
Key Citations - The Swerve - Its Nature And Effects
Post by “Cassius” of January 23, 2021 at 9:19 AM

Lucretius Book Two:

[216] Herein I would fain that you should learn this too, that when first-bodies are being carried
downwards straight through the void by their own weight, at times quite undetermined and at
undetermined spots they push a little from their path: yet only just so much as you could call a
change of trend. But if they were not used to swerve, all things would fall downwards through
the deep void like drops of rain, nor could collision come to be, nor a blow brought to pass for
the first-beginnings: so nature would never have brought aught to being.

[225] But if perchance any one believes that heavier bodies, because they are carried more
quickly straight through the void, can fall from above on the lighter, and so bring about the
blows which can give creative motions, he wanders far away from true reason.

For all things that fall through the water and thin air, these things must needs quicken their fall
in proportion to their weights, just because the body of water and the thin nature of air cannot
check each thing equally, but give place more quickly when overcome by heavier bodies. But,
on the other hand, the empty void cannot on any side, at any time, support anything, but
rather, as its own nature desires, it continues to give place; wherefore all things must needs be
borne on through the calm void, moving at equal rate with unequal weights. The heavier will
not then ever be able to fall on the lighter from above, nor of themselves bring about the blows,
which make diverse the movements, by which nature carries things on. Wherefore, again and
again, it must needs be that the first-bodies swerve a little; yet not more than the very least,
lest we seem to be imagining a sideways movement, and the truth refute it. For this we see
plain and evident, that bodies, as far as in them lies, cannot travel sideways, since they fall
headlong from above, as far as you can descry. But that nothing at all swerves from the
straight direction of its path, what sense is there which can descry?

[251] Once again, if every motion is always linked on, and the new always arises from the old in
order determined, nor by swerving do the first-beginnings make a certain start of movement to
break through the decrees of fate, so that cause may not follow cause from infinite time;
whence comes this free will for living things all over the earth, whence, I ask, is it wrested from
fate, this will whereby we move forward, where pleasure leads each one of us, and swerve
likewise in our motions neither at determined times nor in a determined direction of place, but
just where our mind has carried us? For without doubt it is his own will which gives to each one
a start for this movement, and from the will the motions pass flooding through the limbs.

[B-2::263] Do you not see too how, when the barriers are flung open, yet for an instant of time
the eager might of the horses cannot burst out so suddenly as their mind itself desires? For the
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whole store of matter throughout the whole body must be roused to movement, that then
aroused through every limb it may strain and follow the eager longing of the mind; so that you
see a start of movement is brought to pass from the heart, and comes forth first of all from the
will of the mind, and then afterwards is spread through all the body and limbs.

[272] Nor is it the same as when we move forward impelled by a blow from the strong might
and strong constraint of another. For then it is clear to see that all the matter of the body
moves and is hurried on against our will, until the will has reined it back throughout the limbs.
Do you not then now see that, albeit a force outside pushes many men and constrains them
often to go forward against their will and to be hurried away headlong, yet there is something
in our breast, which can fight against it and withstand it? And at its bidding too the store of
matter is constrained now and then to turn throughout the limbs and members, and, when
pushed forward, is reined back and comes to rest again.

[284] Wherefore in the seeds too you must needs allow likewise that there is another cause of
motion besides blows and weights, whence comes this power born in us, since we see that
nothing can come to pass from nothing. For weight prevents all things coming to pass by blows,
as by some force without. But that the very mind feels not some necessity within in doing all
things, and is not constrained like a conquered thing to bear and suffer, this is brought about by
the tiny swerve of the first-beginnings in no determined direction of place and at no determined
time.
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