
LETTER TO HERODOTUS 
Epicurus 

 
Epicurus (c. 341-271 BCE) was born on the island of Samos 
of Athenian parents, and thus was an Athenian citizen.  He 
turned to philosophy at the age of fourteen, when his litera-
ture teacher was unable to explain to him the passage in 
Hesiod about Chaos, viz., “Tell me these things, Olympian 
Muses, tell from the beginning, which first came to be?  
Chaos was first of all, but next appeared broad-bosomed 
earth, sure standing place for all the gods who live on 
snowy Olympus’ peak.” 
 Epicurus studied in Athens, traveled to Colophone, set 
up a school on the island of Lesbos, then to the Hellespont, 
and eventually returned to Athens in 207 BCE, where he 
established his famous “Garden” not far from the gates of 
Plato’s Academy. 
 In the following letter to Herodotus (not the historian, 
who lived more than a century earlier), Epicurus summa-
rizes the atomistic theory developed in his work On Nature 
(of which only a few fragments are extant).  Translated by  
Cyril Bailey (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1926). 
 
[1] For those who are unable, Herodotus, to work in detail 
through all that I have written about nature, or to peruse the 
larger books which I have composed, I have already pre-
pared at sufficient length an epitome of the whole system, 
that they may keep adequately in mind at least the most 
general principles in each department, in order that as occa-
sion arises they may be able to assist themselves on the 
most important points, in so far as they undertake the study 
of nature. But those also who have made considerable pro-
gress in the survey of the main principles ought to bear in 
mind the scheme of the whole system set forth in its essen-
tials. For we have frequent need of the general view, but not 
so often of the detailed exposition. Indeed it is necessary to 
go back on the main principles, and constantly to fix in 
one’s memory enough to give one the most essential com-
prehension of the truth. And in fact the accurate knowledge 
of details will be fully discovered, if the general principles 
in the various departments are thoroughly grasped and borne 
in mind; for even in the case of one fully initiated the most 
essential feature in all accurate knowledge is the capacity to 
make a rapid use of observation and mental apprehension, 
and this can be done if everything is summed up in elemen-
tary principles and formulae. For it is not possible for any-
one to abbreviate the complete course through the whole 
system, if he cannot embrace in his own mind by means of 
short formulae all that might be set out with accuracy in 

detail. Wherefore since the method I have described is valu-
able to all those who are accustomed to the investigation of 
nature, I who urge upon others the constant occupation in 
the investigation of nature, and find my own peace chiefly 
in a life so occupied, have composed for you another epit-
ome on these lines, summing up the first principles of the 
whole doctrine. 

[2] First of all, Herodotus, we must grasp the ideas attached 
to words, in order that we may be able to refer to them and 
so to judge the inferences of opinion or problems of investi-
gation or reflection, so that we may not either leave every-
thing uncertain and go on explaining to infinity or use words 
devoid of meaning. For this purpose it is essential that the 
first mental image associated with each word should be re-
garded, and that there should be no need of explanation, if 
we are really to have a standard to which to refer a problem 
of investigation or reflection or a mental inference. And 
besides we must keep all our investigations in accord with 
our sensations, and in particular with the immediate appre-
hensions whether of the mind or of any one of the instru-
ments of judgment, and likewise in accord with the feelings 
existing in us, in order that we may have indications 
whereby we may judge both the problem of sense-
perception and the unseen. 

[3] Having made these points clear, we must now consider 
things imperceptible to the senses. First of all, that nothing 
is created out of that which does not exist: for if it were, 
everything would be created out of everything with no need 
of seeds. And again, if that which disappears were destroyed 
into that which did not exist, all things would have perished, 
since that into which they were dissolved would not exist. 
Furthermore, the universe always was such as it is now, and 
always will be the same. For there is nothing into which it 
changes: for outside the universe there is nothing which 
could come into it and bring about the change. 

[4] Moreover, the universe is bodies and space: for that 
bodies exist, sense itself witnesses in the experience of all 
men, and in accordance with the evidence of sense we must 
of necessity judge of the imperceptible by reasoning, as I 
have already said. And if there were not that which we term 
void and place and intangible existence, bodies would have 
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nowhere to exist and nothing through which to move, as 
they are seen to move. And besides these two, nothing can 
even be thought of either by conception or on the analogy of 
things conceivable such as could be grasped as whole exis-
tences and not spoken of as the accidents or properties of 
such existences. Furthermore, among bodies some are com-
pounds, and others those of which compounds are formed. 
And these latter are indivisible and unalterable (if, that is, all 
things are not to be destroyed into the non-existent, but 
something permanent is to remain behind at the dissolution 
of compounds): they are completely solid in nature, and can 
by no means be dissolved in any part. So it must needs be 
that the first beginnings are indivisible corporeal existences. 

[5] Moreover, the universe is boundless. For that which is 
bounded has an extreme point: and the extreme point is seen 
against something else. So that as it has no extreme point, it 
has no limit; and as it has no limit, it must be boundless and 
not bounded. Furthermore, the infinite is boundless both in 
the number of the bodies and in the extent of the void. For if 
on the one hand the void were boundless, and the bodies 
limited in number, the bodies could not stay anywhere, but 
would be carried about and scattered through the infinite 
void, not having other bodies to support them and keep 
them in place by means of collisions. But if, on the other 
hand, the void were limited, the infinite bodies would not 
have room wherein to take their place. 

[6] Besides this the indivisible and solid bodies, out of 
which too the compounds are created and into which they 
are dissolved, have an incomprehensible number of varieties 
in shape: for it is not possible that such great varieties of 
things should arise from the same atomic shapes, if they are 
limited in number. And so in each shape the atoms are quite 
infinite in number, but their differences of shape are not 
quite infinite, but only incomprehensible in number. 

[7] And the atoms move continuously for all time, some of 
them falling straight down, others swerving, and others re-
coiling from their collisions. And of the latter, some are 
borne on, separating to a long distance from one another, 
while others again recoil and recoil, whenever they chance 
to be checked by the interlacing with others, or else shut in 
by atoms interlaced around them. For on the one hand the 
nature of the void which separates each atom by itself brings 
this about, as it is not able to afford resistance, and on the 
other hand the hardness which belongs to the atoms makes 
them recoil after collision to as great a distance as the inter-
lacing permits separation after the collision. And these mo-

tions have no beginning, since the atoms and the void are 
the cause. 

[8] These brief sayings, if all these points are borne in 
mind, afford a sufficient outline for our understanding of the 
nature of existing things. 

[9] Furthermore, there are infinite worlds both like and 
unlike this world of ours. For the atoms being infinite in 
number, as was proved already, are borne on far out into 
space. For those atoms, which are of such nature that a 
world could be created out of them or made by them, have 
not been used up either on one world or on a limited number 
of worlds, nor again on all the worlds which are alike, or on 
those which are different from these. So that there nowhere 
exists an obstacle to the infinite number of the worlds. 

[10] Moreover, there are images like in shape to the solid 
bodies, far surpassing perceptible things in their subtlety of 
texture. For it is not impossible that such emanations should 
be formed in that which surrounds the objects, nor that there 
should be opportunities for the formation of such hollow 
and thin frames, nor that there should be effluences which 
preserve the respective position and order which they had 
before in the solid bodies: these images we call idols. 

[11] Next, nothing among perceptible things contradicts the 
belief that the images have unsurpassable fineness of tex-
ture. And for this reason they have also unsurpassable speed 
of motion, since the movement of all their atoms is uniform, 
and besides nothing or very few things hinder their emission 
by collisions, whereas a body composed of many or infinite 
atoms is at once hindered by collisions. Besides this, noth-
ing contradicts the belief that the creation of the idols takes 
place as quick as thought. For the flow of atoms from the 
surface of bodies is continuous, yet it cannot be detected by 
any lessening in the size of the object because of the con-
stant filling up of what is lost. The flow of images preserves 
for a long time the position and order of the atoms in the 
solid body, though it is occasionally confused. Moreover, 
compound idols are quickly formed in the air around, be-
cause it is not necessary for their substance to be filled in 
deep inside: and besides there are certain other methods in 
which existences of this sort are produced. For not one of 
these beliefs is contradicted by our sensations, if one looks 
to see in what way sensation will bring us the clear visions 
from external objects, and in what way again the corre-
sponding sequences of qualities and movements. 

[12] Now we must suppose too that it is when something 
enters us from external objects that we not only see but 
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think of their shapes. For external objects could not make on 
us an impression of the nature of their own colour and shape 
by means of the air which lies between us and them, nor 
again by means of the rays or effluences of any sort which 
pass from us to them — nearly so well as if models, similar 
in color and shape, leave the objects and enter according to 
their respective size either into our sight or into our mind; 
moving along swiftly, and so by this means reproducing the 
image of a single continuous thing and preserving the corre-
sponding sequence of qualities and movements from the 
original object as the result of their uniform contact with us, 
kept up by the vibration of the atoms deep in the interior of 
the concrete body. 

[13] And every image which we obtain by an act of appre-
hension on the part of the mind or of the sense-organs, 
whether of shape or of properties, this image is the shape or 
the properties of the concrete object, and is produced by the 
constant repetition of the image or the impression it has left. 
Now falsehood and error always lie in the addition of opin-
ion with regard to what is waiting to be confirmed or not 
contradicted, and then is not confirmed or is contradicted. 
For the similarity between the things which exist, which we 
call real and the images received as a likeness of things and 
produced either in sleep or through some other acts of ap-
prehension on the part of the mind or the other instruments 
of judgment, could never be, unless there were some efflu-
ences of this nature actually brought into contact with our 
senses. And error would not exist unless another kind of 
movement too were produced inside ourselves, closely 
linked to the apprehension of images, but differing from it; 
and it is owing to this, supposing it is not confirmed, or is 
contradicted, that falsehood arises; but if it is confirmed or 
not contradicted, it is true. Therefore we must do our best to 
keep this doctrine in mind, in order that on the one hand the 
standards of judgment dependent on the clear visions may 
not be undermined, and on the other error may not be as 
firmly established as truth and so throw all into confusion. 

[14] Moreover, hearing, too, results when a current is carried 
off from the object speaking or sounding or making a noise, 
or causing in any other way a sensation of hearing. Now this 
current is split up into particles, each like the whole, which 
at the same time preserve a correspondence of qualities with 
one another and a unity of character which stretches right 
back to the object which emitted the sound: this unity it is 
which in most cases produces comprehension in the recipi-
ent, or, if not, merely makes manifest the presence of the 
external object. For without the transference from the object 
of some correspondence of qualities, comprehension of this 

nature could not result. We must not then suppose that the 
actual air is molded into shape by the voice which is emitted 
or by other similar sounds — for it will be very far from 
being so acted upon by it — but that the blow which takes 
place inside us, when we emit our voice, causes at once a 
squeezing out of certain particles, which produce a stream 
of breath, of such a character as to afford us the sensation of 
hearing. 

[15] Furthermore, we must suppose that smell too, just like 
hearing, could never bring about any sensation, unless there 
were certain particles carried off from the object of suitable 
size to stir this sense-organ, some of them in a manner dis-
orderly and alien to it, others in a regular manner and akin in 
nature. 

[16] Moreover, we must suppose that the atoms do not pos-
sess any of the qualities belonging to perceptible things, 
except shape, weight, and size, and all that necessarily goes 
with shape. For every quality changes; but the atoms do not 
change at all, since there must needs be something which 
remains solid and indissoluble at the dissolution of com-
pounds, which can cause changes; not changes into the non-
existent or from the non-existent, but changes effected by 
the shifting of position of some particles, and by the addi-
tion or departure of others. For this reason it is essential that 
the bodies which shift their position should be imperishable 
and should not possess the nature of what changes, but parts 
and configuration of their own. For thus much must needs 
remain constant. For even in things perceptible to us which 
change their shape by the withdrawal of matter it is seen that 
shape remains to them, whereas the qualities do not remain 
in the changing object, in the way in which shape is left 
behind, but are lost from the entire body. Now these parti-
cles which are left behind are sufficient to cause the differ-
ences in compound bodies, since it is essential that some 
things should be left behind and not be destroyed into the 
non-existent. 

[17] Moreover, we must not either suppose that every size 
exists among the atoms, in order that the evidence of phe-
nomena may not contradict us, but we must suppose that 
there are some variations of size. For if this be the case, we 
can give a better account of what occurs in our feelings and 
sensations. But the existence of atoms of every size is not 
required to explain the differences of qualities in things, and 
at the same time some atoms would be bound to come 
within our ken and be visible; but this is never seen to be the 
case, nor is it possible to imagine how an atom could be-
come visible. 
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[18] Besides this we must not suppose that in a limited body 
there can be infinite parts or parts of every degree of small-
ness. Therefore, we must not only do away with division 
into smaller and smaller parts to infinity, in order that we 
may not make all things weak, and so in the composition of 
aggregate bodies be compelled to crush and squander the 
things that exist into the non-existent, but we must not either 
suppose that in limited bodies there is a possibility of con-
tinuing to infinity in passing even to smaller and smaller 
parts. For if once one says that there are infinite parts in a 
body or parts of any degree of smallness, it is not possible to 
conceive how this should be, and indeed how could the 
body any longer be limited in size? (For it is obvious that 
these infinite particles must be of some size or other; and 
however small they may be, the size of the body too would 
be infinite.) And again, since the limited body has an ex-
treme point, which is distinguishable, even though not per-
ceptible by itself, you cannot conceive that the succeeding 
point to it is not similar in character, or that if you go on in 
this way from one point to another, it should be possible for 
you to proceed to infinity marking such points in your mind. 
We must notice also that the least thing in sensation is nei-
ther exactly like that which admits of progression from one 
part to another, nor again is it in every respect wholly unlike 
it, but it has a certain affinity with such bodies, yet cannot 
be divided into parts. But when on the analogy of this re-
semblance we think to divide off parts of it, one on the one 
side and another on the other, it must needs be that another 
point like the first meets our view. And we look at these 
points in succession starting from the first, not within the 
limits of the same point nor in contact part with part, but yet 
by means of their own proper characteristics measuring the 
size of bodies, more in a greater body and fewer in a 
smaller. Now we must suppose that the least part in the 
atom too bears the same relation to the whole; for though in 
smallness it is obvious that it exceeds that which is seen by 
sensation, yet it has the same relations. For indeed we have 
already declared on the ground of its relation to sensible 
bodies that the atom has size, only we placed it far below 
them in smallness. Further, we must consider these least 
indivisible points as boundary-marks, providing in them-
selves as primary units the measure of size for the atoms, 
both for the smaller and the greater, in our contemplation of 
these unseen bodies by means of thought. For the affinity 
which the least parts of the atom have to the homogeneous 
parts of sensible things is sufficient to justify our conclusion 
to this extent: but that they should ever come together as 
bodies with motion is quite impossible. 

[19] [Furthermore, in the infinite we must not speak of “up” 
or “down,” as though with reference to an absolute highest 
or lowest — and indeed we must say that, though it is pos-
sible to proceed to infinity in the direction above our heads 
from wherever we take our stand, the absolute highest point 
will never appear to us — nor yet can that which passes 
beneath the point thought of to infinity be at the same time 
both up and down in reference to the same thing: for it is 
impossible to think this. So that it is possible to consider as 
one single motion that which is thought of as the upward 
motion to infinity and as another the downward motion, 
even though that which passes from us into the regions 
above our heads arrives countless times at the feet of beings 
above and that which passes downwards from us at the head 
of beings below; for none the less the whole motions are 
thought of as opposed, the one to the other, to infinity.] 

[20] Moreover, the atoms must move with equal speed, 
when they are borne onwards through the void, nothing col-
liding with them. For neither will the heavy move more 
quickly than the small and light, when, that is, nothing 
meets them: nor again the small more quickly than the great, 
having their whole course uniform, when nothing collides 
with them either: nor is the motion upwards or sideways 
owing to blows quicker, nor again that downwards owing to 
their own weight. For as long as either of the two motions 
prevails, so long will it have a course as quick as thought, 
until something checks it either from outside or from its 
own weight counteracting the force of that which dealt the 
blow. Moreover, their passage through the void, when it 
takes place without meeting any bodies which might collide, 
accomplishes every comprehensible distance in an incon-
ceivably short time. For it is collision and its absence which 
take the outward appearance of slowness and quickness. 
Moreover, it will be said that in compound bodies too one 
atom is faster than another, though as a matter of fact all are 
equal in speed: this will be said because even in the least 
period of continuous time all the atoms in aggregate bodies 
move towards one place, even though in moments of time 
perceptible only by thought they do not move towards one 
place but are constantly jostling one against another, until 
the continuity of their movement comes under the ken of 
sensation. For the addition of opinion with regard to the 
unseen, that the moments perceptible only by thought will 
also contain continuity of motion, is not true in such cases; 
for we must remember that it is what we observe with the 
senses or grasp with the mind by an apprehension that is 
true. Nor must it either be supposed that in moments percep-
tible only by thought the moving body too passes to the sev-



Epicurus, “Letter to Herodotus”  5 of 7 

eral places to which its component atoms move (for this too 
is unthinkable, and in that case, when it arrives all together 
in a sensible period of time from any point that may be in 
the infinite void, it would not be taking its departure from 
the place from which we apprehend its motion); for the mo-
tion of the whole body will be the outward expression of its 
internal collisions, even though up to the limits of percep-
tion we suppose the speed of its motion not to be retarded 
by collision. It is of advantage to grasp this first principle as 
well. 

[21] Next, referring always to the sensations and the feel-
ings, for in this way you will obtain the most trustworthy 
ground of belief, you must consider that the soul is a body 
of fine particles distributed throughout the whole structure, 
and most resembling wind with a certain admixture of heat, 
and in some respects like to one of these and in some to the 
other. There is also the part which is many degrees more 
advanced even than these in fineness of composition, and 
for this reason is more capable of feeling in harmony with 
the rest of the structure as well. Now all this is made mani-
fest by the activities of the soul and the feelings and the 
readiness of its movements and its processes of thought and 
by what we lose at the moment of death. Further, you must 
grasp that the soul possesses the chief cause of sensation: 
yet it could not have acquired sensation, unless it were in 
some way enclosed by the rest of the structure. And this in 
its turn having afforded the soul this cause of sensation ac-
quires itself too a share in this contingent capacity from the 
soul. Yet it does not acquire all the capacities which the soul 
possesses: and therefore when the soul is released from the 
body, the body no longer has sensation. For it never pos-
sessed this power in itself, but used to afford opportunity for 
it to another existence, brought into being at the same time 
with itself: and this existence, owing to the power now con-
summated within itself as a result of motion, used spontane-
ously to produce for itself the capacity of sensation and then 
to communicate it to the body as well, in virtue of its con-
tact and correspondence of movement, as I have already 
said. Therefore, so long as the soul remains in the body, 
even though some other part of the body be lost, it will 
never lose sensation; nay more, whatever portions of the 
soul may perish too, when that which enclosed it is removed 
either in whole or in part, if the soul continues to exist at all, 
it will retain sensation. On the other hand the rest of the 
structure, though it continues to exist either as a whole or in 
part, does not retain sensation, if it has once lost that sum of 
atoms, however small it be, which together goes to produce 
the nature of the soul. Moreover, if the whole structure is 

dissolved, the soul is dispersed and no longer has the same 
powers nor performs its movements, so that it does not pos-
sess sensation either. For it is impossible to imagine it with 
sensation, if it is not in this organism and cannot effect these 
movements, when what encloses and surrounds it is no 
longer the same as the surroundings in which it now exists 
and performs these movements. Furthermore, we must 
clearly comprehend as well, that the incorporeal in the gen-
eral acceptation of the term is applied to that which could be 
thought of as such as an independent existence. Now it is 
impossible to conceive the incorporeal as a separate exis-
tence, except the void: and the void can neither act nor be 
acted upon, but only provides opportunity of motion 
through itself to bodies. So that those who say that the soul 
is incorporeal are talking idly. For it would not be able to act 
or be acted on in any respect, if it were of this nature. But as 
it is, both these occurrences are clearly distinguished in re-
spect of the soul. Now if one refers all these reasonings 
about the soul to the standards of feeling and sensation and 
remembers what was said at the outset, he will see that they 
are sufficiently embraced in these general formulae to en-
able him to work out with certainty on this basis the details 
of the system as well. 

[22] Moreover, as regards shape and colour and size and 
weight and all other things that are predicated of body, as 
though they were concomitant properties either of all things 
or of things visible or recognizable through the sensation of 
these qualities, we must not suppose that they are either 
independent existences (for it is impossible to imagine that), 
nor that they absolutely do not exist, nor that they are some 
other kind of incorporeal existence accompanying body, nor 
that they are material parts of body: rather we should sup-
pose that the whole body in its totality owes its own perma-
nent existence to all these, yet not in the sense that it is 
composed of properties brought together to form it (as 
when, for instance, a larger structure is put together out of 
the parts which compose it, whether the first units of size or 
other parts smaller than itself, whatever it is), but only, as I 
say, that it owes its own permanent existence to all of them. 
All these properties have their own peculiar means of being 
perceived and distinguished, provided always that the ag-
gregate body goes along with them and is never wrested 
from them, but in virtue of its comprehension as an aggre-
gate of qualities acquires the predicate of body. 

[23] Furthermore, there often happen to bodies and yet do 
not permanently accompany them accidents, of which we 
must suppose neither that they do not exist at all nor that 
they have the nature of a whole body, nor that they can be 
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classed among unseen things nor as incorporeal. So that 
when according to the most general usage we employ this 
name, we make it clear that accidents have neither the na-
ture of the whole, which we comprehend in its aggregate 
and call body, nor that of the qualities which permanently 
accompany it, without which a given body cannot be con-
ceived. But as the result of certain acts of apprehension, 
provided the aggregate body goes along with them, they 
might each be given this name, but only on occasions when 
each one of them is seen to occur, since accidents are not 
permanent accompaniments. And we must not banish this 
clear vision from the realm of existence, because it does not 
possess the nature of the whole to which it is joined nor that 
of the permanent accompaniments, nor must we suppose 
that such contingencies exist independently (for this is in-
conceivable both with regard to them and to the permanent 
properties), but, just as it appears in sensation, we must 
think of them all as accidents occurring to bodies, and that 
not as permanent accompaniments, or again as having in 
themselves a place in the ranks of material existence; rather 
they are seen to be just what our actual sensation shows 
their proper character to be. 

[24] Moreover, you must firmly grasp this point as well; we 
must not look for time, as we do for all other things which 
we look for in an object, by referring them to the general 
conceptions which we perceive in our own minds, but we 
must take the direct intuition, in accordance with which we 
speak of “a long time” or “a short time,” and examine it, 
applying our intuition to time as we do to other things. Nei-
ther must we search for expressions as likely to be better, 
but employ just those which are in common use about it. 
Nor again must we predicate of time anything else as having 
the same essential nature as this special perception, as some 
people do, but we must turn our thoughts particularly to that 
only with which we associate this peculiar perception and 
by which we measure it. For indeed this requires no demon-
stration, but only reflection, to show that it is with days and 
nights and their divisions that we associate it and likewise 
also with internal feelings or absence of feeling, and with 
movements and states of rest; in connection with these last 
again we think of this very perception as a peculiar kind of 
accident, and in virtue of this we call it time. 

[25] And in addition to what we have already said we must 
believe that worlds, and indeed every limited compound 
body which continuously exhibits a similar appearance to 
the things we see, were created from the infinite, and that all 
such things, greater and less alike, were separated off from 
individual agglomerations of matter; and that all are again 

dissolved, some more quickly, some more slowly, some 
suffering from one set of causes, others from another. And 
further we must believe that these worlds were neither cre-
ated all of necessity with one configuration nor yet with 
every kind of shape. Furthermore, we must believe that in 
all worlds there are living creatures and plants and other 
things we see in this world; for indeed no one could prove 
that in a world of one kind there might or might not have 
been included the kinds of seeds from which living things 
and plants and all the rest of the things we see are com-
posed, and that in a world of another kind they could not 
have been. 

[26] Moreover, we must suppose that human nature too was 
taught and constrained to do many things of every kind 
merely by circumstances; and that later on reasoning elabo-
rated what had been suggested by nature and made further 
inventions, in some matters quickly, in others slowly, at 
some epochs and times making great advances, and lesser 
again at others. And so names too were not at first deliber-
ately given to things, but men’s natures according to their 
different nationalities had their own peculiar feelings and 
received their peculiar impressions, and so each in their own 
way emitted air formed into shape by each of these feelings 
and impressions, according to the differences made in the 
different nations by the places of their abode as well. And 
then later on by common consent in each nationality special 
names were deliberately given in order to make their mean-
ings less ambiguous to one another and more briefly dem-
onstrated. And sometimes those who were acquainted with 
them brought in things hitherto unknown and introduced 
sounds for them, on some occasions being naturally con-
strained to utter them, and on others choosing them by rea-
soning in accordance with the prevailing mode of formation, 
and thus making their meaning clear. 

[27] Furthermore, the motions of the heavenly bodies and 
their turnings and eclipses and risings and settings, and kin-
dred phenomena to these, must not be thought to be due to 
any being who controls and ordains or has ordained them 
and at the same time enjoys perfect bliss together with im-
mortality (for trouble and care and anger and kindness are 
not consistent with a life of blessedness, but these things 
come to pass where there is weakness and fear and depend-
ence on neighbors). Nor again must we believe that they, 
which are but fire agglomerated in a mass, possess blessed-
ness, and voluntarily take upon themselves these move-
ments. But we must preserve their full majestic significance 
in all expressions which we apply to such conceptions, in 
order that there may not arise out of them opinions contrary 
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to this notion of majesty. Otherwise this very contradiction 
will cause the greatest disturbance in men’s souls. Therefore 
we must believe that it is due to the original inclusion of 
matter in such agglomerations during the birth-process of 
the world that this law of regular succession is also brought 
about. 

[28] Furthermore, we must believe that to discover accu-
rately the cause of the most essential facts is the function of 
the science of nature, and that blessedness for us in the 
knowledge of celestial phenomena lies in this and in the 
understanding of the nature of the existences seen in these 
celestial phenomena, and of all else that is akin to the exact 
knowledge requisite for our happiness: in knowing too that 
what occurs in several ways or is capable of being otherwise 
has no place here but that nothing which suggests doubt or 
alarm can be included at all in that which is naturally im-
mortal and blessed. Now this we can ascertain by our mind 
is absolutely the case. But what falls within the investigation 
of risings and settings and turnings and eclipses, and all that 
is akin to this, is no longer of any value for the happiness 
which knowledge brings, but persons who have perceived 
all this, but yet do not know what are the natures of these 
things and what are the essential causes, are still in fear, just 
as if they did not know these things at all: indeed, their fear 
may be even greater, since the wonder which arises out of 
the observation of these things cannot discover any solution 
or realize the regulation of the essentials. And for this very 
reason, even if we discover several causes for turnings and 
settings and risings and eclipses and the like, as has been the 
case already in our investigation of detail, we must not sup-
pose that our inquiry into these things has not reached suffi-
cient accuracy to contribute to our peace of mind and happi-
ness. So we must carefully consider in how many ways a 
similar phenomenon is produced on earth, when we reason 
about the causes of celestial phenomena and all that is im-
perceptible to the senses; and we must despise those persons 
who do not recognize either what exists or comes into being 
in one way only, or that which may occur in several ways in 
the case of things which can only be seen by us from a dis-
tance, and further are not aware under what conditions it is 
impossible to have peace of mind. If, therefore, we think 
that a phenomenon probably occurs in some such particular 
way, and that in circumstances under which it is equally 
possible for us to be at peace, when we realize that it may 
occur in several ways, we shall be just as little disturbed as 
if we know that it occurs in some particular way. 

[29] And besides all these matters in general we must grasp 
this point, that the principal disturbance in the minds of men 

arises because they think that these celestial bodies are 
blessed and immortal, and yet have wills and actions and 
motives inconsistent with these attributes; and because they 
are always expecting or imagining some everlasting misery, 
such as is depicted in legends, or even fear the loss of feel-
ing in death as though it would concern them themselves; 
and, again, because they are brought to this pass not by rea-
soned opinion, but rather by some irrational presentiment, 
and therefore, as they do not know the limits of pain, they 
suffer a disturbance equally great or even more extensive 
than if they had reached this belief by opinion. But peace of 
mind is being delivered from all this, and having a constant 
memory of the general and most essential principles. 

[30] Wherefore we must pay attention to internal feelings 
and to external sensations in general and in particular, ac-
cording as the subject is general or particular, and to every 
immediate intuition in accordance with each of the stan-
dards of judgment. For if we pay attention to these, we shall 
rightly trace the causes whence arose our mental disturbance 
and fear, and, by learning the true causes of celestial phe-
nomena and all other occurrences that come to pass from 
time to time, we shall free ourselves from all which pro-
duces the utmost fear in other men. 

[31] Here, Herodotus, is my treatise on the chief points con-
cerning the nature of the general principles, abridged so that 
my account would be easy to grasp with accuracy. I think 
that, even if one were unable to proceed to all the detailed 
particulars of the system, he would from this obtain an unri-
valled strength compared with other men. For indeed he will 
clear up for himself many of the detailed points by reference 
to our general system, and these very principles, if he stores 
them in his mind, will constantly aid him. For such is their 
character that even those who are at present engaged in 
working out the details to a considerable degree, or even 
completely, will be able to carry out the greater part of their 
investigations into the nature of the whole by conducting 
their analysis in reference to such a survey as this. And as 
for all who are not fully among those on the way to being 
perfected, some of them can from this summary obtain a 
hasty view of the most important matters without oral in-
struction so as to secure peace of mind. 


