An Epicurean Understanding of Pleasure

Post by “Cassius” of October 7, 2021 at 6:15 AM

First of all, | do certainly agree that pleasures being continuous is an important aspect. We want
pleasure to be as as maximized as possible throughout our lives, and we can attain that
through the mind's understanding that pain is short if intense and manageable if long, and
offset pain with recollection of good memories and in many other ways. The ideal, of course,
would be to include no prospect of interruption by death, but that's only possible as far as we
know to the gods (though we get very close through the understanding that unlimited time
provides no "greater" pleasure than limited time). | would say "very close" rather than "the
same" because the pleasure of a god differs in "time" from our own pleasure.

So continuity is a very important aspect of the goal, but what | am saying is that continuity /
persistence alone cannot necessarily trump intensity / quality of pleasure. The "most pleasant"
isn't measured only in how long it lasts, but in how much depth of pleasure experience. The
pleasure | get from breathing is not a pleasure i would choose over the pleasure of saving my
wife or child from a fire. If | remember to come back here | will add in that quote from Usener
about "this is the meaning of the greatest good, if we think about it rather than go walking
around endlessly debating it."

But the real point | want to add to this thread now is that there was a need for Epicurus to focus
on continuity of pleasure for another reason: one again, to be able to prevail over Plato's
arguments that pleasure cannot be the greatest good. Here again | am following DeWitt's
analysis which i think is sound (this section continues further, but this first part is the heart of
it):

THE HATURAL CEFLINGS OF FLEASURE

Having established body and soul upon a parity, equal partners in
life, Epicurus nexi proceeded to propound a number of paradoxes:
first, that limits ol pleasure were set by Nawre, beyond which no in-
creass was possible; second, thay plessure was one and not many; and

hird, than eomuinsous pleasure was possible. These new docirines were
he aﬁpri:ng of controversy, because the conrary doctrines had been
ponsored by Flaio and his lodlowers, who in this instance agreed for
he most part with the multitwde.

The first paradox is part of Authorised Doctrine 3, and by this [peasi-
tion its prime importance s revealed: “The removal ol all pain is the
limit of tw magnivede of plessures.” The meaning is plain Il the
pleasure of cating be taken as an example. Namare i the teacher, as
usual, and sets the norm. Hanger is a desire of the first category accord-
ing 1w Epicurus: it is both natural and necesary. Where this natural
and necessary desire for food exiv, the plessure of mtsfying it canmot
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But in the end i see no reason for concluding that "length of time over life" necessarily
overrides all other considerations in deciding which pleasures to choose, and i see many
reasons for taking the opposite position (that we choose what we deem to be the "most

pleasant" - not which lasts the longest).
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