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ACCLAIM FOR LIVE LIKE A PHILOSOPHER

“A must-read for anyone interested in practical philosophy.”

—Donald J. Robertson, author of How to Think Like a Roman Emperor

“This is a great introduction to the rich variety of philosophical schools in the ancient world, bringing them to life by inviting readers to test them out and compare them for themselves. Everyone should find something to inspire them in this wealth of ancient wisdom.”

—John Sellars, author of The Pocket Stoic and The Pocket Epicurean

“Written by self-professed practitioners of Stoicism, this book explores the entire range of Greek and Roman philosophies of life. These philosophies include the Epicurean doctrines of pleasure and avoidance of pain, the Stoic and Aristotelian focus on virtuous character, and the radical doubt and search of Pyrrhonism. The authors invite their readers to try out one or more of these philosophies for themselves by exercises that apply the teaching to their lives. As a comprehensive and practical guide to ancient wisdom, this book is in a class of its own. I recommend it with enthusiasm.”

—A. A. Long, author of Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life

“Live Like a Philosopher introduces readers to the vast variety of philosophies practiced as ways of living in ancient Greek and Roman cultures. After competently and imaginatively explaining what was distinctive to each of the philosophical schools or traditions, Pigliucci, Lopez, and Kunz provide five days’ worth of well-designed exercises intended to help people apply and experiment with those key concepts and practices. This book is a veritable smorgasbord of substantive philosophical treats that can be sampled at each reader’s preferred pace.”

—Greg Sadler, editor of Stoicism Today

“Refreshing, engaging, and thought-provoking, Live Like a Philosopher is a welcome addition to any Stoic library. Pigliucci, Lopez, and Kunz invite readers to expand their horizons by placing Stoicism (which focuses on character) within a broader framework that also embraces the importance of pleasure and the value of doubt. Far more than just an educational guide on different philosophies of well-being, Live Like a Philosopher opens readers’ eyes to the vast richness of thought that exists beyond Stoic principles. The authors inspire and challenge: Stoicism is powerful—but so are other philosophies. Why not enrich our lives by embracing a wider vision?”

—Dr. Chuck Chakrapani, editor of The Stoic Gym Journal and Distinguished Visiting Professor, Toronto Metropolitan University

“An engaging and illuminating journey through ancient philosophical thought that encourages the reader to incorporate those philosophies into their own lives. I’m excited for the impact Live Like a Philosopher will have on its audience.”

—Matthew Van Natta, author of The Beginner’s Guide to Stoicism

“Live Like a Philosopher offers an inspiring guide for those eager to articulate and practice a personal philosophy of life. Becoming acquainted with the wisdom traditions of key Greek and Roman philosophers on whose shoulders we stand, we can thereby wisely elevate our moral and practical efforts toward lives of dignity and meaning.”

—Sharon Lebell, author of The Art of Living: The Classical Manual on Virtue, Happiness, and Effectiveness and coauthor with Brother David Steindl-Rast of The Music of Silence: Entering the Sacred Space of Monastic Experience

“A valuable addition to the practical philosophy literature, ideal for modern Stoics who are curious about other sources of ancient wisdom. Especially valuable are the practical exercises for each philosophy, which the reader can try out as experiments in living. I’ll be recommending Live Like a Philosopher to all therapy clients and colleagues who are interested in reading an accessible and engaging introduction to ancient practical philosophy.”

—Tim LeBon, director of research for Modern Stoicism and author of 365 Ways to Be More Stoic

“This ambitious book is full of everything you need to know about 13 ancient Greek and Roman philosophies of life. The authors expertly weave together relatable stories, well-grounded theoretical explanations, surprising biographical facts, and practical suggestions for applying these philosophies on your own. Brimming with useful tips and information, Live Like a Philosopher is perfect for all the curious seekers out there who want to learn about, question, and test philosophical ideas for themselves!”

—Brittany Polat, cofounder and president of Stoicare, author of Journal Like a Stoic, and coauthor of Stoic Ethics: The Basics

“A remarkable combination of a very wide-ranging survey of ancient philosophical approaches with guidance on applying them in practice today. The inclusion of skepticism (very clearly explained) is a particularly striking feature.”

—Christopher Gill, Emeritus Professor of Ancient Thought, University of Exeter, and coauthor of Stoic Ethics: The Basics

“An important contribution to both philosophy and psychology, Live Like a Philosopher creates a much-needed bridge between ancient wisdom and modern research. This book can help you better understand complex philosophical ideas, so that you can apply them in your life. A practical guide toward a happier, healthier, and calmer life.”

—Tal Ben-Shahar, author of Happier, No Matter What and Choose the Life You Want

“This book is an excellent resource for anyone who wants not only to learn about the ancient Greek and Roman philosophies of life but wants to ‘test drive’ these philosophies by living in accordance with them for a time. As a result of these experiments, you might decide to adopt one of these philosophies, or you might combine ideas from several to create a philosophy that is tailor-made for your life and circumstances. Either way, you will be taking an important step toward optimizing the one life you have to live.”

—William B. Irvine, Professor Emeritus, Wright State University

“It takes more than intelligence to write intelligently on the subject of philosophical wisdom. The confident and inspiring voices of this trio of seasoned writers illuminate multiple schools of thought with clarity and engaging exercises. Excavating practical ideas on how we can live more fulfilling lives, Live Like a Philosopher shines a light on how selected philosophies can teach us about the art of living. I’m buying two copies, one for each eye.”

—Karen Duffy, New York Times–bestselling author of Model Patient, Backbone, and Wise Up

“This impressive book elucidates essential distinctions between various schools of ancient philosophy. It is both comprehensive in its coverage and accessible. The exercises at the end of each chapter help the reader sharpen their understanding of these distinctions. One can learn and then work at putting into practice many of the philosophical ideas and strategies outlined in this book. Readers will be grateful for the collective efforts of Pigliucci, Lopez, and Kunz, whose collaboration has resulted in a fine book that offers a rich and diverse perspective on ancient philosophy.”

—Walter J. Matweychuck, PhD, REBT psychologist




The philosopher . . . alone lives by looking at nature and the divine. Like a good helmsman, he moors his life to what is eternal and unchanging, drops his anchor there, and lives his own master.

—Aristotle, Protrepticus
(in Aristotle and Other Platonists by Lloyd P. Gerson)




TIMELINE OF PHILOSOPHERS AND EVENTS

The philosophers covered in the book are highlighted in boldface.




	776 BCE

	First Olympic games




	753 BCE

	Founding of Rome




	590 BCE

	The poet Sappho flourishes on the island of Lesbos




	585 BCE

	Thales of Miletus, the first philosopher, predicts an eclipse of the Sun




	570 BCE

	Pythagoras is born




	509 BCE

	The Romans overthrow the monarchy, the Republican period begins




	508 BCE

	The tyrant Hippias is forced to leave Athens, the Democratic period begins




	499 BCE

	Beginning of the Greco-Persian wars




	495 BCE

	Pythagoras dies




	492 BCE

	First Persian invasion of Greece




	490 BCE

	Protagoras (Sophists) is born; the Greeks defeat the Persians at the battle of Marathon




	484 BCE

	Aeschylus wins at the Dionysia festival




	480 BCE

	The Greeks, led by the Spartan king Leonidas I, defeat the Persians at Thermopylae; the Persians are also defeated in a pivotal naval battle at Salamis




	469 BCE

	Socrates is born




	468 BCE

	Sophocles defeats Aeschylus for the Athenian Prize for drama




	460 BCE

	The First Peloponnesian War begins




	449 BCE

	The Peace of Callias puts an end to the Greco-Persian wars; Herodotus writes History of the Greco-Persian War from 490 to 479




	445 BCE

	The First Peloponnesian War ends




	441 BCE

	Euripides wins the Athenian Prize




	435 BCE

	Aristippus (Cyrenaics) is born; Euclid of Megara (Megarians) is born




	431 BCE

	The Second Peloponnesian War begins




	429 BCE

	Pericles dies during the Athenian plague




	428 BCE (or 424 BCE)

	Plato is born




	425 BCE

	Aristophanes wins the Athenian Prize




	421 BCE

	The Peace of Nicias brings a temporary ending to the Second Peloponnesian War, but is actively undermined by Alcibiades




	420 BCE

	Protagoras (Sophists) dies




	415 BCE

	Athens lays siege to Syracuse




	413 BCE

	Athenians defeated by the Syracusans




	411 BCE

	The Four Hundred overthrow the democratic government in Athens; they will be expelled the following year




	404 BCE

	Athens capitulates, end of the Second Peloponnesian War; reign of the Thirty Tyrants, which will last one year




	399 BCE

	Socrates dies




	383 BCE

	Plato founds the Academy (as late as 387 BCE)




	384 BCE

	Aristotle is born




	365 BCE

	Pyrrho is born (as late as 360 BCE); Euclid of Megara (Megarians) dies




	360 BCE

	Stilpo (Megarians) is born




	356 BCE

	Aristippus (Cyrenaics) dies




	350 BCE

	Hipparchia (Cynics) is born




	347 BCE

	Plato dies




	342 BCE

	Aristotle begins mentoring Alexander the Great




	341 BCE

	Epicurus is born




	338 BCE

	Philip II of Macedon defeats Athens and Thebes




	336 BCE

	Alexander the Great succeeds Philip II (who was assassinated)




	334 BCE

	Zeno of Citium (Stoics) is born




	332 BCE

	Alexander the Great founds Alexandria in Egypt




	323 BCE

	Alexander the Great dies, the Hellenistic period begins




	322 BCE

	Aristotle dies




	300 BCE

	Euclid publishes Elements




	284 BCE

	Diodorus Cronus (Megarians) dies, we do not know when he was born




	280 BCE

	Hipparchia (Cynics) dies; Stilpo (Megarians) dies




	275 BCE (as late as 270 BCE)

	Pyrrho dies




	270 BCE

	Epicurus dies




	265 BCE

	Archimedes discovers specific gravity and anticipates the discovery of integral calculus




	262 BCE

	Zeno of Citium (Stoics) dies




	241 BCE

	First Punic War between Rome and Carthage ends




	218 BCE

	Second Punic War begins between Rome and Carthage




	214 BCE

	Carneades (Academic Skeptics) is born




	149 BCE

	Third Punic War begins between Rome and Carthage




	146 BCE

	Final defeat of Carthage by Rome




	129 BCE

	Carneades (Academic Skeptics) dies




	106 BCE

	Marcus Tullius Cicero (Academic Skeptics) is born




	100 BCE

	Julius Caesar is born




	86 BCE

	Sack of Athens by the Roman general Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix; diaspora of the philosophers throughout the Mediterranean




	60 BCE

	The First Triumvirate (Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus) informally controls Rome




	49 BCE

	Julius Caesar crosses the Rubicon thus declaring war against the Roman Senate




	44 BCE

	Assassination of Julius Caesar




	43 BCE

	Second Triumvirate (Octavian, Mark Antony, Lepidus); Marcus Tullius Cicero is assassinated




	31 BCE

	Octavian defeats Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium; the Hellenistic period ends, the Roman Empire begins




	27 BCE

	The Roman Senate grants Octavian the title of Augustus




	4 BCE

	Seneca the Younger (Stoics) is born




	14 CE

	Octavian Augustus dies




	50 CE

	Epictetus (Stoics) is born




	65 CE

	Seneca the Younger (Stoics) dies




	68 CE

	Nero orders his secretary, Epaphroditus, to kill him; end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty




	69 CE

	Vespasian becomes emperor; beginning of the Flavian dynasty




	96 CE

	Domitian is assassinated; end of the Flavian dynasty




	97 CE

	Nerva becomes emperor; the period of the Five Good Emperors begins




	121 CE

	Marcus Aurelius (Stoics) is born




	135 CE

	Epictetus (Stoics) dies




	165 CE

	The Antonine plague kills five million people throughout the Roman Empire




	180 CE

	Marcus Aurelius (Stoics) dies; the period of the Five Good Emperors ends




	204 CE

	Plotinus (Neoplatonists) is born




	212 CE

	The emperor Caracalla extends the rights of Roman citizenship to all who live within the confines of the Empire




	234 CE

	Porphyry (Neoplatonists) is born




	245 CE

	Iamblichus (Neoplatonists) is born




	270 CE

	Plotinus (Neoplatonists) dies




	305 CE

	Porphyry (Neoplatonists) dies




	313 CE

	Constantine the Great declares Christianity to be the official religion of the Roman Empire




	325 CE

	Iamblichus (Neoplatonists) dies




	350–370 CE

	Hypatia (Neoplatonists) is born




	363 CE

	Julian the Apostate, the last pagan Roman emperor, dies




	412 CE

	Proclus (Neoplatonists) is born




	415 CE

	Hypatia (Neoplatonists) dies




	476 CE

	End of the Western Roman empire




	485 CE

	Proclus (Neoplatonists) dies




	529 CE

	Emperor Justinian I closes the Academy




	1453 CE

	End of the Eastern Roman empire




	1462 CE

	Cosimo de’ Medici reestablishes the Academy in Florence









PROLOGUE

What is a good life? And how can we build that life for ourselves?

This book is designed to help you think through these big questions by drawing inspiration from the biographies, ideas, and practices of thirteen of the most prominent philosophies of ancient Greece and Rome.

Please don’t let the word “philosophies” scare you off. There will be no final exam, no multiple-choice questions asking you to name that philosopher or when he or she was born and died. Instead, we’ll use the best of ancient ideas as a compass to find a new path forward today, one with a sense of purpose and intentionality. By doing so, we intend for this book to help you create your own meaningful life philosophy to navigate a world filled with uncertainty.

Together, we’ll traverse the foremost ancient Greek and Roman schools of thought. Along the way, each chapter will combine a glimpse into a philosopher’s life with an exploration of that thinker’s practical philosophy, closing with exercises for putting his or her teachings to work for us.

In this exploration of life’s big questions, why did we choose to focus on Greek and Roman philosophy?

First off, it’s clear that the ancient Greco-Romans have already done a lot of the heavy lifting when it comes to developing a life philosophy. Thinkers ranging from the pre-Socratics to the Neoplatonists spent tons of time considering what they thought was the highest good in life and figuring out how to move toward it. Their insights can help us understand how to set our course through even the most treacherous existential waters.

There’s another reason, too. As distant as this ancient period of history may seem, it’s very present to the authors of this book. That’s because we have all put philosophical principles from ancient Greece and Rome into practice in our own modern lives, in particular through our study and personal pursuit of Stoicism. Through our own experiences, we have found great value in this period of practical philosophizing and are eager to share these ideas with others in search of a coherent and meaningful way of life.

You may be wondering: If we practice Stoicism, why have we written a book covering Greco-Roman philosophies? It’s not because we think that Stoicism is incomplete or has fatal flaws. We believe that ancient Stoicism was mostly on the right track, but we disagree with one key aspect of it: that it is the only philosophy that fits human nature.

The Stoics were not the only ancient philosophers who thought they had a monopoly on the truth. This ancient viewpoint is most clearly represented in Cicero’s On The Ends of Good and Evil, Book III, which grounds Stoicism in a particular theory of developmental psychology. In Book I, Cicero presents a similar argument, but this time, focused on justifying Epicureanism as the best candidate for the same role. These arguments offer evidence that many of the ancients believed that a single philosophy was the “correct” one, and that the best thought system should prove valid for every human in every situation.

But we don’t think there is sufficient evidence to believe that a single philosophy of life is a natural fit for everyone. Rather, we believe that different philosophies are suitable for different people, based on their individual personalities and backgrounds. It’s even possible that combining aspects of various philosophies could be the best approach for you.

In fact, the founder of Stoicism—Zeno of Citium—was one such person who curated his own philosophy of life out of preexisting ideas. He started out as a student of Cynicism, before studying with the Megarian teacher Stilpo, and he later attended Plato’s Academy. Zeno united these three philosophies with his own innovations and other influences to create what we now know as Stoicism.

The spirit of bringing together wide-ranging ideas continued throughout ancient Stoicism’s history, and this is also the spirit in which we present the philosophies in this book. If you’re a practicing Stoic, we hope you’ll find many new ideas and approaches that will enrich the way you live philosophically. If you’re not a Stoic, we want to provide you with a constellation of philosophies to consider and explore. As the Stoic writer Seneca said in his Letter 33, the people “who have made these [philosophical] discoveries before us are not our masters, but our guides.”

So let’s meet the guides for our journey.




Greco-Roman philosophers in their historical context

The practice of philosophy in the Western tradition flourished from the period of classical Greece (beginning in the sixth century BCE) to the Roman Empire (through the fifth century CE), including the intermediate periods of Hellenism (323–30 BCE) and the Roman Republic (509–27 BCE).

While Plato and Aristotle are known to most everyone, some of the philosophers and schools that we discuss in this book aren’t exactly household names and are correspondingly much less understood. Quite a few didn’t leave a lot of written words that have been preserved to this day. And in many cases, they focused more attention on how to live in a practical sense rather than on bestowing on posterity a corpus of ideas fit for academic study—for instance, by outlining systemic changes to the way we think about government and metaphysics (like Plato) or creating broad taxonomies for categorizing the world (like Aristotle). The lesser-known thinkers of this period (like Aristippus, Carneades, and Stilpo, for instance) can be found on the dustier, under-explored corners of the ancient map; nevertheless, they provide intriguing clues to how we can wisely approach day-to-day life.

The ideas of the thinkers discussed in this book were articulated to help people cope with a world in turmoil and over which they had little, if any, control. And that’s no coincidence. Much like our own turbulent times, the ancient world that gave birth to these philosophies was a period of unrest, war, and political and social upheaval. Philosophers in ancient Greece and Rome could rarely be found relaxing on long sofas drinking wine and nibbling on cheese (though they likely did a bit of that, too). By and large, they were out there in the real world, teaching others how to deal with the chaos. Many were subject to persecution and, in some cases, violent death at the hands of courts, mobs, or tyrants. As a result, their blueprints for thinking about how to live well are highly relevant to our modern angst during times characterized by major social changes and the accompanying challenges.

To understand the context even better, let’s take a quick look at the historical period these thinkers lived through that set the stage for their often radical ideas.

In the political sphere, conquest and crisis were the norm in this period, oscillating from Athenian democracy to Alexander the Great’s empire, and then from the Roman Republic to the Roman Empire. This unstable and often dangerous political milieu created a need for finding a way to live a good life in the midst of turmoil. Philosophy provided a solution.

Warfare was the source of unspeakable hardships in the Greco-Roman world, which clearly affected the philosophers we’ll meet in this book. It included the wholesale destruction of cities and the enslavement of their citizens, and at least a couple of our philosophers, Aristotle and Stilpo, saw their own hometowns razed. Some of these thinkers were forced from their homes, schools, or jobs by political strife and tyrannical rulers. Plato was imprisoned by a tyrant he had tried to teach to be a better leader, and Socrates was executed on the orders of the Athenian assembly. Protagoras had his books burned, while Hypatia was brutally murdered by a mob. In addition, slavery was a universal practice; Epictetus was an enslaved man who was physically abused and left with a long-term injury.

It was also a period of enormous cross-fertilization among cultures and geographies throughout the Mediterranean. During this time of rampant colonization, Greek philosophers were born in places as far from Greece as modern Libya (Aristippus), and Roman philosophers came from far-flung areas of the empire, including what is now Turkey (Epictetus).

Observing culturally different ways of life and other spiritual traditions in distant lands had a powerful influence on our philosophers. When Alexander the Great traveled to India, new ideas and practices reached the Greek and later the Roman consciousness. That included fruitful interactions between Greeks and Indian sages, and possibly even early Buddhists in the case of Pyrrho. Persian Magi were said to have taught some of our philosophers, including Protagoras, and the Egyptians, too, contributed to the wisdom of Pythagoras and Hypatia.

Philosophy was not reserved for a handful of academics in this period. And for most thinkers, it was not a navel-gazing, esoteric exercise, but rather meant to be applied to common people’s lived experience. Many of our philosophers—the influencers of their day—engaged with folks of varying walks of life, including regular citizens, to offer their ideas and guidance or to speak to crowds. Others, including Plato and Aristotle, focused on making their world a more secure and rational place by trying to educate political leaders, often with mixed results. Another philosopher, Epicurus, escaped the troubling world of politics to create a calming existence in a country garden, accepting women and slaves into a surprisingly inclusive community.

And despite the innumerable limitations placed on women in this period, there were a handful who were educated in philosophy and who grew to be respected for their ideas. Ancient sources give us insight into their lives and teachings, and we have included two women philosophers in this book, Hipparchia of Maroneia and Hypatia of Alexandria.

Later in the philosophical period covered in this book, Rome gained political and cultural dominance. The Roman general Lucius Cornelius Sulla laid siege to Athens, sacking and destroying Plato’s and Aristotle’s famed schools in 86 BCE, causing a cultural diaspora that shifted the center of philosophical teaching to Rome. Despite this setback, philosophy lived on and indeed flourished anew. One of our thinkers, Carneades, helped popularize Greek thought in Rome, regardless of the concerns of conservative Romans who didn’t want their children influenced by the Greeks! As the Roman period continued, more people began to take on Greek-originated ideas and explore them further, as in the case of Epictetus and Stoicism.

But in Rome just as in Greece, philosophy could be a dangerous profession that did not always gain favor at the top. Roman emperors outlawed philosophers and expelled them from the capital, forcing Epictetus and others to flee. Later on, local rulers and Christian bishops oversaw the destruction of philosophical knowledge in Hypatia’s Alexandria. Eventually the classical period came to a close in the fifth century CE, and philosophy went dark until the appropriately named Renaissance.




The quest for eudaimonia

To better appreciate one of the key reasons we chose to focus on the ancient Greco-Romans, we need to come back to the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Our own time has seen a resurgence of interest in philosophies of life for reasons similar to those that prompted the originals: Like the ancients, we live in rapidly changing societies marked by major upheavals, without a shared understanding of how best to move forward.

Fewer people are involved in organized religion; the growth of extremist movements and the rise of new forms of technology have made many question long-held beliefs about ourselves and our place in the world. As individuals, we often feel we have a limited ability to act, and many of us long for some kind of guide to help us direct our efforts and navigate our existence. And while the details of our modern problems may differ from those faced by people in ancient times, fundamental human desires have not changed. We still want the same things (love, friendship, money, reputation, tranquility) and still fear the same threats (hatred, poverty, sickness, pain, death). That’s why the instruments devised by the Greco-Romans still constitute a powerful tool kit to help us figure out how we want to live.

People have always wanted to be “happy” but have also had difficulty articulating what, exactly, happiness consists of and how to find it. Greek and Roman philosophers drew on three main concepts to craft their own compass for life in the quest for a happy existence: telos, living according to nature, and eudaimonia. Telos means goal or purpose. What is the purpose of a life well lived? To become rich and famous? To experience pleasure? To live serenely? To become a good person? To live according to nature means to seek guidance about the good life by solidifying an understanding of what sort of creature human beings are, what makes them tick, and why. Eudaimonia describes the “life worth living” that results from one’s analysis of telos and human nature.

We believe that these concepts—properly updated—hold the key to living well in the twenty-first century. In this book, you’ll read about useful ideas from a range of ancient philosophies that offer surprisingly fresh perspectives on how to live meaningfully in the world. By examining each of these, you can develop your own life philosophy, complete with your own telos, a sense of living according to nature, and the quest for eudaimonia. Bringing intentionality to making these choices—instead of merely falling into doing what feels easiest, most fun, or most stimulating at the time—is what defines a life philosophy, rather than just passively living. The Greeks and Romans used this approach to great effect, and so can you!




How to use this book

In the course of their search for the good life, the Greco-Romans converged on three major themes, and this book is a journey to three corresponding “ports” to which we will navigate and which we will take our time to explore through a discussion of several philosophical schools. The three ports are pleasure (Cyrenaicism and Epicureanism), character (Aristotelianism, Stoicism, Cynicism, and Platonism), and doubt (Socraticism, Sophism, Academic Skepticism, and Pyrrhonism). Or, to put it more straightforwardly: feeling good, being good, and thinking well.

These themes encompass much of what people think of when they consider a life well lived, so we’ve arranged the chapters accordingly, moving from the most intuitive (pleasure is good) to the most surprising (doubt will set you free). We’ll also explore the far edges of the map with Here Be Dragons, a section that offers less opportunity for modern practice but which could leave you with some interesting ideas to ponder (Pythagoreanism, Megarianism, and Neoplatonism).

In addition to presenting such tools, we’ll also guide you through practical exercises that can be applied to our lives today, a way to try out and “live” the relevant teachings of each philosophical school in real time. These exercises are separated over five days, so you can take each philosophy for a test drive over the course of a week. Feel free to go more slowly or quickly if you’d like. However, most of the exercises build off of one another, so we do encourage you to work your way through all the exercises for each chapter.

At the end, as befits any philosophical quest, we leave you with an invitation to continue questioning and exploring as you embark on your own philosophical journey.

Our advice: Don’t feel obliged to pick one school or approach. A thoughtful and personal practice of Greco-Roman philosophy can incorporate a judiciously eclectic range of ideas taken from different schools. In the classical era, a variety of philosophies competed for people’s attention, each one focused on different ultimate goals and a different emphasis on one of our three ports. What is important, in the end, is not the orthodoxy of one set of ideas but the process of seeking a philosophy of life that fits you as an individual.

Whether you select a specific life philosophy or create your own eclectic path, the Greek and Roman philosophies discussed throughout this book can provide you with an invaluable conceptual map for how to build a life worth living. Let’s use them to make our journey the best it can be.
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The first port we are going to call on our voyage through practical Hellenistic philosophy is perhaps the most obvious: pleasure.

Who doesn’t want to have a pleasurable life? And who, conversely, objects to the avoidance of pain, except perhaps for a small number of masochists? Modern psychological research has accumulated a technical literature on “hedonism,” that is, the pursuit of pleasure.1 Indeed, psychologists have even identified a common problem with such pursuit, what they call the “hedonic treadmill.”2 This is the idea that we go after a particular pleasure, say, buying the latest shiny smartphone, because it gives us a thrill. The effect of the purchase, however, soon dissipates, and like drug addicts we resume the quest for another shiny object, in search of a repeated hedonic experience. In so doing, we put ourselves on a metaphorical treadmill that leads nowhere and that doesn’t actually make us happy. All it does is line the pockets of our corporate overlords.

Hedonism, it seems, is a default mode for most human beings. This should not come as a surprise, since pain and pleasure are the two great motivators invented by natural selection to get animals to do what is conducive to their survival and reproduction. Think, for instance, about sex: Would you really go through all the trouble if it were not very—or at least mildly—pleasurable? As for pain, if a gash or a dislocated shoulder were not painful you might not notice before bleeding to death or finding yourself severely impaired when all of a sudden you need your arm to, say, catch a baseball.

Some of the ancient Greco-Roman hedonists were well aware of the pitfalls of “default” hedonism and crafted philosophies of life to circumvent the problems intrinsic in the instinctive, unreflective hedonism by which most people live. This effort produced two hedonistic schools: the Cyrenaics, which we cover in chapter 1, and the Epicureans, covered in chapter 2.

The two are profoundly different, as we shall see in a moment. The Cyrenaics thought that the only thing that matters is immediate physical pleasure, here and now. However, they came up with practices that allow us to own our pleasures instead of our pleasures owning us, thus attempting to bypass the hedonic treadmill. The Epicureans, by contrast, deployed a more sophisticated analysis according to which absence of pain is the real prize since it generates a smooth, calm mental pleasure that is far more desirable than any trifling joy physical pleasure may bring.

With those preliminaries in mind, let’s set sail!
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Chapter 1

SEEK PLEASURE WITH ARISTIPPUS


I possess [Laïs the courtesan], but I am not possessed by her; since the best thing is to possess pleasures without being their slave, not to be devoid of pleasures.

—Aristippus, in Diogenes Laërtius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, Book 2



Dressed in finely woven linen robes and exquisite leather sandals, a confident man strode down the street with a striking woman on his arm, the famous courtesan Laïs of Corinth. All around the center of Athens, other men pointed and murmured to each other under their breath.

“There he goes—that royal dog,” said one.

“Can you believe he’d show himself with that woman out in public?” another replied.

“What would Socrates think of him now?” said a third, his eyebrows raised, shaking his head.

The man they were pointing at was Aristippus. Born to a wealthy family around 435 BCE in Cyrene, a Greek colonial city on the coast of modern Libya, Aristippus had made his way to Athens to study with Socrates as a young man. That was before he became a philosopher himself—and a scandal.1

“Aristippus,” one of the bystanders began, “why do you associate with that woman? She’s been with countless men.”

Aristippus turned to the questioner, looked him in the eye, and responded, “Is there any difference between buying a house where many once lived, and one where no one lived? Or a ship where many have sailed, compared with a ship on which nobody has sailed?”

The man scowled and said, “No.”

“Well, there you have it. Laïs is an extraordinary companion—and the most beautiful woman in Greece,” he said, smiling at her. “And we have plans for a fantastic banquet later this evening. We’ll feast on partridges and fine wine. Laïs will play the flute and dance along with our friends. What a night it will be! And you, gentlemen, are not invited,” he added with a laugh, turned on his heels, and left with Laïs.

It was to be one more night of pleasure for Aristippus, who considered pleasure his business—and the goal of life itself. And not just any type of pleasure, but that of the senses, which we can experience in the here and now. Aristippus enjoyed the company of women, fine foods and drinks, and nice things. In search of pleasure, he was not afraid to surround himself with courtesans skilled in the sensual arts, as well as associating with tyrannical rulers who could support his luxurious lifestyle. None of this would have been acceptable in the eyes of his teacher, Socrates.2

When taken to task by other Athenians, Aristippus used his sharp wit to defend his choice to privilege pleasure above all else—and to point out other people’s logical inconsistencies (that, at least, would have made Socrates proud!). To Aristippus, other Greeks were just as keen on enjoying the finer things as he was but were simply unwilling to look foolish or to risk others’ judgment in pursuit of them. As far as he was concerned, however, there was no shame in taking actions that subjected him to ridicule if they advanced his chosen lifestyle.

For example, Aristippus was known for accepting cash from King Dionysius I of Syracuse, in Sicily. Dionysius was a ruthless and capricious tyrant.3 When he demanded that Aristippus and others at his court don purple women’s robes and dance, Aristippus happily agreed, while his fellow philosopher Plato declined.4 This kind of incident led other philosophers to label Aristippus a “royal dog.”5 But he was content to go with the flow and collect the king’s money, allowing him to keep financing his pleasures.

Money wasn’t a goal in and of itself, nor did Aristippus use it to accumulate power or influence. It was what money could buy that stimulated his interest, that is, particular pleasures. Aristippus was happy to spend money freely, or even toss it away. When another man criticized him for his extravagant spending on luxurious food, Aristippus asked, “Would you have bought this food for an obol?”6 The man said yes. “Then it’s not I who love pleasure, but you who love money.”7 In fact, he cared so little for money itself that he told his servant to “pour away” most of the heavy coins he was hauling and “carry only as much as you can.”8

That’s not to say that Aristippus thought we should heap pleasure upon pleasure without any sense of satisfaction. He made the point that a person who feels an insatiable desire to accumulate more and more things—such as couches, tables, or estates—suffers from a sickness that they’re not even aware of.9 The idea, he said, is to possess nice things that provide pleasures without being possessed by them.

In fact, Aristippus’s life was not all fun and games. He also experienced hardship and handled himself according to the philosophical skills he had cultivated. Ancient sources tell us that while traveling near Rhodes, Aristippus’s ship was wrecked. As he and his companions searched for anything that could help them survive on a wild-looking seashore, they discovered geometric figures drawn on the ground. Delighted at these “traces” of humans, he gamely marched toward the nearby city, where he found a gymnasium (center for sports and learning) and began talking philosophy with the locals. “There he fell to discussing philosophical subjects, and presents were bestowed upon him, so that he could not only fit himself out, but could also provide those who accompanied him with clothing and all other necessaries of life,” the Roman architect, engineer, and writer Vitruvius later recounted in De architectura.10

Asked by his traveling companions what lesson he’d learned, Aristippus told them: “Children should be given property and resources of a kind that could swim with them even out of a shipwreck.”11 In other words, they should learn philosophy to know what to do in any situation and carry with them a sense of good judgment.

In some ways, Aristippus’s lifestyle was strikingly modern. Like many people today, he sought out sensual experiences in the moment for pure enjoyment, including sex with no strings attached, fancy foods, and raging parties, without fear of shame. And despite what his compatriots said about his love of courtesans, Aristippus showed women more respect than the average Greek person of his day. That’s evidenced by his long-term relationship with Laïs—whom he did not judge for being a courtesan—and his decision to educate his daughter, Arete (“Virtue”), who became one of his philosophical followers. Despite having two sons, Aristippus selected Arete as his preferred pupil. Aristippus did not leave behind any books that survive to this day. He likely returned to his birthplace, Cyrene, in his old age, and died in his late seventies, in 356 BCE.12

The original hedonists

When we think of a philosophy of pleasure today, we think of Epicureanism (see chapter 2). Epicureans have developed a reputation for being the advocates of a “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” philosophy—which, as we shall soon see, couldn’t be further from the truth. However, that description (except for the anachronistic reference to a type of music that became popular in the 1950s CE), would not be too misleading if it were applied to the Cyrenaics.13 They were the true egoistic hedonists of the ancient world!

The school has a murky and short history. It was, allegedly, founded by Aristippus of Cyrene—a city in North Africa, in modern Libya, from which the Cyrenaics got their name. Aristippus was a contemporary of Plato. Like Plato, he was a student of Socrates, though it’s hard to believe that Socrates would have recognized the sort of philosophy eventually espoused by his pupil as having any resemblance whatsoever with what he himself was preaching in Athens (see chapter 7). We say “allegedly” because it’s more likely that Aristippus inspired only a broad precursor of what we call Cyrenaicism, and that the real work was done by his daughter Arete and her son, confusingly also named Aristippus (nicknamed metrodidaktos, “Mother-Taught,” and born circa 380 BCE) about whom we don’t know much.

Unfortunately, we don’t know a lot about Arete either, except for a marble head that may or may not represent her, a fourth-century-BCE Roman copy of an original Greek version, currently at the Neues Museum in Berlin. Despite this dearth of evidence about Arete’s own philosophy, she must have been remarkable, as she is mentioned by name in a number of ancient sources, including by Diogenes Laërtius, Strabo, the Christian theologian Clement of Alexandria, and in the tenth-century Byzantine encyclopedia known as the Suda.

More is known about Aristippus the Elder, who must have been a fascinating and somewhat paradoxical figure. He apparently fell in love, philosophically speaking, with Socrates upon hearing a description of him while attending the Olympic Games. Aristippus joined Socrates’s entourage and stayed until shortly before Socrates’s death in 399 BCE. But unlike Socrates, Aristippus was very much into the enjoyment of pleasures, as we have seen. He is reported to have been the first of Socrates’s students to be paid for his teachings, to live in luxury, and often to avail himself of the favors of the previously mentioned Laïs of Corinth. Like Plato, Aristippus spent part of his life in Syracuse (Sicily) at the court of the tyrant Dionysius I (or his son, Dionysius II, or both). But we don’t know what his specific purpose was other than to enjoy himself! (As we shall see in chapter 6, by contrast, we have a very good idea of what Plato was doing in the same place at around the same time, and it had little to do with fun and pleasure.)

Pleasure is the good

There are two fundamental, somewhat interrelated, aspects of Cyrenaic philosophy: its ethics—that is, how to live a good life—and its epistemology, or theory of knowledge. Both aspects had long-term effects, as Cyrenaic ethics influenced Epicurus (see chapter 2) as well as the founder of utilitarian philosophy Jeremy Bentham (1780), while Cyrenaic epistemology had strong similarities with some aspects of Sophism (chapter 8) as well as with Pyrrhonism (chapter 10).

Let’s begin with the ethics. As true hedonists, the Cyrenaics believed that the highest good in life is pleasure and that everything else is therefore subordinate to it and instrumental to its attainment. Unlike the Epicureans, however, the Cyrenaics stressed physical pleasure in the here
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