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of philosophy; but to be intent only on 
that which thou art now doing and on 
the instrument by which thou doest it. 

42. When thou art offended with any 
man's shameless conduct, immediate}}' 
ask thyself, Is it possible, then, that 
shameless men should not be in the 
world? It is not possible. Do not then 
require what is impossible. For this ma1~ 
also is one of those shameless men who 
must of necessity be in the world. Let the 
same considerations be present to thy 
mind in the case of the knave and the 
faithless man, and of every ~an who 
does wrong in any way. For at the same 
time that thou dost remind thyself that it 
is impossible that such kind of men 
should not exist, thou wilt become more 
kindly disposed towards every one indi
vidually. It is useful to perceive this, too, 
immediately when the occasion arises, 
what virtue nature has given to man to 
oppose to every wrongful act. For she 
has given to man, as an antidote against 
the stupid man, mildness, and against 
another kind of man some other power. 
And in all cases it is possible for thee to 
correct by teaching the man who is gone 
astray; for every man who errs misses 
his object and is gone astray. Besides 
wherein hast thou been injured? For thou 
wilt find that no one among those against 
whom thou art irritated has done any
thing by which thy mind could be made 
worse; ·but that which is evil to thee and 
harmful has its foundation only in the 
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mind. And what harm is done or what is 
there strange, if the man who has not 
been instructed does the acts of an unin
structed man? Consider whether thou 
shouldst not rather blame thyself, be
cause thou didst not expect such a man 
to err in such a way. For thou hadst 
means given thee by thy reason to sup
pose that it was likely that he would 
commit this error, and yet thou hast for-

. gotten and art amazed that he has erred. 
But most of all when thou blamest a man 
as faithless or ungrateful, turn to thyself. 
For the fault is manifestly thy own, 
whether thou didst trust that a man who 
had ~uch a disposition would keep his 
promise, or when conferring thy kindness 
tho~ didst not confer it absolutely, nor 
yet m such way as to have received from 
thy very act all the profit. For what more 
dost thou want when thou hast done a 
man a service? Art thou not content that 
thou hast done something conformable 
to thy nature, and dost thou seek to be 
paid for it? Just as if the eye demanded a 
recompense for seeing or the feet for walk
ing. For as these members are formed for 
a particular purpose, and by working ac
cording to their several constitutions ob
tain what is their own; so also as man is 
formed by nature to acts of benevolence, 
when he has done anything benevolent or 
in any other way conducive to the com
mon interest, he has acted conformably 
to his constitution, and he gets what is 
his own. 
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/// EPICURUS 

Letter to Menoeceus and 
Principal Doctrines 

EPICURUS TO MENOECEUS 

Let no one when young delay to study phi
losophy, nor when he is old grow weary of 
his study. For no one can come too early or 
too late to secure the health of his soul. 
And the man who says that the age for phi
losophy has either not yet come or has gone 
by is like the man who says that the age for 
happiness is not yet come to him, or has 
passed away. Wherefore both when young 
and old a man must study philosophy, that 
as he grows old he may be young in bless
ings through the grateful recollection of 
what has been, and that in youth he may be 
old as well, since he will know no fear of 
what is to come. We must then meditate on 
the things that make our happiness, seeing 
that when that is with us we have all, but 
when it is absent we do all to win it. 

The things which I used unceasingly to 
commend to you, these do and practice, 
considering them to be the first principles 
of the good life. First ofall believe that god 
is a being immortal and blessed, even as 
the common idea of a god is engraved on 
men's minds, and do not assign to him any-. 
thing alien to his immortality or ill-suited 
to his blessedness: but believe about him 
everything that can uphold his blessedness 
and immortality. For gods there are, since 
the knowledge of them is by clear vision. 
But they are not such as the many believe 
them to be: for indeed they do not consist
ently represent them as they believe them 
to be. And the impious man is not he who 
denies the gods of the many, but he who 

* From Epicurus, The Extant Writings of Epi
curus (trans. C. Bailey, Oxford University Press, 
i 928). By permission. 

attaches to the gods the beliefs of the many. 
For the statements of the many about the 
gods are not conceptions derived from sen
sation, but false suppositions, according to 
which the greatest misfortunes befall the 
wicked and the greatest blessings the good 
by the gift of the gods. For men being ac
customed always to their own virtues welM 
come those like themselves, but regard all 
that is not of their nature as alien. 

Become accustomed to the belief that 
death is nothing to us. For all good and evil 
consists in sensation, but death is depriva
tion of sensation. And therefore a right un
derstanding that death is nothing to us 
makes the mortality of life enjoyable, no1 
because it adds to it an infinite span oJ 
time, but because it takes away the craving 
for immortality. For there is nothing terri
ble in life for the man who has truly com
prehended 1hat there is nothing terrible in 
not living. So that the man speaks but idl) 
who says that he fears death not because ii 
will be painful when it comes, but becaust= 
it is painful in anticipation. For that whid 
gives no trouble when it comes, is but ar 
empty pain in anticipation. So death, tht 
most terrifying of ills, is nothing to us 
since so long as we exist, death is not witl 
us; but when death comes, then we do no 
exist. It does not then concern either th, 
living or the dead, since for the former it i: 
not, and the latter are no more. 

But the many at one moment shun deatl 
as the greatest of evils, at another yearn fo 
it as a respite from the evils in life. But th, 
wise man neither seeks to escape life no 
fears the cessation of life, for neither doe 
life offend him nor does the absence oflif 
seem to be any evil. And just as with foo, 
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he does not seek simply the larger share 
and nothing else, but rather the most pleas
ant, so he seeks to enjoy not the longest 
period of time, but the most pleasant. 

And he who counsels the young man to 
live well, but the old man to make a good 
end, is foolish, not merely because of the 
desirability oflife, but also because it is the 
same training which teaches to live well 
and to die well. Yet much worse still is the 
man who says it is good not to be born, but 

'once born make haste to pass the gates of 
Death.' 

[Theognis, 427] 

For if he says this from conviction why 
does he not pass away out oflife? For it is 
open to him to do so, if he had firmly 
made up his mind to this. But ifhe speaks 
in jest, his words are idle among men who 
cannot receive them. 

We must then bear in mind that the fu
ture is neither ours, nor yet wholly not 
ours, so that we may not altogether expect 
it as sure to come, nor abandon hope of it, 
as if it will certainly not come. 

We must consider that of desires some 
are natural, others vain, and of the natural 
some are necessary and others merely nat
ural; and of the necessary some are neces
sary for happiness, others for the repose of 
the body, and others for very life. The right 
understanding of these facts enables us to 
refer all choice and avoidance to the health 
of the body and the soul's freedom from 
disturbance, since this is the aim of the life 
of blessedness. For it is to obtain this end 
that we always act, namely, to avoid pain 
and fear. And when this is once secured for 
us, all the tempest of the soul is dispersed, 
since the living creature has not to wander 
as though in search of something that is 
missing, and to look for some other thing 
by which he can fulfil the good of the soul 
and the good of the body. For it is then that 
we have need of pleasure, when we feel 
pain owing to the absence of pleasure; but 
when we do not feel pain, we no longer 
need pleasure. And for this cause we call 
pleasure the beginning and end of the 
blessed life. For we recognize pleasure 
as the first good innate in us, and from 
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pleasure we begin every act of choice and 
avoidance, and to pleasure we return 
again, using the feeling as the standard by 
which we judge every good. 

And since pleasure is the first good and 
natural to us, for this very reason we do not 
choose every pleasure, but sometimes we 
pass over many pleasures, when greater 
discomfort accrues to us as the result of 
them: And similarly we think many pains 
better than pleasures, since a greater pleas
ure comes to us when we have endured 
pains for a long time. Every pleasure then 
because of its natural kinship to us is good, 
yet not every pleasure is to be chosen: Even 
as every pain also is an evil, yet not all are 
always of a nature to be avoided. Yet by a 
scale of comparison and by the consider
ation of advantages and disadvantages we 
must form our judgment on all these mat
ters. For the good on certain occasions we 
treat as bad, and conversely the bad as 
good. 

And again independence of desire we 
think a great good-not that we may at all 
times enjoy but a few things, but that, if 
we do not possess many, we may enjoy the 
few in the genuine persuasion that those 
have the sweetest pleasure in luxury who 
least need it, and that all that is natural is 
easy to be obtained, but that which is su
perfluous is hard. And so plain savours 
bring us a pleasure equal to a luxurious 
diet, when all the pain due to want is re
moved; and bread and water produce the 
highest pleasure, when one who needs 
them puts them to his lips. To grow accus
tomed therefore to simple and not luxuri
ous diet gives us health to the full, and 
makes a man alert for the needful employ
ments of life, and when after long ink:r
vals we approach luxuries, disposes us 
better towards them, and fits us to be fear
less of fortune. 

When, therefore, we maintain that pleas
ure is the end, we do not mean the pleas
ures of profligates and those that consist in 
sensuality, as is supposed by some who are 
either ignorant or disagree with us or do 
not understand, but freedom from pain 
in the body and from trouble in the mind. 
For it is not continuous drinkings and 
revellings, nor the satisfaction of lusts, nor 
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the enjoyment of fish and other luxuries 
of the wealthy table, which produce a 
pleasant life, but sober reasoning, search
ing out the motives for all choice and avoid
ance and banishing mere opinions, to 
which are due the greatest disturbance of 
the spirit. 

Of all this the beginning and the greatest 
good is prudence. Wherefore prudence is a 
more precious thing even than philosophy: 
for from prudence are sprung all the other 
virtues, and it teaches us that it is not 
possible to live pleasantly without living 
prudently and honorably and justly, nor, 
again, to live a life of prudence, honor, and 
justice without living pleasantly. For the 
virtues are by nature bound up with the 
pleasant life, and the pleasant life is insepa
rable from them. For indeed who, think 
you, is a better man than he who holds re~
erent opinions concerning the gods, and 1s 
at all times free from fear of death, and has 
reasoned out the end ordained by nature? 
He understands that the limit of good 
things is easy to fulfil and easy to attain, 
whereas the course of ills is either short in 
time or slight in pain: he laughs at destiny, 
whom some have introduced as the mis~ 
tress of all things. He thinks that with us 
lies the chief power in determining events, 
some of which happen by necessity and 
some by chance, and some are within our 
control; for while necessity cannot be 
called to account, he sees that chance is in
constant, but that which is in our control 
is subject to no master, and to it are natu
rally attached praise and blame. For, in
deed, it were better to follow the myths 
about the gods than to become a slave to 
the destiny of the natural philosophers: 
For the former suggests a hope of placating 
the gods by worship, whereas the latter in
volves a necessity which knows no placa
tion. As to chance, he does not regard it as 
a god as most men do (for in a god's acts 
there is no disorder), nor as an uncertain 
cause of all things: For he does not believe 
that good and evil are given by chance to 
man for the framing of a blessed life, but 
that opportunities for great good and great 
evil are afforded by it. He therefore thinks 
it better to be unfortunate in reasonable 
action than to prosper in unreason. For it 

is better in a man's actions that what is 
well chosen should fail, rather than that 
what is ill chosen should be successful 
owing to chance. 

Meditate therefore on these things and 
things akin to them night and day by your
self, and with a companion like to yourself, 
and never shall you be disturbed waking o{ 
asleep, but you shall live like a god among 
men. For a man who lives among immortal 
blessings is not like to a mortal being. 

PRINCIPAL DOCTRINES 

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

II. Death is nothing to us: For that 
which is dissolved is without sensation; 
and that which lacks sensation is nothing 
to us. 

III. The limit of quantity in pleasures is 
the removal ofall 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. 

IV. Pain does not last continuously in 
the flesh, but the acutest pain is there for a 
very short time, and even that which just 
exceeds the pleasure in the flesh does not 
continue for many days at once. But 
chronic illnesses permit a predominance 
of pain over pleasure Jn the flesh. 

V. It is not possible to live pleasanty 
without living prudently and honorably 
and justly, nor again to live a life of pru
dence, honor, and justice without living 
pleasantly. And the man who does not 
possess the pleasant life, is not living pru
dently and honorably and justly, and the 
man who does not possess the virtuous 
life, cannot possibly live pleasantly. 

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

VII. Some men wished to become fa
mous 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 
which nature craves; But if it is not safe, 
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they do not possess that for which they 
strove at first by the instinct of nature. 

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

IX. If every pleasure could be intensi
fied so that it lasted and influenced the 
whole organism or the most essential parts 
of our nature, pleasures would never dif
fer from one another. 

X. Ifthe 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 limits 
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 oflife. 

XI. If we were not troubled by our sus
picions of the phenomena of the sky and 
about death, fearing that it concerns us, 
and also by our failure to grasp the limits 
of pains and desires, we should have no 
need of natural science. 

XII. 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 unal
loyed. 

XIII. There is no profit in securing pro
tection in relation to men, if things above 
and things beneath the earth and indeed 
all in the boundless universe remain mat
ters of suspicion. 

XIV. The most unalloyed source of pro
tection from men, which is secured to 
some extent by a certain force of expul
sion, is in fact the immunity which results 
from a quiet life and the retirement from 
the world. 

XV. The wealth demanded by nature is 
both limited and easily procured; that de
manded by idle imaginings stretches on to 
infinity. 

XVI. In but few things chance hinders a 
wise man, but the greatest and most im
portant matters reason has ordained and 
throughout the whole period of life does 
and will ordain. 
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XVII. The just man is most free from 
trouble, the unjust most full of trouble. 

XVIII. 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 the emo
tions akin to them, which used to cause 
the greatest fear to the mind. 

XIX. Infinite time contains no greater 
pleasure than limited time, if one mea
sures by reason the limits of pleasure. 

XX. The flesh perceives the limits of 
pleasure as unlimited and unlimited time 
is required to supply it. But the mind, hav
ing attained a reasoned understanding of 
the ultimate good of the flesh and its limits 
and having dissipated the fears concerning 
the time to come, supplies us with the com
plete 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 departure from 
life, does it approach its end as though it 
fell short in any way of the best life. 

XXI. 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. 

XXII. We must consider both the real 
purpose and all the evidence of direct per
ception, to which we always refer the con
clusions of opinion; otherwise, all will be 
full of doubt and confusion. 

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

XXIV. If you reject any single sensa
tion and fail to distinguish between the 
conclusion of opinion as to the appear
ance awaiting confirmation and that 
which is actually given by the sensation or 
feeling, or each intuitive apprehension of 
the mind, you will confound all other 
sensations as well with the same ground
less opinion, so that you will reject every 
standard of judgement. And if among 
the mental images created by your opin
ion you affirm both that which awaits 
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confirmation and that which does not, 
you will not escape error, since you will 
have preserved the whole cause of doubt 
in every judgement between what is right 
and what is wrong. 

XXV. If on each occasion instead of re
ferring your actions to the end of nature, 
you turn to some other nearer standard 
when you are making a choice or an avoid
ance, your actions will not be consistent 
with your principles. 

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

XXV!I. Of all the things which wisdom 
acquires to produce the blessedness of the 
complete life, far the greatest is the posses
sion of friendship. 

XXVIII. The same conviction which has 
given us confidence that there is nothing 
terrible that lasts for ever or even for long, 
has also seen the protection of friendship 
most fully completed in the limited evils of 
this life. 

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

XXX. 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 imagination, and it is not owing to 
their own nature that they fail to be dis
pelled, but owing to the empty imaginings 
of the man. 

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

XXXII. For all living things which 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. 

XXXIII. Justice never is anything in it
self, 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 harrr 
be harmed. 

XXXIV. Injustice is not an evil in its 
but only in consequence of the fear wh 
attaches to the apprehension of being 
able to escape those appointed to pun 
such actions. 

XXXV. It is not possible for one v 
acts in secret contravention of the tet 
of the compact not to harm or 
harmed, to be confident that he will 
cape detection, even if at present he 
capes a thousand times. For up to 
time of death it cannot be certain tha 
will indeed escape. 

XXXVI. In its general aspect justic 
the same for all, for it is a kind of mu1 
advantage in the dealings of men with 
another: but with reference to the indi 
ual peculiarities of a country or any 01 
circumstances the same thing does 
turn out to be just for all. 

XXXVII. Among actions which 
sanctioned as just by law, that whic 
proved on examination to be of advan 
in the requirements of men's dealings , 
one another, has the guarantee of jus· 
whether it is the same for all or not. Bui 
man makes a law and it does not turn 01 

lead to advantage in men's dealings ' 
each other, then it no longer has the es 
tial nature of justice. And even if the ad· 
!age in the matter of justice shifts from 
side to the other, but for a while ace 
with the general concept, it is none the 
just for that period in the eyes of those 
do not confound themselves with en 
sounds but look to the actual facts. 

XXXVIII. Where, provided the 
cumstances have: not been altered, act 
which were considered just, have 1 
shown not to accord with the general 
cept in actual practice, then they are 
just. But where, when circumstances 
changed, the same actions which ' 
sanctioned as just no longer lead to ad 
tage, there they were just at the time v 
they were of advantage for the dealin: 
fellow-citizens with one another; but 
sequently they are no longer just, whe 
longer of advantage. 

XXXIX. The man who has bes1 
dered the element of disquiet arising I 
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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. 

XL. As many as possess the power to 
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procure complete immunity from their 
neighbors, these also live most pleasantly 
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 depar
ture of a dead friend, as though he were 
to be pitied. 


