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  True to the Earth: Nietzsche ’ s Epicurean 
Care of Self and World  1   

  Keith     Ansell-Pearson    

 Epicurus has been alive in all ages and he lives now, unknown to those who called 
and call themselves Epicureans, and without a reputation amongst the philosophers. 
He too forgot his own name: it was the heaviest burden he ever cast off  (WS 227) 

 Epicurus relates to the Stoics as beauty does to sublimity; but one would have to be a 
Stoic at the very least to catch sight of this beauty at all! To be able to be jealous of it!

(Nietzsche 1883, KSA 10, 7 [151])  

 Th at Nietzsche is concerned with forms or modes of philosophical therapy which 
will promote human fl ourishing is, I think, evident from the concerns of his earliest 
writings, such as his conception of the philosopher as the physician of culture. Here 
my focus is on the Epicurean-inspired therapy we fi nd put to work in the middle 
period writings. Although the late Nietzsche has problems with Epicurus, in his 
middle period writings, he writes in praise of him and draws upon his philosophy 
as a way of promoting what I would like to call an Epicurean-inspired care of self. 
At the start, we can note the following: Epicurus becomes a signifi cant and inspiring 
fi gure for Nietzsche at the time of his free spirit middle period (1878 – 82); by the 
time of the late writings (1886 – 8), he is a more ambivalent fi gure for Nietzsche, still 
celebrated for waging war against Christianity in its preexistent form but also said 
to be a typical decadent (A 30). With the return of the Dionysian in his thinking, 
which on the surface seems to disappear in his middle period writings, we get the 
fundamental contrast between  “ Epicurean delight ” ( Vergn ü gen ) and  “ Dionysian joy ”  
( Lust ):  “ I have presented such terrible images to knowledge that any  ‘ Epicurean 
delight ’  is out of the question. Only Dionysian joy is suffi  cient:  I have been the fi rst 
to discover the tragic  ”  (KSA 11, 25 [95]: WP 1029). In this chapter, I do not wish to 
subject this later contrast to analysis. Instead, I want to show how Nietzsche draws 
on Epicurus in his middle period writings and deploys Epicurean ideas as a way of 
promoting a care of self and world. 

 In Nietzsche ’ s middle period writings, we encounter a signifi cant portrait of 
Epicurus as the inventor of a specifi c and unique mode of philosophizing. For 
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Nietzsche, Epicurus ’ s teaching can show us how to quieten our being and so help to 
temper a human mind that is prone to neurosis. Nietzsche confesses to having dwelled 
like Odysseus in the underworld and says that he will oft en be found there again. As 
a  “ sacrifi cer ”  who sacrifi ces so as to talk to the dead, he states that there are four pairs 
of thinkers from whom he will accept judgment, and Epicurus and Montaigne make 
up the fi rst pair he mentions (AOM 408). 2  Epicurus, along with the Stoic Epictetus, 
is revered as a thinker in whom wisdom assumes bodily form (AOM 224). Indeed, 
Nietzsche admits at this time to being inspired by the example of Epicurus whom he 
calls one of the greatest human beings to have ever graced the earth and the inventor 
of a  “ heroic-idyllic mode of philosophizing ”  (WS 295). 3  

 It is heroic, then, because conquering the fear of death is involved and the human 
being has the potential to walk on the earth as a god, living a blessed life, and idyllic 
because Epicurus philosophized, calmly and serenely, and away from the crowd, in 
a garden. 4  In  Human, all too Human  Nietzsche writes of a  “  refi ned heroism  ”   “ which 
disdains to off er itself to the veneration of the great masses . . . and goes silently through 
the world and out of the world ”  (HH 291). Th is is deeply Epicurean in inspiration: 
Epicurus taught that one should die as if one had never lived. I think this Epicurean 
philosophy, which so inspired Nietzsche in his middle period, is highly relevant to our 
concerns today regarding the care of the planet and I will seek to indicate this in more 
detail in the fi nal main section of the chapter.  

 Nietzsche and Epicurus 

 Catherine Wilson neatly lays out the central tenets of the Epicurean system in her 
recent study,  Epicureanism at the Origins of Modernity.  Th ey include: the denial of 
supernatural agency engaged in the design and maintenance of the world; the view 
that self-moving, subvisible particles acting blindly bring about all growth, change, 
and decline; and the insistence that the goal of ethical self-discipline, which involves 
asceticism, is the minimization of mental and physical suff ering. 5  Th ere is much here 
that accords with what Nietzsche found appealing in Epicurus. However, it is also 
the case that Nietzsche ’ s reception of Epicurus has quite specifi c features. For example, 
he shows little interest in the ontological status of atomism and the problems of the 
theory of knowledge and much more interest in Epicurean cosmology, such as its 
distinction between world and universe. As one commentator has noted, this focus 
on the world and distrust of the idea of  the  universe, including the idea of the sum 
of all possible worlds,  “ allowed Nietzsche to collect the themes of Epicurean divinity, 
blessedness, friendship and philosophical regimen around the focus of the ancient 
science of this world of  ‘ meteorology. ’  ”  6  As Liba Taub has put it, the Epicurean aim  “ was 
to demonstrate that the universe and various distant phenomena can be explained 
without reference to anything outside nature, or extraordinary. ”  7  Informing Epicurean 
views on cosmology and meteorology was the desire to eliminate fear and anxiety, 
especially about the intervention of the gods in the world. Epicurus thus developed 
a strict materialist philosophy that was designed to provide natural explanations of 
phenomena that were oft en seen as due to the activities of supernatural powers. 8  
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Although acknowledging the existence of an infi nite number of worlds ( cosmoi ), 
Epicurus sought to account for the  mete ō ra , such as the phenomenon of the sky 
and earthquakes, in terms of the natural workings of our local cosmos. Th us, the 
fundamental Epicurean aims, such as the alleviation of anxiety, are at the heart of 
their cosmological and meteorological explanations. In the middle period, Nietzsche 
is inspired by Epicurus ’ s focus on the world, his redemption of nature from human 
projection and teleology, and his conception of philosophy as the art of living in which 
one lives the philosophical life and does not engage merely in theoretical discourses. 

 In Nietzsche ’ s time, there was something of a revival of interest in Epicurus and 
Epicureanism, and Nietzsche ’ s texts, especially  Dawn , can be seen as part of this 
development and the attempt to retrieve the resources of ancient materialism. 
Writing in 1878, the French naturalist philosopher, Jean-Marie Guyau, hailed at the 
time as the  “ Spinoza of France, ”  portrayed Epicurus as the original free spirit,  “ Still 
today it is the spirit of old Epicurus who, combined with new doctrines, works away 
at and undermines Christianity. ”  9  In Germany, Friedrich Albert Lange ’ s  History of 
Materialism  of 1866, a text that deeply impressed the young Nietzsche, was largely 
responsible for the revival of interest in Epicurus. Lange devoted a chapter to Epicurus 
and a separate chapter to Lucretius ’ s poem,  On the Nature of the Universe  ( De Rerum 
Natura ). 10  Th e aim of the explanation of nature sought by Epicurus  “ is to free us from 
fear and anxiety. ”  11  As Lange notes, in Epicurus, physics is placed in the service of 
ethics:  “ Th e mere historical knowledge of natural events, without a knowledge of 
causes, is valueless; for it does not free us from fear nor lift  us upon superstition. Th e 
more causes of change we have discovered, the more we shall attain the calmness of 
contemplation; and it cannot be supposed that this inquiry can be without result upon 
our happiness. ”  12  If events can be explained in accordance with universal laws, with 
eff ects attributable to natural causes, an important goal of philosophy can be attained 
and secured, chiefl y liberation from fear and anxiety. Moreover, if peace of soul and 
freedom from pain are the only enduring pleasures, then these constitute the true 
aim of existence, including the philosophical endeavor. For Lange, Greek philosophy, 
properly understood, begins with the Ionian natural philosophers and terminates 
with Epicurus and his school: the further developments in it belong to the natural 
sciences whilst speculative philosophy — notably in the form of neo-Platonism — is a 
 “ thoroughly degenerate ”  expression of philosophy. 13  Epicurus is to be praised not so 
much for his system as for the  “ general Materialistic principles ”  which underlie it. 14  
Finally, Lange notes the  “ quietistic and contemplative ”  character of Epicureanism, 
and it ’ s this character that appeals to the Nietzsche of the middle period 15  (the late 
Nietzsche is quite diff erent on this point). 

 In his book  Nietzsche and Modern Times , Laurence Lampert notes that the portrait 
of Epicurus that can be drawn from Nietzsche ’ s scattered refl ections provides us with 
an important component in understanding his genealogy of philosophy. He rightly 
notes, however, that Nietzsche provides his readers only with  “ fragmentary glimpses ”  
of his interpretation of Epicurus even though it forms a major element in his reworking 
of the history of philosophy. 16  Nietzsche writes in 1882 that he is proud of the fact 
that he experiences the character of Epicurus diff erently from perhaps everybody else: 
 “ Whatever I hear or read of him, I enjoy the happiness of the aft ernoon of antiquity ”  
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(GS 45). Lampert claims that Nietzsche ’ s  “ recovery ”  of Epicurus forms a key component 
in his new history of philosophy, providing a point of access to its all-important themes 
such as the philosophical and scientifi c tradition prior to Socrates — typically demoted 
in the history of philosophy to the status of mere  pre-Socratic  thought — that Epicurus 
sought to preserve. 17  He further argues that Nietzsche experienced Epicurus in a way 
diff erent to everybody else because he was able to experience him as an heir to what 
was best in Greek science. 18  However, this cannot be right since, as we have just seen, 
it is precisely in these terms that Lange writes in praise of him. Much better, I think, 
is when Lampert claims that Nietzsche located a peculiar happiness in Epicurus ’ s life 
and teaching. He notes that the happiness of Epicurus does not stem from Epicurean 
 ataraxia , conceived as an indiff erence to all passions, but that it arises  from a passion , 
from a  Wollust   “ grown modest and transformed into the observing eye that watched 
the sun set out on the magnifi cence of antiquity. ”  19  

 As Lampert ’ s appreciation indicates, Nietzsche is capable of arresting psychological 
insight into Epicurus. In 1882, he writes, for example:  

 I see his eyes gaze upon a wide, white sea, across rocks at the shore that are bathed 
in sunlight, while large and small animals are playing in this light, as secure and 
calm as the light and his eyes. Such happiness could be invented only by a man 
who was suff ering continually. It is the happiness of eyes that have seen the sea 
of existence become calm, and now they can never weary of the surface and 
of the many hues of this tender, shuddering skin of the sea. Never before has 
voluptuousness ( Wollust ) been so modest (GS 45).  

 As Monika Langer has recently noted in her interpretation of this aphorism, although 
clearly a paean of sorts to Epicurus, Nietzsche does not elaborate on the origin or 
nature of his happiness and suff ering, but rather tacitly encourages the reader 
to consider various possibilities. In the end, she argues that Nietzsche is reading 
Epicurus as a fi gure who while standing securely on fi rm ground, gazes at the sea 
and is able to enjoy the possibility of uncertainty it off ers. She writes,  “ Literally 
and fi guratively he can fl oat on the sea. ”  20  Epicurus is depicted as the antithesis of 
modernity ’ s shipwrecked man since such is his liberation and serenity he can  “ chart 
his course or simply set sail and let the wind determine his way. ”  21  Although he might 
suff er shipwreck and drown or survive he does not live in fear of dangers and hazards: 
 “ In taking to the sea he might lose his bearings and even his mind. ”  In contrast to 
modern man who is keen to leave behind the insecurity of the sea for the safety of dry 
land,  “ Epicurus delights in the ever present possibility of leaving that secure land for 
the perils of the sea. ”  22  

 I think this interpretation is too strong and misses the essential insight Nietzsche is 
developing into Epicurus in the aphorism. Rather than suggesting that the sea calls for 
further and continued exploration, hiding seductive dangers that Epicurus would not 
be afraid of, Nietzsche seems to hold to the view that Epicurus is the seasoned traveler 
of the soul who has no desire to travel anymore and for whom the meaning of the 
sea has changed. Rather than serving as a means of transportation or something that 
beckons us toward other shores, the sea has become an object of contemplation in the 
here and now. It is something to be looked at for its own sake and in a way that discloses 
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its infi nite nuances and colors. One might describe this in Heidegger ’ s terms, with its 
mode of being changed from the ready-to-hand (either threatening or alluring, but in 
both cases on the background of a form of instrumentalization, such as exploration) to 
something more akin to the present-at-hand, except that here the disclosing attitude 
is not one of theoretical detachment but a sensitivity that entails a special receptivity 
that is hard to attain and maintain. 23  One might even invoke  Gelassenheit  to defi ne 
the experience. Th is interpretation is in accord with the stress Nietzsche places in his 
middle period writings on the joyful riches, calm and serene, to be had from the  vita 
contemplativa  (see D 440; GS 329). Nietzsche even discovers what one might call a 
materialist sublime in the contemplation of nature:  

 One day, and probably soon, we need some recognition of what above all is lacking 
in our big cities: quiet and wide, expansive places for refl ection. Places with long, 
high-ceilinged cloisters for bad or all too sunny weather where no shouting or noise 
of carriages can reach and where good manners would prohibit even priests from 
praying aloud  –  buildings and sites that would altogether give expression to the 
sublimity ( Erhabenheit ) of thoughtfulness and of stepping aside. Th e time is past 
when the church possessed a monopoly on refl ection, when the  vita contemplativa  
had to be fi rst all a  vita religiosa ; and everything built by the church gives expression 
to that idea. I do not see how we could remain content with such buildings even 
if they were stripped of their churchly purposes. Th e language spoken by these 
buildings is far too rhetorical and unfree, reminding us that they are houses of 
God and ostentatious monuments of some supramundane intercourse; we who 
are godless could not think  our thoughts  in such surroundings. We wish to see 
 ourselves  translated into stones and plants, we want to take walks  in ourselves  when 
we stroll around these buildings and gardens (GS 280).  

 In short, for the middle period Nietzsche, Epicurus is a fi gure who has liberated 
himself from the fear and anxiety of existence and is capable of spiritual joyfulness that 
consists, in part, in the serene contemplation of the beauty and sublimity of things and a 
cultivation of simple, modest pleasures. Epicurus is a fi gure who was  “ true to the earth, ”  
abandoning all hubristic conceptions of human signifi cance, including exceptionalism, 
and who taught that one should die as if one had never lived. As Nietzsche astutely 
noted, never in the history of thought has such a voluptuous appreciation of existence 
been so modest.   

 Nietzsche on Epicurus in the middle period 

 With respect to the middle period Epicurus is important to any appreciation of 
Nietzsche ’ s sources and infl uences because it is primarily from him that he gets the 
inspiration to detach from the fi rst and last things and to devote attention to the 
closest things — and, moreover, to learn to know and accept, even embrace, the mortal 
conditions of human existence. Th ese are some of the major concerns Nietzsche has 
in his middle period. What appeals to Nietzsche about Epicurus is the emphasis on a 
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refi ned egoism, the teaching on mortality, and the general attempt to liberate the mind 
from unjustifi ed fears and anxieties. One of the earliest references to Epicureanism is 
an incidental remark in  Schopenhauer as Educator  where Nietzsche says that to write 
today in favor of an education that sets goals beyond money and acquisition, that takes 
a great deal of time, and also encourages solitude, is likely to be disparaged as  “ refi ned 
egoism ”  and  “ immoral cultural Epicureanism ”  (SE 6). Epicurus does not become an 
important component in Nietzsche ’ s philosophy until around 1879, and it is in these 
terms — refi ned egoism — that he draws on him again and becomes inspired by certain 
Epicurean notions and ideals. Indeed, at this time, he was inspired by Epicurus ’ s 
conception of friendship and the ideal of withdrawing from society and cultivating 
one ’ s own garden. In a letter to Peter Gast of 1883, Nietzsche writes that Epicurus 
 “ is the best negative argument in favour of my challenge to all rare spirits to isolate 
themselves from the mass of their fellows ”  (KGB III, 1, 418). Like Epicurus, Nietzsche ’ s 
philosophical therapy is in search of pupils and disciples:  “ What I envy in Epicurus 
are the  disciples  in his garden; in  such circumstances  one could certainly forget noble 
Greece and more certainly still ignoble Germany! ”  24  

 If, as Pierre Hadot has suggested, philosophical therapeutics is centered on a concern 
with the healing of our own lives so as to return us to the joy of existing, 25  then in the 
texts of his middle period Nietzsche can be seen to be an heir to this ancient tradition. 
Indeed, if there is one crucial component to Nietzsche ’ s philosophical therapeutics 
in the texts of his middle period that he keeps returning to again and again it is the 
need for spiritual joyfulness and the task of cultivating in ourselves, aft er centuries 
of training by morality and religion, the joy in existing. In the fi nal aphorism of  Th e 
Wanderer and his Shadow , Nietzsche writes, for example:  

 Only the  ennobled human being may be given freedom of spirit;  to him alone does 
 alleviation of life  draw near and salve his wounds; only he may say that he lives for 
the sake of  joy  ( Freudigkeit ) and for the sake of no further goal . . . (WS 350)  

 Th e diff erence from Epicurus is that he is developing a therapy for the sicknesses of 
the soul under modern conditions of social control and discipline. Nevertheless, it 
is the case that Nietzsche at this time is seeking to revive an ancient conception of 
philosophy. In a note from 1881, he states that he considers the various moral schools 
of antiquity to be  “ experimental laboratories ”  containing a number of recipes for 
the art of living and holds that these experiments now belong to us as our legitimate 
property:  “ we shall not hesitate to adopt a Stoic recipe just because we have profi ted in 
the past from Epicurean recipes ”  (KSA 9, 15 [59]). Nietzsche recognizes in Epicurus 
what he calls in one note a  “ refi ned heroism, ”  and here the thought seems to center 
on conquering the fear of death, of which Nietzsche says he has little of it (KSA 8, 28 
[15]). For Epicurus, the study of nature should make human beings modest and self-
suffi  cient, taking pride in the good that lies in themselves, not in their estate, and as 
opposed to the display of learning coveted by the rabble. 26  Indeed, Nietzsche admires 
Epicurus for cultivating a modest existence and in two respects: fi rst, in having 
 “ spiritual joyfulness ( Freudigkeit ) in place of frequent indulgence in single pleasures ”  
(KSA 8, 41 [48]), and, second, in withdrawing from social ambition and living in a 
garden as opposed to living publicly in the market-place. 27  As Nietzsche stresses,  “ A 
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little garden, fi gs, little cheeses and in addition three or four good friends  –  these were 
the sensual pleasures of Epicurus ”  (WS 192). 28  Nietzsche is appreciative of what one 
commentator has called the  “ refi ned asceticism ”  we fi nd in Epicurus, which consists 
in the enjoyment of the smallest pleasures and the disposal of a diverse and delicate 
range of sensations. 29  

 In the middle period, then, Epicurus is an attractive fi gure for Nietzsche because 
of the emphasis on a modest lifestyle, the attention given to the care of self, and also 
because he conceives philosophy not as a theoretical discourse but one that, fi rst and 
foremost, is a kind of practical activity aimed at the attainment of eudemonia or the 
fl ourishing life. 30  Nietzsche wants free spirits to take pleasure in existence, involving 
taking pleasure in themselves and in friendship, and in simple and modest living. 

 Nietzsche, then, is keen to encourage human beings to cultivate an attitude toward 
existence in which they accept their mortality and attain serenity about their dwelling 
on the earth, to conquer unjustifi ed fears, and to reinstitute the role played by chance 
and chance events in the world and in human existence (D 13, 33, 36). 31  As Pierre 
Hadot notes, for the Epicurean sage, the world is the product of chance, not divine 
intervention, and this brings with it pleasure and peace of mind, freeing him from 
an unreasonable fear of the gods and allowing him to consider each moment as an 
unexpected miracle. Each moment of existence can be greeted with immense gratitude. 32  
Indeed, as Graham Parkes has noted, Nietzsche expresses in his writings, especially 
 Th us Spoke Zarathustra , a kind of gratitude with respect to life that is  “ reminiscent of 
Epicurus, ”  with meditation cultivating  “ a keen appreciation of the  ‘ once-only ’  character 
of existence in a radically contingent universe. ”  33  Parkes cites from section 5 of  “ Old 
and New Law-Tablets ”  in  Zarathustra :  “ Th us does the nature of noble souls wish it: they 
want to have nothing for free, and least of all life. Whoever is of the rabble wants to live 
for free: we others, however, to whom life has given itself  –  we are always wondering 
 what  we can best give  in return ! ”  

 Epicurus ’ s teaching is that gratitude should be our primary attitude toward life 
and a result of our acceptance and recognition of life ’ s essentially fi nite character. We 
are to accord value to the slightest moment of existence. 34  As Hadot has pointed out, 
Epicurus ’ s teaching seeks to transform our relationship to time, in which we become 
focused on the present moment, and this transformation presupposes a quite specifi c 
conception of pleasure,  “ according to which the quality of pleasure depends neither on 
the quantity of desires it satisfi es, nor on the length of time it lasts. ”  35  As Guyau notes, 
true pleasure bears its infi nity within itself, and as Nietzsche teaches the time of the 
moment is  “ eternity, ”  an eternity reclaimed  “ for the fair earth, ”  as Herbert Marcuse put 
it. 36  According to Hadot, the secret of Epicurean joy and serenity is to live each instant 
as if it were the last, but also as if it were the fi rst. In this way we,  “ experience the same 
grateful astonishment when we accept the instant as though it were unexpected, or by 
greeting it as entirely new . . . ”  37  (225). Metrodorus memorably expressed the wisdom 
one might acquire by living the Epicurean life:  “ Remember that, born a mortal, with 
a limited life-span, you have risen up in soul to eternity and the infi nity of things, and 
that you have seen all that has been and all that shall be. ”  38  

 In  Th e Wanderer and his Shadow , Nietzsche describes Epicurus as  “ the soul-soother 
( Seelen-Beschwichtiger ) of later antiquity. ”  He had the  “ wonderful insight ”  that to quieten 
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our being it is not necessary to have resolved the ultimate and outermost theoretical 
questions (WS 7). To those who are tormented by the fear of the gods, one points out 
that if the gods exist, they do not concern themselves with us and that it is unnecessary 
to engage in  “ fruitless disputation ”  over the ultimate question as to whether they exist 
or not. Furthermore, in response to the consideration of a hypothesis, half belonging to 
physics and half to ethics, and that may cast gloom over our spirits, it is wise to refrain 
from refuting the hypothesis and instead off er a rival hypothesis, even a multiplicity 
of hypotheses. To someone who wishes to off er consolation — for example, to the 
unfortunate, to ill-doers, to hypochondriacs, and so on — one can call to mind two 
pacifying formulae of Epicurus that are capable of being applied to many questions: 
 “ fi rstly, if that is how things are they do not concern us; secondly, things may be thus 
but they may also be otherwise ”  (WS 7). 

 In the middle period, then, Epicurus is one of Nietzsche ’ s chief inspirations in his 
eff ort to liberate himself from the metaphysical need, to fi nd serenity within his own 
existence, and to aid humanity in its need to now cure its neuroses. Epicureanism, 
along with science in general, serves to make us  “ colder and more sceptical, ”  helping 
to cool down  “ the fi ery stream of belief in ultimate defi nitive truths, ”  a stream that has 
grown so turbulent through Christianity (HH 244). Th e task, Nietzsche says, is to live 
in terms of  “ a constant spiritual joyfulness ( Freudigkeit ) ”  (HH 292) and to prize  “ the 
three good things ” : greatness, repose, and sunlight, in which these things answer to 
thoughts that elevate, thoughts that quieten, thoughts that enlighten, and, fi nally,  “ to 
thoughts which participate in all three qualities, in which everything earthly comes to 
transfi guration: it is the kingdom where there reigns the great  trinity of joy  ( Freude ) ”  
(WS 332).   

 Care of self 

 It is also from Epicurus that Nietzsche gets the inspiration to give up on what he calls 
the fi rst and last things, the questions of a theologically inspired metaphysics, and 
devote attention to the closest things. Nietzsche has made this decision in 1878 – 9, and 
it provides the context for much of what it follows in the free spirit works of the middle 
period. Let me outline some of its features. Before I do, let me simply note that I think 
in making this decision Nietzsche is, in fact, reviving the antique conception of ethics 
as centered on a care of self. Foucault contends that in Greek ethics we fi nd a focus 
on moral conduct, on relations to oneself and others, rather than a focus on religious 
problems such as what is our fate aft er death? What are the gods and do they intervene 
in life or not? For the Greeks, Foucault argues, these were not signifi cant problems and 
not directly related to conduct. What they were concerned about was to constitute an 
ethics that was an  “ aesthetics of existence. ”  39  

 In modern culture we can detect, Nietzsche writes, a  “ feigned disrespect for all the 
things which human beings in fact take most seriously,  for all the things closest to them  ”  
(WS 5). As Ruth Abbey notes, in devaluing the small, worldly matters Christian and 
post-Christian sensibility,  “ puts people at war with themselves and forbids a close study 
of which forms of care of the self would be most conducive to individual fl ourishing. ”  40  
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As Nietzsche notes, most people see the closest things badly and rarely pay heed to 
them, while  “  almost all the physical and psychical frailties  of the individual derive from 
this lack . . . being  unknowledgeable in the smallest and everyday things  and failing to 
keep an eye on them - this it is that transforms the earth for so many into a  ‘ vale of 
tears ’  ”  (WS 6). Our understanding of existence is diverted away from the smallest and 
closest things:  

 Priests and teachers, and the sublime lust for power of idealists of every 
description . . . hammer even into children that what matters is something quite 
diff erent: the salvation of the soul, the service of the state, the advancement of 
science, or the accumulation of reputation and possessions, all as the means of 
doing service to mankind as a whole; while the requirements of the individual, his 
great and small needs within the twenty four hours of the day, are to be regarded 
as something contemptible or a matter of indiff erence. (WS 6)  

 Nietzsche notes that our greatness does not crumble away all at once but through 
continual neglect:  

 . . . the little vegetation that grows in between everything and understands how 
to cling everywhere, this is what ruins what is great in us  –  the quotidian, hourly 
pitifulness of our environment that goes overlooked, the thousand tiny tendrils of 
this or that small and small-minded feeling growing out of our neighborhood, our 
job, the company we keep, the division of our day. If we allow these small weeds to 
grow unwittingly, then unwittingly they will destroy us! (D 435)  

 Th e closest things are those things which are overlooked or even disparaged by priests 
and metaphysicians who devote all their time and energy to the care of the soul. Th ey 
include things like eating and diet, housing, clothing, and social intercourse. Th ese 
should all be made the object of constant impartial and general refl ection and reform. 
Nietzsche argues:  “ Our continual off ences against the most elementary laws of the 
body and the spirit reduce us all . . . to a disgraceful dependence and bondage . . . on 
physicians, teachers and curers of soul who lie like a burden on the whole of society ”  
(WS 5). All the physical and psychical frailties of the individual derive from a lack of 
knowledge about the smallest and most everyday things, such as what is benefi cial to 
us and what is harmful to us in the institution of our mode of life, in the division of the 
day, eating, sleeping, and refl ecting, and so on (WS 6). 

 Nietzsche insists that we do not require certainties with regard to the fi rst and last 
things — what he calls  “ the furthest horizon ”  — in order to live a  “ full and excellent 
human life ”  (WS 16). He proposes a fundamental rupture be aff ected with regard to 
customary habits of thinking. In the face of questions such as, what is the purpose of 
man? What is his fate aft er death? How can man be reconciled with God? It should 
not be felt necessary to develop knowledge against faith; rather we should practice 
an indiff erence toward faith and supposed knowledge in the domains of metaphysics 
and religion. From this Epicurean-inspired demotion of metaphysics, he proposes the 
following as a principle of the new life:  “ life should be ordered on the basis of what 
is most certain and most demonstrable, not as hitherto on that what is most remote, 
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indefi nite, and no more than a cloud on the horizon ”  (WS 310). Th is concern with 
the small things and  “ casuistry of selfi shness ”  continues well into the late Nietzsche, 
with Nietzsche writing in  Ecce Homo  that  “ nutrition, place, climate, recreation ”  are 
 “ inconceivably more important than everything one has taken to be important to 
date, ”  and here it is necessary to relearn (EH II: 10).   

 An Epicurean attachment to life 

 It is important that we appreciate the distinctive character the enjoyment of life has for 
the Epicurean. Th is is what I want to focus on in this section of the chapter. 

 In the letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus seeks to identify what the study of 
philosophy can do for the health of the soul and on the premise that,  “ pleasure is 
the starting-point and goal of living blessedly. ”  41  Epicurus stresses that he does not 
mean the pleasures of the profl igate or of consumption; rather, the task is to become 
accustomed to simple, nonextravagant ways of living. Although Epicurus regards 
 voluptas  as the highest good, in which we can take delight in all that nature has 
provided to stimulate pleasure, it is an error to suppose that for him happiness is to 
be found  “ simply in eating, drinking, gambling, wenching, and other such pastimes. ”  
 42 Nietzsche seems to have fully appreciated this point. Th e key goal for Epicurus is to 
liberate the body from pain and remove disturbances from the soul. Central to his 
counsel is the thought that we need to accustom ourselves to believing that death is 
nothing to us; our longing for immortality needs to be removed:  “ . . . there is nothing 
fearful in life for one who has grasped that there is nothing fearful in the absence of 
life. ”  43  What appears to be the most frightening of bad things should be nothing to 
us,  “ since when we exist, death is not yet present, and when death is present, then 
we do not exist. ”  44  Th e wise human being  “ neither rejects life nor fears death. For 
living does not off end him, nor does he believe not living to be something bad. ”  45  
If, as Epicurus supposes, everything good and bad consists in sense-experience, 
then death is simply the privation of sense-experience. Th e goal of philosophical 
training, then, is freedom from disturbance and anxiety in which we reach a state of 
 ataraxia  or psychic tranquility: the body is free from pain and the soul is liberated 
from distress. 

 But is Epicureanism a philosophy of life-affi  rmation, or does it simply depict a 
universe of atoms and the void that is indiff erent to life and in which freedom consists 
in little more than attaining a contemplative tranquility with respect to this fact? As 
James Porter notes, life has no intrinsic value for Epicurus, but does this mean that 
life is an indiff erent for him? 46  When viewed from a third-person point of view, that 
is, the cosmological one (of atoms and the void), then life has no claim on us; rather, 
it discloses to us that  “ we are nothing more than physical entities, mere fortuitous 
combinations of matter which reduce to their elements upon disbanding. ”  47  From the 
viewpoint of nature, then, life is an indiff erent. Th e matter changes, Porter argues, 
when we view things from a fi rst-person perspective on life, that is, the world of 
sensations, desires, and needs, or of nature in its human aspect. Here we fi nd that 
life by defi nition is not indiff erent but a meaningful source of value. As Porter puts 
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it, the issue facing the Epicurean philosopher  “ is to decide just what this value is and 
where it lies. ”  48  Th e argument is that life is a source of human pleasure and thus of 
moral happiness, involving a strong attachment. Porter argues that once we connect 
pleasure to life, it is possible to show that Epicurus has a philosophy of life in addition 
to a philosophy of death and that, in fact, it is this emphasis on life and not death that 
dominates his writings. 

 Porter goes on to note that the  “ apparent pessimism ”  of the doctrine  “ clashes with 
the joy and even fascination with life ”  that are found in the Epicurean perception of the 
world. 49  Th e task is to account for this disparity and the question to focus on is that of 
what makes creatures cling to life and remain attached to it. We can rule out, he thinks, 
the fear of death since such a fear produces phantasms of life (such as ideas of the 
aft erlife) and does not prolong or propagate life itself. He thinks that love of life, in the 
form of an attachment to life, precedes the fear of death, operating at a primitive level 
of psychic attachment, and may even precede what he takes to be the most primitive 
root fear present in the fear of death, that of the fear of the blank void or  horror vacui . 
Furthermore, it cannot be supposed that what makes us cling to life is constant novelty 
since this seems to be a consequence of the love of life and not its cause. Th e Epicurean 
affi  rmation of life, the practice of its love, consists in attending to and enjoying the 
present feelings or sensations of life, that is, living in the here and now without desire 
and expectation and in a condition of gratitude. As Porter puts it,  “ To love life is to 
be in an unqualifi ed state of affi  rmation about what lies most immediately to hand: it 
is the pleasure, the unalloyed passion, and even thrill, of living itself. ”  50  For Epicurus, 
then, a correct understanding of our mortality is one that should lead to the enjoyment 
of this mortal life. Th e Epicurean love of life  “  is a love of mortal life  and not a love of life 
abstracted from death, much less of immortal life. ”  51  Moreover, this Epicurean love of 
life is not a longing for life, but  “ rather an immediate expression of what is dear about 
life, what is most life worthy in life, ”  and which makes it something fragile and easily 
ruptured. 52  

 We are perhaps now in a position perhaps to grasp something of the special nature 
of Epicurean pleasure. As Porter states,  “ what an Epicurean enjoys is not some pleasure 
that is distinct from life, but life  qua  pleasure. ”  53  Epicurus does not, then  “ disdain life ”  
and has little truck with the pessimist who maintains, as he puts it in his letter to 
Menoeceus, it is good not to be born and once born to pass through the gates of Hades 
as quickly as possible. 54  A key point to appreciate is that pleasure is not simply bound 
up with moral hedonism but also with an epistemology:  “ as a criterion of truth, as 
one of the  path ê   by which we feel our way through the world. ”  55  In contrast to pain, 
which causes us to shrink back from the world, pleasure draws us to it: it is both 
congenital and congenial. 56  Th e Epicurean state of mind (ataraxy) is best described 
as one of  “ stable ( katastematic ) pleasure, ”  and, furthermore, as the  “ basal experience 
of pleasure ”  on account of it being the criterion of all pleasure. In this sense, then, it 
is more than a condition of simple or mere happiness:  “ it seems to operate as life ’ s 
internal formal principle, as that which gives moral sense and shape to a life that is 
lived . . . ”  57  

 As Porter incisively brings out, the theory of pleasure we fi nd in Epicurus is 
minimalist in that the highest kind of pleasure consists not in seeking out a range of 
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pleasures but rather focusing on a single kind of pleasure and that presents the fewest 
possible requirements, and hence his theory of autarky or self-suffi  ciency. Moreover, 
experiencing this stable or static pleasure is not a matter of  “ the defection of pain ”  
(of having painless sensory pleasures), as this would amount to a solely negative 
defi nition. 58  As Porter puts it, it is rather the case that  “ pleasure is the removal, by 
subtraction, of pain . . . and then the discovery of what is left  once that removal has 
been made. ”  59  He maintains that what is left  is a positive pleasure in its own right and 
that does not amount to a merely painless sensory pleasure but is a purer and higher 
form of pleasure. He adds that this discovery  “ may bring joy and delight, but these are 
contingent pleasures of a kinetic kind, caused by an underlying pleasure of a stable 
kind, which is ataraxic and valuable in and of itself. ”  60  Bliss or ataraxy, then, involves a 
rediscovery of this primary form of pleasure and it is what is perceived once all pain 
has been removed: it is life experienced in a moment of special intensity. In its higher 
form, then, pleasure is not a desire, and curiously perhaps, not a desire for pleasure: 
to want pleasure is to perceive a lack, but in the experience of tranquility one lacks 
nothing. 61  

 What does it mean to live well for Epicurus? Porter answers this question exquisitely, 
so let me cite him:  

 Its lesson is simple and basic: it is that we ought to cultivate an attentiveness to 
ourselves and to the world, which is to say to redirect our bodies and minds away 
from pain, not so much in the direction of pleasure as in a direction  away from 
pain , with this redirection constituting our pleasure. Th e redescription of pain as 
painless or indiff erent, achieved pragmatically through intense mental focusing, 
disposes us . . . to the Epicurean virtues: to pleasure, happiness, justice, piety, and 
friendship . . . To be virtuous just is to experience a precious attachment to the 
world and to its highest reality. 62   

 Before we move back to Nietzsche, a fi nal point is worth making and this concerns 
Epicurus ’ s so-called hedonism. As Porter points out, Epicurus comes to value pleasure 
owing to his affi  rmative philosophy of life. Hedonism is Epicurus ’ s  “ wager that life on 
balance will prove more attractive than death, ”  and it is for this reason that pleasure 
resides at the centre of his thinking:  “ it would be a mistake to say that Epicurus 
entertains the value of life to the extent he does just because he is a hedonist. Th e truth 
is the other way round: Epicurus is a hedonist just because he believes at some level in 
the moral value of living. What Epicurus enjoys is not some pleasure that is distinct 
from life, but life  qua  pleasure. ”  63  

 Nietzsche appreciated the special quality of Epicurean pleasure. In  Th e Wanderer and 
his Shadow , he depicts an idyllic scene entitled  “  Et in Arcadia ego , ”  involving looking 
down  “ over waves of hills, through fi r-trees and spruce trees grave with age, towards 
a milky green lake ”  (WS 295). While cattle graze on their own and gather in groups, 
the narrator of the aphorism experiences  “ everything at peace in the contentment of 
evening. ”  While looking upon the herders in the fi eld, he witnesses mountain slopes 
and snowfi elds to the left  and, high above him, to the right two gigantic ice-covered 
peaks that seem to fl oat in a veil of sunlit vapor:  “ everything big, still and bright ”  (ibid.). 
Th e beauty of the whole scene induces in him an experience of the sublime,  “ a sense 

09 Chapter 9.indd   10809 Chapter 9.indd   108 5/31/2013   8:26:11 PM5/31/2013   8:26:11 PM



True to the Earth: Nietzsche’s Epicurean Care of Self and World 109

of awe and of adoration of the moment of its revelation ” ; involuntarily, as if completely 
natural, he inserts  “ into this pure, clear world of light, ”  free of desire and expectation, 
with no looking before or behind, Hellenic heroes, and he compares the feeling to 
that of Poussin and his pupil (probably Claude Lorrain), at one and the same time 
heroic and idyllic, noting to himself that some human beings have actually  lived  in 
accordance with this experience, having  “ enduringly  felt  they existed in the world and 
the world existed in them ”  (ibid.). 64  Epicurus is singled out for special mention. As one 
commentator notes, for Nietzsche, the idyll is not in any inaccessible celestial heavens 
but belongs in this world and is within our reach, and what takes place aft er death does 
not concern us anymore. 65  Nietzsche writes:  “ An unspeakable blessing . . . and once 
again, Epicurus triumphs! ”  (D 72) 

 Nietzsche fi nds in Epicurus a victory over pessimism in which  “ death becomes the 
last celebration of a life which is constantly embellished ”  66  (Roos 2000: 299). Th is last 
of the Greek philosophers  “ teaches the joy of living in the midst of a world in decay 
and where all moral doctrines preach suff ering. ”  67  As Roos puts it,  “ Th e example of 
Epicurus teaches that a life fi lled with pain and renunciation prepares one to savour 
the little joys of the everyday better. Relinquishing Dionysian intoxication, Nietzsche 
becomes a student of this master of moderate pleasures and careful dosages. ”  68  Roos 
asks what I think is the decisive question concerning this appropriation of Epicurus: 
can this teaching fi ll the void left  by the loss of faith, the abandonment of Schopenhauer, 
and the renunciation of Dionysian music? His answer to the question is incisive:  “ he 
clings to Epicurus and his consolations with a vigour proportional to the violence of 
the Christian temptation. ”  69  In Epicurus, Nietzsche discovers what Roos calls aptly an 
 “ irresistible power ”  and a rare strength of spirit and quotes Nietzsche from 1880:  “ I 
found strength in the very places one does not look for it, in simple, gentle and helpful 
men . . . powerful natures dominate, that is a necessity, even if those men do not move 
one fi nger. And they bury themselves, in their lifetime, in a pavilion in their garden ”  
(KSA 9, 6 [206]). 70    

 An ecological Nietzsche? 

 I think that an appreciation of Nietzsche ’ s Epicurean care of self (and world) is relevant 
to engaging with the debates on Nietzsche and ecology. Th ere has been a lively set of 
debates in the literature concerning Nietzsche ’ s credentials as an ecological thinker 
with those in favor arguing that both his lifestyle and his naturalistic way of thinking 
make him a forerunner of ecological ideas, and with skeptics insisting that his focus is 
on aristocratic self-cultivation, not the fate of the planet. I do not want to enter directly 
into this debate here but would argue instead that we need to follow an Epicurean lead. 
We need to discover this Epicurean-inspired Nietzsche for ourselves and in part as a 
way of contesting Heidegger ’ s reading of Nietzsche which focuses on the late writings, 
mostly the  Nachlass , and construes all the major concepts of the late period, notably 
the will to power and the overman, as indicating that Nietzsche is the  “ technological ”  
thinker of our age. 71  In an essay on Nietzsche and ecology, Michael Zimmerman 
follows Heidegger in focusing on the late Nietzsche and argues that he does not share 
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the anti-anthropocentrism and asceticism of the environmentalist movement and 
that his main concern is  “ how to avoid degeneration and  nihilism , not how to avoid 
environmental destruction and  ecocide . ”  72  Furthermore, he thinks that Heidegger 
off ers  “ a plausible, though controversial, reading of Nietzsche ’ s Overman as heralding 
the culmination of 2,500 years of metaphysics, which takes the form of technological 
domination of the planet. ”  73  

 My view is that we need a much more subtle and nuanced appreciation of Nietzsche 
than this Heideggerian reading permits, and one way to develop this is to focus on 
the neglected middle period of Nietzsche ’ s writings. It is here, I believe, that we fi nd 
rich resources for recognizing a Nietzschean commitment to ecology. Th e historian of 
ancient ecological thought J. Donald Hughes has argued that Epicurean philosophy, 
especially evident in the work of Lucretius, asked questions that are now regarded as 
ecological, including alluding to air pollution due to mining and the disappearance of 
forests, as well as arguing that human beings are not radically distinct from animals. 74  
Th e Epicurean philosophy of nature, with its principle of conservation — nothing is 
created by divine power out of nothing and nature never reduces anything to nothing —
 thus tends toward an ecological mode of thinking. 75  Let me make clear that I think it 
is anachronistic to state that Nietzsche is, as Laurence Lampert has claimed, following 
Max Hallman, a  “ deep ecologist. ”  76  Moreover, there is no, as we might put it,  “ politics ”  
of ecology to be found in Nietzsche. If anything Nietzsche recommends at this time, 
social withdrawal, even isolation, and on this point, he adheres to Epicurean principles 
(see GS 338). 77  We have to acknowledge that there are limits to any use we can make of 
Nietzsche for the ends of an ecological-centered politics: his thinking is too complex 
and contradictory to serve as the basis for a programmatic ecological philosophy. 78  
Nevertheless, I think there is to be found within the writings what one might call an 
 “ ecological ”  conscience and this conscience informs his new appreciation of nature, 
a nature that has been de-deifi ed and that requires the  “ naturalization ”  of humanity 
(GS 109). 

 Let me list what I see as some of Nietzsche ’ s principal  “ ecological ”  concerns in his 
middle period writings: 

 A critique of commercial society and an emerging consumer culture.  ●

 A commitment to stable pleasures and mental equilibrium over the need for  ●

 constant  change. 
 An attempt to live free of the delusions of human exceptionalism, and free from  ●

the gods, especially the fear of the gods. 
 An emphasis on a therapy of slowness and the   ● vita contemplativa , including a 
tempering of the human mind in order to liberate it from moral and religious 
fanaticism. 
 Th e search for a simpler and cleaner existence purifi ed of the metaphysical need  ●

with an attention to the importance of the closest things. 
 A care of self that is intended to be coextensive with the whole of life, suggesting  ●

an ecological rather than atomistic approach to the art of living. 

 My contention, then, is that if Nietzsche is to be claimed for ecological thinking, it can 
be done wisely on the basis of his Epicurean attachments and inspirations.   
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 Conclusion 

 Th e evaluation of Epicurus we fi nd in the late Nietzsche stands in marked contrast 
to the appreciation we fi nd in his free spirit period. In Nietzsche ’ s late writings, from 
 Beyond Good and Evil  onward, Epicurus becomes a much more ambivalent fi gure for 
Nietzsche. In  Beyond Good and Evil , he refers to both Epicureanism and Christianity 
as off ering a medicine that tranquilizes (BGE 200), while in the  Genealogy , he refers to 
the super cool but  “ suff ering Epicurus ”  as one who may have been hypnotized by the 
 “ feeling of nothingness ”  and the  “ repose of deepest sleep, ”  that is, the promise of the 
absence of suff ering (GM III. 17). In the middle period, however, Epicurus is deployed, 
at least in part, as a way of breaking with fanatical enthusiasms and intoxications, 
including quite possibly Nietzsche ’ s own early Dionysian ones. Th e serene teaching 
of Epicurus provides Nietzsche with one way of shedding his previous skin, that of 
 Th e Birth of Tragedy , and now conducting the patient labor of self-analysis and self-
cultivation as a therapy of body and soul. For the middle period Nietzsche, Epicurus 
is the philosopher who affi  rms the moment, having neither resentment toward the 
past nor fear of the future. 79  Moreover, he teaches us the value of self-suffi  ciency and 
his cultivation of a refi ned egoism greatly appeals to Nietzsche. Th e late Nietzsche is 
marked by the explicit return of Dionysus in his thinking and this seems to infl uence 
his reception of Epicurus, giving rise to the contrast between  “ Epicurean delight ”  and 
 “ Dionysian joy. ”  80  

 In his middle period, Nietzsche portrays an Epicurus that represents an alternative 
model to his later confi guration of Dionysian joy, the importance of which perhaps 
the extreme pathos of his last years blinded him to. In the middle period, Epicurus 
is prized as one of those rare souls who remain true to the earth by demythologizing 
nature, embracing human mortality, and accepting human nonexceptionalism. What 
Nietzsche does seem ambivalent about in the course of his writings is the kind of 
 “ happiness ”  symbolized by Epicurean delight. Sometime he depicts this, as in GS 45, 
as a happiness that is hard-won, conscious of its precarious character, and inseparable 
from suff ering: the sea of existence has become calm but, as one commentator has put 
it,  “ its continued calmness cannot be guaranteed, and the  ‘ shuddering skin of the sea ’  is 
a constant reminder of the turmoil that may return. ”  81  At other times, especially in his 
late writings, he depicts it as a form of tranquility, a kind of Schopenhauerian release 
from the turmoil of existence and the cravings of the will. When he reads it in these 
terms, it is viewed as an expression of decadence. 

 Let me end by returning to the portrait of Epicurus we encounter in the beautiful 
aphorism from  Th e Gay Science . Th e scene Nietzsche depicts is one of Epicurean 
illumination or enlightenment: Epicurus is not estranged from nature and recognizes 
his kinship with animals and the elements of nature. Rather than deploying his 
contemplation of the sea to bolster his own ego (thinking of his own safety or taking 
pride in fearlessness), Epicurus abandons his sense of self altogether so that he can 
open himself up to the sea of existence, and perhaps here we fi nd an alternative to 
Dionysian ecstasy, entailing a more peaceful and less grandiose loss of the self into the 
 Ur-Eine . Unlike Christ, Epicurus does not walk on the water but fl oats serenely on the 
sea, buoyed up by it and even cradled by it, happy with the gift s life has to off er, and 
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existing beyond fear and anxiety even though he is opening himself up to troubling 
realities, such as the approach of death and his personal extinction:  “ We are born once 
and cannot be born twice, but we must be no more for all time. ”  82    
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