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C'OLLOQUIUM 2

METIIOD AND EVTDENCE: ON EPICUREAN PRECONCEPTION I

PIERRE-MARIE MOREL

ABSTRACT
In this paper i t  is argued that preconception (prclêpsl.s), i .e..  the general no-
t ion der ived from sensat ion according to Epicurus,  is  the'key concept 'of the
Epicurean methodology. Scholarly discr,rssions have so lar nrainly focused on
issues abor"rt  the psychological status of prulôp.sis, and the two main points of
view tradit ional ly held-preconception as a representation and preconception
as a movement of thought-have seemed to be incompatible. I  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. f{owever the rnost 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
f-or any subsequent investigation. Preconception. in rnany ()ccurrences, colt-
t inues to operate as a cri terion throughout the process of discovery, and not
just as a point of departure. Thus, Epicurean precot ' lception reconci les the
immediateness of sensation and, more general ly, ol 'self ' -evidence rvith the ra-
t ional mediat ion of method.

f ' .picureanism, l ike any empir icist phi losophy, must confiont the problem
of the status of ideas, '  whether these are understood as general notions,
rbstract representations, or simple thoughts. Since we grasp not only indi-
r iduals (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
n() t ions (such as values),  we necessar i ly  grasp also' ideas, ' in the very
broad sense that I  am employing. This poses no problem of principle,
sirrce i t  is not necessary that such ' ideas' are innate ideas, or that they exist
rs such, separately f iorn the mental act that grasps them, in the manner of
l) latonic ideas. l t  is enough that we agree on some use of the term.2

I  Many thanks to David Konstan lor  h is t ranslat ion of  the f i rst  version of  th is paper antJ
l( ) r  lhe st i r l ru lat ing discussions we have had on the epicurean preconcept ion.  I  would also
lrkc to thank Mary LoLr isc Gi l l ,  t r r in Roberts and Dimitr i  El  Murr lbr  their  rcmarks an{ thc
\  r ronvnrotrs I lc l l ' rcu '  l i r r  her/his accurate reading and uscful  contnrents.

'  . ' \s  t l r rcs. lo l t r t  Lockc l t  thc heginnrng of  the l , .st t t . r 'Cort t t ' t ' r t i r rg l luntan Ltnler.startding
r l .  l . l r r t r . . \ l { ) : " \ l 'hat ' l ( lea'standslbr.Thusnruchl thoughtnccessarytosaycc'rncenr ing
l l r (  , ) ( ( i rst()rr  ( ) l  t l l r \  l l l ( lu i ry i r t to ht t t ran [ .Jnderstandinq. But.  betbre I  proceed on to what I
l r , r r r '  l l t r r t t t l t l  on t l t is  st th;ct l .  I  r r r t r : l  hcrc in the c l l t t lncc bcg pardon oi 'my readcr t 'or  the
lr(( l r ( ' r r l  l r \ ( 'o l  l l te rrotr l  i t lerr .  r ih ic l t  l rc l l i l l  l i r rd in thc l i r l lowing trcat isc.  I t  being that tcrrn
tr l r t r  l t .  I  l l t t t tk .  sr ' t r , ' r  l rcsl  l r r  s l : rnt l  l i r r  r r l l r lsot ' rer  is  t l r t .oblcct  o l  lhc rrr t r lcrstat td ing $,hcn a
rrr . r t r  l l t tn ls i  l t . r r r ' r r r r ' r i  l l  t ( ,  ( . \ l ) t ( . \ \  s l r , r l r . r r . r  r \  l t r ( . i ln l  l ) \  l ) l t i ln l l t \ rn.  t t t r l iot t . : l teclcs.  ot
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26 PIERRT:-I \4ARIE MOREL

The problem begins when we have to define the .stalu,s of an idea. Let
us distinguish between psychological status and logical status. ln 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, fbr exarnple as logically connected with other terms in a
proposition. We may equally wonder about its rnethodological function: is
an idea simply a l inguistic convention, a pre-knowledge which, because it
derives tionr earlicr experiences. nray arrticipate experiences yct to cornc.
or else a criterion of se[Êevidence that can confinn, after the fàct, the va-
lidity of our opinions concerning a given experience?

Let us begin wi th the problem as i t  is  stated in the epicurean texts.  l t  is
clear that ancient Epicureanisrn is empiricist. For the Epicureans, sensa-
tion is the first criterion of truth and the origin of all knowledge.r Sensa-
t ions are,  accordingly,  in themselves i r refutable.{  But Epicureanism also
allows for the existence and for the epistemological use of ideas,' and it is
not 'anti-intellectual' in this sense. The E,picureans did not at all seek to
reduce the knorvledge of hidden entit ies 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 fàlls to the mind's reason (ratio animi)
to discern. The eyes cannot discover the nature of things (ttttturu rerum)."s
The netturo 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 belief-s"), but also a
rnethodology. that is a theory "wlrich proposes two rules that govem the
conduct of an inquiry fiom the beginning."6 The subtlety of Epicurean
methodology resides precisely in the explanation of different modes of

*h^t .* ' r j t  
" .  

*hich the mind can be employed about in th inking; and I  could not avoid
frequent ly using i t . "

' (). Diog. Laert.. X, 3 | ; Epicurus. KD (Ker Dot trine) 24.
4 Lucret ius.  DRN (De rL ' run ndturu).1V.4(19-521 :  t ) iog.  t . lcr t . .  X. .12.
5 I - IRN, IV,  3t i4- l l t5 (rransl .  [ .ong & Scr l lcy) .
6 Scc Asr l is  l ( ) t ( .1.  csp. lJ. ' l  l rc l lo rrr lcs.  l retolr l inu lo L Âsrr is.  i l r ( ' : " i r  rc( lurcnrcnt

l i r I  i r r i t i l r l  r ' ( )n(ùl) l \  lo r l , ' t t , , ' ,  , t . '  l l r t '  l t t0 l r l r 'nr ."  ; r r r r l  ; r  r t t l r r r r ( r r r t ' r r l  Ior  (n) l ) i l r (J l  I . r ( l \  l0
t ) t0\  t ( l ( ' : t  srr l i l l t0 l t  '
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inference, that is of the move fiom sensations to concept (énivora): by con-
frontation, analogy, similarity or combination.T The procedures of infer-
ence, which permit the verif-rcation and, ult irnately, the validation of opin-
ions, provide in principle sufïcient 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 diff icult to distinguish clearly frorn one another, to designate the vari-
ous kinds ofideas or general notions.

The rnost important of these terrns is npôÀqqrtg: 'preconception' (in
Long & Sedley's t ranslat ion),  or 'presumption. ' l t  seems that th is word,
which, Cicero affinrrs, was introduced into philosophy by Epicurus him-
sell,8 is a generic terrn, 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:

t l l
Preconception, they [the Epicureans] say. is as i t  were a perception
(rctdÀ4yq), or correct opinion (ô6(cr ôperi),  or conception (ëworu). or uni-
versal "store notion" (rcu0o)"rrl vôr1orq êvonorcrpévr1), i.e. memory of that
which has frequently bectlme evident extemally: e.g. "such and such a kind
of thing is a rnan". For as soon as the word "nran" is uttered, immediately i ts
del ineation also comes to nrind by nreans of preconception, since the senses
give the lead. Tlrus what prirnari ly underl ies each name is something self-
evident. And what we inquire about we would not have inquired about i f  we
had not had prior knowledge of i t .  For example: " ls what's standing over
there a horse or a cow'/" For one must at some t ime have come to know the
lbrrn of a horse arrd that of a cow by means of preconception. Nor would wc
have named something i f  we had not previously learnt i ts del ineation by
means of preconception. Thus preconceptions are self-evident (évcrpyeîç).
And opinion depends on sornething prior and self--evident. which is our poinl
of reference when we say. e.g., "How do we know if  this is a man'?" (Diog.
Laert. ,  X, 33)q

The generic character of the preconception is not expl ici t ly asserted. Nev-

ertheless. i t  is quite clear that preconceptions are the basic material of al l

other notions, as they are also for the Stoics. These latter notions, as I have

said. come in several forms:

I ) tor '  |  ; r t  t l  .  \ .  l r
t (  

1, , , , , r .  I ) .  nt t l tn, t r l , , , r t t t t t  l .  I . l
' '  l , , r r r , . \  \ r ' r l l t r  l r , r r r r l . r t r ( r i l  i . r \  l r \ ' lo\ \  t  l r r r l  r r r  l l r t  l i l \ l  \ (n l ( l | ( ( .  l r l l i l r ' lu l r l to i l  l \  t t ] ln(
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28 PIERRt:-MARIL, MOREL

t2l
Also, all notions (êrivoto) arise fiom the senses (rirtà tôv aioOrjoeorv) by
means of conficlntation, analogy, similarity and combination, with some con-
tribution l iom reasoning too. (Diog. Laert., X, 32)

It is possible, as some have suggested, that preconceptions, because they
are the most natural and imrnediate or most basic notions, correspond to
cases of 'confiontation' (nepinrc'rorç). The question is very diffrcult to re-
solve. However that may be, since all Ènivota derive fiom 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 difTcult to establish a clear distinction between preconceptions
and other notions. In addition, although certain opinions, thoughts, or
judgments are false, it seems that, fbr 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 i f  th is is a man?" 'Preconcept ion in th is sense
is a fundamental or primary ' idea' that is always true, because it is abso-
lutely clear (èvapyriq), and that is common to all men. It is thus not sutpris-
ing that the concept of preconception plays a central role in Epicurean
doctrine, sometimes implicit ly, but also explicit ly, as the correct concept
of the divine or ofjustice.

Unfortunately, Epicurus did not bequeath us a general treatment of pre-

conception, and Lucretius' De rerum nettura, which generally translates
the Greek rup6Àr1rytç by notilia or nolities, offers only rather dispersed
comments on the matter.r0 What we have is just a l 'ew paradigmatic cases
(the gods, the just) where Epicurus makes use of the word np6Àr1rytç, but
without giving a clear definit ion of it. Furthermore, the psychological
status of preconception is not entirely clear: the questions that I have
posed above in a general way are relevant as well to the particular f iame-
work of Epicurean philosophy. They have given rise to highly divergent
interpretations and there is no current consensus on the matter.

I would l ike 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. Prolêpsis has, in fact, several different
functions, which are not reducible to the single function ol- a basic cortcept

l0 Occtrrrcrrcc,  o l  l l rcsc lcr t t ts i t t  Lr ter t t i t ts  l r rc:  l l .  l l '1 .  7 ' ls .  l \ ' .  17(, .  17') .  x5l .  \

l l - l  I  l l {1.  lo{7.
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that is necessary for any subsequent investigation.rr Each ofthese 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, I would l ike to show thatprolêpsis is the 'key concept' in Epicurean
methodology, and that the texts that have survived, even if they do not
conflrm 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
flrst ' ideas': preconception is not just a representation endowed with in-
trinsic self-evidence, l ike 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 (dôql6v) and the manifest (<parvdprevov), whether in simple processes
or in more complex ones. lt thus reconciles the immediateness of self-
evidence with the rational mediation of method. By referring to prolêpsis
as a 'key concept,' then, I mean that preconception l inks 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
rvould be a better criterion than sensation, which is, as we shall see, the
llrst criterion of truth.

l. The Psychologiceil Stalus o/' Preconceptions

Lct us begin with the difTculties posed by the psychological status of pre-
conception and the problem of the connection between preconception and
scl tsat lon.

' l 'wo types of argument allow us to affirm that sensation is the primary
criterion of truth: not only negative arguments, for example those that Lu-
crctius proposes to establish the irrefutable nature of sensations, but also
positivc arguments, which have to do with the physical status of alsllrésls
i tscl l .  As rrray be seen in the physiological  account of  sensat ions in the
l t ' t l t ' t ' lo l lcnxfutltt.s. we do not even have to establish that the truth of sen-
srrtirrr.r corL'r,.t1totrtl,s to reality: it l .s rcality itselfl or at all events a part of
rerr l i l r ' .  Knorvlcr lpc,  pr ior  to l rc i r rg a relal iorr  u l 'corrcspondence with what

"  \ r r r r t r l t t t r '  lo . \st t r ts l ( ) l {  l
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30 PIERRE-MARIE MOREL

is known, or an equivalence to what is real, is a relation of belonging' of

inherence in what is known. Thus, vision results fiom the reception of

replicas (tûnor) or images (simulac'ra: e'iôto)"G) that are naturally emitted

Uy tt,e object that is seei. Since they are directly transmitted by effluences

*ni.n. in iaeat conditions, preserve the structure and properties of the ag-

gregatef iomwhichtheycome,theserepl ica'sal lowustofbrrnarepresen-
t"utiàn or impression (rpcrwooio) which remains in "sympathy"

(oupndOetu) wittr ttre object.r2 This same principle of sympathy is.equally

valid fbr the other ,", ' ,r.r.r3 The impression is thus not strictly subjective

and sti l l  less entirely mental: we perceive something that the object pro-

duces of itself, so that the impression is the shape of the body itself:

t3 l
And whatever i lnpression we get by focusing our-thought or senses' whether

o1'shape o, prop".i"r, that isihe Jhape ofthe solid body' produc.ed through

the imàge's èon.ent.uied succession or afler-eflect. (Epicurus, Hrdt-,50)

Under non-standard conditions, it is true. this sympathy wil l only be par-

tial, a consequence, lbr example, of air t lrat wears down the simulacra and

is responsibl! for the effect ihat, seen from a dista.ce, a tower that is in

fact square seems round to us.la But it nevertheless remains the case that

the impression is constituted via an immediate sympathy with the flow of

simulatra or images, and thus that it is constituted in sympathy with the

objective conditions of their production'
"Butserrsat ionisnot just theactofreceiv ingaphysical imprint : i ta lso

includes an act of attention or projection (ÉnrBo).rj)ri toward this condi-

tion of passive reception' This interior act, by which we apprehend the

thing perceived within ourselves and relate to it, although it is in its own

righi strictly mental, may also be described as a kind of natural process.

Uîfor-tunatély, the lrpicureans have not given us a clear physical account

ofÈrurBoÀ.r i ,noragainofothermentaloperat ions'Thus' i t isdi f f icul t to
know wheiher they followed up o' their physical explanation so âs to in-

clude êætBol.ri. In any case, on the epistemological level, their position is

clear: whatever its exact nature, the ântpoÀ"{ that is included in sensation is

direct. It is therefore different from the judgment, which can be. false, that

is applied to this sensation and its objective correlate. Focustng on the

t2 See Hrtlt. (Letter to Llextdotus),50' l 2'
t3 Hrdt . .49-53 ;  1)RN. tV.462-46l t .
l4 l .ucret ius.  / ) /1. ' \ ' .  lV.  '15]  l6 ' l
l . l . , rng&Scrl ter . : . ' l i r t . r rs i r ru": . \srrr is " l rPDl i r l r l i r r t t "  l l r l l t \e( ' t l l l l ( (ù l ) l : l l r le lo l ) lc  l l l

l l l t \ ( ( ) t t l ( ' \1. \ l l l ( (  l ' l l l ) l l \ l l l l ' | ( ) l1 l ' ' \ \ t ' l l t r ' \ l t ' l l l \ l ; l l lot l  l ' l t ' t t t  l t ' r t t t l l t t ' '
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afïèct of blue or red is not the same as the opinion or judgment that this
îhing is blue or red.

Sensations are, in any case, true in themselves, because they testify di-
rectly and physically to the actual presence of the thing sensed. As Lu-
cretius puts it, "whatever inrpression the senses get at any tirne is true."r6
In fact, sensation does not require logos- reason or discourse or even
memory in order to establish the truth of what it expresses. According to
Diogenes Laertius, "all sensation, he IEpicurus] says, is irrational (dÀoyoç)
and does not involve memory."l7 Epicurean epistemology thus depends at
bottom on what I  would cal l  a 'pr inciple of  immediacy'  or 'currency. '  The
word ' 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
problem poses itself all the more urgently when these states are presented
as criteria, on the same level as sensations and afÏects. This is precisely
the case with preconceptions. How can they be true in themselves, al-
though their objective conelate (a man. a cow, justice. the divine) is no
longer or not yet present'?

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

t4l
Thus Epicurus, in the Kanôn (Yardstick). says that the sensations. preconcep-
tions. and the feelings are the criteria oftruth. The Epicureans add the "focus-
ings of thought into an irnpression." (Diog. Laert., X, 3l )l lJ

An easy solution to the problem, then, would be to recall that preconcep-
tions are not radically distinct from sensations. This is doubtless true.
Long and Sedley hold, quite rightly, that Gasserrdi's insertion of the defi-
rrite article before prolêTtseis is needless:r" even though they constitute a
clistinct class among the several criteria, preconceptions are closely tied up
with sensations. There is indeed a natural continuity between sensation
lnd preconception. That is why, as Diogenes Laertius specifies (text []):

l l ' "1 ' ro i r r t lc  t l r rot l  in t l r rot l r rcst  h is v isunr tentp()rc.  vcrumst".  l )RN. lV.  -199.
I  l ) i , ' , t  L;rcr t . .  X.  . l  l .

' "  St 'e r t l r t r  (  iecro. . l r  tn l ( tut  r t . l l .  l1: . .
'  Sr ' r '  l l r r '  (  i rcck tcr l  t ' r l i t t ' r l  I ' r  I  orrr '  . \  Set l le r .  r  l ro l ikc l l ie ks.  I I .S.  l -ong, Arr ighett i .

\ t . r r t  or  r ,  l t  r l r ' l r ' t r '  l l r t  "xr t i "  t t t r r ' r l r ' t l  l ) \  (  r i r \ \ (  n( l l

3l



JL PIERRE.MARIE MOREL

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 rvhat primarily underlies each name is something selt '-cvident. (Diog.
Lacft . .  X.33)

However. even if the association between the prolêpsi.s and the word is

direct, it does not have the same type of immediate presence that sensation

does. We imrnediately grasp in thought the preconception of 'man,' but

this operation cannot take precedence over an oltiective immediacy: it is

not presence, and sti l l  less the physical inherence in us of the thing that is

seen, that testif ies to the validity of the preconception. I can certainly
judge that this here thing is true, because it results from a sensible impres-

sion whose physical traces are sti l l  present in rne. That is a necessary con-

sequence of Epicurean physicalism, which Diogenes of Oinoanda ex-

presses quite clearly:

ts l
and after the impingernents of the tirst irnages, our nature is rendered porous
in such a manner that, even if the objects which it f irst saw are no longer pre-
sent. images similarto the first ones are reccived by the mind [...]. (Diogenes
of Oinoanda, fÈt 9.l lt.6- l4 Srnith) 20

Nevertheless, preconception always occurs o/ier lhe sensation-or the set

of sensations-from which it derives. It is even true that a preconceptiort.

notably that of the gods, may occur in us without any previous perception.

asan innate cogtlit io,2t which poses the problern of how to explain gener-

ally the origin of preconceptions.22 More globally, from an epistemologi-

cal point of view, that which constitutes the basis of proleptic self-

evidence is not the sensation fiom 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, fbr example a horse

or cow, to take the examples given by Diogenes Laertius. Text I l] is en-

tirely clear on this score. What testif ies indeed to the truth and self-

evidence ofa preconception is not its physical and sensible origin but:

- (a) the fact that a preconception appears to us "as soon as (ftpo) the

word 'man' is uttered" and "immediately" (eùOriç);

20 petù ôà ràç rôv 
'Ip<ôrorv 

Èvnrdoerç ciôrô),t'iv n-crponotcîTnr lpôv oÛrûr,; r1 rpÛorç iôorc.

raï puj naptivrr,rv Ëtr rôv rpcrlprdrtov d rô rçrôrclv si.)ev, tà iiltortr toiç ttptôrorç ri ôruvoirl

ôu10[r l lvar <p<lopo [ .  . ] .  Smith 's t ranslat ion.

' '  Cicero.  De nuturo dettr t rm,1.41.
2l  W..an part ly solve th is problenr i l  wc usstrrnc ( l i r r  eretrrple r l i (h ( io l t lsc l t t t r r t l t

197l t ,  157- l5 l t ) .  thal  prcconccpt ion rrstr l (s.  in t r r rv cusc.  l ionr r t  I t l t l t ' r i r t l  t t t t t l  er tcr t t i t l  crct l l :

l5e l i rc l  l l l r t  i r r r i rges crr l r ' t  l l r r  l rpt l r  t I r r t r rg l t  I is  ports.  l t t  t l te t l tsc ol  ! t t t l : .  l l  \eel1] \  l l l i l l  l l lL

r . i ' { i ( ' } / i l  i r ( t  r l t t r ' t l l l  ot t  l l l t  t t l t t r r l  ( \ ( (  l l l  l l l l \  sct tsr ' \ l r t r l t ; t l  . r ( } l l ( r .  ( t \ i l
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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 ancl only if
there is a preconception of x. Seen this way, the fbllowing sentence, which
gives as a consequence the self--evidence of a preconception. is quite clear:
"Thus (oûv) 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 o1'the preconception
does not reside, t lren, 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) andlor with what is not yet. Sti l l  more simply, although sensation
"does not accommodate memory" or "is incapable of memory," precon-
ception (text []) is a "memory of that which has frequently become evi-
dent externally.":t 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 rnan' or 'the gods are happy and inde-
structible creatures.'We wil l have to deal more precisely with this point
later but, in any case, the sarne 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 apptied. 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 ofa real, external
thing. f n uo case can the prolêpsis 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 itsell, i f i t depends originally on the truth of
scnsation?2a 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'i

Mustn't we, then, again question the notion, according to which a pre-
conccption is a sirnple representation or a rnental image? Understood not
.nly ls that  which pcrsists af ier  repeated sensat ions of  a s ingle object ,  but

t l ) r . r '  
I r r t . r t . .  \ .  11.

|  \ .  \ l r t t turrr t l ( i  l ' )7.) .  I  I  l .  |ot t t ls  orr l .  st 'nsihlc l ) ( ' r ( l . l ) l i r )n is l l tc  qt l t l tntce ol ' l l t r :  r ' t t l t rc
, ' l  l l t r '  ntr ' r  i l i l r  (  n l to l l  . r \  (  | l (  t  t ( r t l
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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 tàct, rp6Àr1ryrç sounds like an active substantive: the act of
.grasping in advance.'2s To support this hypothesis, we may consider the

pàssibil i ty, as David Glidden has done, that preconception is a fbrm of

'apprehension ofthought,' an érutBoÀl tf lq ôtavoicç.26 This hypothesis has

been severely crit icized by Jûrgen Hammerstaedl,2T who has well i l lus-

trated the dilÏculties that it bumps up against, and to which I shall return.

Let us begin by analyzing the terms and presuppositions of this debate.

There is no doubt that prolëpsis is. to some extent. a certain type of rep-

resentation, insofar as it is a stable term of comparison, to which we can

refèr particular instances that we encounter. Several texts that are authenti-

cally Epicurean clearly suggest as much. Thus, when Epicums' in para-

graph 72 of the Lettet' to Herodot,r.ç. 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:

t6l
We should not inquire into tirne in the sarne way as other things, which we
inquire into in an ohject by referrirrg them-to the prec.onceptions envisa-gcd in
ouiselves (ôni tùç Bl.erroptéuoç nop'r1pîv crùtoîç tpoÀriyxtç). (Hrttt.'72)28

The preposition ézri indicates clearly that we relate to sorr-rething that we

already contain wi th in ourselves and which we can even 'perceive'  or 'en-

visage' (Bl"enoprévu,,)2q in ourselves. Although there is no objective sub-

stratum of t ime, preconceptions determine the permanent properties of

stable substrata, or at least those that are relatively permanent. The same

preposition ézri is used to express a relation to preconceptions in a rather

25 See "æpo)"apBdvo" in Liddell-Scott-Jones, Greek-English Lexiton'
26 Gl idden 1985. See also Annas 1992, 166-168.
27 Harnmerstaedt 1996.
28 Long & Sedley's t ranslat ion rnodi f ied.  About the knou' ledge of  t ime in Epicureanism,

see my Morel 2002. According to Sedley t 973. it could be that llrdt., 72-73, on time. "was

not include{ in the original version ofthe Letter, but was added at a later date, fbllowing a

controversy in which Epicurus perhaps replied to the charge that his theory of properties

could not account for  our understanding of  a term l ike ' t ime" '  (15).  tn Sedley's v icw, the

inclusion ol preconceptions as truth-crileria comes later lhan the Lctter kt Hcrodrtlrts.

Accordingly.  Hrdt . ,37-38 would contain "only the germ of the not ion ofTr|rr l t7.r l r "  ( l '1) .  On

the lat ter  point ,  see my fbl lowing footnote.  Regarding thc tbrmer,  I  conlèss that I  don' t  pLt t

any new hypothesis fbrward about the very di l f jcul t  and controversial  problem of ' thc

chronology of  Epicurus'  works.
29 ln Hrr l r . -  37-38, the same vcrb f iÀinr:o0ur r lcsignutcs the pcrccpt ior t  o l  l i rs l  t to l i r r t t r .

which arc prohably prect t t tecpt iot ts.  ( ) r r  th is lù\1.  \ ( ' (  l i r r t l r t r ' .  Jrp l t '  J7
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diff icult passage in book XXVIII of the Peri Phuseôs of Epicurus, the
purpose of which is to expose human error, an eror that does not reside ir
preconceptions and appearances (çurvdprevu), but is produced in relation
to preconceptions and appearances:

I7 l
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 ol ' the mult i far ious convent ions of  language [ . . . ] .  (Epicurus.
On nature,  Long & Sedley l9 D; Arr ighett i  31.10.8-9)

Again. the Leffer to Menoeceus, in paragraph 123, invites us not to add to
the 'common notion' (rcotvi vôr1oq) of God (a notion of which we have
the outl ine 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 incom.rpti-
ble. Now, we learn next that this common notion is a preconception,r() as
opposed to the false assumptions that the majority of rnen make:

t8l
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
nrany do not preserve them. The irnpious man is not he who denies the gods
of the rnany, but he who attaches to gods the belief's of the many about them.
For they are not preconceptions but false suppositions, the assertions of the
tnany about gods. (Epicurus. Lelîcr lo Menoet'cu.s, 123-124)

It is clear, from this text, that we have in ourselves a stable representation
rll- the gods, however we may have acquired it, a representation to which
rvc 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 rz u.r go to show the sarne thing. This is particularly true
ol'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,sr
rvhcnce the proposition: "we have ingrained, or rather innate, knowledge
trl'thctn" (insilct.s eontm vel politr.s innatas t'ogniliones habemus).32 ln all
t lresc cases, a prolepsis appears as a mental given, as knowledge consti-
Itrtccl in advance, and it is in this sense comparable to a representation.

t l r  \ r 'c  I ' l r i lor lcnrus \  usc ol  n l r t i ) . r1rpr;  l r r rd nlro)"rrpl i iv(r)  ahout preconccpt ion of  go<is in
l ' l r r l t r r l t rnus.  ( ) t r  I ' t t ' t r ' . l .  " l . l l  -1{ l  l l (Xl  :  lX87 (Obhink).

t  
l .  I  I  , r ,  t  ) i lnt i lun tu l ln i l \  t  t  i t  i l t l l  nt  ) i l1 )nt  i l t  l i l t l \ ' t ' \ \ t \ \ t  l  i l t \ t t  t1( t l i l t1t .

' '  L l l
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The situation is analogous to the case of the prolapsi.r o1'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 ofjustice:

tel
What is legal ly deerned to be just has i ts existence irr thc dornairr of just ice
whenever i t  is attested to be useful in the requirements o1'social relat ionships,
whether or not i t  turns out to be the sarne fbi al l .  But i f 'sorneone makes a law
and i t  does not happen to accord with the ut i l i ty of social rclal. ionships, i t  ntr
longer has the nature of just ice. And even i f  what is usel ir l  i rr  the sphere of
just ice changes but f l ts the preconception lbr some t intc. i t  was no less just
throughout that t i rne lbr those who do not confuse therlselves with ernpty ut-
terances but simply look at the fàcts. (Epicurus, Ke.t,  Dottr ine 37)

Where without any change in circumstances the convcntional laws, when
judged by their consequences, were seen not to correspond with t l ie precon-
ception of just ice, such laws were not real ly jr .rst;  but wherever the laws have
ceased to be useful in consequence ofa change in circumstances, rn that case
tlre laws were fbr the t ime being just rvhen they were useiul fbr the social re-
lat ionships of the cit izens, and subsequently ceased to be just when they
ceased to be uselul.  lEpicurus, Ke.v Doctr ina 38)

The idea we have of  pol i t ical  ut i l i ty  ( that  is ,  of  what is useful  to a given
poli t ical community in a given place and t ime, so that people do not do
each other harm) must adapt i tself  to the preconception of just ice. This
must be. then, suff iciently stable to serve as an invariant and as a point of
comparison. l l

The fol lowing question now poses i tself ' :  i f  a preconception is a repre-
sentation, what kind of representation is at stake and what does i t  show
about the thing i t  represents? As I have said, we desperately lack system-
atic texts which can help us answer this question. The variety of tenns and
concepts that Cicero offers in connection with preconception (noîio, an-
licipatio, informatio, opinio, innata cognitio, pruenorio),34 just where he
states that Epicurus introduced the term and specified its sense, only ac-
centuate the problern.

Anke Manuwald has clarif ied 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
ltrctlêpsis, 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

l lOnthisdi l l icul t t lucst iot t .scc( io l t lsc l r r r r r t l l  l ' )771n( l .n l ( ) tcrccul l lv . r r rv l \ , l ( ) rc l l (x)0
\ t  

l ) r '  u. t l r tnt  r l t ' r ) t  ! i l i l .  l -  - l  l - . lS
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this content consists in the essential determinate idea that corresponds to
the word. thanks to which the prolêpsis is apprehended.r5 This point is
nicely confirmed by Philodemus, who specifies that preconception takes
the place of  def in i t ion:

I  t0]
There is also the Ineaning that this is the particular <iellnit i<in of that, and this
is the preconception, as rvhen we say that body as body has bulk and resis-
tance, and man as man is a rational animal. (philodernus, De sisnis" 52 :
xxxiv-xxxv De Lacy)16

Let us say, in a very general way. that prolêpsi.s is a prinrary concept, be-
yond which we must not go (since it is self-evident) at the risk of f inding
ourselves in an infinite regress toward some supposed prior self-evident
thing.rT

It is just here. however, that we begin to see the inadequacy of the repre-
sentational approach, taken alone. Ifpreconception is only the representa-
tion or mental image of a person or a horse, what guarantees that this irn-
age is the best and final one irreducible-of the reality that it looks to?
In other words, for prolêpsi,s to be a criterion and selÊevident in a final
way, it must be something other than one mental image among others, an
irnage which could otherwise be confused with i l lusory representations,
such as a chimera or a centaur. This is why Gisela Strikerls distinguishes
trvo points of view in her analysis of prolegtsl.ç: insofar as it is 'seen,' i t
naturally appears to us as an image; but insofar as it can be described as
something demonstrated or as an indernonstrable, it functions as a criterion
uuhiclr, according to her, turns it into a propositiori. Tlrus, for justice, the
preconception associated with the word ' just' would have for its content
thc proposition, 'what is useful for a human society is just'; the prctrêpsis
of'god would have for its content the proposition, 'gods are happy and
irnmortal. '3e 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 f irst premises in Aristotle's the-
ory of  science.

ts 
Nlanuwalcl  1972, 103- 105.

r('1x;u1i 
rlr\ ).<i1ov ïôurv uivnt r(rvt\[r: to]ût\t: rni roûrr1v zrp6Àqrytr,. cir[o]æcp ôrcrv

, i.n.r|r;r'rir orirpru rrr0ù oô1ru iiyrov iil;rv xa) rii,rrlrulniuv. rcri rôv dr,gptuzov fi dvsp,ronoç
,,rrr r '  ) .oyrrr i r ' .  I )c Llrcy 's t ranslat ion.

'  I  l rerc l i r rc I  th i r rk t l r t r t  l r rcconccl t t i0rr  corrcspol l t ls  t< l  thc . ,pr i l r rary 
concept"  in Lt , l tu.  l0

l l ,  t , ' , l , , t r r r .  \7 lX Sr.c tcr t  |  |  l l  hclon
i \  \ l r  rLcr 1, , , ) ( t
i "  \ l r r l , , . r  l t r ( ) t r  I  I
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l8 PIERRE-MARIE, MOREL

It is undeniable that prolêpsis futfi l ls this function, if wc associate it
with Epicurus' mention of primary notions which allow us to dispense
with demonstration. And I too believe. l ike Striker. t lrat what lnost 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, prolêp.rels do not constitute the point of departure lbr demonstrative
syllogisms. They serve rather to support the method of evaluating opin-
ions that consists in comparing opinions wtth the self '-cvident truth.aO For

example, the prolêpsis of justice, even if i t 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. lt would pennit us to test and

evaluate, according to the situation, the different opinions or options that
might present themselves on the matter, tbr example a Keynesian eco-
nomical polit ics vs. the option of spontaneous regulation via the cornpeti-
t ive development of the fiee 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 definit ions and ways of
speaking that distance us from their manifest sense.4l We ktrow, further-

more, that they crit icized the value of definit ions and that Epicurus. ac-
cording to an anonymous commentator on the Theaeletus, held that the
names are clearer than definit ions and ridiculed the absurdity of saying,
instead of  "Hel lo Socrates! ."  "Hel lo" rat ional  mortal  animal!"42 More
radical ly st i l l .  I  can certainly associate wi th a preconcept ion a proposi t ion

that wil l enunciate its attributes, but that does not tell me in what way this
proposition wil l be better than any other proposition conceming the sarne

subject, for example, "the gods are mortal, greedy, and blood-thirsty."
There again, one must assume sontething more than the simple 'content'

of a prolèp,sls in order to understand how it can serve as a criterion of
truth, since the content ofa prolepsis, as opposed to the content ofa sensa-
tion, is not immediately guaranteed by the actual presence of its objective
correlate. That is why the term prolêpsi.ç seetns to me to contain as well a
certain movement of assent, which represents the értpol"ri, and nrust in this
respect be taken as an active substantive.

40 See Ltrng 197 1,  120 :  " ( . . . \  prolapst, l r  are neccssary l i r r  the l i r r tnat ion r l r r l  tcst i t tg ol '

i l l  I  l rsscr l i r r r rs aDd oh ject iVc. j t t t i r l r : t t tcnts."
l l  see eslrct i : r l l t  l ' , ' r t  l ' l t r t r , , i : .  lkrc l  \ \ \ ' l l l  .  I  ot t r . t  Sr ' r i l t ' r  l ( )  I r  l .

'  l , , , , t , t t t t t ) t t \  (  t ) t t t t t t t  t t l t t t \  f t )  l ' l t t l t )  :  I  l t , , t ,  l ,  / / / \  ' )  l ' )  |  |  r r t t r ' . \  \ r ' r l l t ' r  l ( )  t
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David Gliddenar has emphasized. from this perspective, the implicit
connection that Cicero proceeds to draw, in Book I of De natura deorum,
between preconception and the process that the Epicureans traditionally
designated by the expression ÈærBol"fl tflç ôrovoiaç.aa The connection is in
fact quite explicit in Lucretius. He maintains that there can be an éznBolù1
tflç ôravoio.ç, which he translates as injectus animi, toward invisible things,
in the case of colorless bodies such as atoms. He calls this énrpo)"ri, pre-
cisely, a notit ia.as In fact, as Glidden notes, the êntpol.i1 tf lç ôravoiaç, l ike
prolêpsi.s, 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 intervcntion of the
spirit.a6 Preconception, then, would be a certain kind of ênrBo),ù tqq
ôtovoioç, characterized by the general nature of its content.lT 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 (ênivoro) of the thing."a8 Preconception here is
a movement of thought. an active perception and no longer a simple repre-
serrtation.

This solution is supported by the presence of ènrpoÀl t iq ôtnvoioq
arnong the criteria of truth, at least if one trusts Diogenes Laertius, who
attributes this doxa to Epicureans whom he does not identify.re In fact,
ézrrpoÀl ri1ç ôrcvoi<rç seems to constitute, l ike sensation, a self-grounding
act of thought, true by itself-. and in this sense a criterion of truth. This act

+r ( l l idden 1985. 188-194.
J4 See especially Dc natura dcorum, l. 49.
as DRN. l I , '739-745: "And i f 'by chance i t  seems to you that the mind cannot project

itsclf into these bodies <e.g. the atoms>, you wander for astray. For since those born blind,
who have ncver descr ied the l ight  r r l the sun. yet  know bodies by touch, never l inked with
colur l i r r  thenr f iom the outset of  their  l i le.  you may know that fbr  our mind too. bodies
pointed with no t int  may enter our comprehension <or :  'preconcept ion'>" (Bai ley 's
tntnslat ion).

16 ( ; l idden I  9u5. |  9 l .
l7( i l iddcn t9l l5.194.
JE (  fcn. tcnt  o l 'Alcxandr ia,  St t t t r t tutes. l l .4,  157.44: H. Usener.  Epi tureu, Leipzig 18t17

(t t r rotcd bclou' :  LJs.) .  155.
' l ' )  l ) i , r -1.  l . i rcr t . .  X.  31.  AssLrrning thar r iml loÀl  r iq ôravoiaq has becn inserted later in

t l re l rst  o l  t l rc cr i tcr ia.  onc could th ink that  i t  is  a dist inct  cr i ter iorr .  and then. that  i t  is  d ist inct
l r ( )nr  l l )e prccorrecpl iorr .  l l r r t  t l r is  i rddi t iorr  rvhich Scdley 1973, 16, cal ls a "rnyst i l icat ion,"

; r r ' t r r : r l l r  t l r r r ' lo l ) ior t ' r r r 's  I  l rcr l i r rs is prohrrhlv nci ther so cr t rc ia l .  nor so r igorous. I t  could
I ' r ' r ' r IJ;urr t ' r l  l r r  l l r t ' : r r r r r  lo r ' \ t r ' r ( l  l l r t ' l is t  o l  the cr i lc l i l r .  i r r  r l r t icr  that  l r l l  thr-  t rue l ( lcas
. ,1r , ' r r l r l  l r r '  r r {  l l l ( l (  ( l  rn r l
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is distinct by nature fiom judgments that a(ld non-c()nllrnred opinions to
our ini t ia l  impressions:

i l t l
I l 'you are going to reject  any sensat ion absolutc ly,  l rnr l  r rot  d ist inguish opin-
ions reliant on evidence yet awaited l ir l l  u,hut is rrl lcldy prcsCnt through
sensat ion,  through feel ings,  and through cvcry l i rcusirrg ol ' thought into an
irnpression, you wil l confbund all your otlrer scnsurrons with cmpty opinion
and consequent ly reject^the cr i ter ion in i ts ent i rcty ( . . . ) .  ( l :p icurus,  Key Doc-
trine 24 l irst sentence.l50

Preconception, if we assimilate it to a certain typc ol'crurJ)oli1 n1ç ôrovoia.ç.
thus recovers an immediacy or presence which turns it into a kind of ge-
neric perception. Its epistemological value. as I 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 outl ine that
appears in the distance. This means that it is nor rruc in virrue of being
assimilated to something real or of a physical syrnpathy with its object, nor
again in virtue of a capacity, necessarily random. l 'or the physical preser-
vation of past experiences, but that it is tme in virtuc 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 ènpoÀl rfrç ôruvoiuç, then at all
events the active interpretation of the substantive. in a fbrmula 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 thts con-
trast, np6l"r1yrç is placed on the same level as ùru6).qyrç, judgment or sup-
position. Now. the latter is here a kind of dzr6puorç, that is. a declarative
act, which is surely not the same thing as a simple representation.5l That
does not mean that æp6).r1yrq and ùæ6l"r1yrq are two species of dzrdtpuorç
nor that rup6Àqrytç is equivalent to a declarative act, but it conflrms that
preconception is a certain form ofthinking about the object that it denotes.

Glidden's thesis, nevertheless, has some diff iculties which, as I have
said, were exposed by J. Harnmerstaedt in the 1996 article that he devoted
to the role of Epicurean preconception. First of all, i l  as he believes,

50 About the distinction between. on the one hand, the spontaneous and imrncdiatc
movement of êætBoLr) and, on the other hand, the movement we pro<luce in a<J<lition by
ourselves.  see Long 1971, I  18.

)r  ln X. 34, Diogenes Laert ius l ro ints out that  r i t i - I ,û is arr  i rmiÀr lyrrq which is Lrrrc or l i r lsc.
Nou ôô(a is not rcduciblc to a I t tct t ta l  i rnagc: i t 's  ccr l : r i r r lv  n) t r rc ol ' l r  nro\cnrcl l  ç l  t l rsrrulr l
lh l rn l  s l l t ic  i r t l luc.

METHOD AND EVIDENCE

prolê1tsis must be identifled with the æpôtov éw6qpu 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 ' (pÀéreo0ar) .  f rom the moment when we hear
the word that corresponds to it. Besides. Hammerstaedt believes that, rn
the text of Cicero's De naturu deorum, the perception of divine images
mentioned in ô 49 cannot be assimilated to prolêpsis, which is described in
ô 43 as 'an already-formed notion.'s2 [{e rejects, more generally, the in-
terpretation of prolêpsis as an act of perception.5l

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 stabil ized traces of past
sensations, that is, a way of actualizing or re-actualizinga mentory ir crc-
cordqnce with a specific situation. We can further suppose that prolêpsis
is structured l ike sensation, which contains at the same time a purely pas-
sive af'fect, the ef-fect of an impression coming from outside, and an active
focusing (értBo)"ri) on this atIèct. Preconception very probably embraces,
at the same time, representation-the trace that is preserved of past ex-
periences-and attention or the fbcusing on this representation.

ll. The Logical Status of Precon<'eptions

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
testirnony 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 prolêtrtsis.

We may note l lrst of all (text []) that it is that in virtue of which an out-
l ine (ruzroq) presents itself to us, whether of a man, a horse, or a cow. One

lroirrt here is not very clear: we may be tempted to assimilate prolêpsis to
run outl ine, to the degree that there is not a doubling of the image the pre-
conception and then the outl ine but a single image. Nevertheless, the

"  " t rnrr  nozionc uia l i r r rnata,"  p.  23-5.

' i  scc i r r  th is scrrsc MunLrwrr l t l  1972. Ncvcrtheless.  when Hammerstaedt (236, n.64)
, l r i l r l ( ' \  lJr( ' f l ) r ) \ l  r ( ' l ( ' \ iù l l  le\ ls i .c. .  \ / r r r .  l l . ( l l ( t  t ( ,  l \ l (n()aù'u. \ ) .  l l4 and DiOg. Laert . .  X,
I  i .  l r t  t f r r r 'srr ' t  l r re lcrr l  iu l lunclr l \ :  l rc j r rs l  t t l t in l l r i r ts l l tat  " i ' t l i l l lc i lc  intcrpretare pnt!êp:; i . t

,  , , t  I (  i ln , t l l '  )  r l  I  l t (  l  \  (  /  I ' ,n( '
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rÛnoç presents itself to us "in virtue of the preconception" (ratù
zrp6l"rlryw), which seems to presuppose that it is distinct l iorn it. We must,
I think pause a rroment to consider the significance of ninoç in Epicurean
epistenrology and physiology. To that end, we may relèr to two passages
in the Leller lo Herodotus, paragraphs 35-36 on the one lrand, and para-
graph 46 on the other. The first, as we know, rrrentions "an outl ine of the
totality of the doctrine," that is a condensed epitome o1'lrpicurean philoso-
phy that can be of  help to us in al l  c i rcumstances, whatever our level  of
competence in the area of natural philosophy. The second explains the
transmission by means of simulacra of the solid shapes fiom which they
emanate. More precisely, Epicurus says: "these delineations we call ' im-
ages."' It seerns, then, that the physico-epistemological category of tuæoç
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 nÛrcvcopc appears elsewhere in two contexts, tn paragraphs 36
and 50 of the Letter to Herodotus. Returning now to preconception, we
may suppose, then, that the trinoç-the marrifèstation of which occurs iu
virtue of preconception-is the actualization or the putting in place of the
content ofthe preconception. The density ofthe outl ine thus accounts for
the fàct that the qualit ies that define this content cannot be dissociated, for
example the essential attributes of divinity: incorruptibil i ty and blessed-
NESS.

The question, f inally, is to understand what precisely "in virtue of pre-
conception" means: is it a pure init ial representation that serves simply as
a point of departuresa for other mental operations, or does it play an active
role in the presentation of the ruæoq'/ The answer is, I think, given in the
first passage of the Letter to Menoeceus which appeals to the preconcep-
tion of the gods:

l t  2 l

First, think of god as an imperishable and blessed creature, as the common
idea of god is in outl ine, and attach to him nothing alien to imperishabil ity or
inappropriate to blessedness. (Epicurus, Leîter to Menoeceus, l23)

There is no doubt, as I have said, that the subject here is thal of prolêpsis.
which appears explicit ly in paragraph 124. Now, this text shows that

5a The E,picurean theory ofpreconception stands probably firr a response to the questirrn
of Plato's Merut concerning the possibility of choosing a starting point in the scarch ol'
knowledge. i f  we don' t  know anything. Scc. i r r  th is scrrsc:  I ) iog.  l .acrt . .  X.  J- l : (  iccro.  1) t ,
r t t t l t rnt  dt t r t tnt , I .4- l  :  (  lcrrrcnt  o1'r \ lcxant l r i l t .  , \ t t 'ont t t td. l t .  -1.  157. '1.+ l t r r t l .  r :cnclrr l l l .  lJscrrcr '
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prolêpsis has two essential and inseparable functions: on the one hand, it
produces an outl ine of that with which it is associated, ss 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 seryes first of all as a negative criterion fbr characterizing
its content: it defines what the gods are not. Conversely, it has, by virtue
of its very imprecision, a positive function: a prolêp,sis is the condition fbr
the validity 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,56 or that they
live in a community and speak Greek,sT or even that some things in nature
rnay be called by the names of gods. Lucretius makes this quite clear in
Book I I :

lfanyone is resolved to call the sea Neptune and corn Ceres. and Iikes rather
to misuse the tit le 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 fbrbear to stain his rnind with shameful religious awe. (Lu-
cretius, De Rerum Nuluru, l l ,655-660)

Tlre fact that we may spontaneously attribute a human shape to the gods
poses no problem in itself, provided that we do not ascribe to thern any-
thing that is incompatible with their essence, which we grasp in the

lmtlëpsis. The prolêpsLr of the gods is at once both sufficiently imprecise
lnd sufïciently constraining so as to deflne the l imits within which we can
ll low fbr different representations of the gods. The same obtains ln con-
ncction with the prolêpsis of justice, following KD 37-38 (text [9]): the
cunception of what is useful can change according to the circumstances-
lrclter, it must change-even as it remains consistent with the prolepsis of

lustice. This does not sufflce, in and of itself, to define justice in a way
that applies to all t imes and all places, but it constitutes a framework for its
raliation or a rule of evaluation fbr particular situations in which the ques-
tion of legal justice may arise. Because the preconception outl ines and
lnrces its boundaries, it coresponds well to the runoç. to which it adds a
r eurr lut t r ry I  unct ion or capaci ty.

' '  I  o l  th is r t ' r rsorr .  (  io l t lschrni t l t  l97l . i  interest ingly compares the Epicurean pre-
\  ( r l (  ( ' l ) l l ( ) r r  $ t l l r  l l r t '  K;rrr t I r r r  rc l rerrLr ( 'selrùrt te ' ) .

' t '  Sr ' t '  (  l t  t ' ro.  I  ) t  nt t lut  t t  t l t l ) t  unt .  l .  1( \ .

'  l ' l r r l r r r i r ' r r r r rs. / r ,  / ) i r . l l l  Kol  I I t l l  l ) r r ' ls .  I ' l t rht , l ,ntr t t i i l tLrr l i r ' ( i i i t tL ' t . l \ )17\ .
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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-of producing a representation and
making use of it. Thus, a prolêpsis is, as a sensation and an affèct, a
rco,vdv, a criterion, that is, a rule, in the sense in which it serves both. on
the one hand, as a point ofdeparture and ofcomparison and, on the other
hand, as an active principle in the use of our cognitive fàculties. At all
events, it is in this respect, according to Lucretius, that sensation is a
regulo: it is l ike a carpenter's square in architecture,s8 in that it rs a in-
strument used at the beginning- but an absolutely necessary one-for the
design of a building which, when accornplished, no longer has need of it.
Now, sensation is surely not reducible to a pure representation. stripped of
activity. Prolêpsis, if i t is a representation, is thus a representation that is
at once approximate and active, and not one that is f inally f ixed and per-
fectly adjusted to its object. correspondingly. it is at once a representation
and the primary use-a regulatory use-rf this representatio;.se At the
sanre t ime, preconcept ion sat isf ies the 'pr inciple of  immediacy, '  l ike sen-
sation, because it is an act that refers to some experience. whether this is
internal (fbr instance, contemplating within oneself the nature of the gods)
or external (recognizing that the silhouette that is coming frorn 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-
t ique -of schematizing and of the regulatory function of the fàculties of
knowledge: the Epicureans themselves provide sufÏcient signs that point
c lear ly in the direct ion that I  havejust  out l ined, and they have no need to
analyze the ct priori conditions of knowledge of diverse phenomena. In
spite of its cleverness, there is a basic nristake in the interpretation pro-
posed by Goldschmidt,6' namely that of irnposing on Epicurean empiri-
cism a Kantian solution: he must have been persuaded that a concept
wholly derived fiom experience could not play, actually, the role of an
epistemological rule.

It remains to understand why Epicurus and the texts relating to lris ca-
nonic treat prolêpsis in such different ways: sirnple recollectioir, anticipa-
tion and rule of variation, l inguistic criterion of self-evidence. and crite-

58 DRN. tv,  513-5 14.
59See, on that point ,  the i l lurninat ing conclusiorr  o l  ( io l t lschrnir l t  1978. I ( r0:  . . la

prcnotron ne vaut quc dans cl  par son lppl icat ion. , .
( ' t 'Scc ( i t l l t lsc l t t t l i ( l l  I977 rrrr t l  l ( )7f i .  ( io l t is t l rnr i t i t  t . l ; r rnrs t l r ; r l  l l rc rrsr  r r l  t l r ( ' / ) i r l / (7) \ r \  r \

\ ( r l l i ! ' l l i i t i l ]  l ikr '  l r  's t i l tsortr l ) l to1 ( ' \1 l r \1111)t l11 1t  K.rrr l  r  l r . r r r t t t t l lçy,r ,  i
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rion of conflrmation or witnessing. As we have seen, this diversity is im-
plied and presupposed by the psychological status of preconception, which
in itself is not a problem. The answer may be fbund, I believe, in what I
have called the 'proleptic method': the various uses of preconception in
respect to their several logical functions. We may distinguish five func-
tions (fl or kinds ofuse, often interconnected, ofpreconceptions:

. (f l) preconception as recollection: the 'natural' use of precon-
ception as a recollection or retention of previous experiences:
texts [] ,  tsl,  t6l.

. (2) linguistic function of preconception: the 'conventional' use
of linguistic self-evidence, tlre selÊevidence of the connection
between the thing and the preconcept ions: texts t l l ,  I7 l ,  t l0 l
and probably [8] and I I 2].

. (/3) preconception as an indemonstrable principle: the first
principle of discovery or beginning, which avoids a regressus
ad infinitum: texts [], [6].0'

. (/4) the regulatory f-unction of preconception: preconception as
a pr inciple concerning var iat ion in sensory experiences: texts
i4 l .  i8 l ,  i r2 l .

. (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 wi tnessing.62

[-ct us pause a rnoment on this last point. When beliefs are related to the
ot-rject of a direct sensory experience, their truth is established by attesta-
tion (ônpaprupqoq) and their fàlsity by non-attestation (oùrc
r:npaprÛp4otç). Thus, when I belleve that Plato is coming toward me, I
sti l l  need attestation or its opposite, non-attestation, which sensory experi-
cnce wil l provide me when the man I see has come near. When beliefs
rclate to hidden things, they can be the subject of a non-disconfirmation

loirr ôvttpupnrprloq) or a disconfirnation (ùvttpupdprlorç). In this case
I nrust establish a relation of consequence between the invisible and the

"r  Sce. also.  (  lcnrent of  Alexandr ia.  . \ t t r tmatu. l l ,4,  l5 l  .44 (Us.255).  Asmis 1984 has

!otrrscr l  on th is I i r r rct ion,  rvhich is.  according to her,  the " t l rst  ru lc"  ofEpicurus'method:
' I  prr ' r rnts t lcrnarrr ls that  at  the very bcginning ofan inquiry the invest igator have concepts
(or( ' \ l ) ( )n( l i r ) t  t t i  thc wort ls thut  urc used" (20).  According to her.  th is is thc speci f ic

l l ln(  r rorr  r r l  l l re pleconccpt iorr  :  " l i tcr t l ly .  , r  l tnt l [7t .s i .s is a 'grasp'  that  has bcen obtained
I ' r ' lorr" ; r r r  i r r , ; r r r r r"  ( - l l ) .  I  l rope I  l r i r r r 'bcgr l r  lo s l ror l .  in rvhat prccct lcs.  that  prccor lcùpt i r )n

| .  l ' ,1 ol l l \  r r r ,  l t r l  / ' ,  / , , / '  . l l  l l \ l l t t t \
r "  

\ (  \ f l \  l  r r r i r r r r r r r r .  l , / t ,  r  r t t t  l l , t tJ t  r t t , t t r t l r  r1r .  \ ' l l .  l l  l  l l6
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46 PIERRIJ-MARIE MOREL

sensory evidence. Take lbr 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 irnplies the existence of the
void.63 Theretbre 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 possibil i ty of false opinions or judgn-rents, whereas
preconception is always true. Let us note, however, that when Diogenes
Laertius alludes to this method of attestation,64 it comes right after the
mention of preconception (text [ ]). Besides, it is clear, f iom the summary
I have given of Sextus, that every anticipatory judgment is based on a pre-
conception, at least in respect to function (/ ' l  ): lor example, that of a man,
which is the class under which I locate Plato. Also. the notion of move-
rnent, directly derived fiom sensible experience, is clearly considered here
to be a preconception. lt permits us, in turn, to establish the existence of
the void, rvhich is in itself imperceptible. There we encounter function
(f-5), which is operative in text [9] as in those texts relating to the gods.
because it serves as a point of comparison fbr 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 l ies in the explicit reference at the be-
ginning of text [9.] to what "is attested (rô énrprcpnrpoûtrrevov) to be useful
in the reqr,rirements of a social relationship." Preconception thus continues
to operate as a criterion throughout the process of discovery. and not just
as a point  ofdeparture.

The best way to conclude, now, is to refer to Epicurus himself, who, in
one text ,  that  in which he def ines'pr imary concepts, 'explains what one
must expect of  those' ideas' that  are the preconcept ions.  This text  is  very
dense and ell iptical, and it has been the object of numerolls 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 prolêpsis:

( ' r  
Scc / / r i l1 .  .10

r ' l  [ ) r , , r ,  [ . r t ' r l  .  \ .  l . l  1 l  ( )n1, . !  Sr. t i l t . r
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l l3 l
First, then, Herodotus. we must have grasped (eilr lqrr':var)('5 the things which
underlie words l(/'l )-(B)], so that we may have thern as a reference point
against which to judge nratters of opinion. inquiry and puzzlernent [/f,5,)], and
not have everything undiscriminated for ourselves as we atternpt inllnite
chains of proofs l(/3)1, or have words which are ernpty l(12)1. For the prirnary
concept (zpôror, érn,64pro) corresponding to each word [//])l must be seen
and need no additional proof, if we are going to have a refèrence point for
matters of inquiry, puzzlenrent and opinion. Second, we should observe
everything in the l ightofoursensat ions,  and in general  in the l ight  ofourpre-
sent focusings whether of thought [probably: (f4)-(15)] or ol 'any of our dis-
criminatory faculties, and likewise also in the l ight o1'thc fèclings which exist
in us, in order to have a basis for sign-infèrences about evidence yet awâited
and about the non-evident. (Epicurus, Letler lo Hentdotus,37-38)

There is nruclr 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 rne,66 in l ight of the ta-
ble of the various lunctions of Epicurean preconception. Accordingly, it
seems to me highly probable that prolêpsrs is included, at the end of the
passage, in the formula "or of any of our discrirninatory fàculties"-if not
in the "focusirrgs of thought." If that is true, it conllrms that preconception
is required, not only as a fiesh start. ot the beginning of an inquiry, but
a.lso 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
Lrnder both aspects, mental inrage and movement of thought. From this
perspective, it satisfies the 'principle of immediacy,' l ike sensation, but in
a different way: l ike 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-
cnces and our judgrnents to it, that it really plays the role of a criterion. lt
is in this sense a regulatory schema, that is a minimal representation, ap-
proxirrrate but sufficient. It is characterized by an incompleteness that is
both necessary and positive. Thus, what is crucial to it is less its psycho-
Iosical nature and its content than its methodological function. The Epicu-
reun theory of preconception permits us to identify at least f ive functions,
rvlriclr constitute what I have called the proleptic' nterhod. The table of

" '  l lcrc.  t l rc rcrh is i . r r l r l l r ivr , r .  thc vr ' ry rcrb that  is  r tsccl  lo l i r r rn thc rvord np<'r) , r11rrq.  In
t l r r  l l rst  \ ( 'ntc l lec.  l .orrg & Scr l lc l ' lnrrrs l l r tc " \ \ ,e nlust  g l ls1.r ."  l  l i r l lor l  thc rel j rcc 's
' , r r '1 ' ( ' \ l r ( )n I  l rgr( ' ( '  \ \  i t l r  l rcr  l r is  r r le:r  l l t r r t  { l re per lect  i r t t i icrr lcr  t l r r l  " t rc t t t t ts l  l t i t rc i t r . ( lu i rcr l  l
l . r r , 's lLr l l r ' . '  l t r l  , ' t  

" , , , t , ,  
r r1 rr l l r l  , r  nr , l l  r \ .  l r r ' l i r t t '  ur '  e\( ' t  tùr 'o!ni le l l l : t l  \ \ l t i r l  i \  i t l )

I ' t , t , r r  l t i l t t '  l \ . t  I l l i t l l

" "  L i l ' l \ ' (  t , l r  l l l . r l  l ) r , l l l l  t r t l l t  \ r t l t t r  l ' / f i l .  . ' ' . l l l r i  l l | l (  11
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these different functions allows us to understand why the relevant texts

treat preconception from such ditÈrent angles. It shows as well what Epi-

curean ernpiricism expects of an ' idea': not a simple, nrernorized trace of
previous sensory experiences, and sti l l  less an intell igible entity distinct
from the sensible world, but a way of referring to our mental images that

connects them, as closely as possible, with the obsenvalion of phenomena.

The Epicurean conception of an idea, in the case of preconception, is thr.rs

not a simple fàculty psychology. It is above all a methodology, because
the generaf function of prolêpsi.s is to articulate, in a single cognitive act,

the particular sensible object and its general character. lt is, for this rea-

son, the fundamental condition tbr any connection between the invisible
and the manifest. Is this too mttch to ascribe to a pri lnary and basic form

of knowledge such as preconception'l l t seems to me, on the contrary,
proper to a rigorous empiricism to be able to return, at each rnoment in the
process of discovery or recognition, to the primary self--evidence of basic
forms of knowledee.

UNIVERSITYPARISI PANTHEON-SORBONNE

COMMENTARY ON MOREL

DAVID KONSTAN

ABSTRAT'T
It is argued here that Epicurean prolêp.seis, as a criterion oftruth, are neces-
sarily inconigible, l ike perceptions and the pathe or sensations of pleasure
and pain. Prolêpseis are the result or precipitate of successive perceptions or
aisthêseis, but may represent corrrplex ideas, including a notiorr of the gods as
immortal, thal are not reducible to simple images.

It is clear that prolêpsls was a fundamental concept in E,picurean episte-
rnology, but it is notoriously diff icult to pin down just what its function
rrray have been. Piere-Marie Morel explains why: prolêp.si.s has multiple
tuses, and comes in two different forms it is both a "mental inrage" and a
"rnovement of thought." Morel's carefuI analysis has without a doubt ad-
vanced the discussion greatly, and any interpretation of prolêp.çis fiom
now or.l can safely take his treatment as a starting point. Nevertheless, by
rvay of engaging with Morel's argument I shall attempt to restore a certain
tunity to the idea-with what success the reader wil l have to judge.

Prolêpsi.s was included by Epicurus among his so-called "criteria of
t rLr th."  Thus, in the passage from Diogenes Laert ius (10.31) c i ted by Mo-
re l. we read "And so, Epicurus appears in the Can<tn as saying that sensa-
tions [alslftéseisl, prolêpsl.ç. and pathê are the criteria of tmth, and Epicu-
lcans add imaginative projections of thought for projections of thought
capable of producing images: tùç qcnro.orrrùç ôætBoÀùç tf lç ôruvoioç]"
(nry translations throughout). Let us begin, then. by seeing whether rve
earr infer something about Ttrolêpsrs by the company it keeps. In the same
paragraph, Diogenes quotes Hpicurus as saying that "every sensation is
non-rational [d]"oyoq], and is receptive of no memory whatever." Dio-
gcrres reports (10.66 -  f r .  3 l l  Usener)  that ,  according to Epicuruô. "one
purt of it [ i .e., the soul] is non-rational [&].oyovl. and dispersed throughout
tlre rest of the body, whereas the rational part [rô ].oyrrc6v] is in the chest,
rrs is evident from fears [çôBor] and fiom joy [khara]." It is a reasonable
rrrl l 'rcncc that sensations are located in the non-rational part of the soul.
\Vlrat about 1tuth0''! Diogenes tells us (10.34) that, according to the Epicu-
rerrrrs. "l lrcrc are two ptrthc. pleasure [f1ôovrj] and pain [dlyqô6v], which
t ' r is l  i r r  cvcry animal.  the one pertaining to what is one's own foireîov] ,
t l re ot l rcr  pert l in ing to n 'hat  is  lbrc ign [<iÀÀ6tprov] ,  by which choices and
.rr  r r i t l r r r rccs rrrc t l is t i r tgtr is l rcr l . "  That thcsc lwo palhê exist  in al l  animals,
. r r t l  not  j r rst  i r r  l r r r r rurn bcirrr- ls.  r rurkcs i t  l ikc ly that  thcy too pcrtain 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 Prin(ipal Doc-

trines l0 they are said to pertain to dittnoia or thought; cf . also 18); but

they are no| pathê in the special sense that Epicurus gives 1o the term. For

him, the pathê are just pain and pleasure, not more conlplex fbrms of

awareness such as fears and joys. The latter have solnc cognitive content,

which is why they partake in rationality or logos. the lbnner-pleasure

and pain-do not: they are simply responses to the aflective quality of

things in the world, just as sensations are responses to the sensory qualit ies

of things-their redness, hardness, and so forth. As a result. they are in-

corrigible: jr"rst 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 rne that I am not seeing red (though you can tell rne 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 I fèel pain. The infbrmation of

our five senses, together with our capacity to fèel pleasure and pain. gives

us the basic informatiott with which we know the world (see Konstan 2006

lbr fur t l rer  d iscussion).
What, then, is the status of prolêpseis, which are sandwiched in between

sensations and pothê in Diogenes' report? Unlike sensations, they involve

memory: they are, Diogenes tells us, "a mell lory of what has appeared of-

ten from outside" (10.33). This would suggest thatprolêpsel.s do not per-

tain exclusively to the ulogon 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" (êvcpyeîq): the Epicureans apparently

reserved the terms "true" and "false" for what they called doxu and hu-

polêpsis, that is, belief and supposition, and belief eviderrtly pertains to the

rational part of the soul. A matter of belief (ôo[oot6v), according to Epi-

curus, "depends upon a previous thing that is clear"-this is no doubt a

prolêpsis-ro 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 prolêpsei.ç, which are clear; and prolêpsels, as we

have seen, result from repeated sensations, which are incorrigible. What is

nrore, while a prolêpsi.s depends on sense impressions, it is typically trig-

gered by a word or nalne: for when we hear a word, then, in accord with a

prolêpsis, we conceive of an imprint (druoq) of a thing, and in this proc-

ess, lroreover, "the senses lead." This is getting cornplicated, but the

whole operation would seem to work as fgllows. Sontething -a horsc or a

cow-is standing in the distance. How do I  know what i t  is 'J Let t rs say I

bel ievc thal  i t  is  a ht t rsc:  th is rr tay bc t l t rc t l r  la lsc.  At  thc wort l  " l t t l rsc."

ulr ich I  c i l l rcr  s i rv or t l r ink.  I  corrce i rc ol ' l t t t  i r t tpr i r t t  o l ' l tot .sc.  r r l r ic l r  I  lc lL ' r '

l r ,  l l t r . / , r , , / , : / , r i r  r r l  " l t r l r \ ( . "  u l r i r ' l r  I  lurrr '  l i t t t t t . t l  l i t r t t t  t t ' l t t ' l t l r ' t l  r t ' t lse i t t t
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pressions of horses-impressions which. in thernselves, 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-
t ial belief was lalse, in that I rnatched the impressions I was receivingwith
the wrong imprint and prolêpsis. So I coffect my belief', and all is well.

Now, several questions arise. First. how do sensations produce those
prolêpseis that are clear and are the basis of our knowing what things are'/
Here again, I think Morel has got it r ight. Sensations are not.just randorn;
they con'espond to the way things are constituted in the world. A cow
really is different frorn a horse or a human being. and the eidôla or f i lms
that are emitted from it, and which preserve its essential properties in re-
gard to one or another of the senses, l ikewise differ f iom those emitted by
horses or lruman beings (cf. de Lacy 1969). So the prolêpsel.r registered in
memory as a result of successive sensations are clear and distinct f iom one
another, and can be trusted to discrirninate things properly-provided we
stick to lhe prolepsel.s 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 prr>lêpsl.ç that we have formed on the basis of
sensation'/ How do we go wrong in suclr identif ications'/ Here. I think,
we see the weakness of conceiving of a prolêpsi,s or an imprint strictly in
the lbrm of an image. When I 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, I might
well confuse a cow with a statue of a cowt worse. I would have no basis
fbr distinguishing the cow from the statue. I have to know rather more
about what a cow is, and the irnprint and prolê1tsis of a cow need to con-
tain a good deal of this information. And yet, it must all ult imately derive
liorn the senses, fbr it is through repeated sense impressions that the

ltrolêpsi,s is formed in the frrst place. The answer must be that sense im-
pressions caffy a lot more information than the mere shape of a thing. or
srnell or feel. But what?

Now, I must confess that Epicurus speaks (according to Diogenes) of
rccognizing "the shape lpoprpti] of a horse or a cow by way of prolêpsi.s"
(10.33).  And perhaps this is enough, at  least  in some circurnstances. But
l)lt i loclernus tells us, as Morel points out, that the prolêpsi.ç of a human
lre irrg involves the quality of being a rational animal (On Signs 52), and
tlrrrl lhc lnrtlûpsi,s of body involves its having bulk and resistance. These
t;rrrr l i t ies c l lnn() t  bc i r r l . ; r rccl  l iorn a stat ic image. The repeated sense im-

lrrcssiorrs l l l r l  rcstr l t  in a l tnt l i '1t ,s is ol 'u hunran being must include evidence
ol  t : t l iotut l  bcl l t r  iot .  not  j r rst  o l ' t l rc l r r r r r l r r r  l i r r rn.  . l t rst  h<lw strccessive scn-
sl t l tot ts l t tor l t t t ' t '  l l t r '  tot t r ' t ' l t l i ( )n () l  : l  l t r r t tut t t  be i r tu ls t ' l r l iorur l .  or  o l ' t t  corr

5l
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as whatever a cow essentially is. is difïcult to say; but I think that we can
assume that the prolêpsis of a cow includes, for example, the fact that a
cow does not possess reason. If we add to the prolêpsls ol a cow the sup-
position that it is rational. then we have a fàlse belief about cows. And in
that case, we must return to the pr<tlêpsis and elirninate the fàlse belief.

The way it works becomes clearer when we proceed to a more abstract
prclepsis, 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 Herodotu.r 123)-the same word that is applied
to imprints and prolëpseis. How could we derive this knowledge frorn
sense impressions-especially since we cannot readrly 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 (l arn not
sure whether it is the rational or irrational soul that such simulacra stimu-
late, but I incline to think it is the irrational: they enter us particularly
when we are asleep, and cause dreams)-and as a result of successrve ex-
periences of these sensations we tbrm a prolêpsis 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 f iom acquiring
a prolêpsi.s 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
rnoving images might lead to the formation of such concepts (Santoro
2000, 37 argues that our idea of the gods' immortality is based on infer-
ence, but it is unlikely that infèrence enters into the fbnnation of pro[êp-
.r 'ers). We must not, however, attach to the gods opinions or beliefs that
are not derived directly from the sensations themselves, fbr example, that
they are perturbed by human behavior, have passions, and the l ike, any
more than we should ascribe reason to non-rational animals; Epicurus em-
ploys the terms cloxa and hupolêpsH as opposed to prolêpsrs for such sup-
positions, just as he did when speaking of humans and cows ( 124).

Now, not only are |here prolêpseis of cows, human beings, and gods,
but also of such general concepts as justice. Thanks to this prolêp.sis, 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 prolêpsrs of jus-

tice-lne 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 is a highly sophisticated view; but what kind of prolepsis
is at  stake here' /  C'ertainly,  i t  cannot take the l i r rnr  of-a s i rnple i rnarc,  sLrch
as we rnight have i r r . raginccl  in thc casc ol 'cor l ,s,  hurnan hei l rgs.  ( ) r  evcr l

! t r t ls .  Ar.c rvc t lcul i r rg t l rcn rv i t l r  t r r .o t l i l ' lL ' r 'crr t  krnr ls t t l  l tnt l i '1t t i ,s ' . '  l r r r r r
r r t r ' l i t t t ' t l  lo t l r i r rk t to l .  i t ts l  l r r ' t ' : r t tsr . ' .  l r r  I  l l t r t ' i t t t l i t l r t r . ' r l .  I  r lo t to l  ( l t i r rk l l r r r t
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the prolêpsis even of a cow is merely an image. We fbrm a conception of
what a cow essentially is, just as we do in the case ofjustice. I leave aside
the question of whether a prolêpsis necessarily takes the form of a propo-
sition, c.g., "a human being is a rational animal," "gods are immortal,"
'Justice is wlrat is advantageous to society," and the l ike, since the status
of propositions in Epicurean epistemology is highly uncertain. Whatever
the answer to this question, I would argue that the prolêpser.r of a cow and
ofjustice are not fundamentally different.

Morel adds a further stipulation concerning prolêpseis: "one must as-
sume something more than the simple 'content' of a prolêpsrs in order to
understand how it can serve as a criterion of truth. since the content of a
prolêpsis, as opposed to the content of a sensation, is not immediately
guaranteed by the actual presence of its objective correlate. That is why
the tenn prolêpsis seems to me to contain as well a certain movement of
assent, which represents the epibolê, and must in this respect be taken as
an active substantive" (38). The nature of the epibolé is even more vexed
than that of prolêpsis, and I am not at all confident that I 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:
prolêpsis derives from pro- and lambanô, that is, to "seize" or "grasp" in
advance; epibolê is composed of epi- and ballô, 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 dianoiq, although Epicurus afTrms
that one can perfbrm this epibolê also with other criteria (Letter to He-
rodotus 38; cf. 5l). We may note in passing that if what is cast out is a
criterion, then the epibolê or casting forth itself is unlikely to be one, and
the idea that it is a criterion may really belong to later Epicureans, unless
lrpicurus was speaking loosely here. What are the other criteria, apart
li't-ttn dianoia, that might be cast forth? Not sensations or pathê,1 would
say, since they are mentioned independently in this passage, although Mo-
rcl takes a different view: "sensation is not just the act of receiving a
plrysicaf imprint: it also includes an act of attention or projection (epibolê)
toward this condition of passive reception" (30). A better candidate is
ltntlêpsi.s i lself ' , since we know that it is a criterion, and it is not other-wise
rncntioned here. But why should a prolepsis be projected'? What we are
tokl  is  that  the nartre ol-a th ing causes us to conceive of  the intpr int  in ac-
etrrrf wilh lhc 1tntlc1t.si.s: there is no hint of casting lhe prclep.sis lbrth here.
Wc urr t r lc l  do better.  I lh i l lk .  to l i lcus orr  thc sense ol 'd iunoio.  which we
kttrrrv lo bc thc chic l ' l l r i r ru srrh. jcct  l t ' t  t , l t i l t t l l .

Ntrrr ' .  l .ptctr t ' t ts  st t t t tc l i t t tcs t tc l ls  t l i t t t t t t i t t  ls  l l tc  rncntal  paral lc l  lo sen-
srr t \  e ' r l rct  ie i l ( 'c .  st t r ' l t  i rs / , / r \ l \  ot  s ig l t l  ( l  t , t l<, t  /o l l t 'nt<ht l t t r '  - l ( ) ) .  l l t t ts ,  l t t

I  t  l l r ' t  l r t  I l r ' r  r t rh, l t ts \O. I  ptr ' t r ru\  \ i r \  s l l l t l  r r  ( '  (  i tn l l l ts l )  ( l (u, t l , tut t ; l  . l
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phanrasia of a thing's shape (poptpri) or of its attributes (oupBeBrlr6tu)

either by way of dianoia-in this case via epibolê (he uses the adverb

ÈntBl"qtrrôq)-or else by the sense organs (aioeqtriptu). lt ' this analogy

were the entire story, then dianoia should be incorrigible, l ike the senses,

and pertain to the alogoru or non-rational part of the soul: it would not

mean "thought," but rather something l ike "mental sensation."I ls dianoict

a criterion, l ike sensation. the pttthê, and prclêpsis itself? lf so, how does

it differ lrom prolêp.rrs, and why is it projected'/

The best I can suggest is that dianoio or thought is at a stlnrewhat higher

cognitive level than prolêpsis, perhaps involving the processes of "coll id-

ing, analogy, similarity and syntlresis" that E,picurus says are associated

with epinoial or concepts (the root nol-, f iortr nous, is common to both

terms). In this respect, dianoia is part way toward supposition and beliei

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 prolêpsis is "correct

belief'," as well as ennoia and "general conception" (rcu()o)"rrl v6lorq). If

dianoia too involves, or may involve, such cornbinatory mental processes,

then it would not be a direct product of sensation, the way prolépsels seem

to be, and hence it would not automatically correspond to some object in

the world and the efTuences it emits. Rather, it would be a notion that we

project. In one fragment of tlte Peri phu.;eôs (fr. 26.12 Arrighetti), Epicu-

rus seems to allow for such a distance between sensation and diqnoict'.
". . . defined [or divided] by some distance; in this way thought wil l more

securely grasp stabil ity for the earth, and in a way ntore in tune with what

appears to our senses" (tùlrô ttv[oq] ôtaotripatoq ôp(opÉvqç' ôutq 1ùp
doqol.éotepov f1 ôtdvotc tlv povilv r1r p lriyetcrt, rn[i] oupçcovdte;-rov

toîç rcutù tùq uio0rioeq <putvopévotq). But the precise status of dlanoia in

Epicurus' epistemology, and consequently the nature of its projection or

epibolê, seem to me to be sti l l  in need of clarif ication.

BROWN UNIVERSITY

I  I  had fbrmerly supposed that the cast ing lbr th ot ' thought was a way ol 'cxplaining horv

u'e can al lcnd to a panicular ob. iect  at  wi l l  (c l  l - t tcret i t ts '1 779- l (17):  at t tot ts t l tc  i t t t t t t r t terr th l t '

s inr t t lacra pour ing i t t  t t l . r t t l t  t ts .  rvc prtr . jcct  ot l r  t t t i t t t ls  o l l l ( )  l l losÙ sc uis l t  lo th i r lk  l t l l r t t l ' : t t l t l

th is is j r rst  l l t t , l t i l t t l l  ot  projcr ' l iorr  o l  r r r r r  l l rorr t l . l r l  l ] r l  l l r ( ' r t { ) l i ( ) r t  o l  proi t ' r ' t iot t  i :  l to l  i t t

l : r t  t  l l l r ( l i r l  lo I i  l l l t \  (  { t t t l ( ' \ l
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