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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: Stoicism was an outstanding one among the Hellenistic schools, and have had a
Research Article great influence on Greek and Roman life. Among its teachings the so called conatus

(self-preservation) specially has been asserted as the first command of every thing’s

) ) nature: the first instinct and the first desire of every living creature is an effort for
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preserving itself in accordance with nature. Thus, the virtual life for a man is a life
according to nature. The so-called suicide, on the other hand, has been an act of

April 2024 frequency among Stoic philosophers: a considerable number of them committed a
Accepted 16 April 2024 voluntarily death. Is this inconsistent with their so-call conatus? Though they
Published online 20 March sought to avoid Platonic dualism between the sensible and the intellectual,

2024 nevertheless they accepted that the logos was the true-self of man and nature, and

human reason was immortal for them. They condemn any kind of suicide, as well

rejecting the passion-rooted seeking of saving life for any price. According to the
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Stoics, the death of an ideal wise is the same as conformity to nature and reason,
whether it happens so-called “naturally” or of her/his own free will; because for
such a person, will, nature and reason are compatible with each other. But since
they have not considered anyone, not even their leaders, as an example of absolute
wisdom, in fact, no suicide attempt can be considered entirely approved by them.
Readiness for death among the Stoics must be seen as a foundation of calm and
active life in individual and social life recommended by them: calm spiritually,
active practically.

Cite this article: Fathi, H., & Shahmoradi, M. (2024). Stoicism on Death. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 18 (46),
297-312. http//doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.60466.3707

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.
BY http//doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.60466.3707

Archive of SID.ir


mailto:hfathi42@yahoo.com
mailto:maryamshahmoradi660@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7474-8685
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-1092-2708

Archive of SID.ir

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz,\Volume 18, Issue 46, 2024. pp. 297-312 298

Extended Abstract

Birth and death are two important keywords in the field of philosophical research which are
related to many philosophical topics in theoretical and practical fields, such as human destiny,
coming-into-being of the soul or its eternality, the relationship between the soul and the body,
the reincarnation of souls, permanence of the soul after body’s death, eschatology etc. Among
these two, due to the fact that humans do not have much role in their birth but they do have a
role in their death, death is more important. On the other hand, in the history of philosophy, the
death of Socrates is a great event that immortalized not only him, but also the plant of hemlock.
Socrates, who himself did not write any philosophical material, may be rightly considered the
main source of all philosophical currents after him, partly because of vividness of his oral
teachings and of course because of the comprehensiveness of his personality. His serious
encounter with life and the serious confirmation of his life style with his romantic death, caused
streams of philosophical insight and character to permeate through the schools named as
Academy, Peripatetic, Cynic, Corenaic, Pyrrhonic and Megarian. Beside these schools in the
Hellenistic period, two others, namely Epicurean and Stoic, should be mentioned in particular,
to whom life and death had great importance.

Among them all, the Stoic school had the characteristic that a large number of its leaders
ended their lives by their own will, while their entire philosophical system is based on the
concept of Conatus (self-preservation). Therefore, we are faced with this question regarding
this school: Is the Stoics idea that the most fundamental instinct in human nature is self-
preservation, is not opposed to their teachings regarding death and especially to the action of
its founder and a large number of its prominent figures in committing suicide?

In this article, after a brief look at the history of the Stoic school and its prominent figures
and after presenting a list of its main teachings, we will deal with the question whether their
position regarding death (especially suicide) is compatible with their other teachings (especially
the theory of self-preservation) and what lessons can be learned from their encounter with death
for today.

For a philosophical school with such a long history and vast geography, it may not be
reasonable to expect uniform and established teachings. However, dogmatism against the
skeptics and the empiricism against peripatetics, nominalism concerning universals, denial of
innate ideas in epistemology, materialism or corporealism alongside the idea of Seminal
Reasons (Spermatikoi Logoi) that flourish in nature, equating the content of the names of Fire,
Logos, Nature, Intellect, Soul, Spirit, Zeus, Destiny, Providence, God, etc (which are the source
of many of their natural and moral teachings), and finally, the doctrine of self-preservation, are
among the most important common teachings of this school throughout its long history.

According to the common teachings of the Stoics, the Logos connects not only world and
man, nature and city (polis), but also many binary opposites. Thus, when a person lives
according to the order of the Logos, which shows itself in the laws governing the world, at the
same time she/he lives naturally in accordance with virtue, in a way that leads to happiness, in
a life according to free will and at the same time according to the determinism that governs the
world; she/he goes on the path of preserving her-/himself, preserving nature, and preserving
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other people. In nature, all things necessarily proceed according to Logos. In human affairs
everything related to nature, whether willingly or not, is subjected to this necessity. The Stoic
wise believes in this necessity and its rationality. Therefore, she/he consciously and freely lives
in harmony with nature.

And now the question is: with such a perception of freedom which is compatible with self-
preservation and the necessary process of nature, how can it be justified that the Stoic wise
participates in her/his own death?

According to the Stoics, man’s Self is her/his reason, and their notion of death is Platonic,
that is, the freedom of the rational dimension from physical limitations. The absolute wise, who
has absolute wisdom and virtue, is in perfect harmony with world, nature and Zeus. She/he is
in complete freedom and wants exactly what necessarily pervades nature. Her/his act of killing
her-/himself will not be an act contrary to the natural process but the same as natural death.
Her/his action is not contrary to self-preservation, but the same as it. But since the Stoics have
stated that none of the leaders of this school were absolute wises, we should not imagine that
their leaders' act of suicide was absolutely justified. In their opinion, any act by anyone, is
insofar right and consistent with their self-preservation as it conforms to reason, and any act
that arises from affections (emotions) and is the result of overpowering reason by emotion is
rejected by them.

In general and according to our discussion throughout the article, it can be said that the
position of the Stoics regarding death and suicide is not incompatible with their fundamental
doctrine of self-preservation. If the ideal stoic wise has done something that is interpreted as
suicide in the ordinary view, this act is not really suicide, but precisely self-preservation entirely
in agreement with nature or universal Logos. But since they have not considered anyone, not
even their leaders, as an example of absolute wisdom, in fact, no suicide attempt can be
considered completely approved by them. The act of suicide by the Stoic pioneers could be
partially approved by this school, only to the extent that they had actualized wisdom in their
existence. Any kind of suicide arising from anger, despair, fear and any other emotion (most of
our visible examples are of this kind) is definitely rejected by Stoics. Of course, aspects of what
is called “euthanasia” can be justified in Stoic school. What the Stoics supported and acted on
in this regard was an important part of their moral and political life, which means that in their
moral life they became more and more ready for death (that is, joining the universal Logos) and
played a role in political life without worry. Based on their emphasis on Logos, it can be said
that what is justified and glorified in religious life based on religious faith, in their philosophical
system is supported and encouraged based on reason.
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