
Session Four Happiness and Pleasure

Material
Hedonism
This is the idea that pleasure is the chief 
aim of life. In western philosophy one of 
the earliest known proponents of 
hedonism was Aristippus of Cyrene 
(Cyrene was a Greek colony in North 
Africa). He lived between 435 and 356 
BC. Although a follower of Socrates, his 
views departed from those of his teacher. 
He regarded pleasure as the goal or end 
of all action. Pleasure consisted of 
sensual gratification. Aristippus was 
regarded as scandalous in his willingness 
to depart from accepted standards of 
behaviour in the pursuit of obtaining 
pleasurable experiences. The philosophy 
of hedonism is alive and well today!

Epicurus (341-270 BC)
Epicurus said that pleasure is the final end 
of life. He also said pleasure is our starting 
point whenever we choose or avoid 
anything, and it is this we make our aim. 
This did not mean, however, that Epicurus 
made it his philosophy to pursue every 
pleasure that offers itself. If pleasure is the 
greatest good, pain is the greatest evil, 
and it is best to pass up a pleasure if it will 
lead to long-term suffering. Equally, he 
said, it is worth putting up with pain if it will 
bring great pleasure in the long run. Thus, 
a simple vegetarian diet and the company 
of a few friends in a modest garden would 
suffice for Epicurean happiness. 

Plato
A third view of happiness and pleasure is 
provided by Plato. He considered 
pleasures in two ways, necessary and 
unnecessary. He suggested that some 
pleasures are necessary in life, i.e. eating 
simple food for health and strength.  
Overeating would be an unnecessary 
pleasure. 

Upanishads
The Upanishads speak of the nature of the 
Self, or Atman, in Sanskrit. This they 
describe as being immortal, infinite and 
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Continue to practise the art of listening.
Listen attentively so that you may come to 
a better understanding of the truth of the 
subject under discussion.
Observe from where we seek happiness.
Continue to practise the Awareness 
Exercise.
Remember to pause as deeply as 
possible.

Practice

essentially the same in everyone and 
everything. This is the true source of 
happiness. When a person comes to know 
this, he or she finds true contentment and 
satisfaction. This is a happiness which is 
lasting and which is not dependent on 
anything or anyone else. It is a deep well 
of joy within oneself.

Chandogya Upanishad Ch. 7
In this world they call greatness the 
possession of lands and of houses, of 
cattle and horses and elephants and gold. 
But I do not call this greatness, for here 
one thing depends upon another. 
But the infinite is above and below, north 
and south and east and west. The Infinite 
is the whole universe.  
Those who see and understand this, who 
find in Atman their Spirit, their love and 
their joy, become masters of themselves. 
Their freedom then is infinite.
But those who see not this become the 
servants of other masters and, in the 
worlds that pass away, attain not their 
liberation.

Shankara
The Eternal Way
In the pause between inactivity and 
activity, there the mind is desireless. One 
who masters that pause is, without doubt, 
free.

Quotations



Diagrams

NECESSARY PLEASURES
Sustain Life

Satisfy, do not leave pain
Earn

Required for health & strength

UNNECESSARY PLEASURES
Create desire to repeat
Leave pain afterwards

Spend
Harmful to soul in pursuit of 

wisdom and virtue

 Plato, Republic 558-9

Hedonism: Unrestrained pursuit of pleasure

Epicurus: Pleasure as minimisation of pain

Plato: Necessary and unnecessary pleasures

Upanishad: Finding joy & satisfaction in oneself


