Metaphorically Picturing Epicurean Philosophy

Post by “Cassius” of January 11, 2023 at 12:12 PM

An illustrator of the multiple philosophical paths problem would do well to follow what amounts
to Lucian's ultimate point:

Lycinus. At least your chagrin will be considerably lessened by the thought that you are not
alone in your disappointment; practically all who pursue philosophy do no more than disquiet
themselves in vain. Who could conceivably go through all the stages | have rehearsed? You
admit the impossibility yourself. As to your present mood, it is that of the man who cries and
curses his luck because he cannot climb the sky, or plunge into the depths of the sea at Sicily
and come up at Cyprus, or soar on wings and fly within the day from Greece to India; what is
responsible for his discontent is his basing of hopes on a dream-vision or his own wild fancy,
without ever asking whether his aspirations were realizable or consistent with humanity. You
too, my friend, have been having a long and marvelous dream; and now reason has stuck a pin
into you and startled you out of your sleep; your eyes are only half open yet, you are reluctant
to shake off a sleep which has shown you such fair visions, and so you scold. It is just the
condition of the day-dreamer; he is rolling in gold, digging up treasure, sitting on his throne, or
somehow at the summit of bliss; for dame How-I-wish is a lavish facile Goddess, that will never
turn a deaf ear to her votary, though he have a mind to fly, or change statures with Colossus, or
strike a gold- reef; well, in the middle of all this, in comes his servant with some every-day
question, wanting to know where he is to get bread, or what he shall say to the landlord, tired
of waiting for his rent; and then he flies into a temper, as though the intrusive questioner had
robbed him of all his bliss, and is ready to bite the poor fellow's nose off.

As you love me, do not treat me like that. | see you digging up treasure, spreading your wings,
nursing extravagant ideas, indulging impossible hopes; and | love you too well to leave you to
the company of a life-long dream—a pleasant one, if you will, but yet a dream; | beseech you to
get up and take to some every-day business, such as may direct the rest of your life's course by
common sense. Your acts and your thoughts up to now have been no more than Centaurs,
Chimeras, Gorgons, or what else is figured by dreams and poets and painters, chartered
libertines all, who reek not of what has been or may be. Yet the common folk believe them,
bewitched by tale and picture just because they are strange and monstrous.

| fancy you hearing from some teller of tales how there is a certain lady of perfect beauty,
beyond the Graces themselves or the Heavenly Aphrodite, and then, without ever an inquiry
whether his tale is true, and such a person to be found on earth, falling straight in love with her,
like Medea in the story enamored of a dream-Jason. And what most drew you on to love, you
and the others who worship the same phantom, was, if | am not mistaken, the consistent way in
which the inventor of the lady added to his picture, when once he had got your ear. That was
the only thing you all looked to, with that he turned you about as he would, having got his first
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hold upon you, averring that he was leading you the straight way to your beloved. After the first
step, you see, all was easy; none of you ever looked round when he came to the entrance, and
inquired whether it was the right one, or whether he had accidentally taken the wrong; no, you
all followed in your predecessors' footsteps, like sheep after the bell-wether, whereas the right
thing was to decide at the entrance whether you should go in.

Perhaps an illustration will make my meaning clearer: when one of those audacious poets
affirms that there was once a three-headed and six-handed man, if you accept that quietly
without questioning its possibility, he will proceed to fill in the picture consistently—six eyes
and ears, three voices talking at once, three mouths eating, and thirty fingers instead of our
poor ten all told; if he has to fight, three of his hands will have a buckler, wicker targe, or shield
apiece, while of the other three one swings an axe, another hurls a spear, and the third wields a
sword. It is too late to carp at these details, when they come; they are consistent with the
beginning; it was about that that the question ought to have been raised whether it was to be
accepted and passed as true. Once grant that, and the rest comes flooding in, irresistible,
hardly now susceptible of doubt, because it is consistent and accordant with your initial
admissions. That is just your case; your love-yearning would not allow you to look into the facts
at each entrance, and so you are dragged on by consistency; it never occurs to you that a
thing may be self- consistent and yet false; if a man says twice five is seven, and you take
his word for it without checking the sum, he will naturally deduce that four times five is
fourteen, and so on ad libitum. This is the way that weird geometry proceeds: it sets before
beginners certain strange assumptions, and insists on their granting the existence of
inconceivable things, such as points having no parts, lines without breadth, and so on, builds on
these rotten foundations a superstructure equally rotten, and pretends to go on to a
demonstration which is true, though it starts from premises which are false.

Just so you, when you have granted the principles of any school, believe in the deductions from
them, and take their consistency, false as it is, for a guarantee of truth. Then with some of you,
hope travels through, and you die before you have seen the truth and detected your deceivers,
while the rest, disillusioned too late, will not turn back for shame: what, confess at their years
that they have been abused with toys all this time? so they hold on desperately, putting the
best face upon it and making all the converts they can, to have the consolation of good
company in their deception; they are well aware that to speak out is to sacrifice the respect and
superiority and honor they are accustomed to; so they will not do it if it may be helped,
knowing the height from which they will fall to the common level. Just a few are found with the
courage to say they were deluded, and warn other aspirants. Meeting such a one, call him a
good man, a true and an honest; nay, call him philosopher, if you will; to my mind, the name is
his or no one's; the rest either have no knowledge of the truth, though they think they have, or
else have knowledge and hide it, shamefaced cowards clinging to reputation.
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