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1 Introduction

Epicureanismand Stoicism,the two dominantphilosophieof the Hellenisticand
early Romanperiods,have undegonea revival in popularity not only amongst
academighilosophershut alsoamongstay peopleandpsychologists.This may
well becausdvoth are practicalphilosophieswhoseaim is not simply to establish
whatis true, but to live wisely andhappily

What it meansto live happily though,is not always clear As mary writ-
ers(Adler, 2000) have pointedout, the Greekconceptof eudaimoniawhile it is
frequentlytranslatedis“happiness’doesnot corresponaxactly to themodernno-
tion: we tendto think of happinessasa feeling, whereador mostGreeksit was
more of a stateof well-being or goodfortune. Neverthelesswe shouldnot as-
sumethatAristotle’s view wasuniversallyheld,andwhenHellenisticphilosophers
talk abouthappinessye may assumehat they include the componenbf “feel-
ing happy”, sinceif happines®r eudaimonias ultimately desirablgthe Summum
Bonum) thengoodfeelingsmustbeat leastpartof it.

Whenwe look at Stoic writings, the problemof definitionsbecomesnorese-
vere. Althoughthe Stoic sageis often describedaseudaimon(hapyy), thegoalin
termsof a stateof mind wasapatheia. This hasbeentranslatedas“apathy”, but
“tranquility” is probablya bettertranslation,sinceapatheiais the absencef all
typesof pathos or mentaldisturbanceThe situationis furthercomplicatedby the
factthatsomeStoicwritersadmitthe possibilityof eupatheiaor “good emotions”,
suchasaffection andcheerfulnessThe Stoic view of happinessthen,appeargo
bealong-termstateof mind, whichis freefrom disturbingpassionsut which may
take pleasuréan certainbenignemotions.

In Epicureanismtheproblemof defininghappinesseemstfirstto besimpler
Happinessfor Epicurus,is theresultof pleasure*we call pleasurghe alphaand
omayaof ahapyy life” (Menoecus6'). However, Epicurus’ideaof pleasuranay
not be exactly the sameaswhat we normally understandy the word. Pleasure,
in Epicurearterms,is “the absencef painin the bodyandof troublein the soul”
(Menoecus?). This surprisinglynegative definitionof whatwe normally perceve

1Referenceto the Letterto Menoecusireby paragraphin RobertDrew Hick’s translation(Epi-
curus,2000a).



as a positive quality provides a good point for comparingEpicureanand Stoic
views of happiness.

2 Troublein the soul

Epicureanphilosophyholds that “trouble in the soul” is causedby two factors:
superstitioudbeliefsandunnaturadesiresin theformercateyory, themostpromi-
nentis the fear of death. We might objectherethat sinceEpicureanglike almost
all Hellenisticphilosopherspelieve in following Nature,it is naturalto feardeath.
However, it canbe arguedthat what Epicurusadvisesus to avoid is not the mo-
mentaryanimalfearthatoccurswhenwe arein a potentiallylethal situation;it is
a moreabstracffear broughtaboutby the idea of death. The amgumentis thatwe
only properlyfearunpleasanstatesandthis impliesawarenesssincetherecanbe
no awarenessfterwe die, thereis nothingto be afraid of:

Accustomyourselfto believe thatdeathis nothingto us,for goodand
evil imply awarenessanddeathis theprivationof all avarenessthere-
fore a right understandinghat deathis nothingto us makesthe mor
tality of life enjoyable,notby addingto life anunlimitedtime, but by
takingaway the yearningafterimmortality.

(Menoecus3)

Fearof thegodsor fatearealsobroughtaboutby irrationalbeliefs. Epicurusrejects
the popularview of thetime, which held thatgodsweretemperamentatreatures
liableto punishmortalsfor avarietyof reasonsandadwocatesascientificapproach
to naturalphenomena‘lf we hadnever beenmolestedby alarmsat celestialand
atmospheriphenomena.. we shouldhave hadno needto studynaturalscience”
(Principal Doctrines 11).

The other causeof mentaluneasds unnecessargr excessie desire. Epi-
cureandivide desiresinto naturalandunnaturaldesiresthe latter beingavoided
wherever possible:



Wemustalsoreflectthatof desiresomearenatural othersareground-
less;andthatof the naturalsomearenecessargaswell asnatural,and
somenaturalonly. And of thenecessarglesiressomearenecessarif
we areto be hapyy, someif the bodyis to berid of uneasinessome
if we areevento live.

(Menoecusb)

An interestingpointhereis thataswell asspecificconditionsfor happinessfulfill-
mentof the“necessaryesires”) thereis anoverall preconditionwhichis thatone
shouldbeableto discriminatebetweertypesof desire otherwisepursuitof unnec-
essaryandunnaturaldesireswill not simply exposeusto therisk of “pain in the
body” but alsoin itself cause‘trouble in the soul”, sinceit is impossibleto fulfill
unnaturaldesiresentirely (whereasaturaldesiresareusually satisfiedeasily). At
this point Epicureanisnstartsto approaclthe Stoicway of thinking, perhaps.

Stoic philosophersalso classify desires,but while they would probably go
alongwith the natural/unnaturadivision, theirideaof whatis naturalis somevhat
different. Epicurean“natural desires”seemto be largely concernedwith basic
physicalandsocialneedsfood, friends,andsoon. While almostall Greeksiden-
tified the naturalwith the rational (Annas, 1995:243),Stoics placedmuch more
emphasion universalreason;thus, while an Epicureannaturaldesireis rational
in the sensehatit is a sensiblething for anindividual to desire,Stoic naturalde-
siresarethosewhich arebestfor the world, not just for theindividual. Following
rationaldesireswill normally resultin choosingwhatis pleasantand beneficial,
but thereare circumstancesvherea Stoic would behae in a very “unepicurean”
way. A goodexampleis provided by MarcusAurelius, who fulfilled his dutiesas
emperoradmirablywhile having no personalwish to do so.

The Stoics’view of rationalchoiceis relatedto their view of the universe:“a
self-suficient andself-sustainindiving organism forming a coherentogically or-
deredsystempnethatis reflectedn therationalunity of thehumanmind” (Rorty;
1998:245).Therationalchoicefor anindividual is thusthe choicewhich the uni-
verse(or God)would itself make. Sincewe areparts(mes) of this whole (ousig),
mostof thetime this will involve choiceswhich furtherour well-being;it is ratio-
nalfor thewholeto presere its parts,justasit is rationalfor meto brushmy teeth.
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However, theremay be circumstancesvherethe part mustsuffer or be destryed
for the benefitof thewhole (aswhenl have a rottentooth pulled out). Theratio-
nal personwill thereforenot be unduly distressedy naturalmisfortune,since,as
Epictetusputit (quotingChrysippus)for my foot too, if it hadintelligence would
have animpulseto getmuddy” (Discourses 2,6,9).

This makesthe Stoic view of “indifferentthings” (adiaphor) rathermorein-
telligible. Externalgoods,suchas health,wealth or friendship, are lepton “to
be taken”, andit is naturalto be pleasedvhenthey occur but we shouldnot be
distressedvhenwe areunableto attainthem, sincewe canbe surethatthis also
happengor agoodreason.Theimportantthingis theactof choosingnottheresult
of the choice,sincethe latteris influencedby eventsoutsideour control. This ap-
parentparadoxs explainedin termsof “objective” and“end”. The usualexample
givenis archerypractice:the objectie is to hit thetargetbut the endis to become
a goodarcher;similarly the objective in life is to attainthe indifferentgoods,but
theendis happinesglrwin, 1998:228—-229).

It may be objectedherethat Stoicsare making life into a game,andthata
more apt analogywould be archeryin war, whereyour aim is not to be a good
archerbut to shootthe enemy A possibleStoic answemwould be thatlife is more
like agame,or a play, thanwe imagine(a role-playinggame,if you like). If we
arereally simply partsof anintelligentuniverse,thenwhatis really usis not our
rolesasemperorsslavesor even people,but the intelligenceor avarenessvhich
permeatethewholeuniverse.If thisis thecaseandmaybeevenit is not, we often
performbetterwhenwe arenot concentratingon immediateresults.

To sumup, both EpicureansandStoicsrealisetherole of irrational thinking in
causingunhappinessthe main differenceis that Epicureangocuson specificbe-
liefs, suchasfearof deathor thesupernaturalvhereasStoicsattemptto formulate
generakulesfor eliminatingtheirrational.

3 Paininthebody

SinceEpicureanslefinepleasurdin part)astheabsencef pain,it is notsurprising
that avoiding painis a prime concern. Consequentlyeven somepleasuresreto
be avoidedif they bring pain, while somepainis to be acceptedf it resultsin
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greaterpleasure;i.e., the elimination of more painin the long run (Menoecus
5; Principal Doctrines 8)?. A further consideratior(which appeargo contradict
the previous assertionjs that althoughpain is obviously to be avoided, it is not
unbearablesince,accordingo Epicurus,ntensepainis short-lived, while chronic
painis generallymild (Principal Doctrines 4). While this may have beena valid

obseration when Epicuruswas writing, sinceary illness capableof producing
extreme pain was likely to kill the patientpretty quickly, it is hardly true now;

thanksto modernmedicine,peoplecan suffer intenseand chronic pain without
dying. Epicurusalsoseemsto ignorethe possibility of torture (which certainly
was commonin his day). To be fair, Epicureanswvere concernedwith practical
measurego help peopleto be hapyy undernormal circumstancesthey did not
claimto have amethodwhich would provide happinessinderall conditions.

The Stoics,however, had more ambitiousplans;they wantedto prove thata
wise personcould be hapy no matterwhat pain he or shewassubjectedo. The
reasongor classifyingpainasultimatelyunimportaniaretwofold. Thefirst is that
it is notunderour control,or in otherwords,adiaphoe. Indifferentthingscannot
be a sourceof realhappinessandso cannotinflict realunhappinessiponus. The
secondeasornis thatpeople‘are disturbednot by things,but by the principlesand
notionswhich they form concerningthings” (Enchirideon 5); thus,from a Stoic
point of view, it is notthe painthatupsetsyou, but theideathatthe painis bad.

If thisseemdudicrous,we mayconsidetthe greatvarietyof responseto pain.
It hasoftenbeenobsenedduringwarsthatcivilians who arewoundedseento feel
morepainthansoldiers who, althoughawareof the pain,areoftenquite cheerful.
The differencecanprobablybe explainedby whatthe injury meango the person
concernedFor thecivilian, it is adisasterfor the soldierit is anexpectedmisfor-
tune,andmaysometimedring beneficialside-efects,suchasa medalandaticket
home.At the otherextreme,peopleoftenreactstronglyto very minor painif they
arealsoemotionallydisturbedby it, or by previousevents(if you've hadabadday,
justcuttingyour fingercanbe enoughto make you cry).

Onepointthe Stoicsseemto ignore,though,is that somephysicalconditions
canreduceour ability to apply our reason.lt is hardto think completelyclearly

2|t couldbe amguedthatsincereal pleasurds the absencef pain,thekind of pleasure€picurus
urgesusto avoid (e.g.se&) arenotin factrealpleasurestall.



whenwe have somethingas minor asa bad cold, let aloneif we have canceror
arebeingtortured.Neverthelessif weignorethe characteristi@bsolutisnof Stoic
doctrine,we canobsenre that Stoicattitudescertainlyenablesomepeopleto with-
standconsiderablepain. We can seethis even amongstpeoplewith no training
in philosophy suchasmotherswho cheerfullyundego the painsof childbirth be-
causethey seethemas natural,inevitable and ultimately beneficial—atypically
Stoicattitude.

Anotherobjectionto the Stoicpositionon painis thatwhile painis natural,it is
alsonaturalto bedisturbedby it, sinceotherwisewe would notavoid it. A possible
answetto thisis thatpainis aleptonandshouldthereforebeavoidedby ary rational
being. FurthermoremostStoicswould have no objectionto a temporaryreaction
to pain,sincethisis largely a physicalthing, andthebodyis notin ourcontrol. The
objectionis notto yelling whenyou stubyour toe, but to feeling miserableabout
the fact that you have experienceahis pain—whatpsychologistscall “symptom
stress”or “secondarysymptoms”(Dryden& Yankura,1992:8). The popularview
of a Stoic is of someonewho can withstandpain without flinching, but in fact
flinching is a physicalresponseWhile it canbe broughtundercontrol,we should
remembethat Stoicismis not HathaYoga;the aimis not to controlthe body but
to realisethatultimatelyit is outsideour control.

4 Conclusion

It now seemglearthatdespitetheir obviousandwell-known differencesStoicism
andEpicureanisnhave morein commonthanwe might have expected.Like most
philosophie®f theirage they assumecorrelation|f notidentity, betweerNature,
Reasorandthe Good. Relatedto this, emphasids placedon the elimination of
irrational opinionsandthe mentaldisturbancegpatheig which arisefrom them,
althoughEpicureanismhasthe modestaim of eliminating only thoseparticular
superstitiongvhich directly causemisery while Stoicsseento seeall irrationality
asan obstacleo happinessandthussetthemselestheratherimpracticaltaskof
eliminatingall irrationalopinions.
Anothersimilarity is thatboth Epicureanismand Stoicismdefinehappinessn

negative terms;i.e., happinesss the absencef mental(andfor Epicureansphys-



ical) disturbances.This seemsto be basedon the premisethat happinesss our
naturalcondition; if we eliminatesuffering, we will naturallybe happy. Unless
we acceptherathercirculardefinitionof suffering asanything which hindershap-
piness this view seemdncomplete. Happinessnay well be a positive condition
which impliesmorethanthe mereabsencef suffering®.

Turningto the differenceshetweenthe two philosophiesthe mostobviousis
their attitudeto physicalpain, which hasjust beendealtwith. Anothersignificant
differenceconcerngheirattitudeto control. Stoicismpositsanabsolutedichotomy
betweenthatwhich is in our controlandthat which is not, while Epicurusholds
that “somethingshappenof necessityothersby chance othersthroughour own
ageng” (Menoecus?). It canbeamguedthatthe Epicurearview is morerealistic,
andthatthe severe dualismof the Stoicsis a principal causeof someof the other
problemsin their philosophy While it is true that our reactionsto eventsarein
generalmore capableof beingbroughtundercontrol thanthe eventsthemseles,
this is by no meansalways the case;often external circumstancesre easierto
changethaninternal states. This radical separatiorof internaland external also
ignoresthe factthatthe brainis a partof the body A personsufering from mild
depressiommay well benefitfrom the adviceof MarcusAurelius (who seemso
have beenmildly depressie himself), but if they areso depressethatthey cant
think straight,thereis probablysomethingseriouslywrongwith their brainchem-
istry, andthey would at first be betteroff with a courseof anti-depressardrugs
ratherthanacoursen philosophy

Whatever their theoreticalshortcomingsthough,both Epicureanismand Sto-
icism have greatvalueaspracticalphilosophieswhich is to saythatboth of them
containsoundadvicethat, if followed, will in generaltendto increasehappiness,
or atleasthelpusto avoid makingoursehesunhapp.
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