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ABSTRACT

PLANNING FOR PLEASURE: PLATO ON HEDONIST PRUDENTIALISM

Katharine R. O'Reilly, University College

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Hilary Term 2019

Plato has a sustained interest in pleasure, and he represents Socrates in dialogue with
hedonists repeatedly. Usually this is to critique them, and frequently it involves arguing
not just that they seek the wrong life, but that they will fail to get the life of pleasure
they do seek. Two pressing questions arise: what exactly does Plato take to be the fatal
flaw in the hedonists” plans? And, given that flaw, why does he return to the subject of

hedonist prudentialism recurrently?

In ‘Planning for Pleasure: Plato on Hedonist Prudentialism’, I confront these
interpretive questions by analysing Plato’s views on hedonist prudentialism (Chapter
One), by looking at specific passages representing confrontations with hedonist views in
Protagoras 356b-357e (Chapter Two), Gorgias 492e-493d (Chapter Three), Republic IX
583c-585a (Chapter Four), and Philebus 20b-23a (Chapter Five), and by arguing for an

alternative understanding of Plato’s attitude to how we relate to pleasure (Conclusion).

Against existing characterisations of this development which understand it as
increasingly pessimistic about pleasure, I argue instead that Plato develops an
increasingly fine-grained conception of pleasure, becoming suspicious of only some
types as he goes along, while becoming more enthusiastic about others. His focus shifts
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to putting ourselves in the right position to accurately judge pleasures and what will

please us — a position which, he is increasingly aware, is difficult to occupy.

My thesis makes a clear contribution to this debate in providing an alternative to the
more sceptical view. I encourage the re-evaluation of familiar texts, and raise new
questions and avenues of inquiry. I contribute to current debates about Plato’s
understanding of the nature and role of pleasure in the good life, and highlight
implications relevant to modern discussions of pleasure and prudentialism, in order to

show how Plato’s views remain philosophically relevant.
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INTRODUCTION

Here I will set-out the main questions which motivate my thesis, and the problems I
take Plato to be concerned with when it comes to hedonist prudentialism. By “hedonist
prudentialism’, I mean the ways that hedonists, or those representing even loosely
hedonistic views, plan their lives, with pleasure as their aim. Some of the passages I
focus on represent Socrates in dialogue with an explicitly hedonist interlocutor, i.e.
someone who is committed to pleasure as the only and ultimate good. Other passages I
consider represent Socrates and some interlocutor(s) deliberating over a more loose or
pre-theoretical hedonist view, where there is some commitment to pleasure, but where
this commitment is not held by an interlocutor with strong views or theoretical
commitments. In both types of cases, I will attend to Plato’s interest in the strategies for
prudential self-concern: how individuals plan their lives with pleasure as their aim, and
why having pleasure as an aim can be especially problematic to the future planning or

life planning process.

This thesis started from a kind of puzzle: if Plato is so suspicious of pleasure, and
sceptical of the role it should play in a life,! why does he return to hedonism, and
detailed investigations of hedonist prudentialism, repeatedly? Or, in other words, how
do we reconcile an apparent anti-hedonism with a sustained interest in the details of the
way a hedonist plans their future and their life? One possibility is that Plato is so

worried about the dangers of pleasure leading a life that he feels the need to repeatedly

1] take Moss (2006), for instance, to defend this type of sceptical view. I will discuss it in more

detail in Chapter Two and the Conclusion.
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and emphatically demonstrate them. On this reading, his suspicions about pleasure
grow and grow, culminating in images such as that of the prisoners in the cave in
Republic VII, bound by the ties of vicious pleasures.? But Plato depicts Socrates arguing
not just that hedonists seek the wrong life, but that they will fail to get the pleasure they
do seek. As such, we can wonder about what exactly Plato takes to be the fatal flaw in
hedonists” plans. And, given those flaw(s), why he returns to the subject of hedonist

prudentialism recurrently.

An alternative understanding of why Plato returns to questions of hedonist life
planning repeatedly, and the one I will defend, is that this repeated engagement with
hedonist prudentialism demonstrates an increasing awareness of both the dangers of
allowing pleasure to play the wrong role in a life, and of the difficulties with and
importance of it playing the right role. Across the dialogues Plato develops an
increasingly fine-grained conception of pleasure, becoming suspicious of only some
types as he goes along, while becoming more enthusiastic about others. There can be no
blanket ban on pleasure, as it plays a crucial role in the best life. Plato’s focus shifts to
putting ourselves in the right position to accurately judge pleasures, which pleasures
are worth having, and what will please us — a position which, he is increasingly aware,
is difficult to occupy. We therefore find increasingly sophisticated treatments of the

moral psychology of pleasure and pain, rather than disparagement of pleasure per se.

2 Moss (2006) 533 argues for this reading of the cave analogy. See n. 104 and my Conclusion for

an alternative to this view.
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My thesis makes a clear and original contribution to current debates about Plato’s
understanding of the nature and role of pleasure in the good life by providing an
alternative to the more sceptical reading. It highlights the increasingly sophisticated
psychology of pleasure, pain, memory and anticipation developed in the dialogues. It
reveals the implications of his work that are relevant to modern discussions of pleasure
and prudentialism, in order to show how Plato’s views remain philosophically relevant.
I will now briefly outline the structure of each chapter and provide a sense of the

overarching argument.

In Chapter One, ‘Plato and the Cyrenaics on Hedonist Prudentialism’, I map out the
logical space of hedonist prudentialism by characterising first an extreme
aprudentialism, then a more moderate version I argue was held by the Cyrenaics, and
then Plato’s prudentialism. The comparison between the more aprudentialist views and
the one Plato holds helps to reveal, by contrast, the nuances of the Platonic position. It
shows the implications for his views on our relationship to pleasure, and exposes the
Platonic moral psychology of pleasure, pain, and self-concern over a life. This first
chapter takes a wide view of the Platonic position as it changes and develops across the

dialogues, which I then consider in detail in the four chapters which follow.

Scholarly interest in the development of Plato’s views on pleasure and the role it plays
in his prudentialism arises in part because of a puzzling contrast between the optimistic
assessment of the techné metretiké in the Protagoras (356b-357e), compared with the less
optimistic assessment of our ability to evaluate pleasures and pains in later works

(specifically Grg. 492e-493d, Rep. IX 583c-585a, and Phileb. 20b-23a). As such, Chapters
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Two-Five will analyse each of these passages in turn. Moreover, those later passages are
frequently charged with missing the mark: failing to show why pleasure seekers will
fail in their principal intention. One of the outcomes of my thesis is to show these
critiques of particular kinds of hedonism to be more successful, and more carefully
aimed, than scholars have previously thought. My analysis also reveals that they are not
entirely destructive critiques: while some aspects of hedonism are criticised, there is also
constructive work done to reveal how to rehabilitate our relationship to pleasure, and to

demonstrate the important role that pleasure plays in the philosophical life.

Chapter Two begins the closer examination of passages which represent Socratic
confrontations with hedonist views. In this first examination, ‘Tipping the Scales:
Hedonism, Temporality & Illusion in Protagoras 356b-357¢’, I argue for the importance
of temporality in the argument against the possibility of akrasia at 356a, attention to
which shows that there is a mismatch between the perception of value of a given course
of action, and the equality of concern we have for the pleasures and pains of all the
parts of our lives. On this reading, the source of distortion is not in the nature of
pleasure (pace Moss), but rather in the effect that time has on our value judgements. This
reading reveals a more interesting moral psychology at work in the passage: a Platonic
concern with having the right attitude to one’s future self, as a way of making good

decisions, and an interest in the mechanisms we use to identify with our future selves.

In Chapter Three, ‘Jars, Sieves and Souls: The Myth of the Water Carriers in Gorgias
492e-493d’, I argue that Plato’s inclusion of two myths in which leaky jars are

metaphors for the souls of hedonists with insatiable desires is deliberate, and that the
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two images together make a different point than either version alone would. In doing so
I confront puzzles about the water carriers myth, including why it depicts hedonists as
mindless and forgetful, whether there is a part-whole problem, and what we learn from
about Plato’s views on the perils of a hedonist’s lifestyle. I argue that while there is a
problem with the nature of bodily pleasures according to the passage, there is also an
issue with souls that administer bodily pleasures to the appetite unrelentingly, resulting
in its corruption and cognitive deterioration. This speaks to the reasons for the puzzling
contrast between the optimistic assessment of the techné metretike in the Protagoras
(addressed in Chapter Two), compared with what is thought to be the less optimistic
assessment of our ability to evaluate pleasures and pains in the Gorgias, by suggesting
that the two passages challenge two fundamentally different aspects of hedonist
prudentialism, and the psychology which underlies it, which the Socratic criticisms are
sensitive to. The arguments in the Gorgias offer unique insight into Plato’s clever use of
myth to raise important doubts about the appropriate role of subjectivity in a hedonists’

life planning, and they lay the groundwork for the argument of Republic IX.

In Chapter Four, ‘Both Sides Now: Aspect and Illusion in the Account of Pleasure in
Republic IX 583c-585a’, I analyse the argument which likens the pleasures of lives other
than that of the philosopher to shadow-paintings. I argue that it depends upon a claim
about the role of perspective and comparison in the experience of pleasure and pain:
that what precedes an experience can make it seem like a true pleasure or pain, but that
this is illusory. Against influential existing interpretations, I defend a reading in which
pleasures and pains are taken as appearances in a non-veridical sense. In doing so I

address some interpretive puzzles: why illness and pain are appropriate examples in
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Socrates” argument; how it is that the neutral state can sometimes feel painful; and why
anticipation figures in the argument. I conclude that the argument for the philosopher’s
life as most pleasant should be taken seriously, as part of the reason why it is the best

life, such that it is an important contribution to the project of the Republic as a whole.

In Chapter Five, ‘The Jellyfish’s Pleasures: Mindless Pleasure in the Trial of Lives in
Philebus 20b-23a’, against scholars who characterise the trial of the life of pleasure as a
digression or primarily pejorative, I argue that it is a thought experiment containing an
important argument in the form of a reductio of the hypothesis that a life could be most
pleasant without any cognition. It proceeds in a series of ordered steps, designed to
prove that pleasure has an essential self-reflexive component, and culminates in the
precisely chosen image of the jellyfish. I argue that understanding the intended
resonance of this creature, and the sense in which it is deprived, is critical for
reconstructing the argument, and yields new insight into Plato's views on the minimal

conditions for pleasure.

In the Conclusion, “Use Your Illusion: Plato on Pleasure and Prudentialism’, I look up
from the specific passages I have been concerned with, in order to draw together many
of the themes and questions that have been common to them, and to make more general
claims about Plato’s views on pleasure, pain, and the particular constraints which a
hedonist faces when planning their life. Against existing characterisations of this
development which understand it as increasingly pessimistic about pleasure, and where
pleasure itself is a cause of the soul being overwhelmed or mislead, I argue for a

different story of the development of Plato’s thought. Instead of becoming increasingly
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suspicious of pleasure, I contend that Plato develops an increasingly sophisticated
taxonomy of pleasure, becoming sceptical of only some types as he goes along, while
becoming more enthusiastic about others. His focus shifts from looking for an objective
standard against which to measure pleasures and pains, to putting ourselves in the right
position to accurately judge pleasures and what will please us, while at the same time
he becomes increasingly aware of the difficulties of occupying such a position. My
reading avoids the need to attribute to Plato a general increasing scepticism about
pleasure — a view which is too crude, and which fails to account for his increasing
attention to the psychology of pleasure and pain, and increasingly fine-grained
taxonomy of pleasure, culminating in the sustained investigation in the Philebus. It
avoids the need to locate the source of illusions in the nature of pleasure, instead
shifting the focus to our orientation towards and handling of pleasures within the
framework of an ontology of pleasure (distinguishing, for example, bodily
replenishments from the firmer pleasures of the intellect). My analysis shows that
Plato’s moral psychology includes suggestions of ways in which our relationship to
certain kinds of pleasure can be rehabilitated which would not be possible if pleasure

itself were fundamentally flawed.
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CHAPTER ONE
PLATO AND THE CYRENAICS ON HEDONIST PRUDENTIALISM

I Introduction

In order to understand Plato’s treatments of hedonist prudentialism, we first need to
know something of how he thinks of prudentialism more generally, specifically in terms
of the nature of prudential self-concern. What strategies are endorsed or recommended,
in the dialogues, for conceiving of and concerning oneself with one’s own good? Are we
to think, for instance, that he’s thinking of prudential concern as directed towards the
interests of one’s future self, or at one’s life as a whole (as we might think that Aristotle
conceives of the object of prudential concern in NE VI),® and are these compatible? Is his
conception of the best life independent of one’s placement in life, and one’s current
preferences and concerns, or does temporality and perspective matter? Is the value of

planning instrumental, or intrinsic, or both?

Before turning to an analysis of the Platonic positions, represented in different
dialogues, I will introduce the Cyrenaic example by way of contrast. The comparison
with the Cyrenaics is especially fitting given that my ultimate focus is Plato on hedonist
prudentialism in particular. The Cyrenaics” hedonism, and the way in which their views
on prudential self-concern arise out of their particular conception of pleasure, thus
provide an apt comparison. I will argue for the following key differences between the

moderate version of Cyrenaic prudentialism and Platonic hedonist prudentialism,

3 See, specifically, Arist. NE V1.4, 1140a28: *... ol oG to €0 {Nv 6Aws.”
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indexed to the dialogues in which they appear, since, I will argue, the Platonic position

shifts:

The Cyrenaics advise that our prudential planning should treat the future
differently to the present, the latter being far more of a concern to us. Plato, in
the Protagoras, suggests a prudential strategy for establishing a perspective on all
parts of our lives which reflects an equality of concern for all parts. He is
optimistic that the distortion which results in us favouring temporally near
affections can be corrected for, whereas the Cyrenaics show no such optimism.
The Cyrenaics do not recognise any cognitive risks with pursuing hedonism. By
contrast, in the Gorgias, Plato demonstrates a worry about the cognitive cost of
pursuing insatiable desires. Yet he also introduces an alternative, and more
intellectual hedonist prudentialism, which does not carry that risk. Here we see
Plato moving towards a more complex psychology of prudential self-concern.
A cornerstone of the Cyrenaic view is the infallibility of occurrent affective
experiences, which are used as a benchmark and aim in their prudential
reasoning. Contrast Plato in the Republic, who casts doubt on the infallibility of
occurrent affective judgements, and their role in prudential planning. He
emphasises, instead, the importance of having the right evaluative framework,
where the Cyrenaics require no such thing.

For the Cyrenaics there is no possibility of a failure of self-awareness when
experiencing pleasure or pain in the moment. In the Philebus, Plato uses a
reductio to establish a similar point, in a different way. He makes explicit the
need for a number of cognitive capacities crucial for the life of pleasure, which

the Cyrenaics don’t discuss.
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¢ Both the Cyrenaics and Plato (in the Philebus) suggest that there are limits on our
ability to anticipate what a future pleasure or pain will be like. The Cyrenaic
reaction is to advise followers not to spend too much energy anticipating future
affections. By contrast, the suggestion in the Philebus is that a more objective
standard, and the development of consistency of character, can minimise the
degree to which our prudential planning is affected by failures of self-awareness

over time.

These shifts in the Platonic view could be a dialectical shift, aimed at the position being
considered, the interlocutors depicted, and the thematic focus of the dialogue in which
the views appear. Nonetheless, exposing the Platonic view in each case reveals his

increasing awareness of the complexities involved in planning a life aimed at pleasure.

I will begin by mapping out the logical space of hedonist prudentialism, placing
aprudentialists on one end of a spectrum, defending a reading of the Cyrenaics as
sitting in a middle position, and then placing the Platonic view on the other end. While
the older interpretation of the Cyrenaic view understands them as occupying the
extreme aprudentialist position (which I will briefly outline), I will focus on a reading
according to which they are more moderate. My analysis will highlight the nature of
their presentism, their passive epistemology, and how those contribute to their specific

form of prudentialism.

Though my main interest here is not Cyrenaic interpretation per se, I contend that the

comparison between Plato and the more extreme aprudentialism (too extreme even for
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the Cyrenaics), is not in itself very helpful. A contrast with the more moderate version
of Cyrenaic prudentialism is far more useful for highlighting the subtleties of the
Platonic view. As a result, though it will take some detail to get that position on the
table, the pay-off in terms of facilitating a contrast with Plato is worth it. Once I have
defended the moderate version of Cyrenaic prudentialism, I will consider the Platonic
view as it emerges across four dialogues. In each analysis I will use the Cyrenaic view as
a comparison, to help reveal the Platonic view. I will conclude with some remarks about

the sophisticated picture of hedonist prudentialism we end up with.

II Cyrenaic Aprudentialism

In practising their unique form of pleasure-seeking, the Cyrenaics developed a
philosophy that has at its heart the advice that the wise man will eat, drink and enjoy
today while it’s here, while steering clear of avoidable trouble. They recognised
affections (pathe): pleasure and pain, defining pleasure as a smooth motion (leia kinesis)
in the soul, and pain as a rough motion, so that pleasures don’t differ from one another,

nor is one more pleasant than another.#

The Cyrenaics are generally understood to hold the view that the pathé, pleasure and
pain, are to be understood as, if not strictly, at least primarily physical. They appear to
be some breed of reductive physicalists, to the extent that they take many things that we

would consider to be mostly mental pleasures or pains, such as the enjoyment of

¢ Diog. Laert. Lives I1.86-7. (A list of all abbreviations of classical works used is included in the

Bibliography.)
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puzzling over abstract mathematical problems, to have a mostly physical explanation.
But the evidence points to this being true only in the case of pleasure and pain, leaving
room for some non-physical psychological experience. Anything not reducible to the
pathe (usually physical sensations of pleasure and pain) would be corrigible by
definition, in their view. The Cyrenaics also have a unique account of perception, in
which basic affections — pleasures and pains — are passively received and incorrigible

physical sensations.>

A common traditional reading of the Cyrenaics is that they are aprudentialist. I take
Irwin (1991) to endorse this kind of aprudentialist and extreme presentist reading of the
Cyrenaics. On this reading, they believe past and future pleasures and pains to be
irrelevant to a person’s good, since they don’t believe themselves to be temporally
extended rational agents, and they believe ‘any concern with an extended future for
myself rests on illusion and unwarranted belief.” They therefore advocate an
indifference to the future, and advocate against prudential self-concern which extends
beyond the current moment. The most extreme version of this reading would narrow

the temporal scope of their prudential self-concern to the specious present.

One of the principal ways this aprudentialism is demonstrated, according to this
reading, is in the Cyrenaic views on pleasure and pain. They are often considered a

school of extreme presentists when it comes to pleasure, recognising only the pleasure

5 Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. VI1.191. The emphasis on the physical is also an emphasis on the passive,
on which see Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. VI1.191; Brunschwig (1999) 252 ff.
6 Irwin (1991) 69.
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of the present moment, and advising against turning our attention away from present
pleasure in favour of past or future pleasure.” This is based on their hedonism, their
epistemology, and their unique account of pleasure, wherein it is emphasised that all of
our pathe are particular, unitary experiences, which are passively perceived, and where
our only access to pleasure is access to the unitemporal (monochronos) pleasure of the
moment, which is a motion that peters out in time. As a source for this we have an
important passage from an early 3¢ century a.d.e. work by Athenaeus, reporting the
view of Aristippus, the head of the Cyrenaic school:®
He [Aristippus] also argued that pleasure exists only in the individual moment
[monochronos]; and like profligates generally, he believed that neither the
memory of past pleasures nor the expectation of those to come was of any
significance to him. Instead, he was of the opinion that the Good exists
exclusively in the moment, and felt that having enjoyed himself before or being
likely to do so again meant nothing to him, since the former was over, while the
latter had not yet occurred and was uncertain; this is what hedonists feel, when
they maintain that it is the moment that gives one pleasure.’
Part of the Cyrenaic doctrine on pleasure is that all pleasures are equal, each being as
pleasant as the next.!® Thus, if the Cyrenaics denied that past or future pleasures are of

any concern to them, they are in fact saying something stronger: that these are not

pleasures at all. The extreme aprudential reading of the Cyrenaics thus conceives of

7 Graver (2001) 162 agrees that this has become the standard reading, citing, for example, Gosling
and Taylor (1982) 41-42; Doring (1988) 40-42; Mitsis (1988) 51-57; Irwin (1991); Annas (1993) 230-
32; Tsouna (1998) 14-18; and Long (1999). See note 15 for evidence that this reading is gradually
becoming less standard.

8Ath. Diep. XI1.544a; also Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. 1.117, 1.226. Voula Tsouna (1998) 17-18 argues that
monochronos should be understood as unitary and singular, with no prospective or retrospective
value.

o Ath. Deip. XII, 544a-b, trans. S. Douglas Olson (2010). See also Ael. VH (frr. 207-08 Mannebach)
14.6 for a similar account.

10 Diog. Laert. Lives 11.87.
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them as denying pleasures of the past and future, and certainly denying that we should

plan our lives with the possible future pleasure of some unrelated person-stage in mind.

With this extreme picture in view, I will now defend a picture of the moderate

presentism I take to accurately describe the Cyrenaic view.

III Moderate Cyrenaic Presentism and Prudentialism
Despite their reputation, up until relatively recently, as extreme presentists, we find in
the ancient sources examples of the Cyrenaics discussing issues that would only be of
interest to someone concerned with their future pathe: discussions of pleasure over a
lifetime, the utility of friendship and prudence, and the purpose of wealth.!! Our
evidence about them includes recommendations about taking exercise and amassing
wealth, so far as those are useful for obtaining pleasure, and a defence of the possibility
of progress in philosophy and other disciplines.'? Indeed, they connect happiness,
which is comprised of particular pleasures, to pleasures of the past and future:
However, the bodily pleasure which is the end, according to Panaetius in his
work On the Sects, [is] not the settled pleasure following the removal of pains, or
the sort of freedom from discomfort which Epicurus accepts and maintains to be

the end. They also hold that there is a difference between “end” and
“happiness”. Our end is particular pleasure, whereas happiness is the sum total

1 Ibid. 11.87-92.

12 Ibid. IL91, 93. On friendship, see especially the evidence of the Annicereans, who, though in
some senses a deviant Cyrenaic sect, don’t seem deviant in the particular sense of having
radically different views about pleasures of the future and future planning. Hence Lives I1.97:
‘Though we make pleasure the end and are annoyed when deprived of it, we shall nevertheless
cheerfully endure this because of our love of our friend” (trans. Hicks, 1925). On patriotism, see
Lives 11.96. For a discussion of the Cyrenaic attitude towards prudence, see O’'Keefe (2002) 411, n.
47.
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of all particular pleasures, in which are included both past and future
pleasures.’
Further, in their arguments about happiness, they say not that it is of no relevance, but
that obtaining it necessitates taking some pain with the pleasure — a line moderate
enough that Socrates, of whom the original Cyrenaics were followers, would probably
agree.!* As such, there is some work to be done in elucidating the exact nature of their

prudentialism, and how it differs from Platonic conceptions.

Here I will explain and defend a moderate presentist reading of the Cyrenaics, and
argue that it gives rise to what should be understood as a similarly moderate attitude of
prudential self-concern. While this reading is less extreme than the standard reading, it
has recently begun to attract more scholarly approval, and is retains many of the
familiar hallmarks of Cyrenaic philosophy that older interpretations rely on.!® In setting
out the more moderate version, though, I hope to bring out the features of Cyrenaic
prudentialism, including the justification for it, in a way which is more helpful for

comparing it to the Platonic account.

13 Diog. Laert. Lives 11.87.

14 Diog. Laert. Lives 11.88, 90. On the Socratic origins of the Cyrenaics see Tsouna (1994).
Aristippus the Elder (435 — c.356 b.c.e.), the founder of the school, was a pupil of Socrates. This
raises the interesting question, too broad in scope to take on here, of to what degree Platonic
hedonist prudentialism may in fact be responsive to Cyrenaic doctrine.

15 For those who hold the controversial but still ‘standard reading’, see note 7. Warren (2001) 167-
8; Tsouna-McKirahan (2002) 464-89; O’'Keefe (2002); Graver (2001) 162-3; Warren (2014a) 191-3;

and Sedley (2017) 5-6 join me in defending a more moderate reading.
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The moderate presentist reading of Cyrenaic prudentialism is characterised by an
attitude of indifference to objects which are uncertain or affectively inaccessible, rather
than by a failure of identification with one’s future self. It is a unique and striking view,
which sits in contrast to the Platonic view as we find it in any of the dialogues. The
ways in which it differs are more nuanced and interesting than is sometimes thought,
and will require detailed analysis. In support of this reading, I introduce what I take to
be a key passage:
Aristippus seemed to speak with particular conviction when encouraging people
neither to bother themselves in retrospect over what has passed, nor to toil in
prospect of things to come. For this kind of behaviour is the mark of happiness
and proof of a gracious frame of mind. He told them to pay attention to each day
as it comes, and similarly to that part of the day in which the individual’s action
or thought takes place. For he said that the present is ours, not the past nor the
future. For the former has perished and it is unclear if the latter will be.¢
I suggest we read this passage from Aelian as indicative of two claims which are
characteristic of Cyrenaic presentism and their related prudentialism: first, in the
present, we can only experience present pleasure and pain. Second, as a result of the
first, we should only care about present pleasure and pain. The second claim relies on

the first: that is to say, the recommendation of our restricted concern is justified by the

claim about restricted access. I will discuss these in turn.

According to the Aelian passage, the Cyrenaics deny that the past or future have any
bearing on current pleasure. The basis for this strong denial is that the past no longer
exists, so access to the memory of past pleasures does not give us access to anything

existing. Below I will argue that the sense in which it no longer exists is that the motion

16 Ael. VH 14.6, translated in Warren (2001) 172.
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comprising the affection has stopped, and the affection itself is no longer felt. At the
same time, the future has not yet come into existence, and pleasures of the future are
uncertain, in a way that makes them inaccessible, unfelt, and not worthy of concern. The
reason for attributing no value to remembered or expected pleasures needs some
elucidation. Where Epicurus, by contrast, holds that mental pains are worse because
they cause us pain in the past, present and future, the Cyrenaics hold that physical pain
is worse, and that it affects us only in the present.’” So while physical pain and pleasure
may be a legitimate concern for a Cyrenaic, a purely mental pain of the past or future
has no bearing on their current state, since it does not affect them physically now, in

terms of causing pleasure or pain now.

The Cyrenaics also say that there is no pleasure to be had in the memory or recollection
of pleasure, because the motions of the soul are exhausted (ekluetai) over time.’8 A
number of modern commentators take this to fall in line with Aristippus” advice about
life in general.” For, contrary to Epicurus, Aristippus advised that we should generally
expand our desires, so much so that we may be in danger of anticipating future
pleasures to such a degree that should they not arrive, we may be very disappointed.?

Their prudential advice is that we should, therefore, content ourselves with the certain

17 Diog. Laert. Lives X.137.

18 Tbid. I1.90.

19 For example Gosling & Taylor (1982) 42; Warren (2001) 172.

2 In fact, since even the wise hedonist is still subject to pain and sorrow (according to Diog.
Laert. Lives I11.91), too much thought of the future and the many desires that will likely go
unfulfilled could be very depressing indeed. Witness the late dissident Cyrenaic Hegesias, who
foresaw a future so full of anguish that he advised mass suicide for his followers, and became
known as the ‘Death Persuader’ (Lives I1.20).
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and irrefutable pleasures of the here and now, free from anxieties about those of the
future which are, in an important sense, uncertain. The justification for this restriction of
our desires is thus importantly different to that of the Epicureans. It is based on

uncertainty and the idea that the past and future are not ‘ours’.

The Cyrenaics define pleasure and pain as motions of the soul. With respect to past
pleasures, the motion of the soul which diminishes in time is the pleasant feeling
(hedupatheia) which Aristippus identifies as the telos. And, adopting Epicurean language,
in the way many of our sources do, we could say that the only pleasures the Cyrenaics
recognise are kinetic pleasures, the physical motions which by nature become weaker
the further away they are in time.?! Even with this specific conception of pleasure, they
find room for intermediate states, which are experienced, but not experienced as
pleasure or pain.?? They locate value in present, felt affections, and deny that we can
occurrently experience pathé of the past or future. In our passage from Athenaeus, it is
reported that Aristippus claimed that pleasure only exists in the ‘individual moment’
which, while not necessarily meaning that it is ‘specious’, implies that the value of

pleasure does not extend beyond the time at which it is felt.??

2l Warren (2001) 168-9.

2 Evidence for the intermediate state includes Diog. Laert. Lives 11.86; Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. vii
199-200; Euseb. Praep. Evang. XIV.18.32.

2 Ath. Deip. XII, 544a-b. The Cyrenaic use of the adjective ‘monochronos’ is most often translated
as ‘momentary’. Tsouna (1998, 15-16) defends translating it as ‘unitemporal’, and suggests that it
could be more extended in duration, but the moment still ‘has no prospective or retrospective

value, and can only be enjoyed while it is actually occurring’ (16).
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The Cyrenaics” passive epistemology and their conception of pleasure and pain, in
combination, result in a severe restriction on our access to sensations. Only occurrent
pathe can be experienced as passive, incorrigible sensations, and therefore trusted.
Access to pathé of the past and future, by contrast, is either restricted or tainted. It is
restricted if the motion which characterises the pathé has died out or has not yet come to
be. It is tainted if it has the status of something other than a passively perceived motion,
such as an abstract thought or a memory, which fall into categories understood to be

corrigible by nature.

For the Cyrenaics, then, notably in contrast to the Epicureans, hedonic experience has
no extension past-wards or future-wards. Beyond the span of time which a soul motion
can last, there is no sensory stimulation in the basic sense. This could come from
empirical observation of sensation: the lovely tingle I experience when dipping into
warm bath water will fade, and my memory of the feeling will do nothing to restore it.
It's merely a representation of a motion, not the motion itself. Hedonic experience tracks
the present, on the Cyrenaic view. While I can remember that I experienced some
pleasure, I can’t remember the pleasure I experienced. Likewise, while I can anticipate
that I will experience some pleasure in the future, I can’t anticipate the pleasure I will,
or may, experience. These are motions of the soul which I no longer or don’t yet have
access to. It’s plausible that I can’t anticipate without some kind of stock of experience
to draw on, but whatever I can do by way of anticipating, it can’t consist in literally re-
experiencing past pain, and there is as yet no future pain to tap into. The representation
that I will experience pain could simply be what a faded or fading soul motion is, but it

seems likely that most old soul motions will have faded to below the level of experience.
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If this account is right, there is a disjoining, in the Cyrenaic scheme, between hedonic
experience-as-motion and temporally-distant experience which is merely represented.
It's not clear whether these representations of past experience even count as motion,
though they are described as motions which have died out, and are thereby recognised
as having once been motions. They are a kind of non-criterial past experience. We can
have second order awareness of these past experiences in the present, but since the
Cyrenaics hold that all and only what is experienced as pleasure or pain in the present,
and is an occurrent motion, is criterial, past motions are categorically excluded. Past
motion has faded out, cannot be tapped into, and can only be represented. It therefore
cannot be recommended for the purposes of future planning, and should not be an

object of concern for a good Cyrenaic, even on this moderate view.

IV Cyrenaic Indifference to Retrospective and Prospective Affections

We have a metaphysics that underlies the Cyrenaic attitude of emotional indifference to
prudential considerations of pleasure and pain of the past and future, as described
principally in the Athenaeus and Aelian passages, and according to the moderate
reading of them. Yet the metaphysics alone doesn’t fully justify or explain their attitude,
described in those same passages. Athenaeus describes Aristippus as believing that
pathe of the past and future are not of any significance to him, and that they meant
nothing to him, since they were uncertain. Aelian reports that he encouraged people not
to bother themselves over the past or future. We need more than the metaphysical
reading to explain why it is uncertainty, rather than lack of access, which generates this

attitude, and exactly what the attitude of indifference to anything other than pleasure
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and pain of the present amounts to. This is key to understanding their prudential

strategy.

On the face of it, there are two likely arguments for the claim that we should care only
about present pleasure and pain, and plan our lives with only the value of these in view.
The first is that only our present selves are really ourselves, and we can thus only
experience present pleasure and pain.?* The second is that we shouldn’t care about past
and future pleasures and pains — we have some reason, other than a lack of identity
with our future selves, to cultivate indifference to pathe of other times. I will argue that

the Cyrenaics hold the latter view, and I will explain how it shapes their prudentialism.

The evidence as we have seen it says that the Cyrenaics have this ‘impersonal” attitude
to remembered and anticipated affections not in the sense that they take them to belong
to a person-stage radically disconnected from themselves, but rather because their

access to motions of the soul are weakened or diluted when there is distance in time

24 This characterises the view I take Irwin (1991) to endorse, and which I disagree with when I
defend the more moderate version. I am not the first scholar to defend a more moderate version
of Cyrenaic presentism, nor am I first to take issue with Irwin’s particular reading of Cyrenaic
presentism. Tim O’Keefe (2002), for instance, does both (396, n. 7):
When I speak of the Cyrenaics” ‘lack of future concern,” it is this sort of disregard for the
future that I have in mind, a rejection of the prudent hedonism of the type advocated by
Epicurus and Socrates in the Protagoras. Aristippus says that the expectation of future
pleasures is “nothing to him.” I will be discussing what exactly this might mean, but it
cannot mean that one has no care about anything that extends beyond the present
temporal point that one inhabits. After all, even a simple action like reaching for a glass
of water in front of oneself to satisfy thirst involves a concern for a future state of affairs,
albeit only a few seconds hence. Desire is almost always an intentional state regarding
expected future satisfactions. Even on the most restrictive interpretation of the
Cyrenaics’ concentration on only the present, it must at least involve something like

William James’ ‘specious present’.
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between that motion and the present: weakened in the case of memory, diluted by mere
possibility in the case of anticipation. More specifically, when it comes to prudential
planning and the anticipation of future affections, there may even be a story about how
these depend on remembered affections, which would bring the two parallel accounts,

and the reason for their uncertainty, closer together.?

There is uncertainty about the anticipated affections, and it’s this uncertainty that
generates the impersonal attitude. This reading doesn’t require positing extreme
presentism of the Cyrenaics, but rather a weaker or more modest presentism which just
says that they have a different attitude to past and future affections than present ones.
For them, we should care only about present pleasure and pain because we have reason
not to care about past and future affections, and that reason is lack of access to them,
which generates uncertainty.?¢ If we experience present pleasure and pain about
something in the past or future, that present pleasure or pain is metaphysically and
phenomenologically different from the pathé of those other times, and, for the Cyrenaics,
it doesn’t count as pleasure or pain from the perspective of the present moment.
Instead, it counts as a non-hedonic concern. This reading explains how the Cyrenaics

can hold the attitude they do to past and future pathe, while leaving room for some

% ] have in mind here the idea that, in order to anticipate a pain or pleasure in the future, I use
my experiences of pleasures or pains from the past to imagine what they might be like. Indeed,
our evidence of the Cyrenaics engaging with this topic shows them discussing both memory and
anticipation in the same breath. When the Cyrenaics talk about past motions of the soul dying
out, this would plausibly impact both their memory of past affections, and their anticipation of
future ones.

26 More could be said about the nature of the uncertainty under discussion. It could be
uncertainty about the point in time at which something wi