Chapter Six

The Epicureans

I. EPICURUS (341-270 BC)

At the beginning of the Hellenistic period the most notable accomplishment
in secular philosophy, aside from Aristotle's Lyceum, was the successful
effort of Epicurus to reconcile natural philosophy with hedonistic ethics.
Epicurus was born of Athenian heritage and raised on the Island of Samos,
where he became interested in philosophy at the age of twelve. When he
reached eighteen, he went to Athens to study at Plato's Academy under
Xenocrates, and his arrival occurred at almost the same time as Aristotle fled
the city to avoid prosecution on the charge of atheism. Two years later he
himself was exiled from Athens along with a random selection of emigrants
at the orders of the dictator Anti pater. Once relocated in Colophon, he studied philosophy under Nausiphanes, a former disciple of both Democritus and
the skeptic Pyrrho. By the age of thirty-two he started his own school in
Mytilene on the Isle of Lesbos followed by a second school in Lampsacus.
Finally, in 307 he was able to return to Athens, where he purchased property
described as "the Garden," located within a mile of Plato's Academy. At this
site he both taught and practiced his version of philosophy among friends and
disciples until his death at the age of seventy-two. His motto on the front gate
to his garden was, "Here our highest good is pleasure." He attracted a large
number of disciples and was supposedly a generous patron, but his relationship with philosophers beyond his inner circle was mostly hostile. There is
no evidence of a friendly interaction with the Lyceum, even though he was a
contemporary ofTheophrastus and Strato, who seems to have lived just a few
miles away.
Epicurus' total output as an author was supposedly unmatched in size
throughout ancient history except for the transcription of Cameades' lectures
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by Clitomachus. Many contemporaries considered his arguments to be clumsy and unworthy of serious consideration, but he retained a large number of
disciples who lived both within his community and elsewhere. The ancient
library at Herculaneum that was destroyed by Mt. Vesuvius in 79 AD seems
to have included many papyri by and about Epicurus, and there has been an
effort to recover their texts, but as yet without success. Today, his extant
texts include three elongated letters, one of which seems a manifesto, "Letter
to Herodotus." All three are available as supplements in an appendix to
Diogenes Laertius' Lives of Eminent Philosophers. Fortunately, Lucretius
based his remarkable philosophical epic on Epicurus' arguments, and during
the Renaissance modem philosophers such as Ariosto, Gassendi, Hobbes,
and Sir William Temple proposed natural theories inspired by these arguments as well as Lucretius' interpretation.
Epicurus was criticized during his lifetime for not documenting his
sources, and to justify his self-designated role as a prophet he repeatedly
insisted that his ideas were entirely his own, not acquired from anybody
else. 1 Most obvious among the sources he neglected to credit was the atomism of Democritus, whose writings he "filched word for word" according to
Plutarch. 2 In any case he seems to have accepted Democritus' concept of
atomism without having entirely rejected the possibility of godhead. To a
certain extent his emphasis on atomism might have been linked with his
hostility to Aristotle's Lyceum located nearby in Athens. As an ethicist he
also seems to have deviated from the ethical principle of moderation advocated by Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics by emphasizing the maximization of
pleasure short of harmful consequences.
Epicurus also rejected the teachings of his single mentor Nausiphanes, a
Democritean philosopher, calling him among other things, "a jelly-fish, an
illiterate, a fraud, and a trollop." With obvious sarcasm he called Plato the
"golden Plato," and he called Plato's disciples, "the toadies ofDionysius" as
well as having described Socrates as nothing more than a buffoon. Aristotle
he dismissed as "a profligate who after devouring his patrimony took to
soldiering and sold drugs," and he similarly dispensed with Protagoras as a
"pack-carrier," Heraclitus as a "muddler," and Pyrrho as an "ignorant boor." 3
Epicurus was suspected of atheism. However, he seems to have escaped
prosecution by avoiding any discussion that would suggest the possibility. As
a result there is no clear evidence of his feelings comparable to the outspoken
atheism of such earlier figures as Diagoras and Critias as well as the candid
agnosticism of Protagoras and Simoni des. Later in De Natura Deorum, Cicero nevertheless described him as a skeptic hostile to the concept of a benevolent personal God.
To justify his religious convictions, Epicurus reinvented Homeric gods as
a host of deities who supposedly occupied a transcendent garden of their own
in a separate and inaccessible realm perhaps suggestive of his own such
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garden. Such an implied analogy could only have attracted a variety of disciples to reside in his garden. Cicero and Posidonius (one of Cicero's eminent
teachers) later suggested that Epicurus took this approach primarily in order
to avoid the fate of Socrates, Aristotle, and many others. Significantly, the
later expulsion of Epicurean disciples from other sites identified with Epicurean philosophy in Rome, Messene, Lyttus, and Phalana was always based on
hedonistic grounds rather than the charge of atheism.
The primary evidence available today regarding the materialist emphasis
of Epicurus can be found in his summary Epitome that was attached to
Diogenes' text upon Greek philosophers. This remnant of his numerous writings includes a 24-page explanation of his theory of atomism addressed to
Herodotus, an 18-page explanation of astronomy addressed to Pythocles, and
finally a short discussion of ethics and religion addressed to Menoeceus.
Epicurus' provocative advice, limited to two separate paragraphs, seems
unique in its radical departure from the secular perspective in the rest of his
text. The initial wording reads as follows in its translation by Cyril Bailey:
First of all 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
anything 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 the statements of the many about
the gods are .. . false suppositions, according to which the greatest misfortunes
befall the wicked and the greatest blessings the good by the gifts of the gods.
For men being accustomed always to their own virtues welcome those like
themselves, but regard all that is not of their nature as alien. 4

Three pages later, however, Epicurus concluded his "Letter to Menoeceus" and included a passage that specifically rejects natural philosophy and
seems to recommend the advantage of unexamined belief suggestive of Pyrrhonian skepticism's principle of hmartia:
For, indeed, 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 involves a necessity which
knows no placation. 5

Accept the necessity of received legends, he recommended, since· the
pursuit of scientific accuracy too easily becomes an endless obligation that
only natural philosophers can be expected to endure.
In his final sentence Epicurus also suggested such blessings can be enjoyed while alive based on the expectation of their continuance during an
afterlife. Moreover, he emphasized the value of "legends" telling of what
might have happened once upon a time as opposed to their more likely
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designation as "myths." On the other hand, he mentioned how "natural philosophers" risk their peace of mind by denying the likelihood of life after
death:
It were better, indeed, to accept the legends of the gods than to bow beneath
that yoke of destiny which the natural philosophers have imposed. The one
holds out some faint hope that we may escape ifwe honour the gods, while the
necessity of the naturalists is deaf to all entreaties. 6

However, Epicurus explained, a second and more credible destiny becomes possible, a different version of heaven provided by a "true" God:
For life has no terrors for him who has thoroughly apprehended that there are
no terrors for him in ceasing to live . . .. Death, therefore, the most awful of
evils, is nothing to us, seeing that, when we are, death is not come, and, when
death is come, we are not. 7

If heaven does not exist, death simply consists of non-existence, which is
nothing to be afraid of. As later explained by Sextus Empiricus, this second
alternative-the absence of life after death- consists of total obliteration and
therefore by implication the total absence of negative experience:
Death is nothing to us; for what is dissolved is senseless, and what is senseless
is nothing to us. Inasmuch as we are compounded of soul and body, and death
is a dissolution of soul and body, when we exist death does not exist (for we
are not being dissolved), and when death exists we do not exist, for through the
cessation of the compound of soul and body we too cease to exist. 8

The Roman historian Pliny later described this symmetrical principle in
even simpler terms: "All men are in the same state from their last day onward
as they were before their first day, and neither body nor mind possesses any
sensation after death, any more than it did before birth." 9
In the debate he constructs in, De Natura Deorum, written perhaps 250
years later, Cicero specifically addressed the issue of Epicurus' insincerity
pertaining to religious belief. Delegated by Cicero as the debate's spokesman
of skepticism, the individual identified as Cotta insisted that Epicurus did not
really believe in the gods, and for the most part that he argued otherwise to
avoid ostracism. 1 Cotta also suggested that Epicurus featured the indifference of gods to human destiny in order to encourage their rejection among
his followers . In response to Cotta, Cicero conceded his own doubts about
Epicurus' religious belief by mentioning that he did not seem particularly
vigorous in his defense of their existence. What Cicero also found bothersome about the gods described by Epicurus was their utter indifference to
everything else that seemed to matter. 11 Perhaps two hundred years after
Cicero's debate, Sextus Empiricus likewise mentioned a contradiction. Epi-
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curus seems to have affirmed the existence of a God but without at all
exploring its supposed relationship with the universe. 12 The possibility of
sustained hypocrisy on the part of Epicurus, as both Cicero and Sextus Empiricus suggested, seems justified in light of circumstances at the time. Socrates had already been martyred for his supposed atheism; both Anaxagoras
and Pericles' mistress, Aspasia, had barely escaped the same fate only because of Pericles' impassioned defense in the public forum; and the sculptor
Phidias had been imprisoned for impiety only to die soon afterwards, Theophrastus had been tried and acquitted for impiety, the hedonist philosopher
Theodorus had been banished for impiety, both Diagoras and Aristotle had
fled Athens for their lives on similar charges, and Protagoras had taken flight
only to die at sea. Epicurus could hardly be blamed for his effort to avoid a
comparable fate, nor can it be forgotten that even the venerable Plato, disciple of Socrates, had recommended the execution of all mature atheists in the
final paragraph of his final text in Laws X.
Relevant to cosmology, Epicurus supported Melissus' thesis as explained
by Aristotle that "the sum of things is infinite," and that infinitude characterizes the physical universe in all of its dimensions. He also agreed with
Parmenides that the entire physical universe always existed and always shall.
He rejected creation stories and the notion of a judgment day, his own version of the conservation of matter having been strictly in agreement with
Parmenides' argument that there is no possibility of either initial creation or
any kind of termination:
The sum total of things was always such as it is now, and such it will ever
remain. For there is nothing into which it can change. For outside the sum of
things there is nothing which could enter into it and bring about the change. 13

Here in three sentences Epicurus summarized with forceful clarity the
Eleatic stance of both Parmenides and Melissus as well as Aristotle's basic
assumption in Physics, Metaphysics, and De Caelo . Moreover, Epicurus'
insistence that "nothing" that exists outside "the sum total of things" would
seem to have referred to the existence of heaven beyond the physical universe. By implication there could be no edge to the universe beyond which an
independent realm of God, heaven, or hell might be located. Epicurus accordingly reiterated Melissus' most basic principle already accepted by Aristotle:
Now the sum of things [i.e. the universe] is not discerned to comparison with
anything else: hence, since it has no extremity, it has no limit; and since it has
no limit, it must be unlimited or infinite. 14

This shared assumption seems in full accord with contemporary estimates
by astronomers that our particular galaxy, containing many billions of stars,
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is but one among an infinity of others and that all stars in the sky--and
possibly all stars in other galaxies as well--average one planet apiece. The
remarkable infinitude suggested by Epicurus seems to have been confirmed
by modem astronomy.
Epicurus' principal deviation from Aristotle's version of physics was that
he fully accepted Leucippus and Democritus' theory of the atom as the very
smallest component of the universe without any kind of void within it. 15
Therefore, he argued that further divisions of particles smaller than the atom
are impossible if atoms lack the space (or void) in which these smaller
particles can exist. Epicurus went even further by maintaining that without
exception all material differences result from the interaction among fast and
slow atoms and big and small atoms, but that nothing exists smaller than
atoms, and that the space that separates them is necessarily empty.
In order to explain random motion and the freedom of the will, Epicurus
might have suggested elsewhere, if not in his texts that have survived, that
falling atoms swerve slightly to one side at the bottom of their fall, providing
microscopic impetus with unpredictable results. For if atoms swerve, if ever
so slightly, variation becomes possible that defies predictability at all levels
of existence. Even free will could be explained as an aspect of consciousness
that was ultimately derivative of the swerve of atoms. The modem reader
knows of this hierarchic theory of variation supposedly proposed by Epicurus
only because Lucretius later submitted it to his own analysis identified as a
clinamen. In De Rerum Natura, however, Cicero criticized the concept as an
extravagant supposition, in fact more absurd than anything else suggested by
Democritus. Why would Epicurus have proposed this? It seems he wanted to
transcend the stark inevitability of determinism at the expense of freedom at
every level beginning with the interaction of atoms. According to Cicero,
however, the concept of such a "swerve" was effective in discrediting Epicurus' version of atomism more than if he had simply abandoned his effort in
defense of free will. 16 However, Epicurus himself did not address the topic in
his Epitome, and Cicero insisted that Democritus had never suggested such a
possibility.
Over the centuries, however, the swerve has continued to intrigue many
supporters and detractors of both Epicurus and Lucretius. Jonathan Swift
resurrected the concept to ridicule the atomism of Gassendi as scientific
nonsense, but Karl Marx more favorably explored its implications in his
doctoral dissertation, and the prestigious early twentieth-century quantum
physicist, Niels Bohr, still later suggested its relevance to modem laws of
chance. Whatever its validity, the concept effectively demonstrates Epicurus'
willingness to explore theoretical possibilities beyond Democritus' basic atomist concept.
Like Aristotle, Epicurus can be identified as having been a behaviorist in
his analysis of human consciousness. He described visual perception as the
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interpretation of "outlines" or "films" that emanate from surfaces, producing
an image, or "presentation," which can be interpreted by the brain. All such
sensations are both "true" and "quick as thought" in the sense that they are
instantaneously perceived. Then again, he insisted that feelings and preconceptions can also be valid, and that various assortments of these may contradict each other now and again, justifying the effort to determine their respective truth. He also proposed that both falsehood and error are the inevitable
results of "the intrusion of opinion," and that scientific method is needed to
minimize this threat, for " it is upon sensation that reason must rely when it
attempts to infer the unknown from the known." 17 Here again, as suggested
by Aristotle throughout De Anima, inductive observation confirms its own
truths despite the possibility of contradiction with the observations of others
or even with one' s own observation at other times. When such disparity
arises, it becomes necessary to renew investigation on an even more systematic basis.
·
It was the concept of soul (or psyche) that determined Epicurus' theoretical preference for Aristotle's secularism rather than the god concept advocated by Plato. Without mentioning either Plato or Aristotle by name, Epicurus
supported Aristotle' s assumptions based on what seems to have been an
anatomical explanation, "that the soul is a corporeal thing, composed of fine
articles, dispersed all over the frame. " Because of the fineness of its particles
Epicurus argued that the soul "keeps in touch with the rest of the frame" and
"has the greatest share in causing sensation." 18 This explanation suggested
the need to explore the full complexity of brain physiology, though Epicurus
obviously risked absurdity in explaining the unique status of soul as a portion
of the body "composed of the smoothest and roundest of atoms, far superior
in both respects to those offire." 19
Epicurus also proposed a general analysis of mental behavior as a manifestation of soul that was based on neural interactivity without any suggestion of transcendent spiritual implications:
An empty space cannot itself either act or be acted upon, but simply allows
body to move through it. Hence those who call soul incorporeal speak foolishly. For if it were so, it could neither act nor be acted upon. But, as it is, both
these properties, you see, plainly belong to the soul. 20

We could say today that mental behavior depends on interaction among
cranial "atoms" (i.e. brain cells) as well as the empty space that separates
these cells. As opposed to Plato, who had treated soul as an incorporeal
substance that both subsumes and transcends the physical universe, Epicurus
maintained that consciousness is a product of biology that provides an organized response to external agents, for example perception of danger and the
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appetite for food. Like Aristotle, he identified consciousness as primarily a
function of the body rather than transcendent spirit.
Epicurus also explained the whole body as the product of multiple sensations that "give the body its own permanent nature."--or, more precisely, in
the words of Sextus Empiricus, its "stable existence." 21 Epicurus further
explained that all modes of consciousness "have their own characteristic
modes of being perceived and distinguished, but always along with the whole
body in which they inhere and never in separation from it." 22 Behavior as the
outcome of holistic physiology was what mattered rather than spiritual purity.
It might well have been the idea of interactive harmony within the body
that motivated Epicurus's pursuit of harmony in all aspects of life. He actually mentioned Heraclitus' notion of "globular masses of fire," to warn against
disagreeable human relationships, and he added, "[We] must hold that nothing suggestive of conflict or disquiet is compatible with an immortal and
blessed nature." 23 His reference to an "immortal" nature might suggest the
Eleatic notion of permanent motion without beginning or end, but he seems
to have primarily concerned himself with its more immediate manifestation
as felt ambivalence regarding conflict and disquiet. And what exactly was the
better solution for coping with such problems--religion or secular efficiency?
To explain and eliminate difficulties linked with this choice, he argued, "We
must hold that to arrive at accurate knowledge of the cause of things of the
moment is the business of natural science." Science was essential in determining the truth at least to this extent, but it seems not to have justified his
total abandonment of the gods.

II. LUCRETIUS (cA. 99-55 BC)
As secular philosophy's grand epic poet, Lucretius is thought to have been as
talented a poet as Homer and Virgil and in addition, expanded his subjects to
write about science and human destiny rather than received mythical history.
There is little biographical information about his life beyond a brief passage
in St. Jerome's chronicle of the fourth century AD, which mentions that he
had been poisoned in his youth by a love philter and had spent the rest of his
life alternating between insanity and intense creativity while writing his
grand epic, On the Nature of Things (De Rerum Natura). Just before its
publication he committed suicide at the age of forty-four, when he was said
to have been fully satisfied only with the final draft of Book I. Apparently,
Cicero helped him revise De Rerum Natura and may also have played a role
in obtaining its publication, as a letter from Cicero to his brother after Lucretius' death suggests. Cicero also seems to have expressed ambivalent praise,
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"Many brilliant passages of genius, yet much technique. " 24 It seems he admired Lucretius' secular vision even more than his poetic skill.
Lucretius achieved a unique synthesis between Homeric inspiration and
the empirical perspective of Epicurus and natural science in general. His only
predecessor of comparable talent among Latin poets was Quintus Ennius,
and except for Cicero's occasional assistance as a copy editor, no other
contemporaries seem to have influenced him, with the possible exception of
Catullus, a close friend of the decadent aristocrat Memmius, to whom Lucretius dedicated his epic. On the other hand, Lucretius was primarily inspired
by the writings of Epicurus that were then still accessible, and it may be
assumed that these texts included Epicurus' principal work, On Nature (Peri
Physeos), whose title probably influenced Lucretius' choice of his own title.
As a poet Lucretius' singular accomplishment was in having rendered in
unmatched dactylic hexameters his own synthesis of materialist assumptions
that Epicurus and various pre-Socratic philosophers had already declared in
prose. His sentences were appropriately poetic, but their content was analytical with the purpose of promoting his theory. He addressed a broad range of
topics that included sense perception, celestial motion, volcanic eruption,
thunderstorms, atomic structure, gravity waves, and finally an apocalyptic
depiction of the fifth-century Athenian plague earlier described by Thucydides. Many of the topics he discussed-including the controversial theory of
swerving atoms (clinamen)--were probably inspired by On Nature, though he
also seems to have been aware of the major pre-Socratic materialists as well
as scientific findings during the two centuries since Epicurus' death.
If there was a single theme of the entire text, it would seem best expressed
in his dedication to Book IV," . .. and I proceed to set free the mind from the
fast bonds of religious scruples." Unfortunately, this avowal has been too
often ignored in modem translations. The relatively modem Rouse and Smith
version, for example, uses the neutral word superstition, despite Lucretius
himself having used the Latin word religio, whose simplest translation seems
obvious. 25 In contrast, Karl Marx employed vigorous epithets in quoting the
passage, both "the shackles of religion" and "the opium of religion," and
Lucretius might have found his translation entirely acceptable. In his dedication of Book I, for example, having promised to explain the inception of the
universe as a product of the gods, he shifted to its natural manifestation and
soon enough dispensed with the role of gods:
For I will essay to discourse to you of the most high system of heaven and the
gods and will open up the first beginnings of things, out of which nature gives
birth to all things and increase and nourishment, and into which nature likewise dissolves them back after their destruction. These we are accustomed in
explaining their reason to call matter and begetting bodies of things and to
name seeds of things and also to term first bodies, because from them as first
elements a!l things are. 26
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Somehow the topic got reversed, since nature, not the gods, was said to
have served as the agent of change. Lucretius then suggested his own epic
vision oflife and death without resurrection as inspired by Epicurus, who had
remained in Athens after its 430 BC plague in order to promote his secular
vision:
... a man of Greece [i.e. Epicurus] ventured first to lift up his mortal eyes to
her face and first to withstand her to her face. Him neither story of gods nor
thunderbolts nor heaven with threatening roar could quell ... 27

Lucretius thereupon shifted his topic to nature by introducing the concept
of seeds to suggest both an evolutionary and effectively cyclical transition of
biological generation throughout the history of the universe, dependent on
sustained procreation rather than incessant intervention by one or more gods.
Due to literary convention, Lucretius first dedicated Book I to Venus, the
mythical goddess of love, but then he extended his dedication to include his
ostensible friend and patron Memmius, supposedly Venus' favorite disciple.
However, this allusion may have been insulting, especially in light of Book
IV's invocation, in which Lucretius described the pursuit of sexual love as
nothing better than "dumb desire." As an exile in Athens at the time, Memmius seems to have responded by purchasing much of the site of Epicurus'
Garden and according to some accounts, he even had Epicurus' house tom
down to be replaced by his own.
Lucretius finally shifted his dedication to Epicurus, who had lived three
centuries earlier. He declared his full agreement with Epicurus' dependence
on science and stated that his own first principle was the relative permanence
of the physical universe, a position contrary to his later obsession with the
likelihood of eventual catastrophe. Lucretius went on to propose several
credible assumptions linked with his principle of permanence: (1) . .. that
nature sooner or later restores everything to its original components; (2) that
nature does not cause the destruction of anything until there is sufficient
force to make this happen; (3) that things cannot be destroyed on a separate
basis, suggesting the likelihood of more inclusive destruction; (4) that no
single thing comes to an end without somehow causing disruption; and (5)
that nothing visible totally passes away, since nature somehow compensates
for its loss through the creation of something else. 28 Lucretius also offered a
sixth corollary, the somewhat ominous principle that "nature takes effect
though the manifestation of bodies unseen," with the result that "the initial
stage [i.e. creation] cannot be easily observed." 29 The first, fourth and fifth
corollaries suggest the influence of Democritus and the third conveys Lucretius' apocalyptic obsession best typified by the Athenian plague earlier described by Thucydides.
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Lucretius' second basic principle was based on Epicurus' notion of density inspired by Democritus that nothing is packed in a solid mass. In other
words, everything is surrounded by void. 30 He argued, as had both Democritus and Epicurus, that without this void, motion would be impossible. As
before, empty space seemed essential to the movement of matter from one
site to another, from one level of existence to another. In the words of
Lucretius, "Either movement is not possible for all bodies, or void exists
intermingled with everything, so each thing is able to initiate movement." 31
Lucretius' third principle was based upon the essentially binary assumption of Leucippus and Democritus: that the entire universe consists of two
entities--bodies and void in which these bodies can move in any direction. 32
In light of this dualism between atoms and the empty space among them,
Lucretius excluded the involvement of any additional force or element in
nature, presumably including the concepts of transcendent soul and/or supernatural authority. 33 Here, as elsewhere, Lucretius did not mention the role of
God or gods, but the holistic limitations of his interpretation again suggested
the exclusion of supernatural intervention as an aspect of nature. There was
no room for the influence of gods in the universe he described.
Like Democritus and Epicurus, Lucretius identified the atom as the smallest particle of matter with a unity of its own as a "solid singleness." 34 He
further expanded the idea by proposing that combinations of atoms occur as a
result of a " variety of connexions, weights, blows, concurrences, and motions," and for the most part, he suggested, these are activated by fire, the
primary agent of motion suggested much earlier by Heraclitus and Empedocles. However, he expressed his doubt whether fire itself is a basic substance.
He conceded that the universe itself consists of fire , but suggested that in the
final analysis such a possibility had "gone far astray from the truth." 35 What
he overlooked, of course, was the abstract principle of energy symbolized by
fire, providing the useful dichotomy between mass and energy in currency
since the mid-nineteenth century.
While Lucretius expressed his doubts about Heraclitus' supposedly frivolous philosophy, he accepted the possibility of fire as one of the four basic
elements within Empedocles' more inclusive model of a cyclical interaction
among earth, air, water, and fire . He -also suggested the beginning of the
universe as well as its destruction saying that things "go back to heaven and
its fires for a beginning," as might be suggested by the contemporary Big
Bang theory, since "all things may not return utterly to nothing." 36 He took
into account Anaxagoras ' notion of homoemeria whereby minute particles
play an identical role in the overall composition of larger body parts--for
example particles within atoms, atoms within molecules, and as well as the
countless cells that compose any particular organ. 37 He also accepted Anaxagoras' supposition "that all things are hidden immingling in all things." 38
Copper, he thought, includes all other metals and elements in its atomic
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structure quite aside from the dominance of its particular substance. "We
may be aware that things do not commingle in other things, but seeds shared
by many things are somehow able to immingling in things. " 39 If the definition of"seeds" [semina] can be stretched to refer to protons and electrons in
the atomic structure of elements, what might otherwise seem absurd becomes
a reasonable supposition.
As already suggested by Aristotle as well as the early pre-Socratic philosophers Anaximander and Anaximenes, Lucretius declared that the entire universe is infinite and exists in incessant motion at every level. 40 He also
accepted the existence of void as space adjacent to mass, which permits
motion as the most basic function of the universe as explained by both
Anaxagoras and Democritus. Of course, he would add the qualification that
particular kinds of motion eventually complete themselves when first beginnings end through final destruction--as when Lucretius argues that all things
terminate whenever matter has somehow been diverted and can no longer be
supplied. 41 It is in the final portion of Book VI that he addresses how this
process can be expected to bear a negative impact on human survival itself.
On one hand, Lucretius argued that everything is held together by a
principle of weight or attraction as explained by the words "yearning for the
middle." 42 Today, this force is identified as gravity but Lucretius suggested
that the principle extends to other processes that involve clustering on a
much larger scale, for example galaxies and undoubtedly the universe as a
whole. However, he specified that there can be no inclusive middle since the
universe is infinite, and he suggested that the impact of thrust opposed to
gravity might ultimately precipitate a cataclysmic outcome beyond anything
that Epicurus was able to suggest in his Epitome.
It is mistaken to limit Lucretius' sources to Epicurus' interpretation of
Democritus and Leucippus. Their influence was certainly important, but
Book I also contains basic concepts linked with other pre-Socratic figures
such as Thales, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Melissus, and Empedocles, who was
supposedly Lucretius' favorite pre-Socratic philosopher. As to be expected,
Lucretius ignored Plato, and he did not mention Aristotle's contribution in
his explanation of cosmology despite his expression toward the end of Book
I ofhis indebtedness to Aristotle's theoretical concept of mass in motion. The
probable explanation for this omission is that he might not have been aware
of Aristotle's texts that seem to have been brought to Rome in unpublished
manuscripts during his final years. Of course Aristotle was remembered as a
principal disciple of Plato, but his texts on cosmology were not yet available.
Thus, it seems likely that Lucretius' knowledge of Aristotle's mature work
was superficial, and that he affirmed the concept of mass in eternal motion
without fully understanding its implications. Lucretius' first book of his epic
accordingly offers a piecemeal cosmology that bridges the gap between the
philosophies of Epicurus and Aristotle, but with a sense of cataclysmic de-
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cline beyond anything they themselves had proposed. Lucretius accepted
their shared versions of cyclical occurrence, but he added the inevitable
likelihood of collective destruction, for example, to body parts upon death,
the collapse of society, etc. If earlier natural philosophers, with the possible
exception of Heraclitus, could be described as cosmic optimists confident of
sustained harmony, Lucretius warned of an unavoidable cataclysmic outcome.
Book II begins with a rambling invocation in which Lucretius paid his
ironic respects to ancient mythology by describing nature as a mother goddess, a fertile deity of birth and growth. He drew upon prehistoric matriarchal
religion to be able to assign to nature itself a generic role that affects all
aspects of life. As for the issue of whether gods have personal identities, he
declared his preference for supernatural motherhood as a principle of intrinsic growth. Insisting that the world is round, he explained that just as seeds
symbolize the vital transition from one generation to the next, the entire earth
symbolizes global sustenance through procreation.
The remainder of Book II deals more extensively with topics already
mentioned in Book I, for example Lucretius' concern about the unseen motions in matter as well as his concept of"up and down" that implies the force
of gravity. 43 He declared his approval of Epicurus' emphasis on both the
difference between smooth and hooked atoms and the slight swerve of atoms
when they complete their fall as the effect of gravity. As earlier indicated, he
suggested the importance of this swerve (clinamen) as an agent of freedom
linked with atomic structure that provides spontaneity and even the principle
of free will. Without this additional factor, he suggested, an otherwise deterministic universe would never have produced anything. 44 The most provocative assertion by Lucretius in Book II, perhaps linked with the swerve, was
his suggestion that there is far too much erratic behavior in the universe for it
to have been devised by supernatural authority, "so great are the faults it
stands endowed with." 45 Lucretius also paid his obligatory respect for Epicurus' notion of gods sequestered in their own garden elsewhere in the universe "far removed and from our affairs." 46 Like Epicurus, he used this
heavenly tableau for ironic purposes, in his case by ridiculing the authority of
these gods as opposed to the inner power of nature that incessantly recreates
itself without the intervention of any force beyond itself.
Lucretius went so far as to predict the existence of life elsewhere in the
universe. He argued that if there is endless space in all directions, as first
maintained by Melissus, it seems unlikely that our spherical earth is unique
unto itself and different from any number of similar bodies in outer space
that are also the product of nature and therefore just as likely to have evolved
from similar origins. 47 Noteworthy in this passage is Lucretius' confidence
that other worlds elsewhere might be similar to our own and that the origin of
life perhaps involved some version of the swerve.
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Book II ends with another reference to mother earth identified as nature,
and Lucretius rejects creationism except as a genetic process of nature that
suggests the concept of evolution:
For it is not true, as I think, that the races of mortal creatures were let down
from high heaven by some golden chain upon the fields, nor were they sprung
from sea or waves beating upon the rocks, but the same earth generated them
which feeds them now from herself. 48

The allusion in this passage was to Homer's suggestion in Book VIII of
The Iliad that a golden chain suspended from heaven symbolized Zeus's
overwhelming authority, a concept that Lucretius found ridiculous. Instead,
he insisted on the inevitability of the growth and decline of both the individual and the species as a whole. In other words, all biological entities feed on
their environment as long as they are able to grow, then decline and die
"since food sooner or later fails advanced age. " 49
Book III begins by linking spirit with mind as a function of the body just
as Aristotle had done in De Anima. Whereas Plato had identified spirit or
soul--or simply mind--as a universal principle dominant across the universe,
Lucretius assigned it to the biological realm as conscious behavior essential
for the purposes of survival. Lucretius more explicitly claimed that thought
plays a comparable role with the function of hands, feet, and eyes, in the
composition of the human being. He also suggested that intelligence and
spirit merge and coexist in the unique realm of the mind, though he located
this function within the chest near the heart rather than the skull.
Lucretius explained death as the departure of both heat and breath (a
"vital wind"), and suggested (in light of Anaximenes) that death occurs when
the heart no longer pumps oxygen as a "vital wind" needed to produce "heat
mixed with air" throughout the body. He also insisted that death results in the
complete cessation of life. Like Epicurus he argued that there is no afterlife-that upon death "heat and wind abandon our frame." 50 Moreover, he
repeatedly asserted in particular that the notion of an afterlife whereby the
mind (i.e. the "soul") can somehow be prolonged is not possible: "When we
shall no longer be, then sure enough nothing at all will be able to happen to
us, who will then no longer be ..." 51 He concluded Book III with the
bothersome paradox that in the end the elongation of life has no impact on
the eternity of death." 52 Whereas the passage of life can be subjected to
temporal measurement, lifelessness persists forever, both before we are born
and after we die.
In Book IV, Lucretius shifted his argument to explore the body's senses
in greater detail, particularly visual perception. He explained the senses are
the primary source of the truth and argued that they cannot be refuted. 53 His
insistence might seem arguable today, but science necessarily depends on the
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collection and analysis of observable data. Any hypothesis, the God concept
included, can only be accepted on a tentative basis until adequate supportive
evidence provides confirmation. Lucretius accordingly proposed an effective
analogy between sloppy science and the design and construction of a house
by incompetent architects and carpenters:
As in a building, if the rule first applied is warped, and the square is untrue and
deviates from its straight lines, and if there is the slightest flaw in any part of
the level, all the construction must be faulty, .. . so too all reason of things
must needs prove to you, distorted and false, which is founded on false
senses. 54

The analogy between "false senses" and bad carpentry has possible applications to religion and any conceptual system that might favor a loose assortment of assumptions on a flawed holistic basis. Whatever system of thought
depends on unverifiable assumptions is just as vulnerable to collapse as the
unstable building produced by hasty architects and their ineffectual carpenters.
In Book V, Lucretius offered a history of the earth from its first origins to
its anticipated final cataclysmic annihilation. Comparable to the process of
growth and decay at every level of existence, he argued, the earth itself is
confronted with the same fate. He challenged the accepted religious assumption among his contemporaries that the earth and sky will exist forever.
Instead, he offered a totally different prediction as suggested in the Bible's
Book of Revelation that the entire world is vulnerable to cataclysmic destruction. He suggested the possibility of earthquakes, and even warned of a heat
wave comparable to global warming as a possible source of destruction. 55
Today his prognostication seems at least possible. Contrary to Christ' s prediction of a judgment day within the lifetime of his disciples, Lucretius
reassured his readers that a final cataclysmic outcome is inevitable but can be
expected in the distant future , since "the world is young and new, and it is not
long since its beginning." 56
Lucretius proposed that meanwhile tumultuous destruction happens on a
limited basis throughout history, as a result of countless circumstances. As
for human destiny, he argued, its future is necessarily limited to the span of
history with which we are familiar. He then shifted his emphasis to such
human issues as wealth, royalty, clothes, labor, language, the use of fire, and
even the arts. In an eighty-line segment he explained the institution of religion as a manifestation of collective behavior and proposed that humanity
invented anthropomorphic worship of polytheistic gods to cope with its ignorance of natural phenomenon. 57 He also identified worship as a product of
fear, especially fear of wholesale destruction, exactly the collective destina-
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tion he predicted. Here a major transition occurred in Lucretius' text, as ifhe
intended to suggest that nothing was left to be said about religion.
Lucretius begins his final segment, Book VI, by renewing Epicurus' insistence on the acceptance of the laws of nature rather than the possibility of
intervention by the gods. Through ignorance and blind reasoning, he insists,
did people "abase their spirits" because of the fear of the gods. In effect, their
ignorance of physical causes compels them to depend on the authority of the
gods for what they cannot otherwise understand. To whatever extent the gods
might exist, he declares, nature's destructive impact should be attributed to
nature itself rather than supernatural interference. Lucretius goes on to furnish an exhaustive analysis of thunder, lightning, wind, fire, waves, tornados,
earthquakes, volcanoes, landslides, floods, and other such natural threats in
order to demonstrate that their occurrence is entirely a product of nature and
has no relationship to the intentions of hypothetical gods or their relevance to
human affairs. He also warns of sulphur, poisons, poisonous plants, the air in
gold mines, and even the habit of hot baths after meals.
Lucretius then shifts his discussion to the magnetic attraction between
iron bodies as a harmless but inexplicable force, suggesting that its unique
powers nevertheless exemplify the necessity for thorough investigation by
"exceedingly roundabout ways" to find an explanation. His wording "roundabout ways" perhaps suggests experimentation as a staple of scientific methodology already explored by Strato, but Lucretius made no reference otherwise to Strato's example. Today what seems amazing is that Lucretius' emphasis on the essential role of magnetism would not be adequately explained
until Gilbert's findings at the tum of the seventeenth century. With unusual
foresight, Lucretius drew upon what seemed the inexplicable example of
magnetism to propose the likelihood of "continual flow and discharge"
among such phenomena as sounds, odors, heat, and the spray of ocean
waves, all of which "disperse in every direction around [such that] there is no
delay, no rest to interrupt the flow." Moreover, the porous aspect of matter
also seems to apply to stone, wood, gold, etc. as compared to iron, suggesting
that the full explanation of these differences might help to explain why iron
is the principal agent of magnetism. 58 Even air differs from the absolute void,
he argues, since it is "forever buffeting things" and flows towards the void as
earlier suggested by Anaximenes. 59 In this instance, he proposes, an invisible
current might be possible--much as occurs for electricity. He returns once
again to the analogy with seeds. No less undetectable in their flow, he proposes, are biological and non-biological seeds [semina] that possess comparable freedom in their passage through space. Lucretius suggests that many
seeds are conducive to one's health--even essential to life--but that others can
be dangerous, and might even cause plague and pestilence that bring destruction to an entire community.
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In bringing his unique epic of natural philosophy to a close, Lucretius
provides a vivid description of such a plague that can be expected "like cloud
or mist, causing commotion wherever it goes and compelling change." 60 He
devotes his final 150 lines to a description of the Plague of Athens from 430
to 426 BC as described by the Greek historian Thucydides, who like Epicurus actually survived the ordeal. It has been estimated that between one-third
and two-thirds of the Athenian population died in this catastrophe at the
beginning of the Peloponnesian War. Lucretius' graphic description of the
plague is both vivid and disturbing, and the question is why he chose this
particular catastrophe to culminate his seemingly disinterested natural history
of the universe. He had earlier concurred with Epicurus's effort to promote
the concept of a benign physical universe without effective godhead. However, he seemed to abandon Epicurus' cosmic optimism when he describes how
an entire population was destroyed by an epidemic that was followed by the
collapse of Athens, the most advanced city in the world at the time. Lucretius
seems to have felt that this particular example effectively predicted the ultimate fate of the entire world sometime in the indefinite future. 61
Lucretius committed suicide soon after completing his text. His depiction
of total catastrophe might have been inspired by his advanced illness and
may have encouraged his choice to resort to self-destruction. In any case his
apocryphal vision of eventual destruction was far more pessimistic than the
indifferent concept of determinism featured in earlier times.

