
Does Philosophy Prepare you For Death? 
 
I. The consolations of Philosophy? 
 

[Socrates] “I am afraid that other people do not realize that the one aim of those who practice philosophy 
in the proper manner is to practice for dying and death. Now if this is true, it would be strange indeed if 
they were eager for this all their lives and then resent it when what they have wanted and practiced for a 
long time comes upon them.” 
 
Simmias laughed and said: “By Zeus, Socrates, you made me laugh, though I was in no laughing mood 
just now. I think that the majority, on hearing this, will think that it describes the philosophers very well, 
and our people in Thebes would thoroughly agree that philosophers are nearly dead and that the majority 
of men is well aware that they deserve to be.  
 
[Socrates] “And they would be telling the truth, Simmias, except for their being aware. They are not 
aware of the way true philosophers are nearly dead, nor of the way they deserve to be, nor of the sort of 
death they deserve.” 
 

II. Aubade, by Philip Larkin 
 

I work all day, and get half-drunk at night.    
Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare.    
In time the curtain-edges will grow light.    
Till then I see what’s really always there:    
Unresting death, a whole day nearer now,    
Making all thought impossible but how    
And where and when I shall myself die.    
Arid interrogation: yet the dread 
Of dying, and being dead, 
Flashes afresh to hold and horrify. 
 
The mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse    
—The good not done, the love not given, time    
Torn off unused—nor wretchedly because    
An only life can take so long to climb 
Clear of its wrong beginnings, and may never;    
But at the total emptiness for ever, 
The sure extinction that we travel to 
And shall be lost in always. Not to be here,    
Not to be anywhere, 
And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true. 
 
This is a special way of being afraid 
No trick dispels. Religion used to try, 
That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die, 
And specious stuff that says No rational being  
Can fear a thing it will not feel, not seeing 



That this is what we fear—no sight, no sound,    
No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,    
Nothing to love or link with, 
The anaesthetic from which none come round. 
 
And so it stays just on the edge of vision,    
A small unfocused blur, a standing chill    
That slows each impulse down to indecision.    
Most things may never happen: this one will,    
And realisation of it rages out 
In furnace-fear when we are caught without    
People or drink. Courage is no good: 
It means not scaring others. Being brave    
Lets no one off the grave. 
Death is no different whined at than withstood. 
 
Slowly light strengthens, and the room takes shape.    
It stands plain as a wardrobe, what we know,    
Have always known, know that we can’t escape,    
Yet can’t accept. One side will have to go. 
Meanwhile telephones crouch, getting ready to ring    
In locked-up offices, and all the uncaring 
Intricate rented world begins to rouse. 
The sky is white as clay, with no sun. 
Work has to be done. 
Postmen like doctors go from house to house. 

 
Shelley Kagan:  

 
“if something is true, it seems as though there’s got to be a time when it’s true. Yet if death is bad for 
me, when is it bad for me? Not now. I’m not dead now. What about when I’m dead? But then, I won’t 
exist. As the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus wrote: “So death, the most terrifying of ills, is nothing 
to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; but when death comes, then we do not exist. It does 
not then concern either the living or the dead, since for the former it is not, and the latter are no more.” If 
death has no time at which it’s bad for me, then maybe it’s not bad for me.” 
 

III. Tolstoy 
 

“He tried to go back to his former ways of thinking, which had screened him formerly from the thought 
of death.  But—strange thing—all that had formerly screened, hidden, wiped out the consciousness of 
death now could no longer produce that effect. Lately Ivan Ilyich had spent most of his time in these 
attempts to restore the former ways of feeling that had screened him from death. He would say to 
himself: "I'll busy myself with work—why, I used to live by it." And he would go to court, driving 
away all doubts; he would get into conversations with colleagues….but suddenly in the midst of it 
the pain in his side…would begin its own gnawing work….He would…return home with the sad 
awareness that his work in court could no longer, as before, conceal from him what he wanted 
concealed; that by his work in court he could not rid himself of it.  And what was worst of all was 
that it drew him to itself not so that he would do something, but only so that he should look it 
straight in the eye, look at it and, doing nothing, suffer inexpressibly.” 



 
“It occurred to him that what had formerly appeared completely impossible to him, that he had not lived 
his life as he should have, might be true. It occurred to him that those barely noticeable impulses he had 
felt to fight against what highly placed people considered good, barely noticeable impulses which he had 
immediately driven away—that they might have been the real thing, and all the rest might have been not 
right. His work, and his living conditions, and his family, and these social and professional interests—all 
might have been not right. He tried to defend it all to himself. And he suddenly felt all the weakness of 
what he was defending. And there was nothing to defend.  
 
"But if that's so," he said to himself, "and I am quitting this life with the consciousness that I have ruined 
everything that was given me, and it is impossible to rectify it, what then?" He lay on his back and 
started going over his whole life in a totally new way. In the morning, when he saw the footman, then 
his wife, then his daughter, then the doctor—their every movement, their every word confirmed the 
terrible truth revealed to him that night. In them he saw himself, all that he had lived by, and saw clearly 
that it was all not right, that it was all a terrible, vast deception concealing both life and death. This 
consciousness increased his physical sufferings tenfold. He moaned, and thrashed, and tore at his 
clothes. It seemed to be choking and crushing him. And for that he hated them.” 

 
 

“Isn’t it true you’re feeling better?” 
He said yes, without looking at her. 
Her clothes, her figure, the expression of her face, the sound of her voice—all told him one thing: “Not 
right.  All that you’ve lived and live by is a lie, a deception, concealing death from you.”  
The expression on his face when he said “Yes” was terrible.  Having uttered this “Yes,” he looked her 
straight in the face, turned over with a quickness unusual in his weak state, and shouted: 
“Go away, go away, and leave me alone.” 

 
Pierre in War and Peace: 

 
Whatever he started thinking about, he came back to the same questions, which he could not resolve and 
could not stop asking himself. It was as if the main screw in his head, which held his whole life together, 
had become stripped. The screw would not go in, would not come out, but turned in the same groove 
without catching hold, and it was impossible to stop turning it.  

 
"What is bad? What is good? What should one love, what hate? Why live, and what am I? What is life, 
what is death? What power rules over everything?” he asked himself. And there was no answer to any of 
these questions except one, which was not logical and was not at all an answer to these questions. This 
answer was: "You will die—and everything will end. You will die and learn everything or stop asking." 
But to die was also frightening. … And he again put pressure on the stripped screw, and the screw kept 
turning in one and the same place.” 

 
IV. The Death of Socrates 
 

“When we heard what they said we were all depressed, as we told each other afterwards.  We had been 
quite convinced by the pervious argument, and they seemed to confuse us again, and to drive us to  
doubt not only what had already been said but also what was going to be said, lest we be worthless as 
critics or the subject itself admitted of no certainty.” 

 



ECHECRATES: By the gods, Phaedo, you have my sympathy, for as I listen to you now I find myself 
saying to myself: "What argument shall we trust, now that that of Socrates, which was extremely 
convincing, has fallen into discredit?" ….And now I am again quite in need, as if from the beginning, of 
some other argument to convince me that the soul does not die along with the man. Tell me then, by 
Zeus, how Socrates tackled the argument. Was he obviously distressed, as you say you people were, or 
was he not, but quietly came to the rescue of his argument, and did he do so satisfactorily or 
inadequately? Tell us everything as precisely as you can.  
 
PHAEDO: I have certainly often admired Socrates, Echecrates, but never more than on this occasion. 
That he had a reply was perhaps not strange. What I wondered at most in him was the pleasant, kind, 
and admiring way he received the young men's argument, and how sharply he was aware of the effect 
the discussion had on us, and then how well he healed our distress and, as it were, recalled us from our 
flight and defeat and turned us around to join him in the examination of their argument. 
 
 “we should not become misologues, as people become misanthropes.  There is no greater evil one can 
suffer than to hate reasonable discourse.”   
 
It would be pitiable, Phaedo, he said, when there is a true and reliable argument and one that can be 
understood, a man who has dealt with such arguments as appear at one time true, at another time untrue, 
should not blame himself or his own lack of skill but, because of his distress, in the end gladly shift the 
blame away from himself to the arguments, and spend the rest of his life hating and reviling reasonable 
discussion and so be deprived of truth and knowledge of reality. 
 
“we should not allow into our minds the conviction that argumentation has nothing sound about it; much 
rather we should believe that it is we who are not yet sound and that we must take courage and be eager 
to attain soundness, you and the others for the sake of your whole life still to come, and I for the sake of 
death itself.” 
 
 
“If you will take my advice, you will give but little thought to Socrates but much more much more to the 
truth. If you think that what I say is true, agree with me; if not, oppose it with every argument and take 
care that in my eagerness I do not deceive myself and you and, like a bee, leave my sting in you when I 
go.” 

 
Although I was witnessing the death of one who was my friend, I had no feeling of pity, for the man 
appeared happy in both manner and words as he died nobly and without fear, Echecrates, so that it 
struck me that even in going down to the underworld he was going with the gods’ blessing and that he 
would fare well when he got there, if anyone ever does. That is why I had no feeling of pity, such as 
would seem natural in my sorrow, nor indeed of pleasure, as we engaged in philosophical discussion as 
we were accustomed to do—for our arguments were of that sort—but I had a strange feeling, an 
unaccustomed mixture of pleasure and pain at the same time as I reflected that he was just about to die. 
All of us present were affected in much the same way, sometimes laughing, then weeping. 
 
 

V. Premature Death 


