Musings on Mortality

As the Terri Schiavo case should have reminded us all last spring, death is a pervasive fact of human existence that both unites and divides us.  Terri Schiavo, you may recall, had been living in a coma, lying in a hospital bed, and fed intraveneously for years.  Convinced that she was in a “permanent vegetative state (PVS)” (as an autopsy later found to be the case), her husband Michael wanted to get on with his life (and new family).  So he asked and successfully obtained the agreement of her doctors as well as a court to remove the feeding tubes.  Her parents protested—claiming that they had seen signs of mental activity—and the case was appealed not only in the courts, but also through the news media and in the streets, to Congress and even the President. What would appear to be one of the most private, if not sacred times of human life thus became something very close to a public spectacle.  The Schiavo case thus provides an excellent example of the rather peculiar, if not singular character of death for human beings—it is both the most general and the most singular event in our lives.
First the general aspects--The rational capacity that distinguishes human beings from other animals allows us to know--in a way more instinctively regulated creatures apparently do not--that we are going to die—and thus to take measure to forestall the inevitable.  Many more human beings now live, on the average, much longer, than they did in the past—and yet, we still know, even better, if possible, that we are all going to die eventually, later if not sooner. 
Because we all know that all human beings are going to die, we call ourselves “mortals.”  By denominating ourselves this way, we indicate not only that our inevitable death, but our knowledge of that inevitability distinguishes us as a species.  The experience of dying seems to be as general (and involuntary) as breathing.  Everyone is going to die; everyone in the past has died.  And yet, no one really knows what death is—or is like, because no one comes back, so to speak, to tell us.  There is no one, therefore, truly to empathize, to sympathize with or to share the experience of someone who is dying.  No one else has the relevant experience or really knows.  Although we all die—Ernest Hemingway thus declared, each of us dies alone.  One, if not the most general experience of living things thus also appears to be the most singular.  It is singular or solitary for human beings, ironically, because of the combination of knowledge and lack of knowledge that seems distinctive to us.  We have the foresight to know that we are going to die—and thus take precautions against dying immediately or prematurely—but we do not know what death itself is like.  This lack of specific knowledge makes us fear death as something inevitable, but unknown and unknowable.  Since we, nevertheless, know that we are going to die—even if we do not know exactly when or how—we somehow have to live with that fact or knowledge.  People are thus forced to ask, how do we live with, or in the face of, our knowledge of our inevitable demise?

Religious people tend to answer the question, how do we live in the face of death, by orienting themselves by what they believe they know about the afterlife—salvation, eternal life, joy, rewards, damnation, punishment or nirvana.  Because we cannot know on the basis of our own natural faculties, what, if anything follows death, however, those who seek—or simply find it necessary in the absence of faith or grace—to direct their lives solely on the basis of reason think about our inevitable death not in terms of what may or may not come after.  We do not and cannot know that.  Such people—philosophers first and foremost—think about death by asking, instead, how does human foreknowledge of the inevitable, inescapable end of our earthly existence affect our life or existence here and now?  Not only how does it, but also how should it?  In answering that question they usually, if not inevitably, have to say how human beings should deal with their almost instinctive fear of death.

Tonight I thus invite you to reflect—or muse—with me on the two, in many ways diametrically opposed answers given to these questions at the beginning—and at the purported end—of the history of philosophy in the West.  Those answers were given, in the first place, by Plato, and in the second, by Martin Heidegger.  I begin, perhaps counter-intuitively, with the end—or, at least the purported end—in the thought of Martin Heidegger.


Heidegger’s name may be known to you—if it is known at all—because of his infamous Nazi connections.  He was never a racist or an anti-Semite of the kind to be found at party headquarters, but he was a member of the party and spoke long after the defeat of Germany in World War II of “the essential truth of National Socialism.”  Despite the death camps, Heidegger’s politics are not nearly as relevant to our “musings” tonight as his role in founding what came to be called “existentialism.”  Jean Paul Sartre popularized “existential angst” after the war, but he learned about “existential angst” and its significance before the war from Heidegger.


What then is the significance of “existential angst”?  In his major book, which is entitled Being and Time, Heidegger argued, human beings are not the isolated “individuals,” “consciousnesses,” or autonomous subjects they had been said to be in earlier modern philosophy—be that Cartesian idealism, Lockean empiricism or Kantian critique.  On the contrary, Heidegger observed, human existence or “dasein” involves not merely the awareness, but the fact of living in a “world.” It means living in the midst of a set of “things” which are related to each other as well as to us, primarily, but not exclusively in terms of their use, as well as, even more importantly, living with other people, from whom we learn about ourselves as well as about the world, first and foremost by learning a language.  Precisely because we learn to think about ourselves, our lives, and our surroundings, primarily in terms or words taken from others, however, there is something external, acquired, conventional or, in Heidegger’s own term “inauthentic” about the self-understanding we develop—perhaps I should say absorb--in this way.  But, Heidegger also pointed out, individuals can come to a better, less conventional, less externally imposed or socially conformist, more “authentic” understanding of themselves, if they reflect on the meaning and basis of a certain mood into which most, if not all of us inexplicably fall upon occasion.  That mood is anxiety or, in German, angst.  It is properly called “existential angst,” because it turns out to be, at bottom, not merely anxiety about our existence, but anxiety that is a necessary part or aspect of our existence.  Heidegger explains:  Anxiety or angst is not the same as fear.  Fear has a specific object, e.g., the fear of violent death, as in Hobbes, or the fear of flying (which is obviously related, but not the same as fear of death), fear of humiliation or fear of pain.  Anxiety has no specific object; it is “uncanny” or strange and certainly uncomfortable, precisely because it does not appear to have a discernible, specific cause.  Why then do we feel anxious—if there is no particular cause?  If human beings reflect on the reason why we become anxious—for no specific reason or cause, in the absence of any determined threat to our existence or of pain—Heidegger suggests, we come to see something very important and true about our existence.  It is not necessary.  We could—people do, in fact—die unexpectedly and inexplicably, from natural as well as accidental causes, at any moment.  We could walk out in front of a speeding car, or our own car could go out of control and crash into a wall, a ceiling could fall on our heads, we could trip and fall on our head on a concrete sidewalk.  Any of these things could occur, without our or anyone else intending it, at any time—and we know that, even though we usually repress such knowledge. Our generalized anxiety is a reflection of our underlying, usually repressed recognition of the fundamentally, truly uncertain character of our existence.  The non-necessary character of our existence does not lie merely in the fact that our existence can end, unexpectedly at any moment, moreover.  Once we become aware, as we usually are not aware, that our life or existence is not necessary, we also become aware, if we analyze the reasons why we continue to live, that we continue to live solely as a matter of our own choice.  We do not have to—even if most of the time we are not aware of, or do not choose to think about the non-necessity of our own existence.  We could choose not to live.  Human beings can (and, unfortunately, at our time and place a regrettable number of young people do) choose to commit suicide.  Even short of committing suicide, however, we recognize that we would slowly expire, if we did not act positively and intentionally—by eating, for example—to prolong our existence.  Such actions may seem to be instinctive, but in human beings, as the prevalence of anorexia these days reminds us, they are fundamentally matters of choice.  Some human beings can and do starve themselves to death.  Actions like eating do not guarantee that we will continue to live, of course.  We cannot remove the fundamental uncertainty of or in our lives merely by acting so as to preserve them.  We choose, indeed, to act to preserve them—in the face of this fundamental uncertainty.  But, Heidegger emphasizes, if we analyze the causes of the generalized, indeterminate anxiety we sometimes feel, we will recognize not merely that our existence is uncertain, even precarious.  If we face the ever-present possibility of our own death, instead of running away from this inescapable truth, by seeking security—in God, country or the acquisition of wealth—we will see and be able to affirm our own existence as a result of our own free choice.  Our lives are not simply or fundamentally necessary, externally determined or “fated.”  We can and must take responsibility for ourselves.


To say that our life or existence is the result of our own choice is NOT to say that we have the ability to choose whatever way of life we might imagine or like.  Heidegger is NOT a liberal—of any sort.  The life we choose to live—or not—is the life into which we have been thrown—born from parents we did not choose into circumstances, time and place, over which we had no control, and with respect to time, at least, which we cannot change.  We choose to continue living, as who we are, not merely in the face of, but into an uncertain future.  Our existence will inevitably change, because both we and the circumstances of our lives will change, but we will not be able to control the way or direction of the change.  The existence we choose and affirm is our own particular, historically determined existence, but it is not simply ours as individuals.  As you may recall, I began by emphasizing Heidegger’s critique of modern individualism or subjectivism.  The life we discover is not necessary, but persists, because we choose it, is life in a “world” of useful things we share with other people who speak the same language and thus share the same understanding of their own place, life and times.  In his early works, Heidegger argued that the choice, not merely to live, but to project one’s own existence into the unknown and hence necessarily uncertain future required “resolution” and courage.  Later, he emphasized not only the acceptance or choice, but also the cherishing of our lives, and thus of all the things that make up the world in which we find ourselves.  Since nothing in this world necessarily exists, it continues to exist only and so long as we care for it.  Recognizing the essentially transitory character of all worldly existence does not necessarily produce dejection, despair, hopelessness or melancholy.  On the contrary, a true confrontation with the fact of the ever-present possibility of our inescapable death shows us that our continued existence is a product of our own free choice. Recognition of the essentially uncertain, non-necessary character of our existence allows us not merely to affirm our existence as freely chosen, but to understand that we can perpetuate this existence, our world, only by caring for it.  It does not occur or persist on its own.  Facing the necessity of death thus heightens our appreciation of life—even if that appreciation and care is momentary, even if we “fall” back into our ordinary, everyday fears of losing everything.


There is something appealing, I think, about the notion that we ought to cherish everything, recognizing that nothing will continue to exist if we do not care for it.  This notion has, or at least may have, something in common with the belief that we ought to respect and care for everything in the world, because it is God’s creation.  There is, however, a fundamental difference.  In Heidegger the ‘care’ is explicitly based on the recognition that there is nothing eternal.  There is something melancholy, if not simply willful in our desperately cherishing—or perhaps I should say clinging to—what we know will inevitably pass away, although Heidegger would insist that we do not or should not merely cling.  We should do everything in our power to conserve.  The political consequences of the kind of “care” Heidegger called for—whether in the form of the resolute self-assertion of nation as well as of the university he called for in his early work—or in the apparent passivity of “Gelassenheit,” or “letting things be” in his more poetic later works—are also problematic.  The “resolution” he called for in the face of the uncertain character of our future existence, a resolution to project our past existence into the future, looked in practice, especially on the national level in Germany, an awful lot like self-assertion, if not outright aggression.  Knowing that we do not know what the results will be, we resolutely affirm our own existence—without regard, it seems, for the costs to others. The Germans needed lebensraum; too bad for the Czechs. Becoming more peaceful in his later works, Heidegger urged his readers, instead of resolutely asserting themselves, to “care” for the world in which they find themselves, to cherish it, and thus to “let” or allow it to [continue] to be (instead of trying to transform it technologically).  The late Heidegger was thus adopted by the Green party.  Nevertheless, we should notice, even in his pacific, poetic mode Heidegger did not call upon people to improve the world or to make it better.  Reforms imply criticism, change and negation—not cherishing care.  Whereas his first stance was definitely self-assertive and might appear even to be aggressive, Heidegger’s second “caring” stance was extremely conservative, if not essentially passive.  Since neither of the extreme results of “caring”—self-assertion or becoming poetically passive—appears very attractive, particularly on a national as opposed to an individual scale, we are tempted to look for an alternative understanding of the significance of the distinctively human foresight into the fact of our impending death.  We find such an alternative, I suggest, at the beginning of the history of philosophy which Heidegger proclaims has ended in the works of Plato.


When we turn back to Plato, however, we also turn back to problems associated with his peculiar way of writing.  Unlike Heidegger—and, indeed, virtually all other philosophers, Plato did not write arguments, essays or books in his own name.  Instead, he composed “dialogues,” which are prose dramas; they have characters who speak to each other as well as settings and even, one might say, plots—although the action is usually not very dramatic.  Because the interlocutors often respond to the leading speaker, usually but not always Socrates, by saying, yes, no, so it seems, certainly, or probably, some impatient readers (including Heidegger) have gone so far as to declare that the dialogues are boring.  Why didn’t Plato just come out and say what was on his mind?  Why did he force his readers to listen to an older, more philosophical character—usually named Socrates—lead or refute others?  I won’t be trying to answer that particular question this evening, although it is a very important one.  Instead, I will simply remind you that in most of his dialogues Plato shows a man named Socrates questioning others.  In the most famous and arguably most dramatic series of those dialogues Plato reports what Socrates said—first when he was on trial for his life and convicted of a capital crime, then when he was offered and refused an opportunity to escape,  and finally on the day he knew that he was going to die.  Upon another occasion I would contend, rather strongly, that it would be a mistake to regard these dialogues merely as historical reports.  This evening I will content myself merely with observing that, whether these accounts are strictly historical or partially literary invention, Plato pretty clearly presents Socrates’ conduct in the face of his certain death as exemplary.  

In that rather formal fact we nevertheless already see a pretty significant difference between the respective approaches Heidegger and Plato take to the fact of human foreknowledge of death.  Heidegger’s approach is more general—one might even say, more democratic.  He presents an analysis of a mood, which he suggests most, if not all human beings have experienced, and argues that there is a general truth of human existence, discoverable in principle by anyone who chooses to reflect upon it.  Plato, on the other hand, not only presents his readers with a singular individual, but he also treats that individual as a hero.  At his trial Socrates presents himself, rather immodestly, as the wisest as well as the most courageous, most pious, and most just of all.  According to Plato, all human beings may be mortal, but we are not therefore all equal.  Most of us, he suggests, should follow the example of this extraordinary individual.  But if Socrates is truly exemplary or extraordinary, we might ask, how can we ordinary folks follow his example?    

At first glance Plato seems to present Socrates as a hero by showing that the philosopher was willing not merely to risk, but to lose his life rather than give up the way of life he thought most desirable.  Plato shows, moreover, that Socrates chose to stand trial, even though he believed he would be unjustly convicted, because of the prejudices of the jurors.  And having been convicted of a capital crime, as he predicted he would be, Socrates then chose to accept the death penalty, rather than escape to a nearby city, as his friend Crito urged him to.  Socrates did all this not merely to uphold his own sense of right or his own reputation and honor, although he was clearly concerned about all those things. He stood trial and accepted the death penalty in order to show others—his fellow Athenians and Plato’s later readers—that philosophy does not represent a threat to political order, but that philosophy is a positive boon to the city.  Socrates demonstrates that he is a law-abiding citizen by standing trial and accepting his punishment, even as he continues to protest that he is innocent.  Socrates protests his own conviction, because he insists that philosophers can be the most important educators of their fellow citizens.  Philosophers like Socrates work against the most common sources of criminal behavior by trying to convince their interlocutors that they should not fear death or seek to amass ever more wealth, honor and power.  They should, rather, seek truth and increase their practical wisdom by trying to maximize what Socrates calls the goods of the soul rather than the goods of the body, with which we are all still more familiar.  
In the three dialogues that depict his trial and death Plato’s Socrates looks like a hero, if a tragic one. He courageously stands up for his principles at the cost of his own life and he explicitly seeks to benefit others in doing so.  BUT, Plato undermines our initial view of Socrates as a hero by having him remind us, not once but several times, that he is an old man who is going to die soon in any case.  In other words, Socrates isn’t really risking that much. Once we understand that he understands that he is going to die soon, as a matter of natural necessity, Socrates does not appear to be quite so courageous.  Moreover, and more directly to the point of this lecture, Socrates informs his Athenian jurors, it isn’t rational to fear death—whether you are young or old.  To fear death is to claim, in effect, to know what no human does, that is to say, to know that death is bad.  Death may, for all we know, be good.  It may simply be like a long sleep.  It may even involve a better afterlife.  We do not know!

If Plato presents Socrates as a model of the way in which human beings should face death, he does not present him, therefore, so much as an example of heroic virtue or courage as an example of the advantages of recognizing and coming to terms with the limitations our mortality imposes upon us.  Like Heidegger, Socrates emphasizes, we do not know if anything happens after we die.  Like Heidegger, in emphasizing his wisdom in knowing that he does not know the most important things, Socrates represents a possibility that is, in principle, open to all.
Even though Socrates, like Heidegger, emphasizes the limitations of our knowledge associated with our mortality, the questions Socrates asks about death seem, ironically, to be more radical.  Granting that we are inevitably going to die—the point or realization from which Heidegger begins—Socrates, unlike Heidegger, holds out the possibility that there may be an afterlife.  We do not know.  Instead of emphasizing the peculiar combination of knowledge of our inevitable death with ignorance about what that means for our future and, therefore, existential anxiety, Socrates poses the question about death in evaluative terms. We do not know whether it is bad or good.  And, he intimates, the answer to that question, whether death is bad or good, depends on something that we do know a lot more about, that is, whether life is bad or good. Fear of death is not simply, necessarily or fundamentally fear of the unknown.  It is and ought to be understood as the fear of loss, loss of life.  Whether loss of life is a great evil depends on whether life is a good.
With regard to the goodness of life, in his Apology Socrates makes a very famous claim that we can relativelyeasily understand, but which is nonetheless  difficult for most of us to accept.  Socrates says, the unexamined life is not worth living.  Although Socrates does not explain exactly what he means, we can infer the reasons he says this from what he says earlier in his Apology about the mistake most people make in fearing death and trying to amass as much wealth, honor and power as they can.  It is impossible to achieve all the wealth, all the honor, or all the power human beings want.  These are not merely transitory, i.e., passing, decaying goods (although they are); these “goods” are also sources of competition, because they cannot be shared with others without cost to oneself.  People who seek wealth, honor or power will, therefore, always be seeking or striving to get more.  They will find no satisfaction.  Since their lives are not and never will be happy, Socrates suggests, they should not rationally fear death as an end or cessation of their efforts. Death will for them be a release from a treadmill of striving.

But, Socrates also claims, the examined life IS good.  Although he does not expect his audience to believe him, he assures them, the conversations in which he engages everyday about virtue and other such things are a very great good for human beings.  And the fact that Socrates thinks his own life IS good confronts us with three other questions:  First, what makes a life of philosophy Socrates-style good?  Second, if Socrates’ life is so good, how can he face the loss of that same life so calmly?  And third, if very few people can live the life of philosophy, how are they—or we—to face death and the uncertainty it introduces into our daily lives?

In the dialogues depicting Socrates’ trial and death, Plato suggests that the answer to the second question—how does or did Socrates face his own death so calmly—lies in the answer to the first.  Socrates (like Heidegger) urges his interlocutors to accept the facts that we will all die, and that we do not know what, if anything comes after.  Accepting the limits of our lives and our knowledge, what we can and should do is to try to make the best use of the time we have.  The best use of our limited and therefore precious time, Socrates consistently tells his interlocutors, is to engage in conversations of the kind he has, up and through the very last day of his life.  But, we feel impelled to ask, why?  What is so good about such conversations?


The first “thing” we learn—or perhaps I should say that we see-about the conversations is that they involve a joint or shared activity.  Unlike Heidegger’s existential man Socrates does face death alone.  On the contrary, having bid farewell to his wife and his children, Socrates spends his last day—indeed, his last minutes—conversing with his friends.  They are friends, moreover, because they all share the same goal—to become as good as possible, which is as much as to say, to live as well as possible.  In order to live well, they recognize, they need to learn what is truly good in life.  Unlike their own corporeal, bodily existence, wealth, honor or power, this learning or wisdom can be shared by all who seek it without cost to any other.  Philosophical conversations thus both presuppose and constitute a kind of community, a kind of sharing, that is not possible in any other way.


But, if philosophical conversations and the philosophical friendships that result are so good, we might as (as Socrates’ friends in the dialogue that depicts his last conversation and subsequent death do ask), shouldn’t Socrates be more melancholy at the prospect of their end?  Shouldn’t he express more regrets, if not grief, at leaving his friends?  Isn’t he committing suicide, in effect, by accepting the death penalty imposed by Athens instead of proposing exile or escaping to another city?  Socrates responds that he will have occasion to grieve only if his friends cease to seek wisdom in company with each other, if they cease to seek the good of their souls by philosophizing together.  To the extent to which he has persuaded them that the philosophical life is the only form of human existence truly worth living and they, therefore, persist in it, Socrates can die assured that what he found most worthwhile in life will survive.  He explicitly recognizes, however, that about this, like everything else, he cannot be entirely sure.

Not everyone has been convinced by Socrates.  The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (who had a large influence, by the way, on Heidegger) charged that Socratic philosophy is and has been shown to be one big fraud.  Socrates emphasized the limitations human mortality places not merely on our life, but on our knowledge, Nietzsche pointed out.  Nietzsche was referring to a Socratic saying as, if not more well-known than his declaration that the unexamined life is not worth living.  In the Apology Socrates declared that the Delphic oracle had said that he was wisest of all, because he knew that he did not know the most important things!  In contrast to the politicians, the poets, and even the artisans, Socrates did not think that he knew what was truly good and noble in human existence. Socrates’ wisdom lay in his recognition of his own ignorance.  And yet, Socrates held also out the promise that human beings could improve their existence by seeking knowledge.  If, in fact, we can never actually attain that knowledge, as Socrates seems to admit, all the effort we spend seeking it would appear to be in vain.  According to Nietzsche, Socratic philosophy is, and is admitted in the end to be, a Sisphyean enterprise.  The search for knowledge seems to be as fruitless and even more frustrating than the unending search for wealth, honor and power Socrates criticized in others.  Socrates appears to be an optimist, who promises to help us improve our lives, but he shows himself in the end to be a pessimist, who denies that human beings can achieve anything lasting—knowledge included.

  The response to Nietzsche is to be found, I believe, in the character of philosophical companionship that Plato emphasizes in his depiction of Socrates’ last day.  Socrates does not claim that he or his associates will ever achieve perfect or complete knowledge.  That is not possible for a mortal.  He does promise that they will all become better as a result of the conversations and company they keep.  Through these conversations they will learn, to repeat, why they will never become happy by trying to protect themselves from an inevitable death.  They will learn why it does not make sense to fear death and why the attempt to show that they are better than others—richer, more famous, or more powerful--will never be truly satisfying.  Instead of competitors they cannot trust, they will live surrounded by friends, who become better, in themselves and as companions, by seeking what is truly good for all.

Admittedly, not everyone can be a philosopher.  Not everyone, in fact, most people do not even want to be philosophers.  But, Socrates insists, everyone will benefit from having and maintaining a broader political order which allows philosophers to continue seeking knowledge of what is truly good and urging others to do so as well.  Philosophy helps counteract the passions, the fears and the hopes, that lead most people to be unjust to others.  Since most people cannot and do not even want to be philosophers, Socrates recognizes, philosophy is not sufficient.  Philosophers need others to support them, to provide the necessities and thus to give them the leisure required to philosophize.  The others gain or can gain from the education philosophers offer—particularly to those who make and enforce the laws.  Because most people will never be philosophers, most people will be tempted to be unjust and will need laws to restrain them.  That is why the philosopher Socrates emphasizes, both in speech and action, his respect for and obedience to, the law. That is the reason a philosopher is or ought to be particularly anxious to educate his or her fellow citizens, especially those who make and enforce the laws.  There is only one law Socrates insists that he would not obey, a law prohibiting him from philosophizing.  In contrast to Heidegger, Socrates is therefore a political philosopher.  The conversations in which he engages concern the good not merely of the individual but of the community in which the individual chooses to reside.  

Like Heidegger, Socrates emphasizes the limitations of human life and knowledge associated with our mortality, But unlike Heidegger, Socrates does not insist that we are completely and entirely finite forms of existence.  On the contrary, Socrates repeatedly observes, precisely because we do not and cannot know what happens after death, we cannot say that the stories people tell or believe about the afterlife are true or false.  Stories which suggest that the virtuous will be rewarded and the evil punished serve a useful social function.  Although it is irrational to fear death, which appears to mean simply the loss of consciousness and future corporeal life, Socrates suggests, it is a boon to evil-doers to suggest that there is no after-life.  Those who are unjust will suffer (if only from never finding any true satisfaction) in this life, but it would be better for them to believe and fear that they will suffer even worse punishments after death.  Whether or not there is an “afterlife” for the souls of individuals, moreover, Socrates insists that mortal human beings do have contact with a kind of being, purely intelligible being or beings that are, because they are purely intelligible, unchanging and immortal.  We understand ourselves as well as the order and things of the world in which we find ourselves in terms of such eternally unchanging “ideas.”   

Heidegger insists on the finitude of human existence, because he thinks the ethical stance Socrates takes is founded on an outdated “metaphysics.”  Beginning with Plato’s own student Aristotle, later philosophers have dismissed the “Platonic” ideas of the good, the noble, and the just that Socrates argues are the objects of a philosophical search for knowledge as incredible concepts. Socrates acknowledges that our understanding of the purely intelligible ideas is limited and uncertain. He suggests that there are different kinds of purely intelligible beings, but he never gives a comprehensive or definitive list.  Indeed, in the Phaedo on the last day of his life, Socrates puts forth what later readers have dubbed his “theory of the ideas” as an hypothesis.  He explicitly eschews any claim on his own part—and denies that anyone else can make such a claim good—to know why things come into being or fade away.  All Socrates claims is that 1) the knowledge of what is truly good, in itself and not merely instrumentally, is what all human beings really want, and 2) the self-conscious, intentional, and cooperative search for such knowledge enables us to live better lives—here and now.

If Heidegger’s contention that human foreknowledge of our inevitable death can lead us to embrace our lives as products, fundamentally, of our own choice were conveyed to Socrates, I think he would respond as follows:  Heidegger’s understanding of the significance of the foreknowledge of death leads him to pose the only alternatives—as either asserting or embracing our own as our own, or choosing not to live any longer, and so negating not only our own existence but also the world into which we have been thrown.  These alternatives are too narrow from Socrates’ point of view. Human beings can escape the station, class and family into which they are born; they can leave their nation or people, and join another, if they deem their own to be unjust.  It is not easy, but it can be done.  It can be, because human beings have the capacity to rise above their particular time and space in thought.  The good life, the philosophical life, is and remains a possibility, if a rare possibility that is difficult to achieve, in many different times and places. The assertion of one’s own as one’s own is, on the other hand, fundamentally invidious.  The attachment to one’s own—bodily life, family, people, or interests—in preference to others has been, and always will be, the primary source of injustice among human beings.  It is no accident, Socrates would conclude, that Heidegger’s thought had such bad political consequences.

Where do all these philosophical ruminations on the significance of human mortality for human life then leave us?  I return to the case of Terri Schiavo.
In the first place, I think both the philosophers with whom we have been concerned would agree, lying in a hospital bed, artificially sustained, Terri Schiavo was not living a truly human existence.  When the tubes were removed, she did not know—as she was not apparently aware before—that she was going to die.  She was not living in the face of death.  She could be understood to have chosen not merely whether to live or die—but also how she would live or die—only if we credit her husband’s claim that she had told him she did not want to continue living in a coma.  (The courts did.) 

Terri Schiavo did not die alone, however.  She was surrounded not merely by family bickering, but with nationwide conflict.  Her case would appear to be a dramatic example of the proposition that we do not die alone—Hemingway notwithstanding--because we do not live or exist alone. Our lives are intertwined with others in complex ways. Both Socrates and Heidegger would agree that, even though human beings have the ability to sink back into themselves to reflect on their existence, as individuals as well as members of larger groups, human life is not ever truly solitary.  It is social.  The controversies surrounding Schiavo’s death remind us—or ought to remind us, moreover—that the social life surrounding us is generally contentious.  Family life and connections can be warm, supportive, affectionate, and comforting.  It’s impossible for a solitary human being to come into the world without being generated by two others; it’s difficult, if not impossible to maintain oneself without the help of others.  But why do family members help—and when?  As we see in the conflict that developed between Schiavo’s husband and her parents, people form and maintain families in order to further their own happiness (Michael) and to preserve something of themselves (their progeny) into the future (her parents).  Families are reflections of the attachment to one’s own that Heidegger emphasizes.  But, as Socrates points out, these attachments also give rise to bitter conflicts.  We all know or have experience with the phenomenon called sibling rivalry.

As we saw in the Schiavo case, moreover, these “family” conflicts have a way of extending beyond the “nuclear” family to the polity instituted to protect them.  The conflicts extend beyond the confines of the “family” because the experience of life and death is more general and has a more general significance.  In the Schiavo case, for example, we were confronted with a series of extremely serious and general questions.  To begin, what is a truly human form of existence?  Is “human” life, however that is defined, more valuable than other forms of life?  Is life to be preserved at any cost?  If so, who should bear the cost (which is by no means simply financial)?  Should the lives of some be made subservient to the needs of others?  Should the lives of some be taken to make it possible for others to live better?  Does the assertion that some lives are better than others necessarily involve or entail inequality and hence injustice?  Or does justice itself require us to distinguish between good and bad.

Both Socrates and Heidegger, if in very different ways, emphasize the importance of choice in determining whether a life is human or good.  In this liberal democracy, freedom and hence “choice” almost always appears to be good and desirable.  In cases of life and death, however, choice definitely has a downside; the fact that we have a choice may indicate what makes life worth living, but it surely indicates what makes human life difficult.  Socrates’ suggestion that the lives most human beings lead are, if examined, not really worth living is very harsh.  Isn’t there something good about merely living, in and of itself?  Or, does the assertion of the goodness of life amount merely to the attachment to ourselves, and thus to our own, that Heidegger urges us all—and says it is possible for us all—to assert or embrace.  In fact, I would suggest, most human beings vacillate most of the time between prizing life itself, especially their own, and wishing to live a good life.  
The conclusion I draw from these musings on the treatment of the significance of human morality at the beginning and end of Western philosophy is that human knowledge of our mortality is the source of human morality as well.  Human beings do not develop moral rules of behavior merely because we have to live together in order to survive—although we do have to live together in order to survive and we have to develop some kind of moral rules in order to live together peacefully.  Human morality is also rooted in—it is a reflection and expression of—the fact that human life is a choice.  It is a choice not merely of life, but of a certain kind or way of life.  And the choice of a life, as good or bad, is moral.  Heidegger is right insofar as he insists that human life fundamentally rests on choice.  Heidegger’s account of the choice is, however, far too constrained.  Granted, none of us chooses his or her parents.  None of us, therefore, chooses—or has the power to determine—the circumstances under which we are born and educated.  Some of us are far more fortunate than others.  But, as Socrates emphasizes, particularly those of us who are fortunate enough to have the “equipment” and leisure to reflect on why we are doing what we are doing have a responsibility to ask not merely whether we choose and should seek to perpetuate our own existence into an unknown future, but to ask, first and foremost, whether that existence is good.  We are impelled to ask what is the good—or the best form of—human existence, and then, obviously, to try to achieve it.  Meditating on our mortality should lead us not merely to seek to cherish or preserve what we have, but to make the most of it, to work for the best—recognizing wisely, sensibly, moderately, that our knowledge and our ability to achieve the best is, and always will be, limited.
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