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“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-
tul, 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.

Hedonism in both its Epicurean and Aristippian forms is a part of the con-
sequential tradition in ethics — as a matter of fact in a way it actually initiates it.
To a convinced hedonist like Epicurus what can be intrinsically good is only #7dov#
(pleasure), while what is intrinsically bad can only be mévog (pain). Therefore, to
be a hedonist means to accept the view that all situations in life, any option or ac-
tion are of only extrinsic value, one totally dependent on whether these situa-
tions, actions or options facilitate the enjoyment of pleasure and drag off suffer-
ing or pain. It is true that Aristippus seems to have invested the most of his efforts
in discussing exclusively the pleasures and the pains of the body, giving thus the
impression that he somehow tended to disregard the pleasures and the pains of
the soul, but this isn’t peculiar for a theory in its baby steps that focuses on the
possible consequences of a given option: eighteenth century utilitarian ethicists
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Jeremy Bentham! and — in a somewhat lesser degree — John Stuart Mill seem to have
been sharing the same disposition. After all, the pleasures of the body are much
more easily accountable compared to those of the spirit, and they are equally shared
by all humans, while spiritual delight is most of the times a matter of individual taste.

Tagging along with Aristippus, Epicurus misses no chance to put as much em-
phasis as he could on the value of bodily pleasures: “If I have rye-bread and baked
barley and water”, he writes, “I think my table so well furnished, as to dare dispute
happiness with Zeus himself”% and again, “every pleasure is based on the pleasures of
the belly”. The latter could be taken as to imply that, accordingly, all pains are based
on the pains of the belly. Epicurus, however, did not share this view; he regarded
mental pleasures and pains as equally important for the acquisition of #dovii*. As a
matter of fact, he considered #70ov1] as the complete absence of both physical (&movia)
and mental pain (drapaticr)’. As for the first, he suggested that one should prefer static
(kataotnuatikai #dover) over dynamic pleasures (xara xiviorv #dove), since the
former are free from pain, while the latter are not®. As for the second, he invested all
his efforts in an ambitious project: Epicurus set out to eliminate any fear that may
lurk in the souls of humans, including the most prominent among these, the fear of
death.

As to other possible sources of fear, Epicurus provided some piece of prac-
tical advice: if you fear for the fate of those you are intimately connected with,
you should avoid getting intimately connected”: refrain from getting married and
acquiring off-spring®. If you fear the envy of others, try not to expose yourself to

! 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”.

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

> Seneca, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, edited and translated by Richard Gummere
(London: William Heinemann, 1951), 66.45: “... apud Epicurum duo bona sunt, ex quibus
summum illud beatumque componitur, ut corpus sine dolore sit, animus sine perturbatione.”

¢ Epicurus, Ratae sententiae, in Epicuro. Opere, edited by G. Arrighetti (Turin: Einaudj,
1973), VIII: “No pleasure is evil as such. However, the sources of some pleasures bring about
much more nuisance than pleasure”. See also Bertrand Russell, A History of Western
Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1967), 244.

7 Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum, edited by H. S. Long (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1966), X.120a: “[the wise man] will not acquire anything dear to him”.

8 Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1967), 245.

9 Plutarch, Adversus Colotem, in Plutarchi moralia, edited by R. Westman, vol. 6.2, pnd
ed. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1959), 1125c: “... We have to say which way one will maintain the
purpose of his nature, and willingly refrain from being elected to office”.
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their meanness: avoid getting engaged into politics’, and in general try to live
your life unnoticed by others — this is his famous A&6e fiwoag imperative!®. All
these practical pieces of advice might sound like easy witticism to some, and they
seem to form the gospel of a lukewarm life totally deprived of any fervor; to some
a way of life as the one proposed by Epicurus might look totally meaningless. It
was not due to teachings like these, however, that Epicurus earned his reputation;
it was rather due to the innovative way he dealt with the greatest fear that haunts
the hearts and the minds of humans, which is no other than the fear of death.

The way Epicurus sees it, the fear of death is of a twofold character: on the
one hand it is about the wrath of the gods that one might fear that may fall upon
him in the afterlife, when he has reached the eternal darkness of Hades; on the
other it is about death per se, to wit about being dead. As to the first, Epicure ar-
gues that this fear is neither justified nor reasonable even for the wicked or the
unjust, those who one might reasonably think that they should be rightfully ex-
pecting to be punished in the afterlife for their sins or crimes!!. This is because
the gods, as Epicure assumes, are not aware either of the good or bad deeds of
people — in a way they are totally ignorant about the existence of humans, and
this is not without a good reason: the gods, being par excellence the utmost rea-
sonable of all beings, can only be rational hedonists like him and his disciples;
therefore, they surely try to avoid pain and achieve pleasure, exactly as a perfect-
ly rational hedonist would do. The human condition, however, would only be a
source of distress to them, exactly as it is to humans; therefore, the gods have
surely decided to turn their eyes away from humans and have thus become total-
ly disinterested in their condition, their achievements and their failures equally.
It follows the gods are neither interested nor disposed to punish or reward any-
one in the afterlife.

Any being that is blissful and indestructible neither faces problems itself,
nor does it create problems to others. Therefore it cannot be affected either
by rage or goodwill'2.

This unique view of Epicurus concerning the ignorance of the gods with re-
gard to the human condition is possible to have influenced centuries later Baruch
Spinoza in articulating a similar thesis, namely that God doesn’t have a clue about

the existence of men!3.

19 Plutarch, De latenter vivendo, in Plutarchi moralia, edited by R. Westman, vol. 6.2, pnd
ed. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1959), 1128c.

' 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) 1. 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.
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But it is not only the fear of punishment that makes death dreadful in the
eyes of humans; it is also the very condition of being dead per se. This fear is equal-
ly ungrounded, unreasonable and unjustified, argues Epicurus in a famous pas-
sage from his Letter to Menoeceus:

Accustom yourself to believe that death is nothing to us, for good and evil
imply awareness, and death is the absence of all awareness. Therefore a right
understanding that death is nothing to us makes the mortality of life enjoy-
able, not by adding to life an unlimited time, but by taking away the yearn-
ing after immortality. For there is nothing fearful in living for those who
thoroughly grasp that there is nothing fearful in not living. Foolish, there-
fore, is the person who says that he fears death, not because it will pain when
it comes, but because it pains in the prospect. Whatever causes no annoy-
ance when it is present, causes only a groundless pain in the expectation.
Death, therefore, the most awful of evils, is nothing to us, seeing that, when
we exist death is not present, and when death is present we do not exist. It
is nothing, then, either to the living or to the dead, for with the living it is
not and the dead exist no longer. People sometimes shun death as the great-
est of all evils, but at other times choose it as a respite from the evils in life.
But the wise person neither deprecates life nor does he fear its ending. The
thought of life is no offense to him, nor is death regarded as an evil. But just
as he chooses the pleasantest food, not simply the greater quantity, so too he
enjoys the pleasantest time, not the longest.'*

For Epicurus it was much easier than it is to a Christian or a Buddhist to main-
tain that death is the absence of all awareness. This is because, according to his phys-
ics, the soul — the source and the locus of any kind of awareness — is composed of in-
destructible material atoms; when the person dies the soul is being dissolved into
separate atoms exactly as the body is, depriving thus the corpse of the ability of sen-
sual perception. To the sensible scholar it is almost obvious that the Epicurean uni-
verse has no place either for Hades or for the gods; nevertheless, as Bertrand Russell
assumes, Epicurus never outwardly rejected the existence of both, well aware of the
fact that their existence is deeply rooted in men’s mind and human civilization'”.

In arguing that man and death never meet, because when man is present
death is not, and when death comes man is not anymore present, Epicurus intro-
duces to this debate the so-called “Existence Condition”, articulating thus an ar-
gument based on experience. This argument could be outlined in this way:

A. Only what can hurt you may be bad for you.
B. Nothing can hurt you if you do not exist.
C. Therefore, when you don’t exist, nothing 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.
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Moreover, it is nonsensical to worry about what can not hurt you, because
such worries actually hurt you in advance (when you can really be hurt), and this
is with no reason.

“... item alio loco dicit: ‘quid tam ridiculum quam adpetere mortem, cum
vitam inquieteam tibi feceris metu mortis?*”¢

To a rational hedonist and a materialist like Epicurus, this is only self evi-
dent. It might not be the same to any other, but in order to do justice to Epicur-
us we have to judge his views on grounds of his overall theoretical system, in the
context of which pleasure is the only good and pain is the only bad. And it is
more than obvious that the dead can experience neither pain nor pleasure, there-
fore death in the eyes of a hedonist can only be a neutral condition.

Epicurus’ views have been defended by many philosophers and questioned
by much more. Among its champions one can find his late successor Lucretius'?,
and in our times Stephen Rosenbaum!®, Galen Strawson!® and Martha Nuss-
baum?’. To the opponents of his views are included Harry Silversein?! and
Thomas Nagel?2. Both his opponents and proponents, however, seem to have
dealt with Epicurus’ views not from the perspective of hedonism, but from oth-
er idiosyncratic ones. Thus, they can barely do justice to his views regardless of
whether they question or defend them. Therefore I will try to articulate my crit-
icism on Epicurus’ views concerning the fear of death solely on hedonistic
grounds; I will do this in my effort to prove Epicurus wrong by arguing that death
can be bad even for a rational hedonist like him.

Let us accept for the sake of the argument that the only good is pleasure and
the only bad is pain, and that the deceased can experience neither. If this is the
case, then death per se may seem axiological neutral to the dead person. Death,
however, is not just a state of being (or not being), one that comes unnoticed or
unannounced; it is rather the end of the process of dying, and during this proc-
ess the person who will eventually die is actually present. Therefore, the process
of dying can be good or bad for the person who experiences it, and most of the
times — if not always — it is bad, because it is connected by either mental or phys-
ical pain. There are, of course, cases in which one dies without experiencing the

16 Seneca, Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, edited and translated by Richard Gummere
(London: William Heinemann, 1951), 24.23.

17 Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, translated by W. E. Leonard (New York: Dover,
2004).

18 See Stephen E. Rosenbaum, “How to Be Dead and Not Care: A Defense of Epicurus”,
American Philosophical Quarterly 23.2 (1986): 217-225.

19 Galen Strawson, “What is the relation between an experience, the subject of the
experience, and the content of the experience?”, Philosophical Issues 13 (2003): 279-315.

20 Martha Nussbaum, “Mortal Immortals: Lucretius on Death and the Voice of Nature”,
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 50 (1989), 303-351

21 Harry Silverstein, “The Evil of Death”, Journal of Philosophy 77.7 (1980): 401-424.

22 Thomas Nagel, “Death”, in Applied Ethics, edited by Peter Singer, 9-18 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1986).
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agony of death, when, for example, one dies in his sleep or if he is drugged. But
these cases are rare, so we have to disregard them as ordinary instances of dying.
In all others death comes through a more or less agonizing procedure. One would
say that this proves only that the process of dying can be bad for the person who
experiences it, but not death per se. To me this is only a witticism, because no-
body would have to experience the process of dying if he didn’t have to die, to wit
to become dead. In other words, the process of dying cannot be disconnected
from its only consequence, this of driving the person who suffers it towards
death, since it is the only sufficient and necessary condition for one to become
dead. In conclusion, given that the condition of being dead could not be reached
without the process of dying, and assuming that the process of dying is always
bad for the person that experiences it, death has to be bad even for a rational he-
donist like Epicurus.

Epicurus, however, is ready to provide an apt answer to all these: the proc-
ess of death can be indeed both physically and mentally burdensome, but the wise
man can easily overcome these pains and agonies by contemplating past joys, in
particular intellectual ones. Epicurus argued that the wise man can be happy even
when tortured?’, and this was not just an easy assumption for him. The very day
of his death Epicurus wrote to Idomeneus a letter that started with this famous
passage: “On this truly happy day of my life, as I am at the point of death, I write
this to you. The diseases in my bladder and stomach are pursuing their course,
lacking nothing of their usual severity: but against all this is the joy in my heart
at the recollection of my conversations with you”?. If the agony of dying can be
moderated or, even, eliminated by the powers of the intellect, then Epicurus’ ar-
gument against the fear of death is — prima facie, at least — a strong one.

One would have much more to say on these, since the discussion concern-
ing Epicurus’ views on the fear of death is a long and multi-faceted one. At this
point, however, I would prefer to rest my case — but not without adding a last re-
mark of paramount importance for the issue: one would do no justice to Epicur-
us if he failed to mention that his main pursuit seems to have been not primari-
ly to articulate a theoretically flawless and consistent philosophy, but something
else. This becomes clear in the efforts he puts in discussing the possibility of di-
vine punishment or reward in the afterlife, although his ontology allowed neither
for gods nor for Hades. I believe that I one is not far from Epicurus’ actual dis-
position if he assumes that he engaged into debates as such only in order to alle-
viate humans of some of their most deeply rooted and timely fears. As a conclu-
sion, it seems to me that Epicurus was earnest when he spoke of philosophy as a
consolation in life for humans: in my view his primary purpose has been exactly
this one. Now, if this is true, if we would like to judge the efficiency of Epicurus’
views concerning the fear of death, we need to ask ourselves whether actually his

23 Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum, edited by H. S. Long (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1966), X.118
24 Diogenes Laertius, ibid., X.22. The translation from Bertrand Russell, op. cit., 242.
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views have the power to offer us that kind of consolation or not. To me they
didn’t; I haven’t ceased fearing death, neither do I fear death in a lesser degree due
to his efforts. However, Epicurus forced me (together with millions of people
over the years) to question — even slightly — my fears. Epicurus made me doubt
the powers that death has on me and on my kind, even in some degree. And
doubt in such cases is in favor of those in need of consolation — sometimes it is a
true blessing.
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Evdyyehog A. TTpwtomanadakng
Aéxktwp Eappoopévng HOwng
EBviko xat Kamodiotpraxod
Mavemotipo ABnvwv

«Ovdév mpog nuag o Bavatog: Mia kpttikr avélvon
TV EMKOVPELWY aVTINYewV Tepl Tov @oBov Tov Bavdtov»

ITEPIAHYH

Zmv avBpwmvn okéyn o Bavatog gavtalet Suoemilvtog ypigog, To éoxa-
TO Kat amoAvto puothpto. OG ek TOLTOL oL QLAocool avékabev Bewpodoav
eEOXWG ONUAVTIKO 0TOXO TOVG TNV EVACXOANOT| TOVG He To (fTrna, Kat TNV mpo-
ondBeta TG tkavomounTikng dievbétnong tov. H oxetikn anodnepa Tov Enikovp-
ov Eexwpilel petald avapiBuntwv A wv, oxt povov Aoyw tng afemépaotng am-
Aot TaG Kat Stadyeldg NG, aAd kat Xdpr 0TOV KAVOTOUO TPOTIO e TOV OTIOI0 O
Enikovpog mpooeyyilet to (Rtnua: anoppintovrtag, Snhadn, Tov opo tov Bava-
TOV WG KATaPavwg emi(nuio, dhoyo kat adikatoddynto ndbog ¢ Stavolag. Xto
ovvTopo avTo dokipo apxikd Ba mapabéow Tig KOpLeg oxeTikég Béoelg Tov Emiko-
vpov. ZTnv ovvéxeta Ba vrootnpi§w mwg, Tapott  mpoonabea Tov Enikovpov
va egoPelioel Tov @opo Tov Bavatov and v avBpwmivny okéyn anedeixdn al-
VOLTEANG, KATA KATIOLOV TPOTIO Kat og kamotov Pabuo vmnple emtuyng.

Agkerg-kheda: Enikovpog, Bdvatog, gopog, mapapvdia.
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