
What Would Epicurus Say To Someone Who Said To
Him That The Value of Being Dead and Being Alive
Are Equal?
Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 12:57 PM

Stated another way, such a person might say:

1. There is nothing preferable about being alive over being dead.
2. The status of being dead and being alive are essentially equal.
3. Since we are going to be "dead" or "not alive" for a lot more time than we will be "alive,"

it is important for us to see being dead as not in any way less preferable than being alive.
4. Since Epicurus says that there is no harm in death to us, it should not matter to us

whether we are alive or dead.

How would Epicurus react to this point of view? This is not just an off-the-wall hypothetical - I
think we essentially this attitude held sometimes in the most unexpected places.

Post by “Don” of June 24, 2026 at 2:26 PM

FYI

Post
RE: If Death Is Nothing To Us, Then Life Is Everything to Us

I have found this excerpt of a debate between Matt Dillahunty and Jordan Peterson interesting
where Peterson tries to defend the premise that death is preferable to life. Cards on the table:
I'm in agreement with Dillahunty here:

youtu.be/FmH7JUeVQb8?si=WgELrAxNQVkzEJV_

Skip ahead to 49:30 for the discussion of life vs death.

Don
October 7, 2023 at 1:06 PM
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Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 2:30 PM

I don't recall whether I got to watch that full debate last time but I'll get to it this time.
Thankfully Jordan Peterson seems to be fading away. Hopefully we can express some of the
issues in this thread for those who don't watch the video or just want to grapple with this
directly.

Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 3:38 PM

I'm not trying to seed this just to start conversation but I can predict who among us might have
some interest in this topic so I am going to go ahead and prod:

Pacatus ? Patrikios ? DaveT ?

These are just three that come to mind, but I think this is a basic question that most all of us
need to be prepared to answer (if we're not already).

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 4:02 PM

Quote from Cassius

such a person might say:

1. There is nothing preferable about being alive over being dead.

Such a person must be alive in order to say that, thus demonstrating their preference for being
alive, and contradicting their claim.

Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 4:18 PM
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Quote from Todd

Such a person must be alive in order to say that, thus demonstrating their preference
for being alive, and contradicting their claim.

Another excellent use of self-contradiction, showing that they are either not a consistent thinker
or being intentionally misleading.

Presuming they are more on the "not consistent thinker" edge of the range, for reasons that we
might choose to find sympathetic (so we continue to talk to them!) what else can be said to
help them see that their position is damaging?

Or is this position so ingrained in the people who would ask the question in the first place that
little help is possible?

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 5:22 PM

Quote from Cassius

Presuming they are more on the "not consistent thinker" edge of the range, for reasons
that we might choose to find sympathetic (so we continue to talk to them!) what else
can be said to help them see that their position is damaging?

It is quite possible to arrive at this conclusion without any logical inconsistencies. For example,
if you believe your telos to be removal of pain, then it would be perfectly consistent to see
death as a shortcut to that end. In that case, death would not be merely a matter of
indifference, but should actually be preferred over life, which will inevitably involve pain at
times. The only inconsistency would be a failure to act on that conclusion.

Since I would not want to convince someone that suicide is their only logical choice...I think the
best approach would be to understand why they have this belief in the first place (which you
have not stipulated) and approach it from there, rather than attacking the life-vs-death logic
directly.

Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 5:25 PM
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Quote from Todd

It is quite possible to arrive at this conclusion without any logical inconsistencies.

I think you are right. Logic can be used in support of the idea that life is better than death, but
it can also be used for the reverse. Ultimately it is not logic but FEELING which is the key
element.

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 6:00 PM

Quote from Cassius

Or is this position so ingrained in the people who would ask the question in the first
place that little help is possible?

It's important to understand your objective.

In this kind of debate, you are often not really trying to convince the person you're arguing
with. You are rather trying to convince others who are (or will be) observing the debate.

And in that case, I think the performative contradiction argument is a powerful one.

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 6:48 PM

Quote from Cassius

Ultimately it is not logic but FEELING which is the key element.

Yes, in a sense...but maybe the sense in which I see it is not the sense in which you meant it...

The desire to pursue pleasure (and thus life) is so deeply embedded in the human psyche, that
even people who have convinced themselves that they should pursue something else, or that
life isn't really that important, nevertheless cling to it tenaciously, and live with the
contradiction.

(Seems like an argument for psychological hedonism! )
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Post by “DaveT” of June 24, 2026 at 6:52 PM

Quote from Cassius

I'm not trying to seed this just to start conversation but I can predict who among us
might have some interest in this topic so I am going to go ahead and prod:

Pacatus ? Patrikios ? DaveT ?

These are just three that come to mind, but I think this is a basic question that most all
of us need to be prepared to answer (if we're not already).

Nice try Cassius but NO. I listened to part of the "debate" and came away with a yawn. I
checked out the Wiki pages of both men, too and decided they both prove why many Hellenist
philosophers denigrated rhetoricians :). It looked like they were performing to their own
followers.

Due respect to anyone taking the question seriously but to me it is not a serious question when
as a general proposition. Of course life!

Post by “Kalosyni” of June 24, 2026 at 6:53 PM

Quote from Todd

I think the best approach would be to understand why they have this belief in the first
place (which you have not stipulated) and approach it from there, rather than attacking
the life-vs-death logic directly.

This question could come up when considering whether to have children or to not have
children. If the state of living is more valuable on a philosophical level, then you might be
pressured to have children because of that. But if "life" vs "not life" on a philosophical level are
equal, then it would be equally acceptable to choose not to have children.

From the Letter to Menoeceus, it seems to me that the philosophical attitude regarding the
value of life vs death are equal:
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[126] "But the many at one moment shun death as the greatest of evils, at another (yearn for
it) as a respite from the (evils) in life. (But the wise man neither seeks to escape life) nor fears
the cessation of life, for neither does life offend him nor does the absence of life seem to be any
evil."

And, if you are already alive, then the idea is to not shun this life.

Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 6:58 PM

Quote from Todd

nevertheless cling to it tenaciously, and live with the contradiction.

(Seems like an argument for psychological hedonism!  )

But sadiy and tragically, some don't, and they carry out what Lucretius mentioned some do ....
which is why i don't accept the persuasiveness of PH -- but let's not get sidetracked on that.

Quote from DaveT

Nice try Cassius but NO. I listened to part of the "debate" and came away with a yawn.

I'm glad you made that comment because I was not suggesting that people needed to watch
that video to deal with this question. I thank Don for posting the link but I haven't been able to
stomach Jordan Peterson myself enough to watch it.

I'm interested in the general commentary here. I presumed everyone would say "of course life!"
but I'm not so sure any more that I should presume that.

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 7:02 PM

Quote from DaveT

Due respect to anyone taking the question seriously but to me it is not a serious
question when as a general proposition. Of course life!

This would be my first reaction also.
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Post by “Don” of June 24, 2026 at 7:12 PM

Oh! Yeah, don't watch the whole video on that link I posted. If you do go over there, definitely
skip ahead to 49:30 for just the short section of the discussion of life vs death.

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 7:41 PM

Quote from Kalosyni

This question could come up when considering whether to have children or to not have
children.

To me, this is not the same question. As I understand it, the question is specifically regarding
one's own life or death.

Quote from Kalosyni

From the Letter to Menoeceus, it seems to me that the philosophical attitude regarding
the value of life vs death are equal

Are you saying Epicurus teaches life and death are of equal value? If so, I would strongly
disagree with that interpretation.

Post by “Cassius” of June 24, 2026 at 7:58 PM

Quote from Todd

To me, this is not the same question. As I understand it, the question is specifically
regarding one's own life or death.

I could defend that being a related question in the sense that if you think life is not worth living
in general then you're not likely to think it's a good idea to bring more children into the world.
Strictly speaking I agree they are not the same question but I suspect the causes of one are
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related to the causes of the other.

Post by “Todd” of June 24, 2026 at 8:10 PM

Quote from Cassius

I could defend that being a related question in the sense that if you think life is not
worth living in general then you're not likely to think it's a good idea to bring more
children into the world.

That is probably true.

My point was more that "good" or "bad" have to be attached to concrete choices, not
abstractions. Life is good (necessary) for experiencing pleasure. Death is bad for that, but it
might be good if you only care about avoiding pain. You always have to ask "good or bad for
what".

In that sense, they are very different questions and a person could both prefer to live and not to
have children without contradicting himself.

Post by “Pacatus” of June 25, 2026 at 12:50 PM

Quote from Todd

It is quite possible to arrive at this conclusion without any logical inconsistencies. For
example, if you believe your telos to be removal of pain, then it would be perfectly
consistent to see death as a shortcut to that end. In that case, death would not be
merely a matter of indifference, but should actually be preferred over life, which will
inevitably involve pain at times. The only inconsistency would be a failure to act on that
conclusion.

In thinking on this from Todd, I recalled (from Kurt Lampe’s The Birth of Hedonism: The
Cyrenaic Philosophers and Pleasure as a Way of Life) that the same logic was attributed to a
later Cyrenaic philosopher, Hegesias. Lampe refers to “Hegesias’ pessimism,” arguing: “I
suggest that Hegesias is very far from resigning himself to pessimism. To the contrary, he
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positively embraces it as one aspect of a radical but coherent existential choice.”

Here is a summary from Wiki: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hegesias_of_Cyrene

This seems much at odds with earlier Cyrenaic philosophy, e.g., that of Aristippus and
Aristippus the Younger (the Metrodidact). Lampe comments: “It is odd, of course, for Hegesias
to declare pleasure the only complete good and then to make ‘living neither painfully nor
distressingly’ his comprehensive end. We would expect him to follow the Metrodidact in aiming
to ‘live pleasantly.’ However, on this point Hegesias agrees—at least superficially—with the
Cyrenaics’ critics.”

I certainly can’t see this as consistent with Epicurus.

Post by “Cassius” of June 25, 2026 at 3:36 PM

Quote from Pacatus

I certainly can’t see this as consistent with Epicurus.

I don't see it to be consistent with Epicurus either, but it IS a good illustration (apparently) of
how someone can use persuasive logic and reach disastrously wrong conclusions.

And I think that's why Epicurus held that it is not necessary (or perhaps even appropriate?) to
construct elaborate logical arguments about why pleasure is the goal of life. It sounds like
certain later Epicureans decided to try to do just that, and I wish we had more texts so we could
judge how successful they might have been. But probably Epicurus was right that pure logic is
not the best approach to this question, and that's one reason he warned against the improper
use of logic.

Thanks for the cite there Pacatus.

Post by “wbernys” of June 25, 2026 at 4:45 PM

Hey Cassius , did you use the wrong quote?

You're quoting my own quotation of Diogenes but then talking about logical argument about
pleasure being the highest good. Unless I'm missing the point.
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Post by “Cassius” of June 25, 2026 at 8:07 PM

Thanks wbernys you are right - I have fixed it now.

Post by “Patrikios” of July 7, 2026 at 8:29 PM

Quote from Cassius

I'm not trying to seed this just to start conversation but I can predict who among us
might have some interest in this topic so I am going to go ahead and prod:

Pacatus ? Patrikios ? DaveT ?

Cassius

I will have to agree with DaveT that I don’t see the value in this topic, from an Epicurean point
of view. Life is worth living, and death is nothing to us. Something that is “nothing” to us has no
value; therefore it can’t be compared to something that has value.

This was a key topic in the article you posted on June 29 by Max DuBoff ”Death of an Egoist: An
Epicurean Approach to Fatal Self-Sacrifice”.

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 8, 2026 at 9:31 AM

The original question: What Would Epicurus Say To Someone Who Said To Him That The
Value of Being Dead and Being Alive Are Equal?

Let us suppost that there is a person who is in daily bodily pain, and who is having difficulty in
managing that pain, then that person may ask themselves if it feels "worth it" to be alive while
suffering so much (perhaps it was a terrible car accident which caused this, or perhaps it is old
age pains). But...death is cessation of all feeling and conciousness -- and so that particular
person may be left with a conundrum, if they feel that both life and death seem to them of
equal "value". (And because I think that there are some situations in which strong pains may
actually interfere with living).
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