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EPICUREAN ANTI-REDUCTIONISM



1. SOME METAPHYSICAL THESES

The topic with which this paper! will concern itself is
the relation in which, according to Epicurean metaphysics, a
complex entity such as a man stands to its constituent parts
and qualities. Although Epicureanism and Stoicism both give
centre stage to bodily particulars, and in consequence have
certain features of their respective epistemologies in common,
their metaphysical systems are nevertheless in fact extraordi-
narily different, Stoicism is a top-down theory, which takes
life and intelligence as irreducibly basic features of the world
and of at least some of its occupants. The reason why all but
a very few of the items in the world, including mental qualities
such as virtue, are bodies, is not that body is more metaphy-
sically fundamental than mind or intelligence, but simply that
the ability of such things to cause anything is held to
depend on their capacity for bodily interaction. In Epi-
cureanism, on the other hand, bodies are indeed metaphysically
fundamental, since they are, apart from the space which they
occupy and move through, the only conceivable per se entities.

! This paper has, whatever its remaining shortcomings, benefited
greatly from the discussion it received at the Siena conference, and
from further discussion of some of the issues at a seminar held at the
Institute of Classical Studies, London. I am also grateful for substantial
comments supplied by Martha Nussbaum, Robert Wardy, André Laks,
David Konstan, Glenn Most, and especially Jonathan Barnes. But none
of them should be assumed to agree with everything I say. Finally, T
was fortunate enough to be able to read some very helpful unpublished
work bearing on this subject by Julia Annas, Robert Wardy, Phillip
Mitsis, and the late Norman Gulley.
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Yet a Stoic-like concern with causality is hardly in evidence
here, since in Epicureanism causal interaction goes on all the
time between bodies and certain non-corporeal items, namely
their properties.

The contrast with the Stoic top-down approach invites the
description of Epicureanism as a bottom-up theory, working up
to all phenomenal features of the world — colour, life, virtue,
etc. — from a set of absolutely basic building blocks, the
atoms, which themselves lack these features. But such a
characterisation may require some careful qualification.

It is easy to think of Epicurus’ own two favourite Pre-
socratics, Anaxagoras and Democritus 2, as the archetypal theo-
rists of the two respective types. Anaxagoras’ top-down theory
simply takes as given a comprehensive set of phenomenal
substances, including not only perceptible properties but also
mind itself. These between them adequately account for all
more complex phenomena. But any attempt to get behind
them to some primitive building bricks on which they in
turn depend will inevitably be frustrated: at any level
of microscopic analysis nothing but these very same substances
will be found. A merit of this top-down approach is that the
world turns out to be in reality comfortingly similar to the
way it is perceived to be. If the approach is, despite this, less
than satisfying, that is perhaps because it seems to lack a
firm explanatory starting point.

By contrast, Democritus’ bottom-up theory, atomism, clearly
does supply the primitive building bricks, and generates the
phenomenal world out of them. Satisfyingly explanatory though
this is, it has the demerit that the world now turns out to
be in reality utterly different from the way it is perceived
to be: all the colours, states of mind, etc. prove to be not
real (¢tef}), but just arbitrary (one of the implications of his
contrasting term véup) constructions placed by the experiencing
subject on atomic aggregates which in the last analysis are

2 Droc. Laert. x 12; Prur. adv. Col. 1108 EF.
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quite devoid of such properties. In current jargon, Democritus
is an eliminative materialist, who holds that phenomenal
states are nothing over and above physical states, and infers
that they are unreal.

There is an obvious temptation, which has rarely if ever
been resisted, to class Democritus’ fellow-atomist Epicurus
as another thoroughgoing bottom-up theorist. After all, it
may have been reasoned, in his world too there is nothing
but atoms and void and their states. If, then, the properties
of complex bodies are not ultimately just atomic states, they
are nothing at all. This assumption that he is some sort of
materialist — i.e. that he thinks that all states can be identified
with physical states — is virtually ubiquitous in the modern
literature *.

But there are at least three reasons why the consequence
should not be so readily drawn. For one thing, we are all
atomists of a sort nowadays, yet by no means all of us find
that this commits us in advance to thinking of beauty, love,
or freedom as identical to physical states of things’ or people’s
constituent particles. Even without any injection of vitalism,
or of Cartesian dualism, there are those, philosophers and
non-philosophers alike, who think of such things as belonging
to an irreducibly different level of reality from the atomic one.

Second, reductionist remarks are extraordinarily hard to
unearth in the extensive remains of Epicurean writings. The
Democritean dictum that belief (8¢Eug) is a mere reshaping

3 The point could be illustrated from the text of almost any major
scholar of Epicureanism, but I choose just the most important modern
writer on Epicurean psychology, C. DiaNo, Scritti epicurei, Firenze
1974, p. 146, «..la legge epicurea delle qualitd, le quali riducendosi
a un determinato rapporto d’atomi di determinata forma, ...»; ibid., p.
155, « sensazione e pensiero dalle forme pit semplici alle piti complesse
non sono altro che il combinato moto degli atomi della mente o del-
Panima-corpus con gli atomi che dall’esterno vengon con essi a contatto »
(reprinted from Diano’s 193942 articles, La psicologia d’Epicuro e la
teoric delle passion).
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(¢mwpuopin) ¢, for example, has no counterpart in the entire
book (DRN 4) devoted by Lucretius to psychology. Termi-
nology which has sometimes been assumed to have reductionist
implications need not, and often cannot, be so understood.
A prominent example is xlvneouvg, Latin motus, and their
cognates-terms used in Epicurean texts to describe sen-
sation 5, judgement ®, and the “ kinetic ” pleasures which are
contrasted with ¢ katastematic ” ones ’. Surely, it is tempting
to reason, since Epicurus is an atomist, pleasures &v xwvroet
are likely to consist in a certain type of movement of soul
atoms®, Against this, it must be stressed that x{vnoue can
in standard usage designate not just locomotion but also a
“change ” or “ process” at any level of analysis. Compare
for instance the Stoic division of mental goods into those
which are ““static” and those “in process ” (&v xwvroet)°.
The latter, exactly like the Epicurean pleasures &v xtvfioet ',
include joy (xopé) and delight (edepooivn). It seems unlikely
that Epicurus, any more than the Stoics, meant to imply any
particular physical analysis by his choice of terminology here ™.

< ”»

4 68 B 7 DK.

5 Lucr. 11 352.

¢ Eprc. ep. Hdt. 51, quoted p. 323 below.

7 E.g. Prut. adv. Col. 1122 E, contra Ep. beat. 1087 B, 1089 a;
Usener 67.

8 Cf. J.C.B. GosLinG-C.C. W. TavLor, The Greeks on pleasure,
Oxford 1984, pp. 370, 374, who admit the objection that in Epicureanism
all atoms are in constant motion; D.K. GLIDDEN, Epicurus and the
pleasure principle, in The Greeks and the good life, ed. D.J. DEPEW,
Indianapolis 1980, pp. 177-97.

9 SVF m 111. Cf. also SExt. EMP. M x1 83, oupPaiver tu mepl
fudg doteiov xlvnue xol modextdy xatdotnue — language closely
resembling the Epicurean pleasure terminology, yet in a passage with
no special doctrinal presuppositions.

10 Drog. LAERT. X 136.

11 This will be confirmed in section 2 below: pleasure is a GUpRTWRA
(SexT. EMP. M x 225), and we will learn that cupmtwpate. have no
existence below the phenomenal level. This is not to deny that pleasure
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Indeed, when Carneades attributed to the Epicureans a belief
in an animi motus voluntarius, a « volitional process of the
mind », he made it clear that he understood this to be a
distinctively mental event, not part of the atomic causal nexus
at all . Likewise, I shall argue in section 3 that the xlvnotg
which is effectively equated with judgement at ep. Hdt. 51
is presented there as a non-physical event. There should
therefore be little difficulty in understanding Lucretius, when
he refers to sensation as a motus at 111 352, to mean a psycho-
logical and not an atomic process **. Although there are also
atomic motions underlying sensation, which Lucretius calls
the sensiferi motus, these are not identical with the sensations,
but are, as the name suggests, their cause.

Third, since Epicurus is known to have objected to De-
mocritean atomism above all for its sceptical and deterministic
implications, both of which (I would maintain) arose directly
from its reduction of sensible properties and mental states to
merely physical states, we should not be surprised if we find
him rather self-consciously avoiding reductionist lines of
thought. That he was indeed self-consciously anti-reductionist
I have argued elsewhere in discussing his treatment of deter-
minism **, and the object of the present paper is to examine
more fully the actual metaphysics involved in such a stance.

By “ reductionism > I shall here mean ontological reductio-
nism (as distinct from e.g. theoretical reductionism, the re-

has a cause at the atomic level: see LUcr. 11 963 ff., v 622 ff., and cf.
section 3 below.

12 Crc. de fat. 24-5, cf. 48. I defend Carneades’ reading of Epicurus
in Epicurus’ refutation of determinism, in TYZHTHEIZ. Studi sull’epi-
cureismo greco e latino offerti a Marcello Gigante, Napoli 1983.

13 The argument in note 11 above can apply once again. For sen-
sation as a oUumTWPA, see ep. Hdt. 64, and cf. Lucr. 11 357.

Y Apt cit., note 12. Anti-reductionist readings are also now
adopted in T. J. SAUNDERS, Free will and the atomic swerve in Lucretius,
« SO », 59 (1984) pp. 37-59; A.A. Long, D.N. SepLEY, The Hellenistic
Philosophers, Cambridge 1987; and R. WarDY, Lucretius on what atoms
are nol, « CP», 83 (1988).
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duction of one theory to another). That is, I shall use
the term to cover any theory which holds that one group of
entities (whether types or tokens) is reducible to, i.e. exhaust-
ively analysable in terms of, another group of entities held to
be somehow more fundamental. «“ Water = H;O ” is a simple
example; but the most interesting cases tend to be those
asserting that some mental state, e.g. belief, is identical with
some physical state of the brain and/or nervous system. Such
reductionist theories of mind may also be called “ identity
theories, but this term requires caution. Identity is a reciprocal
relation, whereas the relation of being reducible to is not.
Those who reduce the mental to the physical do not usually
also reduce the physical to the mental. Hence the reduction
of x to y requires not just that x = y, but also some further,
asymmetrical relation, e.g. that y is more basic to one’s
ontology, more scientifically measurable and predictable, or
of greater explanatory power, than x. If 9’s superiority to x
in one or more of these regards is overwhelming, there may
be a temptation to go beyond mere reduction and to withdraw
x from one’s ontology altogether — the option taken up by
eliminative materialism. But it is hard to believe that any
scholar would, if pressed, insist on bracketing Epicurus with
Democritus as an eliminativist. His assertion of the reality of
phenomenal properties is, as we shall see, too unambiguous
for that. Epicurus, if a materialist at all, would have to be
viewed as a non-eliminative materialist: he might, indeed, be
thought to hold that what makes colours, beliefs, etc. real is
precisely the fact that they are identical with atomic states.
But it is, at any rate, a standard presupposition in reductionist
readings of Epicurus that atoms and vacuum are, if not the
only things there are, at least the entities most basic to his
ontology, and therefore the items to which all other things
will be reducible. It is with this that I shall open my quarrel.
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2. WAYS OF EXISTING

According to Epicurus ®*, only bodies and void exist in
their own right, or per se. This firm opening announcement
is easily read as a move towards reducing all existing things
to atoms and absolute vacuum. But already we must be
cautious. Epicurus is in fact quite explicit in the opening
paragraphs of the Letter to Herodotus that by  bodies ” he
means above all phenomenal objects, and that ““ void ” here
serves as his general term for the space which these familiar
objects are seen to occupy and pass through:

« That bodies exist is universally witnessed by sensation ...
And if place, which we call “ void ”, ““ room ” and intangible
substance ”’, did not exist, the bodies would have nowhere
to be or to move through in the way in which they are
observed to move » .

The derivation, from these untechnical conceptions of body
and space, of the ultimate particles, separated by vacuum, is
a subsequent downward move. And at no stage are we
given the impression that the atoms, once introduced, supet-
sede phenomenal bodies as the real existents or are even
ontologically privileged with respect to them. In other words,
the initial suggestion that the per se existents of Epicurus’
world include men and stones is never retracted in favour
of a Democritean world in which atoms and void alone are
fully real. On the contrary, the evidence which we will go
on shortly to examine unambiguously includes men, stones
and the like prominently among the per se existents. Epicurus
certainly holds that atoms and vacuum are in many scientific
contexts (though not all, as we shall see) aetiologically
primary: that is why his physics focuses constantly on events

15 Epic. ep. Hdt. 39-40, cf. 68; Lucr. 1 419-20, 445-6, 479-80.
16 Epic. ep. Hdt. 39-40, following Usener’s readings, which I have
defended in Two conceptions of vacuum, « Phronesis», 27 (1982)

pp. 175-93.
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at the atomic level, and why he dubs Leucippus and Demo-
critus « the first adequate exponents of aetiology » 7. But the
temptation to add ontological to aetiological primacy is, I
hope to show, a mistaken one, perhaps fuelled by a false
assimilation of Epicurean to Democritean metaphysics.

To know what per se existence amounts to, we must ask
what it contrasts with. Familiarly, the Greek term xa’otté
can be opposed either to (xatd) ouuBefnxée, or to Tpde Tt.
In the Letter to Herodotus, only the former of these occurs
in antithesis to xa0’aVté. But there is a complication. The
same work is regularly *® understood to contrast per se existents
not straightforwardly with cupBefnxéta but with two co-
ordinate kinds of property, cupBeBnxéta and cupmtdpete.
Moreover, oupfenxéra are taken to differ from cupmrhpata,
“accidents ”, precisely by being non-accidental properties.

Now this, if true, would be curious. First, although
oupBeBnxée need not necessarily carry strong implications
of ““accident ”, and could just neutrally designate  what
belongs ', it would be a puzzling departure from Greek
usage to reserve it as a term for marking off essential
properties. If Epicurus is indeed making such an innovation,
he had better have some very special reasons. Second, if
outPBeBnrdée is endowed with this new sense, it cannot also
serve in its more familiar role as the contradictory of xaf’ abté.

Two texts in particular have suggested that this is
nevertheless what Epicurus intends. One is the sentence
immediately following those quoted above from the Letter
to Herodotus:

7 Ep1C. nat. 34.30.7-8 Arr.?

¥ 1 cannot recall that any scholar more recent than Bignone (Epi-
curo, Bari 1920) has treated this reading with the suspicion it deserves.
But the view defended here is also now adopted in LoNG-SEDLEY,
op. cit., § 7.

9 Cf. Arisr. top. 152 a 33-6; and the Stoic usage of the term,
discussed by M. Schofield in this volume.
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« Beyond these [sc. bodies and void] nothing can even
be thought of, either by imagination or by analogy with what
is imagined, as corresponding to complete natures, and not as
what are called the accidents (cupmtwpatae) or properties
(cupBeBnxéta) of these » 2.

Here the pairing of two apparently co-ordinate terms sug-
gests that cupBePnxdte must be non-accidental properties. The
other text is an important passage from book 1 of Lucretius:

nam quaecumque cluent, aut his coniuncta duabus
rebus ea invenies aut horum eventa videbis. 450
coniunctum est id quod nusquam sine permitiali
discidio potis est seiungi seque gregari,

pondus uti saxis, calor ignist, liquor aquai,

tactus corporibus cunctis, intactus inani.

servitium contra paupertas divitiaeque, 455
libertas bellum concordia, cetera quorum

adventu manet incolumis natura abituque,

haec soliti sumus, ut par est, eventa vocare.

« For all things which are spoken of you will find to be
either fixed properties of these two [i.e. bodies and void]
or accidents of them. A fixed property is that which can at
no point be separated and removed without fatal destruction
resulting — as weight is to stones, heat to fire, liquidity to
water, tangibility to all bodies, and intangibility to void. By
contrast slavery, poverty, wealth, freedom, war, peace, and
all the other things whose arrival and departure a thing’s
nature survives intact, these it is our practice to call, quite
properly, accidents ».

What can comiuncium and eventum translate here if not
cupBeBnrée and cVumTwUe respectively?

Against this evidence, however, we must set the fact that
no other Epicurean source observes any such special restriction
on ouuBePnxde. Indeed, the distinguished Epicurean Demetrius
of Laconia (ca. 100 B.C.) attributed a different, and much
more plausible, usage to Epicurus. According to Sextus *, in

2 Ep. Hd. 40.
20 Sexr. Emp. M x 219-27.
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the course of justifying his interpretation of Epicurus as
making time an ““ accident of accidents ”, Demetrius  ex-
pounds ” (#Enveitat) Epicurus as follows:

« Of things that exist some exist per se while others are
viewed as belonging to per se things. What exist per se are
things like the substances (clotiat), namely body and void,
while what are viewed as belonging to per se things are what
they call ““ properties ” (oupBefmxadta). Of these properties
some are inseparable from the things of which they are
properties, others are of a kind to be separated from them.
Inseparable from the things of which they are properties are,
for example, resistance from body and non-resistance from
void. For body is inconceivable without resistance, and so
is void without non-resistance: these are permanent properties
of each — resisting of the one, yielding of the other. Not
inseparable from the things of which they are properties are,
for example, motion and rest. For compound bodies are neither
always in ceaseless motion nor always at rest, but sometimes
have the property of motion, sometimes of rest (although the
atom in itself is in everlasting motion, since it must approach
either void or body and if it should approach void it moves
through it because of its non-resistance, while if it should
approach body it ricochets and moves away from it because
of its resistance). Hence the things which time accompanies
are accidents — I mean day, night, hour, presence and absence
of feelings, motions and rests. For day and night are accidents
of the surrounding air... » 2.

This could hardly be clearer:
existing things
I
| o ‘
per se existents properties (cupnBefnxéta)

| | |

|
| I | i
bodies  void  inseparable  not inseparable (= accidents,
TUUTTWLOTOL)

2 [hid. 220-224.
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Need we doubt the accuracy of this report? It is true that
the diaeretic method of presentation is not characteristic of
Epicurus. Demetrius is almost certainly himself responsible
for applying it as a tool of analysis. But there is nothing
objectionable in using currently fashionable analytic tools in
the study of ancient texts, provided the analysis is accurate.
And it must be said that Demetrius’ scholarly credentials are
first rate. The exegesis of Epicurus’ text was a speciality of
his, and in the fragments of PHerc. 1012 we can glimpse
the seriousness with which he undertook the task*. In col.
38 he discusses the exact reading of Kuplat 86Eat 3, comparing
variants in the textual tradition and describing some MSS as
inferior. In cols. 42-7 he debates with his colleague Zeno of
Sidon a passage in which Epicurus explicitly located the rational
mind in the chest. By 100 B.C. it was a scientific commonplace
(at any rate outside the Stoic school) that the head was the
mind’s true location, and the Epicureans were apparently much
exercised with the familiar problem of squaring biblical texts
with modern science. Zeno, it seems, hoped to solve the
ptoblem by emendation, excising Epicurus’ reference to the
chest and leaving him with the description of the mind as
being located « where movement and feeling pull us most »,
without further specification. Demetrius’ own solution, if any,
is lost in the lacunae, but both here and in a later discussion
of another textual crux (48-50) he appears unsympathetic to
solving the problem by textual surgery. He emerges as a
cautious and meticulous scholar of Epicureanism, reluctant to
hack a canonical text about in the cause of saving the
appearances.

There is, then, a strong prima facie case for accepting
Demetrius’ exegesis of Epicurus, at least in outline. According
to it, existent things divide up into per se existents and
cupBeBnxdto of per se existents. The latter further divide

3 See E. PucLia, La filologia degli epicurei. « Cronache ercolanesi »,
12 (1982) pp. 19-34.
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into inseparable and non-inseparable properties. Non-insepa-
rable properties are called cupnttdpate, while the inseparable
ones are not given a special name. We will see shortly that
Epicurus’ account of the matter in ep. Hdz. 68 ff., perhaps
the very text which Demetrius is analysing, is entirely con-
sistent with this. First, though, it should be noted that the
same is true even of the Lucretius text reported above. His
eventa clearly translates cupmtwpate, and he presents this
in 458 as an existing item of Epicurean terminology. But
since no such claim is made for coniuncta (451-4), there is
no compulsion to read it as directly translating oupfefnxéra
or any other single Greek word: it can just as well be
Lucretius’ coinage to do duty for a Greek phrase meaning
“ inseparable properties ”%*. We will see shortly that this is
borne out by Epicurus’ own usage.

This only leaves us with the pairing cuprrtopate 4
cupBeBnxéta in ep. Hdt. 40 to account for. It is a familiar
linguistic phenomenon that where a genus has two species,
only one of which has its own class name, the genus name
often stands in as a designation of the nameless species. Just
as “men or animals” is intelligible shorthand for ““ men or
non-human animals 7, so too ‘‘ accidents or properties ” may
simply indicate “ accidents or other properties ” 2.

This clears the way for interpreting Epicurean xad’ adta
existents as so called by way of contrast with cupBefnxéra
alone, the latter being not accidents but things which exist
by virtue of “ belonging "’ to something, i.e. by virtue of being
properties. Much like the substances of Aristotle’s Categories,
Epicurean per se existents are distinguished by their possession

% Cf. Lucretius’ selection of awima and animus for what in the
Greek sources are just called 16 &\oyov and & hoywdv (tfic Duxfic),
Epic. ep. Hdt. 66 scholion, Dioc. OEN. xxxvil 1.5-7.

5 Likewise at Eric. ep. Hdt. 50, gavtaciov [..] eite popofic
elte ouuBefnuédtwy must mean « impression [..] whether of shape or
of other propertics ».
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of self-subsistent natures * from things which exist only para-
sitically, by courtesy of the further entities to which they
belong as properties.

We are now ready to turn to Epicurus’ own account of
ouufBeBnuéta at ep. Hdt. 68 ff. This is not the direct countet-
part of the Lucretius passage quoted above. The latter occurs
at an early point in the overall exposition (corresponding to
the sentence from ep. Hdt. translated on p. 305 above), before
the atomic nature of body has been revealed, and has the
simple function of defending the restriction of per se existence
to body and void by arguing that all other existent things
will inevitably turn out to be properties of these and not
self-subsistent. Ep. Hd¢. 68 ff. belongs to a much later context,
where the nature and causal role of atoms have already been
set out. Its task is above all to clarify the ontological standing
of properties (and, in the sequel, of time) in the light of what
precedes.

dAAG pMv xal T& oynuate xel Te Yewpate xal T peyedn
xal T Bden xal Soo &AM xoTNYORElTAL CLUATOC o el
cupBeBnxéta — A maow 1) Toig dpdtorg xal xate Thv alohn-
ow adtolg yvwotolg — olif’ wg xad fautde elo @loeg
SoEaotéoy — oU ydp Suvatov émuvoficon Toltor ol Shwe
g odx elotv: ol we #tep’ &tTol TpooumdpyovTo TOUTW
dovpoto: 000’ e péera TovTtou, AAN e TO Bhov olHua
wefdlov pév (&x) ToUuTwV TAVTWY THV EauTtol @UoLy Exov
&iSiov ovy oldv Te elvat, cupTeQopnuévwy omep Stav EE
aVTeV THY dyxwv petlov ddpotopa cuoti] fTol TRV TEWTWY
A tdv Tol Bhou upeyedidv Tol8é Tuvog EhatTévwy, &AAG
1évoy e Aéyw x ToUTwV &TdvTwy TNV fautol @loly Eyov
&idrov. xal émiBohdg pév Exovra 16log mhvta Tadita éotu ol
Sralnbere, cupmopaxolovbodivrog 8¢ Tol dbpdou xal odbatti
dmocytlomévou, dAAd xata ThHy &Bpdoy Evvorav Tol cwpatos
xotmyoploy eldnedtoc. ol ufy xal Tole CWHEoL CULTITTEL
moAMExLe xal ok &idvov Tapaxoroulel & oUt’ év Tolg dopd-
Tote ¥otau olite domypaTa. (oTe xoTh THV TAELCTNY QOopdy

<

2 Cf. Epic. ep. Hdt. 40, 8hac ¢ioele, translated above as “com-
plete natures ”; ep. Hdt. 68, quoted below, xa® éovtde [...] @ice.
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TOUTW TG SVOLOLTL {PLUEVOL QOLVEPEL TTOLOTEY TOL CUITTWOULATH
olite TNV 7ol dhou o@lowv Exew, & culhefévtee xotd T
6Bpdov oo Tpocayopelouey, oUdE TNV TRV &lbLov Topa-
xohoubovvtwy GV &vey chpa od duvatdy voelobot. xat’ émt-
Bohdg & &v Twoe Toapaxolouboivrtog Tol &bpbou Exacta
mpooayopeudelny, &AN 8te Sfmote Exaota cupfaivovta Bew-
peltar, olx &ldlov TOV CUUTTWUATWY Topaxohoubouvtwy.
xob oOx EEehatéov €x Tol vtog TadTny TNV Evdpyelay, 8TL
oV Exer Thv 7ol dlou @uow @ cupBalver, § 87 xal chOpe
Tpogoyopevoey, cUSE TNV TRV &idov mapaxoloubouviwy.
oud’ al xad’ abTd voulotéov — oU8E ydp ToUTo SvavonTodv
oVt &ml ToUtwy olt’ Eml Thv &lbov cupfBeBnréTwy. GAN
Smep xal QAIVETOL CUPTTWUOTH TOVTE TO TWUATWY VOULO-
Téov, xal ovx &iSov mapoxoloubolvto 008 ad icswe xad’
gauta Thyua Exovta. &AM v tpdmov adth N alobnoig Thv
{oudtnTo molel BewpeiTon.

« Now as for the shapes, colours, sizes, weights, and other
things predicated of a body as permanent properties — belong-
ing either to all bodies or to those which are visible, and know-
able in themselves through sensation — we must not hold that
they are per se natures: this is inconceivable. Nor, by any
means, that they are non-existent. Nor that they are some
distinct incorporeal things accruing to the body. Nor that they
are parts of it; but that the whole body cannot have its own
permanent nature consisting entirely of the sum total of them,
in an amalgamation like that when a larger aggregate is com-
posed directly of particles, either primary ones or magnitudes
smaller than such-and-such a whole, but that it is only in the
way I say that it has its own permanent nature consisting of
the sum total of them. And these things all have their own
ways of being focused on, and differentiations, yet with the
whole complex accompanying them and at no point separated
from them, but with the body receiving its predicate according
to the complex conception.

Now there often also accidentally befall bodies, and imper-
manently accompany them, things which will neither exist at
the invisible level nor be incorporeal. Therefore by using the
name in accordance with its general meaning we make it clear
that ‘ accidents > have neither the nature of the whole which
we grasp collectively through its complex [of properties] and
call “bedy’, nor that of the permanent concomitants without
which body cannot be thought of. They get their individual
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names through certain ways of being focused on, in conco-
mitance with the complex, but just whenever they are seen
to become properties of it, accidents being impermanent con-
comitants. And we should not banish this self-evident thing
from the existent, just because it does not have the nature
of the whole of which it becomes a property — ‘ body ’, as
we also call it — nor that of the permanent concomitants.
Nor should we think of them as per se entities: that is incon-
ceivable too, for both these and the permanent properties.
But we should think of all the accidents of bodies as just what
they seem to be, and not as permanent concomitants or as
having the status of a per se nature either. They are viewed
in just the way that sensation itself individualises them ».

We may start by observing that terminologically this text
is entirely in accord with Demetrius’ exegesis. The inseparable
properties have no single term corresponding to them, but are
described variously as del oupBeBnxdta (perhaps) ¥, as Té
GiSwov  Toapaxohoubolivrta (21-2, 28), and as té A&iSov
oupPeBnxéta (30). And, at least in its present-tense form,
oupPalvewy is used of the relation in which cuprtoparta,
as much as permanent properties, stand to their bearers (24,
27), thus strengthening Demetrius’ view that cupfeBnxéte
is the generic term for both kinds of property. Note too
that, like Lucretius, Epicurus presents cupmtwpate as regular
school terminology (18-19), but offers no comparable hint for

1

the ¢ fixed properties .
prop

27 In lines 2-3 the codd. have t¢ &v gl tauta BeBnxédta. I read
Ge del ocupBeBnxdta, on the lines suggested by Bignone’s t¢ &v del
supBePnxédta. The more favoured emendation Goavel oupBefnxéta
(Galesius) assumes the interpreration of cupBeBnxéte which I am calling
into question. The textual corruption neutralises the evidential value of
this line, but note at least that the unqualified use of cupBeBnxéTa
here is not suggested by any other part of the passage. Other emendations
which T have adopted include Gassendi’s ol te¢ for e oli® (6);
mepaxoloulel & for mapaxoloubetv or -Oel (17); along the lines of
Bignone’s -0st & Y’; Usener’s otow for xai (18); and swpdtwv for
-ta (31), as suggested by Usener’s -toc.
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The distinction between the two kinds of property is itself,
I think, straightforward in outline, and successfully explained
in the above texts. “ Permanent properties” are essential
features of a thing’s nature,  accidents ” are inessential extras.
The language of all three texts (Lucretius, Demetrius, Epi-
curus) makes it plain, as one would in any case expect of
Epicurus ®, that this is a de re distinction, concerning what
does and what does not constitute a thing’s nature, and not
just a de dicto distinction about what does and what does
not entitle the thing to its name.

Since the two kinds of property exist by belonging to
per se entities (Lucretius 1 445-50), their range can give us
a clue as to the range of per se entities. Epicurus seems
interested in three classes of per se entity: first and foremost,
body as such (2-3, 20-2, 27-8); second, perceptible body (3-4);
third, visible body (3). It is only to this last group that colour
(1; i.e. the property of being coloured, rather than of having
this or that colour) belongs as a permanent property, whereas
the other properties listed in lines 1-2 — shape, size and
weight — will belong inseparably to all three groups. Lu-
cretius’ examples add a further degree of specificity in the
kinds of per se entity chosen: they implicitly make men
prominent, as the per se existents of which slavery, poverty,
war and their opposites exist as accidents (1 445-6; see also
467, where the point becomes explicit). Stones, fire and water
also feature (1 453) as bearers of certain inseparable properties
over and above those pertaining to body as such.

All this confirms our earlier impression about the generously
defined scope of “ per se existents . Indeed, atoms are never
actually singled out as bearers of either kind of property.
This will be because accidents do not exist at the microscopic
level (Epicurus text, 17-18), while, although some permanent
properties do, even these are never unique to the microscopic,

B Cf. Droc. LAERT. X 34, T®dv T¢ {ntrioewy elvar taeg piv mepl
TRV TEAYUATWY, The 8¢ Tepl WAV TNV Qwviv.
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but belong rather to body and space as such, at any level
(3-4) — viz. weight, size, tangibility etc. to body, yielding
and intangibility to space (Lucretius 1 433-9; Demetrius of
Laconia cited above; cf. also note 34 below). Atoms and void
are, after all, unalterable, so might be thought to lack all
accidental properties®. And since the essential properties of
atoms and void are knowable primarily through analogy with
sensible bodies, Epicurus would tend to think of these as
the shared properties of all bodies (for the specific case of
tangibility and intangibility, see below). Thus it is that the
microscopic entities of Epicurean physics earn a rather
unemphatic position in Epicurean metaphysics.

Next, we can note the mainly negative description of
these properties’ mode of existence — most of the points
made apparently applying to both types. They are not to be
thought of either as bodily parts (7-11), or as incorporeals
(6-7, 18), these being notions primarily appropriate to per
se existents (a point made explicitly for ¢ incorporeal ” at
ep. Hdt. 67). But they certainly exist. Epicurus thus shuns
both the Democritean extreme of making them unreal, and
the Stoic extreme of buying their existence at the price of
making them bodily parts. In the case of permanent properties,
they are perhaps parts of a sort — explicitly 7ot material
parts (7-11), but something more like conceptual parts (11-
16) ®. What does this amount to? One might be tempted to

2 This admittedly leaves some loose ends. Demetrius of Laconia
clearly, and rightly, feels uncomfortable about how to classify the pet-
petual motion of atoms (see his parenthesis in the text translated on
p. 306 above). Either it is an accident, in which case there are
accidents at the microscopic level (others might include the atoms’
precise trajectories, and their swerves); or it is inseparable, in which
case there is at least one inseparable property which atoms do not share
with all bodies (another might be their indivisibility).

30 Epicurus seems to use &Bpéov for the complex of conceptual
parts (14, 15, 21, 23), by contrast with &Bpowope (10), an aggregate of
material parts. Cf. SExt. EmMp. M 1x 437, where, apparently echoing
the Epicurean analysis of body quoted in note 34 below, he describes



314 'DAVID SEDLEY

imagine an Epicurean equating an inventory of these conceptual
parts with a definition, e.g. thinking of a man as an amalgam
— rational plus mortal plus animal, in line with the accepted
definition « Man is a rational, mortal animal » 3. But formal
definition is, for various reasons, not a tool favoured by
Epicurus, and in any case generic items like ‘ animal ”, ubi-
quitous in definitions, seem unlikely to count as * properties ”
in the Epicurean scheme #. A more plausible lead is offered
by the formula which Sextus quotes from Epicurus, « Man
is such-and-such a formation, pius animateness (&vfpwmov elva
7o Totoutovl péppwpa petd dubuylac) » 3. This, as Sextus
notices, fails dismally as a formal definition of man, and I
find it incredible that it was intended as such. On the other
hand, it would fit in very naturally as an illustration (incom-
plete, of course) of the way in which a complex entity like
man is compounded out of a set of essential properties. I
suspect that this may have been its original context. The
same goes for another report preserved by Sextus, to the
effect that Epicurus made size, shape, resistance and weight
the conceptual parts of body itself **. Since Epicurus holds
all such properties to be directly available in experience, his
empiricism is well served by such a way of analysing a thing’s
nature. The human shape (uéppwpe) is the most familiar

it as dfpdo [...] mowdtng xat’ Emolvleswy oxfuatog xal pevédoug
xal évtituniag AapBovouévn.

31 For Epicurean acceptance of this standard definition, see ANON.
in Plat. Theaet. xx11 39-47, and cf. PHILOD. sign. XXX1v 5-12.

32 Eg. if so generic an item as “body” is a per se existent, why
not an “animal ” too? But it is safer to say that the Epicurean me-
taphysical theory is simply not designed to sort out universals from
particulars or genera from species.

3 Sext. Emp. M vir 267, cf. PH 11 25. See also M. GIGANTE,
Scetticismo ed epicureismo, Napoli 1981, pp. 149-52, for the suggestion
that traces of this formula can be found in the fragments of Eric. nat. xv.

3 Sexr. Emp. M x 240, ... néyn 6 'Emixoupoc 70 odpo voelv
xat tmovvleowy peviloue nol oxfuatoe xel dvtituniog xal Bdpoug.
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essential property of man, yet one which formal classificatory
definitions conspicuously fail to pick out.

As for accidental properties, they seem to be explicitly
tied to the phenomenal level. They are, Epicurus tells us,
describable in accordance with certain émufolal (22-4); and
an #mPoln, we know, is the focusing of a cognitive organ,
a (mode of) apprehension, either by direct sensation or by
imagination ®. Accidents, he says, are spoken of just when
they are seen to belong (22-5); the way they appear is the
way they are (30-2); they are individuated by sensation (33-4).
Most important of all, they do not exist at the microscopic
level (2v Toic dopdtole, 17-18), but only in direct experience.
Hence Epicurus is trying to maintain a delicate balance
between, on the one hand, their observer-dependent nature,
and, on the other, his defence against Democritus of their
objective reality. Evidence from other Epicurean texts shows
that the school conceded, in the face of sceptical attacks, that
observer-dependent properties are relative, but argued ably
against the familiar sceptical inference from relativity to
unreality *.

Permanent properties by contrast do, as we have seen,
exist at the microscopic level of atoms and void. Atoms, just
as much as rocks, have weight as an inalienable characteristic.
Even here, however, the properties in question are according
to Epicurean epistemology intrinsically observable ones which
we can attribute to atoms on the basis of analogy with the
perceptible. Epicurus is therefore within his rights when he
describes permanent properties as « having their own émiBo-

35 For the evidence, see e.g. E. Asmis, Epicurus’ scientific method,
Ithaca-London 1984, esp. pp. 122-6.

36 PoLyYSTR. de contemptu, ed. G. INpELLI, Napoli 1978, esp. cols.
23.6, well discussed by G. STrikER, The ten tropes of Aenesidemus,
in The skeptical tradition, ed. M.T. BURNYEAT (Berkeley-Los Angeles-
London 1983), pp. 95-115; also the apparently Epicurean text contained
in P.Oxy. 3658 (The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, vol. 52, 1984). For colours
as relative to vision, see Prur. adv. Col. 1110 ¢ = Usener 30.
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hoi» (13). Solidity, even when attributed to an atom, is
a property characterisable in terms of the sense of touch.
Hence the Epicureans elsewhere define body and void in
general as, respectively, the tangible and the intangible ¥
We can sum up this section by saying that Epicurean
ontology tends to have phenomenal entities as its central
focus, and in no way privileges atoms over them. Moreover,
accidental properties, far from being reducible to atomic
states, are specifically said to have no existence at the
microscopic level. I conclude that Epicurus is no reductionist.
Accidents are real, but irreducibly different from atomic states.

3. CAUSALITY

Does this make Epicurus an epiphenomenalist, regarding
phenomenal states not as identical to atomic states but as
their incidental by-products? To answer this we must ask
quite generally in what causal relation he thinks properties
stand to bodies. I have spoken of atoms and vacuum as
aetiologically rather than ontologically primary for Epicurus:
as much of Lucretius’ poem attests, events at the microscopic
level are held to provide a comprehensive and economical
causal explanation of numerous features of the macroscopic
world. Thus accidents such as the blueness of the sky and
the setting of the sun are undoubtedly caused by under-
lying atomic configurations and processes. So, presumably, are
macroscopic essential properties, e.g. a stone’s possession of

3 Lucr. 1 433-9; Epic. ep. Hdt. 40 (see above, p. 303), dvooh
puowy. Neither passage specifies whether “touch” in this context is
“contact ” or the tactile sense. Lucr. m 161-7 may favour the former,
but PHerc. 19/698 (probably by Philodemus; ed. W. Scorr, Fragmenta
Herculanensia, Oxford 1885), col. 17 (= LongSedley 16 ¢ 1) confirms
that the latter is at least included: body is the special object of the
sense of touch.



EPICUREAN ANTI-REDUCTIONISM 317

colour, by contrast with, say, air’s colourlessness. This is
‘“upward "’ causation.

Likewise there is certainly horizontal causation, at both
microscopic and macroscopic levels. By this T mean that the
properties of a thing, whether it be an atom or a stone, can
act causally upon it, i.e. bring about new properties or other
effects in it. The (inseparable) properties of an atom, such
as its weight and shape, directly determine its direction of
motion and its reactions to collisions. And both the essential
and the accidental properties of a macroscopic object must
affect its behaviour: men’s movements are affected not only
by their possession of weight and resistance but also by such
accidental states as slavery, war and illness. Indeed, the
Epicurean Polystratus argues for the reality of relational pro-
perties like harmfulness precisely on the ground that they
are self-evidently efficacious *.

But is there also downward causation? Can the properties
of a macroscopic body act causally on its atomic components?
It may be hard at first to see how they could. For example,
if a macroscopic object is sufficiently dense it falls to the
bottom when dropped in water. It is sound Epicureanism to
conclude that the object’s density is the cause of its falling.
But there seem to be no grounds for adding that the object’s
density is also the reason why each atom in it, taken indivi-
dually, falls. At the atomic level, each atom’s behaviour is
accountable in terms of its own weight, perhaps the occasional
random swerve, and its collisions with other atoms. Thus
one might conclude that in Epicureanism all causation is either
upward (from the atomic to the macroscopic) or horizontal
(from the atomic to the atomic, or from the macroscopic to
the macroscopic).

On this picture, all macroscopic events are likely to be
supervenient consequences of atomic events. The macroscopic
events have (horizontal) macroscopic causes, but their primary

B POLYSTR. de contempluy XXIV 17-Xxv 14,
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causes will be found at the atomic level. When the water
in a kettle changes to steam, the immediate cause may be
an accidental property, its becoming hot; but that accident,
although it has no existence at the microscopic level, is
nevertheless caused by a set of underlying atomic changes.
In short, if an Epicurean world lacks downward causation,
all macroscopic properties are mechanically caused by the
motions of atoms.

Was Epicurus willing to stomach this conclusion? Empha-
tically, no. That even human behaviour should be mechanically
determined was an unacceptable outcome of Democritean
atomism which Epicurus, famously, felt able to resist®.
Moreover, his denial of it involves an express assertion of
downward causation. Lucretius, on Epicurus’ behalf, assures
us that the cause of autonomous action must be the mind’s
volition, and that the copia materiai ® in the limbs is directed
by this volition (11 251-83, especially 261-2, 266-71, 279-93).
Now the “ mind ” is itself the physical organ of consciousness *,
comparable to the brain and nervous system in modern phy-
siology. But “ the mind’s volition > (its woluntas, 257, 261,
270, 276; its studium, 268) can only be an accidental property
of that organ. It therefore follows from everything we have
learnt so far that volition exists only at the level of experience,
not at the atomic level. Yet volition is said to act wpon
our atomic matter.

I myself believe that it was partly in order to make this
downward causation possible that Epicurus introduced the
much disputed random swerve of atoms: a volition can
influence an atom’s motion only if the laws of atomic motion

3 Epic. nat. 34307 fi. Arr%, Cic. de fat. 21-3; Dioc. OEN.
xxxi 1-3.

40 If it should be doubted that copia materiai at 11 266 and 281
refers to atoms, it is enough to look at the lines immediately following
this passage, 294-302, where the same expression unambiguously desi-
gnates atoms.

W Epic. ep. Hdr. 63 ff; Lucr. 111 passin.
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(and, according to some sources, the laws of logic) leave it
genuinely open and uncaused which of two or more available
trajectories the atom is to follow. But that belongs to another
area of debate, and 1 would not want my immediate con-
clusions to be tied to so controversial an interpretation. My
present concern is with the very privileged causal status which
such properties as volition are given.

The point about downward causation is presented in more
technical guise in a passage from the fragmentary book of
Epicurus’ On nature devoted to psychological explanation.

ToAAG 8 xal Tevde xal THVE[e @ lUow Exovta GmEpYaTTIXG
[vi]veoBa 8U foauta o) yiveton &mlelpyaotind ob Sue Ty
oty altte[v] thv Te Gtépwy xal foauthve olg &7 ual
ndhoto payxopede xal Emitiuduey, plu]oobvreg xatd Ty
¢€ apxfilc] Topaxwdn odow Exovro xabld]lmep ¢mt TRV
mavTwy {onwy. oubiv yép avtoic cuvhpynxey el dvia Epya
< xob pevedn Fovwv xal Swabécewv 9 TEY ATOPWY @UaLg,
AN avth T dmovevevwnuéva Ty macalv 7] Ty whello]-
v wé[xrIntlon] altiav tv8E [Tt]lvwv. éx & éxle]ivne
[#v]wn thv [&]Téuwy xvhoelg Topaydele] x[wolivrar,
ouyxl 8 7Tde &tlépoule [.] mavTwg [ Ivl....... Immtov
[ 1éxovtoc (lacuna approx. 45 words) JoeoOor po-
youev[ ot mo A hole dpa tiv ay[fpt 1wy xed voube[ Tolv] Teg,
8 tiiv To0 avto[U Teélmou xat avéyxnv alitlie[i] Yme-
vavtiov 2otly, olitwe #meday dmoyewndfi T hovBdvov
[tlve [E]repdtnlta tdv] &té[plwy xatd Twve TpéTOV
StehnTTLxdY, 00 TOV Kig &’ Etépou S[1]aoThpatos, toydvelt]
v 6 fau[to0] altiav, slta [4v]adid[wol] 90V piéxpt
16y [mplirtw[v] @ioewy xal [x]av[éva mldoav adtiv]
mowel. 80ev &7 of piy Suvduevol xotd Teémov Ta TolalTa
Suonpeiy eudlovgty aitole mepl THY TRV alTidv GmépaTLy.

« But many naturally capable of achieving these and those
results fail to achieve them, because of themselves, not because
of one and the same causation of the atoms and themselves.
And with these we especially do battle, and rebuke them, as
well as hating them for a disposition which follows their
disordered congenital nature as we do with the whole range
of animals. For the nature of their atoms has contributed
nothing to some of their behaviour, and degrees of behaviour

10

15

20
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and attitudes, but it is their developments Wbich Fhemselve's
possess all or most of the causation of certain things. It is
as a result of that nature that some of their atoms move
with disordered motions, but it is not on the atoms that all
(the responsibility should be placed for their behaviour...

... we are seen ) both to do battle with and to criticise many
people, which conflicts with thc? n?cessitgting causation that
belongs to the same way [of viewing things]; thus when a
development occurs which takes on some dlstmctness.fror'n
the atoms in a differential way — not in the way Whlch is
like viewing from a different distancts — it acquires causation
which proceeds from the self; then it straight away transmits
it as far as the primary substances and makes the whole of
it into a yardstick [?]. .

That is why those who cannot correctly make such dis-
tinctions confuse themselves about the adjudication of causes ».

I have discussed this text elsewhere 2 but for the sake
of clarity T must briefly repeat the gist of my earlier inter-
pretation. Epicurus is apparently discussing those animals
(including humans) ® towards which we adopt attitudes of
praise and censure. Their failures, he says, are caused by
themselves — selves which are o identical with their
constituent atoms (2-3). Some of their actions and attitudes
are not caused by their atomic nature but by certain acquired
states, or * developments ” (&moyeyevvnuéve, a key term in
the entire book; 6-9). These special acquired states are the
source of their behavioural autonomy (15-18), and immediately
exert an influence on their atoms * (18-19).

Now the acquired states in question differ from the under-
lying atoms « xatd <iva <pbmov Stednmtindy, and® not

9 Art. cit. note 12 above; also LoNG-SepLEY, § 20. The passage
is 34.21-2 in Arr2, but the readings of the papyrus are my own.

# Elsewhere (34.25.21-34 Arr?, revised text given at LoNG-SEDLEY,
1, text 20 j) Epicurus implies that it is all #omwild animals that are
covered by the doctrine in question. This fits Lucretius’ use of racehorses
to exemplify libera voluntas at 1 263-71 (cf. also 256, animantibus).

# 1y [mplitwlv] ploewy. For atoms as olozew, cf. ep. Hd:r 42.

5T have taken o) Tév %th. to contrast with Twa Tpdmov Bua-
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in the way which is like (viewing) from a different distance »
(16-17). My suggestion is that the latter ““ way ” (perhaps
also referred to in line 14?) is that in which ordinary ma-
croscopic properties like colour, texture and flavour differ
from the underlying atomic structure. At the most primitive
level, a white object consists of a moving swarm of colourless
atoms; but if in imagination you withdraw from it it gradually
coalesces into a stationary white blob (cf. Lucretius 11 308-32).
VWhiteness is irreducibly different from the atomic structure,
but the difference is to a large extent one of scale (although
atoms are in fact colourless, we are always asked to #magine
them visually), and the macroscopic state is a mere mechanical
by-product of the microscopic state. By contrast, the ““ deve-
lIopiments ” in question differ so radically from the underlying
atoms that they actually reverse the direction of causation.
Tt is now a matter of the autonomous mental states acting
upon the atoms ®. This is surely the downward causation
alluded to more informally in Lucretius’ text.

I take Epicurus to be sketching some sort of theory of
radically emergent properties ¥. Matter in certain complex
states® can, he holds, acquire entirely new, non-physical

Mmawedy. But it could alternatively, as Jonathan Barnes has pointed
out to me, be a clarification of Twa: «a certain StaAnmTIXéY Way
(which is) not the one which ... ».

% No doubt the atomic processes in the first place cause our acqui-
sition of autonomous states (this could indeed be implied by the causal
word &royevwaobou). Probably we cannot help becoming autonomous.
But once autonomous, we can help what we choose to do; and that is
all Epicurus’ libertarianism requires.

47 Although it is hard to generalise about the modern usages of
“emergence ” and “ downward causation ”, the views I am attributing
to Epicurus have much in common with those advocated by Popper.
Compare eg. K. R. Poprer, J.C. Eccres, The self and its brain,
Rerlin 1977.

48 For the complex states in question, see Lucr. 11 886-901, 111
258 fi.; and for the technical notion of a xpdpx, G.B. KERFERD,
Epicurus’ doctrine of the soul, « Phronesis », 16 (1971) pp. 80-96.
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properties, not governed by the laws of physics. The best
analogy I can think of is the familiar science-fiction story of
the computer which becomes so sophisticated that it suddenly
gets a mind of its own. At a more or less determinate instant,
it ceases to be a mechanism and becomes an autonomous agent,
its behaviour no longer predictable by the laws of electronics
alone. Likewise Epicurus clearly holds that the autonomous
powers of which we instinctively feel aware are not merely
aspects of a mechanism too sophisticated for us to understand,
but are precisely what they seem to be, namely capacities to
control the body’s matter in ways genuinely free of antecedent
mechanical causation. After all, volitions and the like have
the status of accidental properties of the mind, and accidental
properties, Epicurus tells us, should be held to be just what
they seem to be (text on p. 310 above, lines 30-2).

These special mental states differ from the underlying
atoms “in a differential way 7, xotd T Tpémov Sio-
mtudy. This unfamiliar technical notion must have been
explained in the earlier, lost part of the same book ®. The
word e suggests that there are different varieties, or degrees,
of “ differentiation ”’, but T would suggest that it will always
minimally include an element of emergent, non-mechanical
properties. It seems to me likely, though not provable, that
Epicurus has the same idea in mind at ep. Hdt. 69 (p. 309
above, lines 13-14), where he is explaining the level of being
that belongs to inseparable properties — they have their own
¢mufBorat (which T took, p. 315, to men that they are fun-
damentally empirical properties), and, he adds, Swalilec.
This latter could just mean “ ways of being distinguished ”,
but in view of the technical meaning of StahnmTixde Tpdmoc
I am inclined to suspect that he has in mind the varieties
or degrees of ‘ differentiation” characteristic of emergent
properties. To revert to the example of the conceptual parts

4 For example, it is cvidently the topic of the very fragmentary
344 Arr2
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of man (pp. 314-5 above), the human shape could be said to
have its own émBorh — mode of empirical apprehension —
while the further ingredient ‘ animateness” (Epbuyle) has
in addition a kind of emergent character, Sudinduc.

The same expression, dtdinbuy Exewv, also occurs at ep.
Hds. 51, in Epicurus’ account of sense-perception. Sensations
themselves are reliable; « error would not arise if we did not
also get a certain further process in ourselves, which although
connected possesses differentiation (to 8t SunpapTnuévoy olx
gy Ummexev el wi éhapBdvouey nal ATV TR xivnouy
¢y v adtole, cuvnupévny uév ® Srahmdey 8¢ Exouoav) ».
Again, this last expression might mean no more than «has
the power to make distinctions ». But it should be borne
in mind that our  selves > (fipele adTol) are, throughout the
fragments of the On nature book excerpted above (cf. lines
2.3, 18), emphasised as the source of autonomous action, and
hence as being among (or perhaps even as being the com-
bination of) the emergent properties discussed in the excerpt
itself. Likewise here the process which leads to error is located
in the “ self 7. T suggest that Epicurus has the following idea
in mind. Sensations are totally reliable because they mecha-
nically register the patterns of images arriving at the eye,
and cannot embroider or interpret the data®. Error is the
product of the separate mental process of judgement, which
although it is causally linked (cuvnuuévoy) to sensation, is a
non-mechanical, emergent property of the rational mind.
In other words, while sensation and rational judgement are

50 T see no reason to add (i govractud émBolil) here, with
many editors, merely because it is added in a gloss which has become
incorporated into the following sentence.

51 For this last point, see D1og. LAERT. x 31 I have in mind the
« photographic " interpretation of Epicurus’ doctrine of the truth of
sense-perception, well advocated by C.C W. Tavior, All perceptions
are true, in Doubt and dogmatism, ed. M. ScuorieLp et al., Oxford

1980, pp. 105-24.
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both irreducibly different from physical states, the former is
the product of upward causation, while the latter is not.

4. RETROSPECT

All this is a far cry from the simple materialist Epicurus
so familiar from histories of ancient thought. Those who have
become used to reading Epicurus through Democritean specta-
cles may find these emergent properties hard to reconcile with
his atomism. How could someone who holds everything to
consist ultimately of inanimate atoms also espouse a dualism
(albeit non-Cartesian) of the mental and the physical — a
division between things that do and things that do not obey
the laws of physics? As a parting shot, I shall observe that,
whether or not he has a theory of emergent properties, Epi-
curus’ position must have much in common with the doctrine
I have sketched in section 3. This is because according to
his metaphysical system, which we examined in section 2,
he can only regard mental events and states as accidental
properties, and therefore as irreducibly different from atomic
states. The question « What more than atoms and void is
there for them to be? » is no more apposite for mental states
than it is for the colour green, which likewise is real yet
irredacibly different from the underlying atomic state. The
only additional question to be asked of mental states is how
different they are from atomic states.

A difficulty T have faced throughout this discussion has
been the lack of a clear target. T have spoken of the * as-
sumption ” that Epicurus is a reductionist, because I have
found no actual argument for it in the modern literature. It
has seemed too obvious a truth to need defence against any
alternative possibility. My hope is that by presenting evidence
for one alternative possibility I may at the very least persuade
advocates of the more traditional view to come into the open
and present their evidence.
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My suspicion is that two considerations in particular are
responsible for the prevailing interpretation. One® is the
impression that by a very long way the most central Epicurean
doctrine is atomism, and that atomistic analysis must therefore
be expected to play a significant part in every branch of
Epicurean philosophy, including moral psychology. Against
this, it should be pointed out that atomistic analysis features
prominently only in the surviving treatises on explicitly physical
themes — Epicurus’ letters to Herodotus and Pythocles, and
Lucretius’ poem. In the Letter to Menoeceus, in the ethical
writings of Philodemus, and in the fragments of Epicurean
ethics in general, it is strikingly lacking. And where materialist
analyses are mentioned by Epicurus in the fragmentary text
on psychology excerpted above, it is precisely in order to
deny or downgrade them. Thus our tendency to choose
“atomist ” as the defining label for Epicurus’ philosophy
carries with it the risk of distortion, on the one hand reflecting
the accident that physics occupies an unrepresentatively high
proportion of the surviving fragments of Epicurean writings
(as a glance at the fuller and presumably more representative
selection of his titles at Diog. Laert. x 27-8 will confirm),
and on the other hand tending itself to confirm the unjustified
impression that he is a committed materialist.

The second factor is Epicurus’ emphatic assertion that the
mind is corporeal , an assertion aimed in particular at establish-
ing its inability to survive the death of the body. Simplistically
interpreted, this already seems to saddle him with an identity
theory of mind. But any such impression is due to no more
than a misunderstanding of the scope of * mind ”’. In modern
usage, a theory of mind is a theory about the metaphysics of
mental states. But if I am right, although the “ mind ” in
Fpicurus’ system is the physical organ of consciousness, cor-

52 This point was impressed on me in conversation by William
Jordan.
53 Ep. Hdt. 63-7; Lucr. 11 161 fl.
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responding to the brain and nervous system in more recent
science, mental states are not treated to a parallel physi-
calist analysis. The mind, like the brain for us, is the material
entity as whose properties states of consciousness exist; but,
for Epicurus at least, it does not follow that those states of
consciousness are themselves merely material states, governed
by the laws of physics.

One of the most influential voices in Epicurean studies,
Cyril Bailey, writing in 1928, came at one point tantalisingly
close to what I take to be the correct interpretation:

« The compound is more than a mere aggregate of in-
dependent atoms: it is their union in a complex, which has
a new individuality of its own in which it may acquire qualities
and even powers which are not possessed by the individual
component atoms. The soul or mind is a compound body of
such peculiar constitution in the nature of its component
atoms and their motions among themselves, that it acquires
the power of sensation or consciousness » >*.

Frustratingly, Bailey went on almost immediately to tor-
pedo this insight:

« The more material thinkers of our own time are content
to say that consciousness ‘‘ supervenes” as an  epipheno-
menon > on the movements of matter: Epicurus went the
step farther and was prepared to say that consciousness, sen-
sation, thought, and will are the movements of the soul-atoms.
Such an idea is to most modern minds, as it was to the majority
of philosophers in Epicurus’ day, unthinkable: between the
one set of facts and the other there is a great gulf fixed » %.

Bailey can hardly be blamed here for failing to foresee how
far from ¢ unthinkable ” the identity theory of mind would
prove to be in future decades. Much more immediately wor-

54 C. BaiLey, The Greek atomists and Epicurus, Oxford 1928,
p. 435.
5 Op. cit, p. 436.
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rying is his account of this “ step farther ” taken by Epicurus.
Nowhere in his entire book does Bailey supply evidence or
arguments for this assertion that Epicurus identified states of
consciousness with the movements of soul atoms. Nevertheless,
earlier °® he has made it clear enough why he assumes Epicurus
to hold such a view: it is because it is the only view which
a materialist can consistently hold! To decide in advance that
Epicurus merits the label *‘ materialist 7, and to circumscribe
so narrowly the range of theories available to someone who,
like Epicurus, starts out from inanimate particles of matter,
is to miss a good deal of the interest that this topic holds.
Did Bailey not know, for example, that C.D. Broad, in his
prestigious 1923 lectures published in 1925 under the title
The mind and its place in nature, had defended a theory of
“ emergent vitalism ” as superior both to mechanistic mate-
rialism and to epiphenomenalism? « I know no reason what-
ever » Broad had written¥ « why new and theoretically
unpredictable modes of behaviour should not appear at certain
levels of complexity, or why they must be explicable in terms
of elementary properties and laws of composition which have
manifested themselves in less complex wholes ».

s Op. cit., p. 394.
57 C.D. Broap, The mind and its place in nature, Cambridge

1925, p. 73.
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