
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


U Dead?

What Next?

Immortality, Mortality, or Something Else?

––––––––

[image: ]


By Ken Levi and

Jamie Whitfield

Copyright 2025 Ken Levi and Jamie Whitfield

Draft2Digital Edition

Draft2Digital Edition, License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This eBook may not be resold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite book retailer and purchase your own copy.  Thank-you for respecting the hard work of these authors.

Cover Credit:

Design by Rita Toews.  Your eBook Cover Design.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1.  Introduction
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To not think of dying is to not think of living.  

Jane Arden

––––––––
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Not many people want to talk about it, but death is a part of living. So, why do we try so hard to avoid talking about it. Although it’s sometimes mentioned, it’s usually in a casual way. Someone might jokingly say, “See you on the other side.”  Or at a funeral, somebody whispers, “They’re in a better place,” even when the dearly departed wasn’t known to be particularly religious. And we give death and dying humorous euphemisms (kick the bucket, sleeping with the fishes, bought the farm, pushing up daises) allowing us to talk about an unpleasant reality. 

But the fact is we’ll all eventually die. 

So why do we avoid not just talking about it but thinking about it as well? Birth and death are the only two activities all of us have in common. Our conceptions may vary (traditional or with the use of test tubes) and our births differ (vaginal or cesarean), but we all had to experience our bodies leaving a dark, quiet environment and entering a bright, noisy one. 

Similarly, our deaths, whether fast or slow, painful or peaceful, will all culminate in our bodies shutting down completely before disintegrating into nothingness.

To make it seem even worse, there are disagreements about exactly when death occurs. It wasn’t but a generation or two ago people were considered dead if they stopped breathing. The next generation declared death when the heart stopped. Then, death was determined by brain function. Now, families often turn to our legal systems to decide if death has occurred. 

However, no one argues about what happens once a body is declared dead.  Everyone seems to agree on what happens to the tangible part of people when they die. Put simply, bodies begin to putrefy and finally become an assortment of dust and bones. Of that there is certainty.

In addition, many of us believe the widespread notion there is “something” more to us than a heap of dusty bones. In fact, research studies show a majority (63—80%) of people in the world believe in some form of life after death (Evans, et al, 2025).

That something is usually called a spirit, or a soul, or a life force, or an incarnation, or an elan vital, or one of dozens of other labels. 

Now...if life after death is real, wouldn’t it be best to find out as much as possible about it before we die? After all, we’ll be spending more time in this afterlife than we will spend in this life.  And if that’s the case, if the idea of an afterlife is not a fantasy, what do we make of the thousands of afterlife belief systems? 

These questions, and others like them, started Ken and me on a quest lasting much longer than we anticipated. If you’re interested in that quest, keep reading; but if you’re not, skip to Chapter 2.

First, for BRIEF introductions: Ken has a PhD in Sociology from the University of Michigan and is a retired professor of Sociology at the University of Texas who has authored 8 books and numerous articles. It’s a very impressive resume. He now lives in San Antonio in a big ole quirky house full of orchids.

I, on the other hand, was what is called a “mature” student and attended the University of South Carolina where I received a Bachelor of English Education. I began and ended my teaching career in South Carolina, teaching in 3 states in between. I moved to San Antonio a decade ago and live in a typical suburban home I refer to as the place plants go to die.

Ken and I are both members of the San Antonio Garden Center (he spreads plant knowledge; I buy replacement plants for the previous month’s now dead ones). After a few years of casual conversations, Ken asked me if I would help edit one of his books. I said yes.

After reading just the first sentence of his manuscript, I knew I was in over my head. This was not “light” reading. I expressed concern about being able to help him with a book I could hardly understand and said the content I could understand clarified the differences between our worldviews. He was willing to trust me with his work.

I helped him trim the word that from his manuscript, and he tried to help me understand quantum physics. Those conversations led to us talking about the differences between our views of the world which led to discussions about the differences in how we view what happens when a person dies. 

By our last editing session, he suggested we should write a book about not just our different world views but specifically about the differences in how we viewed what happens when you die, which became the working title of this book. 

Ken, an intellectual, non-practicing Jew, would write about the physical side of dying and argue against there being an afterlife. I, a diehard Presbyterian and want-a-be intellectual, would write about the other part, the non-physical, spiritual side of death and argue there is an afterlife. Anyway, those were the plans. As so often happens, plans change. 

Some of my research crossed the line into statistics with a tad of science, and Ken’s writing contained a whiff of religion. Although we had always respected each other’s world view, writing this book increased our understanding of the other’s reasoning. As you read this book, we hope you grow in your own understanding of what happens when you die as well as gain respect for the views of others.
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​Chapter 2.  What Is Death Anyway?
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“...there’s different kinds of dead: there’s sort of dead, mostly dead and all dead.”

Miracle Max in William Goldman’s Princess Bride

––––––––
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What is Death?

Before we delve into “What happens when you die,” we need to try to clarify what being dead means. If your initial thought was “Being dead is not being alive,” so was mine. It seemed clear enough; however, once I started looking further into this idea of death, I realized my first thought was not enough. The difference between alive and dead has become much more nuanced than drawing a simple dividing line like the one I had originally thought.  Science, as science often does, has blurred that simple line.

It wasn’t too long ago deciding if people were alive or dead was easy. Were they breathing? Then obviously they were alive. In fact, my grandmother had a cookbook explaining how to determine if someone had died. I have no idea why this information was in a cookbook, but the advice was simple enough for even a young child like me to understand. I don’t remember any of the recipes, but some the death advice has stayed with me for decades.

The first piece of advice was to place a mirror under the person’s nose; if moisture appeared on the mirror, life was still present. However, if moisture didn’t appear, the book suggested trying some other methods—like poking a person with a sharp needle—just to be sure. I don’t remember all the advice, but I remember the last suggestion was to wait at least three days before burial to see if rigor mortis “set in.” 

Presenting death with a slightly more modern definition requires basically two questions: “What is death?” and “When does it occur?”

––––––––
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	When Is Death?


According to David Eagleman, “There are three deaths. The first is when the body ceases to function. The second is when the body is consigned to the grave. The third is that moment, sometime in the future, when your name is spoken for the last time” (Eagleman, 2010).

One seemingly logical definitive definition comes from the US President’s Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and Biomedical and Behavioral Research, which was set up by Ronald Reagan in 1981. This commission said death occurs when:

an individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible cessation of 

circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2) irreversible cessation of 

all functions of the entire brain stem, is dead. (Leming & Dickinson,

2002)

Yet another way of defining death is to separate death into three parts: “the dying process, the final event and an absolute state” (Tomasini, 2017 F). The dying process is the series of biological events (physical and sometimes psychological) happening when the body begins shutting down in preparation for death. This process can take a few hours or a few weeks. The final event is what scientists also call “biological death.”  It is the precise point at which all organs have ceased to function—the point from which there is no return.  Once the final event has occurred, the body enters what is referred to as the absolute state—the body is no longer dying but dead. The body has gone through the dying process, the exact moment of death has occurred, and the body is now, to use the quote from the film The Princess Bride: not “sort of dead, mostly dead, all dead” (Reiner, 1984).

With these labels in mind, Tomasini questions the President’s Commission’s first assertion which states “death occurs when circulatory and/or respiratory functions fail signal death has occurred.” (Leming & Dickinson, 2002)

––––––––
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	Brain Death


Because the brain is the last organ to cease living, the brain continues receiving oxygen-rich blood.  The brain may be struggling to live, it may be dying, but it is not dead yet. However, there is a point of total brain failure. At that point, the person is no longer dying but is recognized as being dead. 

While total brain failure would seem to be a conclusive description of when a person is dead, there are still questions. Neurologist Alan Shewmon disagrees with “the death of the brain is the death of a human” idea (Tomasini, 2017).

In fact, Tomasini cites the work of Shewmon, who documented 175 cases of people who were diagnosed with total brain failure and yet survived. Their bodies stabilized after the time they were thought to be “brain dead,” and their survival rate varied from one month to a year. 

One patient, known as the Florida Boy, survived 14 years! (Rubenstein, 2009)

It would seem any definition of death needs to take into consideration a definition of life. 

––––––––
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What is Human Life?

After finding many patients diagnosed with brain failure who survived, Shewmon finds fault in using brain failure to determine death. His findings showed perhaps death has less to do with brain function than with the resilience of “the human organism as a whole,” what he termed as our bodies’ ability to function as an “emergent property of the whole” (Rubenstein, 2009). 

The Florida boy—whose body, requiring mechanical intervention to continue living, not only grew but also recovered from wounds and used “ghost-like tissue to replace part of his brain—is a case in point. With mechanical help, the body—or organism—still had a preconscious and “inner needy state” for basic functions (the need for air, hydration and nutrition). Because these needs were easily met at a “threshold level” in an ICU unit, the Florida boy not only survived but grew, which gave the appearance of recovery.

Tomasini calls the Florida Boy’s existence bare life saying the boy was “a biologically living organism with pre-conscious needs and an inner needy state” (Tomasini, 2017). So, at this point, we need to understand the ways talking about life have been parsed.

Leon Kass, a philosopher who is clear about what bare life entails, describes life at its most basic as a “series of preconscious needs” (Kass, 1994). 

Kass says an organism doesn’t move to feed just because it recognizes the presence of something chemical or edible in its environment but because of the inner needy state of the organism.” However, the organism recognizes a lack, an absence, it needs to fill. Kass states the organism is an “... ‘appetitive’ being ... internally ordered toward the necessary activities of self-nourishing.” (Kass, 1994 cited in Rubenstein, 2009)  Zombie vibes here!

What is the difference between this living organism and a living person? Personhood requires the mental capacity to be self-aware, communicate with others, and self-create a meaningful life (Tomasini, 2017). 

With an understanding of bare life, the Florida Boy was a biologically living, growing organism with pre-conscious needs and an inner needy state. From the perspective of a living person, the Florida Boy is likely to have died well before his parents projected their hope on to his recovery.

In another example of this view of life, patients in the UK with serious brain injuries leaving them comatose and unresponsive and who have made no significant recovery are, after 12 months, categorized as being in a permanent vegetative state, or PVS, with a statistically improbable chance of recovery (Rull, 2014).

This creates another distinction: between bare life in the technological setting of intensive care and the bare life of a deeply brain-damaged individual who may survive for years afterwards with constant care from family and social care professionals.

In the case of bare life, the patient can be described as already being in a state of techno-life, where machines, like ventilators and feeding tubes, take the place of biological systems that have permanently and irreversibly failed.

Some thinkers regard the neurological standard of whole-brain death to be unnecessarily restrictive (Green & Wikler 1980). Even if a body could survive technologically unaided, ‘neocortical’ (or ‘higher’ brain) death may have occurred anyway, meaning what remains is a severely mentally and physically disabled individual whose personhood is barely recognizable. Once the qualities of personhood are gone, it’s hard to relate to that human being in the same way. 

Other terms for “life” could be seen as ways of referring to death. Definitions for autobiographical life and biographical life closely align to the literary terms. The distinction between the two terms can be explained by using the Florida boy as an example. In his autobiographical life, the Florida boy would be able to control the narrative of his life in the ICU through his viewpoint by not only choosing which actions would be told but also how each action would be described. He would have no control over his biographical life because it would be told through the narrative of his family’s hopes for his recovery. 

Okay...my ideas about life and death? They’ve expanded greatly. I used to think the difference between living and dying was as simple as saying, “Your body stops working.” Now I realize not only is it much more complicated, but I need to learn what amounts to a new language to even discuss it.  As Bilbo Baggins warned in The Lord of the Rings, “It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your door” (Tolkien, 1991).
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​Chapter 3.  Symbolic Immortality
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We want to live forever. It’s implanted in us 

Clay Jones

––––––––
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I can’t remember how I first heard about Alexander the Great, but I do remember I was so obsessed with him and in his era, I read all the books my elementary library had about him and the time in which he lived. Even the librarian took notice of my interest and ordered additional books. When the new books arrived, she let me read them first. I was amazed such a great person existed and enthralled by the civilization in which he had lived. But I really didn’t understand how the retelling of history happened.

During their lifetimes, the ancient Greeks were in control of their narratives. They decided what would be written about their lives. They chose who would be glorified as a hero, who would be known as a villain, how events would be described. They told what they had experienced. 

However, as will happen to all of us, once those ancient Greeks were gone, their autobiographical stories were no longer solely theirs, and with each consecutive generation, change, whether substantial or slight, happened. Maybe archeologists stumbled across hidden artifacts or historians discovered new documents. Whatever the reason, the autobiographical accounts of the ancient Greeks were no longer being told by those who experienced the events. Instead, their stories had become biographical, told by generations far removed from the actual event. Their stories were being told by people whose own biases and beliefs colored the accounts. 

My original love of Alexander the Great and the ancient Greeks was shaped more by the decisions of writers and editors of children’s literature who no doubt believed young children shouldn’t be exposed to the horrific depictions of massacres, murder, torture, and disfigurement during the Peloponnesian wars than to an accurate portrayal of my childhood hero.

Fast forward to this century: I now know Alexander the Great and the era in which he lived wasn’t as great as I had once thought. Slavery was prevalent, women had limited rights, and political instability was rampant. Why was there such a difference between what I had learned as a child and what I now know? Globally it comes down to the way society remembers past civilizations and those who lived in them. Personally, it comes down to how those we know remember us.

Do any of us wonder about how we’ll be remembered after we die? A Forbes survey found 2/3 of those surveyed do want to be remembered after death (Veron, 2019). And how do those surveyed want to be remembered? Fifty-one percent want to have a grandchild named after them. The others responded they wanted the following named after them: 19% (street in their hometown), 9% (a pew in their church), 9% (a national holiday), and 4% (a highway rest stop on a highway) (Veron, 2019).

Just as an aside, another question on the survey asked respondents how they would want to be reincarnated. Twenty-five percent said they wanted to come back as a healthy dog with loving owners (Veron, 2019).

How people who have died are remembered, their immortality, is subject to the memories of those who are living which means their immortality is not always what they had hoped it would be. This causes many people to try ways to ensure their version of their lives. 

Some hold to the idea of a Symbolic Immortality—a way of ensuring memories of you live on after your body has died—as a way of avoiding death. 

Having children who produce descendants is thought to be the best example of Symbolic Immortality. However, that doesn’t work because eventually your DNA will be watered down until it’s almost nonexistent, and memories of you will disappear even more quickly.  An example? Most people do not know the first names of their great-great grandparents. (Jones, 2008). 
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