
Tragedy, Christianity, and the Death Drive 

 

This paper will consider the relation between self-harm, suicide and the death drive as a 

way of approaching antiquity and its discourse of the self. It recognizes that self-harm is a 

gendered and, indeed, socially constructed category, and argues that self-harm, with its most 

extreme form, namely, suicide, is a fascinating dark lens through which to explore discourses of 

the self in antiquity. Beginning from auto- compounds in Greek tragedy to express self-harm, 

and moving through Attis and self-castration towards Christian acts of ascetic self-violence and 

martyrdom, it develops five questions to explore historically and culturally changing senses of 

self-violence. (1) Why does nobody in antiquity ever ask the standard modern question when 

faced by suicide, namely, ‘why did s/he do it?’. (2) Why are Socrates and Achilles not treated as 

cases of self-harm or suicide? (3) How can martyrdom not be an expression of the death drive? 

(4) Why is the death drive crucial to Christian thinking? (5) Why are Christians forbidden to kill 

themselves, when martyrdom is a privileged category?  
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