Ruminating on desires and on the absence of pain....

Post by “Don” of June 8, 2021 at 8:04 AM

You're absolutely right that if Epicurus didn't address "everyday fears" there wouldn't be any
use to his philosophy. So, that being said, | think you're on track in that we have to assume he
did. In my view, Epicurus was adamant that philosophy had to have practical applications for
one's whole life; otherwise, it was useless.

In my reading of your post, it seems to me to go back to assessing what will happen if this
desire is fulfilled and what if it is not. Your diving example is a good example of this practical
application. Philosophy doesn't need to be Capital-P Philosophical. There's no ultimate cosmic
outcome either way in jumping. It's not a meaning of life epiphany if you jump or don't jump.
BUT (unbeknownst to you at the time), you weighed the benefits of jumping against jumping
and found you were curious enough to overcome your fear to see if jumping vs not jumping
provided more pleasure. I'm sure there was an aspect of peer pressure too that could have
brought some pain. Jumping eliminated that too.

It's important to remember too from that excerpt from the Letter that Epicurus didn't write
"happiness" with the baggage that English word has. It's part of it, but the word he used is
eudaimonia. I've gone through and pulled out other occurrences to give maybe a better idea
what that word means:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eudaimonia

VS 33. The body cries out to not be hungry, not be thirsty, not be cold. Anyone who has these
things, and who is confident of continuing to have them, can rival the gods for **happiness.**
OQPKOG QWVN TO PN MEWRY, TO PN SWhv, TO unf PLyodv: Tadta yap Exwy TG Kol EATCwy EEeLv
[hope or expect to have] k@v <O6u [dative of Zeus]> Ome¢p **evbaipoviag** paxéoalto.
[contend/compete]

Letter to Menoikeus: Someone who says that the time to love and practice wisdom has not yet
come or has passed is like someone who says that the time for **happiness** has not yet come
or has passed.

6 6& Aéywv A uANW tod PLAocoPelv Ddpyey Wpav i MapeAnALBEéval TRV Wpav, OUOLOC €TV TR
AéyovTL MIPOC **e0Bapoviov** A ur) napeival TAV Opav i UNKETL Elval.

Therefore, you *must* study and meditate on those things which produce **eudaimonia!** For
if that is present, we truly have everything; but if that is not present, we will do everything to
have it.
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HEAETAYV 00V ¥pR T& mowodvta TAV evdatpoviav, einep napodonc pév adTAC MAvTa EXOMEV,
amnobong 6€ ndvta MPAETTOUEY €l¢ TO TAOTNY EXELV.

Letter to Pythocles: DL X[116]

[116] For such folly as this would not possess the most ordinary being if ever so little
enlightened, much less one who enjoys **perfect felicity.**

"All this, Pythocles, you should keep in mind ;

000¢& yap €i¢ TO TLYXOV CQOV, KOV <el> PLIKPOV XapléoTtepov €ln, N ToladTN Hwpla Euméaol, WN
Ot elg mavTeAR **e0datpoviav** kektnuévov [aquire, possess, own].

"Tadta 6n ndvta, NMLBSAKAELG, pvnudvevoov:
Laértius commentary not Epicurus: DL X [121]

[121] Two sorts of **happiness** can be conceived, the one the highest possible, such as the
gods enjoy, which cannot be augmented, the other admitting addition and subtraction of
pleasures.

We must now proceed to his letter.
"Epicurus to Menoeceus, greeting.

TAv **e0datpoviav* duxf voeloBal, trv te dkpotdTny, ola 0Tl mMepl TOV Bedy, émitaoy ovK
gxovoav: Kol TAV <KaTA TAV> MPoodrknv Kal dgaipeov dovRv.

MeTiTéOV & €Ml TNV EMLOTOARV.
"Eni{kovpoG Mevolkel yaipeLv.

Paragraph directly before DL gives the Kuriai Doxai: Come, then, let me set the seal, so to say,
on my entire work as well as on this philosopher's life by citing his Sovran Maxims,138
therewith bringing the whole work to a close and making the end of it to coincide with the
beginning of happiness.

Kol pépe o0V 61 vOv TOV KoAo@Gva, W &v elmot Tig, mBGOUEY ToD MOVTOC CLYYPAUMATOC Kol
100 Blov Tob QLA0GbPoL, T Kuplag adTtod 66&ac mapabéuevol Kal TadTolG TO AV cOYYPAUU
KatakAsloavteg, TEAEL Xpnoduevol TA THG **evdauoviag** dpxf.

548. **Happiness** and bliss# are produced not by great riches nor vast possessions nor
exalted occupations nor positions of power, but rather by peace of mind, freedom from pain,
and a disposition of the soul that sets its limits in accordance with nature. To **€bdaigov** kal
MaKkdplov o0 xpnudTwy MARB0C 006¢ mpayudTwy 8yKog 008’ dpxal Tveg £XouaLy o0EE BUVAMELG,
AAN" dAvmia kol mpadTnG Mad®v Kal SLdBeoLg Yuxic TO KaTd eUav 6piCovoa.
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#The same word is used here as the word describing the gods in Principal Doctrine 1 and is
usually translated blessed, blissful there.

There's a lot going on and translating it happiness does the word/concept a disservice.
Finally, your point about "

it wouldn’t lead him to avoid his work and sit in his room on a zafu cushion" seems to me a non
sequitur. Meditation does not mean avoiding work. I'm not soapboxing here, but | see no issue
with incorporating meditation ("on a zafu cushion") into an Epicurean practice. It can be a way
of bringing clarity to one's mind, calming thoughts, and being better able to assess "what will
happen if this desire is fulfilled/unfulfilled" in the moment.

Thanks for the thought-provoking post!!
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