Sunday June 22 - Topic: Prolepsis

Post by “Cassius” of June 21, 2025 at 7:24 PM

Prolepsis Discussion Outline

FWIW at the moment my plan is to organize tomorrow's session to maximize getting all
participants up to speed on what the sources say about the background of the dispute. We can
then after that, and in this thread, take up any relevant modern theories that people want to
discuss.

1. Review of the pre-Epicurean background to which Epicurus was reactling, including
Plato's Meno Paradox, based on our prior discussions on that here.
2. Review of the Epicurean sources, which we'll take up using DeWitt's organization in
Chapter 8 (Section 3) of Epicurus and His Philosophy. These sources will include:
1. Diogenes Laertius Section 33

1. 33. The concept they speak of as an apprehension or right opinion or thought
or general idea stored within the mind, that is to say a recollection of what
has often been presented from without, as for instance ‘Such and such a
thing is a man,’” for the moment the word ‘man’ is spoken, immediately by
means of the concept his form too is thought of, as the senses give us the
information. Therefore the first signification of every name is immediate and
clear evidence. And we could not look for the object of our search, unless we
have first known it. For instance, we ask, ‘Is that standing yonder a horse or a
cow?’ To do this we must know by means of a concept the shape of horse and
of cow. Otherwise we could not have named them, unless we previously knew
their appearance by means of a concept. So the concepts are clear and
immediate evidence. Further, the decision of opinion depends on some
previous clear and immediate evidence, to which we refer when we express
it: for instance, ‘How do we know whether this is a man?’

2. 34. Opinion they also call supposition, and say that it may be true or false: if
it is confirmed or not contradicted, it is true ; if it is not confirmed or is
contradicted, it is false. For this reason was introduced the notion of the
problem awaiting confirmation: for example, waiting to come near the tower
and see how it looks to the near view. The internal sensations they say are
two, pleasure and pain, which occur to every living creature, and the one is
akin to nature and the other alien: by means of these two choice and
avoidance are determined. Of investigations some concern actual things,
others mere words. This is a brief summary of the division of their philosophy
and their views on the criterion of truth. Now we must proceed to the letter.

2. Cicero's "On The Nature of The Gods" Book | Beginning Section XVI
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1. ... Anyone pondering on the baseless and irrational character of these
doctrines ought to regard Epicurus with reverence, and to rank him as one of
the very gods about whom we are inquiring. For he alone perceived, first, that
the gods exist, because nature herself has imprinted a conception of them on
the minds of all mankind. For what nation or what tribe of men is there but
possesses untaught some preconception of the gods? Such notions Epicurus
designates by the word prolepsis, that is, a sort of preconceived mental
picture of a thing, without which nothing can be understood or investigated or
discussed. The force and value of this argument we learn in that work of
genius, Epicurus's Rule or Standard of Judgement.

2. XVII You see therefore that the foundation (for such it is) of our inquiry has
been well and truly laid. For the belief in the gods has not been established
by authority, custom or law, but rests on the unanimous and abiding
consensus of mankind; their existence is therefore a necessary inference,
since we possess an instinctive or rather an innate concept of them; but a
belief which all men by nature share must necessarily be true; therefore it
must be admitted that the gods exist. And since this truth is almost
universally accepted not only among philosophers but also among the
unlearned, we must admit it as also being an accepted truth that we possess
a 'preconception,' as | called it above, or 'prior notion,' of the gods. (For we
are bound to employ novel terms to denote novel ideas, just as Epicurus
himself employed the word prolepsis in a sense in which no one had ever
used it before.) We have then a preconception of such a nature that we
believe the gods to be blessed and immortal. For nature, which bestowed
upon us an idea of the gods themselves, also engraved on our minds the
belief that they are eternal and blessed. If this is so, the famous maxim of
Epicurus truthfully enunciates that "that which is blessed and eternal can
neither know trouble itself nor cause trouble to another, and accordingly
cannot feel either anger or favor, since all such things belong only to the
weak."

3. If we sought to attain nothing else beside piety in worshiping the gods and
freedom from superstition, what has been said had sufficed; since the exalted
nature of the gods, being both eternal and supremely blessed, would receive
man's pious worship (for what is highest commands the reverence that is its
due); and furthermore all fear of the divine power or divine anger would have
been banished (since it is understood that anger and favor alike are excluded
from the nature of a being at once blessed and immortal, and that these
being eliminated we are menaced by no fears in regard to the powers above).
But the mind strives to strengthen this belief by trying to discover the form of
god, the mode of his activity, and the operation of his intelligence.

3. Epicurus' References in the Letter to Menoeceus and Principal Doctrines
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