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Abstract

The present article examines the concept of human existence as Being-
towards-death in Heidegger's philosophy and Tolstoy's novella, The
Death of lvan llyich. Death is one of those intersections where
philosophy and literature meet. Milan Kundera suggests that many of
the themes Heidegger articulates about human existence appeared
centuries earlier in the works of great novelists.The central question of
this study is: to what extent can Heidegger’s ontological
understanding of death be applied to Tolstoy’s portrayal of death
in The Death of Ivan llyich? Both Heidegger and Tolstoy approach
human existence as Being-in-the-world and Being-with-others. This
Heideggerian starting point, like that of novelists who focus on human
beings in situ, contrasts sharply with the metaphysical tradition that
begins with a transcendental, detached subject. Heidegger and Tolstoy
argue that humanity's immersion in the world and others leads to an
inauthentic self. Confrontation with death is the possibility that
nullifies all the possibilities of inauthentic life. Death reveals to the
individual that all the everyday norms and conventions of Das
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Man (the "They") abandon them in the experience of dying. While
everyday communal life feigns that everything can be mediated or
represented, the encounter with death discloses the irreducibly
unmediated aspects of human existence. The relationship with death
constitutes a “self-to-self” connection that cannot be reduced to a
“self-to-others” relationship. Despite the similarities between
Heidegger’s and Tolstoy’s views on death, there are significant points
of divergence between the two, which this article explores in detail.
Keywords: Heidegger, Tolstoy, Being-with-others, Being-towards-
death, Authenticity

Introduction
The present article examines the ontological structure of human existence as
“being-toward-death” in the perspectives of Heidegger and Tolstoy.
Adopting an interdisciplinary approach, it seeks to demonstrate how
philosophy, as the origin of theory, intersects with the novel as narrative, and
that no clear-cut boundary exists between theory and storytelling: within
every theory, a hidden narrative resides. Death is one of those points at
which philosophy and the novel converge. Reflection on death serves as a
distinguishing moment that sets human existence apart from that of animals.

In one of the footnotes of Being and Time, Martin Heidegger refers to
The Death of Ivan Ilyich by Leo Tolstoy and acknowledges the affinity
between his own conception of death and that present in Tolstoy’s work.

Reflection on death has a history as long as that of humanity itself. What
makes Heidegger’s perspective unique and distinctive is his ontological
approach to the problem of death, which sets it apart from biological or
historical approaches.

Biological death is something shared between humans and all living
beings. However, when Heidegger says that “only humans die”, he is
pointing to this ontological understanding of death.

Findings

1.Bad faith: Death is for others.

From the very first paragraph of Tolstoy’s novel-or more precisely, from the

book’s cover- we become aware that he is dead. Tolstoy begins the story

with Ilyich’s death, not his birth or anything else. Unlike the plot of
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conventional novels, the protagonist’s death does not occur at the end. In
Heidegger’s terms, a human being, from the very beginning of life, confronts
themselves as a “being-toward-death”. Death is not something that happens
in the future; rather, it is with us here and now.

However, the network of power functions like a veil. In this novel, the
temptation of money and status is so strong that it pushes death aside.
Confronting death face to face could have connected the colleagues to Ilyich,
but concerns about status and power prevent these “mortal beings” from
drawing close. Even his wife thought, above all else, about the bureaucracy
of the burial and a respectable funeral ceremony. Pyotr lvanovich ,too,
treated Ivan Ilyich’s death like an administrative case that had to be closed as
quickly as possible, so that he could make his way to a game of cards!

2. Death is a non-delegable experience.

For llyich, non-administrative matters were trivial and meaningless. He

would always remind petitioners that they should not raise any issue or
concern outside the rules and regulations. For him, life beyond
administrative procedures had no meaning or validity.
But death is that moment which cannot be absorbed into the framework of
administration. If within the office roles and relations can be rearranged or
outsourced, the experience of death belongs to those experiences that are
neither exchangeable nor delegable. No one can die with you or in your
place.

3.The Meaninglessness of Death for Modern Humans.

The loss of meaning in Death renders not only the life of the individual
meaningless, but also the entirety of modern life. The modern human never
truly dies. Rather, they are gradually worn down along the way and never
come to grasp an “end as totality”. In this endless trajectory, there are always
possibilities and choices that remain unchosen and unexperienced. This
absence of an ending or sense of completion leaves the modern human
perpetually dissatisfied and insatiable.

Conclusions
All the events of this story are narrated under the heavy shadow of death. It
is precisely the reader’s awareness of Ivan’s death that renders each of his
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decisions and actions shocking. From the very beginning, by invoking death,
Tolstoy destabilizes the center of gravity of Ivan’s life- the bureaucratic
system. Thus, the novel culminates in a critiqgue of bureaucracy as the
existential foundation of modern human life. The immediate consequence of
this critique is that the bureaucratization of life becomes tied to a
fundamentally inauthentic relation to death.
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1. das man
. Idle talk
3. ownmost possibility
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. represented

. not-yet

. Dastur

. constantly something still to settled
. The End is a Beginning

10. Seneca

11. Caius

12. at the bottom was a light
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