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Epicureanism asa Foundation for Philosophical Counsgling

ALEKSANDAR FaTIC
THE UNIVERSITY OF BELGRADE, SERBIA

Abstract: The paper discusses the manner and extent to which Epicurean ethics can serveasa
genera philosophy of life, capableof supporting philosophical practicein theform of philosophica coun-
seling. Unlike the modern age academi c philosophy, the philosophical practice movement portraysthe
philosopher asapersonal or corporate advisor, one who hel ps people make sense of their experiences
and find optimum sol utionswithin the context of their valuesand general preferences. Philosophica coun-
seling may rest on amost any school of philosophy, ranging — inthe Western tradition— from Platonism
to the philosophy of language or logic. While any specialist school of philosophy may servevaluable
purpaoses by € ucidating specific aspectsof one' sexperiencesand directing future action, themore* gener-
alist’ the philosophy used asthe basisfor counseling is, the broader and morefar-reaching itspotential
impact on the counsel ee. Epicurean ethicsisaprime example of aphilosophy of lifethat issuitablefor
philosophica counseling today. Itscloser examination revea sthat, contrary to superficia opinion, itisnot
opposed to Stoicism and may in fact incorporate Stoi cism and its antecedent virtues (including many
Chrigtian virtues) inasmpleyet comprehensive practical system of directionsfor modern counsdling.

Keywor ds: Epicurean ethics, Soicism, philosophical practice, counseling, life-plan, pleasure, mod-
eration, virtues, wisdom, conscience.

Epicurus: Philosophy astherapy and theroleof pleasure

Theessential *therapeutic’ function of philosophy isperhaps most clearly shown by Epicurean ethics.
Whilein themodern age psychol ogy and psychologistshave carved up alegally exclusivenichefor them-
selvesastheonly ‘experts qualified to providetalk therapy, many counseling experiences, aswell as
common sense, suggest that psychology, achild of philosophy, merely extrapolatesand simplifiesaphilo-
sophica methodol ogy of therapy, and in many casesfallsshort of achieving itsfull effect. Increasingly
psychological interventionisgeared to treat symptomsand try to effect external behavior changewithout
looking into the causes of the seemingly dysfunctional behavior or trying to e ucidatethe meaningsof the
person’s problems. Although admittedly thereare clearly menta illnessesthat requiremedica intervention,
there are many more cases of ‘ problems of meaning’ that cause anxiety, depression, personality and
relationship issues. These aretoday commonly treated by medication, yet many may be properly ad-
dressed by philosophy. Thelega ban on the use of theterm *therapy’ for philosophical counsel marksa
de-humanisation of counsdling and an arbitrary turf boundary impased by the zedl ouskeepersof psychology’s
claimon exclusivity. Thenow ‘ heretic’ concept of philosophy astherapy, and not asmerely complemen-
tary to therapy, wasin fact essential to the very beginnings of western ethics, which, in Stoicism and
Epicureanism (and to someextent in Plato and Aristotle) werewhat we call today * philosophy of life':

Empty isthat philosopher’ sdiscourse which offerstherapy for no human passion. Just asthereis
no usein medical expertiseif it doesnot expd thesicknessof bodies, sothereisno usein philoso-
phy if it does not expel the passions of the soul. (Porphury, Ad Marcellam, in Pétscher, 1969, p.
31).
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Itistheroleof ethicsasaphilosophy of lifeto * expel passionsof thesoul’ by providing preceptsfor a
bal anced, happy life. Such life must include moderate pl easuresand awisdom that helpsvirtueto flourish,
thusallowing conscienceto rest at ease. Perhapsthe best formulation of this perception of ethicswas
Epicurus 5" Principa Doctrine, which reads:

Itisimpossibleto liveapleasant lifewithout livingwisaly and honorably and justly, and it isimpos-
sbletolivewisdly and honorably and justly without living pleasantly. Whenever any oneof theseis
lacking, when, for instance, themanisnot ableto livewisaly, though heliveshonorably and justly,
itisimpossblefor himtoliveapleasant life.

The5" Principal Doctrine marksafundamenta distinction between Epicurean ethics, on the onehand,
and Plato and Aristotle, on the other. Plato arguesthat pleasure, though desirable, isnot an end initself
(cannot be atelos) and should be sought in proportion with reason. Such alifepursuitideally resultsina
‘mixedlife’, wherereason isaccorded ahigher positioninthe hierarchy of values (The Republic 581c—
5884). According to Plato, thereissomething inherently heteronomousin pleasure, something that itisnot
‘containedinitself’. Thisheteronomy isreflected in thefact that pleasure could not be measured by itself,
but needed an external yardstick, such aspurity’. In Book V11 of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle
interprets pleasure asthe unimpeded activity (energeia) of anatural condition of the soul. Whilehere-
nounces pure hedonism, Aristotlereconcileshis’ rationaism’ with apositiverole accorded to pleasure by
conddering thet pleasurewhich arisesfromintelectua activity themaost nobleof al pleasures(Nichomachean
Ethics 1153a14-15). The point of departurefor Epicurusin relation to the highly nuanced viewsof plea-
sure held by Plato and Aristotleisthat for him every pleasure qua pleasureisagoodinitself, and every
pain qua painisanevil. To procure pleasureand prevent painisthusthe ultimate aim of life and the most
basi c value-matrix on whichto basealife-plan.

A lifeplan canbedesigned either onrationalist, intuitionist, or hedonistic grounds. Epicurusoptsfor
uniting reason and pleasure by making the sustained pleasure of awell integrated person the deciding
criterionfor agood life-plan:

We declare pleasure to be the beginning and end of the blessed life, for we have recognized
pleasure asthefirst and natural good, and from thiswe start in every choice and avoidance, and
thiswemake our god, using fedling asthe canon by which wejudgeevery good (Epicurus. Letter
to Monoeceus, in Bailey, 1926, p. 128).

Theuseof pleasureastherapy to achievegreater fulfillment and satisfactioninlife, however, bringsone
deeper into Epicurean philosophical methodol ogy and castsEpicurus’ ethicsinalight very smilar tothe
Stoic ethics of asceticism. Themain goal of Epicurean quest of pleasureisnot amaximum intensity of
pleasure. Rather Epicureansinsst on apleasurethethreshold of whichis*theavoidanceof all pain”, and
alife-planthat minimisestheinfluence of chance on one’ shappiness:.

Fortune, | have made advance preparations against you, and barred the passage against every
secret entry you try to make. We shall not give oursel ves up as captivesto you or to any other
circumstance. But when necessity leadsusout, weshall spit uponlifeand upon thosewho emptily
plaster themselvesinit, and weshall depart from it with anoble song of triumph, crying out at the
end: ‘Wehave had agood life' (Metrodorus of Lampsakus. Sententinae Vaticanae, printedin
Bailey, 1926, sentence no. 47).
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In order to sustain pleasurethroughout one'slife, it seemsthat Epicurus suggestsat | east two stages
that must be passed. First, one must dispense with fear, which prevents one from achieving afreedom of
the spirit and arelaxed state of the mind (ataraxia). To do so, oneiswell advised to apply the four
therapeuticinstructionsknown asthe Epi curean Tetrapharmakaos, which can be paraphrased in thefoll ow-

ingway:
1. Do not fear gods, for they do not busy themsalveswithinsignificant human affairs,
2. Do not fear death, because it doesnot bring with itself any threatening new experience;

3. Alwaysbeawarethat things necessary for happiness (in theminimalist sense of absenceof pain
and want (aponia) and absence of anxiety (ataraxia)) are easy to procure;

4. Always be awarethat the inevitabl e painstend to be outweighed by pleasures, that they are
usudly relatively easy to endure, and evenin protracted il nessfilled with pain, momentsof plea-
sure, if properly conceived, greatly outwe gh themomentsof intensepain.

Thelast pointiselaborated in Principal Doctrineno. 4:

Continuous bodily pain doesnot last long; instead, pain, if extreme, is present avery short time, and
eventhat degree of pain which dightly exceedsbodily pleasure doesnot | ast for many daysat once.
Diseasesof long duration alow an excessof bodily pleasureover pain.

Thereisanotable parallel between the Epicurean insistence onthe need for ‘ therapy’ to liberate
oursalvesfromfear and thetypica situationin modern civilisation that in many urban centresmost people
areinformal therapy for anxiety, and the prescribing of medicationiseveryday practicejust to keep people
‘functional’” amidst threatsand fearsinherent inincreasingly complex lives. If onereplacesthe notion of
threat of ‘ gods’ (the prominent sources of internal sanction for prohibited behavior in Antiquity) with
conscience, reproach by peersor social stigma (the prominent sources of anxiety today), one getsan
almost ready set of recommendationsasto how to gear theinitial phase of contemporary counseling of
amost any counselee.

Epicurusjoined therest of the ancient Greek tradition in distinguishing between natural and necessary
desiresand thosethat are not natural or necessary. While most other ancient philosophers, including Plato
and Aristotle, include the needs of the stomach (the desirefor food and drink), aswell asthe need for
shelter and sexual desires, amongst the natural and necessary desires, Epicurus attacheslessweight to
sexuality and considersthe sexual desireto benatural, but not necessary, becauseitis* easy to satisfy, but
equally easy torefrainfrom’ (Usener, 1887, p. 456). Hisminimalismisthusstructuraly (in thetypes of
desiresconsidered absol utely necessary) more pronounced than in the respectivetreatments of thetopic
by more‘rationdist’ thinkersof thetime. According to Epicurus, theonly desiresthat awise man habitua ly
seeksto satisfy arethose that are both natural and necessary. At the sametime, the satisfaction of those
desiresmarksthe (quitelow) threshold of happiness:

Theflesh criesout not to be hungry, not to bethirsty, not to be cold. If someoneisin these states
and expectsto remain so, hewould rival even Zeusin happiness (Sent. Vat. Sentence 33).

Thisiswherethemost controversid point in Epicurean ethics, theconcept of “ pleasuresof theflesh” as
thefundamental desiresthat guide our action, playsaseemingly twofold role. On the onehand, thisaspect
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of Epicureanism hasbeen focused by the critics and used to declare Epi cureanism the opposite to Sto-
icism, asaphilosophical doctrine advocating aprofligatelife style. On the other hand, oncethe’ desiresof
theflesh’ areconsdered morecarefully, it becomesclear that they Sgnify aminimaism of desire: only those
necessary desiresof theflash without which lifewould not be ableto be sustained are onesthat should be
routinely satisfied, and the person— any person— whoisnot thirsty or hungry and hasshelter, hasreason
to consder themsal ves ashappy asthe supreme Greek god. Thereisacondition attached tothis, however:
an ability to devel op resilienceto more chalenging needs, which, unlikethe needs of theflesh, aredifficult
to satisfy and thus may become sources of unhappinessand anxiety. Contrary to what criticshave pointed
out, the"flesh” in Epicureanismisabeacon of asceticlife stylerather thanindulgence:

Thewedth demanded by nature both hasitsboundsand iseasy to procure; but that demanded by
empty opinionsgoesoff intoinfinity (Principa Doctrineno 15).

The concept of ‘ empty opinion’ showsarationalist aspect of Epicurean ethics. theway toliving alife
freeof stressand deprivationisprimarily based on changing perceptionsof own needs. Onceaminimaism
of needs, reduced only to desiresthat are both natural and necessary, (needsof theflesh), isadopted, it
becomes clear that any other perspectiveleadsprogressively into potentially insatiable appetitesthat * go
off intoinfinity’. Inother words:

| nsatiableisnot the stomach, asthe many say, but fal se opinion about the stomach’sboundlessneed to
befilled (Sent. Vat. 39).

Theroleof ‘empty opinion’ (prejudice, fal sebeliefs) iswhat needsto be addressed by the therapeutic
and educationa role of philosophy, because these opinions, rather than real needs, cauise the unhappiness
that seemingly arisesfrom an absence of thingsoneneedsor desires:

Wherever intense seriousnessispresent in those natural desireswhich do not lead to painif they
areunfulfilled, these come about because of empty opinion; and it isnot because of their own
naturethat they are not relaxed, but because of the empty opinion of the person (Principal Doc-
trine 30).

Itiseasy to see how these Epicurean viewsaredirectly relevant to problemsarising from the modern
rampant fabrication of needsand theresulting massneurosis. The concept of potentiadly insatiabledesires
haseven entered modern *left wing criminology’ asthat of ‘ rel ative deprivation’ . Peopleare considered
more proneto committing crimesif they do not have what their peershave, regardlessof how highthe
property threshold s, or whether or not they actually need what they do not have. For example, for people
livingin poor areasthismay relateto sufficient food, €l ectricity and clothes, which bringsthe needs-based
account of propensity to commit crime closeto intuitivejustification. However, inwedthy areas, where
most people own aswimming pool, thosewho do not own one, even though they own everything el sethey
need, fall into the category of ‘relatively deprived’, and apparently crimes have been committed asa
pattern, conforming to thismotive of ‘ deprivation’ (see Webber 2007).

Theabovetype of empty opinion relatesto social prejudiceaswell astoindividual or personal one.
Just asthe purpose of socia reformsisto‘ cure’ the society from empty opinion about theway it needsto
operate, itsorganisation and the needsit must cater for, the purpose of individual counsdlingistoidentify,
withacounsdlee, aroad leading directly to themost optimal satisfaction of her real needs, whiledispensing
with fa seopinion about thesignificanceand role of avariety of relationships, commitmentsand desiresthat
causeingability, confusion and anxiety. Thisisthe cognitiveroleof counseling that isoften neglected, even
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intentionally sabotaged, by psychotherapy, which focuseson theideathat ‘ behavior change’ isrequired,
backed up by the conviction that such change cannot be effected through cognition a one, but must include
andement of volitiona manipulation.

Whileit may betruethat behavior changeinitsalf may not dwaysbepossbleonly based oninsight, it
isasotruethat in many cases people have problems of meaning that causetheir world to becomewarped
and losefocus, and theresulting dysfunctionality manifestsitself aspsychological problems. In such, nu-
merous cases, returning ‘ home' cannot be achieved inreverseorder, especialy if theinterventionisfo-
cused on motivationa manipul ation aimed to effect behavior change only. Behaviora dysfunctiondlity is
oftenaresult of cognitive confusion. Thetruth about one' slife situation needsto be established and clari-
fied with the counsel eg, and in hedlthy individual sthisa one should lead to behavior change. Inany case,
behavior changeitsalf may not bethe mainindicator of successof counsaling, but rather the satisfaction
withlife, theachievement of harmony between inner valuesand external action— what iscommonly called
‘qudity of life . Thisisthemeaning of Aristotl€ sstatement that ‘ the unexamined lifeisnot worth living’, and
at thesametimethemain calling of philosophy asacounsding discipline. Conversaly, being ‘ behaviourally
functiona’ does not guarantee being happy, or leading alifethat is* worth living’, namely having ahigh
qudity of life. Thisiswitnessed by the hundreds of thousandsof ‘functiond’ peopletoday who teke Prozac
every day and perceivetheir daily routines as prison regimensfrom which they try to escape through
acohal, drugs, sports, or, in more optimistic cases, through counsdling, religion, friendship or writing. The
numerous modern therapiesfor dissatisfaction and identity issues mark the problem: thereisagenera
deficiency inthequdlity of life, andit isthisdefficiency that requirescounseling. To addressthispotential
voidin one sexistence from the point of view of meaning and direction hasbeen thecalling of philosophy
fromitsbeginning. The Epicurean‘ naturdist’ criterionto determinetheright fromthewrong, the necessary
from the superfluous, and the wisdom that leadsto * happiness from ‘ empty opinion’ — the concept of
pleasure— contrary to common critique, isahighly potent criterion that lendsitself easily to avariety of
philosophical intervention techniquestoday.

Epicureanism providesfor adirect and verifiable criterion of the appropriate action, namely what we
could cdl *informed satisfaction’. It requiresthe possession of virtues so that the pleasurearising fromthe
satisfaction of one’soptimum of desiresisnot burdened, and thus|essened, by the pangs of conscience,
fear of thefuture (such asin potential legal reprisalsarising fromimmoderate and illegitimate gain), and
opentothe cultivation of themore basi cinto the more sophisticated preferences. Epicurushimself diedin
agony, however while on hisdeathbed he claimed that he had lived ahappy life, and that the painsof his
illness had been greatly outwei ghed by the* pleasures of conversation’ he had had with hisfriends. This
poi ntsto acommon sense gpproach to counsdling that iscapable of remaining on relatively uncontroversia
value groundsfor most peopl e (innocent pleasures stated by Epicureanism asthelower threshold of
satisfactionwithlife), whilealowing substantial room for being refined into minutely structured value sys-
temssuch asascetic or Christian ones. All of these systemsmay be seen asbeingin accord with Epicure-
anism, depending on what typesof pleasuresare accentuated and how they are specifically determined for
eschindividud.

Thegenera principleof satisfactionin Epicureanismreadsasfollows:

Hewhofollowsnatureand not empty opinionsissalf-sufficientinal things. For relativetowhat is
sufficient for nature every possessionisriches, but rel ativeto unbounded desireseven the greatest
richesarenot richesbut poverty (Usener, 1887, p. 202).
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Severd Principal Doctrinesprovide evidencefor afurther intellectua dimension of Epicurus’ ethics,
namely theemphasison an economy of satisfactions so asto makethem sustainable throughout theentire
life, thusreducing one sexposureto chance. Such pleasuresare appropriately termed “ peace” by Epicurus,
and comevery closeto the Stoic and Christian ideas about satisfaction (asinthe Christian Liturgy Prayer:
‘May peace come uponyou.’).

Principal Doctrines8, 16 and 20 read:

8: No pleasureisabad thing initself, but thethingswhich produce certain pleasuresentail distur-
bancesmany timesgreater than the pleasuresthemselves.

16: Chancesddom interfereswith thewise man; hisgreatest and highest interestshave been, are,
and will be, directed by reason throughout hiswholelife.

20: Thefleshrecelvesasunlimited thelimitsof pleasure; and to provideit requiresunlimited time.
But themind, intellectually grasping what theend and limit of thefleshis, and banishing theterrors
of thefuture, procuresacomplete and perfect life, and we have no longer any need of unlimited
time. Neverthel essthe mind does not shun pleasure, and even when circumstances make death
imminent, themind doesnot lack enjoyment of the best life.

Thethree maxims suggest clearly that some pleasures of the moment, however innocent they may
seem, should be avoided, even at the cost of temporary pain or seriousdeprivation, if inamore compre-
hensive caculusthey arelikely to cause more disturbance in thefuturethan they bring satisfactioninthe
present. Thisisaclassic utilitarianmodel of maximisng satisfaction while minimising the disturbance con-
nected with sometypes of satisfaction. Thismay require the agent to take amoretroublesomeroad or
even to submit oneself to pain where pleasureisavailableinstead, in order that one may lead amore
peaceful lifeinthefuture, asthe pleasure of the moment comesat asignificant cost inthefuture. This
allows, asthe next two maximsimply, for amost sustained life of pleasure and peace, as opposed to
‘bursts’ of extreme satisfaction that 1ast ashort timeand usually lead to withdrawal syndromesof various
kindsat thelower, and to bursts of corresponding pain, guilt, or punishment, at the higher ebb. Finaly, the
last maxim showsthat for Epicurusthe maximisation of pleasureisalife-plan guided by reason. Thereare
no guaranteesin such lifethat pleasure-seeking strategieswill succeed, but regardless of the extent to
whichthey succeed or fail theintellectua pleasureof ‘ knowing the desiresof theflesh’ and acting accord-
ingly so asto securethem in amost sustainableway throughout one’slife, will ensurethat onehashad a
‘goodlife’, or mordly judtifiedlife, based ontheguiding vaueswith dl thedisclaimersthisentailswhenthe
requirementsof communda virtueand ‘justice’ are concerned. Only abalanced life, arisng fromaquest of
minimaist desires, amplified by intellectua enjoyment of thedevel opment of virtueand being‘just’ toone's
peers, may beseenasa‘good life’, conducted according to arational life-plan. Indeed, the concept of
‘pleasure’ inEpicureanismisanything but uncritical indulgence. Only suchabaanced and rationaly planned
lifestrategy may resultin alasting ‘well balanced state of theflesh’. Such arational lifestrategy, inits
ultimateform, is* ultimately indifferent, likeataraxia, to the actual achievement of naturally desirable
objectives. (...) theperfection of thestrategy iswhat happinessand the best lifedepend upon”. Thus* (t)he
Epicurean theory of desireand thelimitsof pleasure(...) hasashapevery similar to the Stoic theory of
appropriateaction” (Algraet al, 2005, p. 666).
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Epicurean ethicsin themoder n philosophical counsgling

Understood in the broad senseasa’ philosophy of life', ethicsplaysakey rolein philosophical coun-
sdling. Candidatesfor thistypeof practical philosophical work arerationa, well organised persons, with
problemsthat ariseeither from unresolved conflictsor from cognitive and emotiona confusion. Many such
counselees have problemsthat could be summed up as‘issueswith their worldview’ . Any exceptionaly
stressful Situationmay trigger or, if they are chronic, aggravatethese problems, ranging from difficultiesat
work to divorce to death of aclose person or aseriousillness. In most situations, whether or not the
‘symptoms’ or ‘behaviora disturbance’ that often result from such problemsaretreated medically or not,
itisessential for the sufferer to understand her predicament, to clarify her valuesand attach value-assess-
mentsto her previouschoicesin order to map away out of the seeming impasse. Philosophical counsdling
hel ps peopleto find the best solutions according to their own measurements, whilerespecting their free-
dom of choiceonal levelsof decision-making. Indoing so, philosophical counselorsabideby their own
ethics, which prohibitsexplicit suggestionsto the counsel ees about what specifically they aretodoin
particular Situations, what choicesto make, or what value-systemsto favour over others.

In counseling moral concernsare understood inabroad sense, asincluding moral obligationsto one-
self. Thisway of conceptualising ethical issuesallowsphilosophical counseling to progressin situations
when the counsel ee’'sown valuesandinitiative are darkened or inhibited, by questioning one's’ condtitu-
tiona’ goasand qudities, movinginto therealm of one’ sdutiesto oneself or one'srightsto enjoy life. Such
situationstend to result, in due course, in adiscussion of thelimitsof one’srightful pursuit of one’sown
preferences, aswell asof the best and most sustainable way to achieve one' sgoals. More often than not,
external limitationsimposed by the environment makeit the counselor’ stask to help the counsel ee make
sense of thevariousimpossibilities, restrictionsor moral boundaries. One of the modern approachesto
address such boundarieswith counseleesisthel DEA method of stoic counsdl.

Thel DEA method isthe acronym for four phasesof dealing with the problem, namely:
1.1 =Identify thereal issuebehind the counsel e’ scomplaints;

2.D =Didtinguishthe‘internas fromthe*externas , namely thee ementsof the Situation and potentia
courses of action that are amatter of the counselee’s free choice from those that are ‘fixed' and
imposed externally, acting asrestrictionson the counsel e’ sexercise of freechoice;

3. E = Exert effort only where acting can changethe situation, and
4. A = Accept what cannot be changed (Ferraiolo, 2010).

The process of progression through the four phases of the Stoic counsel appreciatesthe need for
argumentation and deliberationinorder to‘identify’, ‘distinguish’, ‘ exert effort’ and * accept the unchange-
able' . Whileall four phases of the processareformally uncontroversia, and will readily be accepted by
almost any school or type of psychotherapy, the actual achievement of these recommendationsrequires
contemplation and specifically philosophical reasoning. Onapsychological level, in order to cognitively
accept and volitionally embrace any direction for new thinking or behavioural change, adegreeof ‘equi-
librium’ of emotionsisneeded. Contrary to what isachieved by the use of psychotropic medication, the
lasting equilibrium arisesfrom an elaboration of optionsand arational understanding of thelimitsof the
situation onefindsonesdf in. Just like coping with an emotional |oss and the achievement of emotional
‘closure’ requireboth aprocess of grieving and the actual understanding of what has happened to the
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person, why and how it fitsin one’s perceptual and value schemaof life, adopting achangein viewsor
behavior when faced with aproblem requiresarational conceptualisation of what has happened (ishap-
pening), and the achievement of an emotional equilibrium.

Lou Marinoff callsthisprocessof achieving the equilibrium PEACE process, where the explanation
for theacronym PEACE is.

P: Identifying the problem;

E: ‘Congtructively’ expressing one' semotionsabout the problem;

A: Anadysisof theavailable coursesof action to addressthe problem,

C: Contemplation of the* disposition that allowsoneto choosethe best option’, and
E: Achievement of theemotiona equilibrium (Marinoff, 2002, p.168).

Marinoff considersthe described processto bea‘ meta-methodol ogy for philosophical consultants,
and indeed it appears capabl e of serving this purpose. The PEA CE method iscompatiblewith the Stoic
counsd inthat it explainsthe cognitive processpartsof which areat play inthe achievement of each of the
four stagesof the Stoic counsdl. The PEA CE method isparticularly relevant for the Epicurean perspective
onthe Stoic counsdl, becauseit emphasi sesthe subjective dimens on of satisfaction through the concept of
equilibrium. Namely, the | DEA method showsin stages how to achieve an understanding of what canand
what cannot be changed and how to best economise effort in order to changewhat can be changed. This
rational perspective omitsthe element of personal emotional benefit: the problem isaproblem not only
becauseit causesus‘ objective’ obstacles(e.g. an obnoxious bossforces usto contemplate how to deal
withthe possibility of losing thejob), but also, and perhaps primarily, becauseit causes usdistress. Some
problems, especially those connected with relationships, do not immediately lead to* objective’, externa
changes, yet they cause deep suffering and anxiety that need to be addressed through the el aboration of
context, the meaning of the problem and optionsto overcomeit. After al, by far the most clientsin
counseling suffer from rel ationship issues, where the subjective element of suffering prevailsover any
external consequences. Onemay stay in abad marriage and suffer along timewith no external conse-
guences occurring. However, onewill haveno lessof aproblem just becausethefailed marriage doesnot
manifest itsdlf to external observers. The Stoic counsel providesaformdl, rationa framework of directions
to solving outstanding issues, but it omitsthe subjective e ement that, according to Epicureans—and, it
seems, intuitively to most ordinary people—isessential, namely the element of suffering and the need to
overcomeit with or without an objective‘ solution’.

Stoic counsel and Epicurean ethics appear as complementary philosophical perspectivesto be cast
smultaneoudy onmost ‘interna’ issues. On the onehand, such problemscannot be effectively resolved, in
most cases, by merely behavioura or cognitiveintervention, nor by medication: if sotreated, the* anxiety’
of which Epicureans speak may retreat temporarily, however the problemitself will not be addressed and
al theemotiond issuesattendant toit will return oncethemedi cation or psychologica interventionisover.
(Unless, of course, oneiskept constantly under medicationand/or psychotherapy, which, commonasitis,
providesadditiona reasonsto worry about theintentionsand strategic plansof psychology initstherapeu-
ticmodality.) In order to achieveasolution, a‘road map’ that will bring the person outside thelabyrinth of
distressand disempowerment, arational elaboration of theissuesisnecessary, and thisisappropriately
achieved by Stoic counsdl, which clearsthepractica ground for action onaminimalist assumption of needs
and resources.



Epicureanism as a Foundation for Philosophical Counseling 1135

A combination of self-discipline characterigtic of Stoicism and the practical common senseenshrinedin
the | DEA method providesasmple and effective schemato apply philosophica counseling to most cases
of distress. However, this schemaaddressesthe cognitive side of the problem alone, and cannot serve, by
itsdlf, asasufficiently complete methodol ogy for counsdling. People may adopt thel DEA method, progress
throughit and successfully reach the necessary conclusions; they may even act accordingly and position
themsdves' objectively’ outsideof, or formaly inchargeof their initid problem, whileremaining emotion-
ally troubled, inhibited, heart-broken. The aim of Epicurean ethicsisto addressthe unhappinessand
suffering by both €l ucidating the sufficiency of aminimalism of needs, whichisthe common thread with
Stoicism, and by accentuating thefedingsof pleasure and sati sfaction that need to be sought in the process
of solving any issue. Epicurean counsel encouragesthetroubled mindsto seek pleasureintheremoval of
pain arising from every step inthe processof cognitively elaborating the problem; it favoursthe highest
form of Epicurean pleasure, the* pleasurearising from conversations' asinherent in the philosophica dia-
logue, and directs counseleesnot only to understand thelimitationsof their Situation and possible courses
of actionwith regardtotheir initial problem, but alsoto seek pleasurein new waysthat are compatiblewith
the conclus onsreached through the philosophical deliberation.

Epicureanism emphasisesakey practical element of counseling, and that isthat people need to be
reminded to take pleasurein smdl things, and to seek opportunitiesfor pleasuresthat are benign enoughto
not likely cause chain effectsof paininthefuture. For example, amarriage counselee (or couple) will be
taught by the Stoic counsel or that they ought to work on themselvesand perform their best ashusband or
wife, whileaccepting thelimitations of doing sointhe context of theaim to preservethe marriage: if the
other person doesnot want themarriageto survive, it may not survivewhatever the person who wishesthe
marriageto continue may or may not do. Consequently, the Stoic counselor will direct the client to moder-
atetheexpenditure of effort in Situationswhereit isclear that the other person wishesadivorce, whileat
the sametimedirecting one’s constructive effortsinto other areas, where one hasmore control, such as
work, child-rearing, or caring for someonee se, such asan e derly parent. However, on anemotiond leve,
thismay do littleto eliminate the trauma: the person may be strong and sufficiently disciplined to act
rationaly as per the Stoic advice; however, they may remain deeply unhappy about theloss of mateand
falureof thefamily.

Epicurean counsel supplementsthe Stoic counsel onthiscrucial level: the Epicurean counsel or will
likely suggest to the counsel eeto identify what aspects of therel ationship that congtitutesthemarriageare
the most important to them and where one findsthe most satisfaction, followed by the examination of
possiblewaysinwhich thisaspect of therelationship may be preserved despitethedivorce. Additionally,
the Epicureanwill ask the counseleetoidentify other sourcesof satisfaction, either related or unrelated to
therdationshipintrouble. Thecounsdor will systematically ass st the counse eeinidentifying those, finding
their remaining sources, and enjoying themto the safemaximumwithinthegiven situation. Thesatisfactions
of thistypemay includefriendships, hobbies, erotic pleasureswith the spouse or with another person, a
possibledternativerelationship, or any of anumber of other thingsthat peoplefocused on their problem
maly not accord proper priority to. Whilethereare many different pathsthat lead to thetop of the moun-
tain, arguably someare more pleasant and pi cturesque than others. Epi cureanism seeksthose pathswitha
better vistaand better fruitsto be picked on theway to the same summit.

Stoic counsel can serve asatest for the appropriateness of Epicurean counsel in many clients, espe-
cidly those struggling with emotional issues connected with relationships. | recollect acaseof J, a29year
old femal ekindergarten teacher, with arecent diagnosisof multiple sclerosis, which wastheimmediate
reason for her to seek counseling. Soon after the first session it became clear that she was perfectly
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capableof coping with her medical condition, which did not manifestitself inmajor physical complaints,
but she had serious emotional issues connected with adifficult relationship with amarried manfroma
completely different religious, cultural and socia background, from asmall towninBosnia. Shesaid she
wasinlovewith theman, and was prepared to forfeit amost every aspect of her present lifeaway inorder
to fulfil hisexpectations: to changefaith, leave her job, movefrom abig city to asmall Bosnian rural
community, and marry himinanillegd rdligiousceremony without him divorcing hispresent wife. Shewas
hurt that he had lied to her about hisfamily situation when they first met, and by hisproposal to be his
‘secondwife', but wasessentialy willing to go dong with all hisdemands.

When probed for deontic ethical principles, shesaidthat she understood that what shewasabout to
do was not something she could wish everybody el seto do inasimilar situation, and she acknowledged
that her choicewould likely adversdly affect theman’schildren, wifeand her own family. Her argumentin
favour of her choice wasthat the rel ationship with the man gave her such joy that she believed it was
justified to ‘ break theordinary rulesof morality’ in order toimproveone' squdity of emotiond lifedramati-
cdly. Thisclearly indicated autilitarian type of reasoning asher dominant ethical ‘worldview’, and hence-
forth the counseling process adapted tothis.

Thenext approach tried wasto explorewhether aStoic way of thinking would be ableto stabilise her
judgementsinlinewith her utilitarian values. | suggested that sheconsidersvery carefully what wouldinfact
improveher qudity of lifethemost, and to pay specid attention to thepossibility of refraining from extreme
affairs so asto avoid being hurt. She seemed very intrigued by the proposition, but returned the next
sessonwithaclear: ‘not realy’ answer.

When wediscussed what caused her suchintenseexcitement inthere ationship it becameclear that, in
addition to being attracted to the extremely challenging and unconventional aspectsof thesituation, she
was most strongly drawn by the man’sintense attraction to her. At the sametime, shewas puzzled and
confused by this. At one stage shesaid: ‘| know this situation would beresolved at onceif only | could
understand hismotives. Thisway | feel asthough | amunder hisspell’. After the8th session | introduced
the aesthetic and hedoni sti ¢ facet to the discussion: we started addressing the problem by discussing the
reasonsshewasinteresting to her partner. It turned out that she knew nothing about thetown themanwas
from, and when faced with information about theway of life there she decided that shewas probably far
more‘exotic’ to himthan hewasto her. Sheredlised that the man’sunwillingnessto divorce matched his
perception of the relationship with her asan adventure only, and suddenly saw the prospect of being a
‘second wife' asan extremely dark one. Still, she seemed unableto make adecision.

Faced with the moral issue of being responsiblefor the conflictsand other family issuestheman’s
children would be subjected to, and with the legal repercussions of possible discovery by the Bosnian
authoritiesof abigamousreligiousmarriage, whichisacrime, shesaid that shewould bewillingtotakeadl
therisks. However, when wediscussed the everyday lifein thetown she contemplated moving to, thefact
that thiswasaplacewith one hairdresser, apetrol station and abar, no house help, and aculture of strong
mail dominance, where shewould spend most of her daysdoing housework, would havevirtudly notime
or opportunity for sports, and would have no opportunity for beauty or spatreatments, she reacted unex-
pectedly strongly: ‘Noway that | canlivethat way! Hewantsto usemetoimprovehisquality of life, but
soon hewould lose any interest in me because | would becomethe sameasall of thelocal women'. She
made the decision at that session and never returned to counseling. Shelet meknow amonth later that she
had resolved the problem definitively.
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Although thiscasemay seemtrivial, becauseit belongsto themost numerouscategory of ‘ relationship
cases and themotivesinvolved seem extremely mundane, it isinteresting from the point of view of meth-
odology of counseling and the outcome. J. waswilling to accept themoral responsibility for the partner’s
children, change of religion, loss of support by her own parents and brother, however, shewastotally
unwillingtolivewithout certain* perks' of thebig city. Relaxed inanon-judgmental counsgling setting, she
made substantively the same decision that most moralistswould suggest to her. Thiswasthe decisonthat
wasprobably ‘ objectively’ thebest for everyone concerned, including theman and hisfamily: shebrokeup
therelationship. However, nobody outs de the counseling room knew about the reason she decided this.
Thereasonswere entirely hedonistic. They were based on purely Epicurean grounds: she cal cul ated what
mattered to her happinessthe most, and decided that the unhappiness shewould endure asaresult of the
decisionto proceed with therel ationship would far outweigh thejoy of it.

One could arguethat J sdecisionisnot inherently moralistic, becauseit was not motivated by the
consderation of theinterestsand rightsof others, dthough initsfinal outcomeit isthebest and morally
most satisfying decision for everybody concerned. Thisillustrates how Epicurean ethics, while perhaps
unableto serveastheethicd criterionfor right and wrongin asufficiently intuitively acceptable sense, may
gtill beauseful counsdling strategy to resolveinternal conflictsthat may or may not lead to resultsthat will
beassatisfyingto al stake-holdersin the situation as any outcome produced by deontic moral reasoning
might. InJ scase, the deontic moralismwastried and it failed, so there remained little choi ce of methodol-
ogy for thecounseling. In other casesthe choicemight exi<t, but the pursuit of pleasureasthe counselee's
dominant valuemay beasvauable, or moreso, than atraditionally mordistic approachinhelping theclient
reach themost optimal outcomes, such asJ. did.

‘External morality’ and Epicurean counsel

The ‘self-sacrificial morality’ that has come to dominate modern ethicsis based entirely on the
internalisation of externa expectationsand on pressuresto limit one' sspontaneousdesiresand needsinthe
fear that they may disturb external expectationsor appear inappropriate. One of the consequences of
ing stence on duty-bound ethics, onissuesof responsbility, respect for others rights, limiting one’ spursuits
that may challenge the social status quo or communal peace, has been the gradual entrenchment of a
profoundfeding of guilt onanindividua levd. Guiltisconnectedtofear of socid reprisds, andif sufficiently
deeply rooted it leadsto fear of theinternal sanction, of self-reproach and thewithdrawal of self-esteem
and salf-confidence. Through thismechanism the morally oppressive modern western society hasgener-
ated the epidemic of depressionsand mood disordersthat keep millionsof peopleat the psychiatrist’s
couch. Thesocid learning of values, apowerful processof interndisation of socia expectations, hasturned
many members of modern communitiesinto horrified shadows: guilt and fear loom largeasthemain
emotional problemsof our age.

Thedominanceof highly imposing external mora demands—somethat could becalled * mora abso-
lutism’ (Fishkin, 1984), make many peoplefed deprived. Little normativeroomisleft for the pursuit of
‘sdfishpleasure . Thefulfillment of externa mora obligations, onasubjectivelevd, leadstoa‘way of life
(...) respected and admired: or at |east the minimum features of arespectworthy way of life...” (Hamp-
shire, 1978, p. 11). Such arespectful way of lifeisfreeof blame, and thusof internalised and learned guilt.
Itisappropriateto remember herethat Epicurusaso considered fear of reproach arising from transgres-
sonsof socialy imposed vaues (* fear of gods —at thetime) one of themain reasonsfor unhappiness, and
that Epicureansexpended most of their energy arguing to dispel fear of godsand fear of death. Two of the
four maximsthat congtitute the Tetrapharmacos addressthese two typesof fear.
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Onemay notethat asearly asinHdlenismthe‘ externd’ ethicsof virtue (arising from thefulfillment of
moral expectations of the community), or aréte, preceded the Epicurean ethics of ‘the good life
(eudaimonia). Epicurusinfact arguedin favour of seeking agood lifefilled with moderate pleasuresin
oppositionto theaready dominant externd ethicsthat placed pressuresarising frommoral expectationson
theindividua. Thewhee seemsto haveturned once again sincethen and the dominant modern ethicsis
againan‘externa’ ethicsof demandsposed ontheindividual. Theexclusively ‘externa’, duty-driven
morality’ sgreatest weaknessappearsto bethat it reconcilesitsdf very easily withthepossibility of livinga
perfectly moral lifethat isat the sametime perfectly unhappy. From an Epicurean point of view, thereis
something fundamentally wrong with this perspective.

Ontheonehand, inthemodern, complex circumstances of lifethat are highly suggestive of guilt and
respong bility (external moral pressures), the expectations of the community are entrenched so deeply in
everyday lifethat theachievement of mora justification of actionsisapre-requisitefor theachievement of
apeace of mind (ataraxia), which, along with the absence of * disturbances of theflesh’ (aponia), wasfor
Epicureanssufficient for happiness. Inthe modern context, dominated by external moral demandsof the
individual, apre-requisite for the achievement of peaceisto satisfy an optimum of external demands
(Alexander, 2011). On the other hand, to makelife valuablein an Epicurean perspective, one needsto
develop away inwhich the situation of the piece of mind achieved through thefulfillment of theexterna
moral demandsiscapableof being transformed into positive pleasure, enjoyment of the peaceand quiet.
Thisisakey practical aspect of Epicurean ethics.

Epi cureans distingui shed between the stati ¢ (katastematic) and dynamic (kinetic) pleasures, where,
crucialy, aponiaand ataraxia (lack of disturbance and need on both the physical and mental levels) are
katastematic pleasures, however their full appreciation arisesfrom the devel opment of consciousnessthat
such states have been achieved and enjoying them (Cicero. On Moral Ends, 11.3-2; 11.9-10; 16,75).
The enjoyment of the two katastematic statesis considered by Epicureansto be adynamic (kinetic)
pleasure. Thismeansthat it ispossibleto achieve astate that allowsoneto be happy, without being aware
of one'shappiness, namely without conscioudy enjoying the blessingsthat one has—acommon themein
modern literature, but also aregular issuein modern psychotherapy. Thisisanother key aspect of Epicu-
rean philosophica counsd.

While morality (in abroad sense, the quest of aréte) provides conditionsfor the achievement of
ataraxia, it isconscious philosophical practice, including both counseling and sol o practice, that alows
oneto develop the‘wisdom'’ of enjoying one’ shappy condition of life. Epicureans placed great emphasis
onthe practice: the Vatican Sentences, and especially the Principal Doctrines, were collections of say-
ings apparently intended to be memorised and practiced in one’ smind until they * drive out deeply rooted
empty opinion’ and integratethe skillsto enjoy peace of mind and the body into one'shabitual model s of
perceiving and reacting to theworld:

Then practicethesethingsand dl that belongswith them to yoursalf day and night, and to someone
likeyourself. Thenyouwill never bedisturbed waking or dreaming, and youwill liveamongst men
likeagod (Letter to Monoeceus, in Bailey, 1926, p. 135).

Epi cureans have devel oped numerousrecommendations asto how to assist counsalees (or ‘ students’)
to achievethe described hedonistic state of mind. In Philodemus strestise on friendship entitled On Frank
Foeaking, itismade clear that those who lead othersin the achievement of hedonistic skillsmust first be
free of theempty opinionsthat they purport to expe from others, and must judge critically thetiming and
circumstancesof their intervention: with thosewho are delicate, the emphasis should be on friendship,
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support and ‘mildirony’, whilewith those of * morerobust constitution” adirectnessthat issometimes
‘brutal’ isrecommended. Aninadequate manner of critiquerisksto

inflame (the studentsbeing criticised) when they themsel ves (theteachers) areguilty of thesamethings,
and do not love them or know how to correct them (the students) or indeed have any chance of
persuading personswho are much superior to themselves, instead of to someonewho ispurged and
cherishesand issuperior and knows how to apply therapy (Philodemus, On Frank Soeaking, Frag-
ment 44).

Theseareinfact practica ingructionsfor counsel orsthat link the counseling method with the sensibili-
tiesof the counsdlees, dl of which havesince been taken over by psychotherapy. Epicurean counsdl isthus
amodd fully equipped with theinstrumentsto provide effective guidanceto thosein need of amending their
livesso asto makethem happier and morefulfilling, and such are, in essence, al philosophical counselees.
Inaproper therapeutic community, such asthe Epicurean Garden was conceived to be, theinner circle of
teacherscould gainintimate knowledge of the charactersof each particular student (counselee), and use
thenumerouspossibilitiesthat presented themsel vesin the course of spending most of their timetogether to
apply the best approach to the particular person in the best of circumstances. Philodemus even suggests
that the rel ationship between the teacher and student (or counsel or and counselee, for thisiswhat the
‘thergpeutic’ relationship wasexplicitly understood to be) implied the understanding that the student was
under obligationtoregularly confessall of one’'smistakes. Thetherapeutic effect of the confessiona has
since been congtantly recognised not only inthevariousreligions, but asoin psychothergpeutic (especialy
inpsychoanalytic) practice. The confessiona washighly desirableinthe Garden:

Heraclidesispraised because he supposed the criticisms hewould incur asaresult of what was
going to cometo light werelessimportant than the benefit hewould get from them, and soin-
formed Epicurusof hismistakes (Philodemus, On Frank Speaking, Fragment 49).

Epicurean philosophica counsdl, aswe have seen, iscapabl e of integrating modern externa morality.
However, the Epicurean counsd transcendsan exclusively externd, duty-driven morality inthat it provides
afurther god, namely the achievement of apiece of mind and an optimum satisfaction of bodily needs(one
could cdll this‘ equilibrium’) asabasisfor what Epicureans see asthemeaning of life, and that isjoy inthe
peaceful condition so obtained. Tofeel thisjoy isto achieve happinessinitsultimateform, and apre-
requisitefor the achievement of thisultimate objectiveisthelearning and exercisein devel oping specific
senshilitiesfor happiness.

Onphysica and cosmologicd levelsEpicureanismisintimately connected with ethics. theideathat the
soul isan aggregation of atomsdissipated by death providesabas sfor arguing that death doesnot include
any sensations, becausethe soul that ceasesto exist isno longer capabl e of feeling anything. Epicurean
physicsisunacceptableto most modern counsel ees, whose physical and metaphysical ideas are shaped by
thelong history of very different philosophical and religiousviews. Inthiscontext, Epicureanismasa
comprehensive philosophy doesnot satisfy the necessary criteriaof plausibility for aviable comtemporary
worldview. However, Epicurean ethics, regardless of itslessthan plausible physical foundation, isentirely
reconcilablewith avariety of metaphysca worldviews, including most of thelargegloba religions: seeking
alifeof moderate satisfaction, areduction of al unnecessary needs, and learning, withinacircleof friends,
the skills of appreciating the happiness arising from the absence of pain and disturbance, areall amost
universally integrated practical preceptsin most of the dominant religions. Thereisthussomereasonfor
Pierre Gassendi’ sattemptsto reconcile Epicurean ethicswith the Chrigtian faith (Gassendi, 1972), though
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admittedly thereare aspectsof Epicureanismthat appear to militate against any substantivemorality thatis
compatiblewith Chrigtianity. For example, theview that:

Injusticeisnot an evil initsalf, but only in consequence of thefear whichisassociated with the
apprehension of being discovered by those appointed to punish such actions (Principal Doctrine
34).

Lineslikethe above appear to discredit Epicureanism asan ethics of theright and wrong. After all,
Epicureansdid not perceiveethicsinthissenseat all. However, in atherapeutic sense, whichwasin fact
themain objectiveof Epicurus teaching, Epicurean ethicsintheform of aphilosophy of liferemainshighly
vauablefor philosophica counsding. Itisparticularly well suited to addressissuesof guilt, fear and anxiety
arising from the high external pressures of the modern age. Asthe example of J, discussed earlier on,
shows, itispossiblefor Epicureanismto bethe counsdling philosophy of choice (or, asin J scase, theonly
gppropriate method), with astrong ‘ therapeutic’ impact, whilereaching amost universaly beneficia exter-
nal outcomes. Thereisthusabig differencein perspective betweenamordity of themoral right andwrong
and an eudaimonistic morality asapractical counseling or ‘therapeutic’ method. Epicureanismisnot a
good candidatefor theformer, but isan excellent example of thelatter.

Epi curean ethics provides not only well-tested inroadsinto problems of emotional deprivation and
lack of fulfillment that areendemicin our day and age; it aso providesnon-medica (and not medicated)
ingrumentsfor thedevel opment of skillsnecessary for making lifemeaningful and fulfilling, whileretaining
Democritus sentiment that practical wisdom requiresusto avoid, whenever possible*large movementsof
thesoul’. Thus Epicurean teaching appearsvery useful and flexiblewithin the various contexts of modern
philosophica counsd.

Note

1. Principal Doctrines are preserved in entirety in Diogenes Laertius, Lives and opinions of eminent
philosophers, val. 2, books 6-10.
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