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PRAISE FOR
 HOW TO BE A (HAPPY) SKEPTIC

“How to Be a (Happy) Skeptic is the book we’ve been waiting for! If you’ve ever recoiled from Stoicism as too austere, this book offers a sensible, socially responsible middle ground to living the life you want. What’s more, it is the single best guide now available to the rich body of practical wisdom written by Marcus Tullius Cicero. Massimo Pigliucci shows how Cicero’s modified Stoicism—tempered by Academic Skepticism and grounded in common sense—is no museum piece, but a humane, flexible guide to living well here and now. Along the way, he shares some touching personal reflections on friendship, duty, grief, aging, politics, and the approach of death.”

—Michael Fontaine, author of How to Have Willpower: An Ancient Guide to Not Giving In

“How to Be a (Happy) Skeptic combines intellectual biography with self-help writing of the best kind, showing us how curiosity and doubt—not certainty or faith—can be foundational for a rich, fulfilling life. In taking Cicero as his point of philosophical departure, Pigliucci does the Roman statesman—and us all—a great service.”

—M. D. Usher, author of Following Nature’s Lead: Ancient Ways of Living in a Dying World

“This book is a wide-ranging introduction to ancient Greco-Roman ethics and a swift history of Cicero’s life and times. More importantly, it’s a compelling guide to living well—to thinking reasonably, to savoring friendship, to building a better society, and to facing suffering with dignity and grace. The Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the founding of America were all deep-rooted in Ciceronian humanism. It’s time for us to get such an education again. Pigliucci’s book is the place to start.”

—Scott Samuelson, author of Rome as a Guide to the Good Life: A Philosophical Grand Tour

“To his talents as a natural writer, expert historian of philosophy, and committed practical ethicist, Massimo Pigliucci here adds the skills of a gifted biographer. His deft interweaving of Cicero’s life with an inquiry into how to best live our own makes this book a compelling and spiritually uplifting achievement.”

—James Romm, author of Dying Every Day: Seneca at the Court of Nero

“Massimo Pigliucci strikes again. No one is better at illuminating the therapeutic power of the history of philosophy, or at showing its continued relevance for knowing what it means to have a life worth living.”

—Robin Reames, author of The Ancient Art of Thinking for Yourself: The Power of Rhetoric in Polarized Times

“There’s no better maestro than Pigliucci in the art of transforming philosophy into a way of life. The works of the Roman philosopher Cicero provide the setting for a journey into philosophical thinking as practical experience. With the help of Pigliucci’s expert guidance, readers will learn everything there is to know about one of the most influential figures in Western philosophy, and in the process, they will be rewarded with a renewed understanding of themselves and the world around them.”

—Vittorio Bufacchi, author of Why Cicero Matters

“A lively and engaging guide to ancient theories on topics that remain essential in the modern world, such as ethics, friendship, happiness, and the meaning of life. Drawing from the most important thinkers from Greece and Rome, Pigliucci weaves a wide variety of philosophical ideas into a clearly drawn road map for living well.”

—Jeffrey Beneker, author of How to Listen: An Ancient Guide to Learning from Others

“Massimo Pigliucci has written a highly original and hopeful book about the philosophical ideas of Cicero. In a disarmingly personal style he makes a convincing case for why all of us would do well to think and live more like Cicero today, offering the reader hands-on advice on how to do so along the way. A thoroughly enjoyable read!”

—Inger N. I. Kuin, author of Diogenes: The Rebellious Life and Revolutionary Philosophy of the Original Cynic

“Massimo Pigliucci came to Cicero through a divorce, a midlife crisis, and a long tour through different philosophical doctrines. In reading the works of the Roman orator he found a philosophy that takes doubt seriously and treats uncertainty as a starting point rather than a problem. Cicero was a man who thought hard about friendship, grief, old age, and civic duty, and was honest about their difficulties. Pigliucci’s accessible readings make him a reliable and eloquent guide for anyone thinking seriously about how to live.”

—Armand D’Angour, author of How to Talk About Love: An Ancient Guide for Modern Lovers
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In our reasonings concerning matter of fact, there are all imaginable degrees of assurance, from the highest certainty to the lowest species of moral evidence. A wise person, therefore, proportions their belief to the evidence.

—David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
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TIMELINE




	753 BCE
	Rome is founded



	510 BCE
	Athens overthrows the tyrant Hippias and becomes a democracy



	509 BCE
	End of the reign of Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the last king of Rome; Rome becomes a democratic republic; Pythagoras establishes his school (beginning of philosophy itself)



	490 BCE
	The Athenians defeat the Persians at the Battle of Marathon



	480 BCE
	Battle of Thermopylae between the Greeks and the invading Persians; Battle of Salamis, the Persians are defeated by the Athenian general Themistocles



	404 BCE
	The Peloponnesian War ends with the defeat of Athens



	399 BCE
	Socrates is executed for impiety and corruption of the youth



	387 BCE
	Plato founds the Academy



	336 BCE
	Alexander (the Great) becomes king of Macedon



	323 BCE
	Alexander dies; beginning of the Hellenistic period



	264 BCE
	The First Punic War begins; struggle between Rome and Carthage for dominance in the Mediterranean



	212 BCE
	Archimedes dies during the siege of Syracuse



	148 BCE
	End of the Macedonian Wars, through which Rome came to control the eastern Mediterranean and most of the remains of the Macedonian Empire



	146 BCE
	End of the last Punic War; final defeat of Carthage; Rome controls the whole of the Mediterranean



	110 BCE
	Birth of Titus Pomponius Atticus, Cicero’s lifelong friend



	106 BCE
	Marcus Tullius Cicero is born



	100 BCE
	Birth of Gaius Julius Caesar



	91–89 BCE
	Social War between Rome and its Italian allies; Rome prevails but grants citizenship to its allies



	88–82 BCE
	Civil war between Marius and Sulla



	82–79 BCE
	Sulla is dictator in Rome



	81 BCE
	Cicero begins his career as an advocate in the Forum



	80 BCE
	Cicero defends Sextus Roscius, his first major case



	79 BCE
	Cicero marries Terentia



	79–77 BCE
	Cicero takes a break from Rome and tours Greece and Asia Minor



	78 BCE
	Tullia is born



	75 BCE
	Cicero is made quaestor in Sicily



	70 BCE
	Cicero prosecutes Verres, former governor of Sicily



	69 BCE
	Cicero is made aedile, the next step on the cursus honorum



	67 BCE
	Pompey rids the Mediterranean of pirates



	66 BCE
	Cicero is made praetor, the next step on the cursus honorum



	65 BCE
	Birth of Cicero’s son, Marcus Tullius



	63 BCE
	Cicero becomes consul and puts down the Catilinarian conspiracy; birth of Gaius Octavius, later the first Roman emperor, Augustus



	60 BCE
	First triumvirate, alliance among Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus



	59 BCE
	Caesar becomes consul



	58–49 BCE
	Caesar is made governor of Gaul; Gallic Wars



	58 BCE
	Cicero sent into exile in Greece, thanks to the actions of the tribune Publius Clodius Pulcher



	57 BCE
	Cicero triumphantly returns from his exile



	54–52 BCE
	Quintus, Cicero’s brother, joins Caesar in Gaul



	54 BCE
	Cicero writes De re publica, published in 51 BCE



	53 BCE
	Crassus campaigns against the Parthians and is killed by means of treachery; Cicero frees his slave and personal secretary, Tiro



	52 BCE
	Publius Clodius Pulcher is killed; Pompey is made consul for the third time



	52–43 BCE
	Cicero writes De legibus



	51–50 BCE
	Cicero is governor of Cilicia



	49–45 BCE
	Caesar’s civil war



	48 BCE
	Defeat of the republican forces at Pharsalus; Pompey is killed in Egypt



	48–44 BCE
	Dictatorship of Caesar



	46 BCE
	Suicide of Cato the Younger; Cicero divorces Terentia and marries the young Publilia



	45 BCE
	Tullia dies; Cicero divorces Publilia; he writes a number of philosophical treatises: Academica, De finibus bonorum et malorum, Tusculanae disputationes, and De natura deorum



	44 BCE
	Caesar is killed by Brutus, Cassius, and other conspirators; Cicero writes De divinatione, De fato, and De officiis



	43 BCE
	Alliance between Octavian and Mark Antony; Cicero is murdered on the order of Mark Antony



	42 BCE
	Battle of Philippi; suicides of Brutus and Cassius



	32 BCE
	Atticus dies



	31 BCE
	Octavian defeats Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium; end of the Hellenistic era, beginning of the Roman Empire



	14 CE
	Death of Octavian Augustus








PHILOSOPHY AS A WAY OF LIFE

Ancient philosophy proposed to humankind an art of living. By contrast, modern philosophy appears above all as the construction of a technical jargon reserved for specialists.

—Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life

Am I Stoic enough? I wondered about this question while perusing, of all things, my Twitter feed (as it was then called) one day in September 2014. I came across this strange announcement: “#Stoicweek 2014: Are you Stoic enough? :/” This tweet was accompanied by a link to more information, a calendar page for November of that year, and a photo of a stern-looking fellow from what looked like an ancient Roman or Greek sculpture. The fellow in question was Zeno of Citium, the founder of Stoicism, who lived mostly in Athens in the fourth century BCE. Am I Stoic enough? I immediately asked myself why on earth anyone would want to be a Stoic in the first place. Aren’t Stoics the kind of people who spend their lives attempting to suppress emotions while sporting a stiff upper lip? With all due respect to the character Mr. Spock from Star Trek (one of my favorites), I wasn’t at all sure that sort of life would be fitting for a human being.

Nevertheless, I was intrigued. I was going through a bit of a midlife crisis at the time, both at the personal and at the professional levels, and felt that I needed some sort of framework, some guidance to better navigate through life. I had grown up Catholic in Rome, but left the Church when I was a teenager because I thought Catholic doctrine contradicted both the laws of logic and those of physics (it does, seriously). Ever since then I had considered myself a secular humanist, but when the midlife crisis came, I quickly realized that secular humanism did not have the tools I needed. It’s all well and good to be in favor of universal human rights and to support science and reason, but how is that going to help you when you are unexpectedly hit by a divorce and your father dies a few months later?

At the same time, I was working toward redirecting my academic career. I had been an evolutionary biologist for a couple of decades, but I rediscovered a passion for philosophy that was originally kindled by one of my high school teachers, Enrica Chiaromonte. So I went back to school and got a PhD in philosophy, which eventually led to a second career path. While most of my studies were focused on technical aspects of modern philosophy, I also took a course on Plato and one in contemporary ethics. When the midlife crisis struck I thought, Hey, isn’t philosophy supposed to be a guide for one’s life? Doesn’t the word literally mean “love of wisdom”? A bit of wisdom was precisely what I was looking for.

I began to investigate a number of philosophical traditions that presented themselves as practical alternatives to religion. I started with Buddhism, which had a lot of interesting things to say particularly about the roots of human suffering—it’s all about our rapacious ego and our attachment to worldly things. But Buddhist texts didn’t really speak to me, in part because I didn’t grow up within an Eastern culture, but also because I couldn’t really take seriously some of the metaphysics (karma, reincarnation, and so forth). Wasn’t that the reason I had left Catholicism all those years earlier?

I then gravitated toward the Greco-Roman tradition known as virtue ethics. You know, the likes of Aristotle & co. Those philosophers believe that what matters most in life is one’s character, and that we can improve our character by mindfully changing our habits. It’s a bit like going to the gym: You make the initial decision because you realize it’s good for you. Then you get into a sustainable routine, ideally aided by a good trainer, and over time you develop stronger muscles and greater aerobic capacity, thus improving your long-term health.

The idea was intriguing, but Aristotle’s writings struck me as dry and somewhat impractical. So I kept searching and eventually ran into Epicurus. His school is now thought of as the sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll of philosophy, but it wasn’t in his day. While Epicureans are often considered hedonists—that is, the kind of people who think that our existence is all about pleasure—in reality they argued that a good life is about ataraxia, or tranquility of mind. The best way to achieve that status (not dissimilar from the Buddhists’ nirvana) is to minimize pain, of the physical and especially the mental variety.

And therein, I soon discovered, lies the Epicurean catch. It turns out that a major source of pain is sociopolitical involvement, which is why Epicurus advised his students to stay away from that sort of life and instead get together with their friends in isolated gardens; imagine small communes where people could live simply and painlessly. Nope, sorry, not for me. It’s not that I like pain, it’s that I can’t imagine a meaningful life without social and political involvement of some sort. We are social animals, and we are made by nature to work with each other. This led me to discover Stoicism.

Stoicism, too, falls into the family of virtue-ethic philosophies (so do Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism), which I remembered shortly after coming across that fateful tweet.1 In fact, I soon remembered that I had read Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations back in college and found it intriguing. Marcus was a Stoic, wasn’t he? And in high school I took Latin and translated bits of Seneca, also a Stoic, though I had somehow never put two and two together.

I signed up for Stoic Week and started looking into Stoicism more carefully. My mind was soon blown away. The very first assigned reading that year was from the beginning of Epictetus’s Discourses. Epictetus was a late first-century, early second-century slave at the court of the Roman emperor Nero. He was allowed by his master, Epaphroditus, Nero’s personal secretary, to study philosophy and eventually given his freedom. He began to preach Stoicism and managed to get on the nerves of a later emperor, Domitian, who sent him into exile. The Stoics had an annoying habit of speaking truth to power—and power usually doesn’t want to be spoken truth to. Undaunted, Epictetus moved to Nicopolis, in northwestern Greece, and established what became the most sought-after school of philosophy of the second century. Yet another emperor, Hadrian, occasionally stopped by for a visit and to pay homage to the by then renowned teacher.

Anyway, here is the first passage from Epictetus that I read at the onset of Stoic Week 2014:



That’s what it’s like to have trained oneself properly, to have made desire immune to impediment and aversion immune to encountering what it wants to avoid. I am condemned to death. If it happens straightaway, I die. If after a short delay, I eat first, since the time has come for it, and then I’ll die later. How? As is proper for someone who’s giving back what was not their own.2





Epictetus is telling his students that nothing is properly ours, not even our own life. It’s all borrowed from the universe, and the universe can take it back at any time, by any means. Is it my time to die today? Then I will, because death is the natural end of every human life. But perhaps it’s not time yet, and I happen to be hungry, so I’m going to attend to lunch instead, and think about death later. If you train yourself properly, Epictetus says, you will be prepared for anything, from the least consequential thing (like eating lunch) to the ultimate test of character (facing your own mortality).

Wow, I thought. Who is this guy? And why have I never heard of him, even though I have taken graduate-level courses in ancient philosophy? Epictetus’s no-nonsense approach, his humor at times bordering on sarcasm, and the genuine usefulness of his advice on life got me hooked. I quickly came to consider myself a Stoic, and still do.

But with a caveat. Which brings me to the subject matter of this book: Marcus Tullius Cicero and what I refer to as his special take on Stoicism.

What Is a Philosophy of Life?

Stoicism is a philosophy of life, and philosophies of life—just like religions—typically have three components: a metaphysics, an ethics, and a set of practices. Consider, for instance, the Catholicism I grew up with in Rome. It has a metaphysics, meaning a general idea of how the world hangs together. Part of this metaphysics is the notion that the cosmos was created by an omnipotent, benevolent, and omniscient God who exists outside space and time (whatever that means). Catholicism also has an ethics, meaning a series of ideas on how we ought to live our lives. This includes the precepts of the Ten Commandments from the Old Testament, as well as the teachings of Jesus from the New Testament. Finally, Catholics engage in certain practices that are meant to help them live as Christians: prayer, whether communal or individual; reading and reflecting on Scripture; going to church and listening to sermons; and so on.

Or take Buddhism, which is sometimes described as a philosophy and sometimes as a religion. As I mentioned earlier, Buddhist metaphysics incorporates the idea of karma and the notion of reincarnation. Buddhist ethics makes reference to the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path to enlightenment. And Buddhists engage in practices that include different types of meditation, such as samatha (calming the mind) and vipassana (gaining insight).

Let’s apply the same analysis to Stoicism to gain a general overview of the philosophy, which will then put us in a position to better appreciate Cicero’s original take on it. Metaphysically speaking, the Stoics were materialists and determinists, meaning they thought everything that exists is made of stuff, and the universe is regulated by a web of causes and effects with no exceptions.3 From this perspective, Stoicism is very close to our modern scientific view of the world—far closer, in fact, than either Catholicism or Buddhism. However, the Stoics also believed that the cosmos itself is a living organism endowed with reason, which they called the logos—a notion that very much departs from modern scientific understanding.4 Contemporary science regards the universe as a set of dynamic processes regulated by what we call laws of nature and best described by fundamental scientific theories such as quantum mechanics and general relativity.

In terms of ethics, Stoicism teaches that we should live “according to nature,” meaning by taking seriously both the nature of the cosmos (as described above: cause-effect, materialism, etc.) and human nature.5 In terms of the latter, the Stoics think the two characteristics that most distinguish our species are our ability to reason and the fact that we are highly social. It follows that a good human life is one in which we use reason to solve our problems while doing our best to live in harmony with other human beings. This is often encapsulated in the Stoic concept of virtue, or excellence. Stoics believe that striving to be an excellent human being—which means to reason and act prosocially—is the only thing that really matters.

What about all the other stuff that most of us reasonably think contributes to a good life, including health, wealth, reputation, friendships, love, and so on? For the Stoics, all these “externals” have value, but they are “indifferent,” meaning that they do not make a difference to our ability to act virtuously. Whether we are healthy or sick, wealthy or poor, well regarded or not, loved or not, and can count on friends or not, we can still have a meaningful life if we strive to live in agreement with nature. And if we don’t, then it won’t matter how many externals we have—our life will be meaningless anyway.

Finally, let’s look at the famous Stoic practices, arguably the major reason why Stoicism is so popular nowadays, because it provides a series of life hacks that have been proven effective and have in fact shaped cognitive behavioral therapy,6 one of the best-documented evidence-based types of psychotherapy available today.

There are many “spiritual exercises,” as the French scholar Pierre Hadot calls them, that can be traced back to the Stoic tradition in particular—or, more generally, to the Hellenistic schools (including Epicureanism).7 An extensive collection, organized according to a training scheme proposed by Epictetus, counts fifty-two such exercises.8 These include practices meant to manage our anger, remind us of our connection to the cosmos, and get to know ourselves better. For example, Stoic practice often involves philosophical journaling, described by both Epictetus and Seneca.9 The latter author says:



The spirit ought to be brought up for examination daily. It was the custom of Sextius when the day was over, and he had betaken himself to rest, to inquire of his spirit: “What bad habit of yours have you cured today? What vice have you checked? In what respect are you better?” Anger will cease, and become more gentle, if it knows that every day it will have to appear before the judgment seat. What can be more admirable than this fashion of discussing the whole of the day’s events? How sweet is the sleep which follows this self-examination? How calm, how sound, and careless is it when our spirit has either received praise or reprimand, and when our secret inquisitor and censor has made his report about our morals?10





In a sense, the entire Meditations by Marcus Aurelius is an example of what Seneca is talking about, and that type of critical self-reflection on our daily actions is encouraged by modern cognitive behavioral therapy as well.

Why Cicero?

Since Christianity, Buddhism, Stoicism, and other religions or philosophies of life are well known and seem to meet many people’s existential needs, what is the problem? Why write a book about a modified form of Stoicism? Why use the Roman advocate, statesman, orator, and philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero as a guide, given that he didn’t even consider himself a Stoic?

Cicero thought of himself as a member of the Skeptical Academy. The Academy was the school founded in Athens by Plato in 387 BCE. By the middle of the following century, the institution had taken a skeptical turn, meaning that it had reverted to the original Socratic notion that the way to understand things is to be open-minded and pursue nondogmatic inquiry.

Unfortunately, the word skeptic has a negative connotation these days, usually understood to mean someone who is bent on denying other people’s opinions.* But its original meaning was simply “inquirer.” According to this definition, a skeptic is someone who keeps looking for answers without assuming that those she has are the definitive ones. Skepticism embodies an attitude of open-mindedness, a willingness to be proven wrong, and a spirit of inquiry. We all ought to be skeptics!

I still have not answered my own question, though: What is the problem with adopting an established philosophy of life, such as Stoicism, and being done with it? The existentialist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir once wrote in her memoirs: “It would be useful to explain how certain individuals are capable of getting results from that conscious venture into lunacy known as a ‘philosophical system,’ from which they derive the obsessional attitude which endows their tentative patterns with universal insight and applicability.”11 In other words, the danger with buying into a philosophical or religious system without questioning it is that we may be fooling ourselves into thinking that we found the Truth (with a capital T) and close our minds to anything else.

Cicero was very aware of this danger more than two millennia before Beauvoir expressed her reservations. That is why he affiliated himself with the Skeptical Academy and embraced the general notion that we ought to be less sure and cocky than we usually are—especially about something as important as our philosophy of life.

Cicero was a larger-than-life character—much larger. He lived in extremely turbulent times, at the end of the Roman Republic, and played an outsize role in the events then unfolding. On a personal level, he was at certain times courageous and at others timid; brilliant yet not above making some major blunders; generous yet occasionally petty; humorous but in a way that sometimes got him into trouble with powerful people. Family was crucial for him, though he divorced his wife of thirty years, Terentia, and had a difficult relationship with his brother, Quintus. He was a philosopher who believed in the priority of reason over emotion, but completely broke down when his beloved daughter, Tullia, died. He cultivated lifelong friendships, but could be critical of those he called friends. Despite his many accomplishments as a politician, lawyer, and philosopher, which still strongly reverberate over two millennia later, he was a human being like the rest of us.

The first-century biographer and essayist Plutarch of Chaeronea argued that we can learn much from careful study of the character and moral deeds of famous people, because they provide us with a useful magnifying glass through which to learn about human nature, and therefore ourselves. In his biography of Cicero, Plutarch describes the Roman statesman’s visit to the Delphic oracle: “When he inquired of the god at Delphi how he could become most illustrious, the Pythian priestess enjoined upon him to make his own nature, and not the opinion of the multitude, his guide in life.”12 Follow what you think is right, not what other people tell you is right.

Another major reason to learn from Cicero—apart from his open-mindedness and spirit of inquiry—is that we, too, live in turbulent times. Violent conflicts are the order of the day in our twenty-first century. So are pandemics, political turmoil, and of course the looming threat of global climate change. How are we and our children to live meaningful and satisfying lives in the midst of all this? By adopting a philosophy of life that is useful and reasonable, just as Cicero did. Although he considered himself a member of Plato’s Academy, he was in many respects a Stoic—just like yours truly. And I think we have much to gain from reflecting on the life and thought of this eclectic philosopher.

The Road Ahead

So here is the plan for this book. We will alternate chapters with interludes, which will help us follow Plutarch’s advice—learning a bit about Cicero the man, his character, and the trials he went through. But this isn’t a biography, it’s a book of practical philosophy.

The remaining chapters will be devoted to a systematic examination of Cicero’s philosophy of life, what I call his eclectic Stoicism. First, we’ll consider two crucial preliminary questions for anyone interested in living a good life: How do we know anything? And what should we value most in the world? The first question has to do with epistemology, the branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of knowledge. The second concerns ethics, the study of how to live a life truly worth living.

Next we’ll examine a number of specific issues: how to be good citizens, how to distinguish facts from fictions, how to pursue social justice, how to be a good friend, how to grieve in the face of loss, how to age as well as we can, and how to face pain and death.

Throughout, our reference point will be Stoicism, arguably the most successful and useful of ancient Greco-Roman philosophies, and one that is apt for the twenty-first century. But we will do so using Cicero as a friendly yet critical guide to make sure we don’t commit the sort of blunder Beauvoir warned us against.

By the end of our journey, we’ll be able to step back and ask ourselves what it means to live like a Stoic—an open-minded, inquiring one—and why we might want to give that a serious try. To do so may very well change your life for the better.




INTERLUDE I

A NEW MAN COMES TO TOWN

Always be the best, my boy, the bravest, and hold your head high above the others.

—Homer, Iliad

Our story begins when Marcus Tullius Cicero is born, on January 3, 106 BCE, in Arpinum, halfway between Rome and Naples. His father was a member of the equestrian order, meaning those with enough money to buy a horse. The equestrians were Rome’s middle class, above the multitudes of plebeians and just below the aristocracy of the senatorial class. Cicero was an ambitious young man, and his family resources positioned him to do well in Rome. However, he had to work very hard to achieve his goals, because the aristocrats in the Senate never trusted him, on the prejudicial grounds that he was a novus homo, a new man. As a child, lines from Homer’s Iliad that encouraged him to always be the best and bravest were firmly impressed in his mind.

Tullius, his family name, meant that he belonged to the Tullii gens, while his cognomen, or personal nickname, was Cicero, from the Latin for “chickpea.” It may have been in reference to an ancestor who had a cleft at the tip of his nose, resembling the legume. More likely, it had to do with the fact that his family cultivated chickpeas. Either way, when Cicero entered politics he was advised to change his cognomen. Plutarch tells us how it went:



[He] is said to have replied with spirit that he would strive to make the name of Cicero more illustrious than such names as Scaurus [clubfoot] or Catulus [puppy]. Moreover, when he was Quaestor in Sicily and was dedicating to the gods a piece of silver plate, he had his first two names inscribed thereon, the Marcus and the Tullius, but instead of the third, by way of jest, he ordered the artificer to engrave a chick-pea in due sequence.1





“Scaurus” and “Catulus” refer to two consuls of the Roman Republic (in 115 BCE and 242 BCE, respectively), and the idea is that Cicero intended to make his own nickname just as prestigious as theirs. Young Cicero was schooled in Latin and Greek, as was the standard of the time. He became so proficient in Greek that he eventually produced a Latin–Greek dictionary, translated major works of philosophy from Greek into Latin, and even invented new words in his native tongue to better acquaint his fellow Romans with Greek philosophy and culture.

In 87 BCE, when Cicero was only nineteen, the renowned philosopher Philo of Larissa came from Athens to visit Rome. Philo was then the head of the Platonic Academy, and he inspired in Cicero a lifelong interest in philosophy, introducing him to the sort of curiosity-driven inquiry that we explore throughout this book.

Cicero was a brilliant student who quickly established a reputation in Rome as an extraordinarily promising young man. He began to study law under a preeminent authority, Quintus Mucius Scaevola. One of Cicero’s fellow students, Titus Pomponius, later nicknamed Atticus (because he spent most of his life in Athens), became a lifelong friend. Another of his brilliant friends was six years his junior, a fellow by the name of Gaius Julius Caesar. Interestingly, Cicero, Atticus, and Caesar reacted to the sociopolitical turmoil they witnessed as young men in radically different ways: respectively, by coming to the defense of republican institutions; by withdrawing from politics (as any good Epicurean would); and by pushing for radical reforms until the system itself broke (and the pusher himself got stabbed twenty-three times . . .).

The Roman Republic was the other major democracy of the ancient world, and it was more sophisticated than its Athenian counterpart. The Roman Constitution had checks and balances built into its system of government, so that no individual would have an easy time accruing too much power. The Romans had had a taste of monarchy early in their history and did not wish to repeat the experience. (That’s why even later emperors avoided referring to themselves as kings, even though they were absolute monarchs for all effective purposes.)

The Roman people believed in having elected officials, including ten tribunes representing the plebeian classes and two consuls, who held executive power for a year. All recognized Roman citizens, regardless of where they lived, could cast a vote in groups similar to the modern electoral colleges used in the United States; these were known as centuriae (the name given to a military unit of one hundred men). Unfortunately, there was no absentee ballot, which meant that if you lived far from the capital and wanted to vote, you would have to embark on a long and costly journey. Votes were cast by secret ballot, and the first candidate to reach the minimum needed to win was elected (again, very much like the modern winner-take-all arrangement in the US).

Moreover, people couldn’t just run for the highest offices, even if they were wealthy and belonged to the aristocracy. Rather, there was a set path, the cursus honorum, which specified the sequence of offices to be held before moving on to the next level. First, the aspiring politician had to serve in the military; then, when he was at least thirty years old, he could run for quaestor, serving in the financial administration of the republic; at the age of thirty-six he could stand for aedile, in charge of the maintenance of temples and buildings, among other things; the next step, when he was at least thirty-nine, was to be elected praetor, with largely judicial functions; finally, once he reached the age of forty-two, he could run for consul. Just imagine how much more competent our political class would be if we enforced something like the cursus honorum of ancient Rome, with its guarantee that only people with a long record of experience in public service could reach the highest political offices.

Cicero completed the cursus in the shortest time allowed, having been elected to each office at the minimum age required by the law, and had already made his mark as a defense lawyer before turning to a political career. In 79 BCE, after winning a contentious court case, he headed to Greece to let things cool down. While in Athens, he studied under the Middle Platonist Antiochus of Ascalon, himself a student of the very same Philo who had kindled the love of philosophy in young Cicero. Antiochus was the first eclectic among the Platonists, and believed that Stoicism, Aristotelianism, and Platonism were compatible philosophies of life—an attitude that did much to trigger Cicero’s own brand of eclecticism, what I refer to as his skeptical Stoicism. During that same year Cicero, at age twenty-seven, married Terentia. Historians and commentators often regard their union as a marriage of convenience, and perhaps it was. But it lasted three decades, to great mutual benefit.

Cicero returned to Rome in that same year 79 BCE, whereupon he stood for his first election in the cursus honorum. He became quaestor and was sent to Sicily, where he served with integrity, gaining the respect and admiration of the locals. Once back in the capital, Cicero was asked by the Sicilians to prosecute the greedy and corrupt former governor of the island, Gaius Verres. This was a major case, as it was very rare for a high Roman officer to be publicly prosecuted for corruption. Verres, perhaps aware of Cicero’s reputation, hired the most prominent lawyer available: Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. This set the stage for an epic battle between the old and the young, and all of Rome was taken with the spectacle.

Cicero approached the case very seriously, and spent a considerable amount of time in Sicily, collecting evidence and testimony regarding Verres’s malpractice. When the case finally went to trial he didn’t have to rely only on his already considerable oratorial skills, but could also produce a mountain of documents and a parade of witnesses. Cicero won, dethroning Hortensius and establishing himself as the greatest orator and public advocate in the Roman Republic.

The event that truly enshrined Cicero in the annals of history, though, was his election to consul, the highest position in the cursus, for the year 63 BCE. He was facing a tough campaign, so much so that Cicero’s brother, Quintus, wrote a pamphlet, the Commentariolum petitionis (little handbook on electioneering), where he distilled his advice for Cicero, who followed his brother’s suggestions and handily won the election. His year in office, however, turned out to be far more momentous than anyone could have imagined, since he found himself facing a conspiracy against the state orchestrated by the very guy who had lost that same election: Lucius Sergius Catilina.




CHAPTER ONE

THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTION: HOW DO WE KNOW?

We should not be too confident in our belief of anything.

—Cicero, Tusculan Disputations

A number of years ago, I took a trip to Yellowstone National Park with my daughter, Caley, who was eight years old at the time. It was just the two of us, enjoying the wilderness and the freedom to drive around the park, looking for bison and rocky outcrops. One day I casually said that we would soon need to get some gas because we were running low. My daughter asked: “How do you know that?” I looked at her and said, “You know, Cal, that is probably the most important question you can ever ask.” I proceeded to explain about fuel gauges and what little else I knew about the mechanics of cars. To this day, Caley—now a journalist for the BBC—keeps asking that very same question, “How do you know that?,” to lots of people. Some welcome it, many get annoyed. And I still think it’s the most important question a person could possibly ask, for the simple reason that everything else depends on answering it in a satisfactory manner.

Philosophy Before Socrates

Philosophy is classically characterized as having a number of branches that run the gamut of what human beings are interested in exploring: metaphysics investigates the nature of the world; logic teaches us how to think; ethics considers how we should live our lives; political philosophy deals with how to build a viable and just society; and aesthetics addresses the tricky question of what is (and is not) beautiful. But arguably the most fundamental of the branches of philosophy is epistemology, which deals with the nature of knowledge. How do we know anything? The answer to that question must logically precede all the others, because for whatever is asserted in the realms of metaphysics, ethics, and so on, someone could (indeed, should!) reasonably ask: How do you know that?

Western philosophy began because some people were dissatisfied with standard answers to the epistemological challenge. The early philosophers, known as the pre-Socratics (in a moment, we’ll get to why that strange name), took the crucial step of rejecting mythological answers to questions about how the world works, turning instead toward answers rooted in a naturalistic understanding of things.1 It wasn’t just the beginning of philosophy, it was the beginning of science.

Certainly, the initial steps were hardly convincing from a modern perspective. When Thales of Miletus (626–548 BCE) said that everything is, at bottom, made of water, he was wrong. But he did two fundamental things that changed the way we think about the world: First, he dismissed “explanations” rooted in supernatural and miraculous events, on the grounds that they do not, in fact, explain anything. Second, Thales introduced the notion that there must be a fundamental substance that the world is made of, despite superficial appearances to the contrary. That idea still drives modern physics with its ongoing quest for a “theory of everything.”2

Two of Thales’s students, Anaximander and Anaximenes, also from Miletus (in modern western Turkey), proposed alternative hypotheses about the basic nature of the world. For Anaximenes, the arche—the unified principle underlying everything—was air, another of the classical four elements (together with water, fire, and earth). Anaximander, however, was more sophisticated and thought that the arche was something he called the apeiron, often translated as “infinite” or “limitless.” He proposed the very modern idea that the fundamental substance, which we cannot sense directly, gives rise to the sort of stuff we do sense, like the four elements. And those, in turn, make possible everyday objects like mountains, trees, and human beings. Moreover, when something dies or is otherwise destroyed, its constituent parts are recycled into the apeiron. Invoking Anaximander in the context of quantum mechanics, physicist Max Born said that we could think of elementary particles and their quantum states as manifestations of an underlying substance, which he proposed calling apeiron.3

The pre-Socratics were very much ahead of their times, because they often ran into problems answering Caley’s question: How do you know that? For instance, why did Thales think that water is the arche? We don’t have any direct evidence from the man himself, but we have a passage from Aristotle (384–322 BCE) where he speculates about how Thales reached that particular conclusion:


Thales says that it [the nature of things] is water. . . . [Thales’s] supposition may have arisen from the observation . . . that the nurture of all creatures is moist, and that warmth itself is generated from moisture and lives by it; and that from which all things come to be is their first principle. . . . Besides this, another reason for the supposition would be that the semina of all things have a moist nature.4



This indicates that the pre-Socratics understood the basic principle of science: Not only must our conclusions be backed by reasoned arguments, but those arguments need to be grounded in empirical evidence. And therein lies the limitation of their approach: In the sixth century BCE, and for a long time after that, humans simply did not have sufficient technical means to gather compelling empirical evidence for their speculations about the nature of reality, which is why their explanations seem so simplistic to us moderns. We benefit from the scientific revolution that began in the seventeenth century—almost two and a half millennia after Thales.

This did not stop the pre-Socratics from making some stunning discoveries. For instance, based on the writings of Aristotle, modern scholars think Thales understood that the earth was spherical, not flat. Moreover, Herodotus tells us that Thales was the first to successfully predict an eclipse of the sun, on May 28, 585 BCE.

The Socratic Turn

Despite the achievements of Thales & co., what Aristotle would eventually call “first philosophy” (and we refer to nowadays as metaphysics) did run into severe limitations when it came to satisfactorily answering Caley’s question. Which brings me to the Socratic turn and why we refer to all philosophers before Socrates as pre-Socratics. Our guide Cicero tells us what this turn consisted of:


Socrates was the first who brought down philosophy from the heavens, placed it in cities, introduced it into families, and obliged it to examine into life and morals, and good and evil.5



According to Cicero, Socrates reoriented philosophy toward human affairs. In so doing, he also introduced a different method of philosophizing, a new approach to the all-important “How do you know?” question, one that’s still practiced today under the name of the Socratic method.6 Socrates himself explains why he decided to do philosophy differently from his pre-Socratic (he didn’t use that term) predecessors:


Having once heard a person reading from a book, written, as he said, by Anaxagoras,* and which said that it is intelligence that sets in order and is the cause of all things . . . I was delighted to think I had found in Anaxagoras a preceptor who would instruct me in the causes of things. . . . From this wonderful hope, however, my friend, I was speedily thrown down, when, as I advanced and read over his works . . . he appeared to me to be very like one who should say that . . . [the] reason I am now sitting here, [is] because my body is composed of bones and sinews and that the bones are hard, and have joints separate from each other . . . and ten thousand other things of the kind, omitting to mention the real causes, that since it appeared better to the Athenians to condemn me, I therefore thought it better to sit here, and more just to remain and submit to the punishment which they have ordered.7



Socrates is saying that Anaxagoras and other pre-Socratics were looking at human behavior in the wrong way. They were using what today we would call a reductionist approach, explaining things exclusively with reference to their elementary constituents. What Socrates says Anaxagoras is doing is, in a sense, not wrong. It is the case that Socrates’s ability to sit is made possible by the fine structure of his bones, sinews, and all the rest. But that’s irrelevant when explaining why Socrates is sitting in prison in Athens, awaiting his death. The reason for that is to be found in the fact that the Athenians condemned him for impiety and corruption of the youth, and that although he thought the verdict was unjust, he decided to submit to it on the basis that we don’t get to pick and choose when to obey the law.

We still have not learned the lesson imparted here by Socrates. Too many modern scientists and science popularizers think that what is really going on with human behavior is to be found at the level of the brain (if they are neuroscientists), or the level of DNA (if they are molecular biologists), or the level of quarks (if they are physicists). In fact, all those levels contribute to our understanding of human behavior, but in a lot of cases when we ask “Why is this guy doing that?” we are concerned with his motivations and the sociocultural and historical background in which he happens to exist. We simply don’t get that information if we look at brains, molecules, or subatomic particles.

If this is true, then it turns out that “How do you know that?” also requires the pertinent level of analysis to be specified, which depends on the particular question being asked. If we wish to know why Socrates is sitting in an Athenian cell awaiting his hemlock, the most informative levels of analysis are social and ethical, not anatomical.

On Piety

I mentioned the Socratic method, but what is it? Perhaps the best way to answer that question is to see it in action. Here is a bit from one of my favorite dialogues featuring Socrates at work, the Euthyphro by Plato. Let me set the scene. Socrates is on his way to the Athenian court, to which he has been summoned to answer the charges that eventually will lead to his trial and execution. Along the way, he meets a pompous priest named Euthyphro, who is absolutely convinced that whatever he does is “pious”—that is, in agreement with the will of the gods. Intrigued, Socrates begins an exploration, with the grudging help of Euthyphro, of the apparently intertwined concepts of piety and what is loved by the gods. After a while, it becomes clear that Euthyphro has no idea what he’s talking about.

Socrates. The point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.

Euthyphro. I do not understand your meaning, Socrates. . . .

Socrates. What do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety, according to your definition, loved by all the gods?

Euthyphro. Yes.

Socrates. Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason?

Euthyphro. No, that is the reason.

Socrates. It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved?

Euthyphro. Yes.

Socrates. And that which is dear to the gods is loved by them, and is in a state to be loved by them because it is loved by them?

Euthyphro. Certainly.

Socrates. Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy, nor is that which is holy loved by the gods, as you affirm; but they are two different things. . . .

Then we must begin again and ask, What is piety? That is an enquiry which I shall never be weary of pursuing as far as in me lies; and I entreat you not to scorn me, but to apply your mind to the utmost, and tell me the truth.

Euthyphro. Another time, Socrates; for I am in a hurry, and must go now.8

By the end of the exchange, Euthyphro beats the hastiest retreat in the history of philosophical dialogues. But the meat of it—and of the Socratic method itself—is that Socrates keeps probing Euthyphro, gradually
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Suspend Your Judgment






	   I. Dissent: You can bet your life that you’ll find one person or another who will more or less reasonably disagree with any given dogma.

	 II. Relation: Change your point of view about something and that thing will appear different, so why adopt one point of view rather than another?

	III. Infinite regress: If you state a position about a certain matter, I can always ask you why you think it’s true; if you give me an answer, I can ask you the same question again; if you answer that, I can keep asking, and so on, generating an infinite regress.

	 IV. Circularity: If you hold a position about a certain matter, one way you can avoid infinite regress is to circle back to an answer you have already given me. That is obviously not satisfying, because it amounts to justifying your position by using that same opinion as part of the justification. Not cool.

	  V. Assumption: Another way to halt an infinite regress is to simply arrive at a stopping point and say that you assume the point to be true. But why that particular point and not another?
























Persuasive Opinions
















[image: A breakdown diagram explains the philosophy of impression. It branches out to two levels: relative to the object on the left and relative to the perceiver on the right. On the left side, two levels, true and false, are mentioned. On the right, two levels, apparently true and apparently false, are added. Under apparently true, there are three more levels of confidence: convincingly true, undiverted by other impressions and thoroughly explored.]

















	
	PYRRHONISM
	ACADEMIC SKEPTICIM



	EPISTEMOLOGY
	No firm support for statements (outside of “evident matters”)
	Certain knowledge (likely) not achievable because senses and reason are fallible



	PRACTICE
	We should suspend judgment (epoche)
	We can arrive at tentative opinions based on probability (pithanon)



	ETHICS
	The goal of life is tranquillity of mind (ataraxia)
	We should live by exercising practical wisdom (phronesis)
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