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Epicurus’s Great Discovery


Epicurus (341-270 BC) is, along with Plato and Aristotle, one of the great charismatic philosophers of the ancient world. He counts among those thinkers whose key idea has remained a living one across a span of several millennia. Just as the word “stoic” has characterized, for over two thousand years now, people who tend to remain calm and relaxed in situations of tension and pressure, we still today speak of someone as an “epicurean” or a “hedonist” if they openly declare that their chosen style of life is one oriented to the pursuit of pleasure. Hedone is, in fact, the Greek word for “pleasure”. And it is Epicurus who counts as the founder of so-called “hedonism”. A large number of people today choose to describe themselves as “hedonists”.


We may say that Epicurus long preceded Freud in formulating the notion of a “pleasure principle” playing a crucially important role in our lives. This “pleasure principle” runs simply: “seek always to increase your pleasure and avoid anything by which pleasure is diminished!” Epicurus’s key idea, then, appears initially to be one of seductive clarity: Nature itself, he maintains, provides human beings, right at their birth, with a sort of “inner compass” by the guidance of which they can lead a happy life. It is a kind of intuitive guidebook which stands by us in all decisions, great and small. In order to be happy, Epicurus says, a human being has simply to do what gives him joy and pleasure and avoid whatever is likely to cause him displeasure or pain:
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But this discovery of Epicurus’s, which on a first reading strikes one as a matter of common sense, something that almost “goes without saying”, was in fact perceived already by the philosopher’s contemporaries as a monstrous provocation. The fulfilment of the desire for pleasure as the highest of life’s goals stands in sharp contrast and opposition to the other well-established doctrines of that day, such as those of Plato, Aristotle or the Stoics. These latter doctrines had praised, ever since their first foundation, reason and a life lived according to reason as the highest goals for Man. But now, suddenly, along came Epicurus with his claim that the highest good for Man was not Man’s reason at all but rather his body, his sensuality, his desire and pleasure.


Not that “thought” which had hitherto stood in such high moral regard but, on the contrary, those drives and needs hitherto looked on as “lower” things, such as eating, drinking and sexuality, show us, according to Epicurus, the right road to take through life. Expressed in its most radical and shocking form, Epicurus’s basic thesis ran: human beings will be happy only when they cease trying to pose as virtuous beings consisting essentially of mind and confess to others and to themselves all the powerful desires and needs that inhabit and motivate them. Pleasure, argued Epicurus, is, in the final analysis, such an elevated and indispensable good that it would be impossible to live without it:
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In direct contrast to Plato and the Stoics, Epicurus places not the mind but rather the body in the centre of his philosophy. Basing himself on the forms of pleasure characteristic of the body, he develops a comprehensive philosophical notion of “the good life”. He even finds a way to place morality and ethics under the sway of the pleasure principle. Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics he dismisses as “worshippers of reason” blinded by their own dogmas. These philosophers, he contended, had entirely failed to recognize the true end and aim of life and had devoted themselves exclusively to the admiration of the morally or ethically honourable. But this, for Epicurus, was absolutely the wrong attitude to take:
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Epicurus, then, took a passionately contrary position to that form of ethics predominant in Classical Greece whereby “the good life” consisted only in bringing to realization such “cardinal virtues” as courage, fortitude and prudence:
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Epicurus also points out that the citizens of Athens were deeply dishonest, as was their professed canon of moral principles. The things, he noted, that they raised to the status of high moral virtues tended always to be things which brought them, in any case, the greatest possible material advantage. If, for example, a muscular, athletic boxer praises courage and fortitude as the highest virtues, what lies behind this praise is, in the last analysis, only yet another form of pleasure: in this case pleasure at triumph in sporting contests:
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This, his polemical attitude toward the classical doctrine of virtue created many enemies for Epicurus in Athens. It did not improve his reputation among the Athenians that he also accepted women into his philosophical school and was even known to have a regular sexual partnership with one of these, a highly educated hetaira called Leontion. (A hetaira was a type of sex-worker characteristic of ancient Greece who performed not just the work of a prostitute but acted also as an entertainer and conversation-partner). His relationship with this remarkable woman, known to some as “the lioness”, along with the general rumours about the sensual self-indulgence tolerated in Epicurus’s school, acquired him such nicknames among the Athenians as “the glutton” and “the sex fiend”. The Greek poet Timon described him as “piggish and doggish” and the Stoic Epictetus called him a “debauched man”. Later, among Christian authors, he even came to be declared an “enemy of humanity”. Epicurus, claimed the Scholastics, was the Antichrist, since he did not believe in God and took delight in animalistic impulses.


The provocation represented by Epicurus’s recommendation that we live according to the “pleasure principle” finds external expression already in the name of his school. It was called the Kepos, from the ancient Greek word for “garden”. And Epicurus did indeed instruct his pupils in a garden. We see a sharp contrast here to the pupils of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoic Zeno, all of whom were obliged to meet in large, covered stone buildings. Both Plato’s “Academy” and Aristotle’s “Lyceum” had been temples respectively to Athena and Apollo before becoming gymnasiums. Zeno’s “Stoa”, from which the Stoic school took its name, literally means “covered walkway”. Epicurus’s pupils, however, met and learned together in the open air, under the shade of the trees. The choice of this milieu as a “classroom” clearly signified that in Epicurus’s school everything should be allowed to freely blossom and unfold, just as in Nature. Epicurus purchased this small plot of garden-like land along with the small house that stood on it and turned it immediately into a school. After the academies of Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics, it took its place as the fourth and last great school of philosophy in Athens. It has endured through the ages, its influence extending far beyond the Classical age of Greece into that of the Roman Empire.
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| summon you to constant pleasures and
not to virtues, which provide only empty,
pointless and disturbing expectations of
rewards.®
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The virtues too are chosen
because of pleasure, and not
for their own sakes [...].°
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| spit upon the honourable and on
those who vainly admire it whenever
it produces no pleasure.®
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For | at least do not even know what

| should conceive the good to be, if |
eliminate the pleasures of taste, and
eliminate the pleasures of sex, and
eliminate the pleasures of listening, and
eliminate the pleasant motions caused in
our vision by a visible form.?





