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1 Introduction

The topic of this paper is the role that Epicurus’ theory agslure plays in his
moral philosophy; in particular the role pleasure playsédlation to his account
of the reasons we have to be virtuous. In the second partoptper, John Stu-
art Mill's theory of pleasure will be outlined with referem¢o Epicurus. | will
argue that Epicurean hedonism is preferable over the Millsgersion, because
Epicurean hedonism focuses on individual salvation, wikiiik promotes the ag-
gregated good of all, which does no justice to the individual

2 Epicurean Hedonism

Hellenistic ethical theory revolves around the notion @& most finalgood. This
concept originates with Aristotle who argues that if ourguitrof ‘good’ is to make
sense, there must be a most final good, which he calls the gaélea: (telog of
living.? A good is most final if it is chosen for itswn sakeandnot for the sake

of anything beyond itselfTwo other constraints that Aristotle puts on the highest
good is that it is to beelf-sufficienandmost desirabler most choiceworthyThe
Hellenistic philosophers add another constraint to whatxeacalled the final good

in that it has to benatural. The Epicureans claim that pleasurendové (hédong

*This paper has been written as an undergraduate paper fbtdhash University coursstoic
and Epicurean Philosophy
Laristoteles Ethica Nicomachea/Amsterdam: Kallias, 1997), pp. 81-82, §1094a18-22.
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will pass all these tests.

What Epicurus means by pleasure is not transparent. In ssage, Epicurus
writes that he does not know ‘how to conceive the good apamt the pleasures of
taste, sexual pleasures, the pleasures of sound and tiseglexi beautiful form?
Elsewhere, however, Epicurus comments that pleasumetiglrinking bouts and
revelry, not sexual love, not the enjoyment of the fish anéodielicacies of a lux-
urious table. .. % The problem is that ‘pleasure’, as a translatiom®&fvé, gives a
misleading impression of Epicurus’ ideal. No word is a tigtahtisfactory trans-
lation of the philosophical concept gbové and it seems that the least confusing
alternative is to stick to the word ‘pleasure’.

The Epicureans believe that no actual argument can be ga¥at the claim
that pleasure is a good thing. Cicero—through his spokeshajuatus—points
out that children and animals all pursue pleasure and awaitdgs soon as they are
born; before their minds have been corrupted by any philtisapteachings. The
Epicurean beliefs that the idea that pleasure is good isé&tkijust like the heat
of fire, the whiteness of snow and the sweetness of honey, ofowhich needs
confirmation by elaborate arguments; it is enough just tatgbiem out ... © The
reason Epicureans refer to the natural state of humans amdlarto argue that
pleasure is good, is because they believe that the appeavfdesign in nature is
the product of an evolutionary process, without divine rileence’! We are not
‘designed’ to find pleasure attractive, we are geneticaltfimed to pursue it; and
that is all there is to it to the Epicurean. The argument i$ dthievement of a
state that we pursue by our very natures, our genetic dismusi can only count
as flourishing oevdoupovia (eudaimonig, and can thus only be good.

Stoic philosopher Zeno disputes the Epicurean justificati@t pleasure is a
good by claiming that they have misinterpreted the empidesa. He argues that
‘an animal has self-preservation as the object of its firgiilse’ and not pleasufe.
One might also object to the Epicurean by arguing that thisitification for plea-

2Dirk Baltzly, Stoic and Epicurean PhilosophgChurchill: Monash Distance Education Centre,
1998), p. O6-7.

3Diogenes Laertiud,ives of the eminent philosophe($iarvard University Press, 1925), p. 535,
§X.6.

4Ibid., p. 657, §X.132.

5J.M. Rist,Epicurus: An introduction(Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 101.

6Cicero, On Ends1.29, cited in: A.A. Long and D.N. Sedlejhe Hellenistic philosophers
Volume 1, (Cambridge University Press, 1987a), p. 112, §243).

Lucretius,De Rerum Natura5.837-77, cited in: Ibid., p. 62, §13I.

8Diogenes LaertiusThe lives of eminent philosophefs85, cited in: Ibid., p. 346, §57A(1).
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sure being a good is a naturalistic fallacy—the view thas itviong to deduce an
oughtfrom anis. Although this line of argument strictly speaking is not Hafey
(there is no logic error), animal behaviour and ‘uncorrdpteuman behaviour is
not necessarily a solid foundation to determine how we shbehave. Moral rules
can also be inferred from the competitive and aggressivavietr of animals and
children. Friedrich Nietzsche does, for example, exattiy: t'No act of violence,
rape, exploitation, destruction, can be ‘unjust’, in as mas life is essentially vi-
olent, rapacious, exploitative, and destructive and celp@conceived otherwis@.

In Hedonism, pleasure is not just one good among many, &ithitonly thing
which is good in its own right and not sought for the sake oftkimg further; the
téhoc Of living. Epicurus’ defence of pleasure as the only mostlfitad is very
brief. Cicero quotes Epicurus saying that he challengedm@yo name something
that is sought for its own sake, and not for the sake of angthimther, but isn't
pleasure. The challenge posed by Epicurus can most cgrtaninet, although
Epicurus dismisses in advance all those who think thatesrand wisdom are the
highest good. Epicurus’ reply to those that ‘babble on abotues and wisdoms’,
as the most final good, is that they ‘will be speaking of najhémxcept the way in
which ... pleasures ... are producé®’He thus argues that virtues and wisdom
are the causes of pleasure and not a goal by themselves.

Epicurus’ argument depends on his particular understgnafipleasure. Plea-
sure can be thought of as a kind of feeling in itself, or as a wawhich we
experience various feelings or activities. Happiness il#tter sense, is not the
result of feelings and activities, but inherent to it. Instioase it will be hard to ar-
gue that happiness is the highest good as it is a ‘side efiébiging virtuous—an
existential mode of being—and not chosen for its own sakepleasure to be the
highest good it must be a kind of feeling by itself becauseg timén it can be the
thing that is chosen for itself and nothing else.

Epicurus sees anxiety and pain as the fundamental obstadiegppiness. No
matter if you are rich and famous, you can not be happy if yauaxious to
become more rich and famous. No matter how healthy you ane,wan't be
happy if you are anxious about getting sick. Political andneenic power are in

9Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Zur Genealogie der Moral’, iBas Hauptwerk Volume IV, (Miinchen:
Nymphenburger, 1990), p. 72. Translated by the author.
10Cicero, Tusculan disputation.41-42, Long and Sedley (1987a), p. 117, §21L.
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Epicurus’ view at best inessential and perhaps even dettahé our efforts to
lead a happy life. Baltzly characterises Epicurean ethivabry for this reason
‘adunamatic’, ¢ S0vapic: without powe}.!t

Epicurus claims that in some sense, freedom from pain, aitimmdhe calls
arovia (aponig), and freedom from anxiety, a condition he caftspaZia (ataraxia),
are as pleasant as life can géfThis state of being without pain and anxiety is the
best we can hope for because, as soon as the feeling of paingea by want is
removed, pleasure will not increase but can only be vdded.

There are no surviving arguments by Epicurus himself forckisn regarding
the limit of pleasure. Epicurus writes to Menoeceus thatanein need for plea-
sure only when we are in pain because of the absence of péeasuat when we
are not in pain, then we no longer need pleastfreEpicureans therefore call all
removal of pain—over a certain period of time—pleastirdt follows from this
that when the state @poniaandataraxiahas been reached, no further removal of
pain is possible and maximum pleasure has thus been achieved

One objection against this argument is that certainly rigblebsure involves
the removal of pain, as listening to pleasant music or sngpkim aromatic cigar
provides pleasure, but does not remove any pain. Anothexctbp is that it is
contrary to common sense that the possible amount of pkeasuimited, as it
would seem that there is no theoretical end to pleasuralperinces. The com-
mon sense view is that all removal of pain and anxiety is ohé/ lteginning of
pleasure. Epicurus has two reasons to believe that pleaslimated:1®

1. The only thing which is really unlimited is the void. No hamlife can
contain unlimited pleasure since we are finite creaturestantinite can not
contain the infinite;

2. The good for man must be natural. It would thus be absurdetotify hap-
piness with a condition which is actually impossible for fams to attain, as

11pjrk Baltzly, ‘Adunamatic hedonism’, in: Dirk Baltzly, Daal Blyth, and Harold Tarrant, edi-
tors,Power and pleasure, virtues and vigéBolygraphia, 2001).

L2Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceu$27 andKey Doctrines3, cited in: Long and Sedley (1987a),
pp. 113-115, §21B(1-2) and §21C(1).

BEpicurus Key Doctrinesl8, cited in: Ibid., p. 115, §21E(1).

14Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceud 28, cited in: Brad Inwood and L.P. Gersohhe Epicurus
reader: Selected writings and testimon{indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett, 1994), p. 30.

L5doloris omnis privatio recte nominata est volupta@icero,On Ends cited in: A.A. Long and
D.N. Sedley,The Hellenistic philosopher&lume 2, (Cambridge University Press, 1987b), p. 114,
§21A(6).

16Baltzly (1998), p. F6.1-15.
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it would take an infinite amount of time to reach that state.

A solution to the problem of the limit of pleasure can be foundhe distinc-
tion between kinematic and static pleasures. Epicurusesithiat ‘freedom from
disturbance and absence of pain are static pleasuteso(tnuatixal Bdovai—
katastématikai hédonpibut joy and delight are regarded as kinematic activities
(xivnoty évépyetu—Kkinésin enérgeidi. l’ Static pleasures are considered the high-
est good by Epicurus because they are the result of ourrgjriar painlessness
and freedom from anxiety. Epicurus subordinates kinematatatic pleasure, al-
beit not eliminates it as means to a pleasant life. When wehrtee state of being
without pain and anxiety, kinetic pleasures can not takeygvedn, since there is
no pain to take away. They can not do anything to ‘increasepllkasure we feel,
only vary it. Rist argues that it follows from this that if tlrehole human being

is enjoying complete static pleasures, his or her pleasamenot be increaseld.
Kinematic pleasures will thus not increase happiness lbytom absence of pain
but only prevent pain from interrupting the static pleasdPeThe distinction be-
tween the static and kinematic pleasures also providesutic@olto the seeming
uncertainty in what Epicurus means with pleasure, as adl@bove. From this
perspective his seeming contradicting statements makengoie sense.

Epicurus claims that we all have good reason to acquire thelnvirtues,
such as courage self-control, justice and wisdom, althdigh are not the highest
good. The virtues are, according to Epicurus, ‘naturalikdid with living plea-
surably and living pleasurably is inseparable from théirhe value of virtues in
Epicurean hedonism is purely instrumental. Being couragemd just is no part
of being happy. Having these character traits is merely @ gtategy for achiev-
ing happiness. Epicurus claims that it is impossible to éiy@easant life without
virtue. This claim does, however, not seem to be concepttiale, because it is
not unthinkable to achieve happiness through acting imiyok&le can, for exam-
ple, imagine living the life of Ronnie Biggs, the famous tradbber. He has lived
a very pleasant life for many years in Brazil from the loot &f tobbery. The Epi-
curean would nevertheless argue that his life has not rbaliy pleasant, because
he continuously had to look over his shoulder to avoid caplyrthe police. After

1"Diogenes Laertius 10.136-137, cited in:Long and Sedle§7a} p. 118, §21R(1).
18Rist (1972), p. 108.

19 ong and Sedley (1987a), p. 124.

20Epicurus,Letter to Menoeceu$32, cited in: Ibid., p. 114, §21B(6).
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35 years on the run, Biggs finally surrendered to the policentight have had a
pleasant life for quite a while, but Epicurus would argue tha anxiety of being
caught prevented Biggs from leading a truly happy3ff&picurus’ claim is empir-
ically correct because acting contrary to accepted motadieur will generally
cause anxiety. Acting in this way will make our position viiitisociety difficult to
maintain. It is a consequence of our nature as social belrjsate can not live
pleasantly without being virtuous.

3 John Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill (1806—-1873) argues that pleasure is a goasimilar way to
Epicurus. Mill believes that pleasure is a good and thatspleamust be desir-
able because people actually desire it: ‘human nature issstituted as to desire
nothing which is not either a part of happiness or a means ppihass??> Mill
concludes in the same way as Epicurus that peopigtto desire happiness from
thefactthat people desire happiness. One objection against Mékisoning is that
we can not conclude with absolute certainty that, from thu¢ flaatsomepeople
desire happines&verybodydesires happiness and that the desire for happiness is
thus the highest good.

Mill agrees with Epicurus that no proof can be given for theaidhat pleasure
is the highest good as ‘questions of ultimate ends do not taingiroof’23 Mill
seems to be making the point that if we suppose that pleasua & genuine good
and genuinely desirable, then we would all be mistaken abbatt is genuinely
good, since we all seem to desire pleasure. This begs th&éauesw likely it is
that we are all mistaken about what we ought to desire. Thedation of Chris-
tian theology, for example, is based on the notion that we atdknow what we
ought to desire and that only through belief in Jesus we cachrealvation from
our suffering.

Mill considers the objection that hedonism must be mistadiane we value
other things than pleasure and happiness, such as virtukani$¢s desire, accord-
ing to Mill, ‘virtue and the absence of vice no less than thegik pleasure and the

21Epicurus Key Doctrines3s, cited in: Long and Sedley (1987a), p. 125, §25A(5).

2230hn Stuart Mill,Utilitarianism, Liberty, Representative Governmegitondon: Dent, 1968),
p. 36.

231pid., p. 32.
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absence of pain. . 2* Mill maintains that not only is virtue to be desired, but also
that it is to be desired disinterestedly, for itself. We came to value a virtue like
honesty in itself because of the role that it plays in promgpveryone’s happi-
ness. When this happens, virtue becompara of happinessBy this he seems to
mean that we take pleasure in being honest and are painee tiyaiight of being
dishonest.

In Mill's hedonism we are not all seeking our own individualgpiness, but the
happiness of all concerned. This implies that we all haveetéstrictly impartial
as a disinterested and benevolent spectator’, regardingvau happines$® Mill
does not provide proof for his claim that we should strivetfa happiness of all,
except that ‘each person, so far as he believes it to be altt@indesires his own
happinessQ.6 It is, however, doubtful that from the fact that we each desuor
own happiness, that it is therefore good to desire the happionf all. This line
of reasoning can only be correct if happiness is a distingpgrty of humanity,
similar to the fact that all gold atoms contain 79 protonshigit nucleus. The idea
that we should strive for the greatest happiness of all is timly correct if the
argument that happiness is a good is valid. On the other eaadpould turn this
line of thought around and argue that gold atoms are prgcikal because they
have 79 protons in the nucleus and that in the same way, beimgh implies by
definition that we pursue happiness.

Mill needs to show that it isn’t rational for each individual desire his or her
own happiness without thereby desiring general happin&xger Crisp argues
that Mill's proof is unsuccessful and needs to be filled ouhva number of as-
sumptions?’ Mill seems to be assuming that his readers already beli@tether
people’s happiness is of practical relevance when he wihitgsequal amounts of
happiness are equally desirable’ and that the ‘truths dfirmetic are applicable
to the valuation of happines&. Mill assumes that when aggregating happiness,
the distinction between individual people is irrelevanheTgreater the overall hap-
piness, the greater the good. Mill's hedonistic calculugii®s an unnatural im-
partiality and ignores the importance of the concern onefdrasneself and one’s

24Mill (1968), p. 33.

2S1pid., p. 16.

261pid., pp. 32-33.

27Roger Crisp, editonMill’s Utilitarianism, (Oxford, 1998).
28Mill (1968), p. 58.
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friends and relative®’

4 Evaluation

An important difference between the hedonist theories dtigps and Mill is
the relationship between virtue and pleasure. Teleolbgitacal theories can be
called perfectionist or liberal. The ethics of Aristotauovid) and Nietzsche
(Ubermensch) are perfectionist teleological theoriesabse both are concerned
with human flourishing. Epicurean hedonism, on the othedhisra liberal theory
because of the focus on satisfaction of desires.

Mill attempts to bridge the gap between the perfectionist lédberal teleology,
although leaning towards a perfectionist teleoldyyThe perfectionist strand in
Mill's hedonism is that virtue is an integral part of a hapffe.l Mill assumes
an internal relationship between virtue and pleasure. The relatignblitween
pleasure and virtue is, according to Epicurus,eaternalone; a relationship of
cause and effect.

Both Epicurus’ and Mill's hedonism are private moralitiestihat they investi-
gate the highest good for the individual. Mill, howeveraaties political and social
conseguences to his morality. Mill even states that the miasition of the total
sum of all happiness can be forced politically. Mill seemsaarifice individual
freedom for social responsibility when he writes that taiiian morality considers
‘a sacrifice which does not increase, or tend to increasesutimetotal of happiness’,
as wasted?!

Strict application of Mills theory can lead to problematioral dilemmas. One
could, for example, envisage a situation where it seem#iggsto kill one healthy
person in order to save several others through organ teamsgibn. Epicurus’
answer would be that killing the donor to save two lives warddse anxiety in all
concerned and is as such not conducive to a good life.

Epicurus’ morality on the other hand is a purely individuattpto a moral life.
Although his solution seems at first glance to be narcissistd self-defeating, the
Epicurean focus on the stateagoniaandataraxiaare possible the mostimportant
drivers for the continuing development of human culturee ©ould argue that our

29Crisp (1998).

30F.C.L.M. Jacobs, ‘John Stuart Mill', in: |. Heerding, editdEtiek (Ethics) (Heerlen: Open
Universiteit, 1992), p. 87.

31Mill (1968), pp. 15-16.
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culture: technology, philosophy, religion and art, are #i@rapt to achieve a state
of being without pain and anxiety.
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