Diving Deep Into The History of The Tetrapharmakon
/ Tetrapharmakos

Post by “Cassius” of February 1, 2023 at 11:49 AM
| note that the material forwarded by ResponsiblyFree referenced here uses the

Tetrapharmakos as an organization model. | am adding this post to an earlier thread
to expand discussion.

The article under review correctly cites the Tetrapharmakos as coming from Philodemus. It's
not - as | need not repeat, but will - stated in this form by Epicurus himself, or by Metrodorus, or
by Hermarchus, or by Diogenes of Oinoanda, or by Lucretius, or by any other recognized
authority on Epicurus.

Further, to the extent the Tetrapharmakos appears to be included in a Herculaneum
reconstruction of a work by Philodemus, it is (1) a fragment without clear context as to the
point of its inclusion, and (2) contained in a work in which Philodemus is also campaigning
against failure to pay proper attention to the original texts - in which | would suggest it would
be natural to include inadequate summaries of the original texts (such as | would label the
"Tetrapharmakos") as an example of what to avoid, not to follow.

Here is the way it is framed in the article we're discussing:
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First, | don't consider the 'non-involvement" to be Epicurus' "masterstroke." The masterstroke
was to develop Democritus' atomism into a full-blown conclusion that the universe is eternal,
entirely natural, was never created by, and is not supervised by, any supernatural beings. That
aspect is the foundation of the gods' non-involvement, because if we ever admitted the
possibility that the gods created the universe originally, or supervise it now, then their lack of
concern or involvement would be entirely reversible at any moment. And whether you want to
skip over the issue that Epicurus "first" concern was to get at the truth, and not to justify a pre-
ordained conclusion that relief from anxiety is desirable, then it's important not to leave the
issue hanging: the reason that the gods won't decide to revoke their supernatural intervention
in the future is that they have never in the past been capable of it, nor are they now or will they
ever be.

The writer gets a lot of it right from my point of view, but his attitude continues to imply that
Epicurus was fudging the truth by being "wise in not denying their existence" for reasons that
are at the very least unattractive and not an appropriate assessment of the full impact of his
work:
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As for the section on death | see most of it as acceptable, but it always seems to me that going
too far in comparing Epicurus to Buddhism is a bad idea, given the strikingly different
assessment they make of the nature of life:

As to the "good is easy to get" we have a good treatment of the sweeping nature of the term
pleasure, but coupled with the typical narrowing to exclude sensual pleasures - which Epicurus
did not do when his philosophy is read in full:
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And this comes very close to reversing the proper perspective of wisdom as a tool for pleasure,
rather than wisdom being a goal in and of itself as the Stoics allege:
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And we also get "the simple life of frugality is the best" stated as an absolute, rather than
contextually:
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As to the "terrible is easy to endure" we go through the familiar apologies for the wording:
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So in summary:

There is some documentation that the ancient Epicureans discussed this formulation, but there
is slender if any good reason to expect that the ancient Epicureans held this up as the climactic
expression of their philosophy. There is equal if not more reason to think that Philodemus was
critical, rather than supportive, of the formulation, given his criticism of failure to read the
original texts, of which the "four part cure" is but a serious amputation of the first four principal
doctrines.

The tetrapharmakos does provide an a shorter version of the first four doctrines, but at the cost
of adding ambiguity, obscurity, and the possibility for ridicule (especially as to the latter two). It
is not clear, it is not unambiguous, and it is not an accurate summary of the philosophy.

Yes it has its uses, but it has at least as much use for explaining what Epicurean philosophy
does not claim as what it does claim.

And thus my point in this post is this not to endlessly criticize but to ask: Do we really need to
endlessly hold up the tetrapharmakos as the supreme statement of Epicurean philosophy?
Neither Lucretius nor Diogenes of Oinoanda nor Epicurus himself expressed the philosophy in
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this truncated this way. Why should we?

Note: | see from the earlier posts in the thread that this was started back before we had some

of our best current researchers. | hope that we can add this topic into our sights and target it

for much deeper investigation. What is the true and accurate context of this
formulation? Did anyone else beside Philodemus cite it? Do we even know that

Philodemus approved of it?
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