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Out of the Garden

The Ethical Necessity of Action in Epicurus  and Aristotle

"There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide." Albert Camus

The Garden of Epicurus, where his philosophies were first disseminated to his students, is the greatest known symbol of his philosophy.  The Garden was emblematic of the doctrines of the Epicurean school:  moderation, lack of concern for the trivialities of public life, and a quiet retreat from the world in pursuit of tranquility.  Inscribed at the entrance was what can be seen as an encapsulation of Epicureanism: 

Stranger, here you will do well to tarry; here our highest good is pleasure. The caretaker of that abode, a kindly host, will be ready for you; He will welcome you with bread, and serve you water also in abundance, with these words: "Have you not been well entertained? This garden does not whet your appetite; but quenches it."
The Epicurean school flourished in Athens, and its founder's teachings were widely read long after his death.  Later proponents of Epicureanism, however, disagreed with their founder on the topic of suicide, and reversed his condemnation of it.

Epicureanism offers a pragmatic ethics wherein virtue is the most efficient path to happiness and "the greatest fruit of justice is freedom from disturbance."  (68)  The negative valuation of happiness - that is, defining it as a lack of disturbance, rather than a positive attribution of virtue-, is the root of the problematic at hand.  In On Goals, the precise formulation is made clear.  First, Epicurus is explained as believing that pleasure "... is the highest good and that pain is the greatest bad thing." (43)  He goes on to explain that "...the limit for the greatest pleasure is set by the absence of all pain..." (45) 


This philosophy, taken to an extreme, very nearly provides an argument in favor of suicide.  This underscores a fundamental problem at the very roots of Epicureanism, that of negative valuation - if avoidance of pain is the only goal, then suicide is the most ethical of acts.  Without a positive valuation of virtue, Epicureanism is vulnerable to accusations, not only of escapism, but of hostility to all of life. If the mere avoidance of pain is the highest good, then by deduction the most efficient path to virtue is the avoidance of all pain, by putting oneself beyond the reach of its infliction.

In order to avoid precisely these accusations, Epicurus argued against suicide. "...the wise man neither rejects life nor fears death," he wrote, " ...  Much worse is he who says that it is good not to be born, 'but when born to pass through the gates of Hades as quickly as possible.'  For if he really believes what he says, why doesn't he leave life?"(24)  
This line of reasoning is flawed on any number of levels.  Two grave problems are imediately apparent.  

First, it fails utterly to address the message of suicide advocation, attacking the advocate instead.  Nothing in Epicurus' reply responds to the substantive claim that it is better not to be born than to be born.  Instead, the disproof rests on the impossibility of this point being argued by a proponent.  A flawed messenger, however, does not imply a flawed message.  

Second, given the implicit endorsement of suicide in his work, for Epicurus to make the claim, "Do not believe anyone who endorses suicide" plummets his thinking headlong into the abyss of Epimenides' Cretan Paradox.

A single notion from Aristotle will serve to divert the Ethical movement in Epicureanism away from its vertiginous ruin.  Aristotle, unlike Epicurus, is careful to make virtue always enacted.  To Aristotle, virtue is a phenomenon occuring only in the world. One cannot be virtuous in repose, but rather"...to virtue belongs virtuous activity..."(ethics 1:8)  To be ethical, then, is to practise ethics - to be engaged in the world.

 
Aristotle's idea of the good is related to his conception of the soul.  For Aristotle, "...human good turns out to be activity of soul in accordance with virtue."(ethics 1:7)   The Aristotelian idea of soul can be separated from its theological connotations, and can be used in a strictly teleological sense.  A succinct definition of this sense of the term 'soul' appears later, in De Anima.  "Suppose that the eye were an animal - sight would have been its soul..." (De anima 2:1)  The soul of a human is simply his nature, the purpose for which he lives.  So human good, then, is virtuously living towards one's goal.

What Aristotle lacks, however, is the elegance and simplicity which grant Epicureanism its visceral appeal.  Epicureanism rests on the very human idea that the ethical path is the path of least resistance.  Aristotelian Ethics rests on a metaphysics of absolutes and deductions.  Arguing against the idea that pleasure is virtuous, Aristotle uses Plato's argument and writes:

"[Plato] argues that the pleasant life is more desireable with wisdom than without, and that if the mixture is better, pleasure is not the good; for the good cannot become more desireable by the addition of anything to it." (Ethics 10:2)

It is precisely this kind of relegation to the supersensible in Aristotle and the metaphysicians who follow him which makes Epicureanism so appealing.  Epicurus based his philosophy on the shared nature of lived experience, rather than on a revelatory truth about a higher plane.


To borrow the doctrine of virtue as action from Aristotle and join it with Epucurus's elegance and simplicity means finding a way to justify the claim that virtue exists only in virtuous action, without recourse to a metaphysic of the highest good.


Aristotle makes the following analogy: "And as in the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and the strongest that are crowned but those who compete, so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good things in life."  On one level, this can be understood as meaning, 'To win you must first compete.'  But, furthermore, this example illustrates virtue in action - just as an athlete posessed of great gifts would be seen as squandering his talents were he not to participate in the games, a virtuous man squanders his virtue if he does not put his virtue into play in the world.  The test of virtue is not in the Garden, but in the marketplace.

In fact, Epicurus himself does seem to support this doctrine, though it is never made explicit.  In Epicurean terms, one could say 'Since all we have is sense experience, and the avoidance of pain is the goal of life, then what is good is the experience of pleasure - the awareness of pain avoided.'  A small trope like this, placing the emphasis on the experiential awareness of pain's absence, offers a solution to the problem of negative valuation.  Epicurus, ever the pragmatist, offered a different escape from nihilism.  Frustrated expectations being the root of unhappiness and pain, Epicurus saw an understanding of the limits of one's power as key to achieving contentedness with one's surroundings.  He explains, "...what will happen is neither unconditionally within our power nor unconditionally outside our power, so that we will not unconditionally suspect it will occur nor despair of it as unconditionally not going to occur."  (24)
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