
An Exchange On The Issue of How Much Pain To
Accept
Post by “Cassius” of January 10, 2018 at 9:13 PM

Aurelius Espinoza For this specific example, I meant a stressful job for the rest of your life, or
at least a big part of it. If it's only 2 weeks, then that's a completely different situation1
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Aurelius Espinoza I overall agree with you though. I think the confusion comes from the fact
that Epicurus himself lived an ascetic lifestyle (he lived on bread and water, a bit of cheese was
a luxury, etc). My interpretation is that he wanted to prove that it is possible to be happy with
little (and in bad health). His disciples, such as Metrodorus, weren't as radical in their practice. I
guess what is relevant for modern Epicureans is that one size doesn't fit all, as you say
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Cassius Amicus Now see, I don't believe the comment about cheese and bread should be
interpreted that way, even for Epicurus himself. (You wrote: "that Epicurus himself lived an
ascetic lifestyle (he lived on bread and water, a bit of cheese was a luxury, etc.)")

There are no flat statements that he **always** lived that way. The statement in DL is: "In his
correspondence he himself mentions that he was content with plain bread and water. And
again: “Send me a little pot of cheese, that, when I like, I may fare sumptuously.” Such was the
man who laid down that pleasure was the end of life."

Epicurus, you, or me could easily say that we are CONTENT with bread and water while not
meaning that we commit to eating it three meals a day. I can say I would be content with bread
and water if needed, and mean it, while eating a regular diet.

I think those statements were made for figurative statements for purpose of stating the
principle (that he COULD compete with Zeus in that way), but not to be taken as a general rule
even for him. There are numerous examples of Epicurus speaking figuratively, such as go to
visit his friends "spinning around three times first" (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Philosophers,
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X.5: Then again to Themista, the wife of Leonteus: "I am quite ready, if you do not come to see
me, to spin thrice on my own axis and be propelled to any place that you, including Themista,
agree upon.")

And then the flowery wording he used in addressing people in letter:

Plutarch, Against Colotes, 18, p. 1117D: But if, Colotes, you had met with expressions of
Socrates’ such as Epicurus pens in a letter to Idomeneus: "So send us for the care of our sacred
body an offering of first-fruits on behalf of yourself and your children – so I am inspired to put
it;" to what more unmannerly terms could you have resorted? {Traditionally, first-fruits were
offered to a god – support for Epicurus’ bodily needs is so depicted.}

Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, VII p. 279F: It was in fact, for the sake of the belly and the
pleasures of the flesh in general that this man flattered Idomeneus and Metrodorus. ...
Epicurus, in fact, was the teacher of these men.

Aelius Theon, Preliminary Exercises, 2, I [p. 169 Walz] {II,154 Butts}: ... faulty arrangement, but
especially metrical and rhythmical style, like many of the phrases of the orator Hegesias ... as
well as some of the phrases of Epicurus, such as where he writes to Idomeneus: "Oh you who
have from youth have regarded all my impressions as pleasurable."

Plutarch, Against Colotes, 17, p. 1117B: Colotes himself, for another, while hearing a lecture of
Epicurus on natural philosophy, suddenly cast himself down before him and embraced his
knees; and this is what Epicurus himself writes about it in a tone of solemn pride: "You, as one
revering my remarks on that occasion, were seized with a desire, not accounted for by my
lecture, to embrace me by clasping my knees and lay hold of me to the whole extent of the
contact that is customarily established in revering and supplicating certain personages. You
therefore caused me," he says, "to consecrate you in return and demonstrate my reverence."
My word! We can pardon those who say that they would pay any price to see a painting of that
scene, one kneeling at the feet of the other and embracing his knees while the other returns
the supplication and worship. Yet that act of homage, though skillfully contrived by Colotes,
bore no proper fruit: he was not proclaimed a Sage. Epicurus merely says: "Go about as one
immortal in my eyes, and think of me as immortal too."

Not to mention that doing anything "with Zeus" would have to be figurative, or else violate
Epicurean theology about the way the gods live.

Also, surely devoted Epicureans like Atticus and those at the Villa of the Papyri and most other
Epicureans did not live like ascetics, or the philosophy would never have spread. Lucretius was
fanatically devoted and gives no hint that he himself ate an ascetic diet.

Else I think it is totally impossible to square with Epicurus' will, which showed him to be well off
with numerous slaves. He had at least four slaves, and apparently more than that, as
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enumerated here: https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3…3lRvJWYAxXcjFDQAnd that doesn't
include the apparently very significant additional income and property that he doled out to his
friends and supporters when he died. It is very unlikely that Epicurus would have had access to
so many assets (even luxuries) in other areas of life, but chose to be an ascetic in the category
of food.

I don't see any other way to square these statements with the numerous statements Epicurus
made endorsing ordinary pleasures, including wine, food, sex, etc., being stuff of the best life.
What is clearly true is that he was (as in VS63) arguing that everyone should choose a
sustainable lifestyle so as not to err in either direction of too much or too little luxury, so as to
be master over circumstances and be able to live economically/ independently **if necessary**
for the sake of overall pleasure/avoidance of pain.

But in most cases even in the time of Epicurus, it was possible for many people (like himself) to
live normal middle class or higher lifestyles, while not eating an ascetic, without being at the
mercy of levels of pain that are not worth the pleasure.

So there is no way I would interpret Epicurus as telling everyone to eat bread and water all the
time, and to splurge only on cheese. That's a rhetorical device, even for him. People who eat
better than that are not by definition deficient Epicureans.

I think we are moving towards agreeing that in every area, one size does not fit all, and that
would have to be a perspective that Epicurus applied even to himself. Eat only beans when
necessary, and eat bread and cheese for discipline so you can always be independent, but
when circumstances allow eating a normal diet or even higher, then by all means do so if the
pleasure of doing so outweighs the pain/expense/effort in doing so.

(This is an important question and comes up often, so I edited several times. Thanks for the
opportunity to discuss this.)Manage

Epicurus - Last Will
EPICURUS.NET

Aurelius Espinoza
Aurelius Espinoza Point taken. There is also historical context: the collapse of Alexander's
empire, constant civil wars, the siege of Athens, etc
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