
Episode Thirteen - Properties, Qualities, And the
Trojan War
Post by “Cassius” of March 29, 2020 at 11:05 AM

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

I am your host Cassius, and together with my panelists from the EpicureanFriends.com forum,
we'll walk you through the six books of Lucretius' poem, and discuss how Epicurean philosophy
can apply to you today. Be aware that none of us are professional philosophers, and everyone
here is a a self-taught Epicurean. We encourage you to study Epicurus for yourself, and we
suggest the best place to start is the book, "Epicurus and His Philosophy" by Canadian
professor Norman DeWitt. Find out more about the nature and goals of our podcast at
Lucretiustoday.com, where you can download a copy of the text that we read from each week.

In previous episodes we have discussed:

(1) Venus / Pleasure As Guide of Life: That Pleasure, using the allegory of Venus, is
the driving force of all life; That the way to rid ourselves of pain is to replace pain with
pleasure, using the allegory of Venus entertaining Mars, the god of war;

(2) The Achievement of Epicurus: That Epicurus was the great philosophic leader who
stood up to supernatural religion, opened the gates to a proper understanding of nature,
and thereby showed us how we too can emulate the life of gods;
(3-4) So Great Is The Power of Religion To Inspire Evil Deeds! That it is not
Epicurean philosophy, but supernatural religion, which is truly unholy and prompts men to
commit evil deeds;
(5) On Resisting The Threats of Priests And Poets:  That false priests and
philosophers will try to scare you away from Epicurean philosophy with threats of
punishment after death, which is why you must understand that those threats cannot be
true; That the key to freeing yourself from false religion and false philosophy is found in
the study of nature;
(6-7) Step One: Nothing Comes From Nothing. The first major observation which
underlies all the rest of Epicurean philosophy is that we observe that nothing is ever
generated from nothing.
(8) Step Two: Nothing Goes To Nothing. The second major observation is that
nothing is ever destroyed completely to nothing.
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(9) The Evidence That Atoms Exist, Even Though They Are Unseen.  The next
observation is that we know elemental particles exist, even though we cannot see them
just like we know that wind and other things exist by observing their effects.
(10-11) The Void And Its Nature. We also know that the void exists, because things
must have space in which to move, as we see they do move.
(12) Everything We Experience Is Composed Of A Combination of Matter And
Void. Everything around us that we experience is a natural combination of atoms and
void.

In this Episode 13, we move to a discussion of Epicurus' view on whether reality is objective or
subjective, and we explore how Epicurus categorized the things we experience around us as
being either (1) the properties (also called essential conjuncts, which are essential and
unchanging) or (2) qualities (also called events, which are inessential and changing depending
on context) of the bodies that make them up. Whether properties or qualities, all our
experiences arise from the nature, movement, and combinations of the atoms, and cease to
exist when the atoms which compose the bodies disperse. Today we will discuss Epicurus'
views on this issue, and apply it to the example that Lucretius gave us: the story of the Trojan
war.

Our text today begins at at approximately line 439 of the Daniel Brown Edition.

Let's now join our discussion, with Elayne reading the text:

Review the prior sections of Book 1 of Daniel Browne by clicking here.

1743 Daniel Browne Edition (click link for English and Latin):

[439] Again, whatever is must either act itself, or be by other agents acted on; or must be
something in which other bodies must have a place and move; but nothing without body can
act, or be acted on; and where can this be done, but in a vacuum or empty space? Therefore,
beside what body is or space, no third degree in nature can be found, nothing that ever can
affect our sense, or by the power of thought can be conceived. All other things you'll find
essential conjuncts, or else the events or accidents of these. I call essential conjunct what's so
joined to a thing that it cannot, without fatal violence, be forced or parted from it; is weight to
stones, to fire heat, moisture to the Sea, touch to all bodies, and not to be touched essential is
to void. But, on the contrary, Bondage, Liberty, Riches, Poverty, War, Concord, or the like,
which not affect the nature of the thing, but when they come or go, the thing remains entire;
these, as it is fit we should, we call Events.

[460] Time likewise of itself is nothing; our sense collects from things themselves what has
been done long since, the thing that present is, and what's to come. For no one, we must own,
ever thought of Time distinct from things in motion or at rest.

2https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/1500-episode-thirteen-properties-qualities-and-the-trojan-war/

https://archive.org/details/lucretiusepicureanfriendsreferenceeditionversion01/page/n69/mode/2up
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/wiki/doku.php?id=browne_1
https://archive.org/details/lucretiusepicureanfriendsreferenceeditionversion01/page/n61/mode/2up
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/1500-episode-thirteen-properties-qualities-and-the-trojan-war/


[465] For when the poets sing of Helen's rape, or of the Trojan State subdued by war, we must
not say that these things do exist now in themselves, since Time, irrevocably past, has long
since swept away that race of men that were the cause of those events; for every act is either
properly the event of things, or of the places where those things are done.

[472] Further, if things were not of matter formed, were there no place or space where things
might act, the fire that burned in Paris' heart, blown up by love of Helen's beauty, had never
raised the famous contests of a cruel war; nor had the wooden horse set Troy on fire,
discharging from his belly in the night the armed Greeks: from whence you plainly see that
actions do not of themselves subsist, as bodies do, nor are in nature such as is a void, but
rather are more justly called the events of body, and of space, where things are carried on.

Munro:

[439] Again whatever shall exist by itself, will either do something or will itself suffer by the
action of other things, or will be of such a nature as things are able to exist and go on in. But no
thing can do and suffer without body, nor aught furnish room except void and vacancy.
Therefore beside void and bodies no third nature taken by itself can be left in the number of
things, either such as to fall at any time under the ken of our senses or such as any one can
grasp by the reason of his mind. For whatever things are named, you will either find to be
properties linked to these two things or you will see to be accidents of these things. That is a
property which can in no case be disjoined and separated without utter destruction
accompanying the severance, such as the weight of a stone, the heat of fire, the fluidity of
water. Slavery on the other hand, poverty and riches, liberty war concord and all other things
which may come and go while the nature of the thing remains unharmed, these we are wont, as
it is right we should, to call accidents.

[460] Time also exists not by itself, but simply from the things which happen the sense
apprehends what has been done in time past, as well as what is present and what is to follow
after. And we must admit that no one feels time by itself abstracted from the motion and calm
rest of things.

[465] So when they say that the daughter of Tyndarus was ravished and the Trojan nations
were subdued in war, we must mind that they do not force us to admit that these things are by
themselves, since those generations of men, of whom these things were accidents, time now
gone by has irrevocably swept away. For whatever shall have been done may be termed an
accident in one case of the Teucran people, in another of the countries simply.

[472] Yes for if there had been no matter of things and no room and space in which things
severally go on, never had the fire, kindled by love of the beauty of Tyndarus’ daughter, blazed
beneath the Phrygian breast of Alexander and lighted up the famous struggles of cruel war, nor
had the timber horse unknown to the Trojans wrapt Pergama in flames by its night-issuing
brood of sons of the Greeks; so that you may clearly perceive that all actions from first to last
exist not by themselves and are not by themselves in the way that body is, nor are terms of the
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same kind as void is, but are rather of such a kind that you may fairly call them accidents of
body and of the room in which they severally go on.

Bailey:

[439] Or again, whatsoever exists by itself, will either do something or suffer itself while other
things act upon it, or it will be such that things may exist and go on in it. But nothing can do or
suffer without body, nor afford room again, unless it be void and empty space. And so besides
void and bodies no third nature by itself can be left in the list of things, which might either at
any time fall within the purview of our senses, or be grasped by any one through reasoning of
the mind. For all things that have a name, you will find either properties linked to these two
things or you will see them to be their accidents. That is a property which in no case can be
sundered or separated without the fatal disunion of the thing, as is weight to rocks, heat to fire,
moisture to water, touch to all bodies, intangibility to the void. On the other hand, slavery,
poverty, riches, liberty, war, concord, and other things by whose coming and going the nature
of things abides untouched, these we are used, as is natural, to call accidents.

[460] Even so time exists not by itself, but from actual things comes a feeling, what was
brought to a close in time past, then what is present now, and further what is going to be
hereafter. And it must be avowed that no man feels time by itself apart from the motion or
quiet rest of things.

[465] Then again, when men say that ‘the rape of Tyndarus’s daughter’, or ‘the vanquishing of
the Trojan tribes in war’ are things, beware that they do not perchance constrain us to avow
that these things exist in themselves, just because the past ages have carried off beyond recall
those races of men, of whom, in truth, these were the accidents. For firstly, we might well say
that whatsoever has happened is an accident in one case of the countries, in another even of
the regions of space.

[472] Or again, if there had been no substance of things nor place and space, in which all things
are carried on, never would the flame of love have been fired by the beauty of Tyndaris, nor
swelling deep in the Phrygian heart of Alexander have kindled the burning battles of savage
war, nor unknown of the Trojans would the timber horse have set Pergama aflame at dead of
night, when the sons of the Greeks issued from its womb. So that you may see clearly that all
events from first to last do not exist, and are not by themselves like body, nor can they be
spoken of in the same way as the being of the void, but rather so that you might justly call
them the accidents of body and place, in which they are carried on, one and all.

Post by “Cassius” of March 29, 2020 at 11:06 AM
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Today's discussion of Lucretius (Episode 12) contains a couple of really deep issues worth
noting before we start:

1) The difference between the PROPERTIES of atoms that are unchanging, and The QUALITIES
of BODIES that do change and vary by situation. We are going to have to look closely at
whether ATOMS have qualities, or whether only BODIES (combinations of atoms) have qualities,
which I think is the case. We also need to look at the terminology because I personally think
that EVENTS which is used by Daniel Brown (and closer to the Latin) is much better than
ACCIDENTS as used by Munro and Bailey and many others.

1045-pasted-from-clipboard-pngImage not found or type unknown

2) this section contains the very interesting discussion of the Helen / Trojan war reference, and
gathering what it means is not easy. I think he is using this to again get at the issue of
"Existence" and what that word means. I think he is saying that we need to be careful to make
sure we do not think that the story of the Trojan war "exists" as some archetype or in another
dimension, and he argues that by saying that the events of the Trojan war are long gone and no
longer "exist" in real form.

3) Last point maybe is to point out that he says that TIME does not exist except as a function of
the movement of bodies. That one may actually be easier, and this is mentioned in the letter to
Herodotus that we can compare.

Quote
Quote Moreover, you must firmly grasp this point as well; we must not look for time, as
we do for all other things which we look for in an object, by referring them to the
general conceptions which we perceive in our own minds, but we must take the direct
intuition, in accordance with which we speak of “a long time” or “a short time,” and
examine it, applying our intuition to time as we do to other things. Neither must we
search for expressions as likely to be better, but employ just those which are in
common use about it. Nor again must we predicate of time anything else as having the
same essential nature as this special perception, as some people do, but we must turn
our thoughts particularly to that only with which we associate this peculiar perception
and by which we measure it. For indeed this requires no demonstration, but only
reflection, to show that it is with days and nights and their divisions that we associate it
and likewise also with internal feelings or absence of feeling, and with movements and
states of rest; in connection with these last again we think of this very perception as a
peculiar kind of accident, and in virtue of this we call it time.

There are lots of aspects of all this to consider but one is "Who would argue that 'actions of
themselves subsist, as bodies do, or are in nature (such as is a void)?"
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Is that a reference to Platonism?

Then there is the background of monism: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monism

1046-pasted-from-clipboard-pngImage not found or type unknown

1049-pasted-from-clipboard-pngImage not found or type unknown

Post by “Cassius” of March 29, 2020 at 11:10 AM

What follows are notes from Cyril Bailey in his most extensive edition of De Rerum Natura. I
tend to discount Bailey's interpretations as much less reliable than Munro, but the notes may
still contain helpful elements. If others know of commentaries on this section I would appreciate
your adding references to the thread. For MUNRO, who is much more sympathetic to Epicurus
and therefore more likely to be correct, see the next post.
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Post by “Cassius” of March 29, 2020 at 11:24 AM

I apologize for the poor copy but it is the best I seem to be able to do. If anyone has a source
that is more clear please post.
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Post by “Cassius” of March 29, 2020 at 11:25 AM

This is a fascinating comment about contrasting this to Stoicism

   

Post by “Cassius” of April 9, 2020 at 8:49 PM

Episode 13 of the Lucretius Today Podcast is now available. In this episode, we discuss how
Lucretius explains the Epicurean analysis of the things we experience as either being properties
or qualities of the bodies that arise from combinations of atoms. We'll discuss how we use this
knowledge to come to an understanding of how human experiences are subjective, while the
atoms themselves exist independently of our experience. And we'll apply this perspective to
analyzing how human events such as the Trojan War, no matter how significant, do not have an
eternal separate existence of their own. We hope you will enjoy this episode and that you will
leave us comments, suggestions and questions in the thread below.

https://www.spreaker.com/episode/25203938

Post by “Don” of April 10, 2020 at 3:38 PM

Just finished listening to the episode and enjoyed the discussion. I did want to respond to the
brief mention of Buddhism and Emptiness and Dependent Arising. From my perspective - or
should I say from my subjective perception  - I don't think Epicurean philosophy and
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Buddhist philosophy are that far apart in this regard. They quickly diverge but on these I find
echoes in each other.

The idea that entities do not have independent existence (Buddh.), I believe, echoes the idea
that the only things that truly exists are atoms and void (Epic.). Buddhists assert the doctrine of
the Two Truths: one truth is that the conventional reality of our everyday perceptions *does*
exist and this is how we interact with our world on a day-to-day basis; however, the underlying
truth is that everything is dependent on everything else and is ultimately empty of its own
inherent existence. The examples I've heard are that there's nothing you can point to in a
"table" that is the essence of its table-ness. It relies on its component parts to function as a
table. Or consider the Greek story of the ship of Theseus. Additionally, I've also heard
dependent arising being described as "the universe in a cup of tea": the tea in my cup is
dependent on the tea grown in the fields, on the people who pick the leaves, on the sun that
shines to make the tea grow, on the parents and grand-parents who gave birth to the people
working in the fields, on the clouds that rain on the fields, on the lay of the land that makes the
clouds form, on the Earth itself that contains that land, on the solar system, etc., etc., etc.
Everything is dependent on everything else.

I find echoes then of this in Epicurean philosophy. Conventional reality exists, that's how we
perceive the world. However, ultimately, we are all aggregates of atoms and void and
everything reverts to atoms and void and is re-configured into other entities eventually. This is
one of the reasons that "death is nothing to us." If our atoms were re-assembled into something
that looked like us, it wouldn't be us. We don't ultimately exist (we are atoms and void)
although we do conventionally exist and can perceive the world through the Canon and make
choices and rejections and have free will (although, I would say, our choices and rejections are
predicated on previous choices we've made and our choices are not infinite)... but that might
be for another future post.

Keep up the great work. I do hear a much more casual, conversational tone as the group
continues the podcasts... and you've made me want to get back to studying De Rerum Natura.
Thanks!

Post by “Cassius” of April 10, 2020 at 3:51 PM

1. No, you can't go back to reading De Rerum Natura until you're finished reading the Norman
DeWitt book! 

2. Based on my limited knowledge of Buddhism I do see why you draw the similarities, which I
recall doing in this podcast with Elayne. As more time goes by my perception is that the big
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point is not so much that there are technical similarities on these points as in the place where
you end up after factoring in the details. My perception (unfair or fair as it might be) is that the
Buddhists end up in a place of "Stoic-like" acceptance and resignation that becomes hard to
distinguish from passivity and resignation. Whether this results from their conclusion being that
they are somehow one with the universe and just want to accept their fate, or not, I leave to
someone who knows better, but that is my perception of the demeanor and attitude that I
associate with Buddhism.

And I see that same attitude in the "Tranquility" emphasis that some want to read in Epicurus.
My own perception of Epicurus is that the tranquility angle is not correct, or at least it is by no
means the majority, and that Epicurus meant what he said about (1) pleasure, and (2) the
shortness of life, so that rather than passivity and resignation and acceptance of fate, an
Epicurean will "seize the day" and make the best of the life that is available to him or her,
seeking to fill the life that is available with the most pleasant experiences as they subjectively
judge those to be valuable to them.

But I also think now that there is no way to dig in and then unravel these details without solid
grounding in the physics, which if accepted totally disabuse one of any post-death existence, or
any reason to live whatsoever but for pleasure, and someone who doesn't start with that
orientation will happly sit round the campfire, arm in arm with a Stoic on one side and a
Buddhist on the other chanting "cum-bay-ya my lord" til dawn. To each his own, but that is not
how I want to spend *my* life, and I don't think that's what most ancient Epicureans understood
the message to be either.

Thank you for listening and for the very helpful comments!

Post by “Don” of April 10, 2020 at 4:30 PM

 LOL... Point well taken on DRN! I am working through DeWitt and hopefully will be able to
share some comments/thoughts soon on Chapt 1 & 2.

I would agree with you on the Buddhist path leading to a more Stoic outlook, at least in my
rudimentary understanding of both. I could also see the Buddhist saying it's not "acceptance or
resignation" but transcendence of both of those positions... release from samsara and the cycle
of rebirth and all that.

Luckily, we have no cycle to be released from as Epicureans! Carpe diem! Death is nothing to
us!
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