PRINCIPLE DOCTRINES

Epicurus

Epicurus (c. 341-271 BCE) was born on the island of Samos
of Athenian parents, and thus was an Athenian citizen. He
eventually established a philosophical school outside of
Athens, next to Plato’s academy, where he bought a house
and garden. Along with Stoicism, Epicureanism became a
dominant philosophical system during the Roman empire.
This selection was translated by Cyril Bailey (1926).

1. The blessed and immortal nature knows no trouble itself
nor causes trouble to any other, so that it is never con-
strained by anger or favor. For all such things exist only
in the weak.

2. Death is nothing to us: for that which is dissolved is
without sensation; and that which lacks sensation is
nothing to us.

3. The limit of quantity in pleasures is the removal of all
that is painful. Wherever pleasure is present, as long as
it is there, there is neither pain of body nor of mind, nor
of both at once.

4. Pain does not last continuously in the flesh, but the acut-
est pain is there for a very short time, and even that
which just exceeds the pleasure in the flesh does not con-
tinue for many days at once. But chronic illnesses per-
mit a predominance of pleasure over pain in the flesh.

5. It is not possible to live pleasantly without living pru-
dently and honorably and justly, nor again to live a life
of prudence, honor, and justice without living pleasantly.
And the man who does not possess the pleasant life is
not living prudently and honorably and justly, and the
man who does not possess the virtuous life cannot possi-
bly live pleasantly.

6. To secure protection from men anything is a natural good,
by which you may be able to attain this end.

7. Some men wished to become famous and conspicuous,
thinking that they would thus win for themselves safety
from other men. Wherefore if the life of such men is
safe, they have obtained the good that nature craves; but
if it is not safe, they do not possess that for which they
strove at first by the instinct of nature.

8. No pleasure is a bad thing in itself: but the means which
produce some pleasures bring with them disturbances
many times greater than the pleasures.

9. If every pleasure could be intensified so that it lasted and
influenced the whole organism or the most essential
parts of our nature, pleasures would never differ from
one another.

10. If the things that produce the pleasures of profligates
could dispel the fears of the mind about the phenomena
of the sky and death and its pains, and also teach the lim-
its of desires and of pains, we should never have cause to
blame them: for they would be filling themselves full
with pleasures from every source and never have pain of
body or mind, which is the evil of life.

11. If we were not troubled by our suspicions of the phe-
nomena of the sky and about death, fearing that it con-
cerns us, and also by our failure to grasp the limits of
pains and desires, we should have no need of natural sci-
ence.

12. A man cannot dispel his fear about the most important
matters if he does not know what is the nature of the
universe but suspects the truth of some mythical story.
So that without natural science it is not possible to attain
our pleasures unalloyed.

13. There is no profit in securing protection in relation to
men, if things above and things beneath the earth and in-
deed all in the boundless universe remain matters of sus-
picion.

14. The most unalloyed source of protection from men,
which is secured to some extent by a certain force of ex-
pulsion, is in fact the immunity which results from a
quiet life and the retirement from the world.

15. The wealth demanded by nature is both limited and eas-
ily procured; that demanded by idle imaginings stretches
on to infinity.

16. In but few things chance hinders a wise man, but the
greatest and most important matters reason has ordained
and throughout the whole period of life does and will or-
dain.

17. The just man is most free from trouble, the unjust most
full of trouble.

18. The pleasure in the flesh is not increased, when once the
pain due to want is removed, but is only varied: and the
limit as regards pleasure in the mind is begotten by the
reasoned understanding of these very pleasures and of
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the emotions akin to them, which used to cause the
greatest fear to the mind.

Infinite time contains no greater pleasure than limited
time, if one measures by reason the limits of pleasure.
The flesh perceives the limits of pleasure as unlimited
and unlimited time is required to supply it. But the
mind, having attained a reasoned understanding of the
ultimate good of the flesh and its limits and having dissi-
pated the fears concerning the time to come, supplies us
with the complete life, and we have no further need of
infinite time: but neither does the mind shun pleasure,
nor, when circumstances begin to bring about the depar-
ture from life, does it approach its end as though it fell
short in any way of the best life.

. He who has learned the limits of life knows that that

which removes the pain due to want and makes the
whole of life complete is easy to obtain; so that there is
no need of actions which involve competition.

We must consider both the real purpose and all the evi-
dence of direct perception, to which we always refer the
conclusions of opinion; otherwise, all will be full of
doubt and confusion.

If you fight against all sensations, you will have no
standard by which to judge even those of them that you
say are false.

If you reject any single sensation and fail to distinguish
between the conclusion of opinion as to the appearance
awaiting confirmation and that which is actually given
by the sensation or feeling, or each intuitive apprehen-
sion of the mind, you will confound all other sensations
as well with the same groundless opinion, so that you
will reject every standard of judgment. And if among
the mental images created by your opinion you affirm
both that which awaits confirmation and that which does
not, you will not escape error, since you will have pre-
served the whole cause of doubt in every judgment be-
tween what is right and what is wrong.

If on each occasion instead of referring your actions to
the end of nature, you turn to some other nearer standard
when you are making a choice or an avoidance, your ac-
tions will not be consistent with your principles.

Of desires, all that do not lead to a sense of pain, if they
are not satisfied, are not necessary, but involve a craving
that is easily dispelled, when the object is hard to pro-
cure or they seem likely to produce harm.

Of all the things which wisdom acquires to produce the
blessedness of the complete life, far the greatest is the
possession of friendship.
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The same conviction which has given us confidence that
there is nothing terrible that lasts forever or even for
long, has also seen the protection of friendship most
fully completed in the limited evils of this life.

Among desires some are natural and necessary, some
natural but not necessary, and others neither natural nor
necessary, but due to idle imagination.

Wherever in the case of desires which are physical, but
do not lead to a sense of pain, if they are not fulfilled, the
effort is intense, such pleasures are due to idle imagina-
tion, and it is not owing to their own nature that they fail
to be dispelled, but owing to the empty imaginings of the
man.

The justice that arises from nature is a pledge of mutual
advantage to restrain men from harming one another and
save them from being harmed.

For all living things that have not been able to make
compacts not to harm one another or be harmed, nothing
ever is either just or unjust; and likewise too for all tribes
of men which have been unable or unwilling to make
compacts not to harm or be harmed.

Justice never is anything in itself, but in the dealings of
men with one another in any place whatever and at any
time it is a kind of compact not to harm or be harmed.
Injustice is not an evil in itself, but only in consequence
of the fear that attaches to the apprehension of being un-
able to escape those appointed to punish such actions.

It is not possible for one who acts in secret contraven-
tion of the terms of the compact not to harm or be
harmed, to be confident that he will escape detection,
even if at present he escapes a thousand times. For up to
the time of death it cannot be certain that he will indeed
escape.

In its general aspect justice is the same for all, for it is a
kind of mutual advantage in the dealings of men with
one another: but with reference to the individual peculi-
arities of a country or any other circumstances the same
thing does not turn out to be just for all.

Among actions which are sanctioned as just by law, that
which is proved on examination to be of advantage in the
requirements of men’s dealings with one another, has the
guarantee of justice, whether it is the same for all or not.
But if a man makes a law and it does not turn out to lead
to advantage in men’s dealings with each other, then it
no longer has the essential nature of justice. And even if
the advantage in the matter of justice shifts from one side
to the other, but for a while accords with the general
concept, it is none the less just for that period in the eyes
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of those who do not confound themselves with empty
sounds but look to the actual facts.

Where, provided the circumstances have not been al-
tered, actions that were considered just, have been shown
not to accord with the general concept in actual practice,
then they are not just. But where, when circumstances
have changed, the same actions sanctioned as just no
longer lead to advantage, there they were just at the time
when they were of advantage for the dealings of fellow-
citizens with one another; but subsequently they are no
longer just, when no longer of advantage.

The man who has best ordered the element of disquiet
arising from external circumstances has made those
things that he could akin to himself and the rest at least
not alien: but with all to which he could not do even this,
he has refrained from mixing, and has expelled from his
life all which it was of advantage to treat thus.

As many as possess the power to procure complete im-
munity from their neighbors, these also live most pleas-
antly with one another, since they have the most certain
pledge of security, and after they have enjoyed the fullest
intimacy, they do not lament the previous departure of a
dead friend, as though he were to be pitied.
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