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PIERRE-MARIE MOREL

ABSTRACT

In this paper 11 is argued that preconception (profépsis). ic.. the general no-
tion derived from sensation according to Epicurus. 15 the *key concept’ of the
Epicurean methodology. Scholarly discussions have so far mainly focused on
issues about the psychological status of pradiépsis, and the two main points of
view traditionally held—preconception as a representation and preconception
as a movement of thoughi—have seemed to be incompatible. | argue here that
they are not and that preconception must be considered under both aspects, as
a mental image as well as a movement of thought, However the most impor-
tant point in Epicurus™ agenda is the methodological status of preconception,
It is not reducible 1o the single function of a basic concept that is necessary
for any subsequent investigation. Preconception. in many occurrences, con-
tinues to operate as a criterion throughowt the process of discovery, and not
just as a point of departure. Thus. Epicurean preconception reconciles the
immediateness of sensation and, more penerally, of self~evidence with the ra-
tional mediation of method.

Fpicureanism, like any empiricist philosophy, must confront the problem
of the status of “ideas.” whether these are understood as general notions,
abstract representations, or simple thoughts. Since we grasp not only indi-
viduals (this cat, this tree here or that one there), but also classes or species
tvats, of which that cat is an instance, trees in general), or again abstract
notions {such as values). we necessarily grasp also ‘ideas,” in the very
broad sense that | am employing. This poses no problem of principle.
since it is not necessary that such “ideas’ are innate ideas, or that they exist
as such, separately from the mental act that grasps them, in the manner of
Plitonic ideas. It is enough that we agree on some use of the term.?
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