Which is Worse: Death or Dying?

This is not an essay on Voluntary Euthanasia.  For the record, it is for this writer quite obvious that someone who is quite set on the course of ending their own life, particularly when they are in great pain and highly unlikely to be relieved of that in the near future, must be permitted to do so.

My topic, while perhaps related, and an issue every bit as personal as the right to die at the right time, differs from it in being applicable to every one of us, not just to those few (even if their numbers increase every year) who are forced by circumstances unexpectedly to choose between a little more painful life or a hastened death.  The issue I will focus on her is perhaps the one question that never dies, one of the few tat has seemed to have been with us since before Socrates chose the Hemlock, and Jesus the Cross: Which is worse, death or dying?

But prior to answering this, there are two preliminary questions which we must needs attend to: What is it that we fear about death?  And what is it that we fear about dying?  I will address these questions considering purely the ‘first person’ point of view, as issues of the loss of others and so forth not only require separate treatment but are, I think, largely separable, in that the questions they prompt are merely related to, rather than partially constituent of, the question of one’s own death or dying.
About our own death, we fear: firstly, our own extinguishment; secondly, what comes after death.

About our dying, we fear: firstly, the visceral anticipation of our own extinguishment; secondly, the pain and suffering usually involved in the actual process of being extinguished (“dying”). 

Comparing these two: on the first count, there is not any very deep difference, for we know we are mortal, and thus in a sense must always be prepared for death and dying (there is no question of our avoiding either fate, or either fear).  Insofar as there is a difference, it must point definitively toward dying being worse than death—for one’s actual extinguishment is not something one experiences; while, while in the course of dying, one is highly likely to experience vividly the awareness of this impending non-existence.  On the second count, dying is clearly worse than death, for—as those of us who are not self-deluded are aware (but see below)—nothing comes after death.  There is only extinguishment.  While something—viz. more or less excruciating agony—usually does precede death.

Taking these two counts together, then, it appears quire clear that dying must be worse than death.  And I believe that this is correct, for there is nothing to fear about death itself—about nothingness—except for the peculiar fact of our being nothing, when dead.  While dying is ties almost inexorably to myriad terrors.

But a nagging worry about this argument remains: it doesn’t always seem as obvious as this that death is in essence comparatively unafearing, does it?  Can the eternal question of death and dying really be as easy to answer as I have thus far suggested?  And what might our nagging feeling that something has been missed signify?

Perhaps this: that even the process of being extinguished—even living in continual abject terror or torment—may be a more welcome prospect, when compared sanguinely to nothingness.  Or rather, that it may at least seem this way to us when we are forced by unexpected circumstances to attempt to contemplate—really contemplate—our own future non-existence [see * in the text, below].

(Some have suspected that we simply cannot do this, that we are constitutively unable to grasp the concept of our own impending non-existence.  If there is something to this thought—which we cannot investigate in detail here—the reason why may be brought out by the circular ‘impasse’ brought out below.)
But this brings us back to the fear of what comes after death.  Might this, too, be a substitute for, a displacement of, the fear of the unthinkable—i.e. of the after-death—i.e. of one’s own non-existence?  Here would be an explanation of precisely how a vastly influential religious delusion might ‘deviously’ serve a positive psychic purpose even when it appears at its least attractive and hardest to swallow, even when it appears to constitute a motive people might have for not believing, and for having an easy time of it ‘in this life’ instead.

Now for those of us who believe we have—or, better, simply have—experienced hell on Earth, this is a fascinating and somewhat disarming idea.  I myself have at least once attempted to size up the degree of the ongoing horror I was facing, and chosen death instead, only then to be seared still deeper by the paralyzing though that perhaps death as the end of lived experience—death as I (had) conceived it—was not an option; that there might only be indefinitely prolonged horror and terror.  (In a fuller presentation one might with profit analyze whether it makes any difference in a purely psychological sense to conceive of indefinitely prolonged terror on Earth as opposed to ‘in the after-life’).  It may have been only a latent awareness of how far I was from actually taking decisive steps to kill myself that prompted this searing, scorching realization; but I suspect that it was rather the sheer vertigo of this paralyzing thought, a thought I would have given virtually anything to have unthought, and thus a thought which it would be so good to be able to disarm.  How good it can be, against this backdrop, only to have to face the concept of nothingness, not of everlastingness.

Sadly, however, the ‘explanation’ of the delusion of immortality I have given above can also start in its turn to seem an overly tempting and perhaps self-delusive thought in such a context.  That is, “Maybe everlasting torment, the absolute misery of the eternal moment of hell isn’t so bad after all” risks being just one more vain quasi-therapeutic hope, to abate the terror of unending terror.  And one is even forced back to asking oneself once more: is it perhaps we would-be sanguine non-theists who are self-deludedly running away from the awful, nagging possibility that, after all, death is as nothing (as it were…) compared to the agony of non-death in a terrible, tedious, everlasting hell, on Earth as in ‘the after-life’?

We seem by this point to have become locked into a circular dialectic that itself threatens to be indefinitely prolonged (as we shall see in considering some attempts to end it or even to evade it); a dialectic of thought, about these most harrowing of personal thoughts, in action.  There is no way to decide with finality which is worse—non-existence or continual torment—not because we haven’t (of course!) experienced them, but simply because, whichever one decides for, one will inevitably appear to be trying to escape from the full horror of facing up to the other.  And here, appearance is reality; for both of these ‘options’ are, from a first person perspective, likely to seem nothing other than infinitely awful—unmitigated—disasters.  What I am suggesting is that it may be impossible to think about and feel and face questions of one’s own death or dying in good faith  (If you like, nothingness and indefinitely prolonged agony are ‘incommensurable’).  This is arguably a difficulty common to several issues that are heavily constitutive of ourselves and in which the stakes are very high (Another less harrowing example would be one’s attitude toward one’s immediate relatives; in particular, whether one was glad to have the nuclear family one has, or to not have had siblings, etc.).  Issues such as this are so pressing and over-powering, and one’s pre-existing, more-or-less inchoate ideas concerning them are so integral a part of who and what one is, that bad faith concerning them is just unavoidable, however clearly of deeply one thinks.

“Doesn’t all this speculation rest on an untenable or undesirable individualistic egoism?”  No, only facing squarely the facticity of one’s own mortality.  The lunatic or the ineffably-calm nature-lover or the saint who can face quite entirely without regret the prospect of their body’s decline and return to the soil is, in my view, para-human, and simply not the kind of person with whom I can hope authentically to communicate (here or elsewhere). Not even the great traditions of Buddhism, which, if anything could, would offer a solution to the problem under discussion in this essay, can claim seriously to eliminate the regret at death or the boggle at non-existence that I have been discussing. That, after all, is why Buddhism has so often hyperbolically reached for ideas of Buddahood entirely transcending humanity, or has fallen back into fantasies of reincarnation or of actually-existing hells. (A true Buddhism, in my opinion and experience, is about reconciling oneself to one’s fears and delusions and desires, such that their power over one diminishes away, and not about extinguishing or eliminating them.)
“But again, isn’t the ‘option’ of continual torment a false one, because the notion of immortality is the biggest delusion of them all, and nothing short of immortality could eventuate in continual torment?”  But again, the last clause here is precisely what must be put into question—though it is admittedly probably only the experience of a timeless instant of unredeemed horror that could persuade someone of this.  Those of us who have experienced such moments understand all too well the mystics who mutter that “To live in the present moment is to live in—to experience—eternity.”  A key mistake of traditional theology has been precisely its insistence that eternity—whether of bliss or of suffering—is necessarily not of this Earth, that it requires a literal infinity of moments, an infinite / immortal existence.

“Is the ‘option’ of non-existence itself really so terrible?  For nothing has been said here about why it should be so; after all, once one was non-existent, one would of course feel no terror.”  Indeed, as made clear above, it is in a sense our anticipation of death that is terrible, not death in itself, which, as Wittgenstein wrote, is (unlike dying) “not an event in life.”
  But that this is so is in a sense trivial: it is—of course—I (the writer) and you (the reader), who, non-dead, are in dialogue and contemplating non-existence.  It is such contemplation and its effects in practice that constitute our being, in Heidegger’s words, a “being-toward-death.”
  And, once again, if one has not experienced the infinite sadness, the sometimes endless vertiginous desolation of conceiving of one’s own utter disappearance, of the snuffing out of ones’ experiences and actions, then it cannot be explained to one.  (Though it helps if you self-consciously give up the chimera of achieving immortality through your offspring.  And great art may help too; compare the closing scenes of Blade Runner, in which two quasi-human ‘replicants’ (and their Blade Runner go-between) are forced to contemplate their own extraordinarily precise mortality (they are allotted an exact—short—lifespan by their human creators).)

A final objection: “Is this whole treatment not vitiated by the cold, over-intellectualised manner in which it has been pursued?  Doesn’t this abstraction miss something that is, to borrow a word first used when assaying what is to be feared in dying, visceral about the consideration of death and dying?”  To this I might make two responses.  The first is that I have tried to say something intelligible about a highly complex, befuddling and seductive question; and that this may be the only way I can write about it at all.  The alternative is simply to scream—either silently, or in sound, furiously. The other is that the consequence of such deliberations can be, at best, only part of the treatment of the philosophical problem, and that what remains cannot be thought, but must instead be lived.  
In other words, there is room to think that living in a certain way can help us approach in good faith the bad-faith unavoidable in the consideration of our own death and dying—that is, a way to respond honestly to the host of emotions, confusions, and (possibly) actions accompanying our stupor in the face of that problem; namely by trying, in one’s life, to establish a legacy, conscious of the tempting but nonsensical prospect that doing so might constitute some kind of immortality. To rephrase the bit of Heidegger offered above, to render ourselves—through living in such a way as to impact some condition of the world that will persist after our death: say fighting against cataclysmic global climate change, for a more even distribution of international wealth, to influence the machinery of the state in which you (and others, to be sure) live, etc.; in short, living politically while alive—“beings-toward(-the)-life(-of-others).” What’s more, this sort of living can be done even whilst we are conscious of our impending extinguishment (and, as such should not be confused with the sort of carefree indifference about death many associate with adolescence, nihilism, or (wrongly) existentialism).  
In tandem with the “over-intellectualised” examination carried out in the greater three-quarters of this essay, this “being-toward-life” also serves to deflate much of the existential angst about nothingness against which indefinitely prolonged torment can be seen as a desirable eventuality (see * above), and it makes a further contribution to the discussion of the fear of what comes after death.  Recall my claim that such thought, prompted out of a devotion to some (usually) religiously based life-after-death scenario, could “serve a positive psychic purpose even when it appears at its least attractive and hardest to swallow.”  Is this positive psychic effect caused by either 1) simply the notion that our consciousness (our “being”) will persist after death, whether in suffering or bliss
, or 2) the more complex notion of an ethereal reward for life lived a certain way on earth?  As is clear, both options necessitate the persistence of consciousness, which (as discussed above) is the very possibility which gives rise to the threat that perpetual torment might, on second thoughts, be worse than everlastingness.  (This is, of course, is the “circular impasse” referred to above.)  By contrast, a political or social commitment—say to altering their terms by which a society will discuss, after your death, something, e.g. the existence of non-human animals, or people of differing races or creeds, etc.—leaving an impact on the world after death allows for some persistence, just not of consciousness.  And while, certainly, this possibility does not assuage many of the terrors rising out of the threat of non-existence—for in large part it is just the non-existence itself which is terrifying, as opposed to the thought that, without existence, we can do nothing to affect the perception of us by others, etc.—it certainly does help to both mollify some of the visceral panic about the status and value of our existences (especially when that panic is raised by the realization of a life less than perfectly-lived) and (consequently) make the “cold-intellectualising” of the problem itself less artificial.
The riddle of death—and dying—will surely continue to be central to our being, no matter how it twists and swerves with the times, and with new technologies.  What I have given here is a reason for believing that it is a riddle without a solution.  The most we can hope for—though perhaps it would be quite enough—is for our lives to turn us away from the dialectical paradox that, as we have seen, results from it and toward a dissolution of its power over us.  This power for psychic harm—also, perhaps, for enlightenment—may thus become less central, less.  And one may then live, more, by living for others, including others who will come afterward, along the lines that I have just indicated.

There is no road back from anticipation of one’s own dissolution.  Sadly and ironically, not even a piece of writing such as this, (even) if it is on target, can possibly hope to be even a signpost down such a road, just because it (this essay) implies that there is no such road, no solution to the riddle, and because the kind of thinking it requires and encourages is itself caught up in the riddle, in the impasse.  The dissolution of the riddle of one’s own dissolution cannot be accomplished by oneself, nor by others.  It can only non-reflectively, gradually, possibly, happen.  Possibly; before one dies.  

   But it can be influenced, by how one chooses to live.
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� This is the sense in which some existentialists, like Albert Camus (see particularly The Myth of Sisyphyus and other essays (New York: Vintage International, 1991)), believe existence, understood in its paramountcy as consciousness of one’s existence, trumps even perpetual torment:


    “It is during [the return of Sisyphus’ rock from near the summit of a mountain to the top of which he as been condemned to forever roll it], that pause, that Sisyphus interests me…That hour, like a breathing-space which returns as surely as his suffering, that is the hour of consciousness.  At each of these moments when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks toward the lairs of the gods, he is superior to his fate.  He is stronger than his rock. (119)”





