Wings of Desire: Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality

Introduction

In the opening scene of Wim Wendeaféhgs of Desire (1987) the camera follows two angels, Damiel and
Cassiel, as they wander through East Berlin. Un#bhffect the lives of its mortal inhabitantss #ngels pass
through as spectators—eternally disembodied ghosts. immortals, the angels are invulnerable to the
vicissitudes of life. Although they have witnesdbé creation of the Earth and the rise and falitofgreat
civilizations, the angels suffer from an unbeardisessness, an oppressive tedium vitae. Unabémdure his
immortality, Damiel falls in love with a beautifutapeze artist, Marion, and chooses to become imorta
renouncing his eternal spiritual life for a flegfibut sensate existence. The quesiMngs of Desire forces us
to answer is whether we too would be willing toaence immortality. Or, to put it another way, waull be
wise to exchange our current mortal existencerfonortality?

We can further extend the question: If immortalign be rationally renounced, then does death have
something positive to offer? This certainly woulok imply that death is always desirable, but itlgogive us
reason to think that the fact that we will die pasitive value. The question of the value of imtality is
directly relevant to the main issues examined enpghilosophy of death, particularly to the questiérvhether
death is bad for the one who dfesHowever, my aim in this article is to explore tha@lue of immortality
independent of the question of whether death isydviharmful in and of itself. By contemplating #dstence
of the angels iings of Desire, we can see that they do not simply exemplifyreteexistence, but embody
negative aspects of immortal life that are esskf@#ures of that eternal state.

My analysis begins by exploring Bernard Williamsgament for the undesirability of immortality, send
has taken center stage in the debate. After piiagea few objections to Williams, | contend thatngs of
Desire suggests a novel argument against the value of maiitg. | consider several forms of immortalitych

conclude that they would all result in a stateradraie similar to the one that plagues Wenders’ Bnge

Desire, Meaning, and Immortality

Visions of the afterlife vary from a lofty, pure ispual existence in communion with God, to the
charmingly mundane land where grapes don't burm gtmmach, to a doting harem of sexless hourisspbe
the variation, all these products of wishful thimkipromise devotees an escape from annihilatiom the fear
of becoming nothing at all. The desire to escamhlis so great that people will suspend all negisie doubt
that might disrupt the warm beliefs that assuagér tlears of nothingness. Unamuno speaks fordhefl us
when he says: “I do not want to die—no; | neithanwto die nor do | want to want to die; | wantite for ever

and ever and evef.”In our hurry to expel thoughts of death we gratndeatific visions of immortality without



questioning whether an eternal existence woul@dan lbe desirable.

Although it seems obvious that anything is preferab annihilation, Bernard Williams offers a cortiing
argument against the value of immortality, suggesthat over the course of eternity we would eitbse our
identity or find ourselves trapped in perpetual nieglessness. Williams does not claim that the life of a god
would be undesirable; rather, he argues that inatigrtwould fail to support a meaningful “humanelif
Crucially, Williams contends that “an endless lifeuld be a meaningless one, and that we could haveason
for living an eternally human life:” What Williams’ intends by “human life” is a liféhat is in someway
recognizably human, in that it supports human corgsesuch as the desire for significance. It isak@ar how
one could evaluate the life of an omnipotent deityd it is even less clear if any adequate thebeosonal
identity could account for it. What we want to knds if there is a form of immortality that wouldigport a
meaningful eternal existence fas—whether our desire to live for ever could be hbpgatisfied. Further, he
thinks that a human life would need to supportdbeelopment of a character, which he consider&ta bet of
preferences, intolerances, goals, and the like.

Williams' argument is based on a distinction betweategorical and contingent desires. While our
existence is contingent on fulfilling our desires food and shelter, they do not givereason to live. Although
we are likely to desire good food if we continugrlg, we do not live to eat. Such desires areingett on our
existence, whereas, categorical desires providsret live—they give meaning to our lives. Oneyrdasire
to see one’s child become a self-sufficient adoit,to finish a long-running research project. Ehese
categorical desires. The desire to finish a nawvelistinctly unlike the desire for great southémdian food.
The former gives us reason to live; the latter hyereakes our lives better.

Williams argues that over the course of an etemm@gywould satisfy all of our categorical desired ae left
with merely contingent ones—that is, left in a staf meaningless, frivolous existence. Of coussane of
these desires might be directed at what John ME&iticher calls “repeatable pleasures”—desiresHertaste of
newly discovered South American fruits or novelusdxconquests—but regression into a life where wealay
be primarily concerned with keeping our stomachdunl genitals stimulated is not one we should lfeskard
to> In order to see immortality as a desirable prospee need to be able to envision an eternal exist where
one could sustain one’s categorical desires. Bigt surprisingly hard to imagine an immortal esiste that
could meet this demand.

Williams introduces two restrictions that any vialgccount must observe. First, he says that tulsh
clearly beme who lives forever.” Second, “the state in whichurvive should be one which, to me looking
forward, will be adequately related, in the lifgpresents, to those aims which | now have in wagrtnsurvive.”
The second criterion states that a desirable imrahbiet needs to be able to give us what we wargmwive want
to go on; it requires that the content of our fateategorical desires must be intelligibly relatedhe desires

that we currently possess. With these two critaridnand, Williams proceeds to evaluate three rétive



conceptions of eternal existence that he callsimoadl, serial, and varied.

As discussed above, Williams believes that, indberse of an eternal, continued existence, one dvoul
satisfy all of their categorical desires, thereby depletingjrtimotivational store of reasons to go on. As for
serial forms of eternal existence, such as thosisiened by systems of re-incarnation, they faihteet the first
criterion, since there is no reason to think thatesson re-incarnated as a mouse (or even in anbthean
body) should be considered the same person. Rerates do not seem to meet any plausible starafard
personal identity, since the continuity between akk self and the “reborn” self is mysterious astoe How
could it possibly be of solace to suggest to soraemm their death bed that they might be “rebornadmn,
giraffe, eagle, or chimp? Even the prospect afa&ination as a famous hero is a questionable ifdtgu”
were to receive a completely different personaliith no recollection of your previous existerfce.

Putting aside then the insoluble problems of reimagion, a form of existence where our currentcfet
categorical desires is completely replaced by amptfaried set would result in an entirely diffédrperson. Our
categorical desires are not only what provides mngato our lives; they also provide a sense of. s#ifthey
were replaced, our identity as a person wouldomesimportant sense, be replaced as well. Williaais a
form of immortal existence where we come to ad@ptous sets of categorical desires the Tiresiasemadter
the blind prophet of Thebes who lived as a man amnwdoman over the course of the equivalent of mleltip
lifetimes. Williams argues that someone who ligesTiresias “is not, eventually, a person but axpheena.”

The central problem with Williams' argument is tie fails to take seriously the possibility of & li
composed of an evolving set of overlapping categbrilesire§. Couldn't one gradually come to have new
categorical desires along with their existing desimvhich might eventually be fulfilled? Therenis reason to
envision a rupture as radical as described in #gn@lsmodel, and sufficient continuity might enddoe this
vision to serve “as an object of hope to one whibrdit want to die® The basic problem is with Williams'
second criteria. He supposes that we would nede t@ble to relate all of our future categoricaicks to our
current aims, but he never gives an adequate esgdanof why this should be the case. For an intahor
existence to be desirable, it merely needs to &edlse that our categorical desires at any given potime are
able to “propel” us to forward into the future. dnthousand years, it is not necessary that weepsite same
categorical desires that we have right now in otdefulfill this condition. We are not required pyesently
desire to be the person we will become a thousaadsyfrom now in order to sustain the will to live.

Williams could concede this point but still arguett such an existence would suffer from the central
problem of the Tiresias model, namely that it pudek the development of a sense of self. We ctuiduea
life in this model. We certainly could not construcivell formed narrative of our life, and insofar sisch
narratives are important for our sense of self,identity as persons would be diminisH&dMartin Heidegger
has expressed similar sentiments, arguing thasense of self is dependent on the choices that ake mOur

choice of goals imparts significance precisely lbgeahey cannot (for the most part) be undone.d@/eot get



much room for experimentation in this one life o™ Although over the course of infinite time we miigh
have a gradually changing notion of who we areywald become someone completely different from wiven
began. We might have a sense that our past erpesavere linked, yet not feel as if they wereeafleriences
of the same self.

However, this does not imply that an immortal exise would be meaningless or undesirable, onlyithat
would be radically different from the kind of lifsmere mortals presently hope to lead. It might & a
recognizably “human life,” in the broad sense @& tarm. In fact, one might suggest that the Tazsnodel is
not that radically different from the normal humgrrogression from childhood, to adolescence, tothdat.
Although one recognizes one’s childhood experieasesne’s own, many of us do not consider oursetvée
even remotely the same person we were in childifoo@ven adolescence); so while the child may iddwsee
father of the man, the man may nevertheless benplete stranger to the child. We develop a setharacter,
partly by renouncing aspects of who we once wetkadfirming others. This certainly does not make lives
meaningless and there is no reason to supposehilaprocess of self-development could not be oot
indefinitely. Indeed, we would not have “a lifesihce (like a soap opera) our story would contimgefinitely,
but this would not necessarily sap all meaningfsdrfieom our existence.

Hence, Williams does not present any compellingora to think that an immortal existence of a kimat
would support a “human life” is necessarily undsisie. At this point, we have no reason to thint thn
immortal life would necessarily fail to give oneassn to go on or fail to support satisfactory lsvef
meaningfulness. It seems plausible that a lifevarlapping categorical desires could, at any paoitime, give
us what we want in survival—that is, it could indégly fund our motivation to go on. However, kirtg the
roughest sketch of desirable immortal existencehawe cause to be suspicious. |intend to shotstiepicion

is justified.

Angelsand Mammals

At first glance it may seem thatings of Desire is relevant only to visions of purely spiritual imortal
existence. However, a few moments of reflectiopome its general import. Rather than a mere hethsy
movie gives us reason to suspect that the Tirescakel of eternal existence may be unattainable) éuewere
able to give us reason to go on. To see why litogiinstructive to provide an overview of therfiand the state
of its angels.

Wenders' Wings of Desire explores the paucity efékperience of angels who are deprived of thetyabil
to fully interact with their physical environmenfThoughWings centers on the disembodied experiences of
angels, it is not a film about religion; it is aief) even meditative, exploration of the horrorsaaf existence
confined to spectatorship and denied the richnephysical sensation. The angelsWdings can neither act nor

be acted upon. As John Dewey might describe @&y tbuffer from an excess of humdrum activity and



uncontrolled receptivity, since both the generaligble and precarious characteristics of life drpee are
absent. Further, the angels are incapable of faainexperience, in the sense of the term that Dewey
proposed. Dewey explains:

Life itself consists of phases in which the organfalls out of step with the march of surroundihqgs

and then recovers unison with it — either throufore or by some happy chance. And, in a growing
life, the recovery is never mere return to a pstate, for it is enriched by the state of dispadatd
resistance through which it has successfully passkethe gap between organism and environmentas t
wide, the creature dies. If its activity is nohanced by the temporary alienation, it merely sibsiLife
grows when a temporary falling out is a transittona more extensive balance of the energies of the
organism with those of the conditions under whidives?

The competence of Dewey's analysis is suggestimatiportrayal of the living death of the angeld\dfigs,
who seem to be permanently (and eternally) outteb svith their environment. They have always found
themselves completely alienated by their total ptegsness.

Damiel and Cassiel appear as two ordinary peossed in everyday clothes, but only their fellowels
(and a few children here and there) can see or tiean. Though they move around effortlessly andeha
complete access to people's thoughts, they caonch ttaste, or see color. This latter fact cbntes to one of
the film's most striking stylistic elements—the trast between the handsome (though severe) budhisbek-
and-white of the undead and the brilliant colothaf living.

Echoing Dewey, Bernard Williams' argues that inst#ble boredom would plague an eternal intellectual
existence: “boredom [. . .] would be not just agome effect, but a reaction almost perceptudhamacter to the
poverty of one's relation to the environmelit.” The angels inMngs are eternal spectators cut off from the
world, suffering from a profound anomie. They areliving creatures, unable to fulfill the truncdteet of
desires they barely feel. The angels exist, bey ttan feel no personal danger and have neverdatisfied by
the environment. They exist to the world of hureaperience, but with a detachment that we oftempdben
watching TV. This is suggested in an early segegwhere we pass in and out of the lives of se\ediners.
We see the front of a man sitting in a chair, thigkabout his son. The film cuts to a reverse-gidtich
reveals where the initial shot was taken) showirtglevision; the angels stand to this man as he tmehe
television. They often feel strongly towards theuation of other humans, but they live a marginastence
which can neither be enriched by such feelingssatisfied by the gratification of their (feeble)sdes. The
concern they feel for those in danger may put thmmthe edge of their seats, but after centuries of
powerlessness, many of the angels (especially thesee in the public library) have become abjpettators.

Damiel (Bruno Ganz) discovers a trapeze artist,idhafSolveig Dommartin), for whom he develops a
profound passion, and through whom he can witfes&xtremes of human sensuousness. At a crucsaldep
late in the film, Damiel grows tired of being "oiaks of the world" and decides to “return to theerivof life—to
renounce his immortality and become an embodiedanuipeing, capable of having true experiences. ithtks f

himself in a world of rich color (as the film chasyfrom black and white) on the west side of aiBaNall



which is covered in graffiti. His first momenteapent in intense wonder, as he learns to idetht&\colors on
the wall and the blood on his hand. This diffeiaitin of colors from a confused beginning, leadin@ desire

to know them, to testing and asking which are whaid finally to the consummating moments of reaion,
mark this as an experience, thus making manifesihataphorical contrast between the gray existefitke
angels and the colored existence of the living. Dasniel discovers the full spectrum of colors \ia wall, he
also experiences much of the “spectrum” of humaistemce in this moment—the pain, the wonder, the
perplexity. Dewey mentions a story called "The édmher”, where an afterlife is portrayed as cowmtirsly re-
experiencing all that came before, and discovenétagions between previous experiences. Windseasnverse:
Damiel, a withess to the impact on existence madethers, is finally allowed to interact with a weifrom
which he had been eternally severed.

The film's most memorable portrayal of having aléesthetic experience is the short scene whendbam
drinks his first cup of coffee. He revels in tieinse sensation of his embodiment on his firad cobrning,
when he stumbles upon a coffee stand. Remembé@tgr Falk's earlier discussion of the joys of eeff
drinking, Damiel, shivering, buys a cup. He pitcksip and, feeling its warmth, brings it to hisdjponly to
discover that, if you consume a hot drink too glyick burns. He continues, sipping it slowly n@s he is
gradually warmed. That's coffee-on-a-cold-mornirithe experience is unified and tied together agamt
from the desire for warmth to the fulfillment ofigidesire, complete with all of the complexity s@cheemingly
simple experience contains—the slow savor and adprgs required to enjoy without being burned, deep
inhale that enhances the richness of a hot cupfééein such a climate. The relations betweendthiags and
suffering of coffee drinking are discovered, notadd celebrated. The quality of this experiencanatti-
faceted embodiment is set off from Damiel's presidisembodied existence, which had been eternkdlydb
and lifeless.

This contrast is similar to that between an expeegg(in Dewey’s sense of the term) and the gersttehm
of the majority of our needlessly anesthetic lite§Mings of Desire is not so much about the poverty of angelic
experience, as of ours: we become trapped in trelhamécal and are unaware of what we are doing @t \eh
occurring. For Dewey, the aesthetic is preserdllicomplete experiences that have meaning, purposgy,
and are rich with recognized relationgings celebrates this element of ordinary experiencesrnwearly on)
one of the angels says that he would just likectarie home like Philip Marlow and feed the cat.”

The most important question thaings prompts us to consider is whether an immortaltersein any
form would be better than that of mere mortals—fleshigmmals subject to hunger, thirst, and lust. The
principal difference between the angeld\imgs of Desire and us is one of embodiment. The angels livera pu
intellectual existence, eternally cut off from theh sensory experiences of human life. Althoughdaesires for
food, sex, drink, etc. might not give ssfficient reason to live, it is extremely important to note thaeith

deprivation can provide reason not to. It is notpdy that the angels lack categorical desiresy theffer



tremendously from a lack of contingent desires &fl.wlIf a state of senseless, inefficacious existeis
undesirable, the question of the value of immdstdlecomes one of the conceivability of an altéweato the

angels' form of existence.

Immortal Alternatives

Perhaps there are other, purely spiritual formsxigtence that might offer us sufficient reasogaan, but
they are difficult to fathom. Early Christians se& have understood some of the problems of disdmient.
They postulate that we will be re-united with owdkes at the time of the Last Judgment, after winehwill
live in eternal bliss. And, yes, the most vialteraative to a pure spiritual existence is one nelvee exist in an
embodied state. If we are embodied, then eitheexis in a body that is vulnerable or one thahiailnerable
to harm. One may say that we could exist in atkind of body—one that is vulnerable but regeneeat Like
a lizard's tail, we might be able to regeneratelaogy part, perhaps after a significant periodrokt However,
even if the period of time were a millennium, wh&a are considering immortality, we are considetiing
infinite. One year or a thousand years to re-gaovarm would be inconsequential. Considered irstiope of
the infinite, we either change or remain the sarfeour bodies were subject to harm in the coursafinite
time, we would eventually completely degrade phgigic through accident or aging, however slowly.
Vulnerable immortals would suffer from the curseT@thonus, whom Zeus granted immortality but na&real
youth. If subject to deterioration, eventually omeuld end up disembodied, as are the angeMfimgs of
Desire.

On the other hand, if one's body were invulnerableéarm, then it quickly becomes difficult to imagi
what kind of existence we could lead. Can we cimecef a physical pain that becomes unbearableoaith we
suffer no ultimate dysfunction? Perhaps we cabhwmishould step back. Couldn't we imagine an inmaho
being much like us, capable of experiencing thaglees of the body—enjoying sex, relishing a sadasly, or
feeling a rush from physical exertion? If sosifpiausible to assume that the immortal could belmas we are
now, not suffering from the defects of disembodimen

One conceivable form of embodied existence woulevbere we could feel certain forms of pleasure, but
experience no pain in response to what would otisertve unpleasant stimuli. Perhaps we might felgiing
numbness when we put our hand in a flame, or fetlimg at all when we drive a knife through ourenthigh.
We would exist in a state akin to the main charaictelames Tiptree Jr.'s story “Painwise,” whereuaan
unable to feel pain is used as a biological sertesting some unknown qualities of the countlessldsoon
which he is deposited by his stb.Craving tangible consequences, the painless-flesibe engages in a series
of ultimately ineffectual efforts to kill himself.But (unlike the character in “Painwise”) can't imeagine a
painless immortal existence complete with rich adoas of sensory-based pleasures?

The problem with the conception of a painless,dedsurable model is that it does not robustly stipge



having of desires. As Schopenhauer accuratelydnotany desires are experienced as lacks, and teks
painful. Although not all pleasures are the resfiltacks (take the pleasures of exercise for iy many
are’® On one popular account (the representationakyiepain is an undesirable experience represettiag
threat of tissue damadé. Although standard accounts of pain have difflgulaccounting for purely
psychological pain, many desires cause forms oftah@mguish which are often indistinguishable frother,
paradigmatic pain states. If you have not fetbraging so great that you feared for your life, tiyen have not
lived a full life. Many desires are experiencedpamful, to various degrees. Immortality does, motitself,
entail that we would possess any of the other ppwéa god. We would still be able to experientestration
and long for what we cannot have. Hence, a pairdgistence is not one that can support desire.

If one doubts the desirability of desire, lvan Sasks us to consider whether we would be willingab a
meal that would be permanently satiating, haveaoierse that would kill off our libido, or drinkléation that
would forever quench our thirt. No one (unless he was pathologically depressedjdiagree to inflict such
mythical curses on himself. We welcome our oftainfully felt desires and the satisfactions thejeiof
However, stripping our desires of their frequengaieve affect would bleach them of their color vieg them
with little or no motivational force. A desire thiails to motivate is a desire unworthy of the marand the
undesirability of a life without desire is vividportrayed inMngs.

For the sake of argument let's assume that youddeal the pangs of desire, but no physical paispeak
of. Although not as severe, the problem is theesdfrwe were unable to experience physical pai@nyrof our
most basic desires would be sapped of their madivak force and their satisfactions would be degtiof their
sweetness. Could we be warmed by a cup of cofffee icould not feel cold? Can we imagine effortheut
exhaustion? With truncated desires and mutedaetiisns, a painless existence would take us uralagiclose
to the meaningless lives of the angel®vimgs of Desire.

The only conceivable form of immortal existencetthapports the gratification of sensate desirenis o
where our body is invulnerable but we can still feany forms of pain. It is difficult to imaginbé specifics of
such a state, but the general idea is that althauggtvould be able to feel exhaustion, pricks, paagd trauma,
our bodies would suffer no irreparable harms. ppsrt such a conjecture, we could either be imbiatar
perhaps we might have completely regenerative Bodidere our total physical destruction would obdy
temporary—a time-out from sensate life. On suamael, we could live a full, sensate existence with
ultimately harmful physical consequences. This ehoof course, takes us close to that of the gdd3lympus.
Since the ineffectuality of the angels is at tharhef their discontent, perhaps a viable alteueatwould be
immortality like the Greek gods enjoyed, with dletpassions and desires but with no vulnerabititgdeath.
They could take on human form, and often had amgnpn the world down below Olympus. Angels are
unique, as they never were embodied and hence dighare our passions (except for Satan), whetkas,

Greek gods seem to have to best of both worldsweder, there is a significant problem with holditing



existence of the Greek gods up as an ideal. Tafg#te central issue, we need only ask how thewmtaia
interest in human affairs, if not simply througtrdie pettiness. Could the meddling life of Zeusdvg more
desirable than playing an eternal game of multygl& m City?

Although seemingly ideal, there is a problem witls tmodel that makes it significantly less desieathlan
it might at first appear. The basic problem ig thamortality would lessen the significance of @xperiences
and decision§’ Consider a society of such inhabitants, like dme envisioned in Jorge Luis Borges' “The
Immortal.” Borges imagines that an immortal betguffering would ultimately be insignificant, bdiecause
it could never lead to death and because time bes@omewhat collapsed for immortals (which woukbal
lead them to become inhumanly callous). Borgestrak character recounts that immortality “madenthe
invulnerable to pity. | have mentioned the ancipurdrries which broke the fields on the other bankjan once
fell headlong into the deepest of them; he couldmot himself or die but he was burning with thirsefore
they threw him a rope, seventy years went®y.”

Hence immortality, as Borges' imagines it, is aseurHe thinks that it not only precludes the dewelent
of a unified self (as Bernard Williams argues), that it also reduces the significance of pains pledsures,
both of the self and others.

The body, for them, was a submissive domestic drama it sufficed to give it, every month, the aiite

of a few hours of sleep, a bit of water, and apafmeat. Let no one reduce us to the statuscdtirs.
There is no pleasure more complex than that ofghband we surrendered ourselves to it. At tima@s,
extraordinary stimulus would restore us to the plalsworld. For example, that morning the old
elemental joy of the rain. Those lapses were quate; all the Immortals were capable of perfect
quietude; | remember one whom | never saw stand iird had nested on his bre&st.

Although capable of sensate experience, Borgesiimaadpis immortals as uninterested in physicalquess and
withdrawn into a world of thought, close to thetstaf the angels iMings.

But why does Borges portray the immortals as unested in the pleasures of the flesh, and should we
suppose thatll immortals would be similarly uninterested? | inmagthat, over the course of an endless
existence, anyone might become bored with the dignétrray of bodily pleasures available. Throughiliarly,
nearly any source of pleasure can lose its inteth&, however, is not Borges' contention. Indieas he
envisions it, the immortals were no longer concémwéh their own fate and judged all undertakingsravain.

In Bernard Williams' terms, we might say that, lagkcategorical desires, the immortals saw no point
pursuing the contingent ones. Why seek to impi@Wée that one does not desire? We noted edhesrthe

desirableness of our lives is dependent on ourirggerit desires, but our contingent desires are dépendent
on the desirableness of our lives.

So, immortality might mute our pleasures, but ppshanore significantly, it would threaten to deplete
actions of much of their significance. The singityeof our mere mortal existence does not addtfighs to our
decisions. We need not be forced to suffer theseguences of our actions in an endlessly recuoyatg, as

Nietzsche would have us imagi'?'?eRather, the forward direction of time's arrowthweach decision closing off



endless possibilities that cannot be recovereduyfficient to weigh down our existence. As Heideggould
describe the situation, we are thrown into thisld&t That is, we find ourselves in a position wherenyna
possibilities have already been foreclosed and eviaer must choose between countless others, right Ade
significance of the situation is not simply thahé moves forward and we lack the means to re-dpalsg but
that our existence is irrevocably finite and wekléime to pursue all the tempting alternate pattie cannot,
for instance, live our early adult lives both wéthd without children.

Although the forward march of time would impose sogignificance on the decisions of immortals and
mortals alike, an unlimited duration would threaterimpart any immortal life with an unbearablehligess.
Borges explains of his immortals: “They knew thatn infinite period of time, all things happenalb men.
[...] There are no moral or intellectual meritdomer composed th@dyssey; if we postulate an infinite period
of time, with infinite circumstances and changég, impossible thing is not to compose dyssey, at least
once.” Borges’ claim is that a certain kind of signific® would be impossible for immortals—the
significance of personal achievement. For immertakhievements are not something to be proudTdie
products of the creative efforts of immortals a# necessarily the result of talent or skill, ordmal or
intellectual merits,” or anything else that we dael pride in. No, immortals can achieve anythingmere
diligence alone.

| take it that Borges’ suggestion (which we finchtoned in Wings) is that it would be motivationally
devastating to know that one could achieve almogthing by sheer perseverance. Couple this wighféict
that it wouldn’t matter if one started any partauproject now or in a hundred years, and the apatportrayal
of Borges’ and Wenders’ immortals begins to look afith no real risks to face, and nothing to beud of, an
immortal life would lack significance. An immortatould have no reason to go on, or at least noraldsi
continue to live.

Near the end ofMings of Desire, in a scene called “Finally Serious,” the now rabBamiel manages to
locate the trapeze artist whose vitality servedhasimpetus for his fall. When they meet, she fdidck his
embrace and explains the significance of their lame of Damiel's renunciation of immortality. Eatmp
Heidegger, she explains how she found herself throwo her life: “as if by coincidence. They wemgy
parents. [...] Why is this brown-eyed boy mgther?” But now, she and Damiel have become s&ridu
must put an end to coincidence. The new moon oisims. | don't know if there is destiny, butriie a
decision. Decide!”

Looking at the camera, facing Damiel, she saysw''s your turn. You hold the game in your h&nd.
It's not that Damiel's immortal existence was meegleiss merely because of its lack of sensate equssj as an
angel, he was unable to decide—unable to make mechioat could carry any weight. But now, the ferm
angel stands in the same position as you and nteat i§, Damiel’'s existence can finally become sesjo

because his decisions carry the irrevocable weigtitbestows significance on the pursuit of ouirdss



Conclusion

The attribution of the contingent nature of our emging sensate pleasures marks a profound diféeren
between the positions of Wenders, Borges, and &&ii and that of Thomas Nagel. Nagel argues theglyne
being alive (i.e., in a sensate state) is a good tlaat death always deprives us of this good.

Perception, desire, activity, and thought, are spegal as to be constitutive of human life. They a
widely regarded as formidable benefits in themsgldespite the fact that they are conditions obmigs
well as of happiness, and that a sufficient quardftmore particular evils can perhaps outweighrthe
That is what is meant, | think, by the allegatibattit is simply good to be alive, even if one iglargoing
terrible experiences.

At first blush, it may seem that Wenders agreeh Wiigel. The problem with the angels/fngs looks to
be largely one of disembodiment, but this is anrlgvikasty conclusion. Whaiings presents is a contrast
between the dull life of angels and the rich, meghil existence of humans in the world. It is nwrely that
the angels lack the richness of embodied experjdndethat the existence afy immortal would be similarly
drained of significance. Although they may ill@t the worst case scenario, the angelfimgs suffer from
the insignificance likely to afflict any immortakmg. It is not merely that they cannot take pleadrom the
satisfaction of the contingent desires that addrca our lives, but that an immortal existencechrdes levels
of significance that motivate us to want to goamd to live well in the process.

Not only does the film make philosophical claintspiiovides reasons for us to believe its positidtaor
instance, the vivid portrayal of the listless exate of the disembodied angels, and Damiel's avimdkémto rich
sensate existence, shows us that a spiritual existevould lack much of what makes our lives woiting.
Wings does not simply come out and tell us that immiytéhreatens to deprive our actions of significanic
leads us to this conclusion via the example of safticted spirit. Since Wenders provides supparthis
evident conclusion, | would not hesitate to sayt ¥ngs of Desire does philosophy, in the most flat-footed
sense of what it means to “do philosopfy.”

Of course, some of the philosophyWings of Desire has been “downloaded onto the soundtrack”, but the
filmic devices do much of the wofk. In one sequence, the editing compares the angekpectator watching
TV. In another, and in closeup, we witness the gbyDamiel’'s first experience of sipping coffee arcold
morning. The switch from black and white to colehen Damiel becomes mortal, comments on the rehoé
his newly sensate existence. Through these cinem@vices, the film forces us to consider the @fieesire
and risk in what makes our lives worth living. Hdugh not entirely explicit and in need of some
supplementation, the philosophical contributionghef movie are rich and variedMngs of Desire helps us to

see the tedium of immortalify.
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