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1. Introduction

IN 1967 Epicurus was credited with the discovery of the problem of
free will and determinism.! Among the contestants were Aristotle
and the early Stoics. Epicurus emerged victorious, because—so the
argument went-—Aristotle did not yet have the problem, and the
Stoics inherited it from Epicurus. In the same year David Furley
published his essay ‘Aristotle and Epicurus on Voluntary Action’,
in which he argued that Epicurus’ problem was not the free will
problem.? In the thirty-odd years since then, a lot has been pub-
lished about Epicurus on freedom and determinism.’ But it has
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By Pamela Huby in *The First Discovery of the Freewill Problem’ ['Freewill
Problem’], Philosophy, 42 (1967), 353-62.

! D. Furley, ‘Aristotle and Epicurus on Voluntary Action’ ['Voluntary Action’],
in his Two Studies in the Greek Atomists (Princeton, 1967).

* e.g. J. Annas, Hellenistic Philosophy of Mind [Mind) (Berkeley, 1992), ch. 8; E.

Asmis, The Epicurean Theory of Free Will und its Origins in Aristotle (Ph.D. diss., .

Yale University, 1970); ead., ‘Free Action and the Swerve: Review of Walter G.
Englert, Epicurus on the Swerve and Voluntary Action' ['Free Action'), OSAP 8
(1990), 275—91; I. Avotins, ‘The Question of Mens in Lucretius 2. 28¢°, Classical
Quarterly, Ns 29 (1979), 95~100; id., ‘Notes on Lucretius 2. 251-293s Harvard
Studies in Classical Philvlogy, 84 (1980), 75—9; P Conway, ‘Epicurus’ Theory of’
Freedom of Action' ['Epicurus’ Theory'], Prudentia, 13(1981), 81—9; V. G. Englert,
LEpicurus on the Swerve and Voluntary Action [Epicurus) (Atlanta, Ga., 1987); D.
Fowler, ‘Lucretius on the Clinumen and “Free Will™ (I1 251—93)", in Zuljryais:
Studi sull ‘epicureising greco e romano offerti a Marcello Gigante [Zul#rmais) (Naples,
1983), 329—52; N. Gulley, 'Lucretius on Free Will' ['Free Will'], Symbalue Osloenses,
65 (1990), 37-52; P. Huby, ‘The Epicureans, Animals, and Freewill', Apeiron, 3
(1969), 17-19; K. Kleve, 'Id Facit Exiguum Clinamen’, Symbolae Osloenses, 55

- (1980), 27-31; S. Laursen, ‘Epicurus On Nature Book XXV, Cronaclie ercolunesi,
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only rarely been questioned again whether Epicurus, in one way or
another, found himself face to face with some version of the free
will problem.* In this paper I intend to take up the case for those
who have questioned the point, combining a fresh perspective on
the debate with a selection of new arguments and a detailed textual
analysis of the relevant passages. Let me begin with a brief sketch of
the problem of freedom and determinism which Epicurus is widely
taken to have been concerned with.

The determinism Epicurus defends himself against is usually
understood as causal determinism: every event is fully determined
in all its details by preceding causes. These causes are commonly
pictured as forming an uninterrupted chain or network, reaching
back infinitely into the past, and as governed by an all-embracing
set of laws of nature, or as manifestations of such a set of laws of
nature.

On the side of freedom, Epicurus is generally understood to have
been concerned with freedom of decision (the freedom to decide
whether or not to do some action) or freedom of choice (the freedom
to choose between doing and not doing some action)® or freedom of
the will (where the freedom to will to do something entails the free-
dom to will not to do it, and vice versa; I call this two-sided freedom
of the will). Epicurus is taken to have introduced an indeterminist
conception of free decision or free choice or two-sided free will:

18 (1988), 7—18; id., ‘Against Democritus—Towards the End’, in M.Capasso et
al., Miscellanea Papyrologica (Florence, 1990), 3-22 at 21-2; 1d., “The Summary of
Epicurus’ On Nature Book 25, Papiri letterari greci e latini (1992), 143~54; id., ‘The
Early Parts of Epicurus, On Nature, 25th Book’ ['Early Parts'], Cronache ercolanesi
(1995), 5~109; id., "The Later Parts of Epicurus, On Nature, 25th Book' [‘Later
Parts'], Cronache ercolanest (1998), 5-82; A. A. Long, Hellenistic Philosophy (New
York, 1974), 56-61; A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers
[Long-Sedley; L8] (Cambridge, 1987), i. 102—12; ii. 1041 13; P Mitsis, Epicurus’
Ethical Theory (Ithaca, 1988), ch. 4; J. S. Purinton, ‘Epicurus on “Free Volition”
and the Atomic Swerve' ['Free Volition'], Phronesis, 44 (1999), 253—99; T. Saunders,
‘Free Will and the Atomic Swerve in Lucretius’, Symbolae Osloenses, 59 (1984),
37-59; D. N. Sedley, ‘Epicurus’ Refutation of Determinism’ ['Determinism’}, in
Zulhmyos, 11-51; id., ‘Epicurean Anti-Reductionism’, [‘Anti-Reductionism'], in J.
Barnes and M. Mignucei (eds.), Matter and Metaphysics (Naples, 1988), 2g5-327;
R. W. Sharples, Cicero On Fate and Boethius The Consolation of Philosophy IV
5—7, ¥V (Warminster, 1991), 172=7, 19s; id., ‘Epicurus, Carneades and the Atomic
Swerve’' ['Epicurus’}, BICS (1991-3), 174—go.

* Besides Furley there is Conway, ‘Epicurus’ Theory’'. Authors have, however,
become more careful on this point see e.g. Mitsis, Epicurus’ Ethical Theory, and
Laursen’s publications (see n. 3).

* Or alternatively to choose between doing one action or another.
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agents are free in this sense only if they are causally undetermined
(or not fully causally determined) in their decision whether or not
to act or their choice between alternative courses of action; undeter-
mined, that is, by external and internal causal factors alike. There
is assumed to be a gap in the causal chain immediately before, or
simultaneously with, the decision or choice, a gap which allows the
coming into being of a spontaneous motion. In this way every hu-
man decision or choice is directly linked with causal indeterminism.
The assumption of such indeterminist free decision, free choice, or
two-sided free will does not presuppose that one specifies an inde-
pendent mental faculty, like e.g. a will, and indeed it is not usually
assumed that Epicurus’ theory involved such a faculty.

The ‘free will problem’ that Epicurus is assumed to have faced
is then roughly as follows: If determinism is true, every decision or
choice of an agent between alternative courses of actions is fully de-
termined by preceding causes, and forms part of an uninterrupted
causal chain. On the other hand, if an agent has (two-sided) free-
dom of the will, it seems that the agent’s decision or choice must
not be fully determined by preceding causes. Hence, it appears, de-
terminism and freedom of the will (freedom of decision, freedom
of choice) are incompatible.® .

I do not believe that Epicurus ever considered a problem along
the lines of the one just described. In particular, I am sceptical
about the assumption that he shared in a conception of free decision
or free choice akin to the one I have sketched. (I also have my
doubts that he ever conceived of a determinism characterized by
a comprehensive set of laws of nature; but this is a point I only
mention in passing.) To avoid misunderstandings, I should stress
that I do believe that Epicurus was an indeterminist of sorts—only
thathe did not advocate indeterminist free decision or indeterminist
free choice. .

Why do I surmise that Epicurus did not deal with a concept of
free decision or choice? I have first an external reason, as it were:
it is my view that neither Aristotle nor the early Stoics nor any
contemporaries of Epicurus were concerned with such a concept.

¢ Thisis the kind of free will problem C. Giussani (Lucreti Cari De Rerum Natura
Libri Sex, i (Turin, 18¢6), 125-69) and C. Bailey (The Greek Atomists and Epicurus
[Greek Atomists) (New York, 1928), 318~23, 433-7) connected with Epicurus, and
which the majority of more recent scholars take him to have dealt with: 50 e.g.
Asmis, ‘Free Action’; Gulley, 'Free Will'; Huby, ‘Freewill Problem’; Purinton, ‘Free
Volition'; Sedley, '‘Determinism’; Sharples, ‘Epicurus’.
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However, in this paper I want to focus exclusively on Epicurean
philosophy.” I argue—negatively—that nothing in Epicurus’ ex-
tant writings and in our other sources for Epicurus’ philosophy
provides any unambiguous evidence that Epicurus ever discussed
a free will problem as just described;? and—positively—I suggest
that Epicurus was caught in a related, but different, set of prob-
lems, for which we do have some direct evidence. One can best
understand why Epicurus was concerned with a different problem
if one realizes that he worked with different models of agency and
moral responsibility from those attributed to him by many modern
scholars who see him as a proponent of indeterminist freedom of
decision or choice.

The concept of indeterminist freedom that has been attributed to
Epicurus presupposes that agents are free only if they are undeter-
mined (or not fully determined) in their decision or choice by external
and internal factors alike. The stipulation of the absence of these
determining factors is typically linked with a model of agency that
is based on the following distinction: on the one hand, there are the
possible causal influence factors, some external to me (the agent),
like the environment, some internal to me, such as my character dis-
positions. On the other hand, there is myself, the one who decides,
causally detached not only from external impacts, but also from
my past experiences, from my present character and dispositions,
from my desires and inclinations, perhaps even from my memories
and factual beliefs. [, the one who decides, am thus identified with
some sort of a decision-making faculty which is detached from the
rest of ‘me’, where this rest includes my character and my present
mental dispositions. This decision-making faculty has control over
all the other factors and can in principle decide against any one of
them, Thus the entity that makes decisions is not identified with

? For the Stoics see my Determinism and Freedom in Stoic Pliilosophy [Determin-
tsm], (Oxford, 1998), ch. 6. For Aristotle, the Peripatetics, the Middle Platonists,
and the general development of the problem of free decision and causal determin-
ism see my ‘The Inadvertent Conception and Late Birth of the Free-Will Problem’
['Inadvertent Conception'], Phronesis, 43 (1998), 133-75.

* Whether Epicurus: discussed free will depends on what one means by ‘free
will’. For example, if one intends ‘free will’ to render Lucretius’ ‘libera voluntas’
(see below, sect. 4), and to mean whatever element of Epicurus’ doctrine Lucretius
meant to capture by this phrase, then Epicurus evidently was concerned with free
will. My concern is only to show that he did not discuss a problem of free will that
involves a conception of freedom of decision or choice as adumbrated in the main
text.
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the whole person (body, soul, and mind), nor even the whole mind,
but is causally independent of large parts of that person or of that
mind. I call this the independent-decision-faculty model of agency.
It is often, and sometimes explicitly, taken to underlie Epicurus’
philosophy.®

This model and the concept of free decision or choice on which
it 1s based are commonly linked with the following conception of
moral responsibility: I can be held morally responsible for an action
of mine only if I could have decided or chosen to act otherwise, or
if I was free to decide or choose otherwise. This conception of
responsibility is typically backed up with the fact that people are
generally convinced that they could decide and act otherwise than
they do, and with suggestions that moral emotions like regret or
guilt indicate that we are free to decide and act otherwise.

Epicurus, I suggest, operated with a different conception of moral
responsibility and with a different model of agency; a model which
does not causally sever a person’s present character and mental
dispositions from that person qua decision-maker. Rather, Epicurus
identified the agent with the person’s mind (or large parts thereof),
including the person’s system of beliefs, memories, character dispo-
sitions, desires, and emotions. In this model, what volition a person
forms, and what action they perform, fully depends on the overall
disposition of the person’s mind at the time of forming the volition.
It is considered essential for the causal attribution of an action to
me as a person that it is the person as I am when I form the volition
who is (at least in the main)'® causally responsible for what action
is performed. I call this the whole-person model of agency."

In this model, moral responsibility for an action is typically not
based on the causal undeterminedness of the agent’s decision, but,
on the contrary, on the fact that the action is dependent on the
person's present overall disposition of their mind. What rnakes
an agent morally responsible, and an action voluntary, is what for

* Explicitly e.g. in Asmis, ‘Free Action’, 283; Sharples, ‘Epicurus’, 178, 187-8; it
is implicit in e.g."Bailey, Greek Atomism, 435, and in Sedley ‘Determinism’, at 49
and before.

" Epicurus allowed for a multiplicity of causes for human behaviour; see below,
p. 317 with n. 64.

" Two Lucretius passages could perhaps be adduced as providing some support
for the assumption that Epicurus worked with the whole-person model of agency:
".. . that is sull nothing to us, who are constituted by the conjunction of body and

spirit’ (Lucr. 3. 845-6, trans. Long-Sedley) and ‘the mind and the spirit are firmly
interlinked and constitute a single nature’ (Lucr, 3. 136~7, trans. Long-Sedley).
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convenience I shall call the autonomy of the agent. By ‘autonomy’
I intend to indicate nothing but the fact that the agent, and not
something else, causes the action (or is at least its main cause), and
that the agent is not compelled or forced to act. This second concept
of moral responsibility is thus not grounded on a concept of freedom
to decide or choose otherwise, but on a notion of agent autonomy.*?

Characteristically, in the whole-person model of agency agents
can influence their ways of acting and behaving only indirectly, by
changing the basis of their actions, i.e. their mental dispositions
(since their volitions and actions are a function of these disposi-
tions). There is in this model no space for indeterminist freedom of
decision. For the fact that agents act in accordance with their overall
mental disposition is considered a necessary condition for attribut-
ing the action to them, whereas indeterminist freedom of decision
takes the detachment of the decision-making faculty from (most of)
the rest of the person’s mind as a necessary condition. The concept
of an internally undetermined decision made by the agent would be
difficult to incorporate in this conceptual framework; and so would
be the free will problem in the form sketched above.

In the whole-person model of agency the main problem that
arises from a deterministic assumption is how, if. everything, in-
cluding my actions, were necessitated by something other than me,
I, the agent, could still rightfully be considered as being myself
causally and hence morally responsible for my actions. I call this
the problem of necessitation and agent autonomy.

In the following I aim to show that all the surviving texts which
have been adduced as evidence that Epicurus dealt with a free will
problem as set out above are in fact compatible with the assumption
that Epicurus did not work with an independent-decision-faculty
model of agency or a concept of moral responsibility based on
freedom to decide otherwise; and that there is a reasonable amount
of evidence that Epicurus worked with a whole-person model of
agency and a concept of moral responsibility based on the idea of
agent autonomy as just described; and accordingly, that his problem
was not the one commonly assumed, but a problem of necessitation
and agent autonomy.

Why, then, is it such a popular view among philosophers that
Epicurus dealt with a free will problem as described above, or at

‘7 Evidence that Epicurus had this concept of moral responsibility is provided in
sect. 3 below.
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least with some of its main aspects? Apart from less relevant factors
such as that it would be nice if Epicurus had anticipated the modern
discussion of causal determinism and free decision-making, and
even nicer if he had anticipated, with his swerve, the ‘solution’
some modern libertarians squeezed out of the theory of quantum
mechanics—apart from such factors, there is one important reason:
many of the key expressions used in those Epicurean passages that
are commonly held to be about indeterminist choice appear to be
ambiguous in such a way that—although they never state the prob-
lem of free decision and causal determinism directly—they can be
read as alluding to it. These are, in particular, phrases and terms
like ‘free volition’, ‘freedom’, ‘being without master’, ‘beginning of
motion’, ‘moving oneself’, and ‘that which depends on us’ (76 wap’
7uds). When, in the following pages, I analyse those passages that
have been adduced as evidence that Epicurus dealt with indeter-
minist freedom of decision or choice, I shall, on the way, also spell
out the ambiguities and vagueness in the key expressions involved.

2. 70 wap’ muds

There is, in the extant Epicurean texts, no Greek term for free-
dom of decision, freedom to do otherwise or free will.!* The Greek
expression in Epicurean sources which is most often regarded as
an indication that some such freedom is at issue is map’ fjuds. This
expression occurs in Epicurus’ Letter to Menoeceus 133—4, and we
find it twice in one sentence in Epicurus’ On Nature z25. (It also ap-
pears in some later Epicurean texts. The related expression é¢’ fuiv
does not occur in surviving passages by Epicurus.) Both passages
from Epicurus have been understood as dealing with freedom of
choice. However, I believe that this interpretation is based on an
inadequate understanding of the expression 7ap’ juds. For the ex-
pression could be taken either as what [ call ‘causative one-sided’
or as what I call ‘potestative two-sided’, and only the former does
the passages justice, whereas only the latter could provide support
for the view that Epicurus was concerned with free choice. Let me
explain the difference between these two ways of understanding the
phrase map’ fuds.

' éAevbepla, in Guom. Vat. 77 (tis avrapxeias xapmos uéyiaros éxevfepia) does not
denote freedom of decision, or—two-sided—freedom of the will.
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The interpretation of map’ fuds as two-sided potestative com-
monly assumes a verb of being (rather than of happening or be-
coming) to go with the phrase: something is wap’ fuds. When I call
map’ juds ‘two-sided’, I mean that if some action, e.g. walking, is
said to be mapd o¢, this can be read as short for ‘it is mapa oé whether
or not you walk’. On this understanding of the expression, the class
of things that are map’ fjuds includes precisely 50 per cent unrealized
possibilities. Thus, when at a certain time it is mapa of whether you
walk, then it is mapd ¢ whether you don’t walk, too; but you will
be able only either to walk or not to walk at that time—not both.
Hence either one or the other will remain unrealized. By ‘potesta-
tive’ I mean that if some action or occurrence is understood as map’
7uds, we are taken to have some sort of power to bring it about or
not bring it about. A good translation of map’ Huds in its two-sided,
potestative reading is ‘up to us’.

This two-sided potestative understanding of wap’ nuds entails
neither determinism nor indeterminism.'* But it is often under-
stood as indeterminist, in the following way: it is assumed that
walking is up to me at a certain time if at that time whether or not
I will walk is causally undetermined (not fully determined) and
depends on my free decision. Epicurus is commonly interpreted as
using the expression map’ Huds both as two-sided potestative and as
indeterminist.'* When the expression is understood in this manner,
the ‘we’ or ‘us’ (vuds) in it is given the status of an active decision-
maker. We can decide freely whether or not we walk (or choose freely
between walking and not walking).

This is quite different in the case of what I call the one-sided
causative map’ fuds. This interpretation of map’ 7uds usually as-
sumes a verb of happening or becoming (rather than of being) to
go with the phrase: something happens or comes to be map’ Huds. By
‘causative’ I mean to indicate the fact that the prepositional phrase
‘mapa 3’ in ‘x happens mapa 3’ refers to something which is a (main)
cause or reason of x. Thus here translations such as ‘because of us’

'* For a determinist reading compare what I say about the related expression é¢’
Mpiv in ‘Inadvertent Conception’, 143—4, or in Determinism, 281-2.

'* For a two-sided potestative reading see Long-Sedley, vol. i, 20 C 1 (trans.)
‘that which we develop is up to us' (yiveofa: map’ fuds), interpreted as ‘it is up to
us whether or not we develop a particular characteristic ¢ or ‘whether or not we
develop ¢ or not ¢'; further Annas, Mind, 129 n. 18; Englert, Epicurus, 129, who
assumes that 16 é¢’ Auiv and 76 map’ Huds are equivalent; similarly Purinton, ‘Free
Volition’, 261-2.
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or ‘due to us’ are preferable. When I call the phrase ‘one-sided’,
1 mean that if an action happens (comes to be) wap’ fuds then its
opposite does not happen (come to be) wap’ fuds. If at a certain
time my walking happens because of me, then it is not the case that
my not walking happens because of me, too; for in that case my
not walking does not happen at all. Here the natural understanding
of the phrase is that it expresses who has the causal responsibility
for the action in question. ‘The walking happens wapa ¢é (because
of you)’ can be paraphrased as ‘you are the cause of your walking’.
When understood as one-sided causative, ‘whether-or-not’ para-
phrases of map’ juds are impossible. The general idea is that, when
sifting through the things that actually happen one distinguishes:
well, this came to be by necessity, and that happened because of
you, and so forth.

The one-sided causative map’ juds, too, can be made use of in
an indeterminist as well as a determinist theory. However, whereas
the two-sided map’ fuds can be used to express an element of unde-
terminedness, by implying that we, qua a.nnmmmo:-n:mrmﬂm, can freely
decide between alternative options, the one-sided 7ap’ fjuds cannot
be so used. Its function is rather to indicate who bears the causal
responsibility for an event. It does not imply the possibility of free
choice. (The one-sided causative wap’ juds is, however, compatible
with the assumptions that we can be the cause of our actions only if,
say, we are not forced in our action, or if we have a general two-sided
capacity for acting and not acting, or if it is in some sense possible
for us—or up to us, é¢’ juir—both to act and not to act. I return to
this point at the end of Section 3.)

Now, it i1s my view that in Epicurus, and quite generally in Hel-
lenistic philosophy in the context of determinism and moral respon-
sibility, the phrase map’ juds was generally understood as one-sided
and causative. There are several good reasons for assuming this.

First, in all the Epicurean (and related) texts in which wap’ juas
1s connected with a verb, this verb is always y{yveofa., never elva,
and thus fits the causative understanding better. It is true that
yiyveaBa: can mean ‘to be’. However, ‘to come to be’ or ‘to happen’
usually fits the context better (see below), and the consistency in the
use of yiyveofa: rather than elva: also suggests this latter meaning.
(It is also, I believe, a more common use of wapd with personal
accusative.)

Second, map’ Juds occurs repeatedly as one of a triad of expres-
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sions for kinds of causal factors. Take first the above-mentioned
passage from the Letter to Menoeceys:

Whom do you believe to be better than the one . . . who would denounce
(fate), which some introduce as mistress of all things, (saying that some
things happen by necessity,) others by chance, and others again because of
us, since necessity is not accountable to anyone, and chance is an unstable
thing to watch, whereas that because of us is without master, and culpability
and its opposite are naturally attached to it; for it would be better to
follow the myths of the gods than to be enslaved by the fate of the natural
philosophers. For the one indicates some hope for pardon from the gods
if we honour them, but the other comes with inexorable necessity.'® (Epic.
Men. 133-4)

In this passage map’ fjuds is contrasted with the expressions ‘by ne-
cessity’ (kar’ dvdyxmv) and ‘by chance’ (dwé 70yns). These latter two
expressions are both used to refer to causes (i.e. to that because of
which some things happen), and as one-sided: if something hap-
pens by necessity, then its opposite does not happen; and again, if
something happens by chance, then its opposite does not happen.
Since map’ fjuds is co-ordinated and treated as on a par with these
two expressions, it is natural to infer that it has the same function
of establishing the cause of an actual event. And this implies that
it, too, 1s used as causative and one-sided.’ .

This finds support in the fact that in Stobaeus’ report of Epicu-
rus’ tripartition wap” fjuds has been substituted by the Peripatetic
expression xara mpoaipeow and the three expressions are taken to
denote so many kinds of being caused:

- alndy mowlAwy Tpoaipéaews, TUxTs Kal dvdyxTs. "Enikovpos kat’ dvdyxny,
kard wpoaipeaw, kara roxnv. (Stob. Ecl. 1. 4—5=Diels Doxogr. 326. 1-4)

16 3

émel Tiva vouilews elvar xpeirrova Tob . . . ™V . .. Umo Twwy SeamdTw eloayopévmy
mdrray {xat)ayyéAdovros (eluapudvmy xal udAdov & uév xar' dvdywxnyy yiveolar Adyovros,)
d 8¢ dmo Tixms, & 8¢ map’ fJuds, Sud 76 TV weév dvdykny dvumesfuvor elvau, v 8¢ Tox7Y
doratov Spv, 16 8¢ map’ fuds ddéomorov ¢ Kal T peumTov Kai T6 evavriov mapaxodovleiv
mépuner; €nel xpeitrov fu T¢ mepl Becov by karaxorovleiv 7§ i Taw duaikdy elpapuévy
SovAetew 8 pév ydap éAmida mapairioews dmoypdder few Sia Ty, 7 8¢ dmapairyrov
Mkmn .ﬁ.\-\—; HMEQ\..YXQN—\. ’

(kat)ayyéMorvros: cf. Hdn. 5. 2. 2 Sotho: oo: Seomdras katryyedov; dv yeAwvTos
Long-Sedley; SuayeAdvros Usener. (eluapuéimy . . . Aéyovros,): Usener (cf. also Grom.
Vat. 40, where yiveaBa: xar’ dvdyxnv occurs three times); (elpapuémy dAX’ & pév kar’
avayxqv dvra guvopdvros) Long~Sedley.

" Thetripartition is also found in S.E. M. 5. 46: 76w ywouévwv 7d uev kar’ dvdyxmy
yivera: 1@ 8¢ kard Tixmy, ¢ 8¢ map’ fuds . . . The passage M. 5. 46-8 may well be an
argument put forward by later Epicureans.
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Moreover, in On Nature 25 we find Epicurus talking about mjv xaf’
julds] . . . ai[rlav].’® Similarly, the later Epicurean Diogenianus
speaks about mjv map’ fuds alriov,'”” and he uses the phrase wap’
nuds as one-sided causative throughout.?®

A strong reason for the assumption that Epicurus used map’ juds
as one-sided causative is finally provided by the way it occurs in
Epicurus’ On Nature 25:

Consequently, that which we develop (characteristics of this or that kind)
comes to be at some point absolutely because of [wapd] us; and the things
which of necessity flow in through our passages from that which surrounds
us, at one point come to be because of [rapd] us and because of [rapd] the
beliefs of ours which are from us ourselves.?' (Epic. Nat. 25; Arr. 34. 26;
Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33)

In its last part this sentence contains the following parallel con-
struction:

the things which of necessity flow in . . . from our surroundings come
to be because of [wrapd] us and because of [rapd] the beliefs of ours which
are from us ourselves.

I take it that mapd (with accusative) has the same meaning in both
phrases, since they are syntactically co-ordinated. But in the phrase
‘mapa our beliefs’ we cannot construe mapd as two-sided potes-
tative. We cannot understand our beliefs as a decision-maker in
the way we can see ourselves; we cannot paraphrase ‘our beliefs
make a decision as to whether or not we develop characteristic
¢’. Our beliefs cannot actively decide anything. They are spe-
cific beliefs which we actually have, and if something depends
on them, that can here only mean that they determine that we
develop one way and not the other—not whether we develop one
way or the other. But if wapa is one-sided causative in the case

'* Laursen, ‘Early Parts’, 99. 1056 corn. 1 pz. 3 z. 1 col.2=Arr. 34. 7. This is
Laursen's reading of the papyrus.

" Praep. Evang. 6. 8. 34. Cf. also [Plut.] Epit. 27. 3 (Diels, Doxogr. 322. 5-8) for
Plato: myv map’ juds airiav.

¥ Praep. Evang. 6. 8. 2, 6, 23, 30 (with yiveofa:), 6. 8. 32 (with ovuBaivew). A
passage in pseudo-Plutarch (Epir. 27. 4; Diels, Doxogr. 322. 9—14) suggests that the
Stoics used map’ fjuds as one-sided causative. The formulation in Philod. Sign. 36 is
neutral with respect to a one-sided or two-sided reading.

M dore map’ juas mote dmdas 16 dmoyeyevvnuévor 18y yeivealay, Toia 7 Toia, kai Td éx
ToU mepi€xovTos kat’ dvdyknv Sid Tovs mopovs elopéovra map’ Nuds wlo]re ye[ive]ofar xat
mapa ras juerépas £ quav abrav 86é[as. . . (Epic. Nut. 25; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33)
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of our beliefs, it should also be one-sided causative in the case of
map’ uds.*’

The interpretation of map’ fuds as one-sided causative obtains
additional confirmation from the context in which the sentence in
On Nature 25 belongs. It is the last sentence before a gap in the
papyrus. The question discussed by Epicurus that leads up to the
sentence (Arr. 34. 24—5; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 29-31) is whether
we are morally responsible for our bad actions, if there is a cor-
relating badness in our original constitution (i.e. the one we are
born with). Epicurus’ answer is that if we act through our initial
disposition, we cannot be held responsible; but if, when pursuing
the bad actions, we ourselves as we developed (presumably once we
reached adulthood) are the cause, then we can be morally criticized,
even if what we do is in line with our initial constitution. I assume
that in the above-quoted sentence that contains the expression map’
nuds Epicurus is still in some way concerned with this same ques-
tion. Thus the surrounding context of our sentence does not deal
with alternative choices, or with a decision-making power of any
sort (nor do any other passages from On Nature 25, as far as |
can see). Rather, the context is human mental and especially moral
development, and the general question is what or who is causally
responsible for our dispositions and actions.

The occurrence of the phrase map’ jués in Epicurean writings s,
then, no evidence for the claim that Epicurus discussed the free will
question as set out in Section 1, since the phrase is used by him not
as two-sided and potestative, but as one-sided and causative.

3. The digression in On Nature 25

Next I consider the so-called digression in Epicurus’ On Nature
25 (34. 27-30 Arr;; LS 20 C 2-15; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 35—
42; I follow Laursen’s edition of the text). In it Epicurus digresses
from the book’s main topic of human psychological development in
order to refute the necessitarian views of an opponent. This passage
has sometimes been taken to be concerned with the topic of the
compatibility of determinism with free choice. It contains a series

** Contrast Long and Sedley, who translate map’ Muds as ‘up to us’ and mapd r[ds]
jue(répals [€]€ fudw adr[iw] 86¢[as . . . as ‘dependent on beliefs of our own making’
(Long-Sedley, vol. i, 20 C 1).
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of arguments against a philosophical view that is incompatible with
Epicurus’ own. The structure and philosophical strength of these
arguments have been analysed in detail by David Sedley.?* Here I
primarily intend to follow up the question of what philosophical
problems Epicurus is concerned with in the passage, and what
information it provides on his concepts of action and of moral
responsibility.

The main thesis of Epicurus’ opponent was that everything is
caused by necessity, or that everything is necessitated (LS 20 C 5
and 13; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 36, 41). Thus his is a position of
universal necessitation. The repeated use of phrases such as 7 xard
76 avTéparov dvayxn (LS 20 C 2, 3; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 35, cf. 41)
makes it clear that the mechanical necessitation of the atomists is at
issue, and not teleological predetermination. Necessity is not some
mysterious divine power; it is broken down into various causal
factors. In the case of human behaviour, the two factors that are
explicitly mentioned are our initial congenital constitution (1 é¢
dpxTis oloTaocis), as necessitating us internally, and the mechanical
external necessity of that which happens to surround us and which
we perceive (LS 20 C 2—3; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33, 35). Epicurus’
opponent believes that our actions are a function of necessitating
hereditary and environmental factors. .

By contrast, Epicurus concedes that some occurrences are ne-
cessary,’® but maintains that we are the cause of our actions and
that they are not necessary. He takes it for granted that the same
action cannot be caused both by necessity and by ourselves. The
reason for this seems to be that he construes necessity in terms of
compulsion or force (e.g. LS 20 C 10), and considers it a neces-
sary condition for us to be the cause of our actions that we are not
compelled. Epicurus believes that his opponent faces the problem
that in his theory he cannot guarantee the causal responsibility of
the agents for their actions. In all the arguments of the digression
the underlying question is who or what is the cause of, or causally
responsible for, human action. Epicurus considers two candidates:
necessity on the one hand, us ourselves on the other (LS 20 C 2, 5;
Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 35, 37).

Where Epicurus uses the terms alria, aiTios, and alridofas, they
have sometimes been taken as denoting moral responsibility. How-

3 Sedley, ‘Determinism’'. .
* Seealso Epic. Men. 133—4 (quoted above); Nat 25, Arr. 34. 24 (discussed below).

| ,
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ever, the surviving parts of Epicurus’ On Nature 25 (Laursen,
‘Early Parts’, ‘Later Parts’) suggest that Epicurus used the ex-
pressions aitia, airwos, and airidofa. indistinguishably in order to
express the causal responsibility of something, or its being a cause.
For example, they are all also used of things such as atoms, the envi-
ronment, our nature, etc. This suggests strongly that their meaning
is not that of having moral responsibility.?* Epicurus talks of moral
responsibility in terms of praise and blame and similar evaluative
expressions (see below).

The opponent’s problem, as Epicurus presents it, is, then, not
that he is unable to accommodate in his theory that our actions
and decisions must be causally undetermined, or that we can choose
freely between alternative courses of actions. Rather, Epicurus and
his opponent seem to share the assumption that my actions are
caused and in that sense determined. The opponent’s problem is
that on his theory it is difficult to see how I myself can be causally
responsible for my behaviour, since he claims that something else,
l.e. necessity in the form of hereditary and environmental factors,
is fully causally responsible for it.

I quote the text in chunks, with some comments interspersed, in
order to make it apparent that it does not deal with free choice or
free decision, but with the question of whether we, the agents, or
necessity cause our actions. (Suspension points indicate lacunae in
the text; all italics are mine; the Greek text is Laursen’s, but I have
kept Long-Sedley’s numbering for convenience.)

(2) (And we can invoke against the argument that our behaviour must be
caused by our initial constitution or by environmental factors)** by which
we never cease to be affected, (the fact that) we rebuke, oppose, and reform
each other as if we have the cause also in ourselves, and not only in our initial
constitution and in the mechanical necessity of that which surrounds and
penetrates us.?” (3) For if someone were to attribute to the very processes
of rebuking and being rebuked the mechanical necessity and always . . .

* e.g. tHv dvdyxmy . . . mdvra airidofa. (Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 41; Long—Sedley
20 C 13); xai v adrijv duddrepa wéxrnrar uév alriav . . . 7 dpx7 elye Tiv airiav, eiyopev
8¢ xai nueis (Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 43); 816 Ty €€ Hudv yewopdvmy airiav . . . Sia ™y
&:Q.R.@: alriav Clmcwma:. ‘Later Parts’, Aolﬂv.

* Long-Sedley add ‘(And we can invoke, against the argument that our eventual
choice between these alternatives must be physically caused either by our initial make-
up or by those environmental influences)’ (my italics). But nothing in the text
suggests that choice is at issue.

" Namely by means of perception; cf. Epic. Nat. 25 (Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33;
LS 20 C 1), quoted above.
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understand . .. (4) . . . when he blames or praises. But if he were to act in
this way, he would be leaving intact the very same behaviour (i.e. praising
and blaming) which we think of as concerning ourselves, in accordance
with our preconception of the cause;’® and he would have changed the
name {only). (5) . . . so great an error. For this sort of account -is self-
refuting, and can never prove that everything is of the kind which we call
‘by necessity’; but he debates this very question on the assumption that
his opponent talks nonsense on account of himself. (6) And even if he goes
on to infinity saying that, again, he does this action of his by necessity,
always appealing to arguments, he is not reasoning it empirically so long as
he goes on imputing to himself the cause for having reasoned correctly and to
his opponent that for having reasoned incorrectly. (7) But unless he were to
stop attributing his actions to himself, and to pin it on necessity instead, he
would not even . . .?° (Epic. Nat. 25; Arr. 34. 27-8; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’,

35-7)*

In this section the opponent faces the charge that he pragmatically
refutes himself when he argues his position of universal necessi-
tation. Epicurus provides him with the alternatives of either at-
tributing causal responsibility to himself and his interlocutor and
not to necessity—because the opponent in fact attributes evaluative
criticism to his and his interlocutor’s verbal acts—or giving up his
argument. Epicurus’ main argumentative step is this: when some-
one evaluates a person’s acts morally or veridically, they implicitly
attribute causal responsibility to that person for that act. Freedom

* I follow Laursen's reading (cf. next footnote, sentence (4)). However, I do not
quite understand what it means. I hope it still means the same as what David Sedley
(in 'Determinism’) suggested, viz. that our observation of blaming and praising
produces our preconception of us as causes of our actions.

™ (2) éoriirer, div ob . . . dmodeimer Ta mdfn Tob yivealay, . . . vovlereiv Te dAAjAous xal
pdxeofar ral perapubpilew ws €yovras xal év éavrois rv alriav xal olyi €v 77j €€ dpxHs

povov ovardoel xai év T7) Tol mEpi€xovTos kal émeoidvTos kartd 7O avrduaror dudywy (3) €
ydp 7is xai 7o vovberelv kal T¢p vovBereiafar rv kard 16 abrduaror dvdykny mpoarifein
kai dei Tou moll’ davry Umdpyovros, . . . oumévar . . . (4) pepddpevos 7 émawav dAX’ €l
pe€v TobTo mpdTTOL, TO ey €pyov dv €in xataleimov § €’ Hudv avTdy kara Ty Tis alrias
mpoAnifv évvootuey, 16 8’ Svopa perarebfeipdvos . . . (5) TogalTys mAdvrs. mepikdTw yap o
T0100TOS Adyos TpemeTas, xai ovd€more Svvarar Befaidoar ws €oTw rowaiTa mdvra ola Td
xat' dvdyxnv kadobper dAAa pdyeral Twi mepi aliTol TovTou s 8i’ éaurdv dBeATepevoucvep.
(6) kdv els dmeipov @1} mdAw kat’ dvdyrny TolTo TpdTTEW Ao ASywr def, obk €émAoyileTar
év T €ls €avTov Tv alriav dvdmrew ToU kara Tpdmov Aedoyiafar els 8¢ Tov dudiafnToivra
70U u7 kara Tpomov. (7) € 8¢ pn & mowel dmodryou els éavtdv AAX’ els Ty dvdykny Tileln,
oud’ dv .

* In my rendering of the digression | have made use freely of Long-Sedley’s
excellent translation, but have modified it in line with Laursen’s new readings of the
text, and in some other places in order to bring out my understanding of the text
more clearly.
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of decision or free choice is not involved in the argument; nor is
freedom to do otherwise anywhere explicitly mentioned.

This passage also provides important insight into Epicurus’ con-
cept of moral responsibility. Epicurus takes the fact that we blame
each other, and try to reform each other, as an indication that the
cause of our actions lies in ourselves, or that the actions happen
through ourselves (LS 20 C 2, ¢f. C 8). The concept of blame pre-
supposes that the beings that are blamed were themselves causally
responsible for their behaviour. It makes no sense to blame individu-
als for certain events, if those events came about through necessity
(LS 20 C 3). There are several other passages that confirm that
Epicurus based his concept of moral responsibility for an action on
that of our causal responsibility for it: (1) Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34.
25 (Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 29) implies that if an action of a certain
kind is caused by the initial constitution of a person, in response to
the environment, then the person is not to be blamed. However, if
an action of the same kind is caused by the person herself, and thus
not (exclusively) by the initial constitution, then the person is to be
blamed for it. (2) In Epic. Men. 133 the things that happen because
of us are said ‘to have praise and blame naturally attached to them’.
With the above interpretation of that which happens because of us
(map’ 7uds), this suggests that when 1 am causally responsible for
something happening, then I can be held morally responsible for
it. (3) Similarly, Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 21 (Laursen, ‘Later Parts’,
19—20; LS 20 B 1—4) suggests that if a person (or their ‘develop-
ments’) is causally responsible for something, then they can be held
morally responsible for it.

Back to Epicurus’ ‘digression’:

(8) ... using the word ‘necessity’ of that which we call *. .. by ourselves’, he
is merely changing a name; but he must prove that we have a preconception
of a kind which has faulty delineations when we call that which (comes)
through ourselves causally responsible . . ' (Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 28;
Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 37)

Epicurus’ point in (8) is that we have a preconception that we are
causally responsible for our actions by means of that which comes
through ourselves, i.e. presumably our own beliefs (§6€a:, LS 20

M (8) ... ¢ qudv abrdy xadobuevov T Tis dvdyxns dvduari mpooayopedew dvoua
s y " 75 dvdyxns dvdpart mposayop n
. , . L,
pévop perariBerar. Sei 8" émbdif(ale St T010076 T & poxfnplol elot To]mwor mpoetAnpdres
70 8¢ judw avTdw alrioy kadovuev, ourid[ . . .
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C 1) and impulses (sppijpara, dpual) or desires (mpofuuiai, LS 20
C g—11); and that his opponent is unable to show that we are mis-
taken about having this preconception. This argumentation is not
a version of the modern one that we have the intuition, or know
by introspection, that we could have acted or decided otherwise. The
preconception is not that we have an ability to act or to decide other-
wise, but that we (by means of our beliefs, impulses, and ‘desires),
and not something else, are causally responsible for what we do.

(9) . . . but to call necessity (empty) as a result of your claim. If someone
won’t show this, and has no auxiliary element or impulse in us which he
might dissuade from those actions which we perform calling the cause of
them ‘through ourselves’, but is giving the name of necessity to all the things
that we desire to do in accordance with our position, calling the cause of
them ‘through ourselves’, he will be merely changing a name. (10) He will
not be modifying any of our actions in the way in which in some cases the
one who sees what sort of things are necessitated usually dissuades those
who desire to do something in the face of compulsion. (11} And the mind
will be inquisitive to learn what sort of action it should then consider that
one to be which is performed in some way out of ourselves through our desire
to act. For he has nothing else to do but to say . . . * (Epic. Nat. 25, Arr.
34. 29; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 39)

The point of the argument (9)—(11) is in short this: if saying ‘our
actions happen by necessity’ is to be more than just another way of
saying ‘our actions happen through ourselves’, then our recogni-
tion of their necessity would have to change our behaviour, as our
behaviour is generally changed when it is pointed out to us that
something must necessarily occur. For then we will not desire and
endeavour to do anything to prevent the necessitated thing from
occurring, because there is no point in doing so. Similarly, if our
actions were necessitated, there would be no point in doing any-
thing about them; in particular, there would be no point'in making
an effort to bring them about. Thus Epicurus seems to envisage
necessity as some kind of compulsion, and to presuppose that if

. , - « . ,
' (g) dAAG. kevov kai 10 81’ dvdyxny kadeiv mpds dv pdre. Gv &€ pi} Tis TovTo dmodeife,

A A . LT,
und’ éxer nuaww T ouvepyov und’ Spunua dmoTpémew Wy katovvres 8¢ Nuov avTww TR altiay

auvTelotev, dAXa mdvra Goa viv 8i' Hudv avTdv dvoudlovres Ty alriav rws mpofupovuefa
mpdrTew katd xupav dvdykqv mpooayopelwy, Gvoua udvov dueiber; (10) épyov 8 oibév
YUy peTarogunaes, Gamep én éviwy 6 guvopdy Td moia kar' dvdykny éoTiv dmoTpémew
elwfe Tovs mpofupovuévous mapa Bilav ri mpdrrew. (11) {yrijcer 8 1 Siudvoia evpeiv 76
mwoiov olv Tt 8ei vouilew 10 é€ Muiv avTdv mws mparTduevor 17 mpofuulal 1ol mpdTTEw.

ov yap €xer dAX’ obféy mparTew 7 pdvar .
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our actions are necessitated, they will happen even if we do not
desire to bring them about; by contrast, if we are the causes of our
actions, our desiring to act will be causally connected with the ac-
tion itself.*® Freedom of decision, free choice between alternatives,
or freedom to do otherwise are not part of the argument.

If any surviving passage from Epicurus deals with what Lu-
cretius renders as voluntas (volitional act), I suppose it is this one.
In any case, we can extract from this passage what Epicurus re-
gards as essential characteristics of human action. (1) Human ac-
tion is not necessary—that is, it does not happen by force (8/a).
(2) The agent has an impulse (Spunua) towards the action and de-
sires (mpofluueiofar, mpofupuia) to perform it. Impulse (Spunua) or
desire (mpofupuia) are the two candidates for Lucretius’ voluntas. 1
assume that physically they are motions in the agent’s mind that
are directed at the action. They are our contribution (guvepydv) to
the action. They are not portrayed as choices between alternatives,
or decisions whether or not to do something; they are volitions, im-
pulses, desires to do something. (3) Epicurus repeatedly says that
we call the cause of an action ‘through ourselves’ (8" fudv adrav).
I assume that the causes through ourselves are precisely our im-
pulse and desire. (And they are, I take it, called ‘through ourselves’
because they are the result of our own beliefs and desires, which
when externally triggered, produce the impulse and desire;** and
they make us the cause of our actions.**

We can then also see what Epicurus meant when in the Letter
to Menoeceus he calls that which happens because of us (rap’ Huds)
‘without master’ (d8¢éomorov: see the passage quoted above). He
refers to the fact that the things which happen because of us are
not forced. More precisely, that we are not forced when we bring
them about. There is nothing that compels (us to do) them. In
particular, our actions are not subordinated to.fate (or necessity),
which a few lines before was characterized as master (or rather

** This argument is reminiscent of the so-called Idle Argument (dpyos Adyos, for
which see ch. 5 of my Determinism); cf. the presentation and criticism of the Stoic
refutation of the Idle Argument by the Epicurean Diogenianus for the emphasis on
mpofupla and omouds; (Eus. Praep. Evang. 6. 8. 25, 29, 30) and on us as causes (ibid.
6. 8. 34, 38).

™ Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 26; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33, LS 20 C 1, and perhaps
Arr. 34. 31; Laursen, 'Later Parts, 44—5, suggest that in order to be causes ourselves,
we must have beliefs, and that these beliefs must be our own beliefs.

' Cf Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 22; Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 32-3; LS 20 B 1, v .
alriav . . . éavrav, and LS 20 B 5, v €f €avrob alriav, etc,
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mistress, Seamdris).’® The contrast in this passage is thus the same
as the one in the digression in Epicurus’ On Nature.

(12) . .. supremely unthinkable. But unless someone perversely maintains
this, or makes it clear what fact he is rebutting or introducing, it is merely
a word that is being changed, as I keep repeating. (13) The first men to
give a satisfactory account of causes, men not only much greater than their
predecessors but also, many times over, than their successors, contradicted
themselves unawares—although in many matters they had alleviated great
ills—in this respect that they held necessity and . . . causally responsible
for everything. (14) Indeed, the actual account promoting this view came
to grief when it left the great man blind to the fact that in his actions he was
clashing with his doctrine; and that if it were not that a certain blindness
to the doctrine took hold of him while acting he would be constantly
perplexing himself; and. that wherever the doctrine prevailed he would be
falling into desperate calamities, while wherever it did not he would be
filled with conflict because of the contradiction between his actions and his
doctrine.’” (Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 30; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 40-2)

This last section of the digression presents again a pragmatic argu-
ment: Philosophers who hold that every event is caused by necessity
‘contradict’ themselves when they act. The point seems to be that
one embarks on an action only if, while one acts, one thinks of one-
self as not necessitated and as causally responsible for one’s actions.
Freedom of decision or choice is not at issue.

We can conclude that in the digression Epicurus’ concern is to
refute the view that our actions are necessitated, in the sense of
being caused by something other than us. He does not discuss the
question whether we are undetermined in our decisions. As a mat-
ter of fact, all his arguments in this digression could be consistently
proposed by a compatibilist determinist. This does not rule out
that Epicurus was an indeterminist—and I believe he was. All 1
suggest 1s that in the arguments of the digression what is at issue

** Cf. also SovAedew a few lines later.

' (12) ... pdAwora ddiavoritrwy. Av 8¢ Tis TolTo wy mapaBidlnrar, und’ ab & éfeAéyyer
ye 7 6 elodéper mpayua éxtifei, dwvr) udvov dueiferar, xabdmep mdAa: GpvAa. (13) of &
alroAoyoarvtes €€ dpxns (kavas, kai oY pdvov T TPo aiTwy ToAY SievéyxavTes dAAd kal
Twy GoTepov moAdamAaciws €dalfov éavrois—nalmep €v moAdois peydAa xovpicavres—ev
ro(bro évavriodoyoivres T6) THY dvdykny xai ravrouey[ Jv mdvra airidofai. (14) & 8%
Adyos avtos 6 Touto Siddaxwy xatedyvuro xai éAdvlaver Tov dvdpa Tois €pyots mpds TH
8d€av auvkpotovra: kai el uy Ajfn Tis éni Tav épywv Tis 86éns éveyeivero, ouvexds av
éavtov Tapdrrovta: ) 8' éxpdrer 76 Tis 83Ens Kdv rois éoxdrois mepumelmrovTa’ 3 8€ ui
éxpdrer ardoews dummAdpevor Sa Ty UmevarridrnTa Tv €pywy xal Tis 8dfns.

(0o évavriodoyoivres 76) add. Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 42.
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is not indeterminism or free decision or choice, but agent auto-
nomy.

A remark on freedom to do otherwise (as different from freedom
of decision and freedom of choice). I have described the contrast
between necessity and that which happens because of us as that be-
tween compulsion and absence of compulsion. This is a common
Greek way of understanding necessity. For Epicurus, a person’s
behaviour happens by necessity, if the person is compelled to be-
have that way. If a person’s behaviour (action) results from their
having an impulse to act that is based on their present beliefs and
desires in response to some external stimulus, then the person is not
compelled in their behaviour (action). Freedom to do otherwise is
not explicitly involved. It has been objected, however, that if one’s
action is not necessary, then this entails, or even means, that it was
possible for one not to act, and consequently that one was free (in
some sense) to do otherwise than one did; hence that Epicurus must
have held that we are free (in some sense) to do otherwise than we
do. I am unsure about how to respond to this objection. First of
all, I am inclined to think that Epicurus believed that it is usually
up to us (é¢’ juiv) whether or not we act, either in the sense that
if we had different beliefs or desires we would act differently, or in
the sense that we have some general two-sided capacity for certain
things, such as walking and not walking. And if someone wants to
call either of these ‘freedom to do otherwise’, so be it—as long as
they are aware that such kinds of freedom are in principle compat-
ible with determinism. Second, however, I am uncertain whether
Epicurus ever de facto drew the connection between such freedom
and non-necessity;’® although, again, it is likely that he thoughtita
precondition for an action to happen because of us (map’ Huds) that
it was up to us. Third, regardless of whether he expressly drew this
connection, my point is that we have no evidence for the assumption
that he ever regarded the compatibility of such kinds of freedom
with atomistic mechanical necessity or causal determinism as prob-
lematic. We do not know whether he did. In the surviving passages
he appears to discuss different—if related—problems.

* AtEpic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 27; Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 28 'but out of itself or out
of the cause out of itself being able to [develop] also something else’ is contrasted
with necessity of development. For the context of the passage see below, sect. 6.
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» Lucretius, De rerum natura 2. 251293 and 4. 877-891

.Hro vmmmmmn 2. 251—93 of Lucretius’ De rerum natura has tradition-
ally been adduced as the main evidence for the claim that Epicurus
was concerned with a free will problem as set out in Section 1. It
is, however, generally agreed that Lucretius’ immediate concern
in the passage is a different one: he provides a—second—argument
for the existence of the swerve. This argument very roughly follows
modus tollens:

(a) If the swerve does not exist, neither does volition. (2. 251-60)
(B) ‘But volition exists. (2. 261—-83)
(c) 'Therefore the swerve exists. (2. 284-93)

HrcmWIOD the assumption that Lucretius is sufficiently faithful as a

witness of Epicurean doctrine—we can infer that Epicurus regarded
-the swerve as a necessary condition for the existence of volition.

However, Lucretius does not tell us anywhere in the passage in
what way the swerve is required for volition. As a consequence,
scholars have with. much inventiveness and subtlety produced a

host of interpretations, each designed to answer this question.

. Those who argue that the Lucretius passage shows that Epicurus
discussed free choice or free decision generally agree on the follow-
ing point: the swerve is meant to help solve the free will problem;

.its function.is to provide the element of indeterminedness that Epi-
“curus thought is needed for individual decisions or choices to be

m.mn Most commonly the mmmc:‘%:o: is that one or more swerves
m_.m 5<o~<na in. the formation of every volition.’® Since I do not

,Um:m<m ﬁrmn m?ocncm was faced with a free will problem as set out

in ,mnnzo: 1, I also do not believe that it is the role of the swerve

‘to preserve free choice or decision. Nor do I believe that it has to

feature in every act.of volition.

Before I 'say anything more about the swerve, I want to pre-
sent what I hope to be a consistent alternative interpretation of
the F:onmﬁ_Cm vmmmmmn (It will be easier to follow the suggested
interpretation if the reader assumes at least hypothetically that Lu-
cretius “has"at "rn back of his mind the disposition-dependency

19 >w3mm ._n,nnn,,>n:ca. So for -Bailey, Greek Atomists, Gulley, ‘Free Will"; Huby,
‘Ereewill chv_m—.: Purinton,. 'Free Volition'; Sedley, ‘Determinism’; Sharples,
‘Epicurus’. foi




308 Susanne Bobzien

model of agency, and the problem of autonomous agency, and not
the independent-decision-faculty model and a free will problem as
set out in Section 1.) At the same time, I shall point out 2 number
of those ambiguities in the text which I have mentioned above and
which may have furthered the view that Lucretius was concerned
with freedom of decision or choice.

One possible ambiguity should be mentioned at the beginning,
since 1t stretches through the whole passage: this is the fact that
voluntas can be used equally for an act of volition and for a capacity
or power of volition. It seems to me that voluntas is always used
for volitional acts, and that when Lucretius refers to a power of
volition, he uses different phrases. But this is not very important.
What matters—and will be argued in this section—is that voli-
tions are not acts of choosing-between or deciding-whether, but
our willing (or impulse or desiring) to perform an action; and that
accordingly our power of volition is not a power of choice-between,
or a decision-making faculty, but our ability to form in response to
external stimuli volitions in accordance with our own beliefs and
desires.

Let me begin, then, with section (a). In this section Lucretius
does more than just state, in a somewhat passionate way, that the
swerve is a prerequisite for volition. He also provides us with in-
formation about the determinism he attacks, and with an implicit
account of volition (voluntas):

(1) Moreover, if all motion is always linked, and new motion arises out of
old in a fixed order, and atoms do not by swerving make some beginning
of motion to break the decrees of fate, so that cause should not follow
cause from infinity, (2) from where does this free volition exist for animals
throughout the world? (3) From where, I ask, comes this volition wrested
away from the fates, through which we proceed wherever each .of us is
guided by their pleasure and likewise swerve off our motions at no fixed
time or fixed region of space, but wherever the mind itself carries us?**
(Lucr. 2. 251-60)

(1) describes the predetermination of all events which the swerve
1s said to prevent. The theory is one of causal determinism. There

* ‘(1) denique si semper motus conectitur omnis | et vetere exoritur {motu) novus

ordine certo | nec declinando faciunt primordia motus | principium quoddam quod
fati foedera rumpat, | ex infinito ne causam causa sequatur, | (2) libera per terras
unde haec animantibus exstat, | (3) unde est haec, inquam, fatis avulsa voluntas |
per gquam progredimur quo ducit quemque voluptas, | declinamus item motus nec
tempore certo | nec regione loci certa, sed ubi ipsa tulit mens?’
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is a sequence of causes which reaches back infinitely into the past;
there.is a fixed order of all motion; this order is in accordance with
the‘decrees.of fate’.*' We can infer that this fixed order and those

-‘decrees of fate’ also go back infinitely into the past, and that all mo-
-tions are understood as being in this way eternally predetermined.
(3) contains the implicit account of volition as that ‘through which
~we proceed wherever each of us is guided by their pleasure and
likewise swerve off our motions at no fixed time or fixed region of

space, but wherever the mind itself carries us’.
-1 take this-account in two parts. First, ‘this volition . . . through

~which:we proceed wherever each of us is guided by their pleasure’
“(2.257-8).'This phrase suggests that volition is the vehicle by
~means of whi¢ch we pursue or realize the satisfaction of our desires.
+If I find smoking cigarettes pleasant, then an act of volition directed

at my:smoking will be a necessary step to get me to smoke. Volition

.1s.:here described as-the consequence of our pleasure directing us

somewhere:if-—in a situation of possible smoking—1I find smoking

-pleasant; then, it seems, by means of a volition a motion towards
.gettinga cigarette will be started.

“+/‘For the second;part-of the sentence (2. 259—60) it i important
<totake it in;its entirety and not to cut it off before the ‘but’. We
.are.presented with a.contrast: we swerve off our motions through
:volition:not at-a: fixed time: or space, but wherever the mind itself

carries:us:+T'worthings are unclear here.

. First, what dées ' mind (mens) mean in this sentence? Proponents
.of ‘the-view that Lucretius discusses free choice or decision have
. nnv,nmﬁma_%_ww:mmmmﬁna,mrmﬁ.irw: Lucretius says ‘mind’ here and

.,,Fﬁw;barn,.ﬁwmmmmm_ what he actually means is volition, and that he

is'only;speakingloosely.*:I.prefer to think that when Lucretius says
‘mind’ 1n our passage, what he means is actually mind. That is, he
means the.central part of the soul, which wm located in the heart and

,éi:nr m_mwirnwm he: nm:m animus or mens.*

“ .Unn_.nnw of fate'in Lccnnm m_:na Amm m: Men. 133—4) the reference should be to

the .m:n of.the :wEﬂL phi _Omcvrn_.m i.e. to.mechanistic necessity, not to a theory of

Un,,n_n_%:_:_m_ﬂ »v n. om. Fo:mlmcn:nv. 1. 111-12; Gulley, ‘Free

zc::.:mg w:a 3.1-39, ‘consilium quod nos animum
he:Greek:would. be didvoia, or something similar.
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The opposite is ‘not at random’; implying ‘with some order’. Or
else, it can mean ‘not at a predetermined time or space’. Here the
opposite is ‘at a predetermined time or space’. These two options
differ: logically, the second does not require that the motion is
random. I believe that Lucretius intended this second reading, i.e.
that time and space of the motions are not fixed in advance, from
eternity (cf. 2. 255 ex infinito).** For the contrast in our sentence
is between ‘swerving off a motion at a fixed time or space’ and
‘swerving off a motion wherever the mind carries us’. But if, as I
take it, ‘mind’ means ‘mind’, and we ‘swerve off’ our motions*
where our mind carries us, this cannot properly be described as a
random motion. For our mind carries us wherever it carries us iz
accordance with our pleasure—as is implied by the first part of the
sentence; and this is not at random: for without pleasure the mind
would not carry us there.*®

Lucretius’ contrast is this: either our mind is the cause of our
motion (by means of a volition), or something else (fate, necessity,
our initial constitution, etc.) predetermines time and location at
which our motion occurs (and thus is its true cause). This is a
variation of a point we encountered earlier, in the digression of
Epicurus’ On Nature25. To sum up, the implicit account of volition
in () can be read as saying that it is an essential characteristic of a
volition that it is initiated directly by the mind, in accordance with
our desire, and that it is not predetermined by something else.

Section (a) also contains the one phrase which offers perhaps
the main reason for the persistent assumption that Lucretius is dis-
cussing free will in the passage under consideration: libera voluntas.
The meaning of the phrase is, however, not ‘freedom of choice’ or
‘freedom of decision’, nor does it denote or imply a faculty of the

4 There is the parallel, with the prefixed order (ordine certo) from line 2. 252,
and with the whole predeterministic scenario (ex infinito, fatis, etc.) from the first
part of the sentence (2. 251~7). All this evokes the familiar idea of predetermination
from infinity. Cf. Cic. Fat. 21 for certo with the sense of ‘predetermined’ and thus
implying necessity. Similarly certus in Cic. ND. 1. 69.

# ] agree with Sharples, 'Epicurus’, 182, that Lucretius here has our movements
in mind, not the swerving atomic movements in us.

“ Ifin 2. 258 one reads voluntas instead of the commonly accepted emendation
voluptas, asimilar argument can be produced, by taking voluntas to signify individual
instances of volition (‘this volition . . . through which we proceed wherever each
of us is guided by ir’). For instance, if I have a volition to smoke (based on some
belief of mine that it is pleasant, hence good for me), then this volition will guide
me towards smoking a cigarette.
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will capable of making un-predetermined choices between alterna-
tive courses of actions. Rather, an act of volition is free (libera), since

.it'is not forced by fate, necessity, our initial constitution, etc. It is

-an‘unforced. volitional act. Importantly, libera voluntas is pleonastic
here: if the'volition were not free or unforced, it would not be a
wvolition. -

mmoSob (B): AN Noulmuv has the function of establishing the ex-
_mnnnnm‘om volition. For this step in the argument reference to the
swerve is-notrequired, and we should not normally expect it. What
‘Lucretius produces in this passage is an empirical argument that
backs-up the-existence of volition by contrasting the phenomena

- -of-volitional movement of living beings with those of externally

induced movement.. Movement that is initiated by something ex-

“ternal to the moving body is described as non-volitional (invitus: 2.

275,2..278) and as forced (coactu 2. 273, cogat 2. 278). Volitional
‘motion;on the other hand, is unforced.*’ It is characterized as in-
volving: (at: least).two kinds of motion in ocur passage (B), and as
involving:three kinds of motion in the passage on volition in book
4 which is:often employed to illuminate our text (4. 877—91). First,
there s the volition.or desire of the mind (mens avet 2. 265; studium
mentis2.268;voluntas animi 2. 270). It is itself a motion of the mind,
and is:initiated: by the mind (4. 886, 2. 269—70). The mind, thus
BOa‘oun,ﬁrm:ﬁmon in motion the soul, which extends through the
entire’body (4. 887~8; hinted at at 2. 271). The soul, thus moved,
n: turn ‘moves the body, and in this way sets in motion the whole

w ,:5: vﬁ:m An 2668, 4. 89o—1).** This enables Lucretius to say
ﬁ:mﬁ the. _uoav follows the mind’s desire (studium mentis, 2. 268).
:‘H:n an:o:\_o:oﬂom_nm_ difference between volitional (and thus un-

monmn& 30:0: and forced motion of living beings is that in the
former: case: Hrmnm 1s-an observable time delay between the forma-.
tion o:rn will.to act and the eventual movement of the entire body.

;.>:Q :ﬂw|H\:QmDCm maintains—can only be explained by the as-

mcav:o: of the existence of volition, which needs some time to

;,58_.:»:,‘ BOU:_Nm ‘the body via the soul. So far this step of the
,mnmc:\:ﬁ: a0

: Thisi _m m:...:_m« to ~rm point that that which happens because of us (ro map’ juas)

~is without master, (ddéomorov). T assume that that which happens because of us and

9.:. ,c_:_::m_ movement ‘are coextensional.
JeiCfralso'3; _mcloo ?C_n at quivis hinc noscere possit | esse animam cum animo
coniunctam, » quae cum:animi.vi | percussast, exim corpus propellit et icit.’

* Wmmmmmm. ;Amv‘,”:um been used to argue that Lucretius was concerned with freedom
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I have indicated above that, as regards the logical function of sec-
tion (B) in the argument, we should be surprised if we found in it
any discussion of the swerve. This fact has not prevented scholars
from searching for traces of the swerve in virtually every line of
it. Together with the parallel passage in book 4 (4. 877—91), this
passage has repeatedly been exploited to back up the views that
Epicurus considered the swerve as a necessary condition for free
decision or choice, and that the swerve features in every instance
of volition. The main reason for this, I suspect, is another charac-
teristic ambiguity, namely that which we find in phrases like ‘the
beginning of motion’ and ‘setting oneself in motion’. For when
something is said to bring about a beginning of motion, or to move
itself, this can be understood in two rather different ways. First, it
can refer to some absolute beginning of motion: something produces
a motion, or causes itself to move, but is itself not fully causally
determined to do so by any prior motion. There is a gap in the
‘causal chain’. The motion is spontaneous.’® Second, talk about
moving oneself and producing a beginning of motion can refer to
a relative beginning of motion: here a thing is said to move itself,
or to produce a beginning of motion, if, given certain external or
internal impacts, the thing will start to move because it is the sort of
thing it is. For instance, two people are each offered a cigarette: one
takes it and smokes it, the other does not. One is the sort of person

of action rather than freedom of the will (Conway, ‘Epicurus’ Theory’). Freedom of
action is the freedom I have when there is nothing that prevents me from acting as I
desire or choose to act. Freedom of action is lacking when I desire or have chosen to
do something, but the realization of the action is prevented by physical hindrances,
and my desire is thus frustrated. In this case things happen against my desire or will.
Now it is true that (B) includes an adequate description of what we call free action.
(Cf. also Lucr. 4. 877-8 ‘how it comes that we can step forward when we want to’,
where free action seems to be the topic.) However, I think that in (B) Lucretius is not
primarily interested in free action. At least, his contrast is not between free action
and prevention of free action, i.e. frustrated desire or choice. Rather it is between
motion that has an internal beginning by means of the agent’s desire and volition,
and motion that has an external beginning, without the agent’s desire or volition
being involved. In this latter case something happens without my volition (2. 275,
278), but not necessarily against my desire. The contrast is between volitional and
non-volitional motion, not between free action and thwarted intention. Lucretius
makes use of the phenomenon of free action in order to back up his thesis that volition
exists. This is how (B) starts (‘for no doubt it is volition that gives these things their
beginning for each of us, and it is from volition that motions are spread through the
limbs') and this is how (B) ends (‘So do you now see that . . . there is something in
our chest capable of . . .", namely the power of volition).

% So e.g. Bailey, Greek Atomists, 435; Purinton, ‘Free Volition', 255, 276.
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~who considers’smoking pleasurable, the other is not. Here—given

ithe external-stimulus—it depends entirely on the person whether
movements of taking the cigarette will be initiated.

.+ If we look at the three relevant passages in Lucretius, we can see
' that none of them compels us to interpret them as postulating an
-absolute beginning of motion. Hence, none of them implies direct

involvement of the swerve.
" First2.'261~2: ‘his rebus sua cuique voluntas principium dat’.

‘In:this'phrase his rebus refers to motus (our movements, l.e. our
; ‘._.<o:m‘o:w_;”m,nmo:mv from 2. 259. We can then translate: ‘volition
cgives-our'movements the beginning for each of us’. This phrase
-need not mean.anything more than ‘the motion of volition makes

us move’(or ‘makes our body move’), as contrasted with the case in
-which something external makes us (or our body) move. Nothing is
:said about:what brings about the volition. Hence there is in this case
noﬁm:i% no reason to assume an absolute Umm:::Dm of motion.*
monobm 2. Noo ‘initum motus a corde creari . . .", which can be

Anw:mmmﬂma as'‘a beginning of motion is brought about by the mind’.*?
+This case differs from the previous one in that, as far as the word-

ing is concerned, the beginning in question could be absolute or
—.n_mﬁ,\n It oo:E be understood as ‘the mind, gqua decision-making
mmnEQ. may, without being caused in any way to do so, produce a
motion of volition’. This would mark an absolute beginning. Or, it

.could be understood that in a certain situation the mind, because 1t
15 the'way-it-is, may produce a motion of volition. For example, in a

m:c‘«:_o: ofacertain kind, a smoker may start smoking a cigarette
Ao;::m to his‘beliefs and desires), whereas a non-smoker may do
Dongbm Aoeﬁsm to her beliefs and desires). This would be a relative
Uom::::m ; .

A,Tn ﬁr:.a passage, 4. 886, is similar to the second: ‘ergo animus
cum sese iita commovet ut velit ire . . .’, in English: ‘thus, when
the 35& mnﬂm itself in motion so that it wants to go forwards . . .’
This, too; can'be easily read as being about a relative beginning of
motion;.e.g. in.the following way: because of the mind’s individual
oo:mSEEOD Hmenm of walking strike the mind, and presumably

:ce?::: an:o"ca a power of volition, this could be understood as ‘the capacity
o.m.,,b_:_o:_:g, v__‘oacQ:n volitions, gives animal movements their beginning of

~motion’,*This too would be contrasted with an external beginning of motion, and

need not express an absolute beginning, since it is not ruled out that there are causes
that make the.power of volition produce volitions.
**-Oralternatively ‘in the heart’.
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appear to it as pleasant,’® when it ‘previews’ them (4. 884—5). (An-
other mind, in the same situation, may not be struck by such images
of walking as pleasant.) As a result, the mind sets itself in motion
in accordance with the images. More precisely, it sets in motion its
faculty of volition. But once the mind is set in motion, that means
that it velit ire, wants to go forward, which I understand as ‘it now
has the volition to go forward’.**

Thus all three passages in Lucretius harmonize well with the
assumption that in them Epicurus had only a relative beginning of
motion in mind. Accordingly, none of them provides compelling
evidence for thé view that swerves are involved directly in each
act of volition, or for the view that they provide the element of
undeterminedness required in an act of free choice or decision.

This leaves us with the last section () of the Lucretius passage on
the swerve (2. 284~93). In it the conclusion that the swerve exists is
drawn from the premisses set out in (A) and (B); but we have again
more than that. An explanation is added of why the conditional
premiss is true.. And here we finally obtain two valuable bits of
information about the relation between volition and swerve. The
first is in the first sentence:

Therefore in the atoms too one has to admit another cause of motions
besides impacts and weights from which this power is born in us, since we
see that nothing can come to be from nothing.** (2. 284~7)

The term ‘power’ (potestas) in this sentence is another chameleon
expression. Potestas can denote a disposition or capacity, i.e. some-
thing which is possessed continuously, both when it is actualized
and when it is not. Potestas can also denote something like energy
or force (or power as in ‘power station’), i.e. the force released in
an instance of volition. Such a power is something we do not have
continuously. It exists only as long as the volition lasts. The phrase

** Remember z. 257-8 ‘voluntas per quam progredimur quo ducit quemque
voluptas’.

* It is perhaps not without interest that Epicurus seems to have considered this
kind of relative beginning of motion in the context of the formation of volitional
action in On Nuature 25 (Arr. 35. 10; Laursen, ‘Early Parts’, 44 and 91 on PHerc.
1420. 2. 2). There he seems to hold that an external influence may affect different
people differently. Simon Laursen considers this to be a parallel to the Lucretius
passage in book 4 (4. 877—91) which I have just discussed.

** ‘quare in seminibus quoque idem fateare necessest, esse aliam praeter plagas et
pondera causam motibus, unde haec est nobis innata potestas, de nilo quoniam fieri
nil posse videmus.’
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~*‘from which this power s born in us’*® (nobis innata) in the sentence
i:suggests that. Lucretius is talking about a capacity.
:What-capacity does Lucretius then refer to? As he calls it ‘this
power:, it must.-be a. power he has talked about shortly before. No
r power.is:explicitly mentioned in the whole passage, but there is an
- +implicit reference: with potestas Lucretius can only really refer to
:Dnm 12 nqolmu

A,vm_.m _m moanr_bm in our chest that s capable of [possit] fighting and
nomacsm ‘at: ‘whose bidding the mass of matter is also forced at times to be
E_‘:ma nwnocmrosﬂ 90 limbs and frame . . .*" (2. 279-82)

*his m03 ﬁgnm in our chest is (that aspect of our mind c&:nw 1s)
rmboioa of, rmS:m volitions, i.e. the power which can make the
~.body. moye >mm5 this should be a capacity rather than some kind
.of energy. Thus the swerve is a necessary condition for our having
Q:m power of <o:So: It is then VmeHEm to understand the phrase
hich.this power is born in us’ in the following way: The

o:Cos is a capacity which we mon::d at some mﬁmmo of

m.o~ ..<m_m7ﬁ U_.ma_o:ﬂm ‘that all z::mm come about by impact, by, as it were,
orﬁmn:m_ mo:“m Pabd AN. 288-9)

ich"we have:this-inborn power’; it makes little difference whether
m,m:lvc:a.n adjective of potestas or as U_.n&nm:,.m adjective be-
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Similarly to the ‘digression’ in Epicurus’ On Nature 25, in these
lines necessity is connected with force or coercion.®® The crucial
distinction in 2. 288—93 is that between external and internal com-
pulsion. The swerve is said to prevent internal necessity of the
mind,** and thus the mind’s being ‘overcome and as it were forced
to suffer’. (Nothing further is said about what the internal necessity
is, and how it is going to be prevented by the swerve.) One’s inter-
pretation of this internal necessity or coercion will differ depending
on what one takes Epicurus’ model of agency to be.

Proponents of the independent-decision-faculty model will be
prone to the following reading: they will understand the internal
necessity of the mind as necessitation, or coercion, of one part of
the mind (the power of volition)®* by other parts of the mind, in
particular by the person’s present character dispositions.®® These
would—if the mind’s motions were internally necessitated—in the
case of each action force the power of volition to initiate movement in
accordance with them. Thus, effectively, there would be no power
of volition. The swerve’s role in the case of each action would
naturally be somehow to sever the decision-making power from
the agent’s present dispositions.

devicta quasi cogatur ferre patique, | id facit exiguum clinamen principiorum | nec
regione loci certa nec tempore certo.’
mens Lambinus: res OQ.

® In On Nature 25 (quoted in sect. 3) forced and necessitated actions were con-
trasted with actions performed with impulse (punua) and eagerness or desire to act
(mpofupia). This seems to be the closest parallel in a text by Epicurus to Lucretius’
voluntas. (If studium is a translation of mpofuuia, voluntas may be a translation of
dpui, Spumua, or a similar term. The power of volition would then have been a
Svvauis of Spunp or Spunua, and a volition (voluntas) a particular impulse to act or
intention a person has, e.g. the impulse or intention to smoke a cigarette.)

*' 1 adopt the generally accepted emendation of res to mens. But I think (pace
Avotins, ‘'The Question of Mens') that if the original res were to be kept, this would
not make much of a difference for my interpretation. For I take it that omnia fiant in
2. 288 need not refer to semina from 2. 284, but that it can just as well refer generally
to the things that happen on the everyday level. This might also help explain the use
of guasi, by which Lucretius qualifies the external force. The point of lines 2. 288—¢
would then be that not all things react in the same way when externally pushed, for
the reason that different things have different weights, which make them react in
different ways. Sed ne res ipsa . . . in line 2. 289 could then be translated as ‘but that
a thing itself should not . . .", where by ‘thing’ Lucretius refers in an indeterminate
way to all the things on the everyday level that may not be internally necessitated,
the most important of which would be human beings, or their minds. Other such
things might be all those things that develop or change in a random way.

*! Or perhaps rather that which would be the power of volition if it were not
necessitated in its activity. ®1 e.g. Asmis, 'Free Action’, 283.
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... .The-whole-person model of agency suggests a different interpre-
tation of the internal necessity. In it, it is presupposed that a person’s
volitions to act (in response to environmental stimuli) are always
fully.determined by the person’s present overall mental disposition
-as it'is while the person forms the volition. The decision-making
is. csmonmnoom as a ‘function’ of the mind as the mind is when it
amoawm and: oxﬁoan& circumstances. Since in this model there is
‘no: Eamvodmnnn decision-making faculty, mens (2. 289) refers to
mvm 55& qua conglomerate of atoms in which are manifested a set
of a_mUOmEo:m The mind’s internal force is distinguished tempo-
35\ ?03;» person’s present overall mental disposition: internal
.coercion is. coercion of someone’s present overall mental state by
ES.&QSN&\ vlow mental states or dispositions, which in turn were
:mnnmm;mnom _u% 83@03:% prior mental states, etc. back to a time
mm S_.:ow ﬂro individual is thought not yet to be responsible for
, oﬁosm The necessitation thus concerns the development of
:.5,55& not its decision-making. The difference between internal
Dnoomm_J and.its ‘absence concerns the point whether the person
‘was'l 83»:% forced to become, or develop into, the person they
jare irm: they set out to act. In the case of force, the action can-
doﬂ Un mzﬂvc:& to, ﬁrn agent, since the agent is not truly causally
_,dmvosﬂzm _ucn some other factors which predate adult agenthood
wsm which :moomm:mﬁn the agents in their action by necessitating
TQ 3@38_ QHmUOmEODm
- This. ::mmm ﬁro questjion what, in this interpretation, the internal
mwnmon. Soc_& e ﬁrmﬂ necessitate the agents in their action, if there
m On in other words, what the internal :oommm_J 1s.

vm cause ~m< also®* in ourselves, and not .Emﬂ

cause; vﬂnmcn._,mv_,. the main causes, but not necessarily the
er vwmmnnam to ::m nmﬁrﬁ in O: ZE_:\ ~m g Arr. 3434
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in our congenital make-up and in the accidental necessity of that which
surrounds and penetrates us (Arr. 34. 27; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 35; LS
20 C 2; Greek text above, n. 25)

'

A person’s behavioural response to the environment thus seems
internally necessitated, inasmuch as the cause of the behavioural
response to the environment lies in the person’s initial constitu-
tion, instead of in the person herself.** This is consistent with the
assumption of the whole-person model that a person’s behavioural
responses to the environment are determined by the person’s over-
all disposition of the mind when the person sets out to act. It can be
interpreted as suggesting that if the person herself is not the cause
of the action, this means that the person’s overall disposition at that
time is internally necessitated by the person’s initial constitution
(and thus by something that is temporally prior to the person’s
formation of a volition—or any volition, for that matter).
Returning to Lucretius 2. 288-93, it would then be the initial con-
stitution that internally necessitates the mind in all its behaviour,
and it would be the swerve’s function to prevent this necessita-
tion. Internal necessity corresponds to the weight of the atoms (see
above). The internal necessity of the mind should thus corréspond
to the weight—and composition—of the mind atoms. And this is
exactly what we can imagine the initial constitution to be: it is a
collection of atoms, the precise composition and structure of which
vary from person to person. This atomic composition and structure
make up a person’s mental dispositions, and are as such relatively
firm; and they determine which of the impinging images the mind
takes in and acts upon, and which not.*® The mere penetration of the
mind by individual atoms or groups of atoms (e.g. €ildwAa) coming
from outside will not usually lead to a change of the mental struc-
ture. However, swerves may lead to a new structure Om, these atoms,
perhaps to the integration of incoming atoms into this structure,
and it will be the partial change of atomic structure (or the devel-
opment of structure) which prevents internal necessitation of our
behaviour by our initial constitution. The swerve leads to changes
in the structure of the mind. Hence the mind is not necessitated
or compelled in its movements by its original structure. And our

** Note also Epic. Nuf. 25, Arr. 34. 33; Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 48, the contrast
between 8" nuds, dua v plow, xai T6 mepiéyov.

* Cf. Epic. Nar. 25, Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 33; LS 20 C 1, quoted above in
sect. 2.

. types.

;Bozo: the; v:3m:.< Uo:: of the analogy is that ﬁrm atomic mo-
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decisions and actions with which we respond to our environment
depend (at least to a major extent) on the new structural elements
-of the:mind, and are hence not internally necessitated.
‘Liconclude, then, that the Lucretius passage on swerve and voli-
tion. can be consistently read as based on the whole-person model
-of agency, and as treating internal necessity as necessitation of the
development of the mind, as opposed to necessitation of its indivi-
“dual decisions. Individual decisions are generally fully determined
by:the person’s mind as it is when the decision is made. If a swerve
comes in at this point, it will usually have no effect on what deci-
sion is made, in the same sense in which a swerve that occurs in
the mind in the process of perception will usually have no effect on
ithe reliability of perception. In both cases the mental structure can
«be'conceived of as so firm that a single swerve does not easily make
:a difference to.our-decision or perception. If it ever did, the result

- :would:be chance events; this possibility could have been used by

‘Epicureans.in order to explain the occasional apparent malfunction
of our volitional or perceptual apparatus.
:Proponents:of the view that Lucretius discussed a free will prob-

. lemras:set‘out’in Section 1, however, may not yet be satisfied.

They:have repeatedly objected that mind- or character-formation
Anterpretations:cannot mmammmnﬁo_‘:% explain Lucretius’ phrase ‘we

~'swerve off our motions’ (2. 259), which they take as strong evi-

,Ennooﬁrmﬂ there is'a swerve involved in every act of volition. I
mww: mznd:: to:show that Lucretius’ analogy between the three
mmHoQ:n motions:and the three types of motions on the
-everyda _96_ 1s'not as close as this. Rather, for all three types of

movemen onmmmmJ‘ movement or nrm:ma of an

object intacCordance wit Ats. Sﬁn_.:m_ vrvm_om_ properties, which
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are determined by certain stable combinations of atoms. Again,
the analogous moverdents are clearly much more complex than the
atomic ones; they are also qualitatively different, as they need not
be ‘downward’ moverments at all. Third, the swerve: if atoms didn’t
swerve, there would be no volitions (and no chance movements).
There are a number of corresponding elements: If there were no
atomic swerves, all atomic movement would be a function of weight
and collision of atoms. If there were no volitions, all movements of
the mind would be a function of the mind’s atomic composition
and its collision with external things (e.g. ‘images’). With atomic
swerves, the mind ¢an develop in such a ‘way that its movements
are no longer a function of the mind’s weight and collision with ex-
ternal things. Like the swerves, and because of them, the volitional
movements of the mind are not eternally predetermined. As it 1s
the nature of the atoms to swerve, so it is our (mind’s) nature to
have volitions; and as the atoms swerve from their downward path,
so do we, with our volitions, swerve from our path of hereditary
development.

5. Cicero, On Fate 23, and Diogenes
of Oenoanda 32. 1. 14-3. 14

A sentence from Cicero, On Fate 23, has been plausibly suggested
as a parallel to lines 2. 288—93 in Lucretius:*’

Epicurus introduced this theory (i.e. of the swerve) because he was afraid
that, if the atom was always carried along by its weight in a natural and
necessary way, there would be nothing free for us, since our mind would
be moved in such a way as the movement of the atoms would compel it.*

The parallels to Lucretius are obvious. In addition, there are two
elements in this sentence which we do not find in the De rerum
natura. Cicero implies that we have some sort of freedom, which
is contrasted with our mind being compelled; and he mentions
explicitly what it is that would force our mind if there were no
swerve, viz. the movement of the atoms. This sentence has been
adduced as a proof that Epicurus used the swerve to save freedom

*? Long—Sedley, ii. 112. .

% ‘hanc Epicurus rationem induxit ob eam rem, quod veritus est ne, si semper

atomus gravitate ferretur naturali ac necessaria, nihil liberum nobis esset, cum ita
moveretur aniimus ut atomorum motu cogeretur.’
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of choice or decision, and not for the ‘freedom’ of the development
of dispositions. However, just like the verses in Lucretius, this
sentence is compatible with the view that the swerve secures the
non-necessity of the development of our mental dispositions on
the basis of the whole-person model of agency. This model here
leads to the following interpretation: Cicero’s emphasis is on the
contrast between internal compulsion by the atoms and freedom
from such compulsion. The argument works from the atomic level
to the everyday level. \

If there were no swerve, all atomic movement would be necessary.
Whether movements at the everyday level are necessary depends
on whether all movements at the atomic level are necessary. In
particular, if all the atomic movements that ‘make up’ an everyday-
level movement were necessary, so would be the corresponding
everyday-level movement. (In this way atomic movement, since
necessary, would transmit its necessity to the everyday-level move-
ment and thus in a sense ‘compel”it.) In particular, ‘our mind would
be moved in such a way as the movement of the atoms would com-
pel it’. That is, combinations of collision and weight would fully
determine the way the structure of the mind changes or develops
and accordingly how the mind reacts to external influences. At any
time our mental dispositions would be a function of our initial con-
stitution and external influences, and so would, accordingly, our
behaviour.

On the other hand, as there are swerves, we have freedom from
compulsion and it is not the case that ‘our mind would be moved
in such a way as the movement of the atoms would compel it’. The
reason is that, as a result of the swerving movements, not all atomic
motions are necessary, and hence that they no longer convey neces-
sity to all change at the everyday level. In particular—as swerves.
occur in our mind—our mental dispositions are not the result of
compulsion by the atoms, and nor, accordingly, will be the volitions
and actions that flow from it. Rather, they are free, 1.e. uncompelled.
(The phrase ‘cum ita moveretur animus’ could refer either to what
would otherwise be our volitions or to the change of our mental
dispositions. In the latter case the translation ‘be changed’ would
be preferable to ‘be moved’. For my point it is immaterial which
way one reads the text. For when the swerve prevents necessitation
of our mental dispositions, neither the mind’s development nor its
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volitional movements are compelled or necessary.) Hence the pas-
sage is consistent with my proposed interpretation of Lucretius.

Almost immediately after the quoted passage, still in On Fate 23,
a couple of sentences lend further support to the interpretation that
Epicurus connected the swerves with the development of a person’s
mental dispositions rather than directly with every act of volition:
after a remark that Democritus’ position is superior to Epicurus’,
because he can do without the swerve, Cicero continues:

More astutely, Carneades taught that the Epicureans could have main-
tained their position without this fictitious swerve. For, seeing that they
taught that there could be some volitional movement of the mind, it would
have been better to defend that than to introduce the swérve . . .*° (Cic.
Fat. 23) .

Here the introduction of the swerve is contrasted with the existence
of volitions of the mind. But if the swerve really was needed in
the formation or execution of every volition, we would expect not
a contrast, but rather the claim that a volition can exist without
involving a swerve. For the sentence implies that the Epicureans
believed that the volitional movements of the mind were at least
not directly dependent on their introduction of the swerve. On the
other hand, if, as I suggest, the swerve is not concerned with the
formation or execution of volition directly, the text as 1t stands poses
no problems.

It has also been claimed that a passage in Diogenes of Oenoanda
(32. 1. 14—3. 14) is evidence that Epicurus introduced the swerve
in order to preserve free will and freedom to do otherwise than we
do.” Again, I disagree. Here is the passage:

(1) Once prophecy is eliminated, how can there be any other evidence for
fate? (2) For if someone uses Democritus’ account, saying that because of
their collisions with each other atoms have no free movement, and that as
a result it appears that all motions are necessitated, we will reply to him:
(3) ‘Don’t you know, whoever you are, that there is also a free movement in
atoms, which Democritus failed to discover but Epicurus brought to light,
a swerving movement, as he demonstrates from evident facts?’ (4) But the
chief point is this: if fate is believed in, that is the end of all censure and

** ‘acutius Carneades, qui docebat posse Epicureos suam causam sine hac com-
menticia declinatione defendere. nam cum docerent esse posse quendam animi mo-
tum voluntarium, id fuit defendi melius quam introducere declinationem . . .

™ Purintoun, ‘Free Volition', 265—6, 299.
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admonition, and even the wicked (will not be open to _u_m::m,.v: (Diogenes
of Oenoanda 32. 1. 14-3. 14, trans. Long—Sedley)

In this passage Diogenes gives two independent reasons for why
not everything is compelled by necessity or fate: The first, in (3),
implies that Epicurus introduced the swerve in order to prevent
universal necessitation—nothing more, and I assume it to go back
to the same arguments of Epicurus’ which Lucretius reports. The
second reason, in (4), is that universal necessitation is incompat-
ible with praise and blame—nothing more, and I assume it to go
back to Epicurean arguments such as those in the digression of On
Nature 25.” Thus the passage corroborates neither the thesis that
Epicurus introduced the swerve in order to preserve freedom to
do otherwise, nor the thesis that swerves were involved directly in
every volitional act.”®

6. Epicurus on internal necessity and character development

Before I add the inevitable speculation about how the swerve was
thought to prevent the internal necessity of the mind, I want to
present some further evidence in support of the suggestion that
both Epicurus and Lucretius are concerned with the internal ne-
cessitation of the development of the mind, and generally with the
question of the autonomy of the agent, and—as far as our evidence
goes—mnot with the free will problem as set out in Section 1.

We have a second passage in Epicurus’ On Nature 25 (Arr. 34.
24; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 28) which is concerned with internal

1

[mas dvypnuélims odv | pavricis omuei|ov elpapuévms Eotw | dAdo; dv ya[p] rd
Anpo | kpirov 7i(s) x[plheonrad] Adyw, pndepiav pév dAevbépav [p)dokwy | Tais Q..wmt.o?u.w
weivn| ow elvar 8id) v mpos | dAAfAas o[évixpovow | adrav, &x{B)[e]lv 8¢ dai|veaba
xat[n]vavkao|pévws nldvrla keweio| Bas, ¢ricoue]v mpos | adrdv “lovkowv] oldas, do|Tis
moré €l, kai éAevBé|pav Twa év Tais drd|pois xelmow elva, 7[v] dnudxpiros pév odiy
elpev, 'Emixovpos 8¢ | els dals] Hyayev, mapev| KAy Umdpyovoar, dis éx Tav dar-
voué | vy Selkvvow;” 76 8¢ | uéyiorov marevfel| ans yap E..errm\_\dm | aiperat mdoa
vovfea[{la wai émreiunais xal | ovde Tods movnpobs [

The adjective édesfepos seems to be used in the context of physical determinism
not before the 1st cent. AD. (see my ‘Inadvertent Conception’). ’

* Purinton does not translate the 8¢ (‘but’) in (4), and runs the two reasons
together: ‘According to Diogenes . . . the main reason that Epicurus posited the
swerve was to preserve the phenomena of “admonition and rebuke”.’ I do not think
that the text bears this out.

7 Plut. Stoic. repugn. 1050 B—, too, gives no hint about whether the swerve was
meant to come in in character formation or directly in the formation of volitions.
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necessitation of the mind, and occurs a little before the previous
one (Arr. 34. 27):

And if the first constitution of the development exerts some kind of com-
pulsion in the mind,’* and such a thing is not developed out of necessity to
the point of (developing) these specific things, but on the one hand, such 2
thing is developgd from such conditions out of necessity to the point where
there comes to be a soul or rather a soul with a disposition and movement
of this particular size, on the other hand, sucha thing is not developed out
of necessity to the point of (developing) a soul of this or that kind, or at
least such a thing is not developed with necessity once it proceeds in age,
but out of itself or out of the cause out of itself being able to [develop] also
something else. (trans. Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 51-2, modified)’®

This passage is not easy to make sense of, in particular since we
lack the immediate context. None the less, it provides some hints
as to which things Epicurus thought to be internally necessary and
which not. That an individual develops a soul and that that soul
has a disposition and motion of a particular size are necessary. But
the specific qualities of that soul and its specific developments when
it (or the person whose soul it is) advances in age are not internally
necessitated. Rather, when the soul (or the person whose soul it is)
advances in age, it will be able to develop from itself, or from the
cause from itself. Here, again, internal necessitation and lack thereof
are concerned not with individual actions or volitions, but with what
a person’s soul comes to be like. The emphasis is on the non-necessity
of the development of the mind, and in particular on the fact that
we ourselves (or the cause from ourselves) are causally responsible
for the changes in our soul, and that these changes are not necessary.

The possibility of influencing the development of one’s soul dis-
positions is all-important, if what a person’s soul is like at a certain
time determines how the person sets out to act at that time. For
the only way of getting oneself to act differently from the ways one
tends to act is by changing one’s dispositions to act. This holds n

™ David Sedley points out to me that it would fit the context much better if
one rendered this phrase as ‘and if by the power of thought the first constitution

is forcibly separated from the development’, although, as he adds, this has the
drawback of taking éxBid{eafa: plus genitive in an uncommon way.

" v kard Sudvowav 8¢ T éxfiudlnTal 7 mpdTy gloTacts Tov dmoyeyevvmuévou, ui
€ dvdykms péxpr Twvdl Twwy €€ dvdyxys ? rowotde Gmoyevvwuévou dAAd péxpt uév Tov
Juyry yevéobBac 7 xal rosavrvi 8idfeow xai kivnow éxovoav Juxny €€ dvdyxns ?Toio0de
dmoyevvawpévov €k Tav TowouTwyi, uéxpt 8¢ ol Towavdl Yuxiy 7 rowavdi ovk é€ avayxns
T01008€¢ dmoyerwwuévov | ovk émeldav mpoBy ye T HAwig To1008€ dmoyevvwuévou kat’
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particular for moral development.”® We become the causes of the
changes of our mental dispositions, if we receive the right moral
education, and use our intellect to assimilate this education. A pas-
sage in Lucretius confirms that Epicurus had this conception of
moral development; it deals with the development of the human
mind and is based on the whole-person model of agency:

... Likewise the human race. Even though education may produce individ-
uals equally well turned out, it still leaves those original traces of each mind’s
nature. And we must not suppose that faults can be completely eradicated,
so that one person will not plunge too hastily into bitter anger, another not
be assailed too readily by fear, or the third type not be over-indulgent in
tolerating certain things. There are many other respects in which the vari-
ous natures and consequently the behaviours of human beings must differ,
but I cannot now set out their hidden causes, nor can I find enough names
for all the shapes of primary particles from which this variety springs. But
there is one thing which I see I can state in this matter: so slight are the
traces of our natures which reason cannot expel from us, that nothing stands
in the way of our leading a life worthy of the gods.”” (3. 307—22, trans.
Long—Sedley, modified; my italics)

The relevant points in the passage are these: the initial nature of
a human mind includes certain moral dispositions, which are pre-
sent in different people in various strengths.”® Through education
people’s minds can develop in such a way that these differences are
by and large evened out. The reason is that by the use of our intel-
lect we can modify our mental dispositions to a large extent. This
passage corroborates the assumption that the Epicureans worked
with a whole-person model of agency on two counts. First, it makes
it clear that Lucretius took a person’s mind to include that person’s
character dispositions. Second, it implies that Lucretius thinks that
one’s nature determines one's behaviour, and third, that in order

*» Both before and after the quoted passage of On Nature 25 morality is at issue:
pp. 23, 26, 29 Laursen. '

77 ‘Sic hominum genus est. quamvis doctrina politos | constituat pariter quosdam,
tamen illarelinquit | naturae cuiusque animi vestigia prima. | nec radicitus evelli mala
posse putandumst, | quin proclivius hic iras decurrat ad acris, | ille metu citius paulo
temptetur, at ille | tertius accipiat quaedam clementiys aequo. | inque aliis rebus
multis differre necessest | naturas hominum varias moresque sequaces; | quorum
€go NUNC Nequen caecas exponere causas _ nec —.Gvﬂl_\n »..—mr:.Nﬁ—.:j tot _JCJJ:.—N DCCn
sunt | principiis, unde haec oritur variantia rerum. | illud in his rebus video firmare
potesse. | usque adeo naturarum vestigia linqui | parvula quae nequeat ratio depellere
nobis, | ut nil impediat dignam dis degere vitam.’

™ This point has a close parallel in the talk of seeds (emépuara) in Epic. Nat. 25
(Arr. 34. 26).
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to change one’s behaviour, one has to change one’s nature, i.e. the
nature of one’s mind, by the use of one’s intellect.

The explanation on the atomic level of what happens when we
maodify our character (and how we become the causes of our dispo-
sitions, and consequently actions) seems to be provided by another
passage from On Nature 25:

In this way whenever something is developed which takes on some dis-
tinctness from the atoms in a discriminating way’>—not in the way as
from a different distance—he receives the causal responsibility which is
from himself; and then he immediately imparts this to his first natures
and somehow makes the whole of it into one.?® (Epic. Nat. 25; Arr. 34. 22;
Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 22)

It seems to me that Bob Sharples is right when he says about this
passage: ‘the obvious, indeed inevitable way of interpreting this in
the atomic context is to say that we, by thought and effort, can
modify our character, and hence also the atomic structure of our
minds . . . the downwards causation in the passage . . . may thus
relate to the process by which we modify our characters, and not to
the explanation of free choice . . .’ (Sharples, ‘Epicurus’, 186).
This passage seems to be concerned with absolutely essential
occurrences in people’s mental developments: namely, how they
themselves become causes first of their dispositions,®' and conse-
quently of their actions. I understand it in the following way. A
person may encounter beliefs, including value beliefs, which differ
from those they have adopted and developed in line with their ini-
tial constitution. These different beliefs are then transmitted to the
initial ‘disposition of the soul’ (the ‘first natures’) and made part of
it, and as a result the overall disposition is—slightly—changed.*?
(Thus new beliefs are adopted, and beliefs inconsistent with a new
belief may be discarded.) At that point the disposition is no longer

7 Perhaps: ‘in a way that pertains to judgement’?
* obrws émedav dmroyevvyli T AauBdvov rwa érepdrnTa Ty drépuwy katd Twa TpdTTOV
StaAnmrindy, ob Tov ws d¢’ érépov Sraarhuaros, loxdver THw €€ éavtob airiav, elra dvadi-
Swaw evfvs uéypt Tav mpdiTwy dloewr kal ulav Tws dracav adTyy Torel. ‘

"' Whether this is (1) a unique event in a person’s life, or (2) a gradual process,
in which a person changes or confirms their beliefs one by one upon reflection, or
whether (3) such events happen all through one's adult life, is unclear.

** For Epicurus our dispositions to act, and our emotions, are grounded on, and
perhaps partially identical with, our beliefs. Remember also that at Nat. 25, Arr.
34. 26, the text suggests that that which happens because of us (rap’ fjuas) happens
because of beliefs of ours which are from us ourselves (mapa ras fjuérepas €€ Huiv adbrav
86¢as): see above, sect. 2.
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(fully) the result of internal and external necessity, but in part the
result of conscious, rational, influencing. When, then, someone acts
from such a disposition, they are the cause of the action; and no
longer ‘the atoms’, i.e. those of their initial constitution. Again,
the way things work seems to be: presumably externally induced
changes in beliefs lead to changes in dispositions (which in turn
lead to changes in behaviour).®*

Thus, not only do the Lucretius and Cicero passages on the
swerve allow a consistent interpretation of the swerve as having its
main function in the formation of one’s mental disposition—there
are also several other texts that support this interpretation; in fact,
Epicurus’ ethics as a whole is geared to the development of one’s
character or mental dispositions, as opposed to a canon of right and
wrong actions to choose from.®*

7. The atomic swerve, mental
development, and moral responsibility

It remains for me to provide a plausible story about the function
of the swerve within the proposed interpretation. In this context
I consider the following points. (a) First, I address the two main
objections that have been voiced against interpretations that see
the swerve as being involved in the formation of character, rather

[}]

In Nat. 25 (Arr. 34. 31; Laursen, ‘Later Parts, 44—5) Epicurus may refer to the
same kind of development; but this passage is rather badly preserved.

** For completeness, I should mention that Cicero presents in a number of short
passages in different works some information about Epicurus’ treatment of the
Principle of Excluded Middle for future propositions (Cic. Fat. 21, 28, 37; Acad.
2. 97, ND 1. 70). These passages show that Epicurus feared that arguments of the
family of the *Mower' prove that if the Principle of Excluded Middle held for future
propositions, then all future events would be certain or predetermined, and hence
necessary. In order to escape this consequence, Epicurus apparently took the step
of denying universal application to the principle. (For details see my Determinism,
75-86). Neither the arguments nor Epicurus’ reply mention action, volition, choice,
or freedom of any sort; free decision or free choice are not under discussion, but
the non-necessity of future events more generally. This is confirmed by the example
for non-necessity Epicurus chose: ‘either Hermachus will be alive tomorrow, or he
will not’. What is at issue is not whether Hermachus will or won't do something
tomorrow, nor whether he will or won't decide to do something tomorrow, but
(assuming that he was not suicidal) whether or not something will happen to him
tomorrow—human death being one of those occurrences that were paradigms of
fated events which would happen in the form of 'accidents’, such as drowning at
sea, being struck by lightning, dying of disease, etc.
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than in each volition. (B) Second, if, as I argue, Epicurus was not
concerned with a free will problem as set out in Section 1, and in
particular not when he introduced the swerve, I have to show that
he had some other real problem, so that the introduction of the
swerve does not seem gratuitous.®* (c) Third, if such a problem can
be identified, it remains to be demonstrated how the swerve could
in principle be thought of as contributing to its solution—even if
we do not know how Epicurus actually envisaged this to work.

(a) Here are the two main objections that have been levelled against
the view that the swerve, as described in Lucretius, plays a role in
the formation of character.®® First, it has been repeatedly objected
that if one’s character can be randomly altered by the swerve, Epi-
curus would have problems explaining why people’s characters re-
main relatively stable.?” The point has been memorably illustrated
thus: ‘a man of good Epicurean character will live in fear of an un-
predictable event which may change him into a Stoic or something
worse'.*8

-It is, however, important to see that this criticism is merely a
special case of a more general objection which, in slightly different
forms, arises equally for interpretations that consider the swerve
as necessary for forming or exerting a volition. The general prob-
lem is this: once the swerves have been furnished with a specific
function, how can it be ruled out that additional swerves occur that
undermine, obstruct, or undo the workings of the swerve as one
has determined them? For swerves are by definition random mo-
tions and thus can in principle happen at any place at any time.
For instance, the problem would manifest itself as follows in an
interpretation that favours the swerve in the formation of volition
in order to preserve freedom of choice: if a swerve is correlated with
my forming a volition for performing some action, what if, at the
same time, or immediately afterwards, a second swerve counteracts
the first, and as a result I have a volition for its opposite, or at least
have no longer a volition for that action? Alternatively, if T utilize

* As Asmis, ‘Free Action’, esp. at 288, has convincingly shown, Englert's inter-
pretation suffers from this defect.

*¢ | hope to have dispelled the frequently made objection that character-formation
interpretations do not square with the Lucretius and Cicero passages in sects. 4 and
5 above.

8 Long, Hellenistic Philvsophy. 61; Englert, Epicurus, 3; similarly Sharples, ‘Epi-
curus’, 187 n. 56; Purinton, ‘Free Volition’, 275-6.

* Long, Hellenistic Philosophy, 61, quoted by Englert and Purinton.
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one swerve for a volition towards some action, what if, whoops,
another one undoes this by rechannelling the atom to produce a
volition for its opposite, or to result in no volition either way?

Thus any interpretation of the function of the swerve needs to
tackle this problem in the particular guise in which it each time
occurs. Solutions depend—as far as I can see—mainly on inven-
tiveness. In the case of character-formation interpretations the cri-
ticism can easily be countered as follows. Generally, single swerves
go unnoticed, since they are so tiny that they do not interrupt the
course of events on the everyday level. In particular, the atomic
structure of someone’s mental dispositions 1s relatively fixed and
stable, so that one swerve has usually little chance of doing much
damage. It is only in certain developmental situations—which will
have to be described in the respective interpretations—that single
swerves can contribute to the initiation of a new development in a
*different direction (see below).?®

The second main objection is this: how can a random movement
like the swerve that happens in the course of the development of
one’s character introduce and guarantee moral responsibility of the
agents in their actions? This, again, is a specific version of a more
general problem with which any interpretation of the swerve is con-
fronted. A random motion or a number of random motions cannot
by themselves warrant moral responsibility, regardless of whether
they occur in the process of developing one’s character, or of form-
ing or of exerting a volition, and regardless of whether the concept
of moral responsibility is based on freedom of decision or on au-
tonomous agency. (We do not know whether Epicurus was aware
of this problem in one form or other, but I would like to think that
he was.) This objection can be invalidated by the observation that
Epicurus—Ilike most ancient philosophers—generally thought that
moral responsibility is based on the fact that agents are beings of a
certain kind, namely, rational beings who have the capacity to base
their actions on their rationality, i.e. their own beliefs. Epicurus’
swerve thus 1s a necessary but not a sufficient condition for our

* Ceteris paribus, proponents of the involvement of the swerve in the formation
or execution of volition seem actually to have a harder nut to crack. For in such
interpretations a swerve typically comes in at a point where whether or not a certain
decision is made (or action performed) depends fully on whether a swerve occurs.
Thus, if one swerve can determine whether or not an action'is performed, one further
swerve may suffice to counteract the first, and lead to the opposite result.
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‘having volitions and autonomous agency. I sketch below how this
could work in the case of character-formation interpretations.

(B) My second point was: what was Epicurus’ problem that led
him to introduce the swerve? I assume that this was not a ‘timeless’
philosophical problem such as the free will problem as set out in
Section 1, but a problem specific to the ancient defence of atomistic
philosophies such as Democritus’ and Epicurus’. (The usefulness
of the swerve is after all restricted to such theories.) Atomists have
to explain the entire universe, and everything that happens in it, in
terms of atoms and their movements, and the void. The problem is
then this: on the one hand, atomists have the enormous task thus to
account for the order and regularity in the universe;® on the other,
they have to explain the existence of chance events, i.e. disorderly
events, and how human beings can be causes or can have volitions.
The function of the swerve is thus to provide an explanation of the
possibility of chance events® and volitions without undermining
the atomistic explanation of the order in the universe.

The nature of this problem becomes clearer when one follows
the ancients in their depiction of Epicurean atomism in two stages:
first atomism without the swerve; then atomism with the swerve.
Whether the first stage was thought to be historically real, or ficti-
tious and merely an explanatory device, is immaterial in this con-
text.

Atomism without the swerve is designed to meet the challenge to
give a non-teleological, mechanical explanation of the order in the
universe. In atomism without the swerve every movement would be
necessary, both at the atomic level and at the everyday level. There
are two kinds of necessitating factors, internal and external ones.
At the atomic level these are internally the weight of an atom, and
externally other atoms that collide with this atom. At the everyday
level, concerning the movements of everyday objects, they seem to
be the weight and atomic composition and structure of the object as

® Cf. e.g. Plot. Enn. 3. 1. 3. Given a philosophical climate in which teleological
views are the norm, this is one of the major challenges Epicurus has to meet. We
can gather this also from the fact that Lucretius gives the point a lot of space. The
readiness of many modern philosophers to believe in physicalism, mechanism, and
reductionism is quite a different scene, in particular, since no empirical sciences
such as modern chemistry and molecular physics were available to the ancients.

°' This is what Philodemus, Sign. 36. 11-17, and Plutarch, Soll. an. 964 E say—
and (pace Bailey, Greek Atomists, 327, and A, A. Long, ‘Chance and Natural Law

in Epicureanism’, Phronesis, 22 (1977), 63—88) 1 cannot see why this should not be
what Epicurus said.
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internally necessitating factors, and atoms and things or clusters of
atoms external to the object, that ‘collide’ with it (and might enter
it), as externally necessitating factors. The order and regularity in
the world are explained as the result of the co-operation of these
two factors. Such explanation proves most difficult in the case of
objects of complex structure like plants and animals, where pheno-
mena such as reproduction and self-motion need to be accounted
for. Plants and animals display stable properties, stable patterns of
behaviour, and patterns of development that follow a fixed tempo-
ral order; for example, all animals have a soul, birds generally build
nests, all boys sprout a beard when approaching manhood.®* The
properties are explained by the types of atoms involved and their
structural combinations and patterns of movements. The patterns
of behaviour are explained as reactions to external stimuli that are
determined by the atomic structure and movement of the object.
The developmental patterns (for the development of both properties
and dispositions) require some in-built ‘time-release’ in the atomic
base of things, which will be activated by suitable external stimuli.
An atomistic theory can thus in principle explain the order and
complex structure of the world.

In this swerveless atomic theory the following difficulty arises.
Being entirely the result of internal and external necessitating fac-
tors, all motions—both at the atomic level and at the everyday
level—are necessary. But it was generally accepted among Hel-
lenistic philosophers that it is an essential characteristic of volun-
tary behaviour (and of chance events) to be :o:-:nnmmmmmv\. Hence
in the—swerveless—atomic system voluntary behaviour appears to
be precluded.

(€) The swerve is introduced to solve this problem by satisfying two
conditions: positively, it needs to make voluntary action possible by
preventing internal necessitation of certain states and moverents;
and negatively, it must not undermine the explanation of the order
and regularity in the world in terms solely of atoms and void. If one
assumes that the swerve’s function—as described in Lucretius and
Cicero—is to remove internal necessity from the agent’s mental
dispositions, we can imagine this to work as follows..

First, a note on the frequency of the swerves—a point on which our
sources are silent.” Since the swerve is a third basic motion, and

0 Lucr. 5. 849-54.
* Exceptif one accepts Kleve's argument (‘1d Facit Exiguum Clinamen’, 28) that
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none of the texts about the swerve mentions a particular scarcity
of swerves, we may assume that swerves happen quite frequently.
However, the frequency is limited by the fact that the everyday
level world appears generally ordered (although arguably less so
to ancient philosophers than to Newton, say). Thus we can state,
as it were, an upper and a lower limit for the frequency of the
swerves; on the one hand, the swerves must occur sufficiently often
to guarantee the possibility of a frequency of chance events and non-
necessitated character developments (especially character changes)
that corresponds to the frequency of such kinds of occurrences as
we can ‘observe’ them happening; on the other hand, relative to
the size of the deviation of a swerve (the éAdyiorov) and the time it
takes, the force of a single swerve and the number of swerves must be
restricted in such a manner that they do not interfere with the order
of things at the everyday level. For instance, the reliability of sense
perception has to be preserved, and those kinds of developments
that show great regularity must not be interfered with. (The theory
of quantum leaps may give us an idea of how this could in principle
be possible.)

Next, the removal of necessity. What the introduction of the
swerve does to the modalities of the atomic movements is uncer-
tain. We can assume the following points. (1) Swerving movements
are not necessary. (I assume, however, that they are caused by the
atom, whose nature it is to swerve randomly every now and then—
within the bounds of frequency determined above, although when
these swerves happen is not fixed in advance. Atoms may thus be
conceived of as having a built-in random generator as part of their
nature.) (2) Any movement that is neither itself a swerve nor in any
way the close or remote effect of a swerve is necessary (but given the
eternity of the universe, it is uncertain whether Epicurus assumed
such movements). (3) Certain kinds of movements are impossible,
e.g. swerves that exceed one minimum, and ‘upward’ movements if
there is no collision involved. (4) This leaves the majority of atomic
movements, those which are not swerves but have a swerve some-
where in their ‘causal history’. I am inclined to think that at least all
such movement as would not have occurred if one of the preceding
swerves had not occurred would be non-necessary, assuming some
sort of transitivity of non-necessity.

Lucretius’ ‘etiam atque etiam’ (2. 243) means ‘again and again’ and refers to the
frequency of the swerves.
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_ What the modalities of movements at the everyday level are
is equally underdetermined by our sources. I assume that they
roughly correspond to those of the atomic movements. (1) All those
events or changes of an object in which no swerve has been causally
effective are necessary. These will include facts such as that people
will die by a certain age (since the clusters of atoms that make up
humans just ‘give up’ after a certain time, and no swervings can
prevent this from happening); that, given certain circumstances,
human beings desire pleasure and shun pain. (2) All those events
or changes that concern an object in which one or more swerves have
been causally effective somewhere in their ‘causal history’ are non-
necessary. Thus, whenever in a person the mental dispositions have
been changed as a result of a swerving, all subsequent behaviour of
that person that is (internally) co-caused by the part of the overall
disposition thus changed is non-necessary. (Here it does not mat-
ter whether it would also have happened without the change; what
matters is what was causally effective in its coming about.®*)

We can then see why on this interpretation the swerves that hap-
pen in the mind do not lead to chaos and why Epicureans have little
reason to fear that they may suddenly metamorphose into a Stoic or
something worse. We have to imagine the mind as a relatively stable
atomic structure, but with a large number of developmental ‘po-
tentials’ (onéppara, Epic. Nat. 235, Arr. 34. 26), with built-in time
release, which ensures that certain developments do not happen
before a certain age (certain potentials are not actualized before a
certain age), or before other developments have happened. We can
then imagine that at a time when new developments are due to start,
swervings can be effective much more easily, determining the direc-
tion the development takes (out of a number of possible directions
or ‘trajectories’), whereas once a new property or characteristic is
fully developed, single swerves are not strong enough to make a
difference; thus most swerves that occur in the mind do not affect
the mind’s structure, and thus a person’s mental dispositions. If
we postulate a sufficient number of swerves, and a sufficient num-
ber of developmentally sensitive periods for individual potentials
(we could even assume that a swerve is a necessary condition for
triggering a new development in such sensitive periods), most spe-
cific mental dispositions, and hence most human behaviour, will

** See Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 24-5; Laursen, ‘Later Parts’, 29—30.
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become non-necessary, it being in part the result of a causally ef-
fective swerve.

We can also now explain how such random 38&3,823; of the
initial state of our mind could make us any more causally or morally
responsible for our movements than if they flowed directly from
our initial make-up. As hinted above, the answer is roughly that
‘the swerve is no more than one of many necessary conditions for
moral responsibility. All the other necessary conditions have to be
found in the nature of those beings who are to be held responsible.
(This point can also be inferred from the fact that swerves serve to
explain chance events, t00,”® since there must then be factors other
than the swerve that account for the difference between chance
events and those events for which we are causally and hence morally
responsible.)

Swerves can lead to the development of the power of volition and
to moral responsibility only in the right kind of things. My point is
not that because of the fineness of the mind-atoms swerves initiate
noticeable changes only in the mind, and that this explains why
humans are morally responsible, but for instance plants are not.
For even if the swerves can have effects in the mind more easily,
this does not rule out that, at the right point in the development
of a plant, or if occurring in a sufficiently large number, they could
also, for example, change the constitution of a plant. Imagine that
a ‘cluster of swerves’ in some part of a plant brings about a change
in the plant’s constitution. Imagine that the plant now grows an
extra leaf at the wrong place. This would hardly make the plant
morally responsible for the changes. Nor would one hold the whole
plant itself causally responsible. Rather, for Epicurus such a change
would be by chance (and Toxns).*®

For an action that happens because of us (map’ fuas), i.e. of which
we are the cause, a lot more than this is required: only those beings
can become morally responsible that come with a primary consti-
tution of a certain complexity. Human beings do—and arguably
some tame animals. The initial make-up of human beings is cat-
egorically different from that of plants. We are—or so Epicurus
thinks—from birth led by pleasure. Plants are not. From birth, too,

°* Philod. Sign. 36. r1—17, and Plut. Soll. an. 964 E. Purinton’s reading of the two
passages as referring only to the chance existence of the cosmos (‘Free Volition®,
261—2) is unconvincing.

° See e.g. Lucr. 4. 1223-6 for random variation in heredity.

N
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we have a‘large number of potentials for developments. Plants do
not: It lies'in our atomic structure that we will develop a mind,
preconceptions; memory, the ability to speak a language, and many
more things which plants do not develop. And presumably we have
to develop quite a bit before the swerves can exert their catalytic
function in the process that leads to the development of a capacity
for fully fledged volitions by means of which we can become the
cause of our actions.

I surmise that Epicurus held that we ourselves become causes
and morally responsible at the point when we start changing our
disposition by way of developing our own thoughts, value judge-
ments, and so on; when we become capable of reconsidering the
judgements and desires we have adopted or developed solely as a
result of hereditary and environmental impacts. Such reconsider-
ation influences what we regard as pleasant, and thus in what cir-
cumstances we have a volition for something, and thereby initiate
an action. I further suspect that ﬂrpm is what Epicurus is concerned
with in much of On Nature 25.%

There are several different ways in which one can conceive of the
relation between, on the one hand, the swerves’ prevention of inter-
nal necessitation of our mental dispositions, and on the other, the
way we become (and remain) ourselves the causes of our actions, so
that the actions happen because of us, and we are morally responsi-
ble for them. I give the two possibilities which I find most plausible;
there are others. I do not maintain that either of the two was Epi-
curus’. I merely intend to show that such explanations, which are
based on a character-formation interpretation, are possible and that
they are no more fantastic than the ones suggested by those who
think that the swerve was meant to solve the free will problem as
set out in Section 1.

The first possibility is what one may call the minimalist approach:
Epicurus’ change of his conception of atomic movement to the ef-
fect that in addition to their natural downward movements atoms
have swerving movements introduces an element of non-necessity
into the world. This solves the problem of autonomous agency as
follows: adult human beings can be called the cause of their actions
because (a) they influence the development of their character by way
of their rationality or reason; () what their character is at any time

c . . .
? See in particular Epic. Nat. 25, Arr. 34. 22, quoted above in sect. 6, with my
comments.
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is not 2 function of hereditary internal and circumnstantial external
influences, since swerves occur in the mind in the process of its de-
velopment and have at crucial developmental moments effects on
the changes of the atomic structure of the mind; this development,
the resulting mental dispositions, and the actions flowing from those
dispositions are thus not necessary. (¢) It therefore Bmw.nm. nosense to
call necessity, or the atoms (at preceding times), or the initial consti-
tution of the mind the cause of the action. The person can be called
the cause of their actions, and can be held morally responsible, be-
cause of (a) and (), which, however, are not necessarily connected.®®

The second possibility is some kind of correlation mvm:.ow.nr“
There is a direct correspondence between (some of the) swerving
movements in a person’s mind and their conscious effort to on:.mm
their mental dispositions. For instance, I study Epicurean ethics
and, aiming at tranquillity (drapa¢ia), I try to adopt mbm mo.:oi the
theory, try to change my old ingrained beliefs and prejudices, etc.
In this context, making a conscious effort to believe firmly that
P, and to replace non-P by P, happens—at least onommmo:m:urﬁ
simultaneously with swerving motions of mind atoms; and %roz it
does it leads to a change of my character dispositions (the main con-
stituents of which are beliefs) by integrating P into my system of
firmly held beliefs. Exactly how the randomness of the atomic level
can be the foundation of change is not explained in our texts. Humﬁ
haps Epicurus could not answer this. Agents are the cause of ﬁrowa
actions, because their mental dispositions, which aoﬁm:::gn. their
volitions and actions, are the result of the agents’ own changing of
(or confirmation of) their beliefs.*®

8. Conclusion

My overall goal in this paper was this: to show that there is no
compelling textual evidence for the assumption that Epicurus was
concerned with freedom of decision or choice or with a problem

" This approach is close to Furley’s position in his *Voluntary Action’; it also
utilizes some of Conway's suggestions in his ‘Epicurus’ q‘rncJﬂ... . .

* This is a modification, in the light of the character-formation interpretation
and the whole-person model of agency, of interpretations such as nrm.mn,rz Sharples,
‘Epicurus’; Mitsis Epicurus’ Ethical Theory, 164-6; Gulley, *Free Will", 46—51; As-
mis, ‘Free Action’. 291.
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of free will as set out in Section 1. There is no evidence that he
discussed, or even had a conception of, freedom of decision or
freedom of choice. There is no evidence that he had a concept of
moral responsibility that is grounded on freedom of choice, or on
freedom of decision. There is not even any direct evidence that he
thought that freedom to do otherwise was jeopardized by atom-
istic determinism. There is further no compelling evidence that
the swerve played a role in the formation of volitional acts or de-
cision processes. I hence suggest that the whole idea that Epicurus
was concerned with the free will problem as set out in Section 1
is anachronistic, and that—at least as long as no positive evidence
comes to light—the view that Epicurus thought there was such a
problem, and that he endeavoured to solve it, should be dropped.

I'have attempted to draw an alternative picture, based on the evi-
dence we have. This picture suggests that Epicurus—in line with
philosophers before and after him (Aristotle and the Stoics)—had
a different concept of human agency and of moral responsibility:
human actions are fully determined by the mental disposition of
the agents when they set out to act. Moral responsibility presup-
poses not free decision or free choice, but the absence of coercion
and autonomous agency, i.e. that the person, and not something
else, is causally responsible for the actions for which they are to be
held morally responsible. Autonomous human agency requires the
ability of the agents to influence causally, on the basis of their own
beliefs, the development of their behavioural dispositions.

In the context of his mechanistic atomism, Epicurus faced the -
problem that he had to explain the non-necessity of human agency
(and chance events), without undermining the atomistic explana-
tion of the order in the universe. The swerve—which is of use
only within atomism—was meant to solve this problem by mak-
ing the mental dispositions of adult human beings non-necessary
(perhaps by allowing a person’s rational attempts at altering their
dispositions to gain a foothold). This is possible without great in-
terruptions and ‘out-of-character’ developments, if one assumes a
certain frequency of the swerves, a generally stable atomic structure
of the mind, which is susceptible to influence by single swerves only
when new developments or realizations of potentials are about to
start.' How exactly this was meant to work in detail we do not know:
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