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“Epicurus has been alive in all ages and lives now, unknown to
those who have called and call themselves Epicureans, and
enjoying no reputation among philosophers. He has, moreover,
himself forgotten his own name: it was the heaviest burden he
ever cast off.”

Nietzsche, The Wanderer and his Shadow 227
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Some common criticisms of Epicurus’ doctrine:

 Reductionist materialism
* Anti-providential /anti-finalistic view
 Hedonism

* DPolitical disengagement

* Epicureanism as ‘mere’ therapy, not ‘real” philosophy
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Martha Nussbaum

The Therapy of Desire. Theory and |
Practice in Hellenistic Ethics ‘ T\HERAPY
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1994
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With a new introduction by the author

MARTHA C. NUSSBAUM
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Ch. 4: Epicurean Surgery: Argument and Empty Desire

“Empty is that philosopher’s argument by which no human suffering is therapeutically
treated. For just as there is no use in a medical art that does not cast out the sicknesses of

bodies, so too there is no use in philosophy, if it does not throw out suffering from the
soul.” (Us. 221 - Porph. Ad Marc. 31, p. 209, 23 Nauck)

“For Epicurus, every branch of philosophy must be assessed for its contribution to
practice. If it makes none, it is empty and useless. Nor does he seem to believe, as
does Aristotle, that theoretical reasoning, undertaken for its own sake, can be
practical simply by being an intrinsically valuable constituent part of the best

human life.” (p. 121)
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The Epicurean pupil only needs to be ‘converted’

“Thus this ethical view is pragmatic in some of the same ways that Aristotle’s is. But
there are some differences that make the use of pragmatic constraints in Epicurus’ case
seem more disturbing. ... The difference seems to be ... that Aristotle shows respect for
and seriously investigates his pupils’ full experience of value, viewing all that as
material toward the ethical truth. We feel that it is an open question what conception
they will choose. This seems less clearly the case with Epicurus. Nikidion is there not
to pursue an inquiry but to be converted.” (p. 123)

“The physical theory of Epicureanism has a lot of internal elegance and some brilliant
argumentation; but there seems to have been no attempt to test it against observed
nature with an open mind in the Aristotelian way. The point is to convince people of
its truth; and its practical contribution is again and again brought forward as a reason
for our commitment to it... It is not altogether an accident that all and only the
disturbing views of the universe turn out false.” (p. 124)
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Epicurean therapy numbs its pupils” intellect and critical thinking

“The Epicurean pupil is not encouraged to bring objections of her own against
the system, or to argue dialectically; and as she becomes more dependent on the

text and doctrines of the master, she may be less adept at reasoning for
herself” (p. 136)

“The passivity of the Epicurean pupil, her habits of trust and veneration, may
become habitual and spoil her for the active critical task.” (p. 139)
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Is this ‘real” philosophy?

“For our account has led us into areas of psychological interaction that do not look
much like the give-and-take of philosophical discourse ... Furthermore, we must
also insist that what all argument is, in this community, is therapy... But if we feel
that there is something more than a little odd about calling the whole of this
therapeutic interchange philosophy, and its tools arguments, we will not be
wrong.” (p. 127-128)
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According to Nussbaum, in the Epicurean community...

1. Theoretical knowledge, practical reasoning, and critical thinking have no intrinsic
value

- Learning, understanding, judging and knowing are mere instruments to attain
pleasure.

2. There is a stark asymmetry of roles

- The Epicurean pupil simply needs to be converted: (s)he is not allowed to
reason by herself/himself, but only to trust his/her master.

3. Epicureanism is not ‘real’” philosophy, but ‘mere’ therapy
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Back to the original texts...
Epicurus, Vatican Sayings 27

EML UEV TOV GAA®V EMITNOELUATOV HOMC TEAEWWOEIGY O KOpmOg Epyetal, £mi OE
QIAOGOQI0C CVVIPEYEL T YVAOGEL TO TEPTVOV: OV YOP UETO UAONGLY AmOAQLGIC, OAAOL G
N0 oIS Kol AmOAOVCIC.

For other pursuits the reward arrives with some toil once the pursuit is complete. But
in the case of philosophy the joy comes hand in hand with knowledge; for the
pleasure does not come after the learning but pleasure and learning are
simultaneous.

» Knowledge and pleasure come about simultaneously: the pleasure occurs as soon
as something is known.

» It is not necessary to wait for that knowledge to lead to some later pleasure: it is
pleasant all by itself.

Radboud University %

%

E
3 O
o, (&



Philosophy as (kinetic) Pleasure

Epicurus, Vatican Sayings 41

YEAQY Lo OET Kol LAOGOPETY KO OTKOVOLETY KOl TOTG AOLTOTC OIKEIMUAGL YpT)cOat Kol Unoaut

ANyEW TOG €K TS OPOTC PLAOCOPIAC PMVAC PLEVTOC.

We must laugh at t

ne same time as we philosophize and do our household duties

and employ our other faculties and never cease proclaiming the sayings of the true

philosophy.

Sextus Empiricus, Against the professors 169 (Us. 219)

enaryyEALOVTOL YOp TEYVNV TVO. TEPL TOV PBilov mapadmacetly, Kai o010, Tovto Enikovpog pev Ereye
TNV QIAOGOQI0V EVEPYELXY VAL AOYOLS KOl OLOAOYIGHOTLS TOV gvdaipova Biov mepumotoboay.

Epicurus used to say that philosophy is an activity which by arguments and

discussions secures

the happy life.
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Diogenes Laertius 10.22 (Us. 138)

"Hom o€ tedevtddv ypdepel mpoc Toouevéa tvoe €motoAnv: “Inyv pokopiov dyovteg kol duo
televToiay NuéEpav tod Pilov €ypagouey LUV TOLTL. oTPAYYOLPIO TE TOPMNKOAOLONKEL Kol
OVCEVTEPIKA TTAOM LIEPPOATV OVK ATOAEITOVTO TOD £V £0VTOIC UEYEDOVC. AVTUTAPETATTETO OE
TOG1L TOVTOIC TO KATU YUYV YOIPOV ETL TH) TOV YEYOVOTOV MUV OLCAOYICU®V Uviun. 6L O
acimec TNC €K HEPAKIOL TOPACTAGEMC TPOS EUE KOl PLAOCOMIOV ETUEAOD TOV TAIO®V
Mntpoompov.”

Here is the letter to Idomeneus which he [Epicurus] wrote on his deathbed: “I wrote
this to you on that blessed day of my life which was also the last. Strangury and
dysentery had set in, with all the extreme intensity of which they are capable. But the
joy in my soul at the memory of our past discussions was enough to counterbalance
all this. I ask you, as betits your lifelong companionship with me and with philosophy:
take care of the children of Metrodorus.”
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The Pleasure of Knowledge in Lucretius

Lucr. 1.146-8
hunc igitur terrorem animi tenebrasque necessest
non radii solis neque lucida tela diei

discutiant, sed naturae species ratioque.

Lucr. 3.28-30
his ibi me rebus quaedam divina voluptas
percipit atque horror, quod sic natura tua vi

tam manifesta patens ex omni parte retecta est.

This terror of mind therefore and this gloom must
be dispelled, not by the sun’s rays or the bright
shafts of day, but by the aspect and law of nature.

> 1.e., the understanding of the outer view and inner law
of nature

Thereupon from all these things a sort of divine
delight gets hold upon me and a shuddering,
because nature thus by your (i.e., Epicurus’) power
has been so manifestly laid open and uncovered
in every part.
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Epicurean Practical Reasoning

Epicurus, Ep. Men. 129-30

[1] Tavtnv [sc. Moovnv] vyap oayaBov mpdTov Ko
GUYYEVIKOV E£YVOUEV, KOl G0 TOVTNS Kotopyoneda
naong aipéoemc Kol QOuyfis, Kol &mi TOvTnv
KOTOVTOUEY ©OC Kovovl T® maler mwav ayaBov
Kpivovtes. [2a] kol €mel mpdtov ayabov tovTO KOl
GULLPLTOV, 010, TODTO KO 0V TAGavV MNooviv aipovueda,
[2b] aAL’ Eotv Ote TOAAOG Moovag vrepPaivouey, dtav
TAETOV MUV TO dvoyePES €K TOLTMV Emntal: [2¢] kai
TOAAAC  aAynddvag Moovadv  Kpeittovg  vouiloueyv,
ene1oav_ueilmv NuUiv ndovn mtapokoAovdi ToAvV ypovov
vrougivaot Toc_dAyndovac. [3] mico ovv 1doviy S TO
evowv Exewv oikeloy ayaBov, oL mAcH LUEVTOL QIPETN:
KaBd mep kol OAYNO®V Thco KoKOV, 00 TAGH O0& dEl
QeVKTN meQLKLia. [4] T UEVTOL GLUUETPNGEL Kol
CULPEPOVIOV Kol AcLUEOp®V BAEwel toadTo TAVTOL
Kpivelv kabnker ypoueda yop 1@ uev ayodd Katd tvac
YPOVOLC MG KOK®D, TM 0& KOK®D TOVUTAAMY O Ayadd.

A e e e e (S AT LSS AL A7

[1] For we have recognised this [pleasure] as the first and
natural good, and we begin every choice and avoidance
from this starting point and we return to it when we
judge every good by feeling, like a yardstick. [2a] And
since this is the first and connate good, for this reason we
also do not choose every pleasure, [2b] but on occasion
we pass over many pleasures when the discomfort to us
which follows from them is greater, [2c] and we consider
many pains to be better than pleasures, when a greater
pleasure over a long period comes to us after undergoing
those pains. [3] So every pleasure is a good because it has
an appropriate nature, but not every pleasure is
choiceworthy. Just so, every pain is also a bad, but not
every pain is always by nature to be avoided. [4]
However, it is right to judge all of them by comparative
measurement and by the recognition of both advantages
and disadvantages. For we sometimes treat the good as a
bad, and conversely the bad as a good
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Philodemus, On Choices and
Avoidances X1.5-20 (PHerc. 1251)

[0 | ow] t0 w[e]pt t®O[V] teTTdpo[Vv €l
pInuEva A&yetal, to[v] TV mEPL]|Anyry
VvV 7mePL TOV  Kuplot]d|[t]ov kot TNV
pvnuny [oA]|Aa copuParrecBatl Tpog Toc |
oVGoC oipeEcell Kol @Uyag ov|k Toov
Ti0epévou, kaldmep | €CE0EEUVTO  TIVEC
vYpoilkmwg, TOL Tvag avaeépes|fal Thv
APECEMV KOl VYDV | €L TOG TEPT TOVTWOV
ta|paciog, aAAd Tl K[a]topOodc|Bon pev
aVTOC TOIG TEAESL | TOIS THS QUGEMG
nopoug/t[p]oovrov. ..

This is said because of what has been
stated about the four cardinal principles;
for the thesis that the understanding and
the memorisation of the cardinal tenets
contribute greatly to actual choices and
avoidances is not equal to claiming that
some choices and avoidances are traced
back to the states of tranquillity
concerning them [sc. the cardinal tenets]| -
as some have clumsily stated - but to
claiming that they [sc. the choices and
avoidances] are accomplished
successfully when we measure them by
the ends laid down by nature . ..

Radboud University %

%

E
3 O
o, (&



Conclusions
* (Theoretical) knowledge is intrinsically pleasant and therefore valuable.

* The asymmetry of roles, within the Epicurean community, did not prevent
Epicurus and his followers to encourage their pupils to use practical reasoning
and critical thinking.

* The therapeutic treatment goes hand in hand with the philosophical inquiry.

* The medical analogy makes philosophy less comparable to surgery, but rather
to a lifelong healthy lifestyle: Epicureanism as “a way of life”

Radboud University %“‘

4, ™
MiNe®



SV 54

0V TPOOoTOLETGHL OET PLAOGOPETY, AAL’ HVTMC
PIALOGOPELV: 0V Yap TPocdeduedo ToD OOKELY
vylaivery, 0AAQ ToD Kot® aAnBetoy vylaivery.

One should not pretend to philosophize, but
actually philosophize. For what we need is not
the semblance of health, but real health.
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