CAN DEATH BE A HARM TO THE PERSON WHO DIES?

Philosophy and Medicine
VOLUME73
Founding Co-Editor
Stuart F. Spicker

Editor
H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr., Department of Philosophy, Rice University, and
Baylor College of Medicine, Houston, Texas

Associate Editor
Kevin Wm. Wildes, S.J., Department of Philosophy and Kennedy Institute of
Ethics, Georgetown University, Washington, D.C.

Editorial Board
George J. Agieh, Department of Bioethics, The Cleveland Clinic Foundation,
Cleveland, Ohio
Nieholas Capaldi, Department of Philosophy, University ofTulsa, Tulsa,
Oklahoma
Edmund Erde, University of Medicine and Dentistry ofNew Jersey, Stratford,
NewJersey
Erie T. Juengst, Center for Biomedical Ethics, Case Western Reserve
University, Cleveland, Ohio
Christopher Tollefsen, Department of Philosophy, University of South
Carolina, Columbia, South Carolina
Beeky White, Department of Philosophy, California State University, Chico,
California

The titZes published in this series are listed at the end oi this volurne

CANDEATHBE
AHARMTOTHE
PERSON WHO DIES?

by

JACKLI
Fooyin Institute ofTechnology, Taiwan

Springer-Science+Business Media, B.Y.

A C.I.P. Catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-90-481-5973-4
ISBN 978-94-015-9868-2 (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-94-015-9868-2

Printed on acid-Jree paper

All Rights Reserved
© 2002 Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht
Originaily published by Kluwer Academic Publishers in 2002.
Softcover reprint ofthe hardcover 1st edition 2002
No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming,
recording or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher,
with the exception of any material supplied specifically for the purpose of
being entered and executed on a computer system, for exclusive use
by the purchaser of the work.

Für my wife
Tsui-Chu

CONTENTS
Preface

ix

Introduction
1. The Epicurean Argument

I1

1.1 Explication ofthe Epicurean Argument

II

1.2 A Critique ofthe Epicurean Argument

19

2. The Desire-thwarting Theory

33

2.1 Explication of the Desire-thwarting Theory

33

2.2 Shortcomings ofthe Desire-thwarting Theory

37

3. The Deprivation Theory

43

3.1 Explication of the Depri vation Theory

43

3.2 A Critique ofthe Deprivation Theory

48

4. The Interest-Impairment Theory

67

4.1 lnterests and Harms

67

4.2 The Harms ofthe Death Event and Premature Death

74

4.3 Posthumous Harms and the Missing Subject Problem

82

4.4 The Timing of the Harm of Death

88

5. The Lucretian Symmetry Argument

99

5.1 Explication ofthe Lucretian Symmetry Argument

99

5.2 The Failure ofthe Lucretian Symmetry Argument

101

5.3 FearofDeath

124

Conclusion

131

Notes

139

Bibliography

179

Index

191

PREFACE
lt is with great pleasure that I write this preface for Or Li's book, wh ich
addresses the venerable and vexing issues surrounding the problem of whether
death can be a harm to the person who dies. This problem is an ancient one
which was raised long ago by the early Greek philosopher Epicurus, who
notoriously argued that death is at no time a harm to its 'victim' because before
death there is no harrn and after death there is no victim.
Epicurus's conclusion is conspicuously at odds with our prereflectiveand in most cases our post-reflective-intuitions, and numerous strategies
have therefore been proposed to refute or avoid the Epicurean conclusion that
death cannot be an evil after all. How then are we to account for our intuition
that death is not just an evil, but perhaps the worst evil: that may befall us?
This is the key issue that Or Li addresses.
Or Li's book explores various alternative approaches to the complex and
difficult issues surrounding Epicurus's notorious argument and provides a
defence ofthe intuitively plausible conclusion that death can indeed be a harm
to the person who dies. This challenge to Epicurus's claim that death is never
a harm to the person who dies is developed by way of a detailed exploration
of the issues raised not only by Epicurus, but also by his many successors,
who have responded variously to the challenging issues which Epicurus raised.
Or Li's book is a valuable contribution to, and continuation of, a debate which
has stimulated philosophical reflection for millennia.
On a personal note I have known Or Li for many years and have worked
closely with hirn on these problems, which he first addressed as a
postgraduate research student in philosophy at the University of Queensland
where he successfully completed his PhO under my supervision. I have high
regard for the quality of Or Li's philosophical abilities and achievements and
it is therefore with great pleasure that I welcome the publication of this book
to disseminate his arguments more widely to the global community of
philosophical scholars.

William Grey, PhO (Cambridge)
Associate Professor of Philosophy
University of Queensland

