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Epicurus:

The Letter to Herodotus

For those who are unable to study carefully all my physical writings or to go
into the longer treatises at all, | have myself prepared an epitome of the whole
system, Herodotus, to preserve in the memory enough of the principal doc-
trines, to the end that on every occasion they may be able to aid themselves on
the most important points, so far as they take up the study of Physics. Those
who have made some advance in the survey of the entire system ought to fixin
their minds under the principal headings an elementary outline of the whole
treatment of the subject. For a comprehensive view is often required, the de-
tails but seldom.

To the former, then—the main heads—we must continually return, and must
memorize them so far as to get a valid conception of the facts, as well as the
means of discovering all the details exactly when once the general outlines are
rightly understood and remembered; since it is the privilege of the mature stu-
dent to make a ready use of his conceptions by referring every one of them to
elementary facts and simple terms. For it is impossible to gather up the results
of continuous diligent study of the entirety of things, unless we can embrace in
short formulas and hold in mind all that might have been accurately expressed
even to the minutest detail.

Hence, since such a course is of service to all who take up natural science, [, who
devote to the subject my continuous energy and reap the calm enjoyment of



a life like this, have prepared for you just such an epitome and manual of the
doctrines as a whole.

In the first place, Herodotus, you must understand what it is that words denote,
in order that by reference to this we may be in a position to test opinions, in-
quiries, or problems, so that our proofs may not run on untested ad infinitum,
nor the terms we use be empty of meaning. For the primary signification of
every term employed must be clearly seen, and ought to need no proving; this
being necessary, if we are to have something to which the point at issue or the
problem or the opinion before us can be referred.

Next, we must by all means stick to our sensations, that is,simply to the present
impressions whether of the mind or of any criterion whatever, and similarly to
our actual feelings, in order that we may have the means of determining that
which needs confirmation and that which is obscure.

When this is clearly understood, it is time to consider generally things which
are obscure. To begin with, nothing comes into being out of what is non-existent
For in that case anything would have arisen out of anything, standing as it
would in no need of its proper germs. And if that which disappears had been
destroyed and become non-existent, everything would have perished, that into
which the things were dissolved being non-existent. Moreover, the sum total
of things was always such as it is now, and such it will ever remain. For there is
nothing into which it can change. For outside the sum of things there is noth-
ing which could enter into it and bring about the change.

Further, the whole of being consists of bodies and space. For the existence of
bodies is everywhere attested by sense itself, and it is upon sensation that rea-
son must rely when it attempts to infer the unknown from the known. And
if there were no space (which we call also void and place and intangible na-
ture),bodies would have nothing in which to be and through which to move, as
they are plainly seen to move. Beyond bodies and space there is nothing which
by mental apprehension or on its analogy we can conceive to exist. When we
speak of bodies and space, both are regarded as wholes or separate things, not



as the properties or accidents of separate things.

Again, of bodies some are composite, others the elements of which these com-
posite bodies are made. These elements are indivisible and unchangeable, and
necessarily so, if things are not all to be destroyed and pass into non-existence,
but are to be strong enough to endure when the composite bodies are broken
up, because they possess, a solid nature and are incapable of being anywhere
or anyhow dissolved. It follows that the first beginnings must be indivisible,
corporeal entities.

Again, the sum of things is infinite. For what is finite has an extremity, and
the extremity of anything is discerned only by comparison with something
else. Now the sum of things is not discerned by comparison with anything
else: hence it has no extremity, it has no limit; and, since it has no limit, it must
be unlimited or infinite.



