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did before ? From this the man might conclude that i n  his 
ordinary, non-opium life he has all manner of pains that he 
was not fully aware of until they were removed; only now 
does he truly "feel no pain." Of course, Epicurus would 
warn him that the life of an opium user is one of always 
hankering for the next "fix," hence not pleasant in the long 
term at all. Nonetheless the question raised by the opium 
user who says that he finally feels no pain makes the idea of 
happiness as the absence of pain more slippery than it at 
first appears. 

On the other hand, looking at Epicurus's philosophy of 
happiness from a less analytic point of view, there may be a 
spiritual/psychological dimension to the idea that the ab
sence of all pain should be the goal of life. Perhaps without 
both physical pain and mental disturbances in the form of 
fears, frustrations, and anxieties, a person may be able to 
participate fully in simply "being." That is not zero; it is the 
best it gets . Such a man can revel in his sheer existence. He 
can achieve that summit of human experience sometimes 
known as "being here now." Reading Epicurus, one may 
find himself returning again and again to that blissful idea. 

# # # 

To be sure, the question of how to lead the happiest life is 
only one aspect of Epicurus's comprehensive philosophy. His 
cosmology that described, with astonishing prescience, all 
matter as consisting of minute atoms guided by laws of 
cause and effect, and its theory of "swerves," which exempts 
human volition from these deterministic laws, constitute 
much· of his opus, especially as restated by Lucretius; yet the 
question of the best way to live always remained Epicurus's 
fundamental consideration. His theories about the composi
tion of matter, causation, perception, truth, and knowledge 
are all in service of this ultimate concern. The primary im
portance of his atomization of the physical world is in what 
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i t  reveals about the pain we needlessly inflict upon ourselves 
due to ignorance and superstition, as well as what it tells us 
about the mechanics of human nature and therefore how we 
can satisfy that nature . 

Reading Epicurus now, with a twenty-first-century mind
set, it may be hard to resist reflexively viewing his teachings 
about the nature of things as naive science riddled with logi
cal fallacies and unjustified leaps of reason. But if we return 
to his prescientific world while willfully suspending our at
tachment to the scientific method, we are able to read Epi
curus's philosophy as life-enhancing poetry rather than as 
testable theory. And what compelling poetry it is. 

# # # 

At the table in Epicurus's Garden, the men and women are 
listening attentively to the Master. They all agree that Epicu
rus is the best teacher they could have. He has thought about 
his philosophy long and hard, honing it in his discussions 
with others. He is welcoming of his students' questions, pa
tient with their misunderstandings, tolerant of opposing 
views. In spite of his obvious physical infirmities, his joy in 
simply being alive is palpable and infectious. People feel 
good about life and themselves merely by being in his com
pany. In short, Epicurus has all the makings of what in con
temporary terms we would call a charismatic self-help guru. 

For a moment, the twenty-first-century mind might recoil at 
the idea of a self-anointed pundit proclaiming to his students
and to us-exactly how to live. But I, for one, read on for 
the simple reason that I suspect Epicurus may, in fact, have 
gotten it right. 

DANIEL KLEIN 





Prefa c e  

Epicurus i s  a neglected philosopher. No complete translation 
of his extant works has appeared in English since Cyril Bai
ley published his Oxford edition in 1 926 .  Bailey's work was 
intended primarily for scholars in the field of Epicurean 
studies and for university students with an extensive 
knowledge of the Greek language. The present edition is 
intended primarily for American undergraduates (most of 
whom today have little Latin and less Greek) who are tak
ing courses in ethics, the history of ideas, or the history of 
science, in any one of which fields Epicurus will find his 
rightful place. In place of Bailey's overly literal and some
times unintelligible renderings I have substituted what I 
hope is a modern and readable English, which still remains 
quite close to the original text. In addition, the flat and pe
dantic style of Epicurus has been enriched by the inclusion 
of numerous parallel passages from the philosophical epic of 
Lucretius, who was Epicurus' most devoted and gifted Ro
man follower. 

The public image of Epicurus has come down to us 
gravely flawed. The educated layman has picked up various 
stereotypes to the effect that he was an epicure, an atheist, a 
pleasure-monger, and an ethical materialist. The introduc
tion and commentary of this book attempt to correct these 
grievous and unnecessary errors by defining terms and by 
setting forth the leading concepts of the Epicurean school in 
full context. In addition to clearing the ground of miscon
ceptions, care has been taken to show the substantial con-
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tributions of  Epicurus to  the Western tradition: his popular
ization of the atomic theory of Democritus and the implica
tions of this theory for human happiness, his propaganda 
against antiscientific superstition and popular religion, his 
revolt against Platonic rationalism and insistence on empiri
cal methods of verification, and his new "peace of mind" 
gospel for the troubled intelligentsia of the Hellenistic period. 

It is a pleasant duty to acknowledge here with gratitude 
and humility the debt I owe to others in this enterprise. My 
greatest debt is to Bailey himself, but among the living I 
wish to single out Professor Norman W. DeWitt of the Uni
versity of Toronto for his admirable and unorthodox study 
of Epicurus ( 1 954)  and, nearer to hand, my friendly critics 
of the Lafayette College faculty, Professors W. Edward 
Brown, George A. Clark, Charles C. Cole, and William W. 
Watt, who are specialists, respectively, in the fields of Greek, 
philosophy, history, and English. All of the last named have 
read the manuscript in part or in whole and have made nu
merous constructive suggestions, some of which I have ea
gerly adopted, others of which I have had the temerity to 
disregard. Professor Clark is in a real sense the book's " onlie 
begetter," for without his initial stimulus and encouragement 
it would never have been written. Lastly, my warm thanks 
go to Mrs . Wilma Benka, whose patience and skill in typing 
the manuscript from hand-written copy have been indispen
sable. 

G. K. S .  
Easton, Pennsylvania 

June 1 962 
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Introduction 

I .  DEVELOPMENT OF THE ATOMIC C ONCEPT 

Many of the characteristic positions which Western phi
losophy has developed in its long history of twenty-five cen
turies are already clearly represented or at least adumbrated 
by Greek thinkers of classical antiquity. 1 One of the best 
known of these ancient schools of thought is the point of 
view traditionally known as materialism, the theory that all 
reality is reducible to matter or matter-in-motion. Ancient 
materialism has a number of representatives, but chief 
among them are the Greek philosopher Epicurus ( c. 342-
270 B.C. ) and the Roman poet-philosopher Lucretius ( 94-55 
B.C. ) ,  and it is with these two figures that this book is prin
cipally concerned. 

If we are to consider materialism, we must first consider 
matter itself, and if we discuss matter we cannot avoid talk
ing about the Greek conception of the atom, the irreducible 
unit of matter and the foundation of all reality-physical, 
psychological, biological, moral, social, and historical. Nei
ther Epicurus nor Lucretius had originated the atomic theory, 
though they both had much to do with propagating its doc
trines. When Lucretius came to versify in hexameters for 
Roman readers of the Ciceronian and Caesarian period, he 
utilized one of the longer, more popular digests of atomism 
(the so-called "Major Epitome" )  composed by Epicurus two 
centuries earlier. And Epicurus in turn had relied heavily, 
especially for his physics and metaphysics ,  on the works 
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of  the Greek atomist Democritus, o f  the fifth century B.C. 
Between Democritus and the first beginnings of Greek 
thought there is an expanse of over 150  years, during which 
the initial crudities were enlarged upon, contradicted, com
promised, and at last refined into the first statement of at
omism. Let us see briefly how this came about. 

A perennial question in Greek philosophy, early and late, 
is the metaphysical problem of the One and the Many. This 
may be put in the form of a question: Is it possible to pene
trate the veil of the senses, which reveal the world as multi
ple and diversified, and to discover some underlying unity 
from which the many may be derived ?  In other words, is it 
possible to reconcile the multifarious world of sensory expe
rience with ultimate reality? Or what is the nature of the 
"real" world that lies behind the ordinary everyday world? 
The Greeks attacked these speculative questions with zest 
and great ingenuity and were by no means discouraged 
when they found themselves unable to obtain a final, defini
tive answer. The earliest speculators, three members of the 
Ionian or so-called Milesian school, Thales, Anaximander, 
and Anaximenes (c. 600 B.C. ) ,  were frank materialists who 
postulated primary stuffs such as water or fiery air as the 
underlying real from which the entire world of physical ob
jects is derived. At the same time they assumed this primary 
stuff to be living in itself and, if living, to be capable of all 
possible change. The actual mechanics of change they ex
plained by two principles, condensation and rarefaction. 
Thus water, for example, is rarefied into vapor or steam or 
compacted into ice, rock, bone, tissue, etc . 

But this first attempt to explain natural change did not 
pass muster with the more sophisticated thinkers who came 
later. So the successor of the Milesians, Heraclitus of Ephe
sus (c. 500 B.C. ) ,  concentrated on the problem of change, so 
much so that he made change itself the metaphysical real. 
The world has no underlying unity except flux, which is the 
denial of unity. Heraclitus pictured the world of things dia-
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lectically as an unstable and temporary harmony of oppos
ing cosmic forces. On the one hand, he believed, there is a 
force that compounds the four Greek elements-earth, air, 
fire, and water-into "things" ;  simultaneously the opposing 
cosmic force is at work decompounding them, so that per
manence, stability, and self-identity are written off as illu
sions of the senses.  " It is impossible to step into the same 
river twice," Heraclitus said, but he might just as well have 
said, " It is impossible to step into the same river once," be
cause " same" is a mere linguistic convenience which falsifies 
the nature of things . The cosmic process is poetically sym
bolized as Fire (for Heraclitus, like all the early cosmologists, 
philosophized in poetry) and is called "god," but it would be 
a mistake to suppose that he conceived reality as being either 
of these exclusively. Reality is all things simultaneously, or, 
in the Greek phrase, it is a process of " becoming" in which 
even apparently clear-cut opposites lose identity and merge 
into each other. Thus, " Good and evil are one" and " It is the 
same thing in us that is alive and dead, awake and asleep, 
young and old; the former are shifted and become the latter, 
and the latter in turn are shifted and become the former." 
Heraclitus' position is well summed up in the two words 
panta rei ( "All things are in flux " ) ,  and of all the pre
Socratic thinkers he is perhaps the most congenial to us today 
because he is the distant forerunner of all modern thinkers 
who represent the world as dynamic process-thinkers such 
as Spencer, Bergson, Whitehead, and Dewey. 

Now if we have one thinker who finds that ultimate real
ity is flux, it is dialectically possible, indeed necessary, to 
have another thinker who finds that reality is nonflux, i .e . ,  
complete immutability and immovability. And that is pre
cisely what happened in the Greek development. Parmenides 
( c. 4 70 B.C.) contradicts his predecessor Heraclitus at all 
points . Parmenides first points out that nothingness is in
conceivable or, as we say, contradictory, since if you attempt 
to conceive of nothing you conceive of something. Further-
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more, he  argues, i f  nothingness i s  inconceivable, then noth
ingness is likewise nonexistent; there is no such thing as 
nothing. If nothingness is nonexistent, empty space is like
wise nonexistent. That leaves on!y one alternative: namely, 
that only "what is"-or being, or full space-exists . How 
shall we describe this "what is" of Parmenides ?  In his own 
words : ( 1 )  "There are very many tokens that what is is un
created and indestructible; for it is complete, immovable, 
and without end. Nor was it ever, nor will it be; for it is 
now, all at once, a continuous one . . . .  I shall not let you say 
or think that it came from what is not; for it can neither be 
thought nor uttered that anything is not" ( i .e . ,  reality can 
neither be created from nor destroyed into nothingness, 
since nothingness is nonexistent; and if reality is both un
created and indestructible, that is the same as saying it is 
eternal ) .  (2 )  "Nor is it divisible . . .  , for what is is in contact 
with what is " ( i .e . ,  reality is a plenum, absolutely full space; 
if it were divisible, it would contain interstices of nothing
ness, which is inconceivable ) .  ( 3 )  "Moreover, it is immova
ble . . . .  It is the same, and it rests in the selfsame place, 
abiding in itself" ( i .e . ,  motion and its correlative, change, are 
both ruled out; if a thing changes, something that is passes 
into nonexistence, and something that is not comes into be
ing from nonexistence, both of which are impossible ) .  And 
(4) " since . . .  it has a furthest limit, it is complete on every 
side, like the mass of a rounded sphere, equally poised from 
the center in every direction . . .  for the point from which it 
is equal in every direction tends equally to the limits ." 

Reality, then, according to Parmenides, is a single and 
undifferentiated sphere-material in nature, eternal, abso
lutely continuous, and without motion or change . Further
more, it is finite, and, if finite, it must be bounded-by 
what? Not by empty space or nothingness, because these are 
both nonexistent!2 Thus we see that not only Heraclitus lied 
but our senses lie to us daily when they tell us that the 
world is multiple and full of motion and change . Such an 
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extreme denial of the senses is rare among the Greeks, who 
often doubted the evidence of the. senses without writing 
them off altogether. But Parmenides was a doctrinaire ra
tionalist, one who believed that truth is attainable by logic 
and by logic alone.3 

It is obvious that we have now reached an apparent im
passe in the Greek development, where two major thinkers 
and their respective principles contradict each other. Par
menides contradicts Heraclitus, and the principle of stasis 
contradicts the principle of flux. But this is by no means the 
end, because the Greek genius now proceeds to the final 
stage of the dialectic, which is a synthesis of the two contra
dictories, a synthesis that reconciles both and thereby saves 
parts of both. This saving compromise is known as plural
ism. The Parmenidean real is still retained in principle but is 
now fragmented into minute particles, each particle being 
eternal, completely solid, without motion or change. Empty 
space is at first denied, and extraneous forces, or prime 
movers, such as Love and Strife (attraction and repulsion) ,  
are imported in  order to  energize the inert particles of mat
ter, to assemble them into the configurations we call 
"things," and to shift them about in orderly processes. Thus 
change and motion are allowed but are interpreted as wholly 
relative. They pertain to phenomena only, things as they ap
pear to us through the senses; but in the ultimate particles 
themselves there is neither change nor motion. By a feat of 
imagination the Parmenidean real has now been converted 
into a tiny miniature of itself, and at one stroke we have 
moved from the macrocosm to a microcosm that is almost 
atomic. This is clearly a sensible reconciliation of two ways 
of knowing-the way of logic, or rationalism, and the way 
of the senses, or empiricism; and it is essentially the same 
outlook that animates science today. 

The earlier pluralists , like Empedocles and Anaxagoras 
( c. 450 B.C.), presented certain crudities that were later re
fined in the atomism of Democritus .  For example, Empedo-
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des broke down the Parmenidean real into a host o f  earth
particles, water-particles, fire-particles, and air-particles, 
each particle being unmixed, eternal, and inert. Under the 
action of Love and Strife these are shuffled and reshuffled 
into changing individual things that have no peculiar sub
stance of their own. Things " are only a mingling and inter
change of what has been mingled.  Substance is but a name 
given to these things by men." The particles of Anaxagoras, 
on the other hand, are far more elaborately conceived. There 
are, to be sure, particles, or " seeds," that are predominantly 
earth or water, hot or cold, sweet or bitter, rough or smooth, 
hair or bone or flesh; but each of these, being infinitely sub
divisible, contains also subparticles of every other natural 
quality, but not in large amounts . Everything is " in every
thing; nor is it possible for them to be apart, but all things 
have a portion of everything." In this way Anaxagoras 
aimed to explain the infinite variety of the natural world 
and the countless changes that occur in it. 

This qualitative hodgepodge in the ultimate particles of 
matter is radically revised by Democritus (c. 425 B.C. ) ,  who 
along with his little-known predecessor Leucippus repre
sents the last refinement in ancient particle theory. Democri
tus' " seeds," now also known as " atoms," apparently for the 
first time, are denuded of all qualities except size, shape, and 
inherent motion. Natural qualities such as colors, tastes, 
sounds, etc . ,  are explained in quantitative and kinetic terms, 
an explanation still valid in principle today. Odors, for ex
ample, are subjective responses in us to atomic films imping
ing from without. We smell different odors because the films 
differ in structure, complexity, type and velocity of atoms, 
etc. In addition, Democritus held that the atom, though 
mathematically divisible, was physically indivisible .4 Each 
atom was homogeneous throughout, without parts or empty 
space-in other words, a tiny Parmenidean world. He fur
thermore introduced two revolutionary changes in the plu
ralistic theory, which still labored under the dead weight of 
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Parmenides' logic: ( 1 )  He postulated the real existence of 
nothingness or empty space, primarily in order to provide a 
medium for free atomic movements of all sorts . His prede
cessors had ruled out empty space as a logical impossibility 
and had been content to work a miracle by having their par
ticles move about in a plenum under the action of omnipo
tent cosmic forces. (2 )  He endowed each atom with eternal 
motion as an inherent trait, thereby reducing the cosmic 
processes to kinetic mechanisms and obviating the introduc
tion of such concepts as divine creation, providence, and 
cosmic purpose, which are always an embarrassment to any 
materialistic system. But his predecessors had consistently 
clung to Parmenides' view that self-motion is a contradic
tion and that the real cannot move without ceasing to be 
itself. 

At this point we might do well to compliment the Greeks, 
especially the Atomists, for having gone thus far in the di
rection of what we today call science. But then we should 
immediately ask, Why was the progress of science stalemated 
for so many centuries ? To this there are several answers: 
First, the Greeks neither understood nor employed experi
mental method to any significant extent. In certain cases 
they erected brilliant hypotheses, such as the atomic theory, 
and then dogmatically asserted the truth of such hypotheses 
without rigorous testing. An untested hypothesis is scientifi
cally valueless except as a starting point for verification; so 
we should not give the Greeks too much credit for the atomic 
theory, especially in view of the fact that the Modern con
ception of the atom is radically different from theirs .5  In 
fact, perhaps the only noteworthy similarity between the 
ancient and modern theories is the name itself. On the other 
hand, science without hypothesis is dead; so we must credit 
the Atomists at least with speculative depth, with vision into 
the finer structure of matter. Second, the Greeks never ap
plied mathematics to physical nature so as to obtain precise 
quantitative measurements, as is done constantly in science 
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today. Although the ancient Pythagoreans were expert 
mathematicians and the Atomists good physicists, there was 
never any fruitful union of the two schools. Third, it must 
be remembered that in the ancient and medieval worlds 
materialism was always a poor competitor of transcenden
talism of various sorts. The prosaic truths and morally re
pugnant (to many, at least) values of materialism simply 
could not compete on an equal footing with the soaring po
etries of Platonism and a Platonized Christianity. In addi
tion, the new theory of mechanistic causation did not fall on 
sympathetic ears. The majority of men were not prepared 
either intellectually or psychologically to believe that every
thing that happens in nature, including the nature of man 
himself, occurs through blind and impersonal causes involv
ing the movements of unseen atoms. They were much more 
inclined to explain events in terms of the will of anthropo
morphic gods or a benign Providence whose ways they 
could not hope to understand. Hence for more than fifteen 
centuries there was a severe dislocation of human interest in 
the natural world, and the scientific attitude all but per
ished. Atomism itself was not resurrected until the time of 
Gassendi, a seventeenth-century Jesuit who was a contem
porary of Descartes .  

I I .  FIRST PRINCIPLES OF ATOMISM 
AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 

The following sections are constructed primarily from 
the writings of the later Atomists, Epicurus and Lucretius, 
inasmuch as the works of Democritus, once voluminous in 
extent, are now unfortunately almost entirely lost. 

1. NOTHING ARISES FROM NOTIDNG. "Nothing is gener
ated from the nonexistent," Epicurus tells us. "This is so be
cause otherwise anything could be generated from anything 
and not require seminal particles ." 6  In other words, if things 
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were created out of nothing, either with or without divine 
agency, there would be no fixed order of happenings in na
ture, and things would occur at random. We should be in
clined today to restate this in positive form as the principle 
of universal causation: every event whatsoever has a prior 
cause, whether known or not. The whole structure of mod
ern science (at least insofar as it concerns itself with gross 
aggregates of particles )  still rests on this assumption, and the 
principle, though strictly unprovable, has the highest possi
ble pragmatic value. In the Atomists such principles usually 
have two aspects, scientific and ethical, and the scientific is 
regularly subordinate to the ethical. Thus Lucretius uses the 
" nothing from nothing" principle to explain and illustrate 
the regularities of nature, the fixity of species, and so on. 
But in his hands it is also a powerful weapon in the Epicu
rean war against superstition, fear, and popular religion. To 
know the causes of things and to know that these are wholly 
natural is to banish groundless fears of a god or gods who 
work in unsearchable ways; and the conquest of such fear 
represents a marked diminution of human pain and suffer
ing and hence is an essential ingredient of the good life .  If 
we want to bring this point home in modern terms, we can 
remind ourselves that there are plenty of people throughout 
the world today who attribute cancer and other diseases, 
hurricanes, droughts, floods, and other natural disasters to 
the machinations of an inscrutable god who has his own 
plans for us miserable men. Such people, and they are 
counted in the millions, lead lives of fear and propagate a 
vulgar religion of fear. The Epicurean devil, of course, was 
(and is) popular religion with its massive ignorance and su
perstition. The Epicurean savior today would be the human
itarian scientist, who would tell us that cancer is not 
divinely sent but naturally caused, even though he does not 
yet know its precise cause. With the Epicureans it was never 
science for the sake of science but always science for the 
sake of human happiness. 
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2. NOTHING PASSES AWAY INTO NOTHINGNESS. " If an 
object that passes from our view were completely annihilat
ed," says Epicurus, " everything in the world would have per
ished, since that into which things were dissipated would be 
the nonexistent.'' 7 This is formulated today as the principle 
of the indestructibility of matter. And from the premise that 
basic atomic matter is eternal Epicurus is able to derive a 
corollary: "The totality of things was always just as it is at 
present and will always remain the same because there is 
nothing into which it can change, inasmuch as there is noth
ing outside the totality that could intrude and effect 
change ." 8 In other words, the universe as a whole is eternal, 
although individual worlds within the system are born and 
die; and if the universe is eternal it must be self-sustaining 
and require no divine assistance for its maintenance . 

When we gaze upon the heavenly tracts of the great 
cosmos above, and at ether set with its glittering stars, 
and we bethink us of the courses of sun and moon, a 
vexing question then begins to waken and rear its head 
in hearts already burdened with other cares :  Is there per
haps a measureless power of gods over us, a power that 
wheels the dazzling constellations on their various courses?  
And an impoverished reason assails the mind with fur
ther doubts: Was there a beginning of the world, a gene
sis ? And will there be an end?  Until then will the 
ramparts of the world be able to endure this toil of 
ceaseless motion, or are they divinely endowed with ever
lasting health and the power to contemn the stout rigors 
of eternity as they slip along the endless current of time? 
[Luer. 5 . 1 204-1 7] 

The indestructibility principle has application on the hu
man level also. Although " all that is of mortal frame" must 
die, it is only the configuration of atoms we call the soul 
that is forever broken up and disbanded into space; the 
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component atoms of the psyche are indestructible. Atomic 
immortality may be cold comfort, but the Epicureans at
tached the greatest importance to this stark reality. Death 
and the hell of myth are totally without meaning for us, and 
human happiness can only be enhanced if we accept this 
fact as a dogmatic truth. 

Since the soul's substance is seen to be mortal, death 
is nothing to us, nor does it concern us in the least. In 
times long past we knew no ill when the Carthaginian 
assembled from every side for the fight; when the whole 
earth, shaken by the tumult and alarms of war, quailed in 
fright beneath heaven's high strand and it was unknown 
which side was destined to bear the rule over humankind 
on land and sea .  Just so, when we shall no longer be, af
ter the divorcing of body and soul, of which twain we 
are fitly joined, nothing whatsoever will have the power 
to affect us, since we shall not then be; nothing be able to 
move our senses-no, not if earth shall be confounded 
with sea and sea with sky. [Luer. 3 . 830-42) 

3 .  ATOMS EXIST. "The components [of compound bodies] 
are irreducible and immutable atoms . . .  , particles com
pletely solid in nature and incapable of decomposition in 
any manner whatsoever. Thus the primal entities are neces
sarily indivisible corporeal atoms." 9 Epicurus says we arrive 
at this truth empirically, i .e . ,  by inference from our sensory 
experience of compound bodies; and Lucretius proceeds to 
add a number of commonplace examples that lead us to 
believe that matter is composed of tiny bodies, e.g. ,  the slow 
wearing away of rings by use or of statues' hands by touch
ing and kissing, the hollowing out of stones by dripping wa
ter, the wearing away of paving stones by feet or by vehicles, 
etc. "The fact of sensation itself universally attests that there 
are bodies, and it is by reference to sensation that we must 
rationally infer the existence of imperceptible bodies." 10 
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4. ATOMS AND SPACE ARE THE SOLE EXISTENTS. "The to
tality consists of bodies and space . . . .  If what we call 'the 
void' or 'space' or 'impalpable being' were nonexistent, bod
ies would not have anywhere to exist, nor would they have 
a medium through which to move, as they manifestly do. In 
addition to these two entities it is impossible to think of any
thing else . . .  as being a complete and independent entity 
and not, rather, a property or accident of body and space." 1 1  
I f  there are two and only two basic realities, matter-in
motion and empty space, then everything in the world of 
sensory experience is either a combination of these (such as 
physical objects ) or emergent from these ( such as life, mind, 
values, human cultures, complex social and historical 
events ) .  

O n  the basis o f  his previous demonstrations Lucretius 
argues that atom and void are mutually opposed and exclu
sive, like a pair of logical contradictories." 12 Where matter 
is, there is no void, and where void is, there is no matter; 
there is no middle ground, no third substance. "Thus besides 
empty space and material body there remains no autono
mous third entity in the catalogue of nature, nothing that is 
ever subject to our perception, nothing that the mind's rea
soning can apprehend." [ 1 .445-48]  This is logically sound if 
we accept his assumptions regarding the absolute solidity 
and indivisibility of the atom, and yet somehow we want to 
demur. Consider, for example, such primary phenomena as 
things . What is a physical thing? The Atomist tells us that 
any physical object is a combination of atoms of varying 
sizes, shapes, and velocities .  But surely a thing is more than 
a mere collection or aggregation of atoms. A thing is an 
intricate structure of atoms bonded together in a system of 
relationships. What is the status of these relationships ? It is 
very difficult, if not impossible, for any materialistic theory 
to deal with anything as nonmaterial as a system of rela
tionships of material bodies in space . This is one of the 
fundamental errors of oversimplification characteristic of 
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atomism; it  is corrected in both Platonism and Aristotelian
ism, where the material principle always has its comple
ment in form or structure . 

Even more puzzling is the exact status of life, sensation, 
and consciousness. It is clear that they cannot have been 
superimposed from outside by some external agent, for the 
gods are impassive and never engage in creative activity. 
They must, then, be continuous with nature and be the 
product of atoms that in themselves have neither life nor 
sensation nor consciousness. The atoms that produce life 
and sensation are said to be specialized, very fine in texture, 
very rapid in their movements, and consequently able to set 
up an intricate system of vibrations when they interact with 
the coarser atoms of the body. Life and mind, then, seem to 
be by-products of a system of specialized atomic relation
ships. This again raises the question of the material status of 
structure and organization, but the atomic theory at this 
stage is clearly not refined enough to deal successfully with 
this problem. The metaphysical postulate that there are two 
and only two basic reals-matter-in-motion and empty 
space-raises more questions than it answers. Is life real ? Is 
sensation real ? If so, in what sense ? 

5 .  SPACE AND ATOMS ARE INFINITE. As for space, "the to
tality of things is unlimited, because anything limited has an 
end point and this end point is seen against something else. 
But the totality, having no end point, has no limit and, hav
ing no limit, it must be infinite and without boundaries ." 13  
This argument is reduced to imagery by Lucretius: Suppose 
an imaginary j avelin is hurled outward at the edge of an 
imaginary finite universe-what happens ? Either something 
blocks its flight and prevents it from completing its trajectory, 
or " it is borne outward." In the first case that which blocks 
it must be something in space beyond the supposed end of 
space, and in the second case it obviously moves into outer 
space. And the experiment may be repeated indefinitely 
"wherever you place the outer bounds ." 
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Assuming that all existing space i s  constituted finite, 
if one were to run out and out to its furthest edge and 
cast a speeding javelin, would you say that, if whirled 
with all one's might, this javelin would go whither it is 
sent and speed into the far distance, or do you think that 
something would hold it back and oppose it ? For you 
must assume and admit that one or the other would 
happen. But in either case your escape is blocked, and 
you are driven to concede that the universe lies open, 
immune to limit. For whether there is something that 
holds it back and prevents it from moving whither it was 
hurled and reaching its goal or whether it is borne out
ward into space, it did not start at the world's end. In 
this wise I shall continue, and wherever you place the 
outer bounds I shall ask, "What then becomes of the 
javelin ? "  It will be the case that the world's end can no
where be established, and the possibility of the javelin's 
flight only extends its escape into space. [Luer. 1 .968-8 3]  

As for the number of atoms in infinite space, "the totality 
is infinite both in the quantity of atomic bodies and in spa
tial magnitude, because . . .  if space were infinite but the 
atomic bodies finite in number, the atoms would not remain 
in any position but would be borne about and dispersed 
throughout infinite space, not having supporting bodies to 
stabilize them in their recoil from other atoms." 14 

Given infinite space and an infinitude of atoms, a corol
lary follows: " In addition, there are infinite worlds-worlds 
like and unlike our own-because the atoms, being infinite 
in number, as was just now shown, are in motion extremely 
far out in space; and atoms of the sort from which a single 
world could be generated . . .  have not been used up on one 
world or on a finite number of worlds." 15 

If each of these worlds is a replica of our own local sys
tem, some interesting questions suggest themselves :  Are these 
worlds inhabited? If so, are these manlike beings unhappy 
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like us ? Do they experience more pain than pleasure because 
of their ignorance of nature ? Are they, like us, burdened by 
archaic and irrational religious fears ? And so on. The possi
bilities of propagating the true gospel of Epicureanism thus 
become tremendous, but Epicurus as a sensible humanist 
confines himself to the task of reducing human unhappiness 
locally and never raises such questions . 

III .  THE MOTION OF ATOMS 

1 .  MOTION Is ETERNAL, i .e . ,  atomic motion has neither 
beginning nor end. 16 This proposition is obviously not empir
ically derived but is a bold metaphysical postulate first made 
by Democritus (and adopted unchanged by Epicurus and 
Lucretius) when he declared his independence from the stul
tifying principles of Parmenides.  By this postulate Democri
tus was able, without evidence or argument, to answer the 
awkward question, How do atoms happen to be in motion ? 

2. MEANING OF "BODY." A physical body or object is a 
complex structure of atoms of various shapes, sizes, and ve
locities .  Such bodies become perceptible to us because of 
their internal atomic collisions, which have the effect of re
ducing normal atomic speeds to the range of human percep
tions. Atoms in a compound body are analogous to free 
atoms in space. Within the limited internal space of the ob
ject they too move at a uniform rate of speed unless tempo
rarily checked by collisions with other atoms in their 
aggregate . A " slow" body is different from a " fast" body 
because of the higher rate of internal collisions. 17 

3 .  THE Two KINDS OF MOTION. There are two kinds of 
motion in the world, both real-one, atomic motion unseen 
by us; the other, the observed motion of sensible bodies. A 
moving object that we observe is "the sensory counterpart" 
or "appearance" 1 8 of all the internal atomic motions which 
we do not observe . Its motion is its own; it is real and not 
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illusory, because the object i s  a sensed entity in  its own right 
and not merely the sum total of its component motions. 
What is true of the observed motion of bodies is not true of 
the subempirical motion of atoms, because the truth of the 
senses is different from truth that is logically inferred or 
"mentally apprehended," 19  even though the latter must be 
verified or at least not contradicted by empirical evidence . 
Thus our senses tell us that one subject (e .g. ,  a car or a ball) 
is moving faster than another, but we cannot infer that the 
atoms of the faster object are therefore moving faster than 
the atoms of the slower object. Atomic speed is one thing 
( i.e . ,  a construct, or inference) ,  and the speed of atomic ag
gregates is another ( i .e . ,  a datum of sensation) .  

One further point: I f  i t  i s  true that " atoms and space are 
the sole existents," or realities (II, 4, above) ,  is it not a con
tradiction to say, as we said above, that the sensed motion 
of anything is real and not illusory? Strictly yes, but the 
strong empirical bias of Epicurus in both the Letter to He
rodotus and the Letter to Pythocles, and his insistence that 
" if a person fights the clear evidence of his senses he will 
never be able to share in genuine tranquillity" (Letter to 
Pythocles 96)  would seem to indicate that both real and true 
were ambiguous, two-level words for him. And in the last 
analysis the Epicurean is ethically " saved" not by metaphys
ics but by "the clear evidence of his senses."20 

4. THE ATOMIC SWERVE. Democritus not only postulated 
eternal motion for the atoms but apparently represented 
them as flying about every which way in space-colliding, 
coalescing, and separating as " necessity" dictated. Into this 
picture of original chaos Epicurus later introduced a star
tling and gratuitous innovation, one of his few major depar
tures from Democritus' theory. On the analogy of falling 
terrestrial bodies he pictures the atoms as " falling" eternally 
in parallel lines through infinite space; since they fall in a 
complete vacuum, their velocities are equal,21 and there is 
no opportunity for heavier atoms to overtake lighter ones or 
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to  collide and combine with them. In  order to  provide for 
such collisions and combinations, which were necessary, of 
course, for the production of objects and whole worlds, Epi
curus then postulated his notorious atomic swerve, accord
ing to which certain atoms deviate ever so slightly from 
their perpendicular fall and, continuing in this erratic path, 
collide with other atoms. The initial collisions set up a 
"chain reaction," with the result that multiple collisions oc
cur and atomic aggregates, small and large, are formed. 

In this context I also desire you to recognize that 
when the atomic bodies are borne straight down through 
the void of their own weight, they deviate a bit from the 
perpendicular at quite unpredictable times and places, 
but only enough for one to say that their course of mo
tion has been altered . If they were not in the habit of 
swerving thus, they would all keep raining down through 
the vastness of the void like water drops, and no occa
sion would present itself for them to collide and strike 
together-with the result that nature would have 
wrought nothing. [Luer. 2.2 1 6-24] 

The postulate of the swerve occasions a difficult logical 
dilemma, and we must critically take note of it. The swerve 
is either caused or uncaused. If it is uncaused, then the prin
ciple of "nothing arises from nothing" is violated; if it is 
caused, it must be caused by something-but by what? Epi
curus and Lucretius do not tell us, and Lucretius' phrase " at 
quite unpredictable times and places" is more than a hint 
that such swerves are random, uncaused events . 

Although an uncaused event in a tight deterministic sys
tem such as atomism is an absurdity, Epicurus had an over
whelmingly good reason (as he thought) to entertain such a 
notion. His reason was ethical rather than physical, although 
the swerve was also very serviceable in explaining cosmic 
origins.  Epicurus, and Lucretius after him, wished to free 
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man from tyranny-not only the tyranny of  unpredictable 
gods but also the tyranny of matter itself. If man is nothing 
but a material mechanism and part of the world mechanism, 
then his choices of good and evil are mechanically deter
mined, and he cannot be said to be an autonomous and re
sponsible ethical being. Thus if materialism is to save moral 
responsibility and at the same time save determinism, it 
must represent man as partially determined ( in his organic 
functions ) and partially free ( in his ethical capacity ) .  Free
dom is introduced into the human machine by postulating 
tiny swerves in the soul atoms. " It is this slight deviation of 
the primal bodies, at indeterminate times and places, which 
keeps the mind as such from experiencing an inner compul
sion in doing everything it does and from being forced to 
endure and suffer like a captive in chains." [Luer. 2.289-
93]22 Ethical choices, then, are the result of random atomic 
events occurring in the psyche and brought to consciousness 
in "the will," rather than the outcome of determinate ante
cedent conditions, both psychological and environmental, 
brought to focus in the psyche. In other words, my act of 
" free will" is not an act caused by myself, by my settled 
character, independently of external force or coercion, but 
by purely accidental atomic irregularities that happen to 
operate in my will . This is not what we ordinarily mean by 
"moral freedom," nor would most people consider them
selves morally responsible for acts of this sort. On both 
counts the doctrine of the swerve is a complete failure and a 
blot on ancient materialism.23 It is scientific nonsense and 
ethical folly, and is destructive of the very values that Epicu
rus sought to protect. 

IV. SENSATION AND PERCEPTION 

1 .  SENSATION A PRODUCT OF THE INTERACTION OF SOUL 

AND BODY ATOMS. "You must bear in mind that the soul 
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plays the most important role in  causing sensation but 
would never have achieved sensation unless it were some
how incorporated in the rest of the organism. The latter in 
turn, after providing the soul with this ground for sensation, 
has itself come to participate in the same function, thanks to 
the soul, but not in all the functions that the soul has . . . .  
[The latter,] by actualizing its own potentiality through mo
tion, at once achieved the function of sensation for itself and 
imparted it to the body also as a result of its proximity and 
congruence with the latter."24 Thus a nexus of vibrating, 
nonsentient atoms somehow produces a totally new phe
nomenon in nature which we call sensation. This event 
bears witness to the truth that Lucretius points out, that na
ture is "creative," but "creative" does not really explain the 
emergence of sensation from an aggregation of atoms, how
ever specialized, any more than does Epicurus' question
begging phrase, " by actualizing its own potentiality." We 
have previously discussed (II, 4 above) the puzzling status of 
sensation in a universe where there are only two basic reali
ties, atoms and space, and if we wished to press home the 
point we could seriously question the reality of our whole 
sensory experience, as Democritus candidly did.25 But Epi
curus never did, because too much in his system, especially 
human happiness, depended on the life of the senses .  

2.  SENSATION IMPOSSIBLE IN DEATH. This corollary fol
lows immediately once we accept the postulate that sensa
tion is the product of the interaction of soul and body 
atoms. " On the dissolution of the entire organism the soul is 
scattered abroad and no longer has its usual functions, nor 
does it undergo motion, with the result that it does not have 
sensation either. It is impossible to think of it as sentient if it 
is not present in a composite whole and if it does not enjoy 
its usual movements at such times as its housing and envi
ronment are not the same as the present environment in 
which it carries out these movements ."26 

The ethical implications of this are vast. Far from being 



2 0  T H E  A RT O F  H A P P I N E S S  

depressing, this materialistic truth can only serve to  enhance 
human welfare and happiness. At one stroke two of man's 
greatest prospective miseries are nullified-death and a hell
ish afterlife . Once a man has purged away "the terror in the 
soul" by acknowledging that death " is nothing to us " and 
hell simply a psychological projection of present torments 
and frustrations,27 he is ready for the happy life-pleasure 
(properly interpreted), a minimum of pain, freedom from 
neurotic fears, and spiritual composure. This is a cardinal 
example of how the physical aspects of atomism were never 
allowed to remain purely theoretical but were always di
rected to humane and human ends . 

3 .  PERCEPTION DEPENDENT ON ATOMIC FILMS FLOWING 

OFF OBJECTS. Granted that we have sensations, how do we 
come to perceive objects in the external world about us ? 
Democritus first devised the ingenious theory (although one 
would never know it from reading Epicurus) that out be
yond the periphery of our bodies there are innumerable ag
gregations of moving atoms which emit thin films, or 
replicas of themselves (known as eidola in Greek) .  These 
atomic films are constantly impinging in a steady stream on 
our various sense organs, which are likewise collections of 
moving atoms, and there they excite complicated patterns of 
vibration which we experience as whole "things" with all 
their natural colors, odors, shapes, and so on. In other 
words, there are no "things" in the external world, only col
lections of atoms; furthermore, there are no colors, odors, 
etc. ,  in outer nature, only atoms having velocities, quantita
tive dimensions, and organizations. "Things" with natural 
qualities exist only in our sensory experience as the " ap
pearances" or "phenomena" of outer realities .  Thus 
Democritus reduced subjective qualities to objective quanti
ties, one of the most striking feats of ancient materialistic 
thinking. (This picture is somewhat similar to that of the 
seventeenth-century empiricist John Locke, although Locke 
held that certain properties such as size and shape are also 
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external, " out there," and not purely subjective. His succes
sor in the eighteenth century, Bishop Berkeley, more consist
ently reduced all qualities to subjective status, which at first 
glance seems to be exactly the view of Democritus but isn't 
at all because Berkeley categorically denied the existence of 
matter. Empirical evidence shows that we know only the 
subjective world of our own experience, which is wholly 
mental. How, then, can the mind, our world of experience, 
be derived from an unexperienced X called "matter," which 
is obviously not-mind? "Matter," then, is a totally useless 
and misleading postulate, and any honest "common-sense" 
empiricist can and must dispense with it ! )  

Democritus' brilliant theory of films, or eidola, was later 
altered by Epicurus, gratuitously and for the worse. He has 
it that experienced qualities such as color are mechanically 
transferred to us by the films that already have them from 
the external objects themselves. Thus we see a green leaf, for 
example, because a green configuration of atoms emanating 
from a green object in nature has impinged on the retina of 
the eye and there registered its own true quality. Thus 
greenness and all other natural qualities exist not only in us 
as private receptors but also in the public domain of atomic 
configurations called nature. Epicurus, of course, never held 
that individual atoms are green but only that objective col
lections of atoms take on greenness and so on. Once again 
we must ask the question, If only atoms and space are really 
real, is objective greenness in nature-not to mention the 
sensation of greenness in us-real in any sense ? Epicurus 
never honestly confronted this embarrassing question. 

After curtly criticizing the views of his predecessors re
garding perception, and without even mentioning the name 
or the theory of Democritus, Epicurus continues: "These 
theories are less credible than my own hypothesis that cer
tain atomic films having the same colors and shapes as their 
objects impinge on us, entering either the eye or the mind, 
depending on the relative sizes of their atoms; that these 
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films have a rapid course of  movement and for this reason 
present the phenomenon of a unitary and continuously ex
istent object; and that they preserve the qualitative changes 
of the underlying physical object in their uniform impact on 
us from that source, which results from the atomic pulsa
tions deep within the physical object."28 

Granted the fact of human perception, how do we know 
that these films actually exist? They are subempirical, as in
visible as atoms themselves. We do not experience them, only 
the result of their impact on our sense organs. To establish 
the existence of the films Epicurus must resort to a process 
of inference or deductive logic, just as he does in establish
ing the existence of the basic atoms themselves.29 "The cor
respondence between the perceptions that we take as 
representations [of objects] . . .  and what we call real exist
ent objects could never arise unless certain entities of this 
sort were making their impact on us."30 Bishop Berkeley 
might have called this dogmatic statement a capital piece of 
question-begging. From our own experience how do we 
know there are " real existent objects" in an external world ? 
And even supposing there are, how can we assume a "corre
spondence" between them and our own perceptions, when 
all we know or can know is our own perceptions? Any 
Greek materialist would have been dismayed at the startling 
turn that empiricism later took, especially in the hands of 
Berkeley and Hume. The whole world of things which seem 
so indubitably material and external disappears into the 
subjective world of our own experience, a world that is 
wholly real but also wholly mental. But neither Democritus 
nor Epicurus had the faintest inkling that the material could 
thus become the immaterial. 

4. TRUTH AND FALSITY IN PERCEPTION. Any discussion 
of perception inevitably, sooner or later, raises the question 
of truth. Do our senses give us a true picture of the world ? 
Do they ever deceive us?  If so, under what conditions ?  It 
was most important for Epicurus to give clear, dogmatic 
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answers to these questions, particularly since he was bitterly 
opposed to the contemporary school of the Skeptics, who 
had called in question the evidence of the senses and even 
the powers of the mind to gain any sort of reliable 
knowledge about the world. To all who would undermine 
the senses, the very foundations of knowledge, as well as to 
his own disciples he makes the following technical and care
fully worded statement: "Any perception of shape or quali
ties that we receive by atomic impingement on the mind or 
sense organs represents the true shape or quality of the 
physical object and is generated by the unbroken series of 
films or its residues, whereas falsity and error always consist 
of the element of belief superimposed on a percept which 
awaits verification or noncontradiction and which is then 
not verified or is contradicted."3 1  In other words, the senses 
themselves never deceive us. It is the element of interpreta
tion that we immediately add to the sensory data from our 
own background or funded experience that frequently mis
leads us. But the senses mechanically report what the films 
bring to them, and the films by definition are facsimiles of 
their original objects, though sometimes in transit they be
come altered or mutilated so that only " residues" reach us. 

This Epicurean statement of what we today call the veri
fication principle may perhaps be best explained by a con
crete illustration: Suppose I am a Roman Epicurean and am 
in the habit of walking frequently into the country along the 
Appian Way. One day I see in the distance, perhaps less than 
a mile away, what appears to be a round tower. As an Epi
curean I know that I always see what I see but that I may be 
misled in my beliefs by some unconscious interpretation 
( " the element of belief superimposed on a percept" ) .  So 
partly from curiosity and partly to verify my perception, I 
walk closer and closer and find to my satisfaction that the 
object is indeed a tower and that it is round. I have now ver
ified my original percept and have found it to be not con
tradicted by the close-up view of the object; and, moreover, 
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interpretation has played no distorting role in this case at 
all. I repeat this walk every week for several months and 
form a deep impression of many objects, including the tower. 
But then for the sake of variety I leave the Appian Way one 
day and strike off across country. It is coming up to rain, 
and I can't go too far. And then I see what appears to be 
another round tower. Strange, way off here. But I decide not 
to investigate that day and turn back. The following week I 
decide to check on this "percept that awaits verification" to 
see whether my impression of the week before was right or 
wrong. It was wrong. The object turns out to be the sole re
maining pier of a ruined aqueduct! Did my eyes deceive me? 
No, the films flowing off the pier may possibly have been al
tered by passing through those low-lying rain clouds, but the 
main trouble was "the element of belief," i .e . ,  I unconsciously 
interpreted what I saw in the light of my many experiences of 
seeing the real tower on the Appian Way. 

In this way Epicurus sought to counter the corrosive crit
icism of the Skeptics, who held that the senses themselves 
frequently deceive us and are therefore never to be trusted. 
Such a position in Epicurus' eyes was tantamount to de
stroying all possibility of knowledge, since even reason be
comes impotent if the evidence of the senses is called in 
question.32 

In his Leading Doctrines, a collection of sayings and 
aphorisms circulated among students and laymen, Epicurus 
gives us another careful statement on sensation, which is 
even more pointedly directed against the Skeptics :  " If you 
summarily rule out any single sensation and do not tnake a 
distinction between the element of belief that is superim
posed on a percept that awaits verification and what is ac
tually present in sensation or in the feelings or some percept 
of the mind itself, you will cast doubt on all other sensations 
by your unfounded interpretation and consequently aban
don all the criteria of truth. On the other hand, in cases of 
interpreted data, if you accept as true those that need verifi-
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cation a s  well a s  those that do  not, you will still be  in  error, 
since the whole question at issue in every judgment of what 
is true or not true will be left intact." 33 In other words, un
critical rejection of any given sensation through failure to 
distinguish between sensation and its interpretation (as in 
the case of seeing a mirage ) may lead one eventually to re
ject the veracity of all sensations (as the Skeptics do) and 
consequently the means for determining truth. Contrariwise, 
blind acceptance of all interpreted sensations as correct is 
equally unjustified, since "the whole question at issue"-the 
superimposed interpretation-is ignored. The only safe pro
cedure is to distinguish between the percept as such and its 
interpretation. 

This epistemological discussion has an unexpected appli
cation in the field of ethics also . If we follow the Skeptics 
and come to distrust our senses as the means to truth, we 
may likewise come to distrust our feelings of pleasure and 
pain as the criteria of what is right and wrong in conduct. 
Although Epicurus, like most Greek thinkers, believed in the 
power of reason to guide and control, he held that the feel
ings were even more fundamental and natural guides to the 
good life than reason itself. This important point will be 
treated at length in a later section (VII) of this Introduction 
devoted to ethics . 

V. THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE 

The theory of knowledge, also known technically as epis
temology, is that aspect of philosophy which is interested in 
a special group of questions centering around human know
ing. Typical questions are, What do we know and how do 
we know it? What are the limitations of knowledge? What 
is truth and what standards are available for determining 
truth and its opposite, falsity? What role does language play 
in human knowing? And so on. 
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The Epicureans had a fairly well-developed theory of 
knowledge as a result of their rivalry and opposition to other 
schools of thought such as the Platonists, the Skeptics, and 
the "mythologizers," or adherents of traditional popular 
religion. This body of theory exists piecemeal and is not to 
be found entire in any extant Epicurean work; consequently 
it must be assembled from whatever sources and documents 
are still left to us. The Epicureans have often been accused 
of dogmatism by detractors and friends alike, and it is in 
their epistemology that this trait becomes quite evident. Al
though dogmatism is philosophically indefensible, there are 
at least good historical reasons to account for its existence 
in this case. The Epicureans were thoroughly alarmed that 
the whole basis of knowledge of the natural world was be
ing undermined by contemporary trends: ( 1 )  by the Pla
tonists, who had shifted attention from natural phenomena 
and the world of flux in general to an immutable transcen
dental world of ideal objects called forms (e .g. ,  tree-ness, 
cat-ness, triangularity, justice per se, etc. ) whose very exist
ence Epicurus found " inconceivable," i .e . ,  contradictory to 
his own empirical canons; (2 )  by the Skeptics, whose criti
cism of sensory knowledge was powerful and corrosive, as 
we noted in the previous section; and ( 3 )  by reactionary ad
herents of astral and popular religion, whose numbers were 
large and on the increase during the Hellenistic period.34 
The strong stand taken by the Epicureans against all these 
tendencies was taken not in the name of science and human 
knowledge alone but in the name of human happiness, on 
the reasonable assumption that if men know the true nature 
of reality (which in this case is decidedly physical and mate
rial ! ) they are more likely to be happy than if they do not. 
Hence the happy and the good life presupposes knowing 
and knowing how to know. 

1 .  PURPOSE OF KNOWLEDGE. The purpose of all 
knowledge, metaphysical as well as scientific, is to achieve 
what Epicurus called ataraxia, freedom from irrational fears 
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and anxieties of  all sorts-in brief, peace of  mind. I f  this 
goal seems a bit strange to us today, we must remember that 
the Hellenistic period was a time of turmoil and great uncer
tainties and that Epicureanism was devised specifically as a 
" salvation" philosophy, a positive way of escape from a 
most unpleasant social and political environment. So it be
came imperative, in a positive sense, for the Epicureans to 
imitate the perfect serenity and self-sufficiency of their own 
idealized gods, who were actually a psychological projection 
of the kind of beings they themselves wanted to be. As a 
means to this end it was necessary for the Epicurean to ac
quire a large body of " scientific" knowledge that was entirely 
free from the taints of popular superstition and religiosity� 
particularly knowledge about the natural causes of celestial 
phenomena. For the heavenly bodies were widely regarded 
as divine and as having unpredictable powers to influence 
human fortunes for better or worse, and such beliefs could 
only assist in the formation of mass phobias and neuroses . 
To neutralize these sources of popular anxiety and unhappi
ness by the antidote of knowledge was therefore one of the 
chief goals of Epicurean humanitarianism. Consider the fol
lowing typical pronouncements : " First of all, then, we must 
assume that no other end is served by the study of celestial 
phenomena, whether considered by themselves or in some 
larger context, than mental composure and a sturdy self
reliance, just as in the case of the other disciplines." 35 And 
"We must consider that it is the task of natural science to 
determine with precision the causes of the most important 
phenomena and that our happiness is bound up with causal 
knowledge of the heavenly bodies, i .e . ,  with the understand
ing of the nature of celestial phenomena, and everything else 
that is germane to scientific knowledge relating to human 
happiness."36 

2. EPICUREAN EMPIRICISM. Both Epicurus and Lucretius 
held that the stock of our general ideas is derived from ex
perience rather than from innate a priori concepts and that 
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