Nothing to Be Frightened Of: Julian Barnes’ Meditation on Death

“Nothing to Be Frightened Of,” the title of Barnes’ book, is not supposed to bring comfort. On the contrary, it is meant as a warning against death: the nothingness which destroys any sense of security and welfare that man could otherwise enjoy,
 though at the same time, as the author also notes, it gives meaning to life.
 Barnes openly admits that he cannot get reconciled with the future final annihilation of his self. In his non-fictional meditation on death, the novelist considers various strategies people have developed in an attempt to make the thought of death bearable.
 

To begin with, there is the “face the pit strategy,” based on the conviction that facing the inevitable helps one remain calm, “As soon as you look it properly in the face, death is gentle to understand,” as Jules Renard suggests in his diary (qtd in Barnes 223, cf. 24, 41). The opposite strategy, death denial, pretending that death does not exist, is a strategy mentioned, though not recommended, by Michel de Montaigne (qtd in Barnes 40). The “worthwhile short-term worries” strategy (126) or diversions such as sports and social meetings (113) which temporarily help keep one’s mind off the subject of death
 might be viewed as a more escapist variant of the previous (death denial) strategy, being devoid of its undertone of challenge. The next three strategies focus on the concept of immortality: one perceives immortality as mere prolongation of life, whose standard will grow less and less satisfactory with advancing emotional indifference and decrepitude of old age (112-13, 173-74); another, “the tedium of eternity” strategy, aims to deprive eternity of its attraction by visualizing it in terms of endless boredom, under such circumstances death appears to be the lesser evil (193-95);
 the third, “the Argument from Unworthiness,” consists in the humble recognition that man does not deserve any afterlife, as suggested by Somerset Maugham.
 Marked by humility is also the “part of the great cycle of nature” strategy: the belief that what matters is man’s participation in the great spectacle of life rather than one’s individual existence, which must inevitably make place for others (111-12, 179-80). Mentioned in passing is the genetic survival, i.e. some kind of further existence one might enjoy in one’s off-spring (182-83, 35) as well as the quasi immortality of the artist (205, 225-26) or, more generally, one’s survival in the memory of other people (35, 218). There is also the common sense argument pointing out the irrationality of fearing the eternal darkness following one’s death when one does not mind the eternal darkness preceding one’s birth (115). Barnes treats all these ideas dismissively. He is likewise sceptical of the idea that if one lives one’s life well, to the full, one might not mind death quite as much (this solution might be deduced from Montaigne’s reflections, qtd in Barnes 42, cf. also 95, 185) or that the same effect might be achieved by losing, “thinning,” one’s self in advance, recognizing one’s insignificance (87).
 

 All the strategies enumerated so far prove ineffective for Barnes, in the absence of God, who alone –  if God were to exist – could rescue people from death. The list, however, is incomplete: there remain three more strategies, each deserving a more extensive discussion because of the treatment they receive in Barnes’ book. The first is related to the modern scientific view of life (and death). Arguably science (the theory of evolution, cosmology and neurobiology, above all) is the main context in which Barnes considers death (the other context being the death experience of great artists of the past: Jules Renard, Gustave Flaubert, Somerset Maugham, Maurice Ravel, Émile Zola and the like). The novelist does not presume to be an authority in the field of science (hence frequent references to scientists and philosophers), but his interpretation of the current findings of science seems reliable.
 This in outline is the resulting picture: life is a matter of random chance, man and his/her psychic life are products of evolution and there is no reason to believe that with Homo sapiens the process of evolution has come to an end: human beings in the future might well be replaced by other species more adaptable to the environment. Human altruism is an example of adaptive mechanisms, like, incidentally, human fear of death. Death itself in turn is pre-programmed in living organisms, whose basic function is not prolonged individual existence but transmission of genes. The brain produces in human beings a sense of the self and free will, but it is likely that in reality nothing corresponds to these notions. Barnes ends up with a universe from which God is missing, the self (let alone the immortal soul) is missing, and, consequently, the hope for any afterlife is missing. There is “nothingness” to be frightened of, manifest in death though possibly present in disguise already in life. The view seems deeply pessimistic, but it can be taken to imply that death cannot deprive us of as much as we used to think. In particular, the self being a fiction, its disappearance cannot be very painful.
 Yet, as Barnes notes, also this approach does not help him master his fear of death: “Theorists of mind and matter may tell me that death is, if not exactly an illusion, at least a loss of something more inchoate and less personally marked than I pretend and desire to be; but I doubt that this is how it will feel to me when the time comes,” (154).
 Even though man has, along this approach, almost nothing to lose (one’s own self does not exist, other selves do not exist, it follows that there are no special relations between them), still one loses all one has (even if these are merely a couple of illusions), irrevocably, without receiving anything in exchange.
 The radical, naturalistic, “disenchanted” view of life, does not help overcome the fear of death either.

As I have suggested above, Barnes’ presentation of the contemporary scientific outlook upon life seems fairly reliable. One might, however, object to the lack of distinction between the realm of scientific knowledge, its philosophical interpretation and faith. Science, even if it manages to explain the natural world in an increasingly satisfactory way, offering ever better hypothetical models of observable phenomena, can in no way prove that the transcendent world does not exist. God, the soul, freedom, love or immortality may, as of old, remain the object of faith, doubt, desire or a sense of painful loss (the last phrase seems to correspond best to the attitude of Barnes). Science might account for the human need of such experiences (i.e. faith, doubt, desire, etc), but this would still fall short of proving that their object is illusory. When explaining that to believe in what one knows to be true is de facto to know, not to believe, Barnes refers to Igor Stravinsky: “Faith is about believing precisely what, according to all the known rules, ‘could not have happened,’” (78). This might be going too far: faith (to qualify as faith) should manage without rational justification but it need not contradict reason.
 In other words, one might try to reconcile the current state of scientific research with the belief in God and the self, and the hope that death need not end conclusively human life. Respect for science need not be taken to deprive man of the “hopeful, hopeless” uncertainty when it comes to the question of death. This is how Barnes describes the experience: “Just as it’s hard to shake entirely the lingering memory of God, and the fantasy of judgment [. . .], and the hopeful, hopeless dream that there’s some celestial fucking point to it all, so it’s hard to hold constantly to the knowledge that death is final,” (196).
 This may be the single passage in which the author discusses it directly, but the sense of uncertainty seems tangible also when he calls himself an agnostic, no longer an atheist (22), when he admits openly that he misses God (1) or when he muses on the afterlife that might please him (64). This choice to suspend one’s judgement, agnosticism about God, free will, the self, immortal life, possibly extending also to love, might be one of the two strategies Barnes seems to find useful in his struggle with nothingness. The other one is love.
Other (i.e. non-human) beings, unaware of personal extinction awaiting them, need not find love indispensable, the experience of the moment provides them with sufficient meaning of life. An enviable situation until one realizes that to live fully and exclusively in the present, free of the fear of death, one must renounce the self as living in the present means losing free access to memories, without which the self is unthinkable.
 Some religions seem to promise this kind of existence after death, with the usual preliminary condition that one should discard one’s ego.
 There is the bliss of eternity without the self to enjoy it: the offer may seem too much of a challenge to man who has learnt to value one’s personal identity. There are, however, circumstances under which people seem to come close to this experience of selfless, careless ecstasy: when they choose to give away their selves in the name of love. Nowhere in his book does Barnes express this view openly, but there is some evidence that he might favour love as his defence against the fear of death.
First of all, the theme of love seems present through its absence, in the way in which omissions may sometimes be deeply significant. This argument will become more convincing when one considers Barnes’ short story “The Dream,” an earlier work illustrating “the tedium of infinity” strategy at its very best. The afterlife in the story is tailor-made to suit individual needs, a utopia in which all desires are fulfilled. Unfortunately, it is also hollow of any meaning so that sooner or later everybody desires to die and also this wish, like all the other wishes, is granted. It is worth noting, however, that in this world of dreams come true the protagonist has no experience of any affectionate relationship whatsoever. No one comments upon this strange fact, no one explains it.
 Heaven means satisfaction of all one’s wishes in perfect loneliness. Much better to be dead for ever – sooner or later everybody arrives at the same conclusion. Yet it seems far from obvious that the desire for death would be equally natural and common in a heaven in which people could try to love each other. Apparently an afterlife makes no sense without love.
 One might risk the thesis that in a similar way, by means of its omission, the idea is expressed in Nothing To Be Frightened Of – so that the reader might enjoy the satisfaction of having made the discovery.

The theme of love is also introduced in the book in the twice quoted thought of Somerset Maugham: “The great tragedy of life is not that men perish, but that they cease to love,” (qtd in Barnes 84, 173). The first time Barnes takes the opportunity to describe his initially sceptical approach: “Speak for yourself, old man.” The second time he criticizes his previous reserve: “I was too quick to judgment on Somerset Maugham. [. . .] Mine was a young man’s objection: yes, I love this person, and believe it will last, but even if it doesn’t there will be someone else for me, and for her. We shall both love again, and perhaps, schooled by unhappiness, do better next time. But Maugham was not denying this; he was looking beyond it.” Apparently Barnes concludes that Maugham is here concerned with old age, the time when man, no longer able to engage in emotional relationships, becomes indifferent. As a matter of fact, Maugham’s statement need not refer exclusively to old age (which in fact need not be characterized by this kind of emotional atrophy), it might hold good for any situation in which people lose the ability to care with devotion for another being. This loss, as he suggests, is worse than death.

The idea that love is man’s best response to the fear of death might also be conveyed via the composition of the book, in which Barnes devotes a lot of space to his family (parents, grandparents, brother) and people whom he calls “my daily companions [...] my true bloodline” (38), “my dead” (223), i.e. great artists such as Renard or Flaubert. Sometimes he speaks of them with tenderness, sometimes his words sound almost brutal, but it seems as if in the face of death he seeks the company of people who matter to him. 

Finally, there is the epitaph he has prepared for himself, in which twice he mentions love: „Though a satirical friend thought his life was divided between literature and kitchen (and the wine bottle), there were other aspects to it: love, friendship, music, art, society, travel, sport, jokes. He was happy in his own company as long as he knew when that solitude would end. He loved his wife and feared death,” (178).

When suffered in the name of love, the loss of the self (a kind of death) need not be experienced as painful (or frightening). A person in love may feel that the self is there precisely so that it may be freely given away; as long as the state of renunciation lasts, nothing else matters, death, in particular, does not matter.
 
Love may perhaps help man retain composure in the presence of death, yet for science and naturalist anthropology this comfort may be false.
 After all science reduces altruism to an adaptive mechanism, increasing the chances to survive of a social species (Barnes 120, 184). Also love may be seen as a product of evolution, an emotional bond whose initial stages may well be traced already among animals. In particular, as argued by Konrad Lorenz, love might have evolved to reduce the potential harm that the high level of intraspecies aggression might cause within an intimate relationship. Further, if the self is a fiction (as suggested by some cognitive scientists), then it cannot love another self (another fiction), the free choice to care being yet another illusion. One way or the other, science seems to undermine the spiritual, existential meaning of love.

Responding to this objection, one might concede that love might be merely a product of human imagination, and yet choose to defend it: products of the human mind, though different from the material reality, need not be viewed as less real (cf. Karl R. Popper’s theory of World 3). Alternatively one might point out that some concepts might be necessary for man to live, regardless of whether anything corresponds to them in reality: David Lodge speaks in this way about the self,
 Voltaire with his statement that if God were non-existent, we would need to imagine God might be taken to find the concept of God indispensable. There is no reason why the list should not be extended to include the concept of love. Perhaps this is the message that can be read between the lines of Barnes’ book on death. 
Joanna Klara Teske
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� See Barnes’ comment on the meaning of the title (99-100).


� “For me, death is the one appalling fact which defines life; unless you are constantly aware of it, you cannot begin to understand what life is about [. . .]” (126). 


� Some of these he introduces as such (methods of handling the fear of death) openly, others gain this meaning in the context of the book.


 � “[. . .] not thinking about it [death] is the surest way of not fearing it – until it comes along,” (179).


� Cf. Renard: “Imagine life without death. Every day you’d want to kill yourself from despair,” (qtd in Barnes 193-94).


� “Men, commonplace and ordinary, do not seem to me fit for the tremendous fact of eternal life. With their little passions, their little virtues and their little vices, they are well enough suited in the workaday world; but the conception of immortality is much too vast for beings cast on so small a scale,” (qtd in Barnes 89, see also 195).


� I will later argue that love might be perceived as Barnes’ ultimate response to his fear of death. Incidentally, it seems related to both  these strategies: benefiting best as one can from one’s chance to live and not caring too much about oneself.


� Cf. esp. 93-5, 117-21, 150-54, 175, 185-87, 215-17.


� This view of death also seems to protect man against the fear of an unknown afterlife and a possibly severe God. As Barnes notes, the old fear of God has yielded to the fear of death (69).


� Cf. also: “[. . .] I doubt that when my time comes I shall look for the theoretical comfort of an illusion farewelling an illusion, a chance bundle unbundling itself,” (169).


� In particular, there is no promise of a meeting with a Transcendent Being who, full of love, might relieve man of endless enquiries about the meaning of life and suffering.


� Human experience of religion may also of course be conceived of  in terms of irrationality (cf. Søren Kierkegaard).


� This position of uncertainty is perhaps best defended by Miguel de Unamuno: “The absolute and complete certainty, on the one hand, that death is a complete, definite, irrevocable annihilation of personal consciousness, a certainty of the same order as the certainty that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles, or, on the other hand, the absolute and complete certainty that our personal consciousness is prolonged beyond death in these present or in other conditions, and above all including in itself that strange and adventitious addition of eternal rewards and punishments—both of these certainties alike would make life impossible for us.”


� “Memory is identity. [. . .] You are what you have done; what you have done is in your memory; what you remember defines who you are; when you forget your life you cease to be, even before your death,” (Barnes 140).


� This is a simplified presentation of the religious concept of afterlife, though I think that it reflects some common beliefs on the matter. Its purpose here is merely to illustrate the resistance that the notion of resignation from the self may evoke in the contemporary man.


� One might perhaps relate this absence of relationships to the disjunctive character of human dreams. In the story, as if inadvertently, the protagonist mentions his wife, but realizing that she might be displeased with his lovers, he does not express the desire to meet her. His life amounts to consumption, sex, sports, meeting famous people. His wish to meet Jesus fails to win the approval of his assistants and, correspondingly, he withdraws it.


� It is instructive to compare “The Dream” with Samuel Beckett’s “Le Calmant” (1946) and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s “María dos Prazeres” (1979). In Beckett’s story a corpse (this interpretation seems legitimate, though the first sentence of the text “Je ne sais plus quand je suis mort,” might also be read metaphorically) sets off to experience some emotion, to be moved. But life after death resembles life before death – the corpse feels lonely, ridiculous, exhausted by pain and longing. He finds relief only when a boy who leads a goat offers him a candy. Marquez seems to illustrate the same idea that both life and death become meaningful through love in yet another way. In “María Dos Prazeres” an elderly prostitute, responding to a warning she believes to have received in a dream, engages in preparations for her death (among other things she teaches her dog, Noi, to find the way to the cemetery, so that when she is dead, the dog should be able to visit her grave and cry there). But eventually it is a lover she meets, not death, and then, in retrospect, her hard life becomes at last rich in meaning. The three short stories, though widely different in terms of poetics, seem to convey the same message.


� The act of renunciation might, in this approach, help distinguish between animals, which also live in the present moment without the burden of the fear of death, and people, who can experience eternity only on the condition of a prior and free renunciation of their selves.


� This objection is relevant since Barnes declares himself as a “neo-Darwinian materialist” (22).


� “If the self is a fiction, it may perhaps be the supreme fiction, the greatest achievement  of human consciousness, the one that makes us human,” (Lodge 16, cf. also 88-91). 
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