(Mis)Quoting Epicurus--An Analysis of Language in
Epictetus

Post by “Joshua” of January 27, 2023 at 4:47 AM

Before we had Don with us, the perennial subject of Epicurus' advice on marriage and children
came up and | was compelled to do my best with respect to the Greek. That thread is here, and
while | wouldn't necessarily change what | wrote | have been reading something that once
again puts the subject before my eyes. In The Discourses of Epictetus as recorded by Arrian,
the philosopher mentions Epicurus a number of times, quoting him once in a way that | find
surprising:

Quote from The Discourses of Epictetus

Even Epicurus is sensible that we are by nature sociable beings; but having once
placed our good in the mere outward shell, he can say nothing afterwards inconsistent
with that; for again, he strenuously maintains that we ought not to admire or accept
anything separated from the nature of good, and he is in the right to maintain it. But
how, then, arise any affectionate anxieties, unless there be such a thing as natural
affection towards our offspring? Then why do you, Epicurus, dissuade a wise man from
bringing up children? Why are you afraid that upon their account he may fall into
anxieties? Does he fall into any for a mouse, that feeds within his house? What is it to
him, if a little mouse bewails itself there? But Epicurus knew that, if once a child is
born, it is no longer in our power not to love and be solicitous for it. On the same
grounds he says that a wise man will not engage himself in public business, knowing
very well what must follow. If men are only so many flies, why should he not engage in
it?

And does he, who knows all this, dare to forbid us to bring up children? Not even a
sheep, or a wolf, deserts its offspring; and shall man? What would you have, that we
should be as silly as sheep? Yet even these do not desert their offspring. Or as savage
as wolves? Neither do these desert them. Pray, who would mind you, if he saw his child
fallen upon the ground and crying? For my part, | am of opinion that your father and
another, even if they could have foreseen that you would have been the author of such
doctrines, would not have thrown you away.
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Quote from The Discourses of Epictetus

Thus also, when Epicurus would destroy the natural tie between mankind, he makes
use of the very [p. 1190] thing he is destroying. For what says he? "Be not deceived; be
not seduced and mistaken. There is no natural tie between reasonable beings. Believe
me. Those who say otherwise mislead and impose upon you." Why are you concerned
for us then? Let us be deceived. You will fare never the worse, if all the rest of us are
persuaded that there is a natural tie between mankind, and that it is by all means to be
preserved. Nay, it will be much safer and better. Why do you give yourself any trouble
about us, sir? Why do you break your rest for us? Why do you light your lamp? Why do
you rise early? Why do you compose so many volumes? Is it that none of us should be
deceived concerning the gods, as if they took any care of men; or that we may not
suppose the essence of good consists in anything but in pleasure? For if these things be
so, lie down and sleep, and lead the life of which you judge yourself worthy, - that of a
mere worm. Eat, drink, debauch, snore. What is it to you, whether others think rightly
or wrongly about these things? For what have you to do with us? You take care of
sheep, because they afford their milk, their wool, and at last their flesh. And would it
not be a desirable thing that men might be so lulled and enchanted by the Stoics as to
give themselves up to be milked and fleeced by you, and such as you? Should not
these doctrines be taught to your brother Epicureans only, and concealed from the rest
of the world; who [p. 1191] should by all means, above all things, be persuaded that we
have a natural tie with each other, and that self-command is a good thing, in order that
all may be kept safe for you? Or is this tie to be preserved towards some and not
towards others? Towards whom, then, is it to be preserved,--towards such as mutually
preserve, or such as violate it? And who violate it more than you, who teach such
doctrines?
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| don't have anything like the kind of facility for the Greek language that would be useful in
evaluating the quotation underlined above, but | am capable of following a few hints. What |
want to propose is that the words underlined above do not sound in their diction like something
Epicurus would actually say. To begin with the part that caught my attention: "Believe me." ?

Believe me? | couldn't think of | single time in any surviving writing when Epicurus started or
finished a sentence with believe me. It seems to me to be a phrase so foreign to his style that |
could hardly believe he wrote it. So here is the phrase in Greek; moteboaté pol--pisteusate
moi. It is a phrase that was used in the ancient world, though not earlier than the late first and
early second century AD that | can find. Dio Cassius, the Roman historian, uses it. The church
father Ignatius of Antioch uses it. [Edit to add: The 1st century Roman/Jewish Historian Josephus
also uses this word] Epictetus, blissfully unaware of the irony, uses it earnestly in his own
words:

Quote from The Discourses of Epictetus

Why then do you impose upon yourselves, and play tricks with others? Why do you put
on a dress not your own, and walk about in it, mere thieves and pilferers of names and
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things which do not belong to you? | am now your preceptor, and you come to be
instructed by me. And indeed my aim is to secure you from being restrained,
compelled, hindered; to make you free, prosperous, happy; looking to God upon every
occasion, great or small. And you come to learn and study these things. Why then do
you not finish your work, if you have the proper aims, and |, besides the aim, the proper
qualifications? What is wanting? When | see an artificer, and the materials lying ready, |
await the work. Now here is the artificer; here are the materials; what is it we want? Is
not the thing capable of being taught? It is. Is it not in our own power, then? The only
thing of all others that is so. Neither riches nor health nor fame nor, in short, anything
else is in our power except a right use of the semblances of things. This alone is, by
nature, not subject to restraint, not subject to hindrance. Why then do not you finish it?
Tell me the cause. It must be my fault, or yours, or from the nature of the thing. The
thing itself is practicable, and the only thing in our power. The fault then must be either
in me or in you, or, more truly, in both. Well, then, shall we at length begin to carry
such an aim with us? Let us lay aside all that is past. Let us begin. Only believe me, and

you shall see.

Quote from The Discourses of Epictetus
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dvoete TO E€pyov, €l Kol OpElc ExeT’ €mPBoAnv olav del KAyw mMPo¢ TH EmBOAR Kol
nopaokevny olav 6el; T{ TO Aglndév €otwv; Otav (Bw TékTova, 6Tw UAn mdpeoTtwv
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AUV Aelnet; o0k #0TL 6L6AKTOV TO MPAYMA; SLOAKTAV. 00K EGTIY 00V £’ HUIV; HOVOV HEV
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¢@’ AUlv. Aowmdv olv A map’ éué £oTwv A map’ OpEC A, Omep &AnBécTtepov, map’
qupoTépoue. T{ 00v; BéAeTe APEWUEBG MOoTe TOlXOTNY EMBOARY KOMIZew évtadda; T
MEXPL VOV d@Ouev. dpEwpeda pévov, maoteboaTEé oL, Kal dyeobe.

It must be admitted that motedoaté is a rare formulation of motebete, again a form of
motebw, which derived from niotig; this is a root of words that Epicurus does use frequently,
and which were very common in philosophical writings of the ancient Greece.

nioTig

1. trust in others, faith
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2. belief in a higher power, faith
3. the state of being persuaded of something: belief, confidence, assurance
4. trust in a commercial sense: credit
5. faithfulness, honesty, trustworthiness, fidelity
6. that which gives assurance: treaty, oath, guarantee
7. means of persuasion: argument, proof
8. that which is entrusted
Quote from The Letter to Herodotus

"Next, keeping in view our perceptions and feelings (for so shall we have the surest
grounds for belief) [...]1"

--o0Ttw yap n BeBatotdtn niotic éotat,--

Quote from The Letter to Pythocles

"In the first place, remember that, like everything else, knowledge of celestial
phenomena, whether taken along with other things or in isolation, has no other end in
view than peace of mind and firm conviction."

"Me@TOV WEV 00V WA &AAO TU TEAOC £k132 TAC MEPL PETEWPWY YVWOEWC £(TE KOTX
ovVaAPRV AEYOUEVWY E(TE ADTOTEARC VouiZely elvat Anep atapagiav kol nioTv BERatov,
KaBdmep kal &Ml TGOV Aoum@v."

Quote from The Principle Doctrines

35. It is impossible for the man who secretly violates any article of the social compact
to feel confident that he will remain undiscovered, even if he has already escaped ten
thousand times ; for right on to the end of his life he is never sure he will not be
detected.

35. 00Kk £0TL TOV AGOPQ TL KWoDVTA WV OLVEBEVTO MPOC AAARAOUG €iC TO Wi BAATITEWY
pHNo€ BAdmTECOQL, moTeDEWY BTL AROEL, KOV HUPLAKLG £l TOD MaPOvTOG AavBavn. HéEXPL
Yap KataoTpopic &dnAov €l kal AQOEL.

40. Those who were best able to provide themselves with the means of security against
their neighbours, being thus in possession of the surest guarantee, passed the most
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agreeable life in each other's society ; and their enjoyment of the fullest intimacy was
such that, if one of them died before his time, the survivors did not lament his death as
if it called for commiseration.

40. Ocot TAv OVOvouwy €oxov TOD TO OBoappelv HEAWOTA €K TWV OPOPOLVTWY
nopaokevdoaobal, oltw kol éBlwoav peT’ AANAAWY RAoloTa TO BeBatdTaTtov mioTwUa
EX0ovTECG, Kal MANPeoTATNY olkedTNTA AMOAABOVTEC 00K WBVPAVTO WG TPOC EAEOV TNV
100 TEAELTHAOAVTOC TMPOKATACTPOPNV.

It should be clear from these, and from a general reading of the surviving writings of Epicurus
that he does not consider "belief" or confident knowledge to rest on his own authority, but in
each case he explains the real foundation of that confidence--and this will rely on the canon, or
on nature, or on some kind of observation or direct reasoning which he quickly lays forth. Take
one controversial example: "First believe that God is a living being immortal and blessed,
according to the notion of a god indicated by the common sense of mankind". Epicurus does
not say "God is a living being immortal and blessed. Believe me." Instead, he says that the gods
have those properties, and immediately gives the reader the foundation for thinking so; in this
case, "the common sense of mankind". This sets the general pattern, which he follows pretty
rigidly. Another example: "Accustom thyself to believe that death is nothing to us, for good and
evil imply sentience, and death is the privation of all sentience ; therefore a right understanding
that death is nothing to us makes the mortality of life enjoyable, not by adding to life an
illimitable time, but by taking away the yearning after immortality." He spends a quarter of the
sentence making a claim, and the next the quarters of the same sentence explaining the
foundation of the claim.

So much for "believe". Now let's look at "me". | won't go into the Greek here with the word pot,
as | think a review of the translations shall be sufficient for this. It would be easy not to notice
that this a word Epicurus very rarely uses--one might say he uses it only a very particular
context. When Epicurus refers to himself, he is generally the subject of the sentence. "Hence,
since such a course is of service to all who take up natural science, |, who devote to the subject
my continuous energy and reap the calm enjoyment of a life like this, have prepared for you
just such an epitome and manual of the doctrines as a whole."

The genuine irony is that on those occasions when Epicurus makes himself the object of a
sentence, he is doing his utmost to highlight the affection, the "social ties" between himself and
his friends. It is precisely on this point that Epictetus maligns him! He does this most
particularly in three places--in the introduction of his letter to Pythocles, in his Will, and in his
letter to Idomeneus.

Quote from The Introduction to the Letter to Pythocles
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CLEON brought me a letter from you in which you continue to express a kindly feeling
towards me, which is a just return for my interest in you, and you attempt with some
success to recall the arguments which lead to a life of blessedness. You ask me to send
you a brief argument about the phenomena of the sky in a short sketch, that you may
easily recall it to mind. For you say that what | have written in my other works is hard
to remember, even though, as you state, you constantly have them in your hands. |
was glad to receive your request and felt constrained to answer it by pleasant
expectations for the future.

Quote from The Will of Epicurus

And from the revenues made over by me to Amynomachus and Timocrates let them to
the best of their power in consultation with Hermarchus make separate provision for
the funeral offerings to my father, mother, and brothers, and for the customary
celebration of my birthday on the tenth day of Gamelion in each year, and for the
meeting of all my School held every month on the twentieth day to commemorate
Metrodorus and myself according to the rules now in force. Let them also join in
celebrating the day in Poseideon which commemorates my brothers, and likewise the
day in Metageitnion which commemorates Polyaenus, as | have done previously.

[...]

Let them make Hermarchus trustee of the funds along with themselves, in order that
everything may be done in concert with him, who has grown old with me in philosophy
and is left at the head of the School. And when the girl comes of age, let Amynomachus
and Timocrates pay her dowry, taking from the property as much as circumstances
allow, subject to the approval of Hermarchus. Let them provide for Nicanor as | have
done previously, so that none of those members of the school who have rendered
service to me in private life and have shown me kindness in every way and have
chosen to grow old with me in the School should, so far as my means go, lack the
necessaries of life.

Quote from The Letter to Idomeneus

On this blissful day, which is also the last of my life, | write this to you. My continual
sufferings from strangury and dysentery are so great that nothing could increase them;
but | set above them all the gladness of mind at the memory of our past conversations.
But | would have you, as becomes your lifelong attitude to me and to philosophy, watch
over the children of Metrodorus.
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In conclusion: | cannot say whether the quotation attributed to Epicurus by Epictetus is wholly
fabricated; but | say that it does not bear the stamp of Epicurus' own style; that it uses
language which was not current in Epicurus' time; and that it is, at best, a badly rephrased and
reworded quotation, if a genuine quotation at all. It bears repeating that Epictetus wrote
nothing himself that survives--that what he had to say was delivered orally, and written down
by a student--and that he lived several centuries after Epicurus, in a time when the reliability of
Epicurus' critics is deeply questionable.

Post by “Joshua” of January 27, 2023 at 5:16 AM

I should note for the record that it was this blog post that got me thinking about it.
Quote

That's important to note because due to the notorious ambiguity of Epicurean
teachings, people sometimes want to question whether Epictetus really understood
Epicureanism. It's likely, however, that he had access to more Epicurean teachings
than we do today. Scholars believe Epictetus possessed rare copies of early Greek Stoic
texts, which he read to students and was discussing with them in the surviving
Discourses. These may have been the books of Zeno, and more likely some of those by
Chrysippus. These quite probably contained references to early Epicurean teachings.
However, Epictetus would also have known many late Roman Epicureans personally. As
this Discourse proves, Epicureans visited him and apparently discussed philosophy in
his school, in the presence of students like Arrian, who recorded this conversation. So
it’s unfairly dismissive to merely place in question his familiarity with the philosophy.
Epictetus probably knew a great deal more about the teachings and way of life
endorsed by Epicureans than we ever will.

Somehow | don't think that modern Stoics would accept this argument if it were put the other
way--if it were claimed, for example, that Torquatus, Lucretius, or Philodemus understood
Stoicism better than any modern Stoic ever could.

Post by “Don” of January 27, 2023 at 6:03 AM

Nice work, Joshua! | found this to maybe provide even more context.
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Quote from Usener w translation via Attalus website
[ U523 ]

Lactantius, Divine Institutes, 111.17.42: [Epicurus maintains that] pleasure is the greatest
good; there is no human society - each one takes thought for himself. {Cf. U581}

Cf. Cicero, Letters to Atticus, VII.2.4: ...Carneades {spoke} with more wisdom than our
philosophers Lucius and Patron, who in sticking to selfish hedonism and denying
altruism, and saying that man must be virtuous for fear of the consequences of vice
and not because virtue is an end in itself, fail to see that they are describing a manner
not of goodness but of craftiness.

Arrian, Diatribes of Epictetus, 11.20.6: So too Epicurus, when he wishes to abolish the
natural fellowship of men with one another, makes use of the very thing he is
destroying. For what does he say? "Don’t be deceived, men, or misled or mistaken:
there is no natural fellowship of rational beings with each other. Believe me: those who
say otherwise are deceiving you and reasoning falsely."

Ibid., 11.20.20: So with Epicurus: he cut off everything that characterizes a man, the
head of a household, a citizen, and a friend, but he did not succeed in cutting off the
desires of human beings; for that he could not do.

http://www.attalus.org/translate/epicurus3.htmi

Usener. Epicurea. 1887. p.318
Display More

Usener includes that as a quote of Epicurus in U523, but also includes several others in U523 as
context. So, Arrian could easily be paraphrasing for his own purposes or even pulling out of
context for his own purposes.

On this very topic, | agree with Dr. Austin when she talks and writes about Epicurus and the
community of Epicureans relying on each other. Epicurus took guardianship of children, made
arrangements for dowries, allowed people to name their children after him, made
arrangements for people to live in his house and garden after he died, and so on. That doesn't
sound like someone who was vehemently opposed to "fellowship of rational beings."

It seems that Arrian, via Epictetus, is setting up a diatribe against Epicurus and so is more than
willing to do what it takes to make his point.

Post by “Don” of January 27, 2023 at 6:12 AM
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Quote from Joshua

Somehow | don't think that modern Stoics would accept this argument if it were put the
other way--if it were claimed, for example, that Torquatus, Lucretius, or Philodemus
understood Stoicism better than any modern Stoic ever could.

While there's no question Epictetus, Cicero, Arrian, Plutarch, Paul the Apostle, et al.
would have known more about Epicureanism than we do, would have known practicing
Epicureans, and would have had access to Epicurean texts now lost to us, it's also no question
that they all had axes to grind, were no friend to the philosophy, and had no reason to give an
unbiased report. There is no reason why we shouldn't take a cautious approach to what they
wrote about a rival philosophy while at the same time being grateful (??) to them for
transmitting to us what they did. At the same time, these are the same people and their ilk that
burned, threw away, and generally discarded the Epicurean texts in the first place, so my
gratitude only goes so far.

Post by “Don” of January 27, 2023 at 6:27 AM

Quote from Joshua

(Mis)Quoting Epicurus--An Analysis of Language in Epictetus
The title of your thread caught me eye too since | just started listening to a new podcast:
Misquoting Jesus with Bart Ehrman.

Time for a new podcast spinoff from Lucretius Today? Misquoting Epicurus with Joshua and Dr.
Emily Austin =

Post by “Joshua” of January 27, 2023 at 6:33 AM

Thank you for the added context, Don! | certainly agree with you that Dr. Austin's book is
excellent on this point. And Epicurus likely did have unconventional views on human society,
which would be worth exploring reasonably. Epictetus takes Epicurus' views to the outer limits
of the absurd and criticizes them there.
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Lucretius on the other hand is insightful in more ways than one here.
Quote
Oft at some consecrated altar-side,
Where fragrant incense burns, a calf lies slain,
And from his breast breathes out the warm life-tide:
But the lone mother, o'er the grassy land
Far ranging, sees his cloven hoof-prints plain,
And leaves with roving eyes no spot unscanned
For her lost young, and fills with lowings wild
The shady wood; then tireless turns again
To the bare stall, sore stricken for her child.
Naught can the dewy grass, or tender leaf,
Or brimming river-bank, once fondly known,
Avail to bannish that o'er-mastering grief;
Nor by the sight of other calves, upgrown
In the fair fields, is her sad heart beguiled:
So deeply yearns she for her one, her own.
- De Rerum Natura, I, 352-366
translated by Henry S Salt
Display More
Quote
For as physicians, when they seek to give
Young boys the nauseous wormwood, first do touch
The brim around the cup with the sweet juice

And yellow of the honey, in order that
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The thoughtless age of boyhood be cajoled

As far as the lips, and meanwhile swallow down

The wormwood's bitter draught, and, though befooled,
Be yet not merely duped, but rather thus

Grow strong again with recreated health:

Proem to Book IV, William Ellery Leonard

Display More

Post by “Joshua” of January 27, 2023 at 6:49 AM

Quote

The title of your thread caught me eye too since | just started listening to a new
podcast: Misquoting Jesus with Bart Ehrman.

Time for a new podcast spinoff from Lucretius Today? Misquoting Epicurus with Joshua

-

and Dr. Emily Austin =

Loose Lips Sink (The Epicurean View of Relation)Ships?

What we sorely lack is a good concise text to explain the Epicurean view of not just ethics,
virtue, justice, piety and prudence, but morality. When Lucretius says tantum potuit religio
suadere malorum, he seems to be making a moral claim. But Epicurus was not a moralist in the
usual sense of that word, so there is certain to be confusion on this point. It would help to a lot
to clear all that up.

Post by “Don” of January 27, 2023 at 6:53 AM

For contrast...

Quote from Epictetus, Discourses 3.3
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In this manner ought every one chiefly to train himself. When you go out in the
morning, examine whomsoever you see or hear; and answer as if to a question. What
have you seen? A handsome person. Apply the rule. Is this a thing controllable by Will
or uncontrollable? Uncontrollable. Then discard it. What have you seen? One in agony
for the death of a child. Apply the rule. Death is inevitable. Banish this despair, then.

This is an interesting dialogue in Epictetus, too:

Epictetus, Discourses, book 3, Concerning a certain governor who was an epicurean.

Post by “Todd” of January 27, 2023 at 12:21 PM

Quote from Joshua, quoting Epictetus, quoting Epicurus (supposedly)

"Be not deceived; be not seduced and mistaken. There is no natural tie between
reasonable beings. Believe me. Those who say otherwise mislead and impose upon

you."

Speculating about this from another angle...

A possible kernel of truth here could be that maybe Epicurus did say something about society
not existing apart from the individuals that make it up, similar to how justice does not exist
apart from agreements that serve the ends of real people.

This supposed quotation could be taking out of context an argument Epicurus was making in
support of that idea.

Post by “Eikadistes” of January 27, 2023 at 12:53 PM

I'm not sure if this is the right place, but | confirmed this:

There is a vastly misattributed quote to Lucretius and De Rerum Natura that proposes that “
Fear first on earth created gods." This comes from Statius, “Primus in orbe deos fecit
timor” (Thebais Ill 661)

Not incompatible, simply, misattributed.
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