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University of Athens 

“DEATH IS NOTHING TO US”: A CRITICAL ANALYSIS 
OF THE EPICUREAN VIEWS CONCERNING 

THE DREAD OF DEATH

Abstract: To the mind of humans death is an impossible riddle, the ultimate of
mysteries; therefore it has always been considered a task of paramount importance
for philosophers to provide a satisfactory account for death. Among the numerous
efforts to deal with the riddle of death, Epicurus’ one stands out not only for its un-
surpassed simplicity and lucidness, but also for the innovative manner in which it
approaches the issue: Epicurus denounces the fear of death as a profoundly unfruit-
ful, unreasonable and unjustifiable passion of the mind. In this short paper I will first
provide a brief account of Epicurus’ argumentation. Then I will argue that, although
Epicure’s efforts to annihilate the fear of death proved to be unconvincing (people
never ceased to fear death), still in a way they have been successful. Epicurus man-
aged to rationalize in a certain degree the most deeply rooted fear in the souls of hu-
mans, and this seems to have been his initial purpose: consolation sometimes is due
not only to definite resolution, but also to doubt and inconclusiveness. 

Key-Words: Epicurus, death, dread, consolation.

He don ism  in  both  its Ep i cu re an  and Ar is tip pi an  forms  is  a  part  of  the con -
se quen tial tra di tion  in eth ics –  as  a mat ter  of  fact  in  a  way  it ac tu al ly in i ti ates  it.
To  a con vinced he don ist  like Ep i cur us  what  can  be in trin si cal ly  good  is on ly ἡδονή
(pleas ure),  while  what  is in trin si cal ly  bad  can on ly  be πόνος ( pain). There fore,  to
be  a he don ist  means  to ac cept  the  view  that  all sit u a tions  in  life,  any op tion  or ac -
tion  are  of on ly ex trin sic val ue,  one to tal ly de pend ent  on wheth er  these sit u a -
tions, ac tions  or op tions fa cil i tate  the en joy ment  of pleas ure  and  drag  off suf fer -
ing  or  pain.  It  is  true  that Ar is tip pus  seems  to  have in vest ed  the  most  of  his ef forts
in dis cuss ing ex clu sive ly  the pleas ures  and  the  pains  of  the  body, giv ing  thus  the
im pres sion  that  he some how tend ed  to dis re gard  the pleas ures  and  the  pains  of
the  soul,  but  this  isn’t pe cu liar  for  a the o ry  in  its ba by  steps  that fo cus es  on  the
pos si ble con se quen ces  of  a giv en op tion: eight eenth cen tu ry util i tar i an eth i cists
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Jer emy Ben tham1 and –  in  a some what less er de gree –  John Stu art  Mill  seem  to  have
been shar ing  the  same dis po si tion. Aft er  all,  the pleas ures  of  the  body  are  much
more eas i ly ac count a ble com pared  to  those  of  the spir it,  and  they  are equal ly  shared
by  all hu mans,  while spir it u al de light  is  most  of  the  times  a mat ter  of in di vid u al  taste. 

Tag ging  along  with Ar is tip pus, Ep i cur us miss es  no  chance  to  put  as  much em -
pha sis  as  he  could  on  the val ue  of bod i ly pleas ures: “ If  I  have  rye-bread  and  baked
bar ley  and wa ter”,  he  writes, “I  think  my ta ble  so  well fur nished,  as  to  dare dis pute
hap pi ness  with  Zeus him self”2;  and  again, “ev ery pleas ure  is  based  on  the pleas ures  of
the bel ly”3.  The lat ter  could  be tak en  as  to im ply  that, ac cord ing ly,  all  pains  are  based
on  the  pains  of  the bel ly. Ep i cur us, how ev er,  did  not  share  this  view;  he re gard ed
men tal pleas ures  and  pains  as equal ly im por tant  for  the ac qui si tion  of ἡδονή4.  As  a
mat ter  of  fact,  he con sid ered ἡδονή as  the com plete ab sence  of  both phys i cal (ἀπονία)
and men tal  pain (ἀταραξία)5.  As  for  the  first,  he sug gest ed  that  one  should pre fer stat ic
(καταστηματικαί ἡδοναί)  over dy nam ic pleas ures (κατὰ κίνησιν ἡδοναί),  since  the
former  are  free  from  pain,  while  the lat ter  are  not6.  As  for  the sec ond,  he in vest ed  all
his ef forts  in  an am bi tious  project: Ep i cur us  set  out  to elim i nate  any  fear  that  may
lurk  in  the  souls  of hu mans, in clud ing  the  most prom i nent  among  these,  the  fear  of
death.

As  to oth er pos si ble sour ces  of  fear, Ep i cur us pro vid ed  some  piece  of prac -
ti cal ad vice:  if  you  fear  for  the  fate  of  those  you  are in ti mate ly con nect ed  with,
you  should  avoid get ting in ti mate ly con nect ed7: re frain  from get ting mar ried  and
ac quir ing  off-spring8.  If  you  fear  the en vy  of oth ers,  try  not  to ex pose your self  to
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1 See Jeremy Bentham’s amusing doggerel: “Intense, long, speedy, certain, fruitful, pure,
such marks in pleasures and in pains endure; such pleasures seek – if private – by the end; if it
be public, wide let them extend. Such pains avoid, whichever by thy view…” Jeremy Bentham,
An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (New York: Dover, 2007), 29.

2 Aelianus, Varia historia, edited by R. Hercher (Leipzig: Teubner, 1866), IV.13
3 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, edited by G. Kaibel (Leipzig: Teubner, 1890), XII 546f:

“… the beginning and the root of every good is the pleasure of the belly. And everything that
is wise or useless is due to it”.

4 Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum, edited by H. S. Long (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1966), X.136-137.

5 Seneca, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, edited and translated by Richard Gummere
(London: William Heinemann, 1951), 66.45: “… apud Epicurum duo bona sunt, ex quibus
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their mean ness:  avoid get ting en gaged in to pol i tics9,  and  in gen er al  try  to  live
your  life un no ticed  by oth ers –  this  is  his fa mous λάθε βιώσας im per a tive10.  All
these prac ti cal pie ces  of ad vice  might  sound  like  easy wit ti cism  to  some,  and  they
seem  to  form  the gos pel  of  a luke warm  life to tal ly de prived  of  any fer vor;  to  some
a  way  of  life  as  the  one pro posed  by Ep i cur us  might  look to tal ly mean ing less.  It
was  not  due  to teach ings  like  these, how ev er,  that Ep i cur us  earned  his rep u ta tion;
it  was rath er  due  to  the in no va tive  way  he  dealt  with  the great est  fear  that  haunts
the  hearts  and  the  minds  of hu mans,  which  is  no oth er  than  the  fear  of  death. 

The  way Ep i cur us  sees  it,  the  fear  of  death  is  of  a two fold char ac ter:  on  the
one  hand  it  is  about  the  wrath  of  the  gods  that  one  might  fear  that  may  fall up on
him  in  the aft er life,  when  he  has  reached  the eter nal dark ness  of Ha des;  on  the
oth er  it  is  about  death  per  se,  to  wit  about being  dead.  As  to  the  first, Ep i cure ar -
gues  that  this  fear  is nei ther jus ti fied  nor rea son a ble  even  for  the wick ed  or  the
un just,  those  who  one  might rea son a bly  think  that  they  should  be right ful ly ex -
pect ing  to  be pun ished  in  the aft er life  for  their  sins  or  crimes11.  This  is be cause
the  gods,  as Ep i cure as sumes,  are  not  aware ei ther  of  the  good  or  bad  deeds  of
peo ple –  in  a  way  they  are to tal ly ig no rant  about  the ex is tence  of hu mans,  and
this  is  not with out  a  good rea son:  the  gods, be ing  par ex cel lence the ut most rea -
son a ble  of  all be ings,  can on ly  be ra tion al he don ists  like  him  and  his dis ci ples;
there fore,  they sure ly  try  to  avoid  pain  and  achieve pleas ure, ex act ly  as  a per fect -
ly ra tion al he don ist  would  do.  The hu man con di tion, how ev er,  would on ly  be  a
source  of dis tress  to  them, ex act ly  as  it  is  to hu mans; there fore,  the  gods  have
sure ly de cid ed  to  turn  their  eyes  away  from hu mans  and  have  thus be come to tal -
ly dis in ter est ed  in  their con di tion,  their achieve ments  and  their fail ures equal ly.
It fol lows  the  gods  are nei ther in ter est ed  nor dis posed  to pun ish  or re ward any -
one  in  the aft er life. 

Any be ing  that  is bliss ful  and in de struc ti ble nei ther fa ces prob lems it self,
nor  does  it cre ate prob lems  to oth ers. There fore  it can not  be af fect ed ei ther
by  rage  or good will12.

This  unique  view  of Ep i cur us con cern ing  the ig no rance  of  the  gods  with re -
gard  to  the hu man con di tion  is pos si ble  to  have in flu enced cen tu ries lat er Ba ruch
Spi no za  in ar tic u lat ing  a sim i lar the sis, name ly  that  God  doesn’t  have  a  clue  about
the ex is tence  of  men13. 

318

10 Plutarch, De latenter vivendo, in Plutarchi moralia, edited by R. Westman, vol. 6.2, 2nd

ed. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1959), 1128c.
11 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresium, edited by M. Marcovich (Berlin: De

Gruyter, 1986), 1.22.5.
12 Epicurus, Ratae sententiae, in Epicuro. Opere, edited by G. Arrighetti (Turin: Einaudi,

1973) I. Also Aetius, Placita Philosophorum, edited by W. W. Goodwin, translated by John
Dowell (London: Little & Brown, 1874) 1.7.7: “… the blissful and indestructible being, since
it is full of every good and unaffected by any evil, is totally turned to the sustaining of its bliss
and indestructibility and is totally indifferent for the human affairs.”

13 Lucian, Bis accusatus sive tribunalia, edited by A.M. Harmon, vol. 3 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), 2: 27.



319

But  it  is  not on ly  the  fear  of pun ish ment  that  makes  death dread ful  in  the
eyes  of hu mans;  it  is al so  the  very con di tion  of being  dead  per  se.  This  fear  is equal -
ly un ground ed, un rea son a ble  and un jus ti fied, ar gues Ep i cur us  in  a fa mous pas -
sage  from  his Letter  to Me noe ceus:  

Ac cus tom your self  to be lieve  that  death  is noth ing  to  us,  for  good  and  evil
im ply aware ness,  and  death  is  the ab sence  of  all aware ness. There fore  a  right
un der stand ing  that  death  is noth ing  to  us  makes  the mor tal i ty  of  life en joy -
a ble,  not  by add ing  to  life  an un lim it ed  time,  but  by tak ing  away  the yearn -
ing aft er im mor tal i ty.  For  there  is noth ing fear ful  in liv ing  for  those  who
thor ough ly  grasp  that  there  is noth ing fear ful  in  not liv ing. Fool ish, there -
fore,  is  the per son  who  says  that  he  fears  death,  not be cause  it  will  pain  when
it  comes,  but be cause  it  pains  in  the  prospect. What ev er caus es  no an noy -
ance  when  it  is  present, caus es on ly  a ground less  pain  in  the ex pec ta tion.
Death, there fore,  the  most aw ful  of  evils,  is noth ing  to  us, see ing  that,  when
we ex ist  death  is  not  present,  and  when  death  is  present  we  do  not ex ist.  It
is noth ing,  then, ei ther  to  the liv ing  or  to  the  dead,  for  with  the liv ing  it  is
not  and  the  dead ex ist  no  longer. Peo ple some times  shun  death  as  the great -
est  of  all  evils,  but  at oth er  times  choose  it  as  a res pite  from  the  evils  in  life.
But  the  wise per son nei ther dep re cates  life  nor  does  he  fear  its end ing.  The
thought  of  life  is  no of fense  to  him,  nor  is  death re gard ed  as  an  evil.  But  just
as  he choos es  the pleas ant est  food,  not sim ply  the great er quan ti ty,  so  too  he
en joys  the pleas ant est  time,  not  the long est.14

For Ep i cur us  it  was  much eas ier  than  it  is  to  a Chris tian  or  a Bud dhist  to main -
tain  that  death  is  the ab sence  of  all aware ness.  This  is be cause, ac cord ing  to  his phys -
ics,  the  soul –  the  source  and  the locus of  any  kind  of aware ness –  is com posed  of in -
de struc ti ble ma te ri al at oms;  when  the per son  dies  the  soul  is be ing dis solved in to
sep a rate at oms ex act ly  as  the  body  is, de priv ing  thus  the  corpse  of  the abil i ty  of sen -
su al per cep tion.  To  the sen si ble schol ar  it  is al most ob vi ous  that  the Ep i cu re an uni -
verse  has  no  place ei ther  for Ha des  or  for  the  gods; nev er the less,  as Ber trand Rus sell
as sumes, Ep i cur us nev er out ward ly re ject ed  the ex is tence  of  both,  well  aware  of  the
fact  that  their ex is tence  is deep ly root ed  in  men’s  mind  and hu man civ il i za tion15. 

In ar gu ing  that  man  and  death nev er  meet, be cause  when  man  is  present
death  is  not,  and  when  death  comes  man  is  not any more  present, Ep i cur us in tro -
du ces  to  this de bate  the  so-called “Ex is tence Con di tion”, ar tic u lat ing  thus  an ar -
gu ment  based  on ex pe ri ence.  This ar gu ment  could  be out lined  in  this  way: 

A. On ly  what  can  hurt  you  may  be  bad  for  you.
B. Noth ing  can  hurt  you  if  you  do  not ex ist. 
C. There fore,  when  you  don’t ex ist, noth ing  can  hurt  you. 

14 Epicurus, Epistula ad Menoeceum, in Epicuro. Opere, edited by G. Arrighetti (Turin:
Einaudi, 1973), 124-126.

15 Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1967), 247.



More over,  it  is non sen si cal  to wor ry  about  what  can  not  hurt  you, be cause
such wor ries ac tu al ly  hurt  you  in ad vance ( when  you  can re al ly  be  hurt),  and  this
is  with  no rea son. 

“…  item al io lo co di cit: ‘ quid  tam rid ic u lum  quam ad pet e re mor tem,  cum
vi tam in qui e team ti bi fe cer is  metu mor tis?’”16

To  a ra tion al he don ist  and  a ma te ri al ist  like Ep i cur us,  this  is on ly  self ev i -
dent.  It  might  not  be  the  same  to  any oth er,  but  in or der  to  do jus tice  to Ep i cur -
us  we  have  to  judge  his  views  on  grounds  of  his over all the o ret i cal sys tem,  in  the
con text  of  which pleas ure  is  the on ly  good  and  pain  is  the on ly  bad.  And  it  is
more  than ob vi ous  that  the  dead  can ex pe ri ence nei ther  pain  nor pleas ure, there -
fore  death  in  the  eyes  of  a he don ist  can on ly  be  a neu tral con di tion. 

Ep i cur us’  views  have  been de fend ed  by  many phi los o phers  and ques tioned
by  much  more.  Among  its cham pi ons  one  can  find  his  late suc ces sor Lu cre ti us17,
and  in  our  times Steph en Ro sen baum18, Gal en Straw son19 and Mar tha Nuss -
baum20.  To  the op po nents  of  his  views  are in clud ed Har ry Sil ver sein21 and
Thom as Na gel22.  Both  his op po nents  and pro po nents, how ev er,  seem  to  have
dealt  with Ep i cur us’  views  not  from  the per spec tive  of he don ism,  but  from oth -
er id i o syn crat ic  ones.  Thus,  they  can bare ly  do jus tice  to  his  views re gard less  of
wheth er  they ques tion  or de fend  them. There fore  I  will  try  to ar tic u late  my crit -
i cism  on Ep i cur us’  views con cern ing  the  fear  of  death sole ly  on he don is tic
grounds;  I  will  do  this  in  my ef fort  to  prove Ep i cur us  wrong  by ar gu ing  that  death
can  be  bad  even  for  a ra tion al he don ist  like  him.

Let  us ac cept  for  the  sake  of  the ar gu ment  that  the on ly  good  is pleas ure  and
the on ly  bad  is  pain,  and  that  the de ceased  can ex pe ri ence nei ther.  If  this  is  the
case,  then  death  per  se may  seem ax i o log i cal neu tral  to  the  dead per son.  Death,
how ev er,  is  not  just  a  state  of be ing ( or  not be ing),  one  that  comes un no ticed  or
un an nounced;  it  is rath er  the  end  of  the proc ess  of dy ing,  and dur ing  this proc -
ess  the per son  who  will even tu al ly  die  is ac tu al ly  present. There fore,  the proc ess
of dy ing  can  be  good  or  bad  for  the per son  who ex pe ri en ces  it,  and  most  of  the
times –  if  not al ways –  it  is  bad, be cause  it  is con nect ed  by ei ther men tal  or phys -
i cal  pain.  There  are,  of  course, cas es  in  which  one  dies with out ex pe ri enc ing  the
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ag o ny  of  death,  when,  for ex am ple,  one  dies  in  his  sleep  or  if  he  is  drugged.  But
these cas es  are  rare,  so  we  have  to dis re gard  them  as or di nary in stan ces  of dy ing.
In  all oth ers  death  comes  through  a  more  or  less ag o niz ing pro ce dure.  One  would
say  that  this  proves on ly  that  the proc ess  of dy ing  can  be  bad  for  the per son  who
ex pe ri en ces  it,  but  not  death  per  se.  To  me  this  is on ly  a wit ti cism, be cause no -
body  would  have  to ex pe ri ence  the proc ess  of dy ing  if  he  didn’t  have  to  die,  to  wit
to be come  dead.  In oth er  words,  the proc ess  of dy ing can not  be dis con nect ed
from  its on ly con se quence,  this  of driv ing  the per son  who suf fers  it to wards
death,  since  it  is  the on ly suf fi cient  and nec es sa ry con di tion  for  one  to be come
dead.  In con clu sion, giv en  that  the con di tion  of be ing  dead  could  not  be  reached
with out  the proc ess  of dy ing,  and as sum ing  that  the proc ess  of dy ing  is al ways
bad  for  the per son  that ex pe ri en ces  it,  death  has  to  be  bad  even  for  a ra tion al he -
don ist  like Ep i cur us.

Ep i cur us, how ev er,  is  ready  to pro vide  an  apt an swer  to  all  these:  the proc -
ess  of  death  can  be in deed  both phys i cal ly  and men tal ly bur den some,  but  the  wise
man  can eas i ly over come  these  pains  and ag o nies  by con tem plat ing  past  joys,  in
par tic u lar in tel lec tu al  ones. Ep i cur us ar gued  that  the  wise  man  can  be hap py  even
when tor tured23,  and  this  was  not  just  an  easy as sump tion  for  him.  The  very  day
of  his  death Ep i cur us  wrote  to Idom e neus  a let ter  that start ed  with  this fa mous
pas sage: “ On  this tru ly hap py  day  of  my  life,  as  I  am  at  the  point  of  death,  I  write
this  to  you.  The dis eas es  in  my blad der  and stom ach  are pur su ing  their  course,
lack ing noth ing  of  their usu al se ver i ty:  but  against  all  this  is  the  joy  in  my  heart
at  the rec ol lec tion  of  my con ver sa tions  with  you”24.  If  the ag o ny  of dy ing  can  be
mod er at ed  or,  even, elim i nat ed  by  the pow ers  of  the in tel lect,  then Ep i cur us’ ar -
gu ment  against  the  fear  of  death  is – pri ma fa cie,  at  least –  a  strong  one. 

One  would  have  much  more  to  say  on  these,  since  the dis cus sion con cern -
ing Ep i cur us’  views  on  the  fear  of  death  is  a  long  and mul ti-fa cet ed  one.  At  this
point, how ev er,  I  would pre fer  to  rest  my  case –  but  not with out add ing  a  last re -
mark  of par a mount im por tance  for  the is sue:  one  would  do  no jus tice  to Ep i cur -
us  if  he fail ed  to men tion  that  his  main pur suit  seems  to  have  been  not pri ma ri -
ly  to ar tic u late  a the o ret i cal ly flaw less  and con sist ent phi los o phy,  but some thing
else.  This be comes  clear  in  the ef forts  he  puts  in dis cuss ing  the pos si bil i ty  of di -
vine pun ish ment  or re ward  in  the aft er life, al though  his on tol o gy al lowed nei ther
for  gods  nor  for Ha des.  I be lieve  that  I  one  is  not  far  from Ep i cur us’ ac tu al dis -
po si tion  if  he as sumes  that  he en gaged in to de bates  as  such on ly  in or der  to al le -
vi ate hu mans  of  some  of  their  most deep ly root ed  and time ly  fears.  As  a con clu -
sion,  it  seems  to  me  that Ep i cur us  was ear nest  when  he  spoke  of phi los o phy  as  a
con so la tion  in  life  for hu mans:  in  my  view  his pri ma ry pur pose  has  been ex act ly
this  one.  Now,  if  this  is  true,  if  we  would  like  to  judge  the ef fi cien cy  of Ep i cur us’
views con cern ing  the  fear  of  death,  we  need  to  ask our selves wheth er ac tu al ly  his
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views  have  the pow er  to of fer  us  that  kind  of con so la tion  or  not.  To  me  they
didn’t;  I ha ven’t  ceased fear ing  death, nei ther  do  I  fear  death  in  a less er de gree  due
to  his ef forts. How ev er, Ep i cur us  forced  me (to geth er  with mil lions  of peo ple
over  the  years)  to ques tion –  even slight ly –  my  fears. Ep i cur us  made  me  doubt
the pow ers  that  death  has  on  me  and  on  my  kind,  even  in  some de gree.  And
doubt  in  such cas es  is  in fa vor  of  those  in  need  of con so la tion – some times  it  is  a
true bless ing.
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Πανεπιστήμιο Αθηνών

«Ουδέν προς ημάς ο θάνατος: Μια κριτική ανάλυση 
των επικούρειων αντιλήψεων περί του φόβου του θανάτου»

ΠΕΡΊΛΗΨΗ

Στην ανθρώπινη σκέψη ο θάνατος φαντάζει δυσεπίλυτος γρίφος, το έσχα-
το και απόλυτο μυστήριο. Ως εκ τούτου οι φιλόσοφοι ανέκαθεν θεωρούσαν
εξόχως σημαντικό στόχο τους την ενασχόλησή τους με το ζήτημα, και την προ-
σπάθεια της ικανοποιητικής διευθέτησής του. Η σχετική απόπειρα του Επίκουρ-
ου ξεχωρίζει μεταξύ αναρίθμητων άλλων, όχι μόνον λόγω της αξεπέραστης απ-
λότητας και διαύγειάς της, αλλά και χάρη στον καινοτόμο τρόπο με τον οποίο ο
Επίκουρος προσεγγίζει το ζήτημα: απορρίπτοντας, δηλαδή, τον φόβο του θανά-
του ως καταφανώς επιζήμιο, άλογο και αδικαιολόγητο πάθος της διάνοιας. Στο
σύντομο αυτό δοκίμιο αρχικά θα παραθέσω τις κύριες σχετικές θέσεις του Επίκο-
υρου. Στην συνέχεια θα υποστηρίξω πως, παρότι η προσπάθεια του Επίκουρου
να εξοβελίσει τον φόβο του θανάτου από την ανθρώπινη σκέψη απεδείχθη αλ-
υσιτελής, κατά κάποιον τρόπο και σε κάποιον βαθμό υπήρξε επιτυχής. 

Λέξεις-κλειδιά: Επίκουρος, θάνατος, φόβος, παραμυθία.


