
What Evidence Do We Have That Frances Wright
Personally Was An Epicurean?
Post by “Cassius” of October 4, 2020 at 8:19 PM

I told Elayne that I would read some more into Frances Wright to see if I could pull out
particularly interesting sections of her "Courses of Popular Lectures." References here are to
the PDF located here.

Here is a notation as to one such section, in Volume I -

I find this very strange. She has published an entire book praising Epicurus to the skies, and
putting in his mouth exactly the words that science should be observation, and not theory,
which IS consistent with Epicurus' viewpoint.

How then to explain these paragraphs, in which she slams Athenian philosophers without
mentioning the exception of Epicurus, and she mentions only Aristotle (I think it is fair to say
that that's a negative reference, but it's not clear to me)?

And as the text continues she then turns to praising Pestalozzi, the Christian. Hopefully by the
end of this chapter on "religion" it will be clear why she is doing this.

Great line here, as to "Castles in the Air" on page 93:

OK this is important. As the chapter closes, it is clear what is going on -- she has decided that
she is going to take the position simply that I DON'T KNOW - and she's not going to take a
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position on anything other than what she can see in this world -- and in the absence of anything
said here, she does not even seem to be taking a position on life after death.

Here then we may have the ultimate dividing line and where she decided to depart from
Epicurus:

This exchange from Chapter 14 of A Few Days In Athens always bothered me, because it
seemed that she was putting words in Epicurus' mouth that seemed clearly different from what
we know about his positions from the ancient texts. I always wanted to give her the benefit of
the doubt that somehow she thought there was a way to reconcile this with what he wrote, but
now I see that she simply decided to write her own position in as his. Here is the text:

Quote

“On leaving you, last night,” said Theon, “I encountered Cleanthes. He came from the
perusal of your writings, and brought charges against them which I was unprepared to
answer.”

“Let us hear them, my Son; perhaps, until you shall have perused them yourself, we
may assist your difficulty.”

“First, that they deny the existence of the gods.”

“I see but one other assertion that could equal that in folly,” said Epicurus.
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“I knew it,” exclaimed Theon, triumphantly; “I knew it was impossible. But where will
not prejudice lead men, when even the upright Cleanthes is capable of slander!”

“He is utterly incapable of it,” said the Master ; “and the inaccuracy, in this case, I
rather suspect to rest with you than with him. To deny the existence of the gods would
indeed be presumption in a philosopher; a presumption equaled only by that of him
who should assert their existence.”

“How!” exclaimed the youth, with a countenance in which astonishment seemed to
suspend every other expression.

“As I never saw the gods, my son,” calmly continued the Sage, “I cannot assert their
existence; and, that I never saw them, is no reason for my denying it.”

“But do we believe nothing except that of which we have ocular demonstration?”

“Nothing, at least, for which we have not the evidence of one or more of our senses;
that is, when we believe on just grounds, which, I grant, taking men collectively, is very
seldom.”

Display More 

Continuing on:

So she DOES mention Epicurus, at least once, and approvingly, however short;

But oh my my -- can it really be true that she is going to base her morals on "good" and
'beneficial" without further definiton?
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This is not directly related to investigating FW's thought process but it is too good not to
include:

Well i did not expect THIS --- almost a precursor or shade of Ayn Rand in discussing self-
interest, but stated in a much better way (Not sure if this comment is an aside or not, but i do
personally think that this is the correct way to interpret Epicurus.)

Then she continues on to discuss what is essentially a feeling-based "moral sense" - very
similar to Jefferson's formulation which i'll quote here from the Peter Carr letter:

:
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He who made us would have been a pitiful bungler if he had made the rules of our moral
conduct a matter of science. For one man of science, there are thousands who are not. What
would have become of them? Man was destined for society. His morality, therefore, was to be
formed to this object. He was endowed with a sense of right and wrong, merely relative to this.
This sense is as much a part of his Nature, as the sense of hearing, seeing, feeling; it is the true
foundation of morality, and not the [beautiful], truth, &c., as fanciful writers have imagined. The
moral sense, or conscience, is as much a part of man as his leg or arm. It is given to all human
beings in a stronger or weaker degree, as force of members is given them in a greater or less
degree. It may be strengthened by exercise, as may any particular limb of the body. This sense
is submitted, indeed, in some degree, to the guidance of reason; but it is a small stock which is
required for this: even a less one than what we call common sense. State a moral case to a
plowman and a professor. The former will decide it as well, & often better than the latter,
because he has not been led astray by artificial rules."
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