Chapter Eight

Cicero (106-43 B.C.)

Cicero played a major role in the history of Rome. His speeches were remarkable, and as many as 800 of his letters have survived to document
Roman civilization at the time. His so-called "Ciceronian" prose style became a unique standard of excellence, and he knew as much as any of his
contemporaries about ancient philosophy. Moreover, he played a dominant
role in the Roman Senate and he opposed Caesar's effort to become the
emperor of Rome. The two knew each other well- Caesar as a successful
general with ambitions of imperial authority and Cicero as an outstanding
orator, statesman, and scholar, arguably the most eminent Roman citizen at
the time. The two differed, however, on whether Rome would become an
empire led by Caesar or remain a republic under rule of the Senate led by
Cicero. Whether justified or not, Cicero was suspected of having supported
Caesar' s assassination to thwart the conversion of the republic into an empire. Aware of probable retaliation by Caesar's former lieutenant, Mark Antony and his allies, Cicero withdrew from politics to write on a wide variety
of fields , including Greek philosophy. As anticipated, he was murdered within two years, decapitated, and his skull and hands were sent as trophies to
Mark Antony to be mutilated before a supportive crowd.
Fortunately, most of Cicero's writings escaped censorship because of his
pivotal role in Roman history but also because of their excellence. As a
result, his unique knowledge of ancient philosophy was preserved and helped
to document its important but declining role at the time. Resulting from the
effort to recover his writings by Petrarch, many centuries later his texts also
helped to usher in the Renaissance. Others identified as philosophes, joined
in the task, and soon their effort widened to include the recovery of texts by
other classical authors, many of whom were all but forgotten. Whereas Cicero can be said to have failed in his attempt to preserve the Roman Republic,
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his writings seem to have become the single most important catalyst for the
inception of the Renaissance fifteen centuries later.
Cicero was well qualified to explain Greek philosophy to his contemporaries in Rome. He had been taught Cameades' Academic skepticism as
interpreted by Clitomachus. As disciples of Clitomachus, his tutors Philo and
Antiochus were the leaders of the Fourth and Fifth Academies that pursued a
synthesis with Platonism and Stoicism probably to soften Cameades' radical
assumptions. In his mid-teens Cicero had also been a disciple of both the
Stoic philosopher Diodorus and the Epicurean philosopher Phaedrus. Moreover, he was a close friend and former student of Posidonius, the eminent
scientist who was then leader of the Stoic movement. And of course his
editorial assistance to Lucretius in the composition of De Rerum Natura must
have reinforced his familiarity with Epicurean philosophy. His remark in one
of his letters regarding Lucretius' text, "many brilliant passages of genius,"
suggests his likely approval of the text's atheistic assumptions.'
Two of Cicero's final books, Academica and De Natura Deorum, were
especially important in treating the issues of skepticism and natural philosophy as opposed to the existence of gods. Academica provided a sophisticated
historical analysis of Academic skepticism. In turn, De Natura Deorum provided a hypothetical debate about religion and the existence of gods from the
perspectives of the principal philosophical schools of the time as represented
by a Stoic, an Epicurean, and an Academic skeptic. Cicero's treatment of
philosophical issues was less persuasive than Plato's earlier debates, but he
gave all the participants better opportunity to defend their assumptions.

I. ACADEMICA
Academica provides the single ancient text that explains in depth the principal issues of late Hellenistic skepticism. In the format of a debate, its text
surveys a broad variety of theories and assumptions except for those of
Cameades, whose theoretical views were later deleted from Cicero's manuscripts. Of the two elongated segments that survived, the second half of the
first segment remains intact, as does the initial quarter of the second segment.
The large gap between them is easily overlooked by modern readers, but this
is at the cost of Cicero's full explanation of Cameades' version of atheism.
The modem reader's knowledge of Cameade's arguments is thus limited
almost exclusively to the much later summary by Sextus Empiricus.
Part I of Academica begins with a comparison between Plato and Aristotle by Varro, a friend and prestigious scholar whom Cicero conceded might
be at least as informed as himself. In the context of the dialogue, Varro
summarizes the ideas of Antiochus, Cicero's second tutor in Academic skepticism, but soon shifts to consider issues beyond the received assumptions of
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Academic skepticism. He explains, for example, that Socrates' ms1stence
that he knew he didn't know had inspired both Plato's sustained quest for
transcendent truths and Aristotle's alternative quest for scientific truths
through the systematic investigation of the physical universe based on empirical evidence. According to Varro, all philosophers at the time who came
afterwards took Socrates' simple paradox into account one way or another,
including both Arcesilaus and Carneades in their emphasis on common sense
and probability. On the other hand, Varro concedes Aristotle's "copiousness
of intellect" as well as his supposed invention of what amounted to a fifth
element beyond earth, air, water, and fire-- a material "entirely formless and
devoid of all quality." 2 He undoubtedly refers to the general concept of
matter as already suggested by Anaximander and others preceding Aristotle.
Varro further explains that the response of both Arcesilaus and Carneades to
Socrates' paradox was simply to consider all supposed "truths" on a tentative
basis by emphasizing the principle of epoche as suspended judgment. If no
truth could be fully known, Varro asserts, let that be the final truth concerning all issues, by implication including the possible existence of gods, not
that he specifically mentions such a possibility.
Upon the completion of Varro's elongated explanation, Cicero suggests
the role of Carneades, and here, as earlier mentioned, the text suddenly
terminates with the tantalizing words "incredible facility," very likely intended to describe Carneades' oratorical skills. Discussion resumes with Lucullus (a skeptic in Philo's school of Academic skepticism), explaining the
issue of probability and the benefits of arguing on both sides of any question
on all matters, including religious belief. 3 Lucullus goes on to summarize the
historic importance of Carneades without referring to his ideas, and he rejects
unnamed critics of Carneades ' radical negativism as "thinkers who sanctioned nothing as proved." 4 Still later, however, he concedes that Carneades
himself now and again softened his relentless stance hostile to religious
belief as an invalid hypothesis.
Lucullus also criticizes Philo for his continuing arch-skeptical stance in
having shared the conviction of Cameades that in the final analysis nothing
can be known." 5 Lucullus himself asserts the effectiveness ofreason itself as
an appropriate alternative to arch-skepticism since it depends on the pursuit
of research as a "process of reasoning that leads from things perceived to
something not previously perceived. ' 6 It is difficult to disagree with this
argument. However, unexamined assent has been almost universally enforced in all societies and among all religions. As a result skepticism's negative methodology in addition to Carneades' atheistic certitude is discouraged
and even prohibited in too many societies, and perhaps at too great a cost.
What ancient skeptics provided for the first time was sufficient negation to
make possible the valid pursuit ofreligious doubt despite continuing enforcement of shared beliefs among the population at large.

154

Chapter8

Lucullus draws his argument to a close with a brief discussion of Arcesilaus' concept of epoche on the assumption that whatever cannot be fully
perceived cannot be granted full assent. On this basis Lucullus concludes that
wisdom consists of withholding assent from anything either false or unknown. What is crucial, he argues, is to be guided by reason rather than
received opinion. Then again, as insisted by Antiochus, also a former tutor of
Cicero, Lucullus concedes that excessive skepticism can too easily become
oppressive by preventing not only thought but all physical activity. 7 Even
Cameades was said to have broken this stricture by now and again conceding, "that the wise man will occasionally hold an opinion, that is, commit an
error." 8 In effect, he had sometimes compromised his systematic effort to
reject all presumed truths that turned out not to be true.
Cicero devotes most of the second half of Academica to an extended
explanation of his own theory of skepticism and his response to alternative
sources. He qualifies his acceptance of Cameades' theory of probability, for
example by declaring that his own interest in skepticism has not been combative. On the other hand, he asserts that he continues to be "fired up with zeal
for the discovery of the truth," as Augustine much later conceded in his
critique of Cicero in both Against the Academics and his Confessions. Cicero
insists that it is entirely honorable to hold valid assumptions," and he holds
the complementary opinion that it is even disgraceful to accept falsehoods as
the truth. The chief virtue of the truly wise man, he suggests, is his ability to
avoid being misguided and susceptible to deception." Cicero accordingly
suggests the advantage of agnosticism by declaring that the "mere habit of
assenting" is necessarily at risk, and to such an extent that it is preferable that
"all assent be withheld." Cicero continues that nothing can be entirely perceived, and that it is precisely this limitation on which "all the controversy
tums." 9 He rejects Pyrrho's concept that all truth is ultimately indeterminate,
and instead proposes that truth does exist but can only be known indirectly
and therefore on a tentative basis. He also cites Cameades distinction that
many falsehoods might seem probable, but nothing truly false can be perceived and known. As a result, he suggests, the philosopher's task is to
withhold assent as obliged by the principle of epoche, but also to be guided
by the aspect of probability in finally granting qualified assent. 10 By implication he suggests that the god concept is more dependent on this necessity
than any other concept.
As emphasized by both Arcesilaus and Cameades, Cicero concedes that
doubt plays an important role in serious analysis rather than outright denial,
and that sufficient doubt ultimately justifies what might be described as
tentative denial. Cicero also explores in depth the necessity of withholding
assent simply in order to weigh the merits of alternative theories as Strato
recommended. Like others before him, he emphasizes the importance of
arguing on both sides to arrive at the nearest approximation to the truth. 11
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Moreover, since the absolute truth is all but impossible to discern, he accepts
the necessity that philosophers should refine the comparison of alternative
"truths" based on what seems their likelihood. "The wise man," he argues in
full accord with Cameades, will take into account whatever he encounters
that seems probable if nothing presents itself contrary to that probability. 12
On this basis Cicero acknowledges the universal relevance of probability
pertaining to every aspect of human experience as opposed to the act of
assent dependent on "mere opinion and hasty thinking." 13
Cicero summarizes almost all of the cosmic assumptions by early Greek
philosophers through Plato and Aristotle to determine their relative validity
as explanations of the universe. Of particular interest are those he lists as
having proposed an eternal history of the universe devoid of initial creation.
He specifically includes Anaximander and Xenophanes as well as Melissus
and Aristotle. In particular he tells of Melissus' description of an infinite and
unchangeable universe and of Aristotle's similar concept of a world that
never had a beginning and would never "perish in dissolution." 14 Cicero also
praises Strata's atheism in having dispensed with the notion of divine origin,
instead confining his investigation to all existence that can be traced to natural causes. However, he is reluctant to accept Strata's radical hypothesis that
existence in its entirety has been exclusively a product of the natural forces
of gravitation and motion--an assumption anticipated by Aristotle's binarism
of matter and motion that was obviously acceptable to Strata. There can be
no doubt, however, that Cicero remains interested in Strata's theory, and to
the extent that he concedes his inability to make a choice among credible
alternatives. 15 Today Strata seems to have been far closer to the truth than
Cicero had been willing to accept.
Academica ends on an ambivalent note. Cicero pays his obligatory respects to Rome's pagan gods and goddesses, but he also makes it plain that
he remains an agnostic, if unwilling to make the final inductive leap by
abandoning the concept of an afterlife and the benevolent authority of god(s).
In retrospect, his choice seems to have been of unusual historic importance.
He inspired St. Augustine's choice to cultivate unexamined faith as explained in the last paragraph of his first book, Against the Academics, and
much later, he inspired Petrarch's efforts to recover Cicero's writings, which
proved essential to the beginning of the Renaissance. Copernicus' heliocentric theory can also be traced to Academica. According to his Introduction to
On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, Copernicus first encountered
the concept of heliocentric motion in a copy of Academica that told of the
ancient astronomer Hicetas's astronomical proposal to this effect. 16 Copernicus' later mathematical calculations were by general consensus the first major scientific breakthrough linked with the Renaissance. In effect, amazingly,
the two principal figures responsible for this grand collective achievementPetrarch and Copernicus-were inspired by Cicero, but so too was St. Au-
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gustine's conversion to Christianity as a defiant response to Cicero's defense
of skepticism-effectively his own choice based on the comparison of probabilities.
II. ON THE NATURE OF THE GODS
As the second of Cicero's two volumes relevant to the issue of disbelief, The
Nature of the Gods [De Natura Deorum] is supposedly limited in particular
to the validity of the god concept. At the very beginning, Cicero indicates
that he has already published Academica to examine the broad consideration
of "withholding assent," and that his specific purpose in this text is to explore
the possible existence of one or more gods as explained by contemporary
philosophers. 17 To suggest the potential difficulty in undertaking this task, he
asserts that there is such a wide range of beliefs about their existence that it is
difficult to arrive at a coherent final judgment. In order to cope with this task,
he explains that his organization of De Natura Deorum involves a tripartite
comparison of attitudes toward religious belief among the three most popular
philosophies in currency at the time-Epicureanism as explained by Velleius, Stoicism as explained by Balbus, and Academic skepticism as explained by Cotta, based on the teachings of Cameades interpreted by both
Philo and Antiochus. For Epicureanism, Cicero combines the perspective of
Zeno of Sidon with his friend Phaedrus, the author of On Gods (Peri theon).
For Stoicism he combines the perspectives of his personal friends Diodotus
and Posidonius. And finally, for skepticism he resorts to Cotta to elucidate
Philo and Antiochus' explanations ofCameades. 18
Cicero divides theories that support the god concept into two categories-those with deities totally indifferent to human experience and those with
intrusive gods who have created mankind as a species to be "controlled and
kept in motion." 19 As explained by Cicero, this difference has important
implications for the practice of religious belief, since the abandonment of this
practice may be at too great a cost, for individual integrity ultimately depends
on one's ability and confidence in making what seems a valid choice. This
principle, he suggests, applies to both the individual and society as a whole.
For this reason he praises the useful contribution of philosophers such as
Plato and Zeno, who believed "the whole world is ruled and governed by
divine intelligence and reason," as opposed to Cameades, who "controverted" this orthodox perspective at great length. 20 He and his followers
might promote their seemingly valid theories with vigor and conviction, but
others less hostile to the god concept to make valid arguments that also
deserved consideration.
Two of the three participants, Velleius and Balbus, respond by suggesting
their support of religious belief to a certain extent, but also their willingness
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to argue their opinions in the spirit of skepticism. The third, Cotta, concedes
his recent temptation to consider the possible existence of gods, but insists
that this is something that has never been proven. Cicero then mentions the
outright disbelief of Diagoras of Melos and Theodorus of Cyrene as well as
such figures as Strato and Cameades, if without identifying them by name.
However, he also mentions "other philosophers .. . of eminence and note
have proposed that a more sophisticated religion can be adopted based on the
supposition that the world is ruled by "divine intelligence and reason." Thus.,
he proposes that it seems entirely possible that gods do "watch over the life
of men," as perhaps suggested by the religious assumptions of Anaxagoras,
Plato, Zeno, Chrysippus, and later Stoics. Cicero concludes by proposing that
active dialogue- effectively a sequence of elongated statements--seems an
appropriate means to explore and compare these possibilities. Cicero suggests that there is finally just one answer-either affirmative or negativepertaining to God's existence, and that Cameades' willingness to declare his
atheism had been based on evidence available at the time but that a new and
more advanced perspective might have changed his mind. Cicero seems to be
sympathetic with Antiochus' s effort to soften skepticism but unable to ignore
the earlier and more stringent skepticism of Cameades. The new and more
advanced perspective he mentions probably referred to a recent effort of
Stoic philosophers to obtain a synthesis between some of Aristotle's assumptions and an updated version of Platonism. Once debate resumes, however,
Cameades is all but ignored, and it seems he has been quoted primarily to
initiate the exchange.
The sequence of books in De Natura Deorum that follows is key to
understanding it. Book I consists of two halves with a ten-page introduction
plus Velleius' initial summary of Epicurean theory (sections 18 to 56), answered by Cotta's prolonged critique in light of skeptical assumptions (sections 57 to 124). In Book II, Balbus once again suggests the possibility of a
viable synthesis of Stoicism and Aristotelian scientific findings, and Book III
brings the exchange to a close with Cotta's skeptical arguments that reject
the concept of religion based on ethical issues, if nothing else. It should be
mentioned that Cicero grants Cotta as much space in Book I to attack Velleius as he has given Velleius' argument plus the introduction. Altogether
Cotta and Balbus are allotted equal participation overall, each of them roughly four times as much as Velleius receives. Moreover, Veilleius' presentation
is mostly limited to the relatively uncomplicated task of summarizing the
religious implications of ancient Greek philosophers up to and including
Plato. As a result, the Epicurean perspective receives far less attention than
the others, suggesting that Cicero's principal effort is to contrast Cameades'
version of Academic skepticism as explained by Cotta with Balbus' synthesis
of Aristotelian science with Stoicism and Platonism. In fact such a combina-
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tion suggests the earlier effort by Antiochus, a director of the so-called fifth
academy as well as one of Cicero's instructors in skepticism.
The exchange begins in Book I with Velleius ' historic summary of Greek
philosophy in which he attributes religious views to pre-Socratic philosophers that are slightly different from earlier descriptions by Aristotle and
others. For example, Velleius indicates that Thales had proposed that god
consists of mind that has molded everything from water, and that Anaximenes had described the air as god in incessant motion. He also indicates that
Anaxagoras first proposed that an infinite mind had designed and perfected
the order of the universe, that Pythagoras first suggested that the entire universe consists of a soul of which our souls are but fragments, and that Parmenides identified God as a circle of glowing lights across the sky. Veillius also
criticizes Empedocles for his religious naivete, Protagoras for his lack of
clarity, Plato for his concept of God's divine incorporeal existence, and Aristotle for various Platonic inconsistencies in his early but now lost essay,
"Philosophy," whose arguments were entirely abandoned in his later writings. On the other hand, Velleius praises Democritus in having disentangled
his theory from a "maze of errors" by proposing a "repudiation of deity so
absolute as to leave no conception of a divine being remaining!" 21 He also
mentions the contributions of such secondary figures as Antisthenes, Speusippus, Xenocrates, Heraclides of Pontus, Zeno, Aristo, Cleanthes, Persaeus,
and Chrysippus.
With less justification, he dismisses Strato, Epicurus' contemporary, as a
philosopher unworthy of serious consideration. He expresses his willingness
to accept Strato's atheism but not his indifference to human experience: "In
his [Strato' s] view the sole repository of divine power is nature, which contains in itself the causes of birth, growth, and decay, but is entirely devoid of
sensation and of form ." 22 He also warns against "the insane mythology of
Egypt" as well as the countless popular beliefs at the time that were typified
by inconsistencies resulting from ignorance. 23 On the other hand, he reiterates his full support for Epicurus' assumption that the gods exist because
nature itself has imprinted their concept on the minds of all mankind. In other
words, if mankind's religious belief is necessarily almost universal, it must
be conceded that the gods do in fact probably exist.
Next to speak is Cotta, and in the second half of Book I he rejects Velleius' assumptions, many of which seem to deviate from Epicurean doctrine
as explained by both Epicurus and Lucretius. As an Academic skeptic Cotta
confesses that he still believes in the gods despite his skepticism, but he
rejects the argument that the world's entire population throughout history has
believed in gods, since many ancient societies did not hold such beliefs, nor
did the assortment of ancient Greek atheists and skeptics whose identities
were common knowledge. Democritus himself, Cotta insists, had "no fixed
attitude toward the existence of the gods." 24 He also challenges the theory of
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atomism as an eternal multiplicity of tiny particles suspended in a void that
repeatedly swerve and collide with each other. 25 How, he asks, can such a
realm be linked with the authority of godhead? In his opinion these and
comparable suppositions suggest a lack of education on the part of Epicurus,
whose philosophy did not display any trace whatsoever of influence by Plato's Academy, Aristotle's Lyceum, or even ordinary schools 26 Aside from
having heard a few lectures by Nausiphanes, a follower of Democritus, Cotta
argues, Epicurus' knowledge of philosophy was sparse, and his chronic disrespect of other philosophers was inexcusable. 27
Moreover, Cotta explains, the gods suggested by Epicurus were "shadow
deities," nothing more than the "counterfeit of substance. " 28 He also expresses his astonishment that the theory of atomism is considered an adequate
explanation of human existence in the form of gods. 29 Then again, he asks
why do gods possess hands and feet if they don't really need them? He
declares that it is absurd to believe in an optimistic God entirely occupied for
all eternity in reflecting "What a good time I am having! How happy I am!" 30
In the final analysis, Cotta declares, the whole purpose of religion is to
guarantee loyal citizens: " ... the entire notion of the immortal gods is a
fiction invented by wise men in the interest of the state." He explains that this
pragmatic intention, however beneficial it might seem at times, is finally
destructive of religion as a supposedly transcendent experience. Cotta thereupon reminds Velleius, that as Posidonius has suggested in his earlier book
with the same title, De Natura Deorum, that Epicurus did not really believe
in the gods, and that he praised the immortal gods only to avoid public
hostility. In his opinion, Epicurus was fully aware that the God concept is an
impossibility, so he abolished them, though professedly retaining them. 31
Third in sequence, Balbus is granted all of Book II for expounding a
unique synthesis between Skepticism and Stoicism, and by implication, between Platonic metaphysics and scientific inquiry as promoted by Aristotle.
Balbus indicates that he will only have time to discuss two basic issues, the
proof of gods ' existence or lack thereof, and the explanation of their nature.
He begins by quoting Chrysippus, the most prolific of the early Stoic philosophers, to the effect that the dominant and final authority in the universe
beyond human capability necessarily depends on the existence of one or
more gods. He summarizes this more or less Platonic assumption in an eloquent passage that features the need for transcendent reason, whatever it
consists of, that can be identified as superior ability usually identified with
one or more gods. 32 If human intelligence, the most advanced achievement
of the universe, is incapable of having created the universe and then having
ruled it, a bigger and more dominant authority must fulfill this need. Whatever god consists of, he is to be identified with this enlarged authority. On the
other hand, Balbus suggests, the difficulty with stoicism is that it can be used
to justify the worship of any number of natural forces presumably superior to

160

Chapter 8

human reason. With this reasoning the sun, fire, liquidity, can all be worshipped. Moreover, as earlier suggested by the Stoic philosopher Chrysippus,
polytheism and pantheism also become possible.
Balbus next proposes a pantheistic argument that anticipates Spinoza's
thesis that the entire universe may be considered a god. He also praises
design as the source of regular and rhythmical motion in the universe, and
then praises chance as well, though it seems antithetical to design. Finally he
declares the importance of Aristotle's emphasis on the "motion of all living
bodies" as the result of nature, force, or will, and declares that the physical
world is "necessarily the most excellent of all things ... itself a living being
and a god. 33 Finally Balbus advocates the possibility of obtaining a synthesis
between Plato and Aristotle by treating science as justification for Platonic
beauty, ultimately suggesting Pythagoras' early concept of spherical perfection. 34 After an extended discussion of cosmic phenomena such as the sun,
moon, and sky as astronomical bodies of absolute regularity, Balbus shifts to
the perspective of Zeno, the founder of Stoicism who was willing to accept
Heraclitus' insistence on the special role of fire. This too, Balbus insists, is
indicative of God's foresight in planning the universe in every detail. Godhood can therefore be explained to manifest three principles ... first, structures toward better survival as recommended by Zeno; second genuine completeness as demonstrated by Aristotelian science, and third, and most of all,
consummate beauty as suggested by Plato. 35 Balbus goes on to describe more
than a dozen classical gods and goddesses as credible deities, and then differentiates religion from superstition based on appropriate levels of worship. He
also offers a proof of God's existence that anticipates St. Anselm's ontological argument by conceding nature's status as a separate realm somewhat
independent of the gods. Ifwe fully accept divine intelligence, he concludes,
we must also concede the necessity of divine providence. Moreover, if god
knows all, he is presumably generous as well. Balbus also asserts that the
gods are comparable to humanity in their possession of reason, that both have
the same concept of truth, and that both have the same standard in enjoining
what is right and wrong. The logic seems plain that if mankind possesses
intelligence, faith, virtue and concord, these virtues could only have descended from the powers above. 36
Balbus attributes to supernatural power the grand design of the universe
as an enormous cosmic cycle that somehow combines Aristotelian cosmology with the pre-Socratic paradigm advocated by Empedocles with earth turning into water, water into air, air into aether, and finally with the process
somehow reversed. To this extent Balbus is willing to concede that nature
governs the world. 37 However, he also concedes the contradictory possibility
that if nature exceeds art, and if art is entirely governed by reason, nature
itself cannot be considered to lack reason." 38 Balbus goes on to praise the
principle of gravity-the distribution of weight as defined by Aristotle--as
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the ultimate source of beauty. As already suggested by Strato and Archimedes, he goes on to maintain that weight is more credible as a unifying
principle than the haphazard collision of atomic particles, though he seems to
have been unable to recognize that the two might somehow coexist. He also
concurs with Aristotle in describing the earth as a sphere produced by weight
and bedecked with water and a plenitude of vegetation. 39 For a full page he
enthusiastically praises the spherical explanation of the earth. In conclusion,
he anticipates the common religious defense against post-Copernican secularism: "No one thinking of the earth in its entirety can doubt the divine
reason." 40 Such a glorious world could not happen all by itself. Obviously, it
needs a transcendent helping hand.
Without mentioning Lucretius' De Rerum Natura, which had been published just a few years earlier, Balbus concedes the possibility that the earth
might eventually come to an end in an enormous fiery cataclysm that destroys all life, setting the stage for new worlds also under the cyclical guidance of gods. 41 Without suggesting the involvement of one or more gods,
Balbus proposes the ultimate cataclysmic destiny of the universe when it
completes its cycle of existence comparable to the cycle of life. Lucretius '
cataclysmic vision is suggested, if without any reference to Lucretius himself.
Balbus concludes his argument with the thesis "that the world was created
specifically for the benefit of gods and men," in other words " ... that
everything beneficial to humanity was created specifically for this purpose."42 On the other hand, he avoids mentioning the alternative possibility
that the god concept itself just might have been promoted by mankind on the
same basis, "specifically for its own purpose," since "no great man ever
existed who did not enjoy some portion of divine inspiration." Here he assigns all acts of intelligence to this inclusive perspective as opposed to becoming entangled in incessant religious debate encouraged by the Academy
of Arcesilaus and Carneades. Sustained pursuit of such speculation, he suggests, can only bear harmful consequences: "For the habit of arguing in
support of atheism, whether it be done from conviction or in pretense, is a
wicked and an impious practice. " 43 With this abrupt and seemingly decisive
rejection of atheism, Balbus brings his exposition to a close, fully aware that
Cotta, who is waiting to respond, typifies exactly what he rejects.
The fourth and last portion of On the Nature of the Gods, Cotta's defense
of Academic skepticism, is relatively brief and seems to have been based on
skeptical assumptions almost identical to those of Carneades. Cotta begins
with the assurance that he too wants to believe in the gods and has done so
since his childhood, but that he cannot accept Balbus' arguments as adequate
proof of their existence. He confesses that he opposes all four of Balbus '
assumptions--first regarding the existence of the gods, second their nature,
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third the governance of the world, and finally, their supposed concern about
mankind's welfare.44
Apropos of the first point, Cotta raises again the issue of universal belief
in immortal gods suggested by both Balbus and Velleius to demonstrate the
validity ofreligion. Quite the opposite, his response is that religious belief by
almost the entire population including both "foolish" and "mad" believers
justifies the discomfort of serious philosophers. 45 Cotta goes on to insist that
the question is not who or how many believe in the existence of gods. Quite
the contrary, he asserts, the more basic question in and of itself is whether the
gods do in fact exist. 46 Moreover, he suggests that cosmic regularity at every
level does not confirm god's existence. Quite the opposite, it confirms that
the universe runs on its own, further suggesting that genuine miracles-if
such occur--might be a far better indicator of God's existence than physical
uniformity.
Nor, Cotta argues, is it possible to accept the ontological thesis attributed
to Chrysippus, the most influential of early Stoic philosophers, that if what
can be observed in the universe could not have been created by man, some
being must exist of a higher order than man, and this being can therefore be
identified as god. 47 In response Cotta inverts Chrysippus' argument to prove
the contrary, that the world cannot be identified with one or more gods, yet
nothing is superior to the world," more beautiful, or more conducive to our
health. 48 By implication, the world itself becomes a manifestation of God as
suggested by the most basic assumption of pantheism. Cotta also expresses
his agreement with Chrysippus' explanation of supposedly transcendent human faculties as gifts of nature. According to Cotta, nature's ability to impart
these gifts is entirely the outcome of material force rather than divine reason. 49 Relevant to the question of an afterlife, he explains that aging necessarily occurs for all living species and unavoidably culminates in death. Cotta
also links the capacity for sensation with the inevitability of death once there
is no longer any need for sensation." 50 And finally, Cotta explains the comparison between life and fire based on the fact that both culminate in ashes,
and each expires when its process exhausts itself. Cotta emphasizes this
similitude and concludes that the two are similar at least in this respect. 51
Cotta switches his argument by suggesting that all the gods necessarily
lack the most important anthropomorphic traits that worshippers attribute to
them, such as prudence, ethical choice, and the capacity for reason, if in fact
they themselves lack experience with evil and have no need to choose between things good and evil. His logic is disarmingly simple and based on the
assumption that gods probably do not possess human traits if they have no
need for them. 52 Cotta then lists a wide assortment of such traits absent in
the standard concept of God, including all the vices as well as the virtues of
temperance, courage, and rational judgment. Moreover, he asserts that without these traits, "God then is neither rational nor possessed of any of the
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virtues." Based on this deficiency he accordingly maintains, "But such a God
is inconceivable." 53 Cotta concludes by arguing that Stoic philosophers who
argue otherwise share the "stupidity of the vulgar and the ignorant" in their
effort to identify god(s) as "deified human beings." Thereupon he provides
an elongated catalog of as many as sixty-eight ancient gods and goddesses
who have been worshipped at one time or another. He ends by arguing that
the further invention of such deities can only be a waste of time and should
be abandoned. The unspoken deduction is that the acceptance of atheism is
the only credible alternative.
Next Cotta questions the ethical aspect ofreligion that links divine providence with virtue and reason. Whereas these capabilities might seem to
merge in the depiction of god(s), he argues, such a convergence tends to be
violated in human society. Far too often, he suggests, there is a misuse of
reason despite ethical considerations, especially through the misuse of intelligence to perform hostile and even criminal acts. Too often, moreover, greed
typified by an excessive accumulation of wealth often depends on superior
mental facility, as do other such transgressions for comparable reasons. He
accordingly asks, "Is there a single act of lust, of avarice, or of crime, which
is not entered on deliberately or which is not carried out with active exercise
of thought, that is, by aid of the reason?" 54 Cotta's answer to his own question is devastating:
For if the gods gave man reason, they gave him malice, for malice is the crafty
and covert planning of harm; and likewise also the gods gave him trickery and
crime and all the other wickednesses, none of which can be either planned or
executed without reasoning. 55

In contrast, Cotta provides an extended list of virtuous men in ancient
times who have instead been "visited by misfortune" as compared to "the
wicked who have prospered exceedingly." In his opinion, such ethical disparities suggest that the benevolent intervention of the gods in human affairs has
been modest at best, further suggesting the obvious paradox that there is no
such thing as the divine governance of the world if that governance makes no
distinction between the good and the wicked. For emphasis Cotta quotes the
philosopher Diogenes, a contemporary of Aristotle and the inventor of the
relatively modest Cynical school of philosophy, that "the prosperity and
good fortune of the wicked . . . disprove the might and power of the gods
entirely." Cotta fully concurs: "If human rulers knowingly overlook a fault
they are greatly to blame; but as for god, he cannot even offer the excuse of
ignorance." 56
Cotta finally reminds everybody of Carneades' cynical deduction, "Accordingly either providence does not know its own powers, or it does not
regard human affairs, or it lacks power of judgment to discern what is the
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best. It does not care for individuals." Cotta ends his argument on a less
strident note: "This more or less is what I have to say about the nature of the
gods; it is not my design to disprove it, but to bring you to understand how
obscure it is and how difficult to explain." 57
Upon the conclusion of debate, Cicero and Velleius compare notes on
their respective attitudes in response to the various arguments. Velleius declares his preference for Cotta's atheistic assumptions, and Cicero answers
perhaps surprisingly that he feels Balbus' Stoic arguments were more credible in the final analysis. 58 Today, in contrast, it seems to convey the weakest
perspective, and Aristotle ' s often hardly recognizable assumptions somehow
prevailed over those of Cameades. The retrospective assessments assigned to
both participants also seems misguided. As an Epicurean, V eilleius is predictably attracted by an atheistic stance, aside from his aversion to Strato's
example that was to be expected in light of the sustained animosity between
Epicureans and the Lyceum. On the other hand, Cicero's agreement with
Balbus is perhaps a result of the impact of Aristotle ' s fresh influence at the
time, having come into currency in Rome not more than a few decades
earlier. Cicero certainly appreciates Aristotle ' s views explained by Balbus,
but there is little evidence that be himself has explored Aristotle's analysis in
any depth beyond the assumptions expressed by Balbus. Then again, perhaps
Cicero's choice results from his earlier experience as a student of the late
Academic skeptics, Philo and Antiochus, both of whom sought a synthesis
beyond Cameades' reductive commitment to atheism. In any case, Cicero
seems more tempted by Balbus ' effort as a Stoic philosopher to revisit the
possible validity of religion than might otherwise be expected.
At the beginning of his remarkable text, Cicero seems to have presented
its arguments as a final history of skepticism and natural philosophy in a
tradition that extended from Plato's transcendent truths to their wholesale
rejection by Cameades and others. His tone is initially apologetic. "They
wonder at my coming forward so unexpectedly as the champion of a derelict
system and one that bas long been given up." 59 It suggests both the crisis in
Rome and the declining relevance of Greek philosophy at the time, just a few
centuries before Christianity offered an entirely new version of orthodoxy,
one that eliminated from consideration the possible validity of both skepticism and natural philosophy. Today, of course, Cicero's summary assessment of the collective interplay among Greek philosophers after perhaps six
centuries of documented secular assumptions seems more valid than ever.
Cicero himself was remarkably insightful in having described this history as
a "negative dialectic" that would continue to be valid whatever its future
prospects in Rome :
Take for example the philosophical method referred to, that of a purely negative dialectic which refrains from pronouncing any positive judgment. This,
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after being originated by Socrates, revived by Arcesilas, and reinforced by
Cameades, has flourished right down to our own period; though I understand
that in Greece itself it is now almost bereft of adherents. But this I ascribe not
to the fault of the Academy but to the dullness of mankind. 60

This remarkable achievement of Greek civilization had already fallen into
decline, and whether Cicero realized it or not deterioration would soon
spread to all aspects of existence in Rome itself, and to such an extent that his
generation can be described as having provided the culmination of ancient
civilization beyond anything that would follow over the next fifteen centuries. There is insufficient evidence based on textual scholarship as to which
of Cicero's final texts was brought to its completion immediately preceded
his assassination, but his last words in De Natura Deorum, strictly translated
as "more nearly a semblance of the truth" [veritatis similitudinem], suggest
his final definitive pronouncement.

