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Epicurean atomism 73

The structure of the atom

The reform of atomism also looks at the very structure of the atom.
According to Democritus, the atom, although three-dimensional, is
indivisible because of its smallness and solidity. If we set aside
a report by Simplicius that attributes to Democritus the idea of
atomic parts, we have no reason to gquestion the consensus that a

Demaocritean atom has no parts.”® Aristotle objected, however, that

inuity of motion LEe L0 CAnNot escape matEe-
atomists that it is physically indivisible, no extended body can as a
whole instantaneously cross a spatial limit, We ought, therefore, to be
able to distinguish those parts of the atom which have moved past a
certain point and those which have not. For that reason, according to
Aristotle, an indivisible ‘cannot move nor change in any way’ (Phys.
240b31). Everything which moves is necessarily divisible, except
those accidentally in movement as part of a larger body which is itself
in movement.

This is a strong objection; the early atomists make the existence of
movement — at least of atomic movement — an unquestionable prin-
ciple. So Aristotle dismantles the very basis of their physics. It is true
that Aristotle conceives of locomotion as the traversal of a spatial
medium, while the first atomists seem not to have given a clear
account of the status of the space in which it takes place. Their void
is essentially the negative interval which separates atoms, not the
place in which atoms mowve, But Epicurean void does play the role of
an empty space. It is the empty space (charal in which atoms mowve.'”
That is why, in order to think of movement, we have to make the
|strictly false) supposition that there is a "top” and a ‘bottom” cven
though the universe is infinite (Ep. Hdt. 6o,
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The reform of atomism also looks at the very structure of the atom.
According to Democritus, the atom, although three-dimensional, is
indivisible because of its smallness and solidity. If we set aside
a report by Simplicius that attributes to Democritus the idea of
atomic parts, we have no reason to gquestion the consensus that a

Democritean atom has no parts."® Aristotle objected, however, that

inuity of motion, the Atom Cannot escape mathe.
atomists that it is physically indivisible, no extended body can as a
whole instantaneously cross a spatial limit. We ought, therefore, to be
able to distinguish those parts of the atom which have moved past a
certain point and those which have not. For that reason, according to
Aristotle, an indivisible ‘cannot move nor change in any way’ (Phys.
24ob31). Everything which moves is necessarily divisible, except
those accidentally in movement as part of a larger body which is itself
in movement.

This is a strong objection; the early atomists make the existence of
movement — at least of atomic movement — an unquestionable prin-
ciple. So Aristotle dismantles the very basis of their physics. It is true
that Aristotle conceives of locomotion as the traversal of a spatial
medium, while the first atomists seem not to have given a clear
account of the status of the space in which it takes place. Their void
is essentially the negative interval which separates atoms, not the
place in which atoms move. But Epicurean void does play the role of
an empty space. It is the empty space (charal in which atoms mowve.'”
That is why, in order to think of movement, we have to make the
|strictly false) supposition that there is a “top” and a ‘bottom’ even
though the universe is infinite (Ep. Hdt. o).
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