Introduction

The practice of religion may be traced back as many as 300,000 years, and
identifiable religious groups existed during the Neolithic Age perhaps 30,000
years ago. On the other hand, there is no evidence of outspoken religious
disbelief until the sixth century BC, roughly twenty-five hundred years ago.
This repudiation first occurred in ancient Greece when so-called natural philosophers began to engage in speculative inquiry more or less a century
before the Age of Pericles. 1 By most accounts the original individual to
engage in philosophical speculation, Thales-supposedly the most eminent
of the seven wise men-would seem to have conceded the existence of gods,
but he also suggested the possibility that the entire universe consists of water.
His disciple Anaximander took the next step by instead proposing the likelihood of an unknown substance that eliminated the necessity of gods, and
later philosophers mostly concerned themselves with a variety of materialist
cosmologies until the inception of Platonism followed by Aristotle's more
inclusive synthesis. Much later, Greek secularism declined during the Roman
Empire and finally terminated during the so-called Dark and Middle Ages.
At least a thousand years passed before the Renaissance attained what has
been described as a rebirth of Greco-Roman civilization, and not surprisingly
a major aspect of this achievement was the rediscovery of secular philosophy
in light of ancient Greek findings.
Comparable periods of doubt can also be detected at about the same time
in the ancient civilizations of China, India, and Iran, when such figures as
Confucius and Lao'tze likewise questioned orthodox religion. However, their
disbelief does not seem to have inspired any significant speculation by their
followers. Why was Greek civilization unique as the source of this remarkable secular revolution? In the final analysis an economic explanation seems
the most plausible. Earlier civilizations enjoyed high levels of agricultural
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prosperity on the fertile river plains of Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, and
India, and their economies seem to have depended on collective obedience
ensured by shared religious convictions. The supernatural authority of gods
played an essential role in helping to guarantee obedience and sustain received expectations. To this extent the promotion of belief was more important than the pursuit of knowledge that might possibly be in conflict with
belief.
I. AN ECONOMIC EXPLANATION
Eventually, however, mercantile trade throughout the eastern Mediterranean
region became more profitable relative to agrarian productivity, and cognitive skills became more important than cooperative submission. Phoenician
trade thrived by the twelfth century BC, and its obvious success inspired
Greek competition that led to the founding of Greek city-states similarly
dependent on trade. On the coast of Turkey the port city of Miletus played a
dominant role until Persian armies sacked it in 494 BC, whereupon regional
leadership shifted to Greece, and Athens came to the fore. Here Greek traders
expanded the use of coinage invented in Lydia in the early seventh century.
The nearby silver mines of Laurion provided ample precious metal for this
purpose, and primitive banks were founded to help subsidize transactions
linked with trade. Coastal agricultural regions from Italy to the Black Sea
also benefitted from this commercial network. In exchange for food--primarily consisting of grain-Grecian port cities engaged in primitive manufacture
that included the sale of tools, weapons, pottery, clothing,jewelry, and leather, as well as slaves obtained from lands conquered by others. Almost all
urban dwellers in these cities-even a few of the slaves--somehow shared in
this affluence.
A rapidly growing leisure class soon emerged that adopted a wide variety
of cultural innovations, particularly in Athens during the fifth century BC. 2
As explained by Carroll Quigley in The Evolution of Civilizations, "We
might say that the Age of Expansion in the eastern Mediterranean was from
about 850 B.C. to about 450, while in the western basin it was about 700 to
250 BC 3 As perhaps the most consequential outcome of this prosperity, a
highly articulate minority became interested in philosophy as a theory of
existence more credible than Homeric mythology. Of course priests and
traveling bards continued to promote religious belief among the populace,
but an expanding number of philosophers and their disciples joined in the
pursuit of a credible explanation of the physical universe in and of itself. As
later explained by Aristotle, "It was when almost all the necessities of life
and the things that make for comfort and recreation were present, that such a
knowledge began to be sought." 4 Eventually this speculative inquiry led to
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both science and the field of philosophy. As Hegel explained many centuries
later, "idea stepped into existence" for the first time, and "universal mind"
became rooted in the capacity for sustained analysis rather than unexamined
credulousness. Just as religion had played a useful role in the accumulation
of agrarian wealth, secular philosophy was the most remarkable product of
mercantile wealth. Hegel also declared that this pivotal achievement served
to demarcate the transition when "unhistorical history" came to an end in
Europe--in other words when meaningful antithesis emerged between "the
divine ... and the human subject as an individual." Though Hegel himself
would have vigorously rejected such a possibility, this transformation enacted an advance from collective religious orthodoxy to genuine intellectual
freedom rooted in the substantiation of individual judgment. 5
According to the Marxist philosopher Karl Kautsky in Foundations of
Christianity, this conceptual breakthrough was strictly the result of the accumulation of sufficient wealth to produce an independent leisure class, and
according to Karl Marx himself early in his career, this financial achievement
very likely had a "civilizing influence" as best confirmed at the time by the
rapid increase in the pursuit of secular inquiry. The classical Greek economist H. Michell also suggested in more general terms that the most important
byproduct of this influence was an "era of intellectual alertness" in the pursuit of truth at the expense of conformity rooted in unexamined credulousness. In effect inquiry supplanted belief, and there was less resistance to the
pursuit of a better and more credible explanation of cosmic design than the
erratic- at times preposterous--reign of Homeric gods. 6
II. LOSS OF TEXTUAL EVIDENCE
Unfortunately, most of the textual evidence of this intellectual freedom has
disappeared in a process of attrition beginning with the Roman Empire. This
was when the enforcement of shared belief once again played a major role in
social control, and it intensified with the advent of Christianity in the fourth
century AD. Secular analysis at odds with religious orthodoxy was preserved
on a limited number of scrolls that were too often consigned to wholesale
destruction in later centuries. There were several ways this happened, but the
most effective choice--whether intended or not--seems to have been through
the destruction, usually by fire, of ancient libraries that housed these scrolls.
The first perpetrators seem to have been pagan sects and Roman conquerors,
but within a few centuries a succession of righteous Christian emperors took
on the task on a more systematic basis. Of course many library fires may
have been accidental, but too many occurred not to have been intentional,
and it is all but impossible today to know, since there is no record of scrolls
that might have been salvaged and transported to other libraries. The very
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information that a library was destroyed seems to suggest the likelihood that
its entire contents were thereby eliminated. That at least a few scrolls might
have been saved was of course a possibility, but this is never mentioned.
While the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum, containing about 1,800
papyrus scrolls, was buried by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD, the eradication of too many other ancient libraries resulted from obvious human involvement. The Phoenician libraries at Tyre and Carthage as well as their
temples and palace archives were destroyed by Roman and Macedonian
armies, and the library at Pergamon (with an estimated 200,000 rolls) was
destroyed by Mark Antony. Similarly, the Library of Domitian was destroyed
during the reign ofCommodus, and both the Forum of Trajan (with from 10
to 20 thousand rolls) and Library of Hadrian in Athens were severely damaged during the Herulian invasion in 267 AD. In addition, Rome's citywide
conflagration during Nero's reign included the perhaps accidental destruction
of many smaller libraries as well as having damaged the Library of Palatine
Apollo and the library for the palace of Tiberius.
The destruction of scrolls at odds with religious orthodoxy even seems to
have been encouraged during the earliest stage in the history of Christianity.
As the Apostle Paul recounted with obvious approval in Acts 19: 18-20, a
large heap of scrolls was submitted to a bonfire at Ephesus in order to
celebrate a particular group's conversion to Christian faith. These scrolls
supposedly encouraged "curious arts" [perierga] somehow linked with magic, possibly suggesting that the specific impiety worthy of destruction was
not to be identified in the very act of destroying texts that might have advocated it. The English translation of the Bible's estimate that the texts were
worth five thousand pieces of silver- accidentally multiplied by ten in both
the German and English translations of the passage--suggests the likelihood
that at least a few of the scrolls that were destroyed might have been relevant
to natural philosophy. 7
Once in power, the Christian Emperor Constantius initiated the widescale burning of pagan libraries and books in general across the Roman
Empire. A decade later, in 364 AD, the Christian Emperor Jovian ordered the
burning of the library at Antioch as well as the systematic destruction of
books across the eastern region. In 370 the Christian Emperor Valens did the
same, as did Theodosius II in 448 and Justinian in 556. The destruction of
Rome's largest library at Trajan's Forum (10,000 rolls) seems to have been
ordered by Pope Gregory I in the sixth century and/or by Pope Gregory VII
in the eleventh century. According to John of Salisbury, Pope Gregory I
explained his effort was to encourage piety, "for fear the secular literature
might distract the faithful from the contemplation of Heaven." However,
both Popes may have taken this course to destroy whatever of the collection
remained after earlier damage during the reign of Commodus, as possibly the
result of lightning. On the other hand, all twenty-nine of the public libraries
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that existed in Rome as late as 350 AD seem to have disappeared by the
seventh century, but they might simply have been dismantled as was likely
·
with the smaller libraries at many of the city's public baths. 8
The biggest and most impressive library of all, at Alexandria, was severely damaged three times. In 48 BC a substantial portion of its contents was
accidentally destroyed by Julius Caesar when he burned his fleet to prevent
its flight from conflict. In 273 AD, the library once again caught fire during
the Emperor Aurelian's invasion to capture the city, and its later and more
severe destruction was ordered by the Christian Emperor Theodosius in 391,
undoubtedly on religious grounds. The library was finally entirely destroyed
in 642 as ordered by the Caliph Omar, this time in the cause of Muslim
purity. Altogether, perhaps a half-million rolls were lost at this one site over
a period of seven hundred years. A large portion of ancient Greek philosophy
was undoubtedly eradicated in these many fires.
The much later destruction of the Library of Constantinople in 1453 by
Muslim fanatics completed the task, whether intended or not, of demolishing
whatever remained of the textual record of secular philosophy in ancient
Greece. Of course the ruins of many of the buildings that housed these
ancient libraries survive today, but their destruction was secondary to the loss
of the scrolls themselves and their written contents. As a result, many dozens
of ancient authors can be identified only by name or because of the remaining existence of small portions of their texts described as fragments.
As to be expected, scrolls of secular philosophy by particular individuals
were particularly vulnerable to wholesale eradication throughout this period.
For example, the entire output of Democritus and Strata relevant to natural
philosophy was lost, as was that of Theophrastus except for a small assortment of scientific writings and one short essay on metaphysics. Also destroyed was the complete output ofClitomachus, who was Cameades' scribe
and supposedly the most prolific author in ancient times. Only three essays
remain by Epicurus, who was generally ranked next unto Clitomachus in
ancient times for his level of productivity. In contrast, Plato's dialogues as
well as Homer's two monumental epics steeped in mythology have endured
twenty-five centuries almost in their entirety.
III. FIVE SECULARISTS WHO SURVIVED
Ancient texts relevant to secular philosophy that continue to exist today are
strikingly few as compared to the output of ancient authors in other areas of
inquiry, most notably dealing with such fields history, mythology, political
considerations, etc. Nevertheless, incidental references to secular theory by
Plato, Cicero, Plutarch, and others are useful in the attempt to resurrect
ancient philosophy, as was the effort of so-called ancient doxographers who
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collected earlier philosophical passages they considered worth preservingfragments that are seldom more than a couple sentences long. From the first
through the third centuries AD, one or more individuals identified as "Aetius" (if such a person existed) exercised this laudable pursuit, as did such
figures as Philodemus, Pseudo-Plutarch, Clement of Alexandria, Antisthenes, Aristoxenus, Porphyry, Stabaeus, and perhaps a dozen others as well
as Aristotle himself. It was not until the late nineteenth century, however,
that the German classicist Hermann Diels finally gathered all the existing
fragments to compile a single standard text later translated into English by
Kathleen Freeman as Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers. 9 Diels referred to as many as 103 ancient Greek philosophers, but he could only quote
fragments by thirty-eight of them, and most fragments were not more than a
couple of sentences long. Significantly, the entire collection fills just 162
pages in Freeman's translation.
Also useful are incidental commentaries by scholastic philosophers in
later centuries such as Alexander of Aphrodisias, Ammonius, Philoponus,
Themistius, and especially Simplicius. In fact, it was Simplicius' effort to
resurrect Aristotelian theory that was said to have provoked the Roman emperor Justinian into outlawing the pursuit of Athenian philosophy in 529 AD.
From this historic juncture onward, godless inquiry was actually against the
law, and many thousands of heretics were later tortured and burned at the
stake for transgressing this prohibition. St. Thomas Aquinas sought to revive
Aristotle during the thirteenth century, but his successful effort was to harness Aristotle's analytic freedom in support of religious orthodoxy. In
contrast, a formidable task that confronts modem scholarship dealing with
ancient secular philosophy is to piece together as well as possible the essential theoretical sequence that took place in the collective advance from Thales
to Plato, Aristotle, and their Hellenistic successors. In retrospect many of
their insights are remarkably sophisticated, and their theoretical synthesis in
its entirety suggests a remarkable level of secular enlightenment at the inception of western civilization.
Not more than five ancient textual sources that escaped destruction either
promoted secular assumptions or took them into account on a sympathetic
basis. Most conspicuous was Cicero's sequence of two dialogues, Academica
and De Natura Deorum, probably written during the last two years of his life.
Probably because of his popular but unsuccessful historic effort to preserve
the Roman Republic, most of Cicero's writings were preserved, even including these two scrolls except for deletions pertaining to Cameades. On the
other hand, the other four ancient textual sources that escaped destruction by
accident could easily have been expunged from history. Their recovery was
entirely accidental, and without their wealth of supportive information the
secular achievement of ancient philosophy could easily have been lost to
modem research.
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Most remarkable, of course, was Aristotle's mature output of writings,
which was described as oral doctrine-acroamata-that was specifically intended for his disciples alone. These texts were intentionally excluded from
publication during his lifetime, but they comprise almost his entire output
that exists today. This unique trove of restricted theoretical analysis was
discovered as a bundle of lecture notes in the basement of the descendants of
one of his disciples roughly two centuries after his death. According to
Plutarch, the Roman general Sylla brought the entire lot to Rome in 86 BC,
and Andronicus the Rhodian was able to put Aristotle's various texts in print.
At about the same time copies were supposedly brought to Alexandria,
Egypt, to provide the nucleus for the famous Alexandrian library. Until then
Aristotle's reputation had been as a gifted advocate of Plato's ideas, but most
of his earlier output as a member of Plato's Academy seems to have been all
but forgotten without much of a sense of loss. His future reputation accordingly rested upon his confidential output at his own institute--the Lyceum-that was much later salvaged and published. As I try to demonstrate, deletions and interpolations were brought to play over many centuries afterwards
to obscure the secular implications of Aristotle's philosophy. Once these
alterations are taken into account, his secular viewpoint becomes obvious as
a unique and remarkable synthesis of pre-Socratic concepts.
The second of the stray "finds" was Lives of the Eminent Philosophers by
the historian of philosophy Diogenes Laertius (often simply described as
Diogenes), who lived between the first and fourth centuries. A single copy of
Lives was recovered in the ninth century AD, and all later editions were
based on this single copy. Diogenes Laertius summarized the lives and ideas
of as many as 82 early Greek philosophers. Altogether, he included 1,186
references to 365 books authored by roughly 250 philosophers. Especially
important was his inclusion of an appendix including three complete essays
by Epicurus, the only record that has survived of his authorship. Moreover,
he mentioned five earlier historians of philosophy who are now altogether
forgotten--Sotion, Dinon, Manetho, Hecataeus, and Hippobotus- all of
whom probably referred to other philosophers equally forgotten . Much of
this information is unavailable elsewhere and must be considered unsubstantiated, most notably pertaining to biographical matters such as the supposedly colorful deaths of Heraclitus, Zeno, and Empedocles.
The third stray "find" was the single volume of Lucretius' epic De Natura
Deorum, which was discovered by the papal secretary, Poggio Bracciolini, in
a remote German monastery in 1417. As many as fifty additional copies of
this epic history of the physical universe were later discovered during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, but only after Poggio's achievement afforded theological respectability by an officer of the Vatican. Today the most
authoritative manuscripts, the O and Q codices in Leiden, are dated from the
ninth century. Several decades ago earlier papyrus manuscripts of the first
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century were found in Herculaneum that had been buried as early as the 79
A.D. volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius. However, their condition is so
fragile that they still defy reconstruction at this time. In any case, the recovery of a complete text in the early fifteenth century pertaining to natural
philosophy was of unique value preliminary to Bruno's speculation toward
the end of the sixteenth century. Soon afterwards, Gassendi also seems to
have been inspired by Lucretius when he modernized the theory of atomism
on a more scientific basis.
The fourth and last inclusion in this category, more a fortunate acquisition
than a stray "find," was a history of skeptical ancient philosophy by the
second century skeptical philosopher Sextus Empiricus. This thorough assessment was only brought to light among European scholars when it was
included among an assortment of books transported from Constantinople's
libraries to Venice to prevent their destruction by Muslim fanatics during the
successful invasion of 1453. Perhaps a generation older than Diogenes Laertius, Sextus Empiricus emphasized the ancient history of skepticism, and
here alone several of Strato's atheistic arguments may be examined, if without any reference to his identity as their author.
Without full access to all of these five early sources whose survival seems
in retrospect to have been entirely accidental, the piecemeal record of ancient
secularism could more likely have been ignored, and its unique secular perspective might not have been renewed by the Italian Renaissance-at least
not to the same extent.

