Nussbaum (Martha) - "Therapy of Desire"

Post by “Cassius” of February 1, 2018 at 9:13 PM

Martha Nussbaum's "Therapy of Desire" is a widely known book with much commentary on the
implications of Epicurean philosophy for psychology. These comments are not a review of the
book and | do not intend them too be taken too negatively. However | think that a reader can
more fairly assess the claims Nussbaum makes about Epicurean philosophy earlier in the book
if the reader is aware of the ultimate negative conclusions she draws at the end. Here are
several excerpts, mostly from the final chapters:

| am not sure how thoroughly | will be able to go through this tonight but Nussbaum seems to
regularly describe herself as an Aristotelian (?)

Biit we shoald cominie po scrutinize the procedases chosely with the
examphe of rodbe d Char wus Chat any reaxation of
the commitment o dalecticsd argument s am ot 0 bee vaken bghtly o
unreflectvely. For it is always possble, and in faa all roo easy, to wen fros

calm crivical disconrse o some form of therapeutic procedure, as Epicurus

himeelt mrned from bis Flaonis eecher Sassiphar wenway, Bur
ones immersed in cherage itis mneh moee dificul o reoeen roohe valeesof
Armrceghan crincal discourse, The passvry of the Emcsnean el ber
hahirs of crasr and venerarion, may Boecome habinad and speal ber for

I ke, DHispgerens sepores that snmeone cnce asked Aros

"Here | side with the Socratics and Aristotelians..."

THE THERAFY OF DESIRE

the mare sleguate, this may stamd, perhaps, a8 a Socratic substinate for
ATTOEANT Cortainry, Mund thar sorm of _1‘||||||n|:-|||1||'.‘|| work should be a :-?;l:-.ui
preparation far the complex pamicular contrantations of life—=naot in the
spirit of skeptical equipodse and mdiference, but in that of the Socratic
wiarch fore rearh amd X0 |;|||;||-. [y |‘|||,|| FELAIng AWarcness i |||_:‘ncmr| |;|_-;|I'
the linsitations of human wisdom concerming matters sa mysterious and
many-sided.! (Here | side meshodologically neicher with the Skeptics nor
with the more confidently dogmatic of the Epicureans and Stoscs, but with
the opei-endedness of the Socrane demchos and of Arstorelian dialecnic;
thur chis approach is paralleled, | chink, in the most complex and Socrar-
pcally umble of Soic echical wrnngs, and in che more disleonoal portions
of Lucretins.} This Socratic inguiry has been carried on throughour the
honk, and it would be Ealse to my purpose [as well as beyond my abilites|
o offer, beere, asudden answer o all difhicubbes., Insresd, D wane o conclode
with some unsystematic reflectioms about several themes that link the
hook's various chapters and sections,

| do not agree that Epicurean philosophy slights development of critical thought, nor do |
consider the Stoics to be superior in any way, or the Epicureans "authoritarian"
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Epicureans place the emphasis, bere, on the rofe of the wise weacher, who
demands the pupil’s mwost and “conf * and uses fechs
niqques {sch as memorization and repetition) that dis not require the pu-
pil's own critical activity. Skeptics go much turther, engineering the
methods of philosophy 1o oar sway the pupil's active cognitve conrribus
viva, beaviig her more and maie b6 the geip of motivaning forces thar do no
invalve bebef, ® OF all the schoals it ix the Seoscs, | think, who moss effec-
tively combine recognition of depth in the soul with respeet for the pupil’s
active pracrical reasoning, producing a picrore of philoso phical friendship
thar cosnbises immmacy with symmetry and reciprocity, a picoare of self-
seruting that sapplements, and does nen displace, dialecrical philosophical
procedures. (Looretius scems oo capiare this combimation in many of his
i glments, both formdng that sar of friendship warh the reader and mak-
ing Friemadship an end im itsell; he may o this exent diverge from the
authoritarianism of what seems to have been the common Epicurean
procedurne. )

Nor do | agree that Epicurean philosophy subordinates truth and good reasoning to "therapeutic
efficacy" (she presumably is referring to the goal of living pleasurably) nor would | consider the
Stoics and Aristotelians superior in this department.

fi. 'We now must confromt seme of the potentially more problematic
iethodalogics] consegiences of using therapy as a norim, Firsgof 211, | have
been troabled throughout by the possibilicy thar the schoods, i their pas-
sicn for health, mighe suthordimate trath aud good reasoming fo therapestic
#facacy, | argued that ot was not uneeasanable w define athical tnath i
siume extent at beast) in terms of the deepest nesds and desires of homan
beings. All ethical theories make the conmection betwoen trath and desire
somehow. I che case of an excreme farm of Placonism, the link s concine
gint, through recallection. Buk im the case of Arstotke’s theary, an ethseal
prapasal will be rejected as false if ic is coo far our of line with the deepest
wishes and desires of the participants in the inguiry. 1argued that it is still
appropriace o speak of moth here—in part because of the insistence of
such a theory on broad consistency amid fit, i part because the demand for
consistency will also consirain the echical theory from withour, as it firs
1eself # pesulis m:ﬂ.‘|w|ur.1r and |='1:rm's. The Seisc lhc'.lr:r l.'|w'r|r mecks
these constraints, and iz seems perfectly appropriare for ivto claim trath. In
fact, as | argued in chapners % ard 10, the Swosc theory 16 n & sense less
anthropacentric and more externally realist than the Arissotelian theory,
since human desires are good guides juse in case they are the anes char
harmomize with the rational order of the universe. [However, for thos:

Certainly not a high assessment of Epicurus in this paragraph:

s of th Epicurcism m, an the poet, the subglis, the meast daffi-
cule 1o describe conrecty. For on e one basd the Epicureans do offer
powerfl and compelling argumemas im favor of their posssons. The gqualiy
af the arguments is importamt to them, and the arguments do construct a
gomprehensive view of te aniverse, or at least of all those aspects of it chat
bear on any question periaineg o onr werarin Om che ocher band, #t
agpears that tha reasoning 18 given @ purely mstrumengal valoe, albsit a
very high instramesnal value. And sclemific isquiry here, by contrase m
Aristonle’s school, is pursoed anly for dee sake of an ethical end. Ir is pot
alwogether clear, then, thar physics can offer ethics the independemt suppon
thart seeme imparting if we arv g0 thyink of ethical truth asa :parrlyldn.in;\-
ndependent noson, The hrosd coheresee and i of Epcurean cthacs and
phyvsics may themselwes suffice 1o give the view & claim v truth, espedially
when we add 1o this the {alleged| correspondence of the view to the decpent
of human meeds and desires. But the metrumentcaliny of reason remains a
troubling element in the Epicurean procedure, compounded by the proce-
dure's fadare o consider the opimions of e “many and the wise® in
Arniseotelian dialeccal fashion, Anraria is somewhar dogmanically pan
forward as am end;, and this end is then used o shape oiher arguments, and
even ta decerming which judgments and arguments will be considered.
{Some of Lucreiius’ arguments farol bettor m thas regard, |

| reject this paragraph in totality:
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The Epicurean communiey has, aswell, somse disnsrhing aspecia. The pu-
pil is encouraged o mistrust herself and oo rely on the wisdom of the
neacker, the saving power of the Epicurean doarine. Separared from the
ity and ms cogmitree imfluence, sabjected ta a daily regimen of memoriza-
giom, repetition, amd confession, denicd the evenhanded consderation af
altermative views, the pupil dors nos have very much autonomy. MNor is
AdneEmy m:uﬂliwﬂ as a valued el Ill:f the Epicurcan Aoctrme, 18 s
serikeng that in Romas Epicarcaniam things seem i be subaly differein.
Arguing wirh Romans who ared ceply steached o their own incegricy, who
Bive, mareover, at Boeee with cabser Romans, Liscretius snoves has inerbocu-
ror gradually 1o a posivion of greaver aotonomy and mavarivy. His aromasde
ro-oppasing views is still contempaucns and sheill, far from dialecnical. Bu
e asks the pupil 1 ke on himself che job of arguing and assessimg. For
this pupil will mot live in a tramquil Epicurean commumity, celebrating the
hera-frast of Epscunas and relving om the suppan of Epicarcan friendship,
He must o himse o ki family and friencds, amd plaor his role a5 2 poditeal
and military man in a world in which mast people he moces will be maon-
Epicureans. Lucretius does not leave him unprepaned.

The Stnics, | think, selve these prablems in themost ateractive way, For,
first of all, they recogmize that they will noc always be dealing winth plianc
Staic or pre-Sooac papils. Thss, thoughs chey are happy 1o expound cheir

Now | see why in the past so many Stoics | have run into like Nussbaum so much:

| suggested in discussing Epicurus that the open-endedness of Aris-
totelian dialectic stood in contrast to the dogmatism of Hellenistic =medi-
cal® thoughe, amd that no thoroughly medscal canception coubd have Aris-
totle's flexable capacity for self-serutimy and scli-revision. The Stoies call
this inte question, For while their method (s, w0 be sre, not offically
dialectical and in Fact quite degmatic, they are so deeply commirted v the
imregrity of pracrical reason thar chey deny the papil the shelver vhar dog-
mansc anthority would afford, Mothing is reliable, excepr (insofar as one is
rational) oneself, This it is not surprising thar owr of thar procedural
commirment we get the examples of self questioning and apparent revision
af Stoicism that we have found in chaprers 11 and 124 no surprise that in
Seneca we find not the inflexible announcement of a creed, but a resource-

ful and deeply personal grappling with ongoing problems,

More anti-Epicurean assessment:

The Epscurcans face a very comphes tension, which is a version, really, of
the vensson in their whole positien on questions of frendship and love,
Unlike the ather schools, they do non repudiace oY emation, so they can and
dio permit some compassion (cf. chapter 7); and their view of the human
goal, which allows them to believe that in general pain and disturbance are
badd, gives a basis for com passion, when anather’s pain is encountened, On
the other hand, the end for cach person is supposed v be his or hber own
ataraxia and aponia, and, as we saw, the good of others comes into it above
all instrumentally, Ihuugl'l puw:Hr alio v the imrinsle worth of certain
sorts of interaction with friends {cf, chaprer 7). This does not seem saffi-
cient o explain why Epicurus runs his school, and leaves a will providing
far its funare; why Diogenes of Oenpanda erects an elaborate inscription
aimed at strangers and people of the future; why Lucretius wishes to leave
behind for others 2 work on which he has expended much labor, Even if all
aleraisen vo the living could be explained as based upon the (largeky, butno
enwirely) instramental principles of Epicurean friendship, thar will nog ex-
plain any som of comoern for strangers and people of che forure. And ver

So Nussbaum considers Seneca "an advance of major proportions" over the Epicureans

The Skepescs do not concern themselves with the dastinction between
muoral judgment and mercy, preferring the limitless Bexibility of the teacher
wher suspersds all judgment. In Epscuncaniam things are more complex: to
some extent the datamt asymmsetrical relation of moral judgment prevails
[r}m-agb with preater mutmality m Lucrettus); at the same time, however,
compassion for human weakness 19 an approved sentiment, and one that
guides the teacher’s practice, The Greek Stoics appear 1o have opaed for
disrance and austerity of judgment, But i remained for Senoca—drawing,
prakably, on both Arsiedelan and Roman wraditions—ro develop the idea
of meerey, conpecting it witha perception of onesown imperiection and the
inractability of the “crcumstances of life, I think thar this is an advance
of major proportions for moral philosophy, both substantively and (as the
end of chaprer 12 argued) methodologically.
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| don't agree that Lucretius contradicts Epicurus, and | don't agree that Epicurus excluded
marriage, sexual love, children, and political community

The Epcurean seems in undersiand afaraxar it in 2 more aciive way
tham the Skepric—no jus as the absence of discnrbance, bin, in postive
terms, a5 che healchy and unimgeded funcnoning of all cur Eacubies, in-
chuding, probably, seme uses of cur cogninve faoulcies,1? and possibly
e lndivgg the imeracove mucmlin of friendship, This means tareven the
end may include comasm sors of comasicment po others; bin the insrumen-
nal requirements of che end impon far more comini omeses. Fiest there are
the cogninve commitments of Epicarean philosopliy, chrough which the
pupil hic o swake = the world's being o defisine way, & way that might be
talsilied By experience. Thatimparts an dement of risk —ehough st great
mink, the dracher will insis, since the Epicurcan poattion i claboraged in
such 2 way ax b have a pes
Secund are the roquiremenis of virtue amd virteous acskm—which are
chomm only ax means e afarama, but which are, apparmily, binding as
wules on the papal, even when, in 2 particular e, virtuous acoon is nm
advamageous, ™ Here agam, the pupil incurs some ek because of a com-
mixment. And che nsk may be conaderable. Finally there are the commir-
maemas of friensdship—irscrumental above all in Epscmrus, and excluding
marrage, sexual love, children, and the polsical communiy, Comemic-
momaz pvend more brosdly and doeply in Lucreoss o embeace these
exchuded spheres, endowmg them, it would seem, with more chan insri-
mencal vabse. Inthis way nsk and saonfice become ikely pans of the good
person's life

v anwerr for very question and challmgs.
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