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Introduction

Fear is one of the most fundamental human experiences, situated at the intersection of life, action,
ethics, and mental health. On the one hand, this emotion has a protective function and prepares
human beings to respond to danger; on the other, when it is disproportionate to its object or
grounded in erroneous judgments, it can produce anxiety, weakness, and impaired decision-
making. In Hellenistic philosophy, particularly within Epicureanism and Stoicism, philosophy was
not merely a body of theoretical doctrines but was regarded as a form of rational therapy for the
soul. The central problem of this study is to examine how these two schools explain the nature of
fear and on what theoretical foundations they formulate the two models of ataraxia and apatheia
as means of overcoming fear and achieving psychological tranquility.

Literature Review

Existing studies on fear in philosophical and religious traditions have approached the subject from
various perspectives, ranging from analyses of fear in Greek philosophy and Stoicism to
contemporary studies of anxiety, death, emotions, and philosophical therapy. Persian-language
scholarship has likewise addressed fear in al-Risala al-Qushayriyya, fear of death, and the
perspectives of Mulla Sadra, Avicenna, and Abu Ali Miskawayh. Studies of Epicureanism have
examined ataraxia, fear of death, fear of the gods, the role of desires, and the relationship between
bodily pain and psychological suffering. In Stoicism, scholars have explored fear as a mistaken
judgment, the distinction between what is and is not within one’s control, apatheia, and the theory
of emotions. Nevertheless, comparatively few studies have examined these two traditions together
while simultaneously focusing on the cognitive structure of fear, their therapeutic strategies, and
their psychological limitations. The novelty of the present study lies in reinterpreting ataraxia and
apatheia as two systematic models of philosophical therapy for fear and critically evaluating their
capacity to explain mental health.
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Methodology

This study employs an analytical-interpretive method combined with a comparative approach. Its
data are drawn from classical Epicurean and Stoic texts as well as contemporary interpretive and
critical scholarship. Within the Epicurean tradition, the teachings of Epicurus, including the Letter
to Menoeceus, the Principal Doctrines, and the Vatican Sayings, are examined; within the Stoic
tradition, the works of Epictetus and Seneca, together with interpretations of Chrysippus, are
analyzed. The concepts of fear, judgment, pleasure, pain, virtue, indifferents, ataraxia, and
apatheia are then compared from epistemological, ethical, and psychological perspectives. In the
critical stage, the adequacy of these two models for explaining the cognitive, emotional, and social
dimensions of fear is assessed.

Discussion

The findings indicate that Epicureans regard a significant part of fear as arising from false beliefs,
particularly fear of the gods, death, poverty, and pain. Accordingly, correcting mistaken beliefs
and judgments, moderating desires, and understanding the nature of things constitute the path
toward ataraxia, understood as tranquility and freedom from psychological anxiety. Nevertheless,
the Epicurean analysis may at times appear psychologically reductionist, since fear and pain do
not always disappear through rational correction of beliefs; bodily experiences, psychological
habits, uncertainty about the future, and social conditions also contribute to their formation.
Moreover, drawing a strict distinction between aponia and ataraxia becomes problematic in the
context of chronic pain.

By contrast, the Stoics interpret fear as a mistaken judgment concerning future evil. For them,
virtue alone is the true good and vice alone the true evil, while such things as death, illness, poverty,
and wealth belong to the category of indifferents. Overcoming fear therefore requires restructuring
one’s evaluative judgments, distinguishing between what lies within and beyond one’s control,
and continually practicing correct judgment. Apatheia likewise does not mean the complete
absence of emotion, but freedom from passions that are incompatible with reason. Practical
strategies such as anticipating possible misfortunes, suspending premature judgment, and focusing
on what is within one’s control constitute the practical tools of this model. Nevertheless, the Stoic
approach also faces limitations because of its reduction of fear to erroneous judgment, the idealized
character of apatheia, and its insufficient attention to the social and political conditions that
produce fear. Through their emphasis on the correction of cognition and judgment, both traditions
made an important contribution to the therapeutic dimension of philosophy; however, neither fully
accounts for the emotional and pre-reflective dimensions of fear.

Conclusion

A comparison of these two Hellenistic models shows that ataraxia and apatheia represent different
yet convergent responses to the problem of fear. The Epicurean model focuses primarily on
removing the sources of fear, correcting false beliefs, moderating desires, and providing a
naturalistic account of death and the world; it therefore has a predominantly preventive and
anxiety-reducing orientation. The Stoic model emphasizes reconstructing evaluative judgments,
distinguishing between what is within and beyond one’s control, and strengthening the individual’s



moral capacity to confront adverse conditions; it consequently places greater emphasis on
resilience in the face of hardship. The central finding of the study is that neither model, taken
alone, is sufficient to explain all dimensions of fear, because fear is simultaneously a cognitive,
emotional, and future-oriented phenomenon. Nevertheless, combining the Epicurean insight into
removing the sources of fear with the Stoic emphasis on transforming value judgments and
practicing confrontation may provide a useful conceptual framework for dialogue between
Hellenistic philosophy and contemporary approaches to mental health.
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