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The decline of secular philosophy can be linked with the ascent of the Roman
Empire, but it was also partly a result of its own evolution. Natural philosophy had already fallen into decline well before the reign of Augustus, and in
fact Cicero's two dialogues seem to have been a culmination of secular
inquiry, as compared to the continuing growth of stoicism advocated by
Seneca, Plotinus, and Marcus Aurelius, which gave new life to Platonism as
well as anticipating the later acceptance of Christianity. There was also renewed interest in Pyrrhonian skepticism as revised by the Alexandrian skeptic, Aenisidemus, who effectively expanded Pyrrho's defense of benign ignorance to include the value of unexamined political allegiance. This, too,
was a by-product of the overall transition of Rome from a republic to Augustus' imperial reign, exactly when political quietism tolerant of authority was
welcome. Not surprisingly, for example, Augustus exiled Ovid from Rome
because of his obvious disrespect for the gods, then commissioned Virgil's
epic, The Aeneid, to mythologize the role of Roman gods on an anachronistic
Homeric basis. While ancient Greek civilization had advanced from Homer
to Aristotle, Rome's later transition seems to have regressed from Lucretius'
epic secular pessimism to Virgil's renewed depictions of Homeric bravery.
Augustus ruled effectively for two decades, and Tiberius, his successor
was largely successful. However, less competent emperors followed whose
impact was harmful, most notably Caligula and Nero. In the second century
AD, there was substantial improvement in governance during the so-called
Antonine Age led by Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus, and Marcus Aurelius--all
of whom ruled effectively for two decades apiece. In particular, Marcus
Aurelius played an effective double role as a stoic philosopher and benevolent ruler of Rome. However, his son Commodus succeeded him and was as
ruinous as Caligula and Nero. More deterioration followed under the next
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twenty-nine emperors before Diocletian failed in his futile attempt to restore
Rome's earlier authority by suppressing Christianity. Gibbon described this
process of deterioration in his history, The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, and in his recent book The Swerve, Stephen Greenblatt captures the
inevitable downward transformation of Roman "civilization" as a wholeAs the empire crumbled, as cities decayed, trade declined, and the increasingly
anxious populace scanned the horizon for barbarous armies, the whole Roman
system of elementary and higher education fell apart. What began as downsizing went on to wholesale abandonment. Schools closed, libraries and academies shut their doors, professional grammarians and teachers of rhetoric found
themselves out of work. There were more important things to worry about than
the fate of books. 1

Along with Rome's cultural decline and perhaps contributing to it, there
was an influx of workers from across the empire who brought an assortment
of sacrificial religions with them. The goddess Cybele had been granted
respectability as early as 206 BC because of her supposed role in Rome 's
victory over Carthage. Later arrivals included Artis, Dionysus, Astarte, Demeter, Serapis, and Zoroaster. Several of the religions featured trinities already suggested by the Egyptian sacred family of Osiris, Isis and Horusand the worship of many of these gods seems to have imitated rituals performed in the worship of Osiris, whose death and resurrection had been
celebrated in Egypt as early as the twenty-fourth century BC.
Many Roman aristocrats were offended and repelled by what seemed the
vulgarity of populist religion. In his essay, "Superstition," Plutarch criticized
his less fortunate neighbors for their prostrations, their inability to reason on
their own, their mixture of dread and worship in the idea of God, and their
acceptance of the concept of human sacrifice. 2 These attitudes extended to
early Christianity and were often linked with social class. Celsus was rigorous in his dismissal of Christianity as nothing more than "a fable that primarily appealed to the lower classes." 3 On the other hand, some Roman aristocrats considered religion to be useful in keeping an otherwise unruly multitude respectful of authority. They thought impoverished troublemakers were
more likely to obey the law if they believed in a god who punished disobedience. The Roman historian Livy agreed, suggesting that there was historic
precedence for this necessity based on the legend of the king of Rome, Numa
Pompilius, who "put the fear of the gods upon the people as the most effective thing for an ignorant and rough multitude." Earlier, the Sicilian historian
Diodorus wrote that this goal was best achieved by promising rewards and
punishment in an afterlife: "Myths which are told of the affairs in Hades,
though pure invention at bottom, contribute to make men pious and upright. "4 The fear of God provided an incentive for people who were unable to
obey the law as an ethical necessity.
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Although Christianity arrived in Rome later than most of the Near Eastern
religions, it was better packaged as a belief system than any of them. It
possessed a text of its own, as opposed to an almost complete lack of written
verification among competitive religions. It also enlisted an effective priesthood, included women as well as men (especially as compared to Mithraism), and, perhaps most important, taught a doctrine that featured the worship of one God instead of an assortment of countless demigods and goddesses. Finally, Christians were prohibited from attending ceremonies for competitive deities, for example the lively pagan festivals held in Rome . This
combination of factors ultimately prevailed. When the Emperor Constantine
converted to Christianity in 312 AD, he was successful in imposing Christian
conversion across Europe, and with an impact that lasted for the next twelve
centuries.
There was a substantial difference between the more exclusive conceptual
demands of Greek philosophy and the greater accessibility of Biblical scriptures, which were intended for a broad audience. Christ had addressed his
message to the population of the Levant, an impoverished region located
between the two most remarkable economic and cultural epicenters of ancient history preceding Rome--Athens as a wealthy port city where philosophy was brought to fruition at an unprecedented level, and Alexandria as an
even wealthier port city where science and philology also flourished. In the
lands between these two cities, Christianity addressed the needs of an essentially illiterate rural community oppressed by Roman occupation. Here, the
complexity of Greek cosmology and Alexandrian science must have been
irrelevant and difficult to grasp. Although he was successful as a missionary,
is not surprising that Paul converted few , if any of Athens' populace to
Christianity when he traveled there for that purpose. 5
In his first book, Contra-Academica, St. Augustine addressed theoretical
assumptions of Greek philosophy in order to refute them. With skill he
turned Academic skepticism against itself to justify the rejection of all Greek
philosophy for its erroneous assumptions. He argued, most notably, that
whether he realized it not, Cicero proved that all ancient philosophy was
indeterminate and therefore wrong. Moreover, he added, Cicero ' s skepticism
itself could likewise be rejected with the argument, "If nothing can be proven, even this [the argument that nothing can be proved] cannot be proven." 6
But of course Augustine himself neglected to go a step further by extending
this line of argument to reject his own "proof' that supported religious doctrine. For if what can 't be proven can't be proven wrong, it can't even be
proven that what can ' t be proven can't be proven wrong, ergo the question
remains open.
Over time, Christian emperors came to strongly support Christian doctrine, often by suppressing alternatives. Most notably, Theodosius seems to
have been responsible for the accidental destruction of the Library of Alexan-
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dria around 380. As mentioned in this book's Introduction, the destruction of
numerous other libraries occurred over the next few hundred years. The
Christian emperor Justinian closed down the schools of Athens and outlawed
Greek philosophy there to prevent Aristotle's assumptions from being linked
with Christian doctrine. On the other hand, Christian philosophers advanced
what amounted to a mandatory version of orthodox metaphysics that conferred special status to scriptures, presumed miracles, and the spiritual needs
of the populace. This striking theoretical reversal was entirely at odds with
the original intent of ancient Greek philosophy, while the basic assumptions
of Plato's dialogues later provided Christian eschatology with its metaphysical justification throughout the Dark and Middle Ages. In contrast, Aristotle's works remained far less accessible and only became available to scholars after St. Thomas Aquinas had successfully gained their acceptance.
Meanwhile, most of the philosophy of ancient secular philosophers such as
Democritus, Theophrastus, Strata, Epicurus, and Carneades had all but disappeared.
The enforcement of Christianity became bloodthirsty. The Crusades supposedly fulfilled the expansionist Christian mission to capture Jerusalem,
Constantinople, and the region, and the Inquisition tortured and killed millions of suspected heretics and witches. In 1209, for example, the entire
population of Beziers, a fortified town, was slaughtered on the assumption
declared by Pope Innocent III that God would sort out those victims worthy
of heaven from those who deserved otherwise. 7 There is little to no evidence
today of secular philosophy in any guise during the Middle Ages. It had been
effectively erased.
Fortunately, Arab civilization culminating in the twelfth century AD tolerated and even encouraged the investigation of Aristotle's version of materialism, taught by Avicenna and Averroes. These two philosophers in particular provided a theoretical stepping stone that provided a link between ancient
secularism to its later recovery during the European Renaissance, when Italian humanists could reexamine the few Greek and Latin texts that had survived the Dark and Middle Ages.
True to its name, the Renaissance that began with Petrarch' s effort to
restore Cicero was a "rebirth" in which the newly acquired knowledge from
ancient Greece led to a spread of inquiry and of secularism across Europe.
The principal astronomers of the Renaissance--Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo--were heavily beholden to ancient astronomy. In his Introduction to On
the Revolutions of Heavenly Spheres, for example, Copernicus stated that his
concept ofa heliocentric universe had been inspired by a passage in Cicero ' s
Academica about similar findings by the ancient astronomer Hicetas. Similarly, both Bacon and Gilbert employed experimentation comparable to the
efforts of Strata, Montaigne sought to recapture the intellectual freedom of
Academic skepticism by pasting Arcesileus' favorite word, epoche, on the
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ceiling above his desk, and Bruno obviously enlarged upon the materialist
assumptions of Aristotle, Democritus, and their contemporaries. Moreover,
Gassendi elaborated his own version of Democritus' atomism, and Descartes
renewed the pursuit of mathematical philosophy as first suggested by Pythagoras.
The year 1600 was noteworthy in particular. Bruno was burned at the
stake for impiety at about the same time as Gilbert's breakthrough announcement of his discovery of electricity and Shakespeare's production of Hamlet,
in which cosmic doubt is suggested by his most famous line, "To be or not to
be," a phrase first articulated word-for-word by Aristotle in both Prior Analytics [70a4] and Metaphysics [ 1006b 19]. This seemingly empty abstraction-the question of existence in and of itself--had been under consideration
among the natural philosophers of ancient Greece, and Shakespeare re-presented this choice in its dramatic version for an English audience. Although
Bacon avoided mentioning anyone by name, he paid tribute in his introduction to Novum Organum to ancient scientists for having inspired his scientific
methodology-"modem" science as opposed to medieval alchemy.
The English philosopher Hobbes was repeatedly accused of heresy and
had the audacity to describe atheism as "the sin of imprudence." Four
decades later Spinoza confessed, "I do not know how to teach philosophy
without becoming a disturber of established religion." 8 Newton suggested an
explanation of gravity, a modem equivalent of Aristotle's theory of weight in
the final pages of De Caelo. In turn, Hurne featured a modem version of
Academic skepticism based on Locke's psychology, which itself had been
anticipated by Aristotle, and major figures in France including Voltaire,
Rousseau, Diderot, Helvetius, and Condorcet identified themselves as deists
(i.e. believers in an entirely impersonal God) as opposed to the outright
atheism promoted by Meslier and d'Holbach. Later philosophers such as
Mill, Spencer, James, Dewey, Santayana, Heidegger, Sartre, Ayer and Carnap were discrete in avoiding the discussion of religion, as opposed to Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Marx, Russell, Freud, and Sartre, all of whom were
willing to admit their atheism. Meanwhile science flourished beyond the
most extravagant expectations of ancient philosophers, with inductive findings relevant to astronomy, evolution, genetics, particle physics, molecular
biology, and numerous other fields of inquiry, all on a strictly secular basis.
Outspoken atheists who authored books and articles specifically to declare their disbelief include Meslier, Bradlaugh, Ingersoll, Mencken, Richard
Dawkins, and Christopher Hitchens. Also worth mentioning, are the two
nineteenth century historians of science, Buchner and Haeckel, as well as the
American historian of science, Andrew White, and two remarkably productive secular historians of the early twentieth century, J.M. Robertson, and
Joseph McCabe. And of course hundreds of other individuals have been
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quoted as freethinkers, for example, in James Haught's excellent anthology,
2000 Years ofDisbelief
Not that freethinkers comprise a large percentage of the population as a
whole. According to the latest Pew poll in 2015, only 7 percent of the population of the United States were willing to identify themselves as atheists as
opposed to the 23 percent who identify themselves as being unaffiliated in
their religious choice, and the 73 percent willing to identify themselves as
Christians. 9 Atheists seem a small minority though their number is perhaps
comparable to the prevalent ratio in Athens during the Age of Pericles. The
percentage of atheists seems to be more substantial in Europe, for example in
France 23 percent, in Holland 20 percent, in Sweden 19 percent, and in
England 18 percent. 10 In contrast, these statistics are reversed among scientists. Over the past century as published in Nature, religious belief among
modem scientists has declined from 27. 7 percent in 1914 to 15 percent in
1933, and to 7 percent in 1998. 11 Einstein has often been identified as an
outstanding exception because of his oft-repeated public support of religion
throughout his life. However, he finally confessed in a personal letter a year
before he died, "The word 'god' is for me nothing more than the expression
and product of human weaknesses, the Bible a collection of honorable, but
still primitive legends which are nevertheless pretty childish." 12 Who could
have said it better?

