
The Definitive "Chrysippus' Hand Argument" Thread
Post by “Cassius” of April 18, 2023 at 8:47 PM

Earlier today, after revisiting the
"Chrysippus hand argument" from Torquatus' "On Ends" speech, I am

convinced that we - unlike Chrysippus' hand - have a lack for something - and that something is
a Definitive Thread on the topic. I would like to eventually make a
graphic for the front page of the website that highlights this episode in
the Epicurean texts because I think it is a good way to focus on a
critical issue. We have discussed the issue previously a number of
times, probably more than the two threads listed below, and I know we
discussed it in the Lucretius Today podcast when we went through the
Torquatus material.

But I am convinced from my own lack of comfort with this passage that
there is a lot more to be learned. Chrysippus and/or the Stoics seemed to think that this
argument against pleasure as the good was a killer, significant enough to be featured in the
statue dedicated to his memory - at least if Torquatus's story can be credited as supporting that
conclusion.

So the first thing I will do in this thread is to quote again the Reid translation of the relevant
passage, and before going further, I would like to challenge anyone who has the time to
contribute - before we go much further - their explanation of what he is arguing. Before we can
deal with whether he is right or wrong, we first have to understand what he is saying, and it
seems clear that there are some underlying and unstated presumptions behind his framing of
the question that have to be brought to the surface.

First, here is the quote:

Quote

[38] Therefore Epicurus refused to allow that there is any middle term between pain
and pleasure; what was thought by some to be a middle term, the absence of all pain,
was not only itself pleasure, but the highest pleasure possible. Surely any one who is
conscious of his own condition must needs be either in a state of pleasure or in a state
of pain. Epicurus thinks that the highest degree of pleasure is defined by the removal of
all pain, so that pleasure may afterwards exhibit diversities and differences but is
incapable of increase or extension.

1https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/3018-the-definitive-chrysippus-hand-argument-thread/

https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/3018-the-definitive-chrysippus-hand-argument-thread/


[39] But actually at Athens, as my father used to tell me, when he wittily and
humorously ridiculed the Stoics, there is in the Ceramicus a statue of Chrysippus,
sitting with his hand extended, which hand indicates that he was fond of the following
little argument: Does your hand, being in its present condition, feel the lack of anything
at all? Certainly of nothing. But if pleasure were the supreme good, it would feel a lack.
I agree. Pleasure then is not the supreme good. My father used to say that even a
statue would not talk in that way, if it had power of speech. The inference is shrewd
enough as against the Cyrenaics, but does not touch Epicurus. For if the only pleasure
were that which, as it were, tickles the senses, if I may say so, and attended by
sweetness overflows them and insinuates itself into them, neither the hand nor any
other member would be able to rest satisfied with the absence of pain apart from a
joyous activity of pleasure. But if it is the highest pleasure, as Epicurus believes, to be
in no pain, then the first admission, that the hand in its then existing condition felt no
lack, was properly made to you, Chrysippus, but the second improperly, I mean that it
would have felt a lack had pleasure been the supreme good. It would certainly feel no
lack, and on this ground, that anything which is cut off from the state of pain is in the
state of pleasure.

As to underlying but unstated presumptions, there seems to be something going on in the
assertion: "But if pleasure were the supreme good, it would feel a lack."

Chrysippus seems to expect us to take as a given that hand would feel the absence of the
supreme good at that moment if the supreme good were pleasure. Is that an assertion with
which everyone would agree? What is it presuming that might need to be brought to the
surface? That one characteristic of the supreme good is that it is always present and - if absent
- that the presence would be felt immediately? Why would that be so and what is the
implication of it?

I don't think we can understand Chrysippus' assertion, or Torquatus' explanation of why it is
wrong, if we don't understand that point.

Anyone want to try to explain in their own words what Chrysippus is saying and why?

Prior Threads:

1 - Starting here in a thread from 2021 (probably the best existing thread)

2 -Comments in Kalosyni's "Slider" thread of 2023

#HighestGood
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Post by “Godfrey” of April 18, 2023 at 9:31 PM

It seems as if he's trying to make a case for a neutral state as a way of disproving pleasure as
the highest good. But, if that's true, his argument makes no sense. If there's no neutral state,
and the hand feels no lack, then it is experiencing pleasure. He's set up a false argument with
"if pleasure is the supreme good, it would feel a lack," complete with a Platonic stooge to agree
with the incorrect assertions.

At least that's all I can get out of it 

Post by “Don” of April 18, 2023 at 9:45 PM

Quote from Godfrey

Platonic stooge

  

Post by “Joshua” of April 18, 2023 at 10:04 PM

Premises;

1. The hand either feels pleasure, or it feels pain, or it feels neither pleasure nor pain.
2. If pleasure is the highest good, then the absence of pleasure would feel like a lack of

pleasure.
3. This lack of pleasure would be felt in every member of the body.
4. My hand does not feel pleasure or pain.
5. My hand does not feel a lack of pleasure.

Conclusion;

1. Pleasure is not the highest good.

Against premises 1, 2, and 4:
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(Principle Doctrine 3) "The magnitude of pleasure reaches its limit in the removal of all pain.
When such pleasure is present, so long as it is uninterrupted, there is no pain either of body or
of mind or of both together."

Torquatus grants premise 3:

"The inference is shrewd enough as against the Cyrenaics, but does not touch Epicurus. For if
the only pleasure were that which, as it were, tickles the senses, if I may say so, and attended
by sweetness overflows them and insinuates itself into them, neither the hand nor any other
member would be able to rest satisfied with the absence of pain apart from a joyous activity of
pleasure."

The wisdom of granting this premise is, in my view, questionable. Premise 5 relies upon it for
relevance, and I think it has problems. For example; I can feel pain from teeth, but unlike other
organs the teeth do not register actively pleasureable sensations. Should the teeth, not
equipped with the ability to register pleasure, feel the lack of pleasure? I don't see how.

Against premise 5;

Premise 5 relies on the previous premises 1-4 for relevance. Given the challenges presented
above, premise 5 is inadmissible.

Post by “Don” of April 18, 2023 at 10:07 PM

I'm going to break down this dialogue (C for Chryssipus; S for Stooge):

C: Does your hand, being in its present condition, feel the lack of anything at all?

S: Certainly of nothing.

C: But if pleasure were the supreme good, it would feel a lack.

S: I agree.

C: Pleasure then is not the supreme good.

For good measure, here's the Latin:

—'Numquidnam manus tua sic affecta, quem ad modum affecta nunc est, desiderat?'

—Nihil sane.

—'At, si voluptas esset bonum, desideraret.'
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—Ita credo.

— “Non est igitur voluptas bonum.”

That's it. That's the whole "story." Here's my response:

Your hand doesn't "feel" anything. You may sense something with your hand, on your hand, in
your hand, and so on; but your hand, in its present condition, is merely a part of your sensory
apparatus. If you feel that your hand doesn't lack anything, it's in homeostasis. It is in balance.
That balance is pleasurable by definition because it is not painful. You are already feeling
pleasure in your hand. Chryssipus is simply not accepting Epicurus's premise that there is only
pleasure and pain, and then forging ahead to make a point regardless of Epicurus's position.

Quote from Cassius

That one characteristic of the supreme good is that it is always present and - if absent -
that the presence would be felt immediately?

The supreme good is not always present. It is that to which all other actions aim for. We are
always striving to achieve the supreme good. Chryssipus is saying that if the hand didn't "want"
anything, if it didn't "want" pleasure, then pleasure can't be the supreme good because we
should always strive to gain the supreme good. Epicurus would say that the feeling of freedom
from pain IS pleasurable, is pleasure, and so "the hand" IS already experiencing the supreme
good which is pleasure.

Post by “Godfrey” of April 19, 2023 at 12:44 AM

This also gets to the question of whether, in a purely material universe, there is a supreme
good. Organisms have a highest level goal, but that's quite different from an idealized supreme
good.

Post by “Godfrey” of April 19, 2023 at 12:49 AM

Quote from Don
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Chryssipus is saying that if the hand didn't "want" anything, if it didn't "want" pleasure,
then pleasure can't be the supreme good because we should always strive to gain the
supreme good.

Very well said. So another mistake by Chryssipus is that according to his argument, virtue can't
be the supreme good. For that matter, nothing can be. But I may be missing something: it's
been a long day.

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 7:14 AM

Quote from Godfrey

This also gets to the question of whether, in a purely material universe, there is a
supreme good. Organisms have a highest level goal, but that's quite different from an
idealized supreme good.

The "highest level goal" (τέλος telos) = "the supreme good" (summum bonum).

They're the same thing. One is simply the translation of the other.

The supreme/highest good is simply that to which all our actions point, the goal to which we
strive, the answer to "why do you do what you do?"

For Epicurus, pleasure is that. Keep piling on enough answers for those why's and you end at
pleasure at the top, the highest good thing in the widest sense.

For the Stoics, it's somehow "to be virtuous."

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 8:12 AM

Quote from Cicero

The inference is shrewd enough as against the Cyrenaics, but does not touch Epicurus.

This is because the Cyrenaics didn't accept that homeostasis, balance, ataraxia was pleasure. If
"the hand" was in a balanced, homeostatic state, the Cyrenaics didn't accept that as pleasure.
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They called that a neutral state. Epicurus didn't accept that premise. Everything for him was
either pleasure or pain.

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 9:34 AM

Quote from Don

Your hand doesn't "feel" anything. You may sense something with your hand, on your
hand, in your hand, and so on; but your hand, in its present condition, is merely a part
of your sensory apparatus. If you feel that your hand doesn't lack anything, it's in
homeostasis. It is in balance.

While I think this angle of approach is true, I don't think it meets directly what Chrysippus was
saying so I wouldn't start with this one. I don't see any reason why he could not have picked out
any other part of the body, or even a total person, and made the same point, just so long as
that person was sitting quietly and not being stimulated from the outside.

Quote from Godfrey

Very well said. So another mistake by Chryssipus is that according to his argument,
virtue can't be the supreme good. For that matter, nothing can be. But I may be
missing something: it's been a long day.

That's the feeling I have - that we are missing something that from Chrysippus' point of view is
vital.

Referring to Joshua's list:

Quote from Joshua

1. The hand either feels pleasure, or it feels pain, or it feels neither pleasure nor pain.
2. If pleasure is the highest good, then the absence of pleasure would feel like a lack of
pleasure.
3. This lack of pleasure would be felt in every member of the body.
4. My hand does not feel pleasure or pain.
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5. My hand does not feel a lack of pleasure.

1 - Don's comment goes to 1, but I think that to be fair to Chrysippus that 1 is a reasonable
premise that most people would accept under normal discussion. Now Epicurus would not
accept the last phrase "or it feels neither pleasure nor pain" but that's the subject in question
that we're trying to prove, so I don't know we can object to it here at this point in the argument.

2- I am thinking that 2 is the missing link in our comprehension. WHY would this be the case? As
Don asks why would the highest good necessarily be present at all times? What gives
Chrysippus the right to presume that? At the moment the main thing that occurs to me is that
rather than highest good the operative perspective is more "guide" than "highest good" and we
would want our "guide" to be always present in order for it to truly be our ultimate guide. But
that may not be the point or it may be only a part of the point. But SOMEHOW there is a reason
behind this presumption that Chrysippus thought that we would accept, and quite possibly that
we would accept it even as Cyreniacs or Epicureans devoted to he central role of pleasure.

3 - I am not sure about that one, but yes I can see that being presumed, in order to pick out the
hand.

4 - Yes he's presuming a state of inactivity does not involve pleasure or pain.

5 - Yes he's presuming that too, and that is something that we would probably accept.

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 10:29 AM

I was looking for a passage that I thought I remembered from Lucian, where he remarked (or so
I thought) that it was surprising or un-Stoic to look for an ever-present "guide." Unfortunately I
cannot find what I am looking for, but while looking I found this, a cute list of illustrations of the
type of logic as the guide of life to which Lucian and presumably Epicurus objected. This is from
an appendix to the Fowler translation of the Works of Lucian of Samosata:
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Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 12:04 PM

IF (and I am not taking that as established) we were to conclude that the issue Chrysippus is
alluding to is that the guide or the greatest good must be continuously present (for some
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combination of practical or philosophical reasons that we still need to clarify) , then we have
DeWitt's explanation of the "continuity" issue in the following clips.

It boils down to:

   

The argument is most fully stated in the section "Pleasure can be Continuous" on page 239.
Here are two isolated references, then part of the section devoted to the topic so people can
evaluate for themselves whether this is the relevant issue:
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Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 12:17 PM

and the rest:
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Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 2:00 PM

Quote from Cassius

IF (and I am not taking that as established) we were to conclude that the issue
Chrysippus is alluding to is that the guide or the greatest good must be continuously
present (for some combination of practical or philosophical reasons that we still need to
clarify) ,...

I don't think it's the continuously present part he was arguing against. It seems to have been
the presence of a neutral state being called pleasure.

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 2:34 PM

Yes, but as you quoted above, it seems that Chrysippus thought that the following argument is
self-contained:

C: Does your hand, being in its present condition, feel the lack of anything at all?

S: Certainly of nothing.

C: But if pleasure were the supreme good, it would feel a lack.

S: I agree.

C: Pleasure then is not the supreme good.

And that seems to imply that the "absence of lack" is the critical issue. He does not seem to me
to be arguing about what to call the absence of lack, it is the absence of lack itself that he
thinks says something.

Yes he would presumably and eventually agree with Cicero and argue that the absence of lack
should not be called pleasure, but he seems to think already that the absence of lack speaks for
itself as to why pleasure is not the highest good. As you also indicated earlier, I see no reason
why the highest good should be required to be always present. There seems to be an element
missing in Chrysippus' argument that would explain why he thinks it must always be present.
The only possibility I can think of is the implicit requirement that the highest good (or the guide
to the highest good) must be always available in order for it to meet some definition that
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Chrysippus thinks is agreed upon as to the nature of the highest good or guide to the highest
good.

Is there any other possible reason for his argument? He could have simply said "the absence of
any feeling is not pleasure and no one thinks of it that way" if his argument was over nothing
more than what to call the state being discussed. That's what Cicero eventually argued, but
Chrysippus does not seem to be saying that. He is saying that the "absence of lack" means
something in and of itself as to why pleasure is not the good.

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 3:03 PM

Running Chryssipus' line thru Google translate:

"Does your hand, so affected, as it is now affected, long for it?"

That final desiderat can mean desire or long for. Lack has different semantic baggage in
English.

It seems to me that he's saying if pleasure is the highest good, how could your hand (or
whatever body part) desire pleasure (since it's the highest good to which we're supposed to
strive) if it was in a state in which it didn't desire anything. How could it be in a state where it
didn't desire the highest good? Epicurus would say it's exactly that state of no pain that is
pleasure itself, as opposed to the Cyrenaics who would claim that is a neutral state, neither
pleasure nor pain.

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 4:25 PM

I don't know that the difference between lack or long for makes a difference, but I think the rest
is interesting. Apparently the stoics agreed with Epicurus that Nature is the standard. Chrysipus
would also have known that Epicurus said to look to babies for the pure standard. Maybe
chrysipus was saying "I will up you Epicurus and look to a hand, which is TOTALLY uncorrupted
since it has no mind to corrupt."

Maybe.
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Post by “Godfrey” of April 19, 2023 at 5:56 PM

That's an interesting take on it.

Is the argument of Chrysippus specific to pleasure, or is it regarding the highest good? I'm
again thinking of virtue: do Stoics consider that you can reach a state where you are virtuous,
and therefore don't long for it any more? This could be analogous to a homeostatic state of
pleasure, in his mind. But that doesn't seem to work in this case either, although it does work
for an argument against virtue as the greatest good.

Does anybody know a Stoic to ask about this? Personally, the argument seems to me to be so
absurd as to be meaningless but that's probably not the case for somebody serious about
Stoicism.

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 6:09 PM

Quote from Godfrey

Does anybody know a Stoic to ask about this? Personally, the argument seems to me to
be so absurd as to be meaningless but that's probably not the case for somebody
serious about Stoicism.

Is it, in the end, just a reductio ad absurdum?

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 6:43 PM

Quote from Godfrey

I'm again thinking of virtue: do Stoics consider that you can reach a state where you
are virtuous, and therefore don't long for it any more?

I think that is a definite yes - when you get to the summit you are at the top and there is
nothing greater.
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Cant call a cite but I am pretty sure the summit analogy is a favorite, and that is another
argument they use against pleasure - that it has no summit or limit.

We can hold this question out there as long as needs be because I would surely think that they
took it seriously

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 6:57 PM

Quote from Godfrey

I'm again thinking of virtue: do Stoics consider that you can reach a state where you
are virtuous, and therefore don't long for it any more?

Quote from Cassius

I think that is a definite yes - when you get to the summit you are at the top and there
is nothing greater.

I remember Emily Austin said that the Stoics didn't think anyone could really attain perfect
virtue. The analogy was that you can drown just as easily in an inch of water as in the ocean:
it's an all or nothing... And no one can be all virtuous all the time.

I think that's why the Christians allowed the Stoic strain to seep into their doctrines... We're all
sinners. Even a little sin is still sin. Etc...

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 7:20 PM

btw I applaud Cassius 's optimism in calling this the definitive thread 

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 8:09 PM

Quote from Don
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it's an all or nothing...

Yes -- and they are somehow convinced to go for the "All"

Again for anyone who has time on their hands, I recommend Lucian's HERMOTIMUS for
background on that aspect., with an Epicurean or Epicurean-sympathizer arguing against a
Stoic on some of these points.

EDIT: I know I am droning on about "Hermotimus" but for anyone who has not read it i think you
are in for a big and most pleasant surprise -- it is very witty, easy to read, and covers a lot of
important material from an Epicurean-Friendly perspective, in dialog form, almost as if we had
our own variation of a Platonic presentation - with all of the elegance combined with wisdom as
opposed to frequent deceit.

Post by “Cassius” of April 19, 2023 at 9:15 PM

Quote from Don

btw I applaud Cassius 's optimism in calling this the definitive thread 

Definitive because this time we will pursue this as long as it takes! 

Post by “Don” of April 19, 2023 at 10:14 PM

Quote from Cassius

Quote from Don

btw I applaud Cassius 's optimism in calling this the definitive thread 

Definitive because this time we will pursue this as long as it takes! 

Miner's helmet, check! Down the rabbit hole we go! ��
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Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2023 at 6:13 AM

I am surprised to find that there don't seem to be any academic articles devoted to this hand
question.

But maybe we need to be prepared to find a number of surprising things - such as that
Chrysippus is alleged to have died of laughter, and that he was extremely arrogant (the latter is
not surprising). This below from Diogenes Laertius (Yonge

Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2023 at 6:15 AM

The issue could also be a ridiculous play on words and logic like Chrysippus was known for, but
if so that's exactly the kind of explanation we ought to try to understand. What is the logic of
the question?
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Post by “Cassius” of April 20, 2023 at 6:24 AM

Reference to Chrysippus vs Epicurus in writing, and to the statue in the Ceramicus - plus the
meaning of Chrysippus' name! (as Don points out below - a pun!)
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Post by “Don” of April 20, 2023 at 4:09 PM

Quote from Cassius

Reference to Chrysippus vs Epicurus in writing, and to the statue in the Ceramicus -
plus the meaning of Chrysippus' name!

That etymology is for the pun on his name: Crypsippus  That's not bad!

(That cryp.. in the pun is the same as the "crypto..." in cryptography etc)

Post by “Cassius” of April 24, 2023 at 1:17 PM

Another observation in unraveling this, spurred by our recent discussion of Cyreniacs:

Chrysippus came after Epicurus, but that does not mean that he was responding specifically to
Epicurus. Presumably he could have been responding to the earlier Aristippus/Cyreniacs,
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against whom his argument is valid, and ignoring Epicurus.

So from Chrysippus' point of view, If the guiding principle of life is the stimulative pleasure the
Cyreniacs advocated, and if there are large segments of time when stimulative pleasure is not
present at all, then to what are we to look during those times? Who needs or can depend on a
guide which is not present?

Not that this really adds anything to the conversation but depending on who is talking to whom
Chysippus could have been entirely pleased and convinced of his own argument if he was for
some reason not intending to deal with Epicurus.

And to that extent Chrysippus and Epicurus would have been in agreement: both saw the flaw
in the Cyreniac logic, but only Epicurus was motivated to correct it by expanding the definition
of pleasure.
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