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Welcome to Episode 249 of Lucretius Today. This is a podcast dedicated to the poet Lucretius,
who wrote "On The Nature of Things," the most complete presentation of Epicurean philosophy
left to us from the ancient world.

Each week we walk you through the Epicurean texts, and we discuss how Epicurean
philosophy can apply to you today. If you find the Epicurean worldview attractive, we
invite you to join us in the study of Epicurus at EpicureanFriends.com, where we
have a thread to discuss this and all of our podcast episodes.

Today we are continuing to review Cicero's "On the Nature of The Gods," which began with the
Epicurean spokesman Velleius defending the Epicurean point of view. This week will continue
into Section 27 as Cotta, the Academic Skeptic, continues to insist that gods are supernatural
and not at all similar to humans. We will, in turn, respond to Cotta's particular and general
arguments.

For the main text we are using primarily the Yonge translation, available here at Archive.org.
The text which we include in these posts is available here. We will also refer to the public
domain version of the Loeb series, which contains both Latin and English, as translated by H.
Rackham.

Additional versions can be found here:

Frances Brooks 1896 translation at Online Library of Liberty
Lacus Curtius Edition (Rackham)
PDF Of Loeb Edition at Archive.org by Rackham
Gutenberg.org version by CD Yonge 

A list of arguments presented will eventually be put together here.

Today's Text

XXXVII. “They have nothing to do,” your teacher says. Epicurus truly, like indolent boys, thinks
nothing preferable to idleness; yet those very boys, when they have a holiday, entertain
themselves in some sportive exercise. But we are to suppose the Deity in such an inactive state
that if he should move we may justly fear he would be no longer happy. This doctrine divests
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the Gods of motion and operation; besides, it encourages men to be lazy, as they are by this
taught to believe that the least labor is incompatible even with divine felicity.

But let it be as you would have it, that the Deity is in the form and image of a man. Where is his
abode? Where is his habitation? Where is the place where he is to be found? What is his course
of life? And what is it that constitutes the happiness which you assert that he enjoys? For it
seems necessary that a being who is to be happy must use and enjoy what belongs to him. And
with regard to place, even those natures which are inanimate have each their proper stations
assigned to them: so that the earth is the lowest; then water is next above the earth; the air is
above the water; and fire has the highest situation of all allotted to it. Some creatures inhabit
the earth, some the water, and some, of an amphibious nature, live in both. There are some,
also, which are thought to be born in fire, and which often appear fluttering in burning furnaces.

In the first place, therefore, I ask you, Where is the habitation of your Deity? Secondly, What
motive is it that stirs him from his place, supposing he ever moves? And, lastly, since it is
peculiar to animated beings to have an inclination to something that is agreeable to their
several natures, what is it that the Deity affects, and to what purpose does he exert the motion
of his mind and reason? In short, how is he happy? how eternal? Whichever of these points you
touch upon, I am afraid you will come lamely off. For there is never a proper end to reasoning
which proceeds on a false foundation; for you asserted likewise that the form of the Deity is
perceptible by the mind, but not by sense; that it is neither solid, nor invariable in number; that
it is to be discerned by similitude and transition, and that a constant supply of images is
perpetually flowing on from innumerable atoms, on which our minds are intent; so that we from
that conclude that divine nature to be happy and everlasting.

XXXVIII. What, in the name of those Deities concerning whom we are now disputing, is the
meaning of all this? For if they exist only in thought, and have no solidity nor substance, what
difference can there be between thinking of a Hippocentaur and thinking of a Deity? Other
philosophers call every such conformation of the mind a vain motion; but you term it “the
approach and entrance of images into the mind.” Thus, when I imagine that I behold T.
Gracchus haranguing the people in the Capitol, and collecting their suffrages concerning M.
Octavius, I call that a vain motion of the mind: but you affirm that the images of Gracchus and
Octavius are present, which are only conveyed to my mind when they have arrived at the
Capitol. The case is the same, you say, in regard to the Deity, with the frequent representation
of which the mind is so affected that from thence it may be clearly understood that the Gods
are happy and eternal.

Let it be granted that there are images by which the mind is affected, yet it is only a certain
form that occurs; and why must that form be pronounced happy? why eternal? But what are
those images you talk of, or whence do they proceed? This loose manner of arguing is taken
from Democritus; but he is reproved by many people for it; nor can you derive any conclusions
from it: the whole system is weak and imperfect. For what can be more improbable than that
the images of Homer, Archilochus, Romulus, Numa, Pythagoras, and Plato should come into my
mind, and yet not in the form in which they existed? How, therefore, can they be those

2
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/4068-episode-249-cicero-s-otnotg-24-are-the-epicurean-gods-totally-
inactive-and-are-w/?postID=32395#post32395

https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/4068-episode-249-cicero-s-otnotg-24-are-the-epicurean-gods-totally-inactive-and-are-w/?postID=32395#post32395
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/4068-episode-249-cicero-s-otnotg-24-are-the-epicurean-gods-totally-inactive-and-are-w/?postID=32395#post32395


persons? And whose images are they? Aristotle tells us that there never was such a person as
Orpheus the poet; and it is said that the verse called Orphic verse was the invention of Cercops,
a Pythagorean; yet Orpheus, that is to say, the image of him, as you will have it, often runs in
my head. What is the reason that I entertain one idea of the figure of the same person, and you
another? Why do we image to ourselves such things as never had any existence, and which
never can have, such as Scyllas and Chimæras? Why do we frame ideas of men, countries, and
cities which we never saw? How is it that the very first moment that I choose I can form
representations of them in my mind? How is it that they come to me, even in my sleep, without
being called or sought after?

XXXIX. The whole affair, Velleius, is ridiculous. You do not impose images on our eyes only, but
on our minds. Such is the privilege which you have assumed of talking nonsense with impunity.
But there is, you say, a transition of images flowing on in great crowds in such a way that out of
many some one at least must be perceived! I should be ashamed of my incapacity to
understand this if you, who assert it, could comprehend it yourselves; for how do you prove that
these images are continued in uninterrupted motion? Or, if uninterrupted, still how do you
prove them to be eternal? There is a constant supply, you say, of innumerable atoms. But must
they, for that reason, be all eternal? To elude this, you have recourse to equilibration (for so,
with your leave, I will call your Ἰσονομία), and say that as there is a sort of nature mortal, so
there must also be a sort which is immortal. By the same rule, as there are men mortal, there
are men immortal; and as some arise from the earth, some must arise from the water also; and
as there are causes which destroy, there must likewise be causes which preserve. Be it as you
say; but let those causes preserve which have existence themselves. I cannot conceive these
your Gods to have any. But how does all this face of things arise from atomic corpuscles? Were
there any such atoms (as there are not), they might perhaps impel one another, and be
jumbled together in their motion; but they could never be able to impart form, or figure, or
color, or animation, so that you by no means demonstrate the immortality of your Deity.
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