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PREFACE


We Are All Epicureans Now


Aphilosophy is a way of life. So it seemed, at least, to the Epicureans and their rivals among the Stoics, the Skeptics, and the other Athenian philosophical “schools” of the Hellenistic Period (323–32 BC). They were not just competing to win over prospective students by demonstrating their intellectual superiority. They were also advertising the psychological benefits of certain daily practices and the good sense of a particular outlook. At the time, no one would have expected the Epicureans to corner the lifestyle market in terms of either numbers or influence. But in a very real way, though we often don’t recognize it, the core principles of Epicureanism have become deeply embedded in the psyches of modern Westerners. Epicureanism is not just a way of life: it is our way of life.


In the short term, Stoics went mainstream while Epicureans remained mostly on the fringes. As Rome grew exponentially beyond its original borders, its elite increasingly set the terms of politics and culture all over the Mediterranean. Stoicism’s bracing moral rigor had just the flavor of austerity and hardihood that appealed to Roman sensibilities. Epicureanism did win some noteworthy converts among the Roman upper crust, including on both sides of the civil war that led to Julius Caesar’s rise. But Epicureans tended to favor a delicate withdrawal from politics, which was one of the things that rendered them suspicious to Romans of a more traditional cast of mind and made Epicurus an unlikely life coach for the conquerors of the world.4


In the long term, Epicurean assumptions have triumphed so entirely we often don’t know they’re there. They are simply part of the air we breathe, taken for granted in movies and magazine articles: everything is made of atoms, and the ideal life is one of serenity and well-being. In the ancient world these were outlandish proposals, requiring vigorous defense by way of elaborate argumentation. Today they are the starting points of self-help blogs and wellness routines. True, Stoicism has recently had a modern renaissance among online influencers and high-powered executives, inspiring massive Reddit forums and bestselling books.2 But Epicureanism needs no modern renaissance, because it is already taken for granted practically everywhere. Ancient Epicureanism was practiced among privileged eccentrics and sophisticates. But a modern Epicurean revival would be utterly banal, consisting of unremarkable people living the way most others do.


“Our modern philosophers are all the low groveling disciples of Epicurus,” griped John Adams, thinking perhaps of his erstwhile friend and rival Thomas Jefferson, who would at one point proclaim himself an Epicurean.6 Resentment and contempt aside, Adams was hitting on a profound insight about what was then a relatively recent sea change. Today his observation is so true we don’t even realize it, and Epicureanism has taken such a powerful hold on our imaginations that we hardly know it counts as a philosophy at all. It seems to us to be simply the way things are. It is therefore an exercise in self-understanding to study its history and its principles, to see it not simply as a default position but as a set of arguments, a way of life chosen among others. Learning about Epicureanism means learning to recognize ourselves.


* * *


The story begins, not with Epicurus, but with an elusive sage named Democritus. He came from the Greek frontier town of Abdera in the wildlands of Thrace, a precarious region situated uneasily between mainland Greece and the Ionian outposts of Asia Minor (now Turkey). The native tribes of Thrace roved menacingly between the Danube and the Black Sea; they originally had no common identity or leader, though they were at one point collectively incorporated into the Persian empire and then loosely united into the “Odrysian kingdom.” Abdera itself, once an embattled Greek colony, came under Athenian protection in the Delian League. It was prosperous by the time Democritus was born in the mid-400s BC, but it bore scars left by Thracian shock troops and Persian taskmasters.12


Wherever he went, Democritus carried with him a certain whiff of the wild and exotic—it was rumored that he had spent time among the naked sages of India, learning from them to endure discomfort and exposure with indifference. He cultivated an enigmatic persona, traveling incognito even to Athens while Socrates himself was still at large. “I came to Athens and nobody knew me,” he almost boasted. Even for a philosopher, Democritus was evasive and coy, his ideas unsettling and counterintuitive.10


What he had to teach was that life is an illusion. In sly and cryptic whispers, Democritus insinuated to those in his confidence that most human experience is a passing phantom, a construct of the mind. “The surface of things is a matter of convention,” he teased. “It is by convention that things are sweet or bitter.”8 “Convention,” nomos in Greek, meant a human creation—not a natural feature of the real world, but a system stamped onto the bare material of existence. It was the word for the various legal systems crafted by governing authorities and imposed on the spontaneous rhythms of life, as well as for the artificial scales and melodies used to segment and arrange the natural pitches of sound. Nomos meant a formal network layered by humans onto nature.


Democritus suggested that taste and touch are nomos, too: we generate them. They come from us. The qualities we experience through our senses—the color of grass or the timbre of birdsong, say—are not real features of the world. They are fabrications, overlaid onto reality by human consciousness, generated by us and dependent on us for existence. Underneath them, things look very different. Beneath the glimmering surface of the world as seen through human eyes, something eerie and alien waits to be discovered.


What lies beneath, what really exists, is matter and emptiness. To Democritus, to kenon and sōmata—an infinite void of space and the bodies within it—were the sum total of everything truly real. That is how Leucippus of Elea put it, and Leucippus seems to have been one of the few masters whose teaching Democritus could accept. “The root components of everything are atoms and void,” wrote the third-century AD biographer Diogenes Laertius, explaining Democritus’s point of view; “everything else is mere thought.”14 The Greek of Democritus and Leucippus is where we eventually get our own word atom—from atomos—meaning literally “the uncuttable thing.” But whereas our modern atoms have proven troublesomely divisible, in ancient philosophy the atom was by definition the smallest possible object, a solid bead of pure existence.


What Democritus had in mind was perhaps something closer to our notion of a lepton or a quark, if indeed those subatomic particles are as fundamental as they seem. The point was that somewhere at the basis of all things there must be an object so concrete that it could never be annihilated or deconstructed. Atoms for Democritus were the rawest of raw material. They were simplicity itself: colorless, odorless, stripped of every quality that might be subject to the vagaries of human perception. They would never change shape or number, thought Democritus; they could be neither created nor destroyed. Their quantities, geometric arrangements, and positions in space were appealingly mathematical and so absolutely rational. Wave away the mist of human perception, the clouds of light and noise, and you would arrive at a landscape of crystalline geometrical exactitude across which atoms moved with razorlike precision. Through them, everything could be understood.


Atoms were the base units of everything else, swirling and locking together to produce every object and experience known to man. The taste of sweet food, for example, might be explained as an effect of smooth-shaped atoms caressing the tongue, while the atoms that made up bitter food might prick the mouth with invisibly tiny barbs. The flavor itself would fade in a matter of instants; the food, too, would soon be churned and sluiced through the digestive tract. Every merely human aspect of the experience would start slipping away into the bloodstream or the dirt almost as soon as it began. But underneath it all the atoms would remain, undisturbed and unyielding in their courses, governed by the immutable laws of nature. They endured forever, and they alone were real. So Democritus proposed.


Within a few generations, men came to call him “the laughing philosopher.” This was by contrast with Heraclitus of Ephesus, who observed morosely that all things were forever passing away.16 But this very same notion seemed to Democritus like an occasion for euthymia, carefree good cheer: what, me worry? Surely not, when joy and sorrow alike are mere vapors, floating by and vanishing on the surface of the atomic flow like faces in the smoke wafting from a campfire. Early modern paintings of Democritus portray him as variously cackling with wild abandon or curling his lips into a knowing smirk. There was something at once impish and sinister about his invitation to dissolve the world, to laugh into the void. Democritus had stood naked in the temples of India; he had stared across the borders of the Thracian wilderness; he had bared his body and mind to the broad world and found it infinitely unconcerned. The atoms would go on churning and colliding forever—he had no power to alter their outlines by so much as a micrometer. There was nothing to do but smile.


This was not an attitude likely to curry favor with the wealthy scions of mainland Greece. They were striding their way through an invigorating and treacherous era. The High Classical Period was inaugurated by a rousing victory against Persia in 480 BC, and it flamed out shortly thereafter in a disastrous breakdown of relations between the two major powers, Sparta and Athens. Democritus’s ideas could hardly catch on amid all the drama and endeavor: this was not the time for meditations on the pointlessness of life or for existentialism avant la lettre. Besides, the heartland of philosophy at the time was Athens, and Athenian thought was fixating ever more rigorously on the purpose of things. The tradition that began with Socrates and led to Aristotle was increasingly devoted to explanations that could account for the universe as a kosmos, an ordered whole. Democritus had little to offer in that regard, since the only order governing his sprawling universe was an impartial set of physical laws. Nor was Aristotle sold on atomistic reasoning: if qualities like “sweet” and “bitter” were just subjective human ideas, he pointed out, it hardly made sense to explain them with reference to “smooth” and “sharp” atoms. The whole system was too arbitrary and disjointed to endure rigorous scrutiny.18


But as time wore on, “arbitrary” and “disjointed” would come to seem like fitting descriptions of human life itself. After Athens’s abasement at Sparta’s hands in the Peloponnesian war (431–404 BC), the Greek-speaking world was left in tatters. The leaders of that world had for a brief moment been engaged in building an ordered latticework of state hierarchies and diplomatic relations. Now this structure buckled abruptly, leaving behind a confusion of rival city-states and shifting allegiances. Alexander the Great’s swift rise to power briefly restored unity, of a sort. But it was the forced unity imposed by conquest, and it collapsed immediately after his death in 323 BC. Perhaps this is why the subsequent Hellenistic Era, with its splintered political landscape and its ever-pliable borders, also generated a profusion of philosophical schools. Each one had its own distinctive attitudes and eventually its own internal schisms; each one disputed at least some of the others’ claims with vehement intensity. It was a time of contention and disunity, a time of deconstruction and disarray. The perfect time to give Democritus’s ideas a second look.


The man to do it was Epicurus. He came from Samos off the western coast of Asia Minor. It was a sizeable and glamorous island, its hills draped luxuriously with vineyards; Epicurus was among its chattering classes, the child of Athenian settlers. He himself made his way to Athens in 323 BC, the year Alexander died, and unlike Democritus he was happy to see and be seen. Diogenes Laertius, who was fiercely partial to Epicurus, portrayed him as a high society gentleman dogged unjustly by salacious rumors. Allegedly he gorged himself to the point of vomiting twice a day, leering over courtesans and griping spitefully about his fellow philosophers. All deranged nonsense, insisted Diogenes, but obviously the perception of Epicurus as a reckless hedonist endured to tarnish his reputation long after his death.20


To this day, we still use the word epicurean to mean “gourmand.” If we think of a “stoic” as someone who keeps his passions carefully guarded, then an “epicure” is someone who lines up outside overrated pop-up cafés and drones on about trends in molecular gastronomy as if they carried the significance of the Normandy landings. Epicurus may have frittered away his time on self-serious indulgences—the conflicting testimonies surrounding him are too loaded and polemical for us to be sure—but that was definitely not the lifestyle he commended to his students. Unlike the modern meaning of “stoic,” the contemporary idea of “epicureanism” bears only the most distant relation to the principles taught expressly in the corresponding ancient school. Hedonism may be a distant consequence of taking Epicurus’s advice to heart, but it is not what Epicurus was about.


What he was really up to was spinning out the materialist physics of men like Democritus and Leucippus into a full-fledged scheme of thought and action. To qualify as a complete philosophical system, an ancient doctrine needed to furnish a detailed and internally consistent set of beliefs in three key areas: logic, physics, and ethics. Physics told you what the world was like; logic told you how it could be soundly known; ethics told you what you should do about it. To put it somewhat more precisely: Logikē, the study of reason or logos, was about how to draw accurate and reliable connections between observations and ideas. Physikē, from which we get our word physics, covered everything that could be counted as physis, “nature”: these were the laws and patterns that governed (at least) all material existence. Ēthikē dictated how to shape the ēthos—the habits and attitudes that make up human character. Since this inevitably involved a theory of what humans are and how they make choices, it was also a study of the psychē, the mind or soul. So ethics always involved what we would now call psychology, as well as morality.


Epicurus put forward a countercultural and rigorously materialist set of views in all three areas. Diogenes transcribes the full text of three letters Epicurus wrote to students and followers. He calls them epitomai, “epitomes” or condensed summaries of the ideas he worked out more extensively in his books (all of which are lost to us). The letters are intended for general circulation, like handy CliffsNotes for the busy professional. But Epicurus repeatedly stresses that they can serve as memory aids for more advanced students as well, since “it’s still quite necessary to refer back to a point-for-point outline of the entire subject and get a reminder of the shape of the thing” (D.L. 10.35–6). Together these letters cover all three of the major topics, though each letter is not devoted exclusively to one subject. The letter to Herodotus (not the historian but a contemporary of Epicurus) begins with basic logic and then uses its methods to outline some principles of physics based on atoms and the void. The letter to Pythocles zooms out from microscopic to macroscopic physics, charting out a theory of weather patterns and celestial movements (favorite subjects of speculation for ancient as well as modern observers). And the letter to Menoeceus outlines a self-help course for living the Epicurean life.


The end goal of that life is pleasure (hēdonē), though avowedly not the wildly extravagant binge of sex, food, and drugs that we might associate with the word hedonism. Those who come to Epicurus seeking license to pass out guilt-free at 3 a.m. in a nightclub bathroom will find him no fun at all. He insists (D.L. 10.127–32) that excess and immoderation are actually obstacles to a sustainably good life of refined pleasure, which feels less like a cocaine high and more like ataraxia. This Greek word is often translated as “peace of mind”; it literally means “not being troubled,” and when wielded by Epicurus it suggests a state of blissful enlightenment that modern influencers and life hackers might call “inner peace.” The Epicurean’s idea of heaven on earth is a place called the “garden,” modeled after the cultivated grove where Epicurus would meet with his students, but standing in across time more generally for a kind of “great good place.” It is a genteel enclave where men and women alike share in the exquisite delights of good health and philosophy. Its modern analogue is not Jeffrey Epstein’s island of sinister debauchery but a selective wellness retreat in the Andes where start-up founders attend seminars on ayurvedic meditation and microdose nootropics. Serenity, not gluttony, is the goal.


The path toward it begins, for Epicurus, with clearing your mind. His idea of logic starts with getting absolutely clear and specific about the meaning of words. “First of all,” he writes, “it’s crucial to grasp what is designated by the relevant terms, so that by referring to them we can evaluate the ideas being proposed” (D.L. 10.37–38). This welcome admonition brings with it an implicitly favorable comparison to the jargon and hand-waving that accompanies more abstruse forms of philosophy. Clear language means clear thought, and Epicurus wants his language to be ruthlessly exact. He is determined that the superstitions which typically haunt the public, and the high-flown abstractions which philosophers favor, should never creep into his students’ minds. This is an invitation to realism: precise language, Epicurus hopes, will keep the discussion to what can be firmly and securely known.


What can be most clearly known, at least by us, is empeiria: the immediate and direct experience of our own observations. This doesn’t mean we’re always right about what we see: just because I see water in the desert doesn’t mean it’s there. But it definitely does mean that I’m having the experience of seeing a silvery-blue patch up ahead, and since I can be sure of that experience, I can feel confident about using it as a starting point for further inference. That kind of starting point is what Greek philosophers called a kritērion, which is where we get our word criterion: It means a “touchstone” of truth, an unshakable fact to test propositions against. The ideas that I attach to my experience are another matter: if I have the experience of seeing a blue patch in the desert, I might think, “there’s water up ahead.” But I may or may not be right: finding out will require further observation and maybe even experiment. Epicurus was a precursor not only to philosophers like David Hume and Francis Bacon, who insisted on direct experience as the basis for reasoning and science, but also to René Descartes, who knew he existed because he could think, and something had to be doing the thinking. Epicurus knew that sense experiences existed, because he was having them.
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