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Abstract:  ‘Superlongevity’ may be thought of as doubling (or more) the human lifespan through the use of technology. Critics have argued that superlongevity will inevitably lead to boredom, while proponents have denied this claim. Rather than attempting to resolve the debate through theoretical speculation, I argue that allowing persons to become superlongevitists can be construed as an experiment to decide this issue. Further, the moral benefits of conducting the experiment greatly outweigh the moral costs of not running the experiment. 

1. Introductory

Discoveries in genetics (Kenyon, 1996), stem cell research (Shostak, 2002), the cessation of aging at the cellular level (de Grey, 2005), and nanomedicine (Freitas, 1999) have made ‘superlongevity’, the prospect of doubling or more the average human lifespan, a serious possibility this century. Should we strive to make superlongevity a reality for those who want to live longer? One of the most common objections by ‘apologists’, critics of the desirability of superlongevity, is that a greatly increased lifespan will inevitably lead to boredom. I believe the current state of the debate may be fairly summarized as follows: apologists base their claim about the inevitability of boredom on the fact that we know that people are bored by repeated experiences of the same type. It is contended that a longer lifespan will mean such repeated experiences, and hence, a greatly increased lifespan will result in boredom. Proponents of superlongevity have denied that repeated experiences would inevitably lead to boredom; and furthermore, they maintain there is an indefinite number of experiences to keep people interested indefinitely. I want to argue for a moderate position: we do not know with great confidence whether people will become bored, so we should understand superlongevity as an experiment. If superlongevity leads to boredom, then the experiment should be deemed a failure, and apologists are correct. If superlongevists are not bored, then the experiment should be considered a success; and proponents of superlongevity are correct. To make the argument, we shall proceed as follows: first we will look at the current state of the debate in greater detail, next introduce the idea of “experimental ethics”, and finally, apply the idea of experimental ethics to the question of boredom and superlongevity.

Before proceeding, it will be helpful to state some assumptions we shall work with. First, when superlongevity technology comes to fruition, it will increase the human healthspan along with lifespan. Clearly, there would be little interest in superlongevity if it meant living for hundreds of years in a dismal state of physical health—a point well-made by Jonathan Swift in his Gulliver’s Travels. So, if we are to take seriously the pro-superlongevity position we should not imagine superlongevitists living in an infirmed state in nursing homes, but with the vigour and physical health characteristic of persons (say) in their twenties. Second, we will be concerned with the effects of superlongevity on humans much like us (except, of course, in lifespan). The relevance of this assumption is that, conceivably, advanced technology could be used to alter human cognitive and emotional states. Such enhanced or altered humans might be more resistant to boredom. Third, we shall assume that boredom is the sole objection to superlongevity. This is obviously not the case, e.g., in my experience the idea that superlongevity will lead to overpopulation is a criticism at least as common as the boredom objection, as are criticisms based on concerns about social justice: what if only the rich can afford superlongevity? The reason for putting these and other objections aside is that it will allow us to put the issue of boredom under a microscope and assess its strength independently of these other points. It will be my contention that the boredom objection offers no support for the apologists’ case; so, if their position has any merit, it must rely on some other objection or objections to superlongevity.

2. The Ennui Antinomy

To assess the apologists’ objection we should first get clear about the objection itself. After all, opposing superlongevity on the grounds of boredom can sound quite trivial, aren’t we all bored from time to time? How can this be an objection against superlongevity without it also being an objection to our own lives? But to think this is to seriously misunderstand the apologist’s position, for typically they have in mind something deeper and more ubiquitous than “everyday boredom”. So, it is more than the sort of boredom one experiences waiting in a long line to renew a driver’s licence. Indeed, if this the substance of their complaint then it seems that apologists would be hard-pressed not to agree with Steele who writes, “if a reasonably normal and happy man were offered an eternal existence in which he would be no more bored, proportionality, than he ever had been, would he not accept with alacrity? I am convinced that he would” (1976, 425).

The deeper and more ubiquitous sense of boredom is articulated by Bernard Williams in his famous case for apologism. Williams writes, “boredom, as sometimes in more ordinary circumstances, would be not just a tiresome effect, but a reaction almost perceptual in character to the poverty of one’s relation to the environment” (1975, 423). Williams’ argument draws on a play by Karel Čapek, The Makropulos Secret, and its central character, Elina Makropulos age 342. In the play it is explained that her extraordinary long life was made possible by a potion created by her physician father, and consumed by her when she was 42. For Elina, an indefinite lifespan is a real possibility so long as she consumes some of the potion every three hundred years or so. Given how many wish for a longer life, it would be natural to think that Elina is very fortunate, but in fact the central message of the play is that this is not so because boredom pervades her whole life:

Boredom. No it isn’t boredom. It is…it is…oh, you people, you have no name for it…Everything is so pointless, so empty, so meaningless…One finds out that one cannot believe anything. Anything. And from this comes this cold emptiness….And no one can love for 300 years—it cannot last. And then everything tires one. It tires one to be good, it tire one to be bad. The earth itself tires one. (Čapek, 173-174)

It is this sort of boredom that Williams seems to have in mind. Of Elina, Williams writes, “Her problem lay in having been at it for too long. Her trouble was it seems boredom: a boredom connected with the fact everything that could happen and make sense to one particular being of 42 had already happened to her” (Williams 1975, 418). If Čapek’s Elina is correct then Williams under-describes the problem, for we have no word to describe boredom this deep and ubiquitous—a boredom that soaks all the way to the bone. So, although it is often understood as a synonym for boredom, I suggest that we give a special sense to the word ‘ennui’ to designate this sort of pervasive boredom. In this sense, then, ‘ennui’ is where one “tires of the earth itself”, or as Williams puts it, where boredom has “an almost perceptual character to it.” We might then restate the objection under consideration thus: apologists are not pointing to the rather pedestrian boredom many of us now experience, but to the possibility that superlongevity will lead to ennui (in our technical sense). 

This gives us some idea of the force of the ennui objection. We have already said that there would be little interest in superlongevity if it meant living for hundreds of years in a deplorable state of physical health, e.g. living with immobility, incontinence, fatigue and so on. Similarly, it seems there would be little interest in superlongevity if it leads to terrible mental health outcomes, and Elina’s ennui seems to be just that. I take it that for most of us death is much preferable to the sort of ennui that afflicts Elina, just as death is preferable to existing in some of the worst states of physical health. Not surprisingly, this was exactly the choice Elina made: she chose to die rather than take any more of her father’s potion. It should be emphasized that we are not imagining transitory states of ill health, such as a period of disease or accident that one might recover from, but a permanent state of physical disability. Likewise, in considering the possibility of ennui we are not imagining simply a low point in someone’s outlook on life, but a permanent state of ennui with no prospects of recovery.   

Our conclusion to this point is that if superlongevity leads to ennui then there will not be much interest in superlongevity, and little reason to pursue it. So our problem then resolves to the question of what evidence there is that superlongevity will inevitably lead to ennui. 

One thought that supports this conclusion is that the repetition of experiences may lead to ennui, which in turn seems to be supported by the truism that novelty contributes something to the character of experience. The first time riding a roller coaster, the first time parachuting, or the first time teaching a class might be exhilarating experiences. Yet, as thrilling as these might be initially, it does not seem implausible to think that there may be diminishing returns here. As Leon Kass argues, “If the human life span were increased even by only twenty years, would the pleasures of life increase proportionately? Would professional tennis players really enjoy playing 25 percent more games of tennis? Would the Don Juans of our world feel better for having seduced 1,250 women rather than 1,000?” (Kass).  What Kass fails to distinguish here is the thought that even with “diminishing marginal utility”, as economists might put it, the additional experiences might still be valuable. Think about eating an ice-cream cone with three scoops. If you are really hot after walking along a boardwalk in the bright sun, the first two scoops might be more pleasurable and refreshing than the third scoop. Imagine by the third scoop you have cooled-down somewhat. But this is not to say that you would not enjoy the third scoop, only that the enjoyment might be somewhat diminished in comparison with the first two. Similarly, Don Juan may have had a bigger thrill seducing the first 1000 women, and although seducing the next 250 may be pleasurable, it may be less so. 

To show that ennui is an inevitable result of additional life made possible by superlongevity, Kass and other apologists would need to show that the additional experiences had no value, or even negative value. At least in the ice-cream case, this is easy to imagine. Let us picture a bigger cone: suppose that the fourth or fifth scoop adds little to the pleasure of your ice-cream cone, and if you were forced to eat a cone with fifty scoops this experience might be down-right unpleasant—you suffer a headache from the cold and a severely bloated stomach. Perhaps we can imagine Don Juan finding it an unpleasant experience to seduce another woman once he has reached his 10,000th conquest. It seems possible that Don Juan might find the pattern of seduction so predictable that it no longer holds any interest for him, or perhaps he finds seduction morally reprehensible, so any further seductions would affect him negatively. 

Proponents of superlongevity have responded to the repetition of experiences argument in three ways. One is to note the variety of experiences available to people (Pogrebin, 303). If one becomes bored being a Don Juan, then for some variety one might join a monastery as a monk; if one is bored being a monk then one might become a sky diving instructor; if one is bored with skydiving then there is always stamp collecting, and so on. The trouble with this reply is it might be an appropriate response to someone who claims to be bored, but someone who is at risk from ennui in our sense may not be so easily convinced. Imagine that we tell Elina that she should take up skydiving, stamp collecting, or some other hobby. She replies that she finds hobbies boring in general. She has tried stamp collecting, making model airplanes, crocheting, furniture making, and so on, and no hobbies can relieve her sense of ennui. Even newly developed hobbies—three hundred years ago she could not ride a motorcycle—do not hold her interest. She says that all so-called “new hobbies” are simply small variants on old ones that she is bored with. Riding a motorcycle on some dirt trail, she says, is much like riding a horse on a trail—only noisier and smellier. Sports too do not hold her interest: she has tried bungee jumping, equestrian riding, scuba-diving, karate, and so on, and she sees such efforts as inane attempts to distract her from her boredom. If we try to tempt her with domains of knowledge that she might explore, such as art history or fluid dynamics, she says that the entire pursuit of knowledge bores her. If we suggest making new friends or starting a new family, she says that all human relations fall into a predictable pattern for her, and so she finds social relationships simply tiring. The point then is that for those of us that do not suffer from ennui, there appears to be a plethora of activities that we might find engaging, e.g., there are hundreds of vocations, hobbies or sports that one might engage in, and innumerable people one might become acquainted with. Yet, someone like Elina is likely to dismiss the entire categories: vocations, hobbies, sports and social relations as unappealing. So, for example, the fact that we can list thousands of sports that she might participate in will have no effect on her because she is bored with sports in general. The same point applies to the other general categories mentioned: Elina is bored with all hobbies, and all people.

A second response by superlongevitists is to suggest that at least some experiences do not have this exhaustible character to them. Momeyer writes, “Consider satisfaction of the basic biological drives: so long as appetite remains strong, food and sexual union remain satisfying. It is the very nature of such desires that they are self-renewing, never once and for all satiated and abandoned” (19). So the thought is that while some desires are perhaps not self-renewing, e.g., it may be enough to climb a mountain once, while climbing it a hundred thousand times could only be boring, some basic biological drives have a different character to them. Nevertheless, even if we grant that these desires are self-renewing, I am not sure that this satisfactorily answers the ennui objection. Part of the problem here is that one might find fulfilling a desire satisfying and pleasurable, and yet it still contributes to ennui. Elina might still find pleasure in an orgasm, but find having sex leaves her bored. Certainly there appears to be no contradiction in claiming that one finds a certain sexual partner boring, but still finds pleasure in the orgasm one has when with him or her. (My wife can attest to all this). One could be bored with the desire for sex, and perhaps even feel like a slave to the desire, even though, as a bare physiological response, one still feels a certain animal pleasure in orgasms. In other words, ennui might extend even to the kind of being one is. Imagine that immediately after Elina fulfils the desires associated with biological drives—sex or eating—her feeling of ennui redoubles as she reflects on the Sisyphean task of fulfilling these basic biological desires. 

Another thought is that some activities are not inherently exhaustible because they cannot be completed, that is, some activities by their very nature seem open-ended. The pursuit of philosophical or scientific knowledge offers a potentially endless open-end project where experiences are not necessarily going to be repeated (Overall, 151; Donnelly 318). Similarly, striving to achieve our own moral perfection could conceivably be a project that we could pursue without limit, one that would not be exhausted in the foreseeable future (Overall, 151; Donnelly, 312; and Jantzen, 270). However, this response misses the mark. For let us grant that such projects really are open-ended. This means that apologists cannot say that ennui will be the result of a repetition of experiences, since by hypothesis these projects involve new experiences. Imagine a physicist alive today who is 342, the same age as Elina. This person would have witnessed the transformation and development of physics through a most remarkable period. Philosophy too has undergone a number of developments in the last 342 years. Pursuing science or philosophy through their developments and transformations seems to offer the possibility of novelty that will go on for the foreseeable future. I think again, however, it might be that these experiences, under a certain description, may seem repetitive: a 342 year-old scientist might find learning new theories tiring, or the study of philosophy may seem like an endless procession of different philosophical views, none of which one finds particularly compelling or interesting any more. We can imagine someone 342 saying, yes indeed bright philosophers and scientists come along every so often and radically re-conceptualize our understanding, but these new advances no longer hold any interest for her. Here the very experience of novelty in philosophical or scientific theorizing is the experience that one might grow tired of—just one damned scientific or philosophical revolution after another. One’s own moral perfection too might be an endless task, but still one may find it boring to pursue. As Elina says, “one tires of being good”.  In short, there seems to be no contradiction in saying that someone might be bored with philosophical or scientific novelty, or the novelty associated with the pursuit of one’s moral perfection.

What we have to remember here is that we are talking about a question of human psychology: how will the human psyche handle superlongevity? Consider the contrast with dogs: a dog might enjoy being fed and taking a walk every morning of its life no matter how long it lives (Overall, 146-147). There is no reason to suppose that if dogs were granted superlongevity they would get bored of this routine even if their lives were extended tenfold or a hundredfold. Likewise, we can imagine God not getting bored, or alien life-forms with advanced intellectual capacities and different types of affective responses being impervious to boredom. So perhaps with a less advanced or more advanced psychology we would never suffer from ennui. This suggests a possible means to ensure avoiding ennui: to make ourselves more like dogs or gods. Recall, however, that we have stipulated that this is not an option we will consider. We are considering ennui in relation to persons much like us.

We are left with a question about human psychology: What would the psychological condition be of humans who live for hundreds or thousands of years? The trouble is that we do not seem to have much in the way of evidence concerning the question of how humans would handle this long life. The best we can appeal to, it seems, is data from the elderly among the non-superlongevitists population. The oldest person we have reliable information on is Jean Calment who lived to be 122 years of age. She is reported to have said, “I never get bored”. Yet, when we think of the prospect of living to be more than 200 it is clear that we have little in the way of experience upon which to draw. The best we can say, it seems, is that people do not inevitably suffer from ennui up to age 122, but whether they will do so when they reach 200 is only something we can speculate about. 

We should consider here the claim that we in fact have additional evidence that bears on this question:

Life extension will require creating new institutions to help people overcome boredom and social pathologies--second careers, lifelong learning, new varieties of marriage and other forms of social relationships, for example. History suggests that we can come up with new social inventions to cope with dramatic increases in longevity. (Moody)

The trouble is that we simply have not had to cope with dramatic increases in longevity that are relevant to the point. It is true that in the last couple of centuries the average lifespan has more than doubled in many industrialized nations (Oeppen and Vaupel), but this does not provide any additionally relevant data. As is often noted, much of the reason for the increase in the average age is attributable to the reduction in infant mortality. We have done very little, almost nothing really, to increase the maximum age that any human might reach. In other words, the sort of evidence that would support Moody’s position is if we had made dramatic increases in the maximum length of a human life. Suppose that the longest life prior to the last two centuries was 61 years, and within two centuries we doubled this to reach the current maximum of 122 years. If the maximum had increased in this period it might support Moody’s claim that we have come up with new social inventions to deal with dramatic increases in longevity. As we have said, however, there has not been a dramatic increase in the maximum length of life, only in the average length of life. So we have no new evidence about the relationship between boredom and maximum lifespan. The same evidence available to us today about a long life—living longer than a century—was available to the Ancient Greeks as well. For example, the Ancient Greek philosopher Gorgias is thought to have lived to somewhere between 105 and 109 years of age, and evidence is available for 39 famous Greeks living past the age of 70 (Postel-Vinay). So, the recent rapid increase in average human lifespan does not add to what has been known since the time of the Ancient Greeks: people can live to be over a hundred and not suffer from ennui. 

So, both sides are left with assessing how the evidence that we have had since the Ancient Greeks bears on the question of whether people who live to be two hundred or more will suffer from ennui. The problem, it seems, is that we must inevitably speculate about matters beyond all available data. 

In this connection it is interesting to note Christine Overall’s observation about just how divided opinion is on this question: 

I am not entirely convinced that the mere repetition of certain categories of activities, however pleasurable they may once have been, would not result in stultifying boredom during a lifetime of eternity. But what is especially interesting to me is that different  individuals argue on different sides of the issue with equal intensity. While some philosophers like Williams, are deeply certain that an eternity of repetition of experiences would be so stultifying as to make death the only solution, others, like Momeyer, are equally certain that a meaningful and mostly happy eternal life could include a great deal of repeated experience. (148-149).

It seems to me that Williams and Momeyer focus on different aspects of human psychology that we know to be true: on the one hand, humans do sometimes get bored by repetition of the same experience, and on the other, humans have an ability to discover new and interesting experiences. The question is which tendency is likely to win out. I call this an antinomy because it seems that so long as we are forced to speculate about what might happen if someone lives to be hundreds or thousands of years old, a reasonable case can be made for and against the position that there is some chance, perhaps even a reasonable chance, that superlongevity will lead to ennui.  

4. Experimental Ethics

In order to move the debate forward, I suggest we first step back and notice a couple of features about the controversy. First, we should not forget that, ultimately, the question of superlongevity we are addressing is normative: should we permit or encourage superlongevity? Second, despite the normative nature of our question, we cannot ignore the fact that it has an empirical component: the effects of superlongevity on the human psyche. If we think that these effects are important for our moral assessment, as it seems we must, then the superlongevity question falls under what we might think of as ‘experimental ethics’. I will attempt to explain this idea in this section and then apply it to the superlongevity in the following section. 

By ‘experimental ethics’ I do not mean that ethics can be modeled on the empirical sciences; rather, the idea is this: At least part of the business of ethics is to tell us how to make our lives and our world better. Implementing different ethical views in the form of public policy, norms, or codes of behaviour typically involve predictions about how our lives or our world will be affected by such implementation. Actual implementation may deviate from what is predicted. In this sense, then, there is sometimes an empirical component to ethics. A couple of examples may help to illustrate what I have in mind. 

The first has to do with the experiment started in the nineteenth century to realize political equality between the sexes. (An experiment that has not been fully implemented even today). It is hard to imagine that less than a hundred and fifty years ago women were almost universally treated as the property of males, thus, it was with good reason John Stuart Mill referred to the subjection of women as ‘slavery’. Of course, it seems obvious to us now that men and women should be treated as political equals, e.g., that both men and women should be allowed to vote, own property, and so on, but it was far from obvious to the majority of men and the majority of women in the nineteenth century.

To help break the view that it should have been obvious to everyone in the nineteenth century that men and women should be political equals let us remember that we have not achieved universal equality in our own time. And by this I do not mean the inequality that still remains between men and women, and different racial and ethnic groups, (although I do not believe this inequality is insignificant). Instead, what I have in mind is the fact that we do not allow children political equality. Children are not allowed to vote, they are forced to go to school, they cannot legally drink or smoke, and for most of their childhood, they are not permitted to drive a car. So, we have not achieved political equality for all yet. Of course it will be retorted that children are not granted political equality because they have limited life-experience and their mental faculties are not as developed as that of adults, so it would be wrong to grant children political equality. In other words, the retort is that children are not sufficiently developed to be guardians of their own interests. Interestingly, this same argument was used by Plato to justify the few (the philosopher kings) ruling the many (the rest of society); and by proponents of racial slavery: it was alleged that certain races did not have the cognitive faculties to govern themselves. 

So, it is perhaps not surprising to find that justification of the subjugation of women by men, from Aristotle to the nineteenth century and beyond, often was made on exactly these same lines. Consider the words of Revered Goodwin, written in 1884, about the differences between the psychological make-up of women and men: 

This is what may be termed the attraction of personality inseparable from her nature. Woman is nothing if not a respecter of persons. All questions to her are personal questions. This propensity is so well described by Mr. Hamerton in his Intellectual Life, that we quote his words: “A woman,” he says, “can rarely detach her mind from questions of persons to apply it to questions of fact. She does not think simply, ‘Is that true of such a thing?’ but she thinks, ‘Does he love me, or respect me?’ This feeling in woman is far from being wholly egoistic. They refer everything to persons, but not necessarily to their own persons. Whatever you affirm as a fact, they find means of interpreting as loyalty or disloyalty to some person whom they either venerate or love, to the head of religion, or of the State, or of the family. Hence it is always dangerous to enter upon intellectual discussion of any kind with women, for you are almost certain to offend them by setting aside the sentiments of veneration, affection, love, which they have in great strength, in order to reach accuracy in matters of fact, which they neither have nor care for.” (Goodwin).
According to Goodwin, these intellectual characteristics make women unsuitable for political life:

It is easy to see how this characteristic, which all must acknowledge to be true, disqualifies woman for impartial judgment of questions to be decided by the ballot, for sitting on juries, for the bench, and for almost all political action where measures and policies and not men are in question. It is no discredit to woman that this is so. It does not argue an inferior, but only a different type of mind and nature. Being formed for man, and not for the State, for clinging affection, and not for legislation or debate, persons are everything to her, and all questions and policies are of interest only in their individual and personal bearings. (Goodwin)

Goodwin describes these differences in men and women’s mental lives as not learned but innate: 

It is not a social, but a natural fact that woman is shorter in stature, weaker in body, lighter and less forcible and less commanding in voice and movement and all that indicates authority and mastery, than man, notwithstanding a few abnormal exceptions. It is not a tradition, but a scientific fact or law, that the average weight of the brain of woman is one-tenth less than that of man, and differs from it also in structure,—indicating not that she is mentally inferior, but that certain spheres of thought and activity are specially adapted, and certain others not adapted to her mental, no less than to her bodily organization. (Goodwin)
As obnoxious as Goodwin’s words seem to us today, it seems that he is right about at least this much: if women’s psychological make-up is as he describes, and is unalterable, then it is difficult to see how women could participate in political life as we know it. For example, if Goodwin is right then we would expect a typical jury of men to weigh the evidence presented by the prosecution and consider the counter-arguments of the defence with the respect to the issue of the guilt or innocence of the accused, while women would simply wonder whether the accused loves and respects them. So, if Goodwin is right then it is hard to see how our present jury system could operate. Our jury system is predicated on the idea that people can do more than this to detach themselves from their personal feelings for the accused and weigh the evidence. According to Goodwin, women are congenitally incapable of doing so. Determining whether women are congenitally limited in this way then is absolutely critical for undermining Goodwin’s argument for the subjugation of women.

Interestingly, Goodwin was responding to Mill’s call for equality published some fifteen years prior, yet Goodwin does not answer Mill’s argument about the claims of innate differences: 

If men had ever been in a society without women, or women without men, or if there had been a society of men and women in which the women were not under the control of men, something might have been positively known about the mental and moral differences which may be inherent in the nature of each. What is now called the nature of women is an eminently artificial thing—the result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others. It may be asserted without scruple, that no other class of dependents have had their characters so entirely distorted from its natural proportions by their relation with their masters…(Mill, 346). 

What is relevant for our purposes is that Mill does not deny that there may well be differences in the thought patterns of men and women, what he challenges is the claim that we know the differences are innate. Thus, to the objection that experience teaches us that women are cognitively different from men, and so naturally suited to being subjected to men, Mill responds:

It will not do, for instance, to assert in general terms, that the experience of mankind has pronounced in favour of the existing system. Experience cannot possibly have decided between two courses, so long as there has only been experience of one. It has been said that the doctrine of equality of the sexes rests only on theory, it must be remembered that the contrary doctrine also has only theory to rest upon. (Mill, 345)

Mill’s point here seems unassailable: if only one course of action has been tried it cannot be said that experience has pronounced in favour of the one course. Mill predicted that allowing women political equality would mean a change in their mental and moral lives. It seems clear that the Reverend Goodwin would predict the opposite: he claims that the differences between the mental and moral lives of men and women are innate rather than a product of socialization. Now that we have run the equality experiment for some time (and, again, it has not been fully realized) it is clear that Goodwin was wrong and Mill was right. So, even if Goodwin’s description of women in 1884 as neither having nor caring for accuracy in matters of fact were true, this was due to the lack of education and oppression that women suffered. For having partially won their liberation, it is clear that whatever biological differences there may be between men and women, these differences are not such that only men have and care for accuracy in “matters of fact”. More generally, it seems that Mill was entirely correct in his prediction that women are just as capable of participating in political life as men. And while Goodwin was wrong, it is at least logically possible that he could have been right: there is nothing incoherent in the idea that there might be biological differences that make for starkly different mental abilities. If this had been the case then it might have turned out that women were as incapable of participating in political life just as we tend to think that young children are not capable of participating fully in political life. However, as we have said, the experimental outcome decisively favoured Mill’s prediction.

The second example is thematically connected in that it has to do with the issue of children’s freedoms and responsibilities. Specifically, consider the controversy between two quite different models of education for children, sometimes described as ‘student centred’ versus ‘teacher centred’ education. Perhaps the most famous case of a student centred approach can be found at the Summerhill School, founded in 1921 by Alexander Neill.  Neill himself called Summerhill an experiment, and one of his predictions was that students would learn better if they were free to govern their own attendance and progress through school (Neill, 1993). For example, a child attending Summerhill school could refuse to take classes to learn to read and write (and some in fact did not attend many classes at all). A number of meta-empirical studies have shown that students who attend progressive schools like Summerhill do not have the same scholastic achievement compared with those who attend more traditional schools (Coleman, 1990; Chall, 2000). Although the experiment did not have the result Neill and others predicted, clearly if it did have the desired result it would have been an important discovery. For part of the justification of our present practice of coercing children to go to school is predicated on the idea that this will improve educational outcomes. If Neill had been right, this justification would have been as spurious as Goodwin’s claim that it is in women’s interest to be ruled by men.  

What makes these examples of experimental ethics is that in each case an alternate way to make our lives better was proposed; one that had not been systematically tried. Although a theoretical case could be made for both sides of each issue, e.g., Mill made the case for predicting that women and men would flourish under conditions of equality while Goodwin predicted the opposite, it was only by actually running the experiment that the issue could be decisively adjudicated. Experimental ethics allows that consequences matter for ethics, what happens when a particular course of action is tried makes a difference to whether we think we should adopt this course. Experimental ethics also has a methodological commitment: we cannot always know a priori how altering how we do things will change our lives: we have to run the experiment and see what happens. 

The Superlongevity Experiment

I want to make the same point with respect to the prospect of ennui: a reasonable theoretical case can be made for both sides. At minimum, proponents of superlongevity must admit the possibility that ennui will result; apologists must allow the possibility that ennui will not be a problem. Still, the fact remains that we have no direct experience that bears on the issue. No one has lived as long as Karel Čapek’s fictional character: this is an untried possibility. To know with confidence how people will react in such circumstances it seems we would have to run the experiment: allow at least some people to live hundreds of years and see if they suffer from ennui. Williams and others should be seen as predicting that those living such a life will suffer from ennui, Momeyer and others should be seen as predicting that participants will not suffer from ennui.
  

To say that we must run the superlongevity experiment in order to have decisive evidence concerning this question is not to say that we should run the experiment. Consider a parallel: suppose someone suggests the following experiment: Provide every child on earth with a machine gun to see if peace on earth results. To the objection that this is only likely to lead to massive bloodshed through accidents, or through children acting intentionally but not fully aware of the consequences of their actions, a defender of this experiment could say that this is all a priori theorizing. How do know that peace will not result if we give children guns? The appropriate reply here is to say that while world peace is a logical possible result of such an action—as is the possibility that gravity might disappear tomorrow at 9:00 am and we all float away from the earth—it is far more probable that peace will not be the result. Furthermore, the experiment is morally objectionable because our best evidence suggests that much harm will result if we run the experiment.

The point then is that not every experiment is morally acceptable. However, there is much to recommend running the superlongevity experiment. For a start, the downside of the superlongevity experiment is minimal. For suppose we run the experiment and apologists are correct: everyone suffers from ennui. It seems plausible in this case that Williams is right that death would be preferable to those suffering unremitting ennui (Williams, 428). Let us remind ourselves that no one is suggesting that superlongevity should be mandatory, and so people will have the right to refuse superlongevity treatment or further treatments. It is difficult to see, and implausible to suppose, why those suffering from unrelenting ennui should want or insist on continuing with superlongevity treatment. We should expect them to act precisely as Elina did and refuse any further life extension. When it becomes apparent that superlongevity leads to such a great harm, namely ennui, we can anticipate very little demand for superlongevity. The prospect of such a life could hardly be appealing to many, just as there is little demand to be inflected with physical ill health. On the other hand, if we run the experiment and people do not suffer from ennui, then superlongevists will have gained something of great value: a future. One of the primary reasons we think it is wrong to kill persons now is that it deprives them of a future (Glover, 1975; Young, 1979). Having a future is what makes possible realizing other values such as the pursuit of knowledge, friendship, pleasure and so on. If we imagine that superlongevists do not suffer from ennui, and are otherwise like us, then depriving them of life would be to take something of great value: their future. Of course if superlongevity only made possible a life of ennui, then we might think of such a future as having little value, in the same way that if a cure for childhood cancer had an unintended consequence of a debilitating and unremitting life of pain would not make for a very valuable future. However, we are imaging the future of the superlongevists to be similar to ours: they do not suffer from ennui but are as happy and engaged in the projects of life as most of us are now.

Conversely, suppose we never run the superlongevity experiment. This is a large assumption since it is difficult to see how it could be achieved. Certainly we can imagine some countries banning the use of technology to achieve superlongevity, but it is difficult to imagine that at least some countries might not allow it—the financial and political pressures to allow superlongevity may be quite great. However, for the sake of the argument let us suppose that some global ban is enforced. Here it is not difficult to see many people being deeply dissatisfied by such a ban. Lacking decisive evidence that superlongevity does lead to ennui, because the experiment is never run, many will believe that they are being deprived of something of great value, namely a future. A policy such as this that deprives some of something they value so highly is likely to lead to all sorts of unrest. Imagine what it might be like to live in a world where this policy is in place. Some person may well reason that superlongevity may lead to ennui, or it may not. What is certain is that this policy may be depriving them of a possible future of great value. It is easy to imagine that to these individuals such a policy will seem arbitrary and tyrannical. If there is a black market for superlongevity technology I suspect it will be one for which there is great demand. After all, given the alternative, even if the penalty for using superlongevity technology were death, people who are very old would have great incentive to make use of the black market. If there is an opportunity for those who want to use superlongevity technology to bring down political leaders that enforce this policy then I suspect that many will avail themselves of every opportunity to do so, no matter what the risks. Again, given the only alternative is certain death, even putting resources to violent political action is easy to foresee.

In light of the foregoing, it should be clear that the best sample group to use for the ennui experiment is all those who want to become superlongevitists as soon as the technology is available. Taking only a few thousand persons as the sample group would not avoid the aforementioned problems, for then millions, perhaps billions, would die in the intervening period deeply unhappy knowing that the fruits of the experiment will not be available to them. Running the experiment with this many subjects may sound risky, but it need not be. If the experiment fails, that is, people start to suffer from ennui, this is not likely to affect the entire sample at once. Presumably, if apologists are correct, the oldest amongst the initial persons to use superlongevity would be affected first. Others who are not quite as old could take note of this and voluntarily opt out of receiving further superlongevity therapy (or even take their own lives) just before, as Williams puts it, “the horrors of not doing so become evident” (Williams, 428).

To summarize, a moral cost/benefit analysis favours the conducting of the ennui experiment.
 There are four possibilities to consider. First, if the experiment is run and people do not suffer from ennui then a great moral good will result: people will lead longer worthwhile lives. Second, if the experiment is conducted and people suffer from ennui then some small moral evil will result: namely people suffering from ennui.  The evil here will be comparatively minor since if people suffer from ennui they will have little reason to continue living, and so the experiment will be short-lived. Third, if the experiment is not performed, but people would suffer from ennui if it were run, then there is the evil that some people would believe they are deprived of something quite valuable (even though this is not the case), namely, more life. It is true that some good will come from this option: some people who might experience ennui if they attempted to become superlongevitists will not suffer in the same way as Elina. However, this positive would only apply to those who would have constituted the initial group of superlongevitists. Once it was discovered that ennui is an inevitable result we can anticipate that few would want to inflict this upon themselves. When we compare this with the large number who would be affected by a global ban, then this evil greatly outweighs any small good. Fourth, if the experiment is not run, and people would not suffer ennui, then those who want to be superlongevitists will be subject to a great evil, they will be deprived of more valuable life, and, as in the third possibility, people will be left wondering whether they are being deprived of something of great value. These four possibilities are summarized in the table below.

The Superlongevity Wager

	
	Experiment
	No Experiment

	Ennui
	Small evil 
	Evil 

	No Ennui
	Great Good
	Great Evil


It is worth commenting here that we have been assuming thus far that everyone who tries superlongevity will suffer from ennui or not. My prediction—which could only be borne out by actually conducing the experiment—is that some will suffer from ennui and some will not (at least for the foreseeable future). This is based on the idea that human psychology is variable. Even in the relatively short life we lead now, some—a very small percentage—become bored and explain their suicide in this way. I suspect the same thing will happen in the future, that is, a small percentage every century will suffer from ennui and refuse any further life extension treatments. Remember too that those using superlongevity technology will have already undergone a certain self-selection process. Those least interested in a longer life will never use technology to achieve superlongevity. Among those that self-select for superlongevity, it seems plausible that some of these too will eventually find diminished interest in human activities. My guess is a 1%  to 10% attrition rate per century. So, if 100 people were to employ superlongevity after a millennium somewhere between approximately 90 and 40
 of the original group (assuming none die for other reasons) would still find life engaging. This is nothing more than a guess. The primary point is that we should be open to the possibility that apologists may be correct about how some people react and pro-superlongevists about others. This suggests that the burden of proof for apologists is quite high: they must show the universality of ennui, whereas if even a few persons are impervious to ennui then the reason of not pursuing superlongevity because of ennui will not apply to them. So, for example, if 95% of persons living past 125 years of age suffer ennui, then apologists like Williams will be correct about these persons. Yet, for the remaining 5%, ennui is not a problem and so cannot be a reason for thinking ennui is a reason for not being a superlongevitist for them.

To summarize: Apologists and pro-superlongevitists must admit that there is an empirical element to the conjecture that superlongevity will (or will not) lead to ennui. All the armchair theorizing about how humans might react if superlongevity were realized does not seem likely to settle the debate, the only way to decisively adjudicate this dispute is to run the superlongevity experiment. Not only would it be foolish not to perform the experiment, it would be immoral: a well thought-out ethical and public policy stance favours allowing the superlongevity experiment to run. Of course we should remind ourselves that this argument is predicated on the assumption that ennui is the sole objection to superlongevity. Of course this is not the case, so before we run the superlongevity experiment we should consider other objections. Our more proscribed conclusion is that the ennui objection provides no support for the apologist’s case. If apologists are to make their case, it must rely on some point other than the possibility of ennui.
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� I apply the idea of experimental ethics to a broader range of enhancements (not just lifespan) in “Autopotency, Evil and Experimental Ethics”. The basic thrust is that remaking our biological natures is an untried possibility: We have no evidence that our biological natures are uniquely fit for providing humans with the best lives possible, since we have never tried anything different. 


� I have not attempted to list all the benefits here, e.g., allowing people to choose whether to use superlongevity allows people the benefit of freedom, running the experiment would increase our knowledge, etc. As I indicate below, a more thorough cost benefit analysis would require taking into account other potential costs that we have excluded from our analysis, e.g., population issues. 


� The numbers here are based on the attrition rate of the surviving population rather than the original population. 
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