
Not Neo-Epicurean, But Epicurean

     

The following is a short summary of principles which are important for understanding Epicurus and
participating in discussion at the EpicureanFriends Forum. It is not intended to address all aspects of
Epicurean philosophy. As time allows we will supplement the citations below with more citations and
explanatory articles.

1. Not “flourishing,” “human potential,” “self-actualization,” or “meaningfulness,” but happiness grounded in
the feeling of pleasure.

2. Not "absence of pain" as a full statement of the goal of life, but “the Feelings are two, pleasure and pain”
and “Pleasure is the beginning and the end of a happy life.”

3. Not virtue for the sake of virtue, but virtue as instrumental for the attainment of pleasure.

4. Not "the greatest good for the greatest number," but “Every desire must be confronted with this question:
What will happen to me if the object of my desire is accomplished and what if it is not?”

5. Not "humanism," "transhumanism," "individualism," "collectivism," "egoism," "altruism," "social progress,"
"Marxism," "democracy," "tyranny," or any "one size fits all" political ideal of any kind, but social structure
based on friendship which "is formed and maintained by means of a community of life among those who have
reached the fullness of pleasure."

6. Not "hard determinism" but “some things happen from necessity, some from chance, and others through
our own choice.”

7. Not "supernaturalism" but "materialism."
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8. Not "supernatural gods,” or “life after death,” but confidence in a fully material universe and “for those men
for whom wisdom is possible, and who do seek it, such men may truly live as gods.”

9 Not only "short term hedonism," but “it is to continuous pleasures that I invite you.”

10. Not “rationalism,” but “all reason is dependent upon sensations.”

11. Not fearful of death nor careless of losing life, but valuing life for the opportunity of pleasure it brings.

Citations:

1. Not “flourishing” or “human potential” or “self-actualization” or “meaningfulness,” but happiness grounded
in the feeling of pleasure.

1. Diogenes of Oinoanda: If, gentlemen, the point at issue between these people and us involved inquiry
into “what is the means of happiness?” and they wanted to say “the virtues” (which would actually be
true), it would be unnecessary to take any other step than to agree with them about this, without more
ado. But since, as I say, the issue is not “what is the means of happiness?” but “what is happiness and
what is the ultimate goal of our nature?,” I say both now and always, shouting out loudly to all Greeks
and non-Greeks, that pleasure is the end of the best mode of life, while the virtues, which are
inopportunely messed about by these people (being transferred from the place of the means to that of
the end), are in no way an end, but the means to the end.

2. Not "absence of pain" as a full statement of the goal of life, but “the Feelings are two, pleasure and pain”
and “Pleasure is the beginning and the end of a happy life.”

1. Article by Elayne Coulter “On Pain, Pleasure, And Happiness”
2. Diogenes Laertius: “They affirm that there are two states of feeling, pleasure and pain, which arise in

every animate being, and that the one is favorable and the other hostile to that being, and by their
means choice and avoidance are determined; and that there are two kinds of inquiry, the one
concerned with things, the other with nothing but words. So much, then, for his division and criterion in
their main outline.”

3. Letter to Menoeceus: “Wherefore we call pleasure the alpha and omega of a blessed life. Pleasure is
our first and kindred good. It is the starting-point of every choice and of every aversion, and to it we
come back, inasmuch as we make feeling the rule by which to judge of every good thing.”

4. PD03. 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.

5. PD22. We must consider both the ultimate end and all clear sensory evidence, to which we refer our
opinions; for otherwise everything will be full of uncertainty and confusion.

6. Torquatus in On Ends: “Let us imagine a man living in the continuous enjoyment of numerous and
vivid pleasures alike of body and of mind, undisturbed either by the presence or by the prospect of
pain: what possible state of existence could we describe as being more excellent or more desirable?
One so situated must possess in the first place a strength of mind that is proof against all fear of death
or of pain; he will know that death means complete unconsciousness, and that pain is generally light if
long and short if strong, so that its intensity is compensated by brief duration and its continuance by
diminishing severity. Let such a man moreover have no dread of any supernatural power; let him
never suffer the pleasures of the past to fade away, but constantly renew their enjoyment in
recollection, and his lot will be one which will not admit of further improvement.”

7. VS63. There is also a limit in simple living, and he who fails to understand this falls into an error as
great as that of the man who gives way to extravagance.

3. Not virtue for the sake of virtue, but virtue as instrumental for the attainment of pleasure.

1. Diogenes of Oinoanda: If, gentlemen, the point at issue between these people and us involved inquiry
into “what is the means of happiness?” and they wanted to say “the virtues” (which would actually be
true), it would be unnecessary to take any other step than to agree with them about this, without more
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ado. But since, as I say, the issue is not “what is the means of happiness?” but “what is happiness and
what is the ultimate goal of our nature?,” I say both now and always, shouting out loudly to all Greeks
and non-Greeks, that pleasure is the end of the best mode of life, while the virtues, which are
inopportunely messed about by these people (being transferred from the place of the means to that of
the end), are in no way an end, but the means to the end.

2. Torquatus in Cicero’s On Ends: “Those who place the Chief Good in virtue alone are beguiled by the
glamour of a name, and do not understand the true demands of nature. If they will consent to listen to
Epicurus, they will be delivered from the grossest error. Your school dilates on the transcendent
beauty of the virtues; but were they not productive of pleasure, who would deem them either
praiseworthy or desirable? We esteem the art of medicine not for its interest as a science, but for its
conduciveness to health; the art of navigation is commended for its practical and not its scientific
value, because it conveys the rules for sailing a ship with success. So also Wisdom, which must be
considered as the art of living, if it effected no result would not be desired; but as it is, it is desired,
because it is the artificer that procures and produces pleasure.”

4. Not "the greatest good for the greatest number," but “Every desire must be confronted with this question:
What will happen to me if the object of my desire is accomplished and what if it is not?”

1. VS71. Question each of your desires: “What will happen to me if that which this desire seeks is
achieved, and what if it is not?”

2. VS50. (PD 8 ) No pleasure is a bad thing in itself, but the things which produce certain pleasures entail
disturbances many times greater than the pleasures themselves.

3. This is of possible application here (we should discuss) Diogenes of Oinoanda, fragment 32:
“Suppose, then, someone were to ask someone, though it is a naive question, «who is it whom these
virtues benefit?», obviously the answer will be «man.» The virtues certainly do not make provision for
these birds flying past, enabling them to fly well, or for each of the other animals: they do not desert
the nature with which they live and by which they have been engendered; rather it is for the sake of
this nature that the virtues do everything and exist.

4. PD06. “In order to obtain protection from other men, any means for attaining this end is a natural
good.”

5. PD39. “The man who best knows how to meet external threats makes into one family all the creatures
he can; and those he can not, he at any rate does not treat as aliens; and where he finds even this
impossible, he avoids all dealings, and, so far as is advantageous, excludes them from his life.”

6. PD40. “Those who possess the power to defend themselves against threats by their neighbors, being
thus in possession of the surest guarantee of security, live the most pleasant life with one another….”

7. Torquatus in On Ends: “Yet nevertheless some men indulge without limit their avarice, ambition and
love of power, lust, gluttony and those other desires, which ill-gotten gains can never diminish but
rather must inflame the more; inasmuch that they appear proper subjects for restraint rather than for
reformation.”

5. Not "humanism,” “individualism”, “collectivism”, “egoism” or “altruism” or “social progress,” but friendship
which “is formed and maintained by means of community of life among those who have reached the fullness
of pleasure.”

1. Diogenes Laertius (Bailey) “That friendship too has practical needs as its motive: one must indeed lay
its foundations (for we sow the ground too for the sake of crops), but it is formed and maintained by
means of community of life among those who have reached the fullness of pleasure”

2. PD17. The just man is most free from disturbance, while the unjust is full of the utmost disturbance.
3. PD14. Protection from other men, secured to some extent by the power to expel and by material

prosperity, in its purest form comes from a quiet life withdrawn from the multitude.
4. PD27. Of all the means which wisdom acquires to ensure happiness throughout the whole of life, by

far the most important is friendship.

PD31. Natural justice is a pledge of reciprocal benefit, to prevent one man from harming or being
harmed by another.
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5. PD32. Those animals which are incapable of making binding agreements with one another not to inflict
nor suffer harm are without either justice or injustice; and likewise for those peoples who either could
not or would not form binding agreements not to inflict nor suffer harm.

6. PD33. There never was such a thing as absolute justice, but only agreements made in mutual
dealings among men in whatever places at various times providing against the infliction or suffering of
harm.

7. PD34. Injustice is not an evil in itself, but only in consequence of the fear which is associated with the
apprehension of being discovered by those appointed to punish such actions.

8. PD35. It is impossible for a man who secretly violates the terms of the agreement not to harm or be
harmed to feel confident that he will remain undiscovered, even if he has already escaped ten
thousand times; for until his death he is never sure that he will not be detected.

9. PD36. In general, justice is the same for all, for it is something found mutually beneficial in men's
dealings, but in its application to particular places or other circumstances the same thing is not
necessarily just for everyone.

10. PD37. Among the things held to be just by law, whatever is proved to be of advantage in men's
dealings has the stamp of justice, whether or not it be the same for all; but if a man makes a law and it
does not prove to be mutually advantageous, then this is no longer just. And if what is mutually
advantageous varies and only for a time corresponds to our concept of justice, nevertheless for that
time it is just for those who do not trouble themselves about empty words, but look simply at the facts.

11. PD38. Where without any change in circumstances the things held to be just by law are seen not to
correspond with the concept of justice in actual practice, such laws are not really just; but wherever the
laws have ceased to be advantageous because of a change in circumstances, in that case the laws
were for that time just when they were advantageous for the mutual dealings of the citizens, and
subsequently ceased to be just when they were no longer advantageous.

12. PD39. The man who best knows how to meet external threats makes into one family all the creatures
he can; and those he can not, he at any rate does not treat as aliens; and where he finds even this
impossible, he avoids all dealings, and, so far as is advantageous, excludes them from his life.

13. PD40. Those who possess the power to defend themselves against threats by their neighbors, being
thus in possession of the surest guarantee of security, live the most pleasant life with one another; and
their enjoyment of the fullest intimacy is such that if one of them dies prematurely, the others do not
lament his death as though it called for pity.

6. Not "hard determinism" but “some things happen from necessity, some from chance, and others through
our own choice.”

1. Letter to Menoeceus: “Fate, which some introduce as sovereign over all things, he scorns, affirming
rather that some things happen of necessity, others by chance, others through our own agency. For he
sees that necessity destroys responsibility and that chance is inconstant; whereas our own actions are
autonomous, and it is to them that praise and blame naturally attach. It were better, indeed, to accept
the legends of the gods than to bow beneath that yoke of destiny which the natural philosophers have
imposed. The one holds out some faint hope that we may escape if we honor the gods, while the
necessity of the naturalists is deaf to all entreaties. Nor does he hold chance to be a god, as the world
in general does, for in the acts of a god there is no disorder; nor to be a cause, though an uncertain
one, for he believes that no good or evil is dispensed by chance to men so as to make life blessed,
though it supplies the starting-point of great good and great evil. He believes that the misfortune of the
wise is better than the prosperity of the fool. It is better, in short, that what is well judged in action
should not owe its successful issue to the aid of chance.”

2. Lucretius Book Two: “Once again, if every motion is always linked on, and the new always arises from
the old in order determined, nor by swerving do the first-beginnings make a certain start of movement
to break through the decrees of fate, so that cause may not follow cause from infinite time; whence
comes this free will for living things all over the earth, whence, I ask, is it wrested from fate, this will
whereby we move forward, where pleasure leads each one of us, and swerve likewise in our motions
neither at determined times nor in a determined direction of place, but just where our mind has carried
us? For without doubt it is his own will which gives to each one a start for this movement, and from the
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will the motions pass flooding through the limbs. Do you not see too how, when the barriers are flung
open, yet for an instant of time the eager might of the horses cannot burst out so suddenly as their
mind itself desires? For the whole store of matter throughout the whole body must be roused to
movement, that then aroused through every limb it may strain and follow the eager longing of the
mind; so that you see a start of movement is brought to pass from the heart, and comes forth first of all
from the will of the mind, and then afterwards is spread through all the body and limbs. Nor is it the
same as when we move forward impelled by a blow from the strong might and strong constraint of
another. For then it is clear to see that all the matter of the body moves and is hurried on against our
will, until the will has reined it back throughout the limbs. Do you not then now see that, albeit a force
outside pushes many men and constrains them often to go forward against their will and to be hurried
away headlong, yet there is something in our breast, which can fight against it and withstand it? And at
its bidding too the store of matter is constrained now and then to turn throughout the limbs and
members, and, when pushed forward, is reined back and comes to rest again. Wherefore in the seeds
too you must needs allow likewise that there is another cause of motion besides blows and weights,
whence comes this power born in us, since we see that nothing can come to pass from nothing. For
weight prevents all things coming to pass by blows, as by some force without. But that the very mind
feels not some necessity within in doing all things, and is not constrained like a conquered thing to
bear and suffer, this is brought about by the tiny swerve of the first-beginnings in no determined
direction of place and at no determined time.

7. Not supernaturalism but materialism.

1. Letter to Herodotus: “First of all, that nothing is created out of that which does not exist: for if it were,
everything would be created out of everything with no need of seeds. And again, if that which
disappears were destroyed into that which did not exist, all things would have perished, since that into
which they were dissolved would not exist. Furthermore, the universe always was such as it is now,
and always will be the same. For there is nothing into which it changes: for outside the universe there
is nothing which could come into it and bring about the change. Moreover, the universe is bodies and
space: for that bodies exist, sense itself witnesses in the experience of all men, and in accordance
with the evidence of sense we must of necessity judge of the imperceptible by reasoning, as I have
already said. And if there were not that which we term void and place and intangible existence, bodies
would have nowhere to exist and nothing through which to move, as they are seen to move. And
besides these two, nothing can even be thought of either by conception or on the analogy of things
conceivable such as could be grasped as whole existences and not spoken of as the accidents or
properties of such existences.”

2. Lucretius, Book 1: But now, to weave again at the web, which is the task of my discourse, all nature
then, as it is of itself, is built of these two things: for there are bodies and the void, in which they are
placed and where they move hither and thither. For that body exists is declared by the feeling which all
share alike; and unless faith in this feeling be firmly grounded at once and prevail, there will be naught
to which we can make appeal about things hidden, so as to prove aught by the reasoning of the mind.
And next, were there not room and empty space, which we call void, nowhere could bodies be placed,
nor could they wander at all hither and thither in any direction; and this I have above shown to you but
a little while before. Besides these there is nothing which you could say is parted from all body and
sundered from void, which could be discovered, as it were a third nature in the list. For whatever shall
exist, must needs be something in itself; and if it suffer touch, however small and light, it will increase
the count of body by a bulk great or maybe small, if it exists at all, and be added to its sum. But if it is
not to be touched, inasmuch as it cannot on any side check anything from wandering through it and
passing on its way, in truth it will be that which we call empty void.

8. Not "Supernatural Gods,” or “Life After Death,” but confidence in a fully material universe, and for those for
whom wisdom is possible, “then truly the life of the gods will pass to men.”

1. Epicurus’ Letter to Menoeceus: Meditate therefore on these things and things akin to them night and
day by yourself; and with a companion like to yourself, and never shall you be disturbed waking or
asleep, but you shall live like a god among men. For a man who lives among immortal blessings is not
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like unto a mortal being.
2. Diogenes of Oinoanda Fr. 56: [So we shall not achieve wisdom universally], since not all are capable

of it. But if we assume it to be possible, then truly the life of the gods will pass to men. For everything
will be full of justice and mutual love, and there will come to be no need of fortifications or laws and all
the things which we contrive on account of one another. As for the necessities derived from
agriculture, since we shall have no slaves at that time (for indeed [we ourselves shall plough] and dig
and tend [the plants] and [divert] rivers and watch over [the crops), we shall] ... such things as ... not ...
time ..., and such activities, [in accordance with what is] needful, will interrupt the continuity of the
[shared] study of philosophy; for [the] farming operations [will provide what our] nature wants.

9 Not only "short term hedonism" but “it is to continuous pleasures that I invite you.”

1. Letter to Anaxarchus, Bailey Extant Remains p. 127. “But I summon you to continuous pleasures and
not to vain and empty virtues which have but disturbing hopes of results.”

2. Letter to Menoeceus: “And even as men choose of food not merely and simply the larger portion, but
the more pleasant, so the wise seek to enjoy the time which is most pleasant and not merely that
which is longest.”

3. Torquatus in On Ends: “The truth of the position that pleasure is the ultimate good will most readily
appear from the following illustration. Let us imagine a man living in the continuous enjoyment of
numerous and vivid pleasures alike of body and of mind, undisturbed either by the presence or by the
prospect of pain: what possible state of existence could we describe as being more excellent or more
desirable? One so situated must possess in the first place a strength of mind that is proof against all
fear of death or of pain; he will know that death means complete unconsciousness, and that pain is
generally light if long and short if strong, so that its intensity is compensated by brief duration and its
continuance by diminishing severity. Let such a man moreover have no dread of any supernatural
power; let him never suffer the pleasures of the past to fade away, but constantly renew their
enjoyment in recollection, and his lot will be one which will not admit of further improvement.

10. Not “rationalism,” but “all reason is dependent upon sensations.”

1. Diogenes Laertius: “Nor is there anything which can refute sensations or convict them of error: one
sensation cannot convict another and kindred sensation, for they are equally valid; nor can one
sensation refute another which is not kindred but heterogeneous, for the objects which the two senses
judge are not the same; nor again can reason refute them, for reason is wholly dependent on
sensation; nor can one sense refute another, since we pay equal heed to all. And the reality of
separate perceptions guarantees the truth of our senses. But seeing and hearing are just as real as
feeling pain.”

2. Lucretius Book Four: “Again, if any one thinks that nothing is known, he knows not whether that can be
known either, since he admits that he knows nothing. Against him then I will refrain from joining issue,
who plants himself with his head in the place of his feet. And yet were I to grant that he knows this too,
yet I would ask this one question; since he has never before seen any truth in things, whence does he
know what is knowing, and not knowing each in turn, what thing has begotten the concept of the true
and the false, what thing has proved that the doubtful differs from the certain? You will find that the
concept of the true is begotten first from the senses, and that the senses cannot be gainsaid. For
something must be found with a greater surety, which can of its own authority refute the false by the
true. Next then, what must be held to be of greater surety than sense? Will reason, sprung from false
sensation, avail to speak against the senses, when it is wholly sprung from the senses? For unless
they are true, all reason too becomes false”

11. Not fearful of death nor careless of losing life, but valuing life for the opportunity of pleasure it brings.

1. Letter to Menoeceus: “The wise man does not deprecate life nor does he fear the cessation of life. The
thought of life is no offense to him, nor is the cessation of life regarded as an evil. And even as men
choose of food not merely and simply the larger portion, but the more pleasant, so the wise seek to
enjoy the time which is most pleasant and not merely that which is longest. And he who admonishes
the young to live well and the old to make a good end speaks foolishly, not merely because of the
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desirability of life, but because the same exercise at once teaches to live well and to die well. Much
worse is he who says that it were good not to be born, but when once one is born to pass quickly
through the gates of Hades. For if he truly believes this, why does he not depart from life? It would be
easy for him to do so once he were firmly convinced. If he speaks only in jest, his words are
foolishness as those who hear him do not believe.”
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