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COLLOQUIUM 2
METHOD AND EVIDENCE: ON EPICUREAN PRECONCEPTION!
PIERRE-MARIE MOREL

ABSTRACT

In this paper it is argued that preconception (profépsis), i.e.. the general no-
tion derived from sensation according to Epicurus. is the “key concept’ of the
Epicurean methodology. Scholarly discussions have so far mainly focused on
issues about the psychological status of prolépsis, and the two main points of
view traditionally held—preconception as a representation and preconception
as a movement of thought—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 to 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 throughout the process of discovery, and not
just as a point of departure. Thus, Epicurean preconception reconciles the
immediateness of sensation and, more generally. of self-evidence with the ra-
tional mediation of method.

Epicureanism, 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
(cats, 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 1 am employing. This poses no problem of principle,
since it 1s 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
Platonic ideas. It is enough that we agree on some use of the term.?

! Many thanks to David Konstan for his translation of the first version of this paper and
tor the stimulating discussions we have had on the epicurean preconception. | would also
like to thank Mary Lowise Gill, Erin Roberts and Dimitri EI Murr for their remarks and the
Anonymous Referce for her/his accurate reading and useful comments.

" Ax does John Locke at the beginning of the Essav Concerning Human Undersianding
(Lo dntr, ¥ 8) : "What “Idea” stands for. Thus much [ thought necessary to say concerning
the occaston ol this Inquiry into human Understanding. But. betore 1 proceed on to what |
e thought on this subject. T must here in the entrance beg pardon of my reader for the
frequent use of the word idea, which he will find in the following treatise. 1t being that term
whicho Dtk serves best to stand tor whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a
e ks F hase used it o expross whatever s meant by phantasnt, notion, species, or
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The problem begins when we have to define the status of an idea. Let
us distinguish between psychological status and logical status. In respect
to psychological status, we may inquire whether an idea is a kind of im-
age, that is, a kind of accessible mental trace—in our case, i.e., the epicu-
rean theory of knowledge, a representation derived from sensation—, or
else a movement, an act of thinking, and whether an idea is a proposition
or reducible to a proposition. As for logical status, we may ask whether an
idea can be in itself true or false, or is only true insofar as it depends on
other terms, for example as logically connected with other terms in a
proposition. We may equally wonder about its methodological function: is
an idea simply a linguistic convention, a pre-knowledge which, because it
derives tfrom earlier experiences, may anticipate experiences yet to come,
or else a criterion of self-evidence that can confirm, after the fact, the va-
lidity of our opinions concerning a given experience?

Let us begin with the problem as it is stated in the epicurean texts. It is
clear that ancient Epicureanism is empiricist. For the Epicureans, sensa-
tion is the first criterion of truth and the origin of all knowledge.? Sensa-
tions are, accordingly, in themselves irrefutable.* But Epicureanism also
allows for the existence and for the epistemological use of ‘ideas,” and it is
not ‘anti-intellectual’ in this sense. The Epicureans did not at all seek to
reduce the knowledge of hidden entities to a direct extension of the per-
ception of phenomena, for example via a simple addition of sensible ex-
periences. Our eyes see shade and light, but they do not instruct us as to
the difference between them: “this falls to the mind’s reason (ratio animi)
to discern. The eyes cannot discover the nature of things (natura rerum).”>
The natura rerum, the *nature of things,” which constitutes the very object
of Lucretius’ poem, only reveals itself truly, then, to the eyes of reason.
E. Asmis, in her tundamental book of 1984, showed that the Epicurean
canon was not just an epistemology (a theory “which proposes sense per-
ceptions and concepts as criteria for testing the truth of beliefs™), but also a
methodology, that is a theory “which proposes two rules that govern the
conduct of an inquiry from the beginning.”® The subtlety of Epicurean
methodology resides precisely in the explanation of different modes of

whatever it is, which the mind can be employed about in thinking; and | could not avoid
frequently using it.”

3 Cf. Diog. Laert.. X, 31 ; Epicurus, KD (Kev Doctrine) 24.

* Lucretius. DRN (De revum natura), 1V, 469-521 Diog. Lacert., X, 32.

S DRN. 1V, 384-385 (trans|. Long & Sedley).

& See Asmis 1984, esp. 24, The two rules, according 1o 1. Asmis, are : ™a requirement
for initial concepts to demarcite the problem” and “a reguirement for empireal tacts to

provide asolutton ™
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inference, that is of the move from sensations to concept (éxnivola): by con-
frontation, analogy, similarity or combination.” The procedures of infer-
ence, which permit the verification and, ultimately, the validation of opin-
ions, provide in principle sufficient guaranties for us to make use of repre-
sentations of things that are not immediately perceivable by the senses.
Moreover, the Epicureans have available a very rich arsenal of terms, of-
ten difficult to distinguish clearly from one another, to designate the vari-
ous kinds of ideas or general notions.

The most important of these terms is npdAnwic: “preconception’ (in
Long & Sedley’s translation), or ‘presumption.” It seems that this word,
which, Cicero affirms, was introduced into philosophy by Epicurus him-
self.® is a generic term, which includes others that designate abstract no-
tions or mental operations, in contrast to sensations and affects. We read
at the beginning of a fundamental text on this question:

(1]

Preconception, they [the Epicureans] say, is as it were a perception
(xaTdAnyig), or correct opinion (86&a 0pdY), or conception (Fvvoin), or uni-
versal “store notion™ (kxaBoAikn) vénoig évanoxeipévn), i.e. memory of that
which has frequently become evident externally: e.g. “such and such a kind
of thing is a man”. For as soon as the word “man” is uttered, immediately its
delineation also comes to mind by means of preconception, since the senses
give the lead. Thus what primarily underlies each name is something self-
evident. And what we inquire about we would not have inquired about if we
had not had prior knowledge of it. For example: “Is what’s standing over
there a horse or a cow?” For one must at some time have come to know the
form of a horse and that of a cow by means of preconception. Nor would we
have named something if we had not previously learnt its delineation by
means of preconception. Thus preconceptions are self-evident (dvapyeic).
And opinion depends on something prior and self-evident, which is our point
of reference when we say, e.g., “How do we know if this is a man?" (Diog.
Laert., X, 33)°

The generic character of the preconception is not explicitly asserted. Nev-
ertheless, it is quite clear that preconceptions are the basic material of all
other notions, as they are also for the Stoics. These latter notions, as I have
said, come in several forms:

Diop. Facrt, N. 32
N
Creero, Do nattra deorm 104
u
I ony & Sedbey taosdation cas below ) but e the fase sentence, punctuation s mine
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(2]

Also, all notions (nfvoia) arise from the senses (Gmd T@V aicfoewv) by
means of confrontation, analogy, similarity and combination, with some con-
tribution from reasoning too. (Diog. Laert., X, 32)

It is possible, as some have suggested, that preconceptions, because they
are the most natural and immediate or most basic notions, correspond to
cases of ‘confrontation’ (nepintwaoig). The question is very difficult to re-
solve. However that may be, since all énivola derive from sensations, we
can say that each constitutes a kind of “memory of that which has fre-
quently become evident externally,” which is just what a preconception is.
It is thus difficult to establish a clear distinction between preconceptions
and other notions. In addition, although certain opinions, thoughts, or
judgments are false, it seems that, for Epicurus, preconceptions are always
true: (text [1]) “preconceptions are self-evident. And opinion depends on
something prior and self-evident, which is our point of reference when we
say, e.g., ‘how do we know if this is a man?’” Preconception in this sense
is a fundamental or primary ‘idea’ that is always true, because it is abso-
lutely clear (évapync), and that is common to all men. It is thus not surpris-
ing that the concept of preconception plays a central role in Epicurean
doctrine, sometimes implicitly, but also explicitly, as the correct concept
of the divine or of justice.

Unfortunately, Epicurus did not bequeath us a general treatment of pre-
conception, and Lucretius’ De rerum natura, which generally translates
the Greek mpdinyic by notitia or notities, offers only rather dispersed
comments on the matter.'® What we have is just a few paradigmatic cases
(the gods, the just) where Epicurus makes use of the word mpdinyig, but
without giving a clear definition of it. Furthermore, the psychological
status of preconception is not entirely clear: the questions that 1 have
posed above in a general way are relevant as well to the particular frame-
work of Epicurean philosophy. They have given rise to highly divergent
interpretations and there is no current consensus on the matter.

I would like to show that the main problem with respect to preconcep-
tion is not that of its psychological status, on which discussion has gener-
ally focused, so much as that of its logical and, related to this, methodo-
logical status. The question is, then, to understand what the methodologi-
cal function of preconception is. Prolépsis has, in fact, several different
functions, which are not reducible to the single function of a basic concept

1 Oceurrences of these terms in Lueretios are s L1240 74501V 476 0 479 0 8810V,
124 018301047,
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that is necessary for any subsequent investigation.!! Each of these func-
tions consists in making some particular use of the self-evidence that is
specific to preconception. This variety in the uses of preconception per-
haps explains the differences among the texts in which it is discussed, and,
correspondingly, the divergence of modern interpretations. At a deeper
level, | would like to show that prolépsis is the ‘key concept’ in Epicurean
methodology, and that the texts that have survived, even if they do not
confirm it directly, allow us to reconstruct what amounts to a proleptic
method. The logical status of preconception, in the activity of direct infer-
ence but also in the process or technique of confirmation or ‘witnessing,’
perfectly illustrates the advantage that Epicureanism seeks to derive from
first ‘ideas’: preconception is not just a representation endowed with in-
trinsic self-evidence, like sensation and affect, but is equally a mental act
in which thought is related to sensation. It is the condition without which
one could neither establish nor confirm the connection between the invisi-
ble (adnA6v) and the manifest (pavdpevov), whether in simple processes
or in more complex ones. It thus reconciles the immediateness of self-
evidence with the rational mediation of method. By referring to prolépsis
as a ‘key concept,” then, I mean that preconception links the various acts
or states of knowledge together, so that it is not only the generic term,
which includes the other abstract notions, but also that which correlates
thought with direct experience. This does not mean that preconception
would be a better criterion than sensation, which is, as we shall see, the
first criterion of truth.

1. The Psychological Status of Preconceptions

l.et us begin with the difficulties posed by the psychological status of pre-
conception and the problem of the connection between preconception and
sensation.

Two types of argument allow us to affirm that sensation is the primary
criterion of truth: not only negative arguments, for example those that Lu-
cretius proposes to establish the irrefutable nature of sensations, but also
positive arguments, which have to do with the physical status of aisthésis
iself. As may be seen in the physiological account of sensations in the
Letter to Herodotus, we do not even have to establish that the truth of sen-
sation corresponds to reality: it is reality itself, or at all events a part of
reality. Knowledge, prior to being a relation of correspondence with what

U ccordimy to Asns 1954
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is known, or an equivalence to what is real, is a relation of belonging, of
inherence in what is known. Thus, vision results from the reception of
replicas (tomot) or images (simulacra, e(5wha) that are naturally emitted
by the object that is seen. Since they are directly transmitted by effluences
which. in ideal conditions, preserve the structure and properties of the ag-
gregate from which they come, these replicas allow us to form a represen-
tation or impression (govtacia) which remains in  “sympathy”
(cupndOeia) with the object.'? This same principle of sympathy is equally
valid for the other senses.'> The impression is thus not strictly subjective
and still less entirely mental: we perceive something that the object pro-
duces of itself, so that the impression is the shape of the body itself:

(31

And whatever impression we get by focusing our thought or senses, whether
of shape or properties, that is the shape of the solid body, produced through
the image’s concentrated succession or after-effect. (Epicurus, Hrdt., 50)

Under non-standard conditions, it is true, this sympathy will only be par-
tial, a consequence, for example, of air that wears down the simulacra and
is responsible for the effect that, seen from a distance, a tower that is in
fact square seems round to us.'* But it nevertheless remains the case that
the impression is constituted via an immediate sympathy with the flow of
simulacra or images, and thus that it is constituted in sympathy with the
objective conditions of their production.

But sensation is not just the act of receiving a physical imprint: it also
includes an act of attention or projection (émpoii)'* toward this condi-
tion of passive reception. This interior act, by which we apprehend the
thing perceived within ourseives and relate to it, although it is in its own
right strictly mental, may also be described as a kind of natural process.
Unfortunately, the Epicureans have not given us a clear physical account
of émporn, nor again of other mental operations. Thus, it is difficult to
know whether they followed up on their physical explanation so as to in-
clude gmpoly. In any case, on the epistemological level, their position is
clear: whatever its exact nature, the £mpoArj that is included in sensation is
direct. 1t is therefore different from the judgment, which can be false, that
is applied to this sensation and its objective correlate. Focusing on the

12 Qee Hrdt. (Letter to Herodotus), 50.1. 2.

13 Hydr., 49-53 ; DRN, 1V, 462-468.

14 Lucretius, DRN. IV, 353-363,

S Pong & Sedley: “ocusing™ Asmis application.” Both seem acceptable to me. In

s contest, sinee Fam osmy Fong & Sedley s transhaton, 1 chose “tocusimg.”
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affect of blue or red is not the same as the opinion ot judgment that this
thing is blue or red. )

Sensations are, in any case, true in themselves, because they testify di-
rect!y and physically to the actual presence of the thing sensed. As Lu-
cretius puts it, “whatever impression the senses get at any time is true.”!®
In fact, sensation does not require /ogos—reason or discourse—or even
memory in order to establish the truth of what it expresses. According to
Diogenes Laertius, “all sensation, he [Epicurus] says, is irrational (&Aoyoq)
and does not involve memory.”!7 Epicurean epistemology thus depends at
bottom.on what [ would call a ‘principle of immediacy’ or ‘currency.’ The
WOI.'d ‘immediacy’ here embraces both the unmediated nature of an ex-
perience, and its direct connection with objective reality.

However, can mental states that are distinct from sensations, and which
refer to a past or future sensation, satisfy this principle, to the extent that
they no longer have the advantage of the immediacy of sensation? The
probl.em.poses itself all the more urgently when these states are presented
as criteria, on the same level as sensations and aftects. This is precisely
the case with preconceptions. How can they be true in themselves, al-
though their objective correlate (a man, a cow, justice, the divine) i; no
longer or not yet present?

. There are some texts that may relieve our doubts as to the intrinsic va-
lld{ty of preconceptions. Thus, the summary that Diogenes offers of the
Epicurean ‘canon’ associates them directly with sensations and affects:

(4]

Thus Epicurus, in‘the Kanon (Yardstick). says that the sensations, preconcep-
tions, asnd the feelings are the criteria of truth. The Epicureans add the “focus-
ings of thought into an impression.” (Diog. Laert., X, 31)'%

An easy solution to the problem, then, would be to recall that preconcep-
tions are not radically distinct from sensations. This is doubtless true.
Liong and Sedley hold, quite rightly, that Gassendi's insertion of the defi-
nite article before prolépseis is needless:'? even though they constitute a
(11§t|nct class among the several criteria, preconceptions are closely tied up
with sensations. There is indeed a natural continuity between sensation
and preconception. That is why, as Diogenes Laertius specifies (text [1]):

16 o . o
\ " Proinde quod in quoguest his visum tempore, verumst”, DRV, [V, 499.
Diog. Taert., X, 31,

I8 .
Secalso Cieero, Acadenica, 10, 142,
RO L L . .
See the Greek text edited by Tong & Sedlevowho o hike Hicks, HLS. Long, Arrighetti
Atcovich  delete the “war inserted by Giissends :
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For as soon as the word ‘man’ is uttered, immediately its delineation also
comes to mind by means of preconception. since the senses give the lead.
Thus what primarily underlies each name is something self-evident. (Diog.
Laert., X, 33)

However, even if the association between the prolépsis and the word is
direct, it does not have the same type of immediate presence that sensation
does. We immediately grasp in thought the preconception of ‘man,’ but
this operation cannot take precedence over an objective immediacy: it is
not presence, and still less the physical inherence in us of the thing that is
seen, that testifies to the validity of the preconception. [ can certainly
judge that this here thing is true, because it results from a sensible impres-
sion whose physical traces are still present in me. That is a necessary con-
sequence of Epicurean physicalism, which Diogenes of Oinoanda ex-
presses quite clearly:

[3]

and after the impingements of the first images, our nature is rendered porous
in such a manner that, even if the objects which it first saw are no longer pre-
sent, images similar to the first ones are received by the mind [...]. (Diogenes
of Oinoanda, fgt 9.111.6-14 Smith) 2

Nevertheless. preconception always occurs affer the sensation—or the set
of sensations—from which it derives. It is even true that a preconception,
notably that of the gods, may occur in us without any previous perception,
as an innata cognitio,®" which poses the problem of how to explain gener-
ally the origin of preconceptions.?> More globally, from an epistemologi-
cal point of view, that which constitutes the basis of proleptic self-
evidence is not the sensation from which it derives: it is rather, on the one
hand. the spontaneity of the association between a preconception and. on
the other, the word or the object that approaches me, for example a horse
or cow, to take the examples given by Diogenes Laertius. Text [1] is en-
tirely clear on this score. What testifies indeed to the truth and self-
evidence of a preconception is not its physical and sensible origin but:

- (a) the fact that a preconception appears to us “as soon as (Gpa) the
word ‘man’ is uttered” and “immediately” (£060g);

0 Jigtd 88 Tog 1BV TpdTow &,WIT(J)GF\Q bV noponomtm UGV OUI(J)g N evolg GoTe,
Kol p napovtmv ¥ o mpaypdrov & O TpGTOV EdEY, T¢ Spow Totg APGTON T Slvoly
dexO[Rlvan odopa [ . .]. Smith’s translation.
Cicero, De natura deorum, 1, 43.
22 We can partly solve this problem il we assume (for example with Goldschmidt
1978, 157-158), that preconception results, in any case, from a material and external event:

the fact that images enter the bods through his pores. In the case of gods, it seems that the

cromza act direethy on the nnd (see mthis sense Maodrak 006,055
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- (b) the very principle of the signifying relation: “Nor would we have
named something if we had not previously learnt its delineation by means
of preconception.” In other words: there is a signifier of x, if and only if
there is a preconception of x. Seen this way, the following sentence, which
gives as a consequence the self-evidence of a preconception, is quite clear:
“Thus (o0V) preconceptions are self-evident.”

Thus, it is perhaps not true that what appears to me at a distance is a
horse; perhaps it is a cow; but if I am thinking of a horse, then it consists
in spontaneously representing to myself, at the moment of the perception,
a correct preconception of what a horse is. The truth of the preconception
does not reside, then, in contact with the object, really present or merely
named, with which it is related; it resides rather in the spontaneous asso-
ciation of what is actually present with what no longer is (the past sensa-
tion) and/or with what is not yet. Still more simply, although sensation
“doqs not accommodate memory” or “is incapable of memory,” precon-
ception (text [1]) is a “memory of that which has frequently become evi-
dent externally.”?} Let us add that preconception is a certain kind of
doxa—a correct one—, and that accordingly it has a ‘propositional struc-
ture” of the type ‘such a thing is a man’ or ‘the gods are happy and inde-
structible creatures.” We will have to deal more precisely with this point
later but, in any case, the same is not true of sensation.

Defined this way, preconception seems to constitute a kind of represen-
tation, that is a mental image that is simultaneously distinct both from its
original source and from the object to which it can be applied. Now, not
only does its quality as memory (the fact that it is a recollection of some-
thing past) contrast with the immediacy that gave the sensation its force,
but, once again, it is not a substitute for the direct grasp of a real, external
thing. In no case can the prolépsis of a sensible object (a man, a horse, or
a cow) take precedence over the actual perception of the thing when it is
actually present. How could it be a criterion of truth, that is, something
that is immediately true in itself, if it depends originally on the truth of
sensation?? In other words, of what value is the recollection of the actual
condition (the recollection of the sensation) if only the actual condition is
a guarantee of truth?

Mustry’t we, then, again question the notion, according to which a pre-
conception is a simple representation or a mental image? Understood not
only as that which persists after repeated sensations of a single object, but

Phiop Lacrt, Xo 3
A ] . ) | i
A NManuwald 197201 L ponts out, sensible pereeption is the guarantee of the value
ol the preconception as criterian



34 PIERRE-MARIE MOREL

as a cognitive operation or a movement of thought, it might have the same
kind of actuality (or currency) as the sensible experience, in the strict
sense. In fact, TpéAnyig sounds like an active substantive: the act of
‘grasping in advance.’?* To support this hypothesis, we may consider the
possibility, as David Glidden has done, that preconception is a form of
‘apprehension of thought,” an émoln tfig Stavolag 2 This hypothesis has
been severely criticized by Jirgen Hammerstaedt,?” who has well illus-
trated the difficulties that it bumps up against, and to which 1 shall return.
Let us begin by analyzing the terms and presuppositions of this debate.

There is no doubt that prolépsis is, to some extent, a certain type of rep-
resentation, insofar as it is a stable term of comparison, to which we can
refer particular instances that we encounter. Several texts that are authenti-
cally Epicurean clearly suggest as much. Thus, when Epicurus, in para-
graph 72 of the Letter to Herodotus, contrasts the perception of time to the
way in which we process other things (doubtless he means bodies here, as
Anke Manuwald maintains), he specifies:

(6]

We should not inquire into time in the same way as other things, which we
inquire into in an object by referring them to the preconceptions envisaged in
ourselves (4m to¢ Bremopdvag map’ AUV awTols mpodiye). (Hrdr., 72)*

The preposition #mi indicates clearly that we relate to something that we
already contain within ourselves and which we can even ‘perceive’ or “en-
visage’ (Premopévac)? in ourselves. Although there is no objective sub-
stratum of time, preconceptions determine the permanent properties of
stable substrata, or at least those that are relatively permanent. The same
preposition &mi is used to express a relation to preconceptions in a rather

25 See “mporappdve” in Liddell-Scott-Jones, Greek-English Lexicon.

26 Glidden 1985. See also Annas 1992, 166-168.

27 Hammerstaedt 1996.

28 Lang & Sedley’s translation modified. About the knowledge of time in Epicureanism,
see my Morel 2002. According to Sedley 1973. it could be that Hrdt., 72-73, on time, “was
not included in the original version of the Letter, but was added at a later date, following a
controversy in which Epicurus perhaps replied to the charge that his theory of properties
could not account for our understanding of a term like ‘time™ (15). In Sedley’s view. the
inclusion of preconceptions as truth-criteria comes later than the Lewer to Herodotus.
Accordingly. Hrdr., 37-38 would contain “only the germ of the notion of prolépsis™ (14). On
the latter point, see my following footnote. Regarding the former, 1 confess that I don’t put
any new hypothesis forward about the very difficult and controversial problem of the
chronology of Epicurus’ works.

29 In Hrdr.. 37-38, the same verb PifmecUar designates the perception of first notions,
which are probably preconceptions. On this text. see turther, pp. 36-47.
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difficult passage in book XXVIII of the Peri Phuseés of Epicurus, the
purpose of which is to expose human error, an error that does not reside in
preconceptions and appearances (pouwvdueva), but is produced in relation
to preconceptions and appearances:

(7]

Supposing that in those days we thought and said something equivalent, in
the terminology which we then employed, to saying that all human error is
exclusively of the form that arises in relation to preconceptions and appear-
ances because of the multifarious conventions of language [...]. (Epicurus,
On nature, Long & Sedley 19 D ; Arrighetti 31.10.8-9)

Again, the Letter to Menoeceus, in paragraph 123, invites us not to add to
the ‘common notion’ (kowr véneoig) of God (a notion of which we have
the outline in ourselves) an opinion that contradicts it, that is to say, an
opinion that is contrary to the idea that the gods are happy and incorrupti-
ble. Now, we learn next that this common notion is a preconception,* as
opposed to the false assumptions that the majority of men make:

[8]

For there are gods—the knowledge of them is self-evident. But they are not
such as the many believe them to be. For by their beliefs as to their nature the
many do not preserve them. The impious man is not he who denies the gods
of the many, but he who attaches to gods the beliefs of the many about them.
For they are not preconceptions but false suppositions, the assertions of the
many about gods. (Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus., 123-124)

It is clear, from this text, that we have in ourselves a stable representation
of the gods, however we may have acquired it, a representation to which
we must refer in order to compare with it the various opinions that we may
have concerning the gods. All these texts that insist on the presence of
preconceptions in us go to show the same thing. This is particularly true
of the exposition by Velleius, who insists repeatedly on the inherence of a
notion of the gods, as nature itself has inscribed them in every mind,3!
whence the proposition: “we have ingrained, or rather innate, knowledge
ol them™ (insitas eorum vel potius innatas cognitiones habemus).3? In all
these cases, a prolepsis appears as a mental given, as knowledge consti-
tuted in advance, and it is in this sense comparable to a representation.

W . . . , . . .
sce Philodemus’s use of apdinyng and mpokapfavae about preconception of gods in

Phidodemus, O Pierv 1441 -443 01300 0 1887 (Obbink).
4
UL i 0nt i rmis Oy oHonen impressisset ipsa nalura.
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The situation is analogous to the case of the prolépsis of justice. We
have two maxims of Epicurus on the topic, which are essential to my ar-
gument, since they make explicit reference to the preconception of justice:

[9]

What is legally deemed to be just has its existence in the domain of justice
whenever it is attested to be useful in the requirements of social relationships,
whether or not it turns out to be the same for all. But if somcone makes a law
and it does not happen to accord with the utility of social rclationships, it no
longer has the nature of justice. And even if what is uscful in the sphere of
Jjustice changes but fits the preconception for some time, it was no less just
throughout that time for those who do not confuse themselves with empty ut-
terances but simply look at the facts. (Epicurus, Key Doctrine 37)

Where without any change in circumstances the conventional laws, when
judged by their consequences, were seen not to correspond with the precon-
ception of justice, such laws were not really just; but wherever the laws have
ceased to be useful in consequence of a change in circumstances, in that case
the laws were for the time being just when they were useful for the social re-
lationships of the citizens, and subsequently ceased to be just when they
ceased to be useful. (Epicurus, Key Docrrine 38)
The idea we have of political utility (that is, of what is useful to a given
political community in a given place and time, so that people do not do
each other harm) must adapt itself to the preconception of justice. This
must be, then, sufficiently stable to serve as an invariant and as a point of
comparison.??

The following question now poses itself: if a preconception is a repre-
sentation, what kind of representation is at stake and what does it show
about the thing it represents? As I have said, we desperately lack system-
atic texts which can help us answer this question. The variety of terms and
concepts that Cicero offers in connection with preconception (notio, an-
ticipatio, informatio, opinio, innata cognitio, praenotio),** just where he
states that Epicurus introduced the term and specified its sense, only ac-
centuate the problem.

Anke Manuwald has clarified the situation neatly, by electing—it is
true—to privilege certain texts of Epicurus over the doxographical tradi-
tion and other later sources. This author has shown that what characterizes
prolépsis, apart from its function as a criterion which it shares with other
modes of knowledge, is that its content is always something general—a
god is always incorruptible and happy; body is not conceivable without a
determinate number of constant properties, such as shape or size—and that

33 On this difficult question, see Goldschmidt 1977 and. more recently, my Maorel 2000,
D atnra deorum, 14345
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this content consists in the essential determinate idea that corresponds to
the word, thanks to which the prolépsis is apprehended.’s This point is
nicely confirmed by Philodemus, who specifies that preconception takes
the place of definition:

(10]

There is also the meaning that this is the particular definition of that, and this
is the preconception, as when we say that body as body has bulk and resis-
tance, and man as man is a rational animal. (Philodemus. De signis, 52 ;
xxxiv-xxxv De Lacy)?®

Let us say, in a very general way, that prolépsis is a primary concept, be-
yond which we must not go (since it is self-evident) at the risk of finding
ourselves in an infinite regress toward some supposed prior self-evident
thing.?’

It is just here, however, that we begin to see the inadequacy of the repre-
sentational approach, taken alone. If preconception is only the representa-
tion or mental image of a person or a horse, what guarantees that this im-
age is the best and final one—irreducible—of the reality that it looks to?
[n other words, for prolépsis to be a criterion and self-evident in a final
way, it must be something other than one mental image among others, an
image which could otherwise be confused with illusory representations,
such as a chimera or a centaur. This is why Gisela Striker3® distinguishes
two points of view in her analysis of prolépsis: insofar as it is ‘seen,’ it
naturally appears to us as an image; but insofar as it can be described as
something demonstrated or as an indemonstrable, it functions as a criterion
which, according to her, turns it into a proposition. Thus, for justice, the
preconception associated with the word ‘just’ would have for its content
the proposition, ‘what is useful for a human society is just’; the prolépsis
of god would have for its content the proposition, ‘gods are happy and
immortal.’** By privileging their epistemological or logical function over
their psychological character, G. Striker assigns to preconceptions, accord-
ing to her, a status comparable to that of first premises in Aristotle’s the-
ory of science.

S Manuwald 1972, 103-105.

i |l\|(x|1 0 Adyov Biov eivar tvd[e to]dde kol murr]v npo)\n\yw u)[cs]m,p Stav
drmpey 10 ohpn vubd oopa Sykov Fev kel avi| tolriov. xod oV dvBponov ) dvBpwmoc
oV )n,/n\m e Lacy’s translation.

Y herctore 1 tink that preconception corresponds to the “primary concept”™ in Letter to
Herodots . A7-38, See text [ 13 below

SSteher 190

YStiher Tuon, 11
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It is undeniable that prolépsis fulfills this function, it we associate it
with Epicurus’ mention of primary notions which allow us to dispense
with demonstration. And I too believe, like Striker, that what most inter-
ests Epicurus is not the psychological explanation of the origin of precon-
ceptions, but their logical function. That having been said, as G. Striker
herself indicates, in contrast to first premises in Aristotle’s theory of sci-
ence, prolépseis do not constitute the point of departure for demonstrative
syllogisms. They serve rather to support the method of evaluating opin-
jons that consists in comparing opinions with the self-evident truth.4® For
example, the prolépsis of justice, even if it bears on what is useful to soci-
ety, does not permit us to deduce the best means of encouraging economic
growth while preserving social safeguards. It would permit us to test and
evaluate, according to the situation, the different opinions or options that
might present themselves on the matter, for example a Keynesian eco-
nomical politics vs. the option of spontaneous regulation via the competi-
tive development of the free market.

One may, nevertheless, wonder whether the assimilation of preconcep-
tion to its propositional content really solves the problem. Let us note,
first of all, that the Epicureans, and Epicurus in particular, insist on the
immediate significance of words, as opposed to definitions and ways of
speaking that distance us from their manifest sense.*! We know, further-
more, that they criticized the value of definitions and that Epicurus, ac-
cording to an anonymous commentator on the Theaetetus, held that the
names are clearer than definitions and ridiculed the absurdity of saying,
instead of “Hello Socrates!,” “Hello, rational morta! animal!”4> More
radically still, I can certainly associate with a preconception a proposition
that will enunciate its attributes, but that does not tell me in what way this
proposition will be better than any other proposition concerning the same
subject, for example, “the gods are mortal, greedy, and blood-thirsty.”
There again, one must assume something more than the simple ‘content’
of a prolépsis in order to understand how it can serve as a criterion of
truth, since the content of a prolepsis, as opposed to the content of a sensa-
tion, is not immediately guaranteed by the actual presence of its objective
correlate. That is why the term prolépsis seems to me to contain as well a
certain movement of assent, which represents the émoir, and must in this
respect be taken as an active substantive.

40 Gee Long 1971, 120 : (...} prolépscis are necessary for the formation and testing of
all assertions and objective judgements.™
S especially et Pluscas, Book XXV Tone & Sedlevio nor,

, . . . !
Y iomemons Commanttary o Plato s Theactens, 200300 L ong & Sedley 191
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David Glidden® has emphasized, from this perspective, the implicit
connection that Cicero proceeds to draw, in Book | of De natura deorum,
between preconception and the process that the Epicureans traditionally
designated by the expression émBoAn tfg dwavoiac. ** The connection is in
fact quite explicit in Lucretius. He maintains that there can be an émpoin
Th davoiac, which he translates as injectus animi, toward invisible things,
in the case of colorless bodies such as atoms. He calls this £&mBoAr], pre-
cisely, a notitia.** In fact, as Glidden notes, the émfBoin tfic diavolac, like
prolépsis, requires something more than a simple passive presentation of
what is carried by the flow of simulacra: they require the organization of
this material, an organization that demands the active intervention of the
spirit.*¢  Preconception, then, would be a certain kind of &mPoly tiig
davolag, characterized by the general nature of its content.*’ A testimony
by Clement of Alexandria clearly goes in this direction, specifying that
Epicurus understands preconception as “a focusing on something evident
and on the evident notion (érn{vowa) of the thing.”** Preconception here is
a movement of thought, an active perception and no longer a simple repre-
sentation.

This solution is supported by the presence of émfBoAn tfig davolag
among the criteria of truth, at least if one trusts Diogenes Laertius, who
attributes this doxa to Epicureans whom he does not identify.*® In fact,
gmPodn tiic dtavoliag seems to constitute, like sensation, a self-grounding
act of thought, true by itself, and in this sense a criterion of truth. This act

43 Glidden 1985, 188-194.

4 See especially De natura deorum, 1, 49.

43 DRN. 11, 739-745: “And if by chance it seems to you that the mind cannot project
itself into these bodies <e.g. the atoms>, you wander for astray. For since those born blind,
who have never descried the light of the sun, yet know bodies by touch, never linked with
color for them from the outset of their life, you may know that for our mind too, bodies
pointed with no tint may enter our comprehension <or: ‘preconception’>" (Bailey’s
translation).

0 (ilidden 1985, 191,

47 Glidden 1985, 194,

¥ Clement of Alexandria, Stromates, 11, 4, 157.44; H. Usener, Epicurea, Leipzig 1887
tquoted below: Us.), 255,

W Diog. Laert., X, 31, Assuming that émBoAn tig Savolag has been inserted later in
the st of the eriteria. one could think that it is a distinct criterion, and then, that it is distinct
trom the preconception. But this addition  which Sedley 1973, 16, calls a “mystification,”
actually due 1o Diogenes Laertiusis probably neither so crucial, nor so rigorous. It could
be explamed by the amm o extend the hst of the eriteria, in order that all the true ideas
should bencluded ot
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is distinct by nature from judgments that add non-confirmed opinions to
our initial impressions:

(1

It you are going to reject any sensation absolutely, and not distinguish opin-
ions reliant on evidence yet awaited from what is already present through
sensation, through feelings, and through cvery focusing of thought into an
impression, you will confound all your other sensations with empty opinion
and consequently reject the criterion in its entirety (...). (Ipicurus, Key Doc-
1rine 24; first sentence)’?

Preconception, if we assimilate it to a certain type of émiBoin thg davolag,
thus recovers an immediacy or presence which turns it into a kind of ge-
neric perception. Its epistemological value, as | have said, is guaranteed
by the immediacy of the first movement of thought. in response to a given
stimulus. That can be a word, or the sensory perception of an outline that
appears in the distance. This means that it is not true in virtue of being
assimilated to something real or of a physical sympathy with its object, nor
again in virtue of a capacity, necessarily random, for the physical preser-
vation of past experiences, but that it is true in virtue of the spontaneity by
which the mind associates with an exterior stimulus bits of knowledge that
have been previously acquired.

I see at least one textual indication that favors, if not the assimilation
pure and simple of preconception to an émiBokn thig dwavolag, then at all
events the active interpretation of the substantive, in a formula in the Let-
ter to Menoeceus, § 124 (text [7]): “For they are not preconceptions but
false suppositions, the assertions of the many about gods.” By this con-
trast, mpéAnyig is placed on the same level as dnéinyic, judgment or sup-
position. Now, the latter is here a kind of dndpaoig, that is, a declarative
act, which is surely not the same thing as a simple representation.3! That
does not mean that Tpdinyig and Lnéinyig are two species of drdpacic
nor that mpdAnyig is equivalent to a declarative act, but it confirms that
preconception is a certain form of thinking about the object that it denotes.

Glidden’s thesis, nevertheless, has some difficulties which, as I have
said, were exposed by J. Hammerstaedt in the 1996 article that he devoted
to the role of Epicurean preconception. First of all, if, as he believes,

50 About the distinction between, on the one hand, the spontaneous and immediate
movement of émBoAn and, on the other hand, the movement we produce in addition by
ourselves. see Long 1971, 118.

31 In X. 34, Diogenes Laertius poiats out that 30&a is an drdAye which is true or false.
Now 86&a is not reducible to a mental image: it's certainly more of a movement of thought
than a static image.
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prolépsis must be identified with the Tp®Tov dvvénuo mentioned in para-
graph 37 of the Letter to Herodotus, that means that it can be designated
by a term that is certainly not an active substantive: it is a notion that we
‘contemplate’ or ‘look at’ (BAémecBau), from the moment when we hear
the word that corresponds to it. Besides, Hammerstaedt believes that, in
the text of Cicero’s De natura deorum, the perception of divine images
mentioned in § 49 cannot be assimilated to prolépsis, which is described in
§ 43 as ‘an already-formed notion.”>? He rejects, more generally, the in-
terpretation of prolépsis as an act of perception.®

Without entering into detail concerning these two positions, we should
at least ask whether these two points of view—the traditional idea of pre-
conception as a representation, and the idea of preconception as a move-
ment of thought-—are really incompatible. Nothing prevents us from con-
sidering preconception as a way of making use of stabilized traces of past
sensations, that is, a way of actualizing or re-actualizing a memory in ac-
cordance with a specific situation. We can further suppose that prolépsis
is structured like sensation, which contains at the same time a purely pas-
sive affect, the effect of an impression coming from outside, and an active
focusing (mBoAr}) on this affect. Preconception very probably embraces,
at the same time, representation—the trace that is preserved of past ex-
periences—and attention or the focusing on this representation.

Il. The Logical Status of Preconceptions

The question hence becomes the following: what types of knowledge de-
liver preconceptions to us? The answer, in my view, is given both in the
testimony of Diogenes Laertius and in the texts of Epicurus where precon-
ception is, if not defined, at least operative. This reply touches simultane-
ously upon both the nature and the function of prolépsis.

We may note first of all (text [1]) that it is that in virtue of which an out-
line (timog) presents itself to us, whether of a man, a horse, or a cow. One
point here is not very clear: we may be tempted to assimilate prolépsis to
an outline, to the degree that there is not a doubling of the image—the pre-
conception and then the outline—but a single image. Nevertheless, the

T =Una nozione gia formata,” p. 235,

MSee in this sense Manuwald 1972, Nevertheless, when Hammerstaedt (236, n. 64)
quotes the most selevant texts e Men. (Letter 1o Menoecens). 124 and Diog. Laert., X,
Vi he doesn’t give real arguments: he just maintans that ¢ ditticile interpretare prolépsis

come un atto di percezione
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tomog presents itself’ to us “in virtue of the preconception™ (katd
pdinywv), which seems to presuppose that it is distinct from it. We must,
| think pause a moment to consider the significance of thmoc in Epicurean
epistemology and physiology. To that end, we may refer to two passages
in the Letter to Herodotus, paragraphs 35-36 on the one hand, and para-
graph 46 on the other. The first, as we know, mentions *“an outline of the
totality of the doctrine,” that is a condensed epitome of Epicurean philoso-
phy that can be of help to us in all circumstances, whatever our level of
competence in the area of natural philosophy. The second explains the
transmission by means of simulacra of the solid shapes from which they
emanate. More precisely, Epicurus says: “these delineations we call ‘im-
ages.”” It seems, then, that the physico-epistemological category of Timog
looks to its origin as well as it designates an immediate representation. It
is a trace that preserves the immediacy of its origin thanks to its density,
whether it is a question of the transmission of teachings or of simulacra.
The term mdxvopo appears elsewhere in two contexts, in paragraphs 36
and 50 of the Letter to Herodotus. Returning now to preconception, we
may suppose, then, that the tdmog—the manifestation of which occurs in
virtue of preconception—is the actualization or the putting in place of the
content of the preconception. The density of the outline thus accounts for
the fact that the qualities that define this content cannot be dissociated, for
example the essential attributes of divinity: incorruptibility and blessed-
ness.

The question, finally, is to understand what precisely “'in virtue of pre-
conception” means: is it a pure initial representation that serves simply as
a point of departure> for other mental operations, or does it play an active
role in the presentation of the tomog? The answer is, [ think, given in the
first passage of the Letter to Menoeceus which appeals to the preconcep-
tion of the gods:

[12]
First, think of god as an imperishable and blessed creature, as the common

idea of god is in outline, and attach to him nothing alien to imperishability or
inappropriate to blessedness. (Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus, 123)

There s no doubt, as I have said, that the subject here is that of prolépsis,
which appears explicitly in paragraph 124. Now, this text shows that

54 The Epicurean theory of preconception stands probably for a response to the question
of Plato’s Meno concerning the possibility of choosing a starting point in the search of
knowledge. if we don’t know anything. See, in this sense: Diog. Laert., X, 33 : Cicero, De
natura deorum, 1, 43 Clement of’ Alexandria, Stromarta, 11,4, 157 44 and, generally, Usener
255
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prolépsis has two essential and inseparable functions: on the one hand, it
produces an outline of that with which it is associated,’ because it
sketches it in a general and so necessarily approximate way; on the other
hand, it establishes a rule for the attribution of predicates to the subject, in
this case, god. In that very particular case of the preconception of gods,
preconception serves first ot all as a negative criterion for characterizing
its content: it defines what the gods are not. Conversely, it has, by virtue
of its very imprecision, a positive function: a prolépsis is the condition for
the wvalidity and legitimacy of our statements concerning its object.
Thanks to it, I can accept various representations of the gods, and concede
some points to the traditional, imagistic theology, for instance that the
gods have this or that shape and in particular a human shape,*® or that they
live in a community and speak Greek,*” or even that some things in nature
may be called by the names of gods. Lucretius makes this quite clear in
Book II:

If anyone is resolved to call the sea Neptune and corn Ceres, and likes rather
to misuse the title of Bacchus than to utter the true name of the vine-juice, let
us grant that he may proclaim that the world is the Mother of the gods, if only
in very truth he forbear to stain his mind with shameful religious awe. (Lu-
cretius, De Rerum Natura, 11, 655-660)

The fact that we may spontaneously attribute a human shape to the gods
poses no problem in itself, provided that we do not ascribe to them any-
thing that is incompatible with their essence, which we grasp in the
nrolépsis. The prolépsis of the gods is at once both sufficiently imprecise
and sufficiently constraining so as to define the limits within which we can
allow for different representations of the gods. The same obtains in con-
nection with the prolépsis of justice, following KD 37-38 (text [9]): the
conception of what is useful can change according to the circumstances—
better, it must change—even as it remains consistent with the prolepsis of
justice. This does not suftice, in and of itself, to define justice in a way
that applies to all times and all places, but it constitutes a framework for its
vartation or a rule of evaluation for particular situations in which the ques-
tion of legal justice may arise. Because the preconception outlines and
(races its boundaries, it corresponds well to the ™nog, to which it adds a
regulatory function or capacity.

M For this reason, Goldschmidt 1978 interestingly compares the Epicurean pre-
conception with the Kantian schema (Cscheme”™).
O See Creero, De natra deoran, 146,

S Philodenius, O s DKol B CHL Diels, Plidodemos iiber die Gotrer, 1917).
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Now, if we are speaking of a rule, we are no longer speaking merely of a
mental image, but also of an active principle, whether it is a matter of a
purely mental activity or of a practical activity. We are speaking of a
way—at once depictive and active—ot producing a representation and
making use of it. Thus, a prolépsis is, as a sensation and an affect, a
Kavov, a criterion, that is, a rule, in the sense in which it serves both, on
the one hand, as a point of departure and of comparison and, on the other
hand, as an active principle in the use of our cognitive faculties. At all
events, it is in this respect, according to Lucretius, that sensation is a
regula: it is like a carpenter’s square in architecture,® in that it is a in-
strument used at the beginning- -but an absolutely necessary one—for the
design of a building which, when accomplished, no longer has need of it.
Now, sensation is surely not reducible to a pure representation, stripped of
activity. Prolépsis, if it is a representation, is thus a representation that is
at once approximate and active, and not one that is finally fixed and per-
fectly adjusted to its object. Correspondingly. it is at once a representation
and the primary use—a regulatory use—of this representation.®? At the
same time, preconception satisfies the *principle of immediacy,” like sen-
sation, because it is an act that refers to some experience, whether this is
internal (for instance, contemplating within oneself the nature of the gods)
or external (recognizing that the silhouette that is coming from a distance
is that of a man and not of a cow).

It is not necessary to refer to later conceptions—such as the Kantian cri-
tique—of schematizing and of the regulatory function of the faculties of
knowledge: the Epicureans themselves provide sufficient signs that point
clearly in the direction that I have just outlined, and they have no need to
analyze the a priori conditions of knowledge of diverse phenomena. In
spite of its cleverness, there is a basic mistake in the interpretation pro-
posed by Goldschmidt,* namely that of imposing on Epicurean empiri-
cism a Kantian solution: he must have been persuaded that a concept
wholly derived from experience could not play, actually, the role of an
epistemological rule.

It remains to understand why Epicurus and the texts relating to his ca-
nonic treat prolépsis in such different ways: simple recollection, anticipa-
tion and rule of variation, linguistic criterion of self-evidence, and crite-

S8 DRN. 1V, 513-514,
39See, on that point, the illuminating conclusion of Goldschmidt 197%. 160 - “la
prénotion ne vaut que dans et par son application.™
0 See Goldsehmidi 1977 and 1978, Goldschmidt claims that the use of the profépsis is
something ke sabsomption” Csubsamipion” e Kant's teeniinology
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rion of confirmation or witnessing. As we have seen, this diversity is im-
plied and presupposed by the psychological status of preconceptiqn, which
in itself is not a problem. The answer may be found, 1 believe, in \fvhatAl
have called the ‘proleptic method’: the various uses of preconception m
respect to their several logical functions. We may distinggish five func-
tions (f} or kinds of use, often interconnected, of preconceptions:

e (f1) preconception as recollection: the ‘natural’ use of precon-
ception as a recollection or retention of previous experiences:
texts [1], [5], [6]. ‘

« (f2) linguistic function of preconception: the ‘conventional’ use
of linguistic self-evidence, the self-evidence of the connection
between the thing and the preconceptions: texts [1], [7]. [10]
and probably [8] and [12].

e (f3) preconception as an indemonstrable principle: the first
principle of discovery or beginning, which avoids a regressus
ad infinitum: texts [1], [6].9! .

e (f4) the regulatory function of preconception: preconception as
a principle concerning variation in sensory experiences: texts
(4]. (8], [12]. . .

« (f5) preconception as mean of confirmation: preconception as a
criterion of witnessing or attestation of our opinions and infer-
ences, on the basis of sensory experience: [9]. On this point, the
basic text is that by Sextus Empiricus on the Epicurean method
of witnessing.%?

Let us pause a moment on this last point. When beliefs are related to the
object of a direct sensory experience, their truth is established by attest,a—
tion (émpaptipnowg) and their falsity by non-attestation (ovk
smpoptopnoig). Thus, when I believe that Plato is coming toward me,.[
still need attestation or its opposite, non-attestation, which sensory experi-
ence will provide me when the man [ see has come near. When beligfs
relate to hidden things, they can be the subject of a non-disconfirmation
(OUK avTipaptipnoic) or a disconfirmation (avtipaptopnoig). In this case
] must establish a relation of consequence between the invisible and the

0l See. also, Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 11, 4, 157.44 (Us. 255). Asmis 1984 has
tocused on this function, which is, according to her, the “first rule™ of Epicurus’ method:
“t picurus demands that at the very beginning of an inquiry the invcstigatorAhave concepts
corresponding o the words that are used™ (20). According to her. this is the specific

lnction of the preconception @ literally, a prolépsis 1s a “grasp’ that has been obtamed
hetore” an mguiny™ (223 1 hope T have begun to show, in what precedes, that preconception
s ot only nsetul “hefore an mqguiry ™,

“USentus bnpivicus, dherven Matheniancos p N1 2112216
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sensory evidence. Take for example the existence of the void. This cannot
be directly confirmed, but it can be established by non-disconfirmation.
We assume the existence of motion. But this implies the existence of the
void.®* Therefore we posit the existence of the void. Thus the contrary
hypothesis is disconfirmed and the conclusion is warranted. Sextus makes
no direct reference to preconceptions, and with good reason. since he is
considering here the possibility of false opinions or judgments, whereas
preconception is always true. Let us note, however, that when Diogenes
Laertius alludes to this method of attestation,** it comes right after the
mention of preconception (text [1]). Besides, it is clear, from the summary
[ have given of Sextus, that every anticipatory judgment is based on a pre-
conception, at least in respect to function (f7): for example, that of a man,
which is the class under which [ locate Plato. Also, the notion of move-
ment, directly derived from sensible experience, is clearly considered here
to be a preconception. It permits us, in turn, to establish the existence of
the void, which is in itself imperceptible. There we encounter function
(f5), which is operative in text [9] as in those texts relating to the gods,
because it serves as a point of comparison for our opinions, whether about
laws or about representations of gods, with a primary notion that is inher-
ent in our minds. The proof of this lies in the explicit reference at the be-
ginning of text [9] to what “is attested (10 émpuapTupoduevov) to be usetul
in the requirements of a social relationship.” Preconception thus continues
to operate as a criterion throughout the process of discovery, and not just
as a point of departure,

The best way to conclude, now, is to refer to Epicurus himself, who, in
one text, that in which he defines ‘primary concepts,” explains what one
must expect of those ‘ideas’ that are the preconceptions. This text is very
dense and elliptical, and it has been the object of numerous commentaries.
In one way, the book already mentioned by E. Asmis is wholly dedicated
to elucidating it. I have inserted into the text possible connections with my
table of the methodological functions of prolépsis:

3 Qe Hredr.. 30
N Diog, Tacrt, N3 (] ong & Sedles 1814
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(13]

First, then, Herodotus, we must have grasped (giAngévar)®® the things which
underlie words {(f7)-(f2)], so that we may have them as a reference point
against which to judge matters of opinion. inquiry and puzzlement [(f5)], and
not have everything undiscriminated for ourselves as we attempt infinite
chains of proofs [(f3)], or have words which are empty [(/2}]. For the primary
concept (rpdrov évwdnpa) corresponding to each word [(/2)] must be seen
and need no additional proof, if we are going to have a reference point for
matters of inquiry, puzzlement and opinion. Second, we should observe
everything in the light of our sensations, and in general in the light of our pre-
sent focusings whether of thought [probably: (74)-(f5)] or of any of our dis-
criminatory faculties, and likewise also in the light of the feelings which exist
in us, in order to have a basis for sign-inferences about evidence yet awaited
and about the non-evident. (Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus, 37-38)

There is much to say about details in this passage. But it suggests, at all
events, that ‘primary concepts’ are preconceptions. Although this point has
been variously interpreted, it seems undeniable to me,% in light of the ta-
ble of the various functions of Epicurean preconception. Accordingly, it
seems to me highly probable that pro/épsis is included, at the end of the
passage, in the formula “or of any of our discriminatory faculties”—if not
in the “focusings of thought.” If that is true, it confirms that preconception
is required, not only as a fresh start, ar the beginning of an inquiry, but
also during the inquiry.

A preconception is not only a mental image, whose immediacy is sec-
ond-order or derived. Nor is it just a cognitive act. It must be considered
under both aspects, mental image and movement of thought. From this
perspective, it satisfies the ‘principle of immediacy,” like sensation, but in
a different way: like every rule, it is effective at the time of its application.
It is in a given situation, at the moment that we refer and adapt our experi-
ences and our judgments to it, that it really plays the role of a criterion. It
is in this sense a regulatory schema, that is a minimal representation, ap-
proximate but sufficient. It is characterized by an incompleteness that is
both necessary and positive. Thus, what is crucial to it is less its psycho-
logical nature and its content than its methodological function. The Epicu-
rean theory of preconception permits us to identify at least five functions,
which constitute what | have called the proleptic method. The table of

O™ Here, the verb is aapfdvo. the very verb that is used (o form the word zpdinyig. In

the first sentence, Long & Sedley translate “we must grasp.” [ tollow the referee’s
sugrpestion. Tagree with her his adea that the pertect indicates that “we must have acquired a
knonddedee™ tor example of what o man s, betore we ever recognize that what s ap-
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these different functions allows us to understand why the relevant texts
treat preconception from such different angles. It shows as well what Epi-
curean empiricism expects of an ‘idea’: not a simple, memorized trace of
previous sensory experiences, and still less an intelligible entity distinct
from the sensible world, but a way of referring to our mental images that
connects them, as closely as possible, with the observation of phenomena.
The Epicurean conception of an idea, in the case of preconception, is thus
not a simple faculty psychology. It is above all a methodology, because
the general function of prolépsis is to articulate, in a single cognitive act,
the particular sensible object and its general character. It is, for this rea-
son, the fundamental condition for any connection between the invisible
and the manifest. Is this too much to ascribe to a primary and basic form
of knowledge such as preconception? It seems to me, on the contrary,
proper to a rigorous empiricism to be able to return, at each moment in the
process of discovery or recognition, to the primary self-evidence of basic
forms of knowledge.
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COMMENTARY ON MOREL
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ABSTRACT

It is argued here that Epicurean prolépseis, as a criterion of truth, are neces-
sarily incorrigible, like perceptions and the parhé or sensations of pleasure
and pain. Prolépseis are the result or precipitate of successive perceptions or
aisthéseis, but may represent complex ideas, including a notion of the gods as
immortal, that are not reducible to simple images.

It is clear that prolépsis was a fundamental concept in Epicurean episte-
mology, but it is notoriously difficult to pin down just what its function
may have been. Pierre-Marie Morel explains why: prolépsis has multiple
uses, and comes in two different forms—it is both a “mental image” and a
“movement of thought.” Morel’s careful analysis has without a doubt ad-
vanced the discussion greatly, and any interpretation of prolépsis from
now on can safely take his treatment as a starting point. Nevertheless, by
way of engaging with Morel’s argument | shall attempt to restore a certain
unity to the idea—with what success the reader will have to judge.
Prolépsis was included by Epicurus among his so-called “criteria of
truth.”” Thus, in the passage from Diogenes Laertius (10.31) cited by Mo-
rel, we read: “And so, Epicurus appears in the Caron as saying that sensa-
tions [aisthéseis), prolépsis, and pathé are the criteria of truth, and Epicu-
reans add imaginative projections of thought [or projections of thought
capable of producing images: ta¢ @aviactikag emiforag Thc Stavoing]”
(my translations throughout). Let us begin, then, by seeing whether we
can infer something about pro/épsis by the company it keeps. In the same
paragraph, Diogenes quotes Epicurus as saying that “every sensation is
non-rational [dAoyoc], and is receptive of no memory whatever.” Dio-
venes reports (10.66 = fr. 311 Usener) that, according to Epicurus, “‘one
part of it [i.e., the soul] is non-rational [&royov], and dispersed throughout
the rest of the body, whereas the rational part [t6 Aoyikdv] is in the chest,
as is evident from fears {@6pot] and from joy [khara].” 1t is a reasonable
inference that sensations are located in the non-rational part of the soul.
What about pathé? Diogenes tells us (10.34) that, according to the Epicu-
reans, “there are two pathé. pleasure [Mdovi] and pain [dAyndmv], which
exist in every animal, the one pertaining to what is one’s own [oikglov],
the other pertaining to what is forcign [aAAdTprov], by which choices and
avoidances are distinguished.”™ That these two pathé exist in all animals,
and not just in human bemgs, makes it likely that they too pertain to the
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non-rational part of the soul. True, fears and joys clearly are located in the
rational part, that is, in the chest, according to Epicurus (in Principal Doc-
trines 10 they are said to pertain to dianoia or thought; ct. also 18); but
they are not pathé in the special sense that Epicurus gives to the term. For
him, the pathé are just pain and pleasure, not more complex forms of
awareness such as fears and joys. The latter have some cognitive content,
which is why they partake in rationality or /ogos: the former——pleasure
and pain—do not: they are simply responses to the atfective quality of
things in the world, just as sensations are responses to the sensory qualities
of things—their redness, hardness, and so forth. As a result, they are in-
corrigible: just as “all sensations are true™ according to the Epicureans (cf.
Lucretius 4.499), so all experiences of pain and pleasure are correct. You
cannot tell me that 1 am not seeing red (though you can tell me that my
attribution of red to a particular object is mistaken), and likewise you can-
not tell me that I am wrong in saying that | feel pain. The information of
our five senses, together with our capacity to feel pleasure and pain, gives
us the basic information with which we know the world (see Konstan 2006
for further discussion).

What, then, is the status of prolépseis, which are sandwiched in between
sensations and pathé in Diogenes’ report? Unlike sensations, they involve
memory: they are, Diogenes tells us, “a memory of what has appeared of-
ten from outside” (10.33). This would suggest that prolépseis do not per-
tain exclusively to the alogon or non-rational part of the soul. And yet, as
Morel notes. “preconceptions are always true,” or rather, to use Epicurus’
own vocabulary, they are “clear” (§vapyeic): the Epicureans apparently
reserved the terms “true” and “false” for what they called doxa and hu-
polépsis, that is, belief and supposition, and belief evidently pertains to the
rational part of the soul. A matter of belief (50&acT6v), according to Epi-
curus, “depends upon a previous thing that is clear”—this is no doubt a
prolépsis—to which we refer it when we say, ‘How do we know whether
this is a human being?"” So, beliefs—which may be true or false—depend
for their truth value on prolépseis. which are clear; and prolépseis, as we
have seen, result from repeated sensations, which are incorrigible. What is
more, while a prolépsis depends on sense impressions, it is typically trig-
gered by a word or name: for when we hear a word, then, in accord with a
prolépsis, we conceive of an imprint (témog) of a thing, and in this proc-
ess, moreover, “the senses lead.” This is getting complicated, but the
whole operation would seem to work as follows. Something—a horse or a
cow—is standing in the distance. How do I know what it is? Let us say |
believe that it is a horse: this may be truc or false. At the word “horse.”
which T either say or think. | conceive of an imprint of horse, which Trefer
1o the profépsis of “horse™ which |have formed trom repeated sense im-

COMMENTARY ON MOREL 51

pressions of horses—impressions which, in themselves, are always accu-
rate, in that they are just what they are. Now, I could be wrong and dis-
cover that, on close inspection, it really was a cow. No problem: my ini-
tial belief was false, in that I matched the impressions 1 was receiving with
the wrong imprint and prolépsis. So I correct my belief, and all is well.

Now, several questions arise. First, how do sensations produce those
prolépseis that are clear and are the basis of our knowing what things are?
Here again, | think Morel has got it right. Sensations are not just random;
they correspond to the way things are constituted in the world. A cow
really is different from a horse or a human being, and the eidéla or films
that are emitted from it, and which preserve its essential properties in re-
gard to one or another of the senses, likewise differ from those emitted by
horses or human beings (cf. de Lacy 1969). So the prolépseis registered in
memory as a result of successive sensations are clear and distinct from one
another, and can be trusted to discriminate things properly—provided we
stick to the prolépseis and do not add to them extraneous suppositions—
and (this is a second matter) provided we stick to the primary concept as-
sociated with each word or name.

But what belief could we add that would get in the way of our recogniz-
ing a cow by reference to the pro/épsis that we have formed on the basis of
sensation? How do we go wrong in such identifications? Here, I think,
we see the weakness of conceiving of a prolépsis or an imprint strictly in
the form of an image. When [ hear the word “cow.” I do not simply con-
ceive of a thing that has the shape of a cow; if that were the case, [ might
well confuse a cow with a statue of a cow; worse, | would have no basis
for distinguishing the cow from the statue. | have to know rather more
about what a cow is, and the imprint and prolépsis of a cow need to con-
tain a good deal of this information. And yet, it must all ultimately derive
from the senses, for it is through repeated sense impressions that the
prolépsis is formed in the first place. The answer must be that sense im-
pressions carry a lot more information than the mere shape of a thing, or
smell or feel. But what?

Now, | must confess that Epicurus speaks (according to Diogenes) of
recognizing “the shape [popen] of a horse or a cow by way of prolépsis”
(10.33). And perhaps this is enough, at least in some circumstances. But
Philodemus tells us, as Morel points out, that the pro/épsis of a human
being involves the quality of being a rational animal (On Signs 52), and
that the prolépsis of body involves its having bulk and resistance. These
qualities cannot be inferred from a static image. The repeated sense im-
pressions that result i a prolépsis of a human being must include evidence
ot rational behavior, not just of the human form. Just how successive sen-
sations produce the conception of @ human being as rational, or of a cow
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as whatever a cow essentially is, 1s difficult to say; but | think that we can
assume that the prolépsis of a cow includes, for example, the fact that a
cow does not possess reason. If we add to the prolépsis of a cow the sup-
position that it is rational, then we have a false belief about cows. And in
that case, we must return to the prolépsis and eliminate the false belief.

The way it works becomes clearer when we proceed to a more abstract
prolepsis, namely that of the gods. According to this prolepsis, the gods
are blessed and immortal, and we know this because our recognition of
them is “clear” (Letter to Herodotus 123)—the same word that is applied
to imprints and prolépseis. How could we derive this knowledge from
sense impressions——especially since we cannot readily perceive immortal-
ity? For we do have sensations of the gods—if not through our usual
sense organs, then via images that impinge directly on the soul (I am not
sure whether it is the rational or irrational soul that such simulacra stimu-
late, but 1 incline to think it is the irrational: they enter us particularly
when we are asleep, and cause dreams)—and as a result of successive ex-
periences of these sensations we torm a prolépsis of them. Whatever the
process, acquiring a clear conception of the gods as immortal by way of
the senses does not seem to me to be in principle different from acquiring
a prolépsis of human beings as rational—or of a cow as being whatever it
is that defines a cow. One can at least imagine how complex sequences of
moving images might lead to the formation ot such concepts (Santoro
2000, 37 argues that our idea of the gods’ immortality is based on infer-
ence, but it is unlikely that interence enters into the formation of prolép-
seis). We must not, however, attach to the gods opinions or beliefs that
are not derived directly from the sensations themselves, for example, that
they are perturbed by human behavior, have passions, and the like, any
more than we should ascribe reason to non-rational animals; Epicurus em-
ploys the terms doxa and hupolépsis as opposed to prolépsis for such sup-
positions, just as he did when speaking of humans and cows (124).

Now, not only are there prolépseis of cows, human beings, and gods,
but also of such general concepts as justice. Thanks to this prolépsis, we
are in a position to recognize what is and is not just, not only in specific
acts but also in respect to entire law codes. Such codes may be just in
some social contexts, but not in others; it is thanks to the prolépsis of jus-
tice—one that we must have formed on the basis of sensation—that we
can evaluate when the laws of our own society, for example, have ceased
to be just. This 1s a highly sophisticated view; but what kind of prolépsis
is at stake here? Certainly, it cannot take the form of a simple image, such
as we might have imagined in the case of cows, human beings, or even
pods.  Are we dealing then with two ditterent kinds of profépsis? T am
mchned to think not, just because, as 1 have indicated, T do not think that
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the prolépsis even of a cow is merely an image. We form a conception of
what a cow essentially is, just as we do in the case of justice. I leave aside
the question of whether a prolépsis necessarily takes the form of a propo-
sition, ¢.g., “a human being is a rational animal,” “gods are immortal,”
“Justice is what is advantageous to society,” and the like, since the status
of propositions in Epicurean epistemology is highly uncertain. Whatever
the answer to this question, I would argue that the prolépseis of a cow and
of justice are not fundamentally different.

Morel adds a further stipulation concerning prolépseis: “one must as-
sume something more than the simple ‘content’ of a pro/épsis in order to
understand how it can serve as a criterion of truth, since the content of a
prolépsis, as opposed to the content of a sensation, is not immediately
guaranteed by the actual presence of its objective correlate. That is why
the term prolépsis seems to me to contain as well a certain movement of
assent, which represents the epibolé, and must in this respect be taken as
an active substantive” (38). The nature of the epibolé is even more vexed
than that of prolépsis, and 1 am not at all confident that 1 understand it.
Nevertheless, I think that the two concepts must be kept more distinct than
Morel suggests. First, the roots indicate two contrary kinds of activity:
prolépsis derives from pro- and lambano, that is, to “seize” or “grasp” in
advance; epibolé is composed of epi- and ballo, to “throw” or “cast” upon.
The one is a gesture of receiving, the other of tossing out. What, then, is
cast forth? Most often, it is thought or dianoia, although Epicurus affirms
that one can perform this epibolé also with other criteria (Letter to He-
rodotus 38; cf. 51). We may note in passing that if what is cast out is a
criterion, then the epibolé or casting forth itself is unlikely to be one, and
the idea that it is a criterion may really belong to later Epicureans, unless
Epicurus was speaking loosely here. What are the other criteria, apart
from dianoia, that might be cast forth? Not sensations or pathé, | would
say, since they are mentioned independently in this passage, although Mo-
rel takes a different view: “sensation is not just the act of receiving a
physical imprint: it also includes an act of attention or projection (epibolé)
toward this condition of passive reception” (30). A better candidate is
prolépsis itself, since we know that it is a criterion, and it is not otherwise
mentioned here. But why should a prolépsis be projected? What we are
told is that the name of a thing causes us to conceive of the imprint in ac-
cord with the prolépsis: there is no hint of casting the prolépsis forth here.
We would do better, 1 think, to focus on the sense of dianoia, which we
know to be the chief thing subject 1o epibole.,

Now, I'picurus sometimes treats dianoia as the mental parallel to sen-
sory experience. stuch as opvis or sight (Lerter 1o Herodotus 49): thus, at
Letter o Herodones SO0 Fpreurus savs that we can grasp (Jambana) a



54 DAVID KONSTAN

phantasia of a thing’s shape (popgr) or of its attributes (cvuBefnkora)
either by way of dianoia—in this case via epibolé (he uses the adverb
¢mPAnTIK@C)—or else by the sense organs (aioOnmpia). If this analogy
were the entire story, then dianoia should be incorrigible, like the senses,
and pertain to the alogon or non-rational part of the soul: it would not
mean “thought,” but rather something like “mental sensation.”! Is dianoia
a criterion, like sensation, the parhé, and proiépsis itself? 1t so, how does
it differ from prolépsis, and why is it projected?

The best | can suggest is that dianoia or thought is at a somewhat higher
cognitive level than prolépsis, perhaps involving the processes of “collid-
ing, analogy, similarity and synthesis” that Epicurus says are associated
with epinoiai or concepts (the root noi-, from nous, is common to both
terms). In this respect, dianoia is part way toward supposition and belief,
which may, as we have seen, be false as well as true: indeed, one of the
terms that Diogenes (10.33) tells us is equivalent to prolépsis is “‘correct
belief,” as well as ennoia and “general conception™ (kafohikn) vonoig). 1f
dianoia too involves, or may involve, such combinatory mental processes,
then it would not be a direct product of sensation, the way prolépseis seem
to be, and hence it would not automatically correspond to some object in
the world and the effluences it emits. Rather, it would be a notion that we
project. In one fragment of the Peri phuseds (tr. 26.42 Arrighetti), Epicu-
rus seems to allow for such a distance between sensation and dianoia:
*. .. defined [or divided] by some distance; in this way thought will more
securely grasp stability for the earth, and in a way more in tune with what
appears to our senses” ([0]nd Twv[og] dwotipatog opilopévng dvtw Yap
doparictepov 1) didvora TV poviv Tf yi Ayetar, ka[l] ovpgwvotepov
7o1c Katd tag aicOfioeig pavopévolg). But the precise status of dianoia in
Epicurus’ epistemology, and consequently the nature of its projection or
epibolé, seem to me to be still in need of clarification.

BROWN UNIVERSITY

1| had formerly supposed that the casting forth of thought was a way of explaining how
we can attend to a particular object at will (¢f. Lucretius 4.779-817): among the innumerable
simulacra pouring in upon us, we project our minds onto those we wish to think about. and
this is just the epibolé or projection of our thought. Bat the notion ol projection s not in
fact alluded to o this contest
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