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Epicurus on Not Fearing Death 
 
Here is Nussbaum’s reconstruction of the passage in Letter to Menoeceus 124–
5.1 Do you think this is a fair reading of the text? Do you spot any difficulties? 
 

1. An event can be good or bad for someone only if, at the time when the 
event is present, that person exists as a subject of at least possible 
experience, so that it is at least possible that the person experiences the 
event. 

2. The time after a person dies is a time at which that person does not 
exist as a subject of possible experience.  

3. Hence the condition of being dead is not bad for that person.  
4. It is irrational to fear a future event unless that event, when it  comes, 

will be bad for one.  
5. It is irrational to fear death. 

 
Here is an other representation by Luper, who presents Epicurus’ argument as a 
paradox (set of inconsistent claims).2 Do you see ways to challenge Epicurus’ 
reasoning, or perhaps Luper’s set-up? 
 

1. Death harms the individual who dies (the harm thesis). 
2. There is a subject of harm (the subject thesis). 
3. The subject receives harm at a time (the timing thesis). 
4. Timing 1: harm occurs when the subject is alive. 
5. Timing 2: harm occurs when the subject is dead. 
6. But 5 is inconsistent with the subject thesis (2): when the subject is 

dead, there is no subject of harm. 
7. And 4 is inconsistent with the harm thesis (1): while the subject is alive, 

death could not be a harm; death could not be harmful because it has 
yet to occur to a living subject. 

8. The subject thesis seems self-evident. 
9. Since it entails the problematic timing thesis, the harm thesis must go. 

  

                                                   
1  Nussbaum, M. (1994). The Therapy of Desire. Princeton: Princeton University Press (pp. 201–2). 
2  Luper, S. (2007). Mortal Harm. The Philosophical Quarterly, 57, 239–51. 
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Key Ideas of Stoic Ethics 
 
Sources. Early Stoics aim to systematise an ethics that roots in Socrates and a 
Cynic called Krates, who was a teacher of Zeno. The later Roman Stoics 
(Seneca, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius) focus on philosophical therapy, which 
could be seen as practical ethics. Note that therapeia (θεραπεία) means ‘looking 
after’ or ‘taking care’ of something (i.e. onself). 
 
1. Impulse (ὁρμή, hormē): an initial motivation for action, an inclination 
towards something, an object towards which we are drawn (which thus has 
value); the soul’s movement towards (or directed at) an object that immediately 
belong to me as a human being (i.e. a thing of a certain nature or essence) and 
contributes to my existence of well-being. Impulse is associated with a 
sentiment that the object is ‘mine’, and includes desires, wants, passions; in 
rational or virtuous people impulse is grounded in ‘assent’, or true belief. 
Another important aspect: impulse energizes action, what makes us do things. 
(Not to be confused with ‘impulsive’ in the sense of ‘rash’. The verb hormaō 
means to urge, push or stir on.) 
 
2. Oikeiōsis (οἰκείωσις): the root of ethics. The first impulse of everything is a 
sort of appropriation, assimilation, or familiarisation; a sort of affiliation to 
something that belongs to the thing in question; hence everything seeks out 
what is suited to it. Integrating something into the scope of what belongs to 
oneself; an increasing sense of being connected to, or affiliated with something: 
myself, others, the cosmos—being at home in the universe. 

A thing’s first act of oikeiōsis is to maintain itself in existence, or to main its 
constitution (‘pneumatic’ coherence). This is like Spinoza’s conatus, according 
to which all things strive to perservere in their being (Ethics IIIP6). 

Oikeiōsis is continuous: minimally, keeping tenor; maximally, appropriate 
the cosmic constitution. We are cosmopolites (πολίτης τοῦ κόσμου, politēs tou 
kosmou). Contrasting notion: alienation (alloiōsis). 
 
3. Value (ἀξία, axia): the significant worth of something; something has value 
insofar as it ‘accords’ with that thing’s nature; if it contributes to the existence 
and flourishing as the sort of thing that it is. Only virtue has moral value; but 
some things (indifferents) have natural value and so we ‘select’ them. 
 
4. Indifference (ἀδιάφορος, adiaphoros): the value of most things is indifferent,  
even if what conventionally seems very valuable or disvaluable, such as health 
or poverty. Indifferents have no intrinsic moral value: they are neither good nor 
bad (even death and life). 

Yet, indifferents that cohere or agree with nature (τὰ κατὰ φύσιν, ta kata 
phusin) have value and are thus preferred (προηγμένα, proēgmena): health, 
honour, pleasure etc. Such value is instrumental as a means of progress towards 
morality (προκωπή, prokōpē) as objects of our selections. Hence, preferred 
things can be expressed as rules or directives: honour your parents, look after 
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yourself. Such commands prescribe proper functions (kathēkonta); and thus are 
like obligations (see §5). 

Indifferents that are inconsistent with nature (τὰ παρὰ φύσιν, ta para phusin) 
lack value and are hence ‘dispreferred’ or rejected. 
 
5. Kathēkon (καθῆκον): proper function, whatever we do that is consistent with 
our nature and has a justification/reason; the appropriate or right action. If x is 
part of a agent’s nature, then x-ing is best/rational for us it do: kathēkonta have 
prescriptive power and thus can be thought of as ‘duties’ or ‘obligations’ (as in 
Cicero’s On Duty); they indicate the proper functioning of an agent (in line with 
its nature). 

Link to impulse: ‘hormetic’ impressions/propositions are evaluative, that x is 
kathēkon (for me, say). Holds for all agents, including worms (see Seneca Ep. 
76.9). 
 
6. Good (ἀγαθὸν, agathon): the only good is virtue; the only bad is vice. The 
good constitutes a genuine benefit for the individual, it has utility; the good is 
intrinsically valuable (an end in itself); the key to a happy life. So, what is good 
is not merely desired, it is what ought to be desired: it has normative power. 
 
7. Virtue (ἀρετή, aretē): ‘a consistent character’ (διάθεσις ὁμολογουμένις, 
diathesis homologoumenis), where ‘homologue’ means something like 
maximally self-agreeing or internally consistent: an ‘excellence’, perfection, or 
stable pneumatic tenor. Also, like Socrates: virtue is knowledge or wisdom. 

Virtue is a benefit, has utility: a state of mind that enables us to act as one 
should according to nature; and such acts require knowledge (including 
knowing what is valuable or what is suitable). So, it is a state of mind where 
everything one holds true integrates or fits together into a systematic and stable 
body of knowledge. In this sense, virtue is ‘one’ or has unity. 

Also, the unity of philosophy: logic and physics are indispensible for ethics. 
In order to act morally, we need to train and practice good (clear, coherent) 
thinking and reasoning—epistemic norms or ‘virtues’. And we need to extend 
our grasp or comprehension of the natural world (through science). 

Virtue is necessary for eudaimonia; without it, happiness is not possible. But 
it is not clear whether virtue is sufficient for happiness (cp. LS61I), because of 
the indifferents, which have value (but not goodness): it is possible to flourish 
without that which is valuable (e.g., a limb, cf. LS59E), or what is selected only 
for its utility; but it is impossible to flourish without that which is good—and 
that is virtue alone. 

Link to physics: the soul of a virtuous person is ‘tensed’ in the right way, and 
constitutes a ‘strength and might’ (ἡ ἰσχὺς καὶ τὸ κράτος, hē ischus kai to 
kratos) that expresses itself as self-control (when persistence is required), as 
courage (when endurance is needed), as courage (when deserts are involved), or 
moderation (with regard to choices and avoidances) (cf. Plutarch, On Stoic Self–
contradictions 1034c–e; LS61C). 
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8. The End and Happiness (τέλος, telos; εὐδαιμονία, eudaimonia): the final aim, 
goal, or purpose of something; the best possible condition of human beings 
relative to their nature; flourishing. For Zeno, happiness is a ‘good flow of life’ 
(εὔροια βίου, euroia biou), or ‘living in agreement’ (ὁμολογουμένως ζῆν, 
homologoumenōs zēn). Cleanthes: ‘living in agreement with nature’. 

To live well is to be in tune—synchronized—with nature, the cosmic flow of 
things, but also our internal (psychic) harmonious or coherent flow (Plato: the 
balanced or ‘just’ soul). 

Moral progress (prokōpē): understanding the rational cosmic plan and how 
to fit in it, learning about ourselves and our nature, embrace fate willingly (not 
resist it—see Seneca Ep. 76.34–5). So, we ‘agree’ in many ways: internal 
consistency, consistent with cosmic reason, so that our actions reflect 
knowledge of one’s own nature (e.g., figuring out kathēkonta, what to ‘affiliate’ 
with and how, what affective attitudes to have—what to find desirable), what 
to ‘select’, improve and refine our knowledge of human nature generally, and of 
nature as a whole. 


