
  American Philosophical Association is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Proceedings and 
Addresses of the American Philosophical Association.

http://www.jstor.org

Old Age 
Author(s): Mary Mothersill 
Source:  Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association, Vol. 73, No. 2 (Nov

 ., 1999), pp. 7+9-23
Published by:  American Philosophical Association
Stable URL:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/3131085
Accessed: 19-01-2016 21:07 UTC

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at http://www.jstor.org/page/
 info/about/policies/terms.jsp

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content 
in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. 
For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

This content downloaded from 150.212.238.53 on Tue, 19 Jan 2016 21:07:25 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org
http://www.jstor.org/publisher/amphilosophical
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3131085
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESSES OF THE 
AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL ASSOCIATION 
1998-99 

MARY MOTHERSILL 
Old Age 

TYLER BURGE 
A Century of Deflation and a Moment About Self- 
Knowledge 

ELLIOTT SOBER 

Testability 

This content downloaded from 150.212.238.53 on Tue, 19 Jan 2016 21:07:25 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


OLD AGE 
Mary Mothersill, Columbia University 

Given as Presidential Address to the Eastern Division of the American 
Philosophical Association in Washington D.C., December 1998. 

Old age is a topic that philosophers by and large have ignored. My aim 
in the following pages is to persuade you that this oversight is unfortu- 
nate, that old age, spanning, as it does, the concepts of life and death 
raises issues of great philosophical interest. In Section I which follows 
I argue that death, about which philosophers have written a great deal, 
is an unrewarding, virtually sterile concept. There is nothing to be said: 
talk of death, though it may have poetic power, is embarrassingly trivial 
and ends, sooner rather than later, in a blind alley, in a dead end. I go 
on to show why an analysis of old age is not equally otiose. 

In Section II, I review some of the facts about old age that make it a 
pressing and increasingly severe sociopolitical problem. The data will 
be familiar to you: they figure in the news, in op-ed pieces, and in tele- 
vision talk shows. There is good reason for concern; Americans are 
concerned, but, perhaps because of a deep ambivalence about old age, 
are unwilling to support obvious remedial measures that have been 
adopted elsewhere. The science of gerontology issues bulletins ad- 
dressed not to the specialist but to the lay reader, and stresses the in- 
terdisciplinary and multicultural character of the problem. I show what 
bad consequences flow from the gerontologists' neglect of philosophy. 

Section III begins with a sketch of one of the philosophical prob- 
lems generated by concerns about aging. How is temporality related to 
value? Is longevity, other things being equal, a positive good? More 
generally, is sheer longlastingness ever a feature to be admired? I go on 
to observe that whereas speculations about death are for a priori rea- 
sons vacuous, human attitudes toward death are open to investigation. 
(Some of them were explored in Section I). Physical danger, medical 
emergencies, hypochondria, and, in particular, episodic awareness of 
old age bring such attitudes into the forefront of consciousness. Then 
two interlocking issues invite our attention: each of us should consider 
(either in advance or in the midst of things) how to deal with the vicis- 
situdes of old age. Since thinking about old age is likely to comprise 

? 1999 APA. Proceedings and Addresses ofthe APA, 73:2. ISSN 0065-972X pp. 9-23 
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prospective thoughts about one's own dying, we need to ask whether 
it is possible to speak here of a rational attitude. In Section I my claim 
was that because the concept of death is anomalous, every recom- 
mended stance is based on reasons that are both arbitrary and dogmatic. 
I now reverse myself, hoping that my second thoughts are better than 
my first. I defend a thesis formulated by Epicurus who urges a devalua- 
tion of death on the grounds that "as long as we exist, death is not with 
us and when death comes, we do not exist." Many philosophers today 
reject this argument as being unacceptably frivolous. Finally I consider 
whether history offers examples of philosophers whose demeanor in 
the face of old age and death provides us with models worthy of imitation. 

I 
All men are mortal, and all men know that all men are mortal. Pretended 
denials are question-begging (or would be if there were a question.) A 
topic that seems to invite reflection-but philosophers, theologians, 
indeed all of those who feel themselves entitled to offer advice, present 
diverse and often conflicting views. Opinion is divided even on the 
question of whether it is desirable to dwell on thoughts of one's own 
mortality. Those who think it is foresee beneficial consequences-a 
change or a confirmation of attitudes deemed appropriate for an agent 
who has some control over what she does and a concern for the sum- 
mum bonum. What such attitudes are thought to be depends on what 
is taken to be the highest good, and here there are differences. New 
England gravestones bear the legend, Memento Mori-the idea being 
that thinking of your own death will remind you of the Last Judgment 
and of the possibility that you will wind up in the wrong queue, in line 
not for eternal bliss but for hell. Principled hedonists also recommend 
concern for life's brevity. Thinking of death will motivate us to gather 
rosebuds while we may, eat, drink, be merry, and so forth. What the 
eschatologist and the hedonist share is a worry about wasting time. Justi- 
fying one's claim to salvation is a project; so is gathering rosebuds. Projects 
require planning and take time. So don't dawdle; the night is coming. 

On the other side are those who hold that to dwell on the finitude 
of your life is in itself to waste whatever time you have left. Worrying 
about what you must do to be saved is not a virtue; attempts to seize 
the day on the grounds that it may be your last day induce anxiety; the 
earnest pursuit of enjoyment ends in boredom. In either case, there is 
little to be said for concentrating on thoughts of your own mortality. In 
fact, such thoughts should be avoided. The free man, according to 
Spinoza, thinks of nothing less than of death. He will be off studying 
physics or learning by other means to appreciate his life as an integral 
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part of a total law-governed system. Thinking about death just makes 
you weak and passive and miserable. 

What, as philosophers, are we to make of this array? There isn't 
much to go on. We don't know how many people draw sustenance from 
the prospect of having to meet their maker in the Last Days. We don't 
know the ratio of happy hedonists to the disgruntled. We don't even 
know what people who say they believe in posthumous rewards and 
punishments mean when they talk in this vein. Literary sources sug- 
gest that prefigurations of hell are more vivid and detailed than those 
of heaven and also that authors who dwell on the details typically do 
not believe their own destiny to be in doubt. Dante's sadistic and re- 
pellent images are not entertained as possibilities for the tourist-poet 
himself-he pretends to be horrified-what they do is dramatize Dante's 
fantasies of punishing his fellow citizens perceived as enemies, hence 
as evil. 

Existentialist thinkers who believe neither in the summum bonum 
nor in survival sometimes make much of near-death experiences which 
are said to sharpen perceptions of value or to induce episodes of total 
recall. (I remember a cartoon in which a drowning man being dragged 
from the surf says to his rescuer "My whole life passed before my eyes, 
except for the bit where I took swimming lessons.") The evidence that 
such revelatory experiences actually occur is entirely anecdotal. Speak- 
ing for myself, although I have had some close shaves-mostly involv- 
ing motor vehicles-they have not yielded any epiphanies. 

What we do know is that most people most of the time are strongly 
averse to dying and go to great lengths to postpone it. Is such a stance 
reasonable? Fear and aversion are rooted in beliefs about what is harm- 
ful or dangerous. But how should I rank my own death? Is it the worst 
thing that could happen to me? People often talk as if it were not. But 
then where does it stand in relation to such admittedly bad things as 
physical pain, dishonor, loneliness, neurotic misery? Such states are 
feared or avoided because they are familiar and known to be bad. 
Doesn't it sometimes seem as though the badness of death is grounded 
in the fact that it is feared, rather than the other way around? That 
would make it a real anomaly-and so, of course, it is. An argument 
requires some true generalization-a major premise-or at least some 
plausible analogy, and there seems to be none of either. That would 
account for the generally feeble reasoning that philosophers present to 
us. Think of Socrates assuring us that if death means loss of conscious- 
ness, a dreamless sleep, then death is no more to be feared than what 
we look forward to every night at bedtime. Even the dimmest wit could 
notice that there is one big difference. Wittgenstein had it right when 
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he remarked that a person's death is not an event in his life, since events 
of his life are lived through. So deliberation quickly reaches an impasse. 
The difficulty is epistemological: value, positive or negative, ascribed 
to an event depends in part on its sequel, known or plausibly inferred. 
If there is no such sequel, if all we have to go on is the unanalyzed fan- 
tasies of those who claim to believe in postmortem experience, then 
we are at a loss. Hamlet's words are apt: death is "the undiscovered 
country from whose bourne no traveler returns." (Self-proclaimed rev- 
enants turn out to be either those who have survived a coma or mere 
table-rapping frauds.) 

Reflections such as the foregoing made me think that as a topic for 
investigation, old age was more promising than death For one thing, it 
opens the possibility of confirmation and disconfirmation, and it does 
have analogues. Say I plan a motor trip that will take me across the 
Mojave desert in mid-August and you warn me that its going to be very 
hot there. I form some hypothesis about what it will actually be like. 
(Perhaps the term "hypothesis" is misapplied to what is not [or need 
not be] verbal.) Still, what I imagine will or will not be realized in the 
event. I may come to be in a position where I can say, "Yes, its hot, but 
it isn't all that bad" or alternatively, "She said it would be hot, but didn't 
say that it would be totally unbearable." 

Human ages and conditions invite topographical metaphors. A 
planned trip across the Mojave desert may never be carried out. Many 
of those who dread old age die before they get there. But some of us 
arrive, and we can, if so disposed, issue bulletins and send reports. I 
am an old person although not a member of a recently constituted 
group, the old old. (You have to be at least eighty-three to be included.) 
How do things look from here? 

Two sorts of issues are salient. One is practical and pressing; it has 
to do with the allocation of social resources. The other is philosophical 
and personal. You hear about the first every day; all I can offer here is a 
summary. 

II 

I and my contemporaries pose the following problem: there are too 
many of us. Our numbers are increasing exponentially. The population 
of the United States has tripled since 1900, but our group, the old, has 
increased elevenfold; there are now thirty-three million of us. Women 
live longer than men; whites live longer than blacks; rich people live 
longer than poor people; and these differences are increasing. You have 
heard these statistics before but perhaps you are not up-to-date on the 
centenarian census: in 1982 there were 32,000, today there are 61,000 
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and by the middle of the next century there will be 600,000 Ameri- 
cans who are at least 100 years old. As things now stand, four out of 
every five centenarians are women. Actual life-span limits during this 
period have hardly changed; 110 to 115 is about as old as any of us can 
expect to get. (George Bernard Shaw, when asked in his nineties for 
advice on this matter, said: "Do not attempt to live forever. You will 
not succeed.") 

We, the oldies, are very expensive. We do not pull our weight. We 
are mostly unemployed and assumed by those whose opinions count 
to be unemployable. We are unproductive. Some of us live off pensions 
and annuities; others (not everybody) have social security which, as 
we are reminded daily, is running out of funds. We have a dispropor- 
tionate number of medical problems, many chronic and severe. Some 
of us need part-time caregivers; some need round-the-clock institutional 
care. Who is responsible for us? Who is supposed to provide for our 
housing and pay our medical bills? Who is to keep us from dying of 
boredom? Our children? But what if we have no children or if our chil- 
dren are supporting their children and finding it hard to make ends 
meet? Should wage-earning taxpayers foot the bill? Why should they 
get stuck with having to subsidize us? 

Public opinion, so it would appear, holds that our children should 
do what they can; beyond that, the problem is one for government- 
federal, state or municipal. That seems reasonable enough, and one 
would think that the problems are not intractable. Indeed there are 
many compatible options. We could, for example, raise taxes; we could 
require people to work five or ten years longer before retirement; we 
could tighten the Age Discrimination in Employment Act. We could 
follow a Japanese example that seems to work pretty well: you give 
subsidies to employers who hire older workers on flexible, reduced 
schedules which provide a smooth transition from full employment to 
full retirement. We could enact a reasonable national health insurance 
bill. So why not get on with it? The obstacles are political and grounded 
in deeply rooted, often unacknowledged convictions. Americans worry 
about what to do with us, but for one reason or another, they do not 
like any of the obvious remedial measures. (I saw a good bumpersticker 
last month; it read "Cut Taxes, not Medicare.") 

When I was an undergraduate and cultural relativism was the re- 
ceived view among social scientists, our more thoughtful professors 
used to warn us not to assume that there are no transcultural values. 
With numbing regularity they would tell us that the Eskimos killed off 
their aged parents by putting them out to sea on ice floes, but that this 
practice didn't signal any lack of love or respect. On the contrary, given 
their belief system, endorsed, indeed promulgated by the parents, the 
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tradition, so it was said, was not only practical but benevolent. I don't 
know whether the story is true. (I do know that in referring to the Inuit 
people, "Eskimos" is no longer acceptable.) But I used to imagine the 
pitch being made to the parents, "You and dad always enjoyed going 
on trips and won't it be nice to get out of this smoky, overcrowded ig- 
loo?" Echoes of rhetoric about the fun of moving from an apartment to 
a managed care unit! 

What do we, the certifiably old, contribute? Not as much as we 
might. As our numbers increase, so does our voting power. Why not 
take matters into our own hands? Some effort is made: the American 
Association for Retired Persons is a powerful lobby, but one with an 
illiberal and narrow focus. It addresses the interests of old people who 
are well provided for, worried about the maintenance of their sport 
utility vehicles, and more concerned about their Florida vacations than 
about the burdens imposed on their less-affluent contemporaries. Those 
of us who are comparatively rich are just beginning to exercise our 
purchasing power. In anticipation, manufacturers experiment with 
user-friendly modifications. In automotive design, for example, we are 
offered swivel-out seats, extra-large dashboards and controls, ignition 
keys that are easier for arthritic hands to turn. But such benign changes 
have to be inconspicuous and discreetly advertised lest customers feel 
offended. What sells cars, it appears, is the promise of youth, virility, 
excitement, adventure; any hint that such values are not paramount 
for everyone will encounter resistance from the sales department. Or 
consider the advertising budgets called for in campaigns to market pain- 
killers, remedies for heartburn, constipation, diarrhea, loose dentures, 
incontinence. Note that the ads rarely feature us, the oldies-the tar- 
get-either as sufferers or as happily restored to health. We do not like 
the way we look. We do not like to see ourselves depicted. 

I fault the feminists for having paid insufficient attention to the 
fact that the pressing problems of old age are predominantly women's 
problems. Not only are there more of us-hence more who require 
care-but the caregivers themselves, family members or professionals, 
are overwhelmingly women. A mother of two, a daughter and a son, 
falls ill at the age of ninety. Which child will look after her? The daugh- 
ter, we assume (especially if she is single or widowed). In nursing 
homes, according to The New York Times, the day-to-day chores-wak- 
ing, toileting, bathing, dressing, feeding, bedding down-hard work and 
hazardous-are done by nurses' aids, over 90 percent of whom are 
women, of whom 30 percent are black, Hispanic, or Asian. By the most 
recent account, their mean income was $9000. Not much training is 
required. Seventy-five hours on the job will qualify you. Many work- 
ers get no medical benefits. Ohio does not even ask whether candidates 
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are able to read and write. Not surprisingly, there is a big turnover and 
it is hard to find replacements. Nor is it surprising that those of us who 
need round-the-clock care are unenthusiastic about the prospect of a 
nursing home. Because of stricter reimbursement requirements, fed- 
eral support for long-term care is likely to fall this year by 20 percent. 

What help can we expect from the science of gerontology? In my 
survey, admittedly somewhat cursory, of the literature, I distinguish 
the old from the new. The old has nineteenth-century roots; the new 
has come to the fore in the past twenty years. Both focus on afflictions 
associated with old age, especially the psychological components, and 
both find depression and lassitude typical responses to our physical ail- 
ments. What are these ailments? Aside from accidents-the falls that 
cause our osteoporotic bones to fracture-we are especially susceptible 
to cancer, heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, arthritis, and respira- 
tory, kidney and bladder infections. Our sensory powers are on the 
wane: loss of vision and hearing, inability to discriminate among smells 
and textures, for example. We suffer impaired cognitive functions- 
loss of memory, deterioration of problem-solving ability. Not all of us 
will be Alzheimer's victims, but predictably all of us will suffer some 
form, mild or severe, of senile dementia. Palliative measures are avail- 
able but in general, progressive worsening of all of these conditions is 
to be expected. Gloomy prognosis! Perhaps I am overreacting, but at 
times I seem to detect a certain gloating tone in the old gerontology. 
Here, for example, is a passage from a 1966 study designed for the gen- 
eral reader: 

Gradually the older person's life becomes separated from the lives 
of other people; he becomes less functionally associated with 
them; he is less emotionally involved and becomes more ab- 
sorbed in his own problems and circumstances. Since physical 
and psychological resources are reduced as old age advances, it 
is not surprising that he often becomes more self-centered and 
difficult to reason with. 

And later: 
An older person who is inactive and isolated is likely to be bored 
and irritated but this state of mind may pass as he becomes more 
passive, apathetic and inert. Stagnation may lead to further falls 
in alertness and interest and to a loss of mental and physical skills 
through disuse.' 

Small wonder that we, the hapless oldies, are depressed! Why do 
we bother getting out of bed? The gerontologists would say, I suppose, 
that all they are doing is reporting the facts. What they might have added 
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is that, although possible, it is unlikely that all our foreseeable catas- 
trophes will occur simultaneously. 

The new gerontology is well represented in a recently published 
set of essays, SuccessfulAging.2 Sixteen authors, all affiliated with no- 
tably distinguished institutions, present their views, which must have 
been settled on by vote since they appear to be indistinguishable one 
from another. The study was funded by the MacArthur Foundation, 
whose financial commitment, we are told, "provided over ten million 
dollars in support." (That must have done something to ward off senes- 
cent depression.) The editors, Rowe and Kahn, who helpfully supply 
us with their own respective birth dates, tell us that their aim was to 
"emphasize the positive aspects of aging which have been terribly over- 
looked." "We were trying," they say, "to pinpoint the many factors that 
conspire to put one octogenarian on cross-country skis and another in 
a wheelchair." 

Successful Aging presents the views of neuropsychologists, cell 
biologists, sociologists, but not of philosophers-which seems odd, 
given the current interest in bioethics. A pity in a way, since many of 
the generalities in which the experts concur could do with the kind of 
clarification that a philosopher might have provided. For example, more 
than half of the essays make the following two points: old age is not a 
disease and old age is not to be thought of as a process of gradual dying. 
Maybe not, but in none of the essays is there even a hint of what is 
required for something to count as "a disease." If, as many of the au- 
thors claim, there are pathogenic conditions that are "intrinsic to ag- 
ing"--arteriosclerosis is an example-then why doesn't old age itself 
count as a disease or as a complex of diseases? Again, given that the 
capacities, physical and mental, whose decline is terminated only by 
death, begin in the teens and early twenties (some, I seem to remem- 
ber, even earlier), why is it a mistake to think of aging as a continuous, life- 
long process that approaches death as a limit? And isn't there, when 
you come to think of it, something redundant in the expression "success- 
ful aging"? Given the alternative, then as long as I keep chugging along, 
getting older and older and older, I'm ahead of the game, am I not? 

We know, however, what the MacArthur experts have in mind: 
they want to introduce us to a strategy for getting older without the 
nasty side effects-the wrinkles, incontinence, aches, pains and so forth. 
This wish has a long tradition, call it the Ponce de Leon fantasy: to be 
young forever, you must drink from a secret magical spring. But of 
course the SuccessfulAging folk are not fantasists but sober scientists. 
Their book is informative and worth reading, but since it is also rather 
expensive, I will summarize their message for you. In order, as the au- 
thors put it, "to reverse the aging process," you must take vitamins, 
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stop smoking cigarettes, and cut down on your drinking (which may 
lead to obesity and liver damage). That's about it-except for one 
strongly worded piece of advice: you must set yourself a rigorous daily 
schedule of physical exercise-not just leisurely walks but programmed 
aerobic workouts. Resistance-training and weight-lifting are particu- 
larly beneficial. Even if you are among the old old, even if you have 
been a lifelong couch potato, an hour or two a day in a gym with a trainer 
brings substantial benefits. As an example, we have Anne, aged sev- 
enty-four, who despite thirty years of painful osteoarthritis, has set 
herself a schedule. Three times a week she swims a mile (fifty minutes). 
On nonswimming days, she rides a recumbent bicycle (forty minutes). 
On cycling days she also does weight lifts, leg presses and lateral pull- 
downs. She works on all twelve machines in her gym, setting the weight 
as high as ten pounds for some exercises. She does yoga for one hour a 
week, followed by stretching, balancing, breathing, and relaxation ex- 
ercises. In her own words, 

"If I don't do it, I feel crabby, logy, not myself. My feeling is that 
if I don't exercise, I might be in a wheelchair." 

Hats off to Anne! Notice, though, that in addition to self-discipline 
and stamina, she must have a good deal of spare time and a good deal of 
money. For the nurse's aid with her bedpan routine and her minimum 
wage, Anne is not an appropriate role model. 

Despite its jaunty upbeat tone, the new gerontology is a bit of a 
disappointment. While it does not, like its predecessor, emphasize the 
inevitability and irreversibility of decay, it does put us oldies on the 
spot. If we neglect our weight lifting and cardiofitness sessions, then 
whatever diseases or disabilities ensue are nobody's fault but our own. 
My arthritic pain, my lassitude and depression are not to be ascribed to 
old age: they are signals of moral weakness. True enough for some of 
us, but what do you say to the eighty-year-old who does not aspire to 
cross-country skiing and would count himself lucky to be able to man- 
age a wheel chair? What counts as good advice in one context, in an- 
other emerges as callous bullying. 

I should perhaps say (speaking here for myself) that, as a philoso- 
pher, an old person, and a woman, I am part of the general social prob- 
lem, but am in no way distinctively disadvantaged. On the contrary, I 
can live comfortably on my TIAA-CREF annuity, enjoy reasonably good 
health, and like having time to fiddle around with my longstanding 
philosophical obsessions. Being emeritus does, of course, have its down 
side-falling off of graduate students looking for a dissertation director 
(who wants to work with someone who doesn't have the clout to hustle 
the job market on your behalf?), allotment of office space and secretarial 
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help, a slight but noticeable lack of interest on the part of some junior 
colleagues-but these are manifestations less of ageism than of the even- 
handed and unattractive ethos of the academic world. When I was 
young but unemployed or between jobs, I was aware of being the ob- 
ject of mild contempt, and had exactly the same grounds for complaint 
that I have now. 

It does seem clear to me that even a superficial survey of the prac- 
tical and political problems associated with old age suggests ambiva- 
lence and emotional conflict. We can't decide how to treat the old 
people in our midst, old people whose numbers are increasing and 
whose demands are increasingly onerous. We do not know how to feel 
about a future that we anticipate and that most of us hope for. How do 
you prepare for eventualities when prediction is, at best, based on sta- 
tistics? It may be that there is no general answer. On the other hand, if 
the central question of ethics is, as Socrates claimed, "How shall we 
live our lives?"then it makes sense to ask how we should navigate the 
troubled waters of old age. 

III 

A number of specifically philosophical issues are suggested when we 
reflect on old age. Here is an example: does value, positive or negative, 
attach to longevity as such? In our culture people believe that it is bad 
to be old, but is the badness supposed to be intrinsic to old age? Those 
who try, from whatever motives, to cheer us up are fond of remarking 
that in other milieus-preindustrial China, for example, to be old is in 
itself to be venerated and cherished. Let us distinguish the negative 
from the positive view. Consider possible analogies. Physical pain is 
thought to be bad in itself, other things being equal; physical pleasure 
is thought to be good in itself, other things being equal. Is old age a 
plausible candidate for comparable evaluations? Probably not. If you 
ask those who hold either view, they will cite pros or cons alleged to 
be in some sense entailed by old age. The old are to be venerated as 
repositories of ancient lore, or the old are to be pitied (or shunned) as 
having lost capacities valued by themselves and others. Such claims, 
even if true, would not justify the relevant attitudes, and, as they stand, 
they are at best dogmatic generalizations. Not all of us are pitiful wrecks, 
and those of us inclined to share our memories of olden times are, of- 
ten as not, sententious bores. Are there any exceptions-any features 
that are clear advantages (or disadvantages) and are firmly linked with 
old age? Nothing comes to mind. 

An evangelical self-help prophet of the twenties, Dr. Coue by name, 
instructed his disciples to repeat the following mantra: "Every day in 
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every way I am getting better and better." No doubt some people be- 
lieve this, but might there be a reason to think it generally true? Some 
talents and achievements are subject to age constraints; there are dif- 
ferent profiles. I tell students dithering about what career to choose 
that a number of paths are closed to them. They cannot now decide to 
become concert violinists or worldclass baseball players, simply because 
they are too old. A familiar convention in mediaeval literature is the 
projection of human life as a bell curve-infancy, prime, and old age. 
(See, for example, "All the world's a stage.") Relativized to different 
careers or to different commodities, the sequence is plausible, but the 
curve will vary. For best results, a fish should be cooked as soon as it's 
caught, corn on the cob as soon as it is picked. Wine gets better with 
age but only up to a point (so I am told), after which it deteriorates. Is 
there anything that justifies Dr. Coue's motto-anything that gets un- 
conditionally better the older it gets? I don't think so. Records can be 
set. (Think of that lady in Paris who died at the age of one hundred and 
twenty, far outliving the man to whom in a shrewd manoeuver she had 
promised to leave her apartment.) Having lived longer than anyone else 
may make you an object of interest but is unlike showing that you can, 
for example, run faster than Roger Bannister. It is not counted as a sig- 
nal achievement. (Besides, while record breakers may set inspiring 
examples, they do not give us the generalizations required.) 

Some (rather vague) emotion may be elicited just by sheer oldness. 
Is the emotion wonder? Apart from their size, what makes the Califor- 
nia redwoods impressive is the realization that they have been there, 
doing whatever trees do, since the time of Jesus. I have never seen a 
Galapagos turtle but like to think of a creature that outlasts dynasties. 
Trilobites, even when fossilized, seem to merit a certain respect. Or 
consider the starry heavens above. Kant thought the spectacle sublime, 
and emblematic of the moral law within-to my mind, a strained asso- 
ciation. Nonetheless, the stars are very old, but they are also very large 
and very far away. Even our own minor galaxy occupies a vast amount 
of space. It occurs to me that the quasiaesthetic emotion I feel has to do 
not just with extra-long time spans but with the frustrating effort to 
grasp any kind of great quantitative magnitude-another and more plau- 
sible Kantian explication of the sublime. (George Boolos used to say 
that what attracted him to set theory was that it gives you the opportu- 
nity to deal with very, very large numbers.) 

But to get back to the human scale. Experience and intuition sug- 
gest that true goods and ills are related only contingently to age. A dull- 
witted or malevolent fifty-year-old is unlikely to improve with time. 
Nothing that lacks value (so it seems) can confer value, and I can see nothing 
intrinsically good or bad about longevity or other sorts of preternatural 
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lastingness. (Aristotle, in his criticism of the Theory of Forms, observes 
that the Good as such is not better for being eternal any more than what 
is white forever or for a long time is whiter than what is white just for 
today.) Doesn't this apply to the afflictions associated with old age? Dia- 
betes and arthritis are diseases that may have an early onset. A ten- 
year-old may suffer as much as an eighty year old. Is there any reason 
to think that the pain and the restrictions are a heavier burden for the 
child than for the old person? A doctor will say to the latter, "You have 
to expect such things," an irritating remark that does not alleviate mis- 
ery; it makes things worse. 

There may be ills that are peculiar to old age. Assume that there 
are, and, further, that every stage of life is bound to suffer some dis- 
tinctive malady. All adolescents have acne; the middle-aged have heart- 
burn and insomnia. All find their afflictions depressing. ("Who could 
ever love anyone disfigured by pimples?" or "How can I face my part- 
ners after a sleepless night?") Pain is bad whenever it occurs, and it 
will be small consolation to know that all your contemporaries have 
the same cross to bear. 

Cicero makes a point which seems obvious in a way but had never 
occurred to me. He grants that the afflictions and disabilities associ- 
ated with old age are bad for us whenever they occur, but goes on to 
say that for an old person the onset of pain triggers the thought, "I am 
soon going to die. This is the beginning of the end." ( I suppose the 
same holds for persons of any age who suffer a terminal illness and also 
for the hypochondriacs.) If Cicero is right, then what exacerbates the 
plight of the elderly is that every assault or bodily failing foreshadows 
death. This bears on my current project: part of the point of trying to 
understand old age was the hope that one could thereby avoid the ster- 
ile philosophical controversies that swirl around the concept of death. 
But if the only distinctive feature of old age is that, for the subject, it 
presages death, then I have to face the question of whether death is 
bad and if so, why. 

I have always been attracted by the argument proposed by Epicurus: 
Death is nothing to us since as long as we exist, death is not with 
us and when death comes, we do not exist. 

Most of the philosophers that I know dismiss this claim and find 
my defense smart-alecky, sophistic and shallow. In 1970 at an APA sym- 
posium, I commented on a paper by Thomas Nagel who explicitly re- 
pudiated Epicurus in favor of the view that death is always a misfortune 
for the one who dies. Nagel thought it a mistake to suppose that a mis- 
fortune for S, the subject, must be something that S experiences as pain- 
ful or unwelcome. Nagel argued (correctly) that it is not true that what 
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you don't know won't hurt you. If people make fun of me behind my 
back or betray my secrets, this harms me, even if I never find out. 
Nagel's view was that a person's life is not, as he put it, just a sequence 
of categorical states but includes whatever is possible for him at one 
time or another. I didn't understand this point and still don't (perhaps 
because my grasp of modalities is weak.) Nor do I know whether Nagel 
still holds this view. I had assumed that Epicurus was making a straight- 
forward logical point: there can be no moment at which it is true both 
that something-or-other is a misfortune for MM and that MM does not 
exist. (Maybe it all turns on how you construe the phrase "misfortune 
for S.") As for Nagel's "possibilities," isn't it plausible to say that, as far 
as I am concerned, my death precludes any further possibilities? 

There is one flaw in the Epicurean argument: the conclusion, 
"death is nothing to us" is ambiguous. If it means that we shall have no 
postmortem regrets, then OK; but if it means that we have no reason to 
be averse to death, then it is simply false. A point that I (and many oth- 
ers) have made is that all of us, even the gloomiest, have intentions and 
plans for the future. I, for example, want to finish my book, visit India, 
and learn how to play all the Three Part Inventions. Anything that seems 
likely to promote such projects I welcome; eventualities that seem 
bound to lead to frustration I seek to forestall. The future may be un- 
certain but one thing is clear: what I want to do-what I want to have 
done by me is not going to get done if I die first. Hence, although, as far 
as I can tell, I do not fear death in any interesting sense, I am strongly 
averse to dying. I exercise prudence, cross on the green light, try to 
stick to my diet, and do some of the things that the MacArthur people 
think we should all be doing. 

A further point: I am no Greek scholar but if what Epicurus com- 
mends is not ataraxia (equanimity), a virtue, but apathea (lack of af- 
fect), a vice, then Epicurus is misled. Indifference about whether we 
live or die is not peace of mind but a symptom of that depression which 
the gerontologists think is characteristic of old age. Fear is sometimes 
adaptive, but in itself it is a disvalue. A rational person will take some 
trouble to avoid foreseeable threats and obstacles, but without being 
anxiety-ridden and fearful. 

When it comes to negotiating old age, can we, as philosophers, find 
any helpful models? Of course there is Socrates, as always, calm, tricky, 
inscrutable, but nonetheless to be admired. I was present at a banquet 
in honor of John Dewey's ninetieth birthday. A throng of notables- 
international celebrities, government bigwigs, labor leaders, education- 
alists, the clergy-together with sometime grade school teachers and 
earnest graduate students. Many, many speeches! In his response, 
Dewey, who looked pretty much the way he had looked all of his life, 
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began his remarks by saying that everyone had praised his moral char- 
acter but no one had discussed his philosophy, adding that for his part 
he valued his philosophy but did not give himself high marks for moral 
character. What he said about the speeches was true. Nehru, looking 
incredibly suave and distinguished, professed to have made it his prac- 
tice to read a chapter of Dewey's work every day. (Nobody believed 
him-at least I didn't.) But the old man himself was impressive. Or think 
of Bertrand Russell, who almost made it to the century mark: although 
he was emaciated and fragile in his television appearances, his eyes 
and his voice remained arresting. He had an aura of one illuminated, as 
one might put it, by God's own light of intelligence. 

My own favorite is David Hume. A truly great philosopher, distin- 
guished by the depth and profundity of his thought, Hume composed a 
brief essay, "My Own Life," three months before he died. He describes 
his ambitions, his working habits, his pain and disappointment in the 
public indifference with which his work was initially greeted. He notes 
without recrimination the violently hostile attacks by men of the cloth 
who hounded him relentlessly throughout his career. Speaking of his 
terminal illness, he writes: 

In the spring of 1775, I was struck with a disorder in my bowels, 
which at first gave me no alarm, but has since, as I apprehend it, 
become mortal and incurable. I now reckon upon a speedy dis- 
solution. I have suffered very little pain from my disorder; and 
what is more strange, have, not withstanding the great decline 
of my person, never suffered a moment's abatement of my spir- 
its: in so much, that were I to name the period of my life, which 
I should most choose to pass over again, I might be tempted to 
point to this latest period. I possess the same ardour in study, 
the same gaiety in company. I consider, besides, that a man of 
sixty-five, by dying, cuts off only a few years of infirmities, and 
though I see many symptoms of my literary reputation's break- 
ing out at last with additional lustre, I knew that I could have but 
few years to enjoy it. It is difficult to be more detached from life 
than I am at present. 
To conclude historically with my own character. I am, or rather 
was (for that is the style I must now use in speaking of myself, 
which emboldens me the more to speak my sentiments): I was, I 
say, a man of mild dispositions, of command of temper, of an 
open, social, and cheerful humour, capable of attachment but 
little susceptible of enmity, and of great moderation in all my pas- 
sions. Even my love of literary fame, my ruling passion, never 
soured my temper, notwithstanding my frequent disappoint- 
ments. My company was not unacceptable to the young and care- 
less, as well as to the studious and literary; and as I took a 
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particular pleasure in the company of modest women, I had no 
reason to be displeased by the reception I met with from them. 

Hume goes on to say that although exposed to "the rage of both 
civil and religious factions" he never needed his friends to vindicate 
his character or conduct. 

In conclusion he writes: 

I cannot say that there is no vanity in making this funeral oration 
of myself, but I hope it is not a misplaced one; and this is a mat- 
ter of fact which is easily cleared and ascertained.3 

A worthwhile exercise: to see whether there are characteristics 
common to Socrates, Dewey, Russell, and Hume that might account 
for their status as philosophers confronting old age and the prospect of 
death in a spirit and at a level to which we all should aspire. 

NOTES 

1. D. W. Bromley, The Psychology of Aging (Penguin) 1966, pp. 69 ff. 
2 Ed. John W. Rowe and Robert L. Kahn (New York: Pantheon Books, Random House, 
1998). 
3. David Hume, "My Own Life," in Essays: Moral, Political, and Literary, ed. Eugene F. 
Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1987) p. xxxi. 
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