply to be alive, even if one is undergoing terrible experiences.’� For myself I cannot understand how it can be logically possible for Nagel’s ‘neutral’ content, which he gives no examples of, to also be ‘positive’. Even if we accept that something which is neutral can also be positive, (a thing which I frankly find difficult to do) surely once it is positive it should  be removed along with the other positive contributions to life, leaving Nagel with no valid argument.


	A second point of contention is illustrated by Lucretius when he claims that it is irrational to fear death because we do not fear the period before we were born and he (Lucretius) sees no difference between these two. He shows his belief clearly when he says; ‘One who no longer is cannot suffer, or differ in any way from one who has never been born,’� Lucretius takes the view that ‘death is simply the mirror image of the prior abyss.’ If this is the case and we agree that we do not fear the period before we were born then it would appear irrational to fear death. 


	Nagel takes a different view to this and believes that there is a significant difference between the non existence brought about by death and the non existence that was, or was not ours before we were born. He (Nagel) believes that ‘any death entails the loss of some life that its victim would have led had he not died at that or any earlier point,’� The pre-natal situation is different though with us having no life to lose and so our loss is a corresponding nothing. In addition to this Nagel points out that ‘anyone born substantially earlier than he was would have been someone else.’�  This belief allows Nagel to conclude that our birth does not involve us in any loss of life and thus there would be no reason for us to fear pre natal non existence. This being the case we could see how it would no longer be possible for Lucretius to maintain his view that because we did not fear pre existence we should not fear death, the two being markedly different by Nagel’s account.  This position only really seems to make any kind of sense whilst we see the ‘loss of life’ as an evil that can be ascribed to death and the reason why it may well be rational to fear death. Nagel expresses his own doubts about this situation when he says; ‘I suspect that something essential is omitted from the account of the badness of death by an analysis which treats it as a deprivation of possibilities.’�


	A third point of contention between those who believe that it is rational to fear death and those who feel it that is not, is the argument, as presented by Lucretius when he suggests that we should not fear death because ‘a fixed term is set to the life of mortals, and there is no way of dodging death.’� Lucretius seems to be suggesting here that the very inevitability of our death should lead us to an acceptance that it is irrational to fear death, the inevitability of a thing being commonly taken to imply that there is no point in fearing it. One has to wonder here just what difference inevitability actually does make in respect of this issue. In common with Nagel I am inclined to take the view that even if we were to know that ‘we were all inevitably going to die in agony,’� that fact would in no appreciable way make any expectation of the event, by us, any less unpleasant.  The additional suggestion expressed by Lucretius when he said; ‘To none is life given in freehold; to all on lease.’� that we should somehow gain comfort from the fact that it (death) happens to everyone seems almost ‘small minded.’ I must say that the fact that death will befall all is of no consolation to me at all, in fact if anything it has the opposite effect. It also seems relevant to note here that the large advances made in medicine since the days of Lucretius have to a certain extent served to undermine, at least part of his argument, inasmuch as it is much less possible to argue for the ‘fact’ that ‘a fixed term is set to the life of mortals’.� Clearly techniques such as heart and lung transplants have seriously eroded this argument. The ‘fixed’ term is clearly beginning to be much less ‘fixed’.


	If in conclusion we look at each of the three arguments that we started with and see what our examination has revealed to us we find that the first argument; ‘It is irrational to fear death because when it (death) occurs, we will not be there to experience it’ is supported by most to the extent that they believe ‘non existence is certainly not an experience.’� Beyond that there is considerable disagreement as to whether or not that premise, does or does not make it irrational to fear death. With regard to the second argument; ‘It is irrational to fear death because we do not fear the period before our birth and there is no significant difference between the two’,  it would seem that considerable doubt has been cast upon the validity of this argument, largely on the grounds that the pre-natal ‘experience’ is different to the after death ‘experience’ in as much as one involves the apparent loss of something when the other does not. Of the three arguments, the one that faired worst was the third; ‘It is irrational to fear death because it occurs to all of us and cannot be avoided.’ There seemed little justification for this viewpoint and, that ‘inevitability’ is any antidote to ‘fear’ seems to me relatively easy to disprove thus denying the validity of this particular argument.


	There is considerable doubt amongst philosophers over the  question as to whether it is irrational to fear death and  my own deliberations have led me no closer to a resolution than I was at the beginning of this enquiry. All that it does seem fair to say is that, it may possibly turn out to be rational to fear death, although I believe, that fear, beyond the usual survival mechanisms, does seem largely counter productive.
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