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While a guest in Aix, he must have met that master to whom he refers often, with devout respect, as Canon of Digne and sometimes as le doux pretre….He spent his days learning from the Canon how a world made of atoms could be conceived, just as Epicurus had taught, and yet willed and governed by Divine Providence; but, attracted by that same love for Epicurus, he spent his evenings with friends who called themselves Epicureans and could combine debate about the eternity of the world with the society of beautiful ladies of scant virtue.

Humberto Eco, The Island of the Day Before, trans. William Weaver (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1994), 153-154.
Table of Contents
	Acknowledgements ……………………………………………………….
	  vi

	Abstract …………………………………………………………………...
	viii

	
	

	1. Introduction……………………………………………………………..
	  1

	1.1 Purpose and Methodology……..……………………………………..
	  3

	1.2 Recent Gassendi Scholarship………………………………………….
	  7

	1.3 Dissertation Synopsis …………………………………………………
	 16

	
	

	2. Gassendi’s Life and Intellectual Environment………………………….
	 20

	2.1 Summary of Gassendi’s Life and Historical Context…………………
	 20

	2.2 Gassendi and the Mechanical Universe ………………………………
	 33

	2.3 Gassendi and Early Modern Ethics……………………………………
	 50

	2.4 Epicurean Revival Before Gassendi…………………………………..
	 57

	
	

	3. Gassendi’s Intellectual Model and Methods……………………………
	 61

	3.1 Gassendi’s Methods…………………………………………….
	 62

	3.2 Defending Epicurus……………………………………………………
	 72

	3.3 Defining Philosophy ………………………………………………….
	 86

	3.4 Implications …………………………………………………………..
	94

	
	

	4. Existence and Properties of Things …………………………………….
	 95

	4.1 Physics and Faith of Incorporeal Things ……………………………...
	 95

	4.2 The Properties and Structure of Corporeal Things …………………...
	114

	4.3 Implications …………………………………………………………...
	136

	
	

	5. Causes, Motion, and End of Things ……………………………………
	141

	5.1 Efficient Causes and Motion in Physics and Ethics …………………..
	142

	5.2 Teleology ……………………………………………………………. 
	177

	5.3 Implications …………………………………………………………...
	191

	
	

	6. Conclusions……………………………………………………………..
	199

	6.1 Gassendi’s Achievements………………………….………………….
	197

	6.2 Gassendi’s Legacy ……………………………………………………
	207

	6.3 Future Research ……………………………………………………….
	225

	
	

	Appendices ………………………………………………………………..
	228

	A. Summary of Gassendi’s Major Works ………………………………...
	228

	B. Synopsis of Ancient Epicureanism …………………………………… 
	240

	C. Background on Christian Classics ……………………………………..
	263

	
	

	Bibliography ………………………………………………………………
	274

	
	


Acknowledgements
My deepest gratitude goes to my advisor, Prof. Francine Cardman.  Francine’s high standards and careful attention to my work have made me a better scholar and writer.  Her painstaking analysis and correction of my neo-Latin translations were invaluable to me.  Her support was often above and beyond the call of duty, such as her nighttime delivery of corrections to my apartment. 

Rev. John O’Malley first suggested a focus on Gassendi for my dissertation, for which I am very grateful.  John’s comments on my work forced me to greater precision in thought and language.  I am also very grateful for John’s willingness to make a special trip to Cambridge for my defense.  Prof. Khaled Anatolios was most helpful by suggesting that I clarify some of the distinctions between Platonic and Aristotelian theories of form and matter.  I also appreciate Khaled’s willingness to interrupt his sabbatical to work on my dissertation.  Prof. Norman Faramelli kindly agreed to serve as examiner in the defense.  I appreciate his willingness to take time from his other responsibilities to assist me in this way.


I have benefited from the high standards of the faculty at Weston.  In addition to Francine, John and Khaled, two others have been especially important to me   Rev. Daniel Harrington was an invaluable resource for my STL thesis, and I want to acknowledge him here for that.  Similarly, I want to acknowledge Dan’s pedagogy, which I have tried, however imperfectly, to emulate in my own teaching.  Prof. Meg Guider has gently challenged the Weston STD candidates to consider carefully their role in society, academia and the Church.  I am appreciative of her guidance in the STD program.

Finally, Prof. Terry Orlando has encouraged me every step of the way in this project, as in all projects in our life together.

Abstract

1.0 Introduction 

Richard Westfall has observed that, “the seventeenth century was the watershed, and the relations of science and Christianity during that time appear to me as a problem the significance of which spreads out over the history of the entire civilization.”
  He suggests that at the beginning of the seventeenth century, “Christian” (Catholic or Protestant) would be the single most suitable adjective to describe European civilization.  By the end of the century that was no longer the case.  While the Reformation of the sixteenth century had attacked and undermined specifically Catholic dogmas, it was the seventeenth century that began the attack on Christianity itself. 

The relation between Galileo and the Church is most often given as the prototypical example of the conflict between Church and science in this period.  But the turmoil over Galileo was only the most famous instance of the conflict.  Its root cause was the rejection of a Christianized Aristotelian world view (Scholasticism) in order to accommodate new observations and experiments at the beginning of the scientific revolution.   The new physics had not only undermined the cosmological understanding of the Scholastics, but, because so much of ethics and metaphysics was built using Aristotelian language, Scholastic speculative ethics was called into question as well.  

In this regard, Pierre Gassendi was both on the vanguard of the new science and an intellectual anachronism.  Gassendi was an excellent experimental scientist and a devout son of the Church.  He was an active participant in the astronomical disputes of the day (including the Galileo affair); yet once the Church had ruled against Galileo he tried as he could to reconcile the new astronomy with Church teachings.  Gassendi saw the need for a complete philosophical system to replace the Aristotelian (Scholastic) system that had held sway since the thirteenth century.   The key for Gassendi was finding the correct philosophical framework within which to organize human knowledge.  

Gassendi was not alone among his contemporaries in arguing against Aristotelianism.  Indeed almost all of the great intellects of his day (Galileo, Kepler, Descartes, Hobbes, Pascal) rejected the Aristotelian system.  But Gassendi was virtually alone among his contemporaries in reaching to antiquity for a replacement.  He maintained the quaint notion that there was important knowledge in what we have received from antiquity, as well as in what is received from the new physics.  In her new book on Gassendi, Antonia Lolordo correctly observes, “Gassendi’s use of the genealogical method seems to me to be strikingly antihistorical in that it presupposes that there are grand, transhistorical questions and that everyone discussed was engaging with the same issues and with similar aims.”

Gassendi found in Epicurus, Aristotle’s near contemporary, the framework which could support both the new experiments and a new Christian ethical system.  By building his new overarching world-view around Epicureanism, Gassendi became one of the first examples of the attempt to reconcile Church teaching and science at the beginning of Modernity.  For Gassendi held that there was a unity of knowledge.  History, philosophy and ethics had something as important to offer as empirical science did; further for Gassendi there was not necessarily a conflict between the two.  By the end of the seventeenth century, as the Enlightenment started to take hold, the next generation of intellectuals would decide that no such unified world-view was needed, or rather that a world-view that was narrowly restricted to ‘science’ was the only valid source of knowledge.

1.1 Purpose and Methodology
My primary motivation in this research is my belief that we live in an Epicurean age, which is to say that we are still living in the Age of the Enlightenment.  Science, materialism, and individualism dominate every aspect of American life.  Thus I am particularly interested in the devout Catholic priest who more than any other, introduced Epicureanism to Modernity.  In particular I want to explore Gassendi’s ultimately unsuccessful efforts to Christianize Epicureanism.  It was his Epicureanism that endured, not his Christianization of it.

Little work has been done on Gassendi’s use of the Christian classics.  Most commentators on Gassendi focus on either his arguments against Descartes
 or Aristotle.  Lolordo has recently drawn attention to Gassendi’s arguments against the revival of various neoplatonic philosophies in the seventeenth century.  However, within the large body of Gassendi’s works, these arguments are only a small fraction.  Gassendi’s real passion was the rehabilitation of ancient Epicureanism as a suitable modern scientific and ethical philosophy.  An examination of Gassendi’s use of the Christian classics will shed further light on his efforts to reconcile Epicurean philosophy and the new physics and ethics with Church teaching.


Perhaps the first methodological issue to address is what is meant by ‘Christian classics.’  First and foremost it is what Christians accepted as Sacred Scripture.  The Council of Trent declared the Vulgate translation of the Bible as the authentic document for Catholic faith and doctrine.  A close second to the Bible was the writings of the Church Fathers and their interpretation of the Bible in formulating Christian teaching.  For the purposes of this dissertation, the Bible and the Church Fathers form the canon of ‘Christian classics.’

Gassendi has been called “the last of the humanists” or “among the first of the scientists”.
  Both appellations are based on his desire to ground the new scientific discoveries, especially in astronomy, dynamics and atomic motion, on suitable ancient philosophical thought.  Gassendi early on rejected Aristotle, and discovered in Epicurus a system of logic, science and ethics that seemed compatible with early seventeenth century empirical science.  Most of Gassendi’s life was spent revitalizing Epicureanism and reconciling Epicureanism to Christian beliefs.  To do so he relied on the Christian classics.
The Church Fathers, along with most other ancient schools of philosophy, condemned Epicureanism in almost all its aspects.  Thus Gassendi had two tasks in order to make Epicureanism a suitable Christian (really Catholic) replacement to Aristotle; first, he had to counter the specific attacks that the Church Fathers had made against Epicurus and his followers; and, second, he had to demonstrate how his new philosophical system supported the Catholic doctrines developed by the Church Fathers and Councils. 
To investigate how Gassendi pursued these goals, and to evaluate the outcome of his efforts, I concentrate on the entirety of De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, the Preface and Ethics of the Syntagma Philosophicum and selections from the Physics in the Syntagma Philosophicum.
  The De Vita et Moribus Epicuri is important because here Gassendi addresses the ad hominem attacks against Epicurus in antiquity, including those from patristic authors.  The Preface and selections from the Physics of Syntagma demonstrate how patristic authors were integrated into his development of natural philosophy (physics).  In the Ethics of the Syntagma, Gassendi attempts to reconcile Epicurean ethic of pleasure with the Christian ethic of self-sacrificing virtue.  While this dissertation focuses on Gassendi’s use of the Christian classics in portions of the Syntagma Philosophicum and  De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, other works by Gassendi will also be used selectively.    
The overarching theme of this dissertation is Gassendi’s use of physics and faith in his philosophy.  He read both the “Book of Nature” and the “Book of Revelation” with equal attention, and attempted a synthesis of both in his Physics and Ethics in his crowning achievement, the Syntagma Philosophicum.   To achieve his synthesis, Gassendi often had to resort to creative quotations from Church Fathers to demonstrate consistency between Church teaching and the new physics.  Perhaps the most important example of this is Gassendi’s understanding of space and time as being coeternal with God.  

Three Church Fathers were especially important to Gassendi: Clement of Alexandria, Lactantius and Augustine.  Clement could be considered a role model for Gassendi; his high regard for Greek philosophy and his attempt to incorporate it into Christian theology mirrored Gassendi’s own approach.  And, like almost all philosophers in antiquity, while Clement had disparaging things to say about Epicureanism, he also occasionally referred to some of Epicurus’s sayings favorably.  Gassendi made maximum use of Clement’s favorable comments in his own arguments.

Lactantius produced the most detailed and ‘systematic’ attack against Epicureanism in Christian antiquity.  Because of this, Gassendi carefully refuted Lactantius point by point throughout his work.  Another reason for the emphasis on Lactantius was that Gassendi may not have felt comfortable directly refuting Augustine.  Gassendi often tries to enlist Augustine as supportive of his own ideas, but as a result he often misquotes Augustine or quotes him out of context.   Gassendi needed the authority of Augustine on his side, so that in some respects Lactantius became Gassendi’s whipping boy for Augustine.

He also used Scripture creatively to support his physics; especially notable is that Gassendi seemed to think of Ecclesiastes as being explicitly supportive of Epicureanism.   He frequently cites Ecclesiastes in support of his idea of time and space, multiple worlds, and ethics based on pleasure. 

Gassendi’s extensive efforts to reconcile Christianity and the new physics by way of a refurbished Epicureanism were not deemed important by subsequent physicists or natural philosophers.  In part this may be because by the end of the seventeenth century a distinction was being made between a physicist and a philosopher, a distinction that Gassendi would not have recognized.

1.2 Recent Gassendi Scholarship

There have been several significant scholarly projects on Gassendi, some of them quite recent.  However, because Gassendi left a massive amount of work behind him, there has been no comprehensive treatment of all his works.  Much of what has been written focuses on his relationship to Descartes.  Almost all Gassendi scholarship examines one aspect of Gassendi’s work: his science, epistemology, relation to Christianity, or his historicism.  As Saul Fisher put it, Gassendi scholarship suffers from “that difficulty which afflicts the blind man relative to the elephant; we get starkly different and exaggerated notions of the creature from the perception of its vastly different parts.”

In the preface to Gassendi the Atomist, Lynn Joy has categorized four problems (or parts of the elephant) in Gassendi scholarship;
 first, the importance of Gassendi as a natural philosopher; second, the importance of skepticism and his epistemology; third, the importance of Christianity to Gassendi; and fourth, the importance of humanists methodologies to Gassendi.  Joy placed her own work in this last category.

Her analysis stills holds good twenty years later.  Most scholars writing about Gassendi stake out one of the preceding positions as the basis of their own analysis.  This dissertation is no exception to Joy’s categories; it most definitely falls within the third category, Gassendi’s relationship to Christianity, but with an ‘assist’ from the humanist methodologies employed in the fourth category.  

The range of Joy’s categorizations highlights one of the main problems for any Gassendi researcher: it is hardly possible to do justice to more than one aspect of his work.  No scholar completely ignores any aspect of his work, but it is only possible to focus on one.  Joy’s categories provide a useful way to organize the current state of Gassendi studies.
1.2.1 Studies of Gassendi’s Natural Philosophy (Physics)

Scholars focusing on this aspect of Gassendi’s work emphasize his careful experimentation and his development of a scientific method.  Key works for these scholars are Gassendi’s Insititutio Logica, his publications on astronomical observations, his De Motu Impresso on dynamics, and parts of the Physica in the Syntagma Philosophicum.  
Through careful examination of Gassendi’s letters, Bernard Rochot’s Les Travaux de Gassendi (Librairie Philosophique: Paris, 1944) traces how Gassendi’s development of Epicureanism evolved.  Rochot was among the first modern scholars to seriously evaluate Gassendi’s work as a natural philosopher.  In particular he studied how Gassendi used Epicurus to “support valid solutions for the most current problems.”
  Rochot structured his analysis of Gassendi to highlight the impact of current scientific questions and discoveries on Gassendi’s work.  For instance, an entire chapter is devoted to Gassendi’s journey to Holland and his interaction with Isaac Beeckmann,
 to whom Rochot attributes the impetus for Gassendi’s increased interest in natural philosophy (science).  Although Rochot greatly respects Gassendi’s contributions to astronomy and dynamics, he criticizes Gassendi’s scientific method because of its reliance on analogy, its skepticism about the role of mathematics in physics, and its mixing faith and science.
 

Saul Fisher’s recent study Pierre Gassendi’s Philosophy and Science, Atomism for Empiricists (Leiden: Brill, 2005)  seeks to emphasize Gassendi as a philosopher of science.  Fisher presents Gassendi as one of the pioneers of the modern philosophy of science and the scientific method.  He describes in some detail several of Gassendi’s most important experiments, such as his extension of Torricelli and Pascal’s experiments with mercury columns.  Examining Gassendi’s probabilistic epistemology, he argues that it is well suited to empirical science.  In emphasizing Gassendi the experimental physicist, Fisher gives short shrift to Gassendi’s use of ancient authors in his philosophy.  Thus this work focuses on Gassendi the empiricist, rather than Gassendi the humanist.  Fisher concludes that Gassendi’s attempt to combine empiricism with atomism led him into circular reasoning.  If empiricism is the only means of knowing, and atoms have not been observed, then the justification for atomism in Gassendi’s philosophy is quite thin.  On the other hand, as Fisher points out, Gassendi uses ancient Epicureanism and atomism to justify his epistemology.

The most recently published work on Gassendi is Antonia Lolordo’s Pierre Gassendi and the Birth of Early Modern Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).  Lolordo is primarily concerned with Gassendi as a natural philosopher.  Her emphasis is on physics, but it is physics as Gassendi understood it.  Therefore, she considers aspects of Gassendi’s work that touch upon theology, anthropology and metaphysics.  Lolordo suggests that Gassendi was not conflicted between his faith and physics.  Rather he achieved some level of success at resolving the possible inconsistencies between them.  Unfortunately, Lolordo does not extend her analysis to Gassendi’s treatment of ethics.  Her primary source materials are the Physics in the Syntagma.  
1.2.2 Studies of Gassendi’s epistemology and skepticism

Much of the research in this area focuses on Gassendi’s early skepticism, as he used it against the Aristotelians, and on his empiricism.  Gassendi believed that the senses report accurately and it is the mind which makes errors in judgment.  However, he also believed that we could never know anything with certainty; that future observations and experiments would reveal new facts that require adjustments to our knowledge of how the world works (e.g., physics).  Works that tend to be the focus of these studies are Gassendi’s Disquisitio Metaphysica in opposition to Descartes, and the Exercitationes against Aristotle.  Two books are particularly important in this area.

Richard Popkin’s The History of Skepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza (New York: Harper Row, 1965) is recognized as the ground-breaking study of the revival of skepticism in the seventeenth century.  Popkin traces the rise of skepticism in the seventeenth century to the intellectual crises caused by the Reformation.  In turn, skepticism gave rise to both fideism and the libertins erudits movement.  Popkin places Gassendi within the libertins erudits movement, not as one who wanted to undermine Christianity, but as a fideistic Catholic.  I agree with Popkin’s assessment of Gassendi’s skepticism, but not with his dismissal of Gassendi’s faith as being fideistic, which would negate its importance to Gassendi’s overall philosophy.  Further while Gassendi was a friend of and indebted to libertines such as Francois Luillier, there is no indication that Gassendi lived the ‘libertin’ life style himself.  Rather, for Gassendi, the ethics of freedom was associated with virtue, not a hedonism. 

Thomas Lennon focuses on the epistemological differences between Gassendi and Descartes.  In The Battle of the Gods and Giants, the Legacies of Descartes and Gassendi (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993) he casts Gassendi and Descartes in the mold of Plato’s giants and gods at odds over theories of perception and knowledge.  Lennon traces the legacy of the Descartes vs. Gassendi battle to subsequent philosophers, especially Malebranche and Locke, respectively.

1.2.3 Relationship between Gassendi and Orthodox Christianity 
Almost all researchers into Gassendi’s works run into the problem of reconciling his Epicureanism with his Catholicism.  It is now almost inconceivable to a twenty-first century scholar that someone of Gassendi’s scientific talents would not only openly espouse Catholic doctrine, but attempt to reconcile his science with his doctrinal beliefs.  The works of Gassendi that are emphasized here tend to be his Ethics and some parts of the Physica in the Syntagma Philosophicum, and the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.
The most comprehensive analysis of Gassendi’s works is Olivier Bloch’s La philosophie de Pierre Gassendi. Nominalisme, materialisme et metaphysique ( La Haye: Martinus Niejhoff, 1971).  Bloch’s primary thesis is that Gassendi was an atheistic libertine, and that his claims to orthodox beliefs were only a ‘mask’ to avoid trouble with the ecclesial authorities and to press his Epicurean ideology.  Bloch points to Gassendi’s empiricism, especially in astronomy, as being in opposition to his stated acceptance of the Tychonian cosmology because it supported Church teaching.
  He claims that although Gassendi suggested many modern concepts of physics, because he developed those concepts with the aid of philosophy from antiquity, Gassendi inevitably to ambiguities and even contradictions in his philosophy.
  Bloch makes an important, perhaps the most important, contribution to Gassendi scholarship to date.  However, his insistence that Gassendi’ faith was not genuine is now disputed by more recent scholarship, including this dissertation.

Like Bloch, Rene Pintard Le libertinage érudit dans la première moitié du XVIIe siècle (Genève: Slatkine, 1983. Reprint Paris: Boivon, 1943) places Gassendi among the  libertins erudits, and an heir to Montaigne.  Also like Bloch, Pintard saw Gassendi as probably agnostic.
  But unlike Bloch, he does not find Gassendi guilty of duplicity in the service of pressing an ideology.  Rather, he suggests that Gassendi professed Catholic doctrine only to avoid problems with the ecclesial authorities.  Pintard sees Gassendi as someone more interested in loyal friendships than loyalty to an institution; and more interested in searching for the truth than in making ideological claims to have found it. 
Harry Brundell, in Pierre Gassendi, From Aristotelianism to a New Philosophy (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1987) takes as his starting point that Gassendi was genuinely a devout Catholic.  On this point, he is opposed to Pintard and Bloch.  Brundell explores how, as a devout Catholic, Gassendi opposed Aristotelianism in support of Catholic doctrines.  Brundell uses as his primary example Gassendi’s astronomy and the issues that developed around replacing the Aristotelian cosmological model with the mechanical universe model.  Brundell understands Gassendi’s Epicureanism as a possible means of reconciling Church doctrine with new physical discoveries.
 

In Divine Will and the Mechanical Philosophy, Gassendi and Descartes on Contingency and Necessity in the Created World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) Margaret Osler traces the deep differences between Gassendi and Descartes to their respective intellectual traditions rooted in the Middle Ages.  She also coined the phrase that “Gassendi tried to baptize Epicurus.”  Osler argues that Gassendi was following in the footsteps of the voluntarism and nominalism represented by Ockham; while Descartes was following in the scholastic and rationalists footsteps of Aquinas.  She finds the root philosophical difference between the two was their idea of God: Gassendi emphasized divine will and omnipotence; while Descartes stressed divine intellect and omniscience.  Osler provides excellent background to the Scholastic arguments between an intellectualist and a voluntarist account of God’s power.  However, she overstates the case for the medieval theological impact on Descartes and Gassendi (she acknowledges that neither of them used the terms potentia Dei absoluta or potential Dei ordinata
).  By emphasizing the medieval conflicts between Aquinas and Ockham, Osler neglects the importance of the sixteenth and seventeenth century arguments between the Dominicans and Jesuits concerning the relationship between human free will and divine providence.  Nevertheless her book does provide invaluable background to the earlier theological debates that form the backdrop to the philosophical developments of Descartes and Gassendi.

Lisa Sarasohn, like Osler, accepts that theology was one of the driving factors for Gassendi’s philosophical system.  In Gassendi’s Ethics. Freedom in a Mechanistic Universe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996) she examines in detail the Ethics of The Syntagma Philosophicum in order to describe how Gassendi reconciled the Epicurean ethics of pleasure with Christian morality.  She also examines the relationship between Gassendi and Thomas Hobbes, the influence they had on each other, and the very different approaches they ultimately take to an ethics based on pleasure.  She concludes by suggesting how the legacy of Gassendi’s work affected Enlightenment thinkers, especially John Locke.

1.2.4 Gassendi the Humanist


This perspective focuses on Gassendi’s use of humanist methods in his historical analysis of texts.  Like the humanists of the Renaissance, he looked back to the understanding of ancient sources and analyzed them with the philological tools.  His careful translation and detailed commentary on Book X of Diogenes Laertius Lives of Eminent Philosophers is a case in point as is De Vita et Moribus Epicuri. 
Lynn Sumida Joy’s Gassendi the Atomist (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) emphasizes the importance of history to Gassendi, not merely as context for his philosophy and physics, but as vital ‘data’ in the development of philosophy.  She gives an excellent example of Gassendi’s observation and explanation for the transit of Mercury across the Sun to determine approximate sizes of astronomical bodies.  She notes how Gassendi includes as an integral part of his analysis ancient physical models, especially Epicureanism.  Joy suggests that Gassendi’s attachment to belles lettres and humanism distinguished him not only from his contemporary Descartes, but from later seventeenth-century physicists, and it also contributed to making Gassendi look anachronistic to later generations.


In her lengthy introduction to her recent French translation of Gassendi’s Vita et Moribus Epicurui (Traduction, introduction, annotations Vie et Moeurs d’Epicure . Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2006) Sylvie Taussig attends to the philological aspects of Gassendi’s work.  She examines Gassendi’s erudition in service of writing his apology for Epicureanism.   

1.2.5 Anthologies of Scholarship


Finally, mention should be made of two anthologies of recent scholarship.  The first, the two volume Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy, ed. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) is an extremely helpful collection.  While Gassendi is often overlooked in some discussions of seventeenth-century philosophy and history of physics, a perusal of the index to these volumes shows that Gassendi is given as much attention as Hobbes, Spinoza, Liebniz and Locke; and rather more than Pascal.  The only philosopher who receives significantly more attention than Gassendi is his nemesis, Descartes.


The other anthology of note is the two-volume The Reception of the Church Fathers in the West, ed. Irena Backus (Leiden: Brill, 2001).  This work purports to study the reception of the Church Fathers from the ninth to the eighteenth centuries.  It contains many fine articles, with Hurel’s article on the Benedictines of St. Maur being the most useful for my research.  However I find it surprising that a work that claims to cover the sixteenth and seventeenth century makes not a single mention of Copernicus, Galileo, Gassendi, Pascal, Boyle or Newton nor any other pioneers of the scientific revolution and their use of the Church Fathers.  

All of these sources, and many others, have significantly contributed to my research.  However, none of them have focused on the details of Gassendi’s use of the Christian classics in service of his revised Epicureanism and his new model of physics and ethics.  Attention to this part of the Gassendian ‘elephant’ is my purpose in this dissertation.
1.3 Dissertation Synopsis
 

Chapters 2 and 3 describe Gassendi’s intellectual context.  Chapter 2 focuses on the historical, social and philosophical context of seventeenth-century France.  The seventeenth century was the bridge between the age of faith and the age of reason (as defined by the Enlightenment).  External factors affecting Gassendi included the new astronomical and mechanical observations and  new developments in ethics.  As also discussed in Chapter 2, Gassendi was heir to some prior work by humanists on Epicureanism.  Chapter 3 moves from Gassendi’s external environment to the development of his own intellectual model and methods.  This chapter emphasizes his epistemology, humanism and empiricism as the intellectual framework for his Epicurean project.  Gassendi’s apology for Epicurus and his definition of philosophy are considered in this chapter.


Chapters 4 and 5 examine Gassendi’s use of Christian classics in physics and ethics.  These chapters are divided into an analysis of his philosophy of the existence of things (Chapter 4) and the motion and end of things (Chapter 5).  The basics of Gassendi’s physics, such as his understanding of space, time, and void are described in Chapter 4 along with parallel concepts in his anthropology.  His understanding of corporeal and incorporeal substances leads directly to his formulation of a corporeal and incorporeal soul in man.  How the material world is moved and its teleology has a parallel in Gassendi in ethics and the promise of immortality of the human soul, concepts that are explored in Chapter 5.
Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation with a discussion of Gassendi’s legacy.  Many of the most prominent philosophers and scientists of the next generation (Boyle, Newton, Locke, to name three) were deeply influenced by Gassendi.  But Gassendi’s influence outstripped his fame and his works.  Although used as a source for Epicureanism, his method of painstaking analysis of ancient authors was quickly left behind.  The style of the Christian humanist was not suitable to the new style of the scientist as it developed in the eighteenth century.  Voltaire, for instance, said of Gassendi, “God preserve me from employing three hundred pages from the history of Gassendi.  Life is too short and time too precious to speak of useless things.”
   


Three Appendices are included as background for the topics of this dissertation as background.  Appendix A is a chronology and discussion of Gassendi’s more important works; .Appendix B is a synopsis of ancient Epicureanism; and Appendix C contains a brief discussion on the Christian classics.  
Reading Notes

I have tried not to use the word ‘science’ in this dissertation.  ‘Science’ for Gassendi would have been any unified body of knowledge.  Rather I have used, as Gassendi did, the terms physics or natural philosophy. 

In providing references to primary sources, including Gassendi, I have tried to include the general reference in the body of the text and a specific published reference in the footnotes.  For example, from the Preface of the Syntagma Philosophicum, “Philosophy is the love, study and exercise of wisdom.  Moreover wisdom is nothing other than the disposition of the mind according to right thinking about things, and right conduct in life.”
  Here, as throughout the dissertation, if the translation is my own, I provide the Latin.  Otherwise, I indicate the source of the translation in the footnote.  Also, as shown below, if the reference is to Gassendi, I always indicate the Opera Omnia volume and page, whether the translation is mine or others.  A special case is the new French translation by Sylvie Taussig of the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.  Where the De Vita is used, I have translated from the Latin; however, I have also indicated in the footnotes a reference to the Taussig French translation.  Unless otherwise noted, all biblical translations are taken form the NRSV. 
Finally, I have used to the maximum extent reasonable on-line resources.  I note especially the importance of the website maintained by the Biblioteque nationale de France, http://gallica.bnf.fr/.  This site includes Vol 2-6 of the Opera Omnia of Gassendi.  While Harvard and MIT (perhaps following Voltaire’s advice) have moved Gassendi to remote annexes and dusty repositories, the web has made Gassendi easily accessible. 
2.0 Gassendi’s Life and Intellectual Environment


Pierre Gassendi lived in what today is often referred to as the ‘early modern period;’ that is, the time between the Reformation, the ‘age of faith,’ and the Enlightenment, the ‘age of reason.’  The seventeenth century did not invent the tension between faith and reason, but it was the period in which that tension took on its characteristic definition as a tension between faith and physics.  The rejection of the ‘old physics’ and its association with faith, also led to a separation of ethics from its Christian base.  Pierre Gassendi was a modern man in that he was an important pioneer in many branches of the new physics; but he was out of step with the early modern period in that he tried to resolve and harmonize the new physics and ethics with the old faith.


This chapter examines the historical and intellectual background of Pierre Gassendi by focusing on his relationship to his historical environment and his contemporaries.
  Important factors include the political turmoil in seventeenth-century France, the development of new intellectual societies, and the emergence of new models of physics and ethics.  Finally, while Gassendi probably did more than anyone to re-introduce ancient Epicureanism to modernity, some Renaissance predecessors must also be noted.

2.1 Summary of Gassendi’s Life and Historical Context

Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) was born in Champtercier, France.  His family was among the lower middle class.  Because of his exceptional intellectual abilities he was placed at the school in Aix-en-Provence in 1608.  By the time he was twenty-five he was a professor there and had been ordained a priest.  In a sense Gassendi had three parallel careers: ecclesial, academic and intellectual. 


His ecclesial career was centered in the provincial capitol of Digne, where he was canon and then provost.  These ecclesial duties allowed him to write and to travel often, especially to Paris.  Along with most other Gassendi researchers, I believe that Gassendi’s Catholicism was genuine, and that he considered himself a devout priest. 


Gassendi’s academic career started at his school in Aix where he became a professor of philosophy in 1617.  He taught the required Aristotelian-based philosophy courses, even as he was developing sharp critiques of Aristotelianism.  When the Jesuits took over the college in 1623,
 Gassendi and most of the non-Jesuit faculty were replaced by Jesuits.  There is a hiatus in his academic career until 1645 when he was appointed professor of mathematics at the Royal College near Paris, where he met and influenced Cyrano d’Bergerac (1619-1655) and Moliere (1622-1673). 


By far the most important ‘career’ that Gassendi had was his life among the intellectual elite of France.  He was a member of several salons in Aix and Paris, and correspondence groups that included intellectuals throughout Europe, through which he published his work and commented on the works of others.

Gassendi lived during a time of shifting political and social movements in Europe.  Three trends were particularly significant for his intellectual environment: first, the emergence of strong nation-states; second, the transfer of political power in Europe from Hapsburg Spain to Bourbon France; and third, the movement of intellectual elites from the Church and her universities into salons and societies sponsored by the aristocracy as the locus for scientific and political discussions.  Each of these movements and their effect on Pierre Gassendi is discussed below.

2.1.1 Early Seventeenth Century France

The early-seventeenth century was a time of major political upheavals.  Driven by the religious fracturing of western Christendom in the sixteenth century, Europe was engaged in a bloody process that would lead by the end of the seventeenth century to strong monarchies and well defined nation-states each of which was dominated by one religion.
  The Thirty Year’s War (1618-1648) was the crucible in which the new nation-states on the continent were formed.  The Catholic Austro-Hungarian empire (now separate from Spain) was formed; as was Lutheran Sweden and Orthodox Russia.  The result of the Thirty Year’s War was that France, not Spain, became the dominant power in Europe.  But the war did more than change the balance of power in Europe, it also spurred the definitive economic shift from feudalism to capitalism 

France also underwent major internal changes in its political life; Gassendi lived at a time when the ancient regime was still young.  There was a strong Calvinist (Huguenot) minority vying for power with the Catholic majority.  The Edict of Nantes had been signed in 1598 by Henry IV, a Protestant who converted to Catholicism for political reasons.   When Henry was assassinated in 1610, his son and heir, Louis XIII was only eight years old.  The minority of Louis XIII allowed the rise to power of Cardinal Richelieu (1585-1642), who by 1624 had consolidated enough power as chief minister to the king, that he became the architect of France as the dominant power in Europe.  To achieve his goal of a powerful unified France, Richelieu had to unseat Hapsburg Spain as the strongest political power in Europe; and he had to strengthen political structures within France. 

Since the early sixteenth century and the reigns of  Francois I and Charles V, France and Spain had contended with each other for dominance in Europe.  First by proxy and alliances with the Dutch Republic and Sweden, then by direct warfare, France defeated the Hapsburgs in the Thirty Years War and became the most powerful of the nation-states  The transfer of European political power from Hapsburg Spain to Bourbon France was completed in Gassendi’s lifetime.
    

Internally, through intrigue and ruthlessness, Richelieu had established a French government based on absolute monarchy.  Loyalty to Louis XIII (and to Richelieu, his first minister) was the standard by which all aristocrats and governmental officials were measured.  Divergence was met with exile (as in the case of the Queen Mother, Maria de Medici), imprisonment or execution.  The rights guaranteed to the Huguenot minority by the Edict of Nantes were systematically reduced.  Loyalty to the king implied loyalty to his Church.  

Cardinal Richelieu and Cardinal Mazarin, his hand-picked successor, continually pressed political and religious absolutism.  The resulting political backlash was a series of poorly organized rebellions known collectively as the Fronde (slingshot).  The first Fronde rebellion (1630) in fact utilized slingshots and was primarily a mob reaction in Paris by the lower classes to the economic depression that year.  A steady rise in inflation and taxes caused severe economic hardship and led to repeated uprisings against the crown.
  Through out the 1650s, the Fronde rebellions expanded to include aristocratic intrigues and revolts.  Although these aristocratic ‘Fronde’ attempts at a coup de etat were not actually linked with the popular rebellions, from the perspective of the French monarchy, and its controlling ministers, they were seen as one vast conspiracy to overthrow the absolutism of king and altar. 

Changing political and economic arrangements were accompanied by social changes.  As Popkin has described, there was a marked increase in ‘public’ atheism (or at least agnosticism) on the part of many intellectuals who wrote rather freely to each other about their disbelief.  The abandonment of established religion by many of the intelligentsia was matched by increased belief in witchcraft, the occult and astrology among the peasants.  The witchcraft frenzy of early seventeenth-century Europe
 was an extension of the European concern about witches that stretched back to the late- fourteenth century.  This period also saw the rise of middle-class cults such Free Masonry and the Rosicrucians.  As sources of political dissention in France, these groups were actively persecuted by Richelieu (and Mazarin after him). 

The expression of religious practice outside the bounds of Catholicism or Protestantism, reflected a move away from established religion as the framework for knowledge.  In parallel with the various occult movements, was the beginning of the empirical scientific movement, also outside of the control of the religious establishment.  Discussions and the influence of the new natural (mechanical) philosophy were especially potent in intellectual and political circles in France.  Richelieu was not only the most important political figure in France, he was also a philosopher and theologian.  As such he took a keen interest in intellectual developments, and was influenced by the new Mechanical Philosophy.
  The Mechanical Philosophy as a metaphor for political structure is exemplified in the reign of Louis XIV (1638-1715).  The ‘Sun King’ was so designated as a way of describing how everything in France (and Europe) revolved around the French king. 

Among the most important legacies of Cardinal Richelieu was the Academie Francaise, which contributed significant sums to writers and intellectuals in France.  Part of his program to unify France and to establish French, not Hapsburg, style and culture as dominant in Europe was to invigorate and unify the French language.  Richelieu established the Acadamie Francaise in 1635 with the objective of developing systematic rules for the French language.  As Sturdy has suggested, “One might perceive a variation on the Mechanical Philosophy…the proposition was that the more people used language systematically, unambiguously and coherently, the more their personal and communal behavior became orderly and harmonious.”

New currents in ethics also lent support to Richelieu’s political agenda.  Guiz de Balzac (a recipient of Richelieu’s patronage) argued that government was justified in preemptively attacking suspected seditionists.  These preemptive acts were considered ‘prudence’ and signs of good government.  Justice was administered after the fact; prudence, the better virtue, encouraged governmental action before something untoward occurred.

Many of Gassendi’s friends and associates felt the impact of the social and political turmoil of the early-seventeenth century.  However, Gassendi himself was not directly engaged in the immediate political or religious issues of his day.  For instance, he scarcely noticed the Protestant Reformation.  His discussions on natural religion presumed a basic Catholic theology.  He strongly denounced the occult movements and viewed them as both bad religion and bad physics.  He argued strongly for a change in philosophical method (Epicurean rather than Aristotelian) but did not argue for a change in fundamental Catholic teaching.   Nor could he in any way be considered a Catholic apologist; he did not develop ‘Catholic’ arguments that specifically opposed Protestant theology.  Gassendi did have a keen interest in changes in ethics, but his discussion of justice as a form of prudence is entirely theoretical and speculative.
  Attention to the practical application (or misapplication) of ethics in contemporary French government is missing in his works.

His interest in natural philosophy, however, did have a significant impact on his contemporaries.  Gassendi was one of the key contributors to the scientific revolution and the mechanical philosophy that was so influential in it.  But Gassendi did not recognize that the language in which these new developments were being communicated was changing.  The development of French as a standard national language did not effect him.  He wrote in studious, stylized neo-Latin when most of his intellectual contemporaries, such as Descartes, were switching to French. 

In many respects then, Gassendi was not ‘French’ in the way that Richelieu was trying to build a French consciousness.  Gassendi considered himself part of a broader intellectual community, not defined by political-geographic boarders, but rather by intellectual interests.  This broader community found its home in the salons and nascent intellectual societies of the seventeenth century, whose members crossed political and geographic borders through extended personal visits and especially by their extensive correspondence networks.  

2.1.2 New Intellectual Societies


Several factors contributed to the ‘gentleman scientist’ model of the early seventeenth century.  The universities in France were dominated by Dominicans and Jesuits who saw their first mission as a staunch defense against Protestants, leaving little room for the consideration of the new physics.  At the time this was taken to mean a defense of all Catholic teaching, in which all aspects of the curriculum necessarily supported Catholic theology.  An indicator of the importance of theology over all other disciplines in the universities was that theologians were the highest paid professors.  By contrast, mathematicians and natural philosophers were paid the least.
  Gassendi himself was a victim of the push for rigid orthodoxy in the university at Aix; having lost his teaching post when the Jesuits took control there.

Another important factor was the changing social status among French aristocrats.  With the rise of central government in France, the aristocracy struggled to find its place.  Various aristocratic intrigues and attempts at rebellion were fomented and crushed.  The ‘institution’ that developed as the locus for aristocratic gatherings was the salon.  Salons were held in private homes where, under the management of the lady of the household, aristocracts and ‘polite society’ could gather in small groups to discuss politics and business arrangements.  They were venus for entertainment (such as gambling) and intellectual discussions.

One of the most famous and influential of these seventeenth-century salons was associated with the Port Royal convent.  In 1608 the abbess, Angelique Arnaud (1591-1661) reformed the convent with the help of St. Francis de Sales.  She also moved the abbey closer to Paris, where it became known as Port Royal de Champs.  Angelique Arnaud belonged to an important aristocratic family,
 and although the nuns lived a severe life, they also engaged in a lively discussion of ideas with the many visitors to the convent.  As Craveri noted, “Great aristocrats, magistrates, scientists, Jesuits, Jansenists, doctors, men of letters, diplomats, and society ladies would all gather to hear theological discussions, watch scientific experiments, and talk of morality, metaphysics, psychology and medicine.”
  

During the mid-century, the Port Royal convent established itself as the center of Jansenism in France.  Here intellectuals with a strong affinity to Jansenism could meet and exchange ideas and written documents.  Because Jansenests often opposed Richelieu and his encroachment on aristocratic privileges, the Port Royal salon was viewed as both religiously and politically heterodox, resulting in imprisonment or exile for many of the salon members.  The convent was closed under Louis XIV in 1704 and the buildings were razed in 1710.

The fate of one of Gassendi’s most important benefactors in Paris, Francois de Thou, also exemplifies the intellectual power and danger of the salons.  Francois’ father, Jacque de Thou (1553-1617), was an important historian and antiquarian.  Jacques de Thou had amassed a huge library which he made available to other researchers and intellectuals.  He entrusted the library to his friends the Du Puy brothers (Jacques and Pierre), who carefully cataloged and controlled it.  The Du Puys knew Gassendi well and allowed him access to the library for his own research.  Jacque de Thou’s son, Francois, was implicated by Richelieu in one of the many attempts to overthrow him and was beheaded in 1642.  It was only because the library was controlled by the Du Puy brothers (who were not implicated in the plot) that it was not seized and dispersed by Richelieu.

Important salons in France were not limited to Paris; one of the most important for Gassendi was the salon of Nicholas Peirsec (1580-1637) in Provence.  Peirsec was an early patron of Gassendi, and in return Gassendi was a loyal admirer.  In fact one of his earliest and most widely distributed works was the Mirror of True Nobility and Gentility, (published in France in 1641, English translation 1657) extolling Peirsec as the model of a gentleman scholar.  As portrayed by Gassendi, Peirsec was the kindest of men, deeply devout, but open to new knowledge.

Like Gassendi, Perisec was a priest,
 but unlike Gassendi, he had the family financial resources and aristocratic position to be unconcerned about securing his living.  Because of his family connections which he cultivated during his lifetime, Perisec was recognized as an important European intellectual.  For instance, he tried to use his personal connection to Pope Urban VIII on behalf of Galileo.  Like most gentlemen scholars, Peirsec was very interested in new astronomical observations; he organized a group of astronomers across Europe to observe lunar eclipses and to map the lunar surface.
  

Peirsec was best known for his antiquarian studies.  He believed deeply that the key to understanding knowledge and truth lay in the past.  For him the past was not only the written works from antiquity, but ancient artifacts; thus he had one of the largest collections of coins, marbles, and household items from antiquity.  Peirsec’s view on the importance of history deeply effected Gassendi.   As Miller has noted, although Peirsec was one of the most famous intellectuals in Europe during his lifetime, his reputation and  views of knowledge, and the importance of history did not survive long after his death:

Peirsec’s way of living reflected what his English admirers called ‘the Perieskean virtues’ and which they sought to inculcate through their translation of Gassendi’s Life [that is, the Mirror of True Nobility].  In a culture shaped by the norms of classical rhetoric, as was the early seventeenth century, education was done by illustration.  The value of studying history was, precisely, that it was ‘philosophy teaching by example’.  Gassendi had set forth to posterity a genuine example of polite Literature, and plentiful grounds of emulation to the learned world.  The celebration of the Peireskean virtues was then a celebration of an ideal of intellectual and social excellence in society….Peirsec’s oblivion is also instructive.  For he failed to publish just at that moment in European history when the printed word became an essential vehicle of memory.  His omnivorous curiosity fell victim to the rising walls of disciplinary borders and the experts who police them.  His quiet, rational, minimally doctrinal faith seemed out of place in a world no longer polarized into fanatics and believers, but into believers and atheists.  His fascination with the past and philosophically inspired indifference to fashion marked him out with a scarlet A.

Although a poignant description of Peirsec and his relationship with modernity, Miller’s analysis could just as well have been written of Perisec’s most devoted acolyte, Pierre Gassendi.  

After Perisec’s death, Gassendi was in a difficult social and economic position.  Peirsec had been his staunchest supporter and patron.  Much like Galileo,
 Gassendi was dependent on the patronage of wealthy aristocrats to fund his research.  Within a year, Gassendi secured the patronage of the governor of Provence, Count Louis de Valois (1596-1653).  De Valois was deeply engaged in French politics, and was even imprisoned for a time in 1652 for supporting the Fronde.  The importance of the patronage system to Gassendi is captured by Lolordo: “Gassendi’s life was largely free of quarrels and disputes, and despite the fact that he held views that could easily have been seen as heterodox Gassendi never encountered any difficulties with Church authorities.  This shows how carefully Gassendi formulated his views and how important the patronage networks he belonged to were.”

With Perisec’s death, Gassendi also could have lost his connection to the intellectual life of Europe.  However, Peirsec’s role was amply replaced by Marin Mersenne.  Mersenne (1588-1648) was a Minim monk who lived a quiet scholarly life in Paris.  Gassendi seems to have been especially close to Mersenne; Gassendi nursed Mersenne during his final illness and was with him when he died.  Today Mersenne is best known for the Mersenne primes, a formula for finding some prime numbers.  But during his lifetime he was best known as the moderator of an extensive correspondence network among natural philosophers.  His correspondents included Peirsec, Descartes, Huygens, Galileo, Hobbes, Grotius, Etienne and Blaise Pascal, Fermat, Torricelli and Gassendi.    In addition to the actual salons, these ‘virtual salons’ or correspondence circles also developed in this period.  Perhaps the most influential correspondence circle of the time was run by Marin Mersenne.
    

Mersenne’s correspondence network enabled Gassendi to participate in the most important developments in European philosophy.  Mersenne, for instance, asked him to respond to Descartes’ Meditations; and it was Mersenne who ‘published’ Gassendi’s response and Descartes’ rebuttal.  It was through Mersenne that Gassendi was introduced to Hobbes, and established communications with the Italian scientists, Galileo and Torricelli.  Mersenne also distributed drafts of Gassendi’s early work to elicit comments and suggestions.   The distribution of new materials for review and comment was an important function of Mersenne’s correspondence circle.  As Johns observes, the explosive growth of books in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries meant that no one could read them all.  Instead informal correspondence circles such as Mersenne’s were founded to make reading a collaborative activity.  Out of these correspondence circles the royal academies and their reading committees were established in France and England by the end of the seventeenth century.

Mersenne was an important contributor and conduit for the new developments in natural philosophy, especially in cosmology.  As part of Mersenne’s circle, Gassendi was widely known and respected for his developments towards the overthrow of the Aristotelian cosmology by the new mechanical universe. 

2.2 Gassendi and the Mechanical Universe


Robert Boyle (1621-1697) coined the term ‘mechanical universe’ to describe the new physics that was to replace the old Aristotelian model.  As Boyle recognized, Pierre Gassendi was one of the important early contributors to this new physics.  If the sixteenth century saw a frontal attack on the theology of scholasticism; the seventeenth century attacked the foundational physics of scholasticism, Aristotelianism.  In response to contemporary objections to Aristotelian physics, Gassendi offered an alternative model based on Epicurean atomism. 

2.2.1 Aristotelian Physics
 


As taught in the universities of the early seventeenth century, Aristotelian physics had several components.  The most fundamental was the notion of bodies composed of matter and form.  Forms were universals from which matter is molded into particular instances of things.
  Aristotle (384-322 BC) identified four basic elements from which all particular instances are created: earth, air, fire, water.  An additional element, aether, was postulated for the unchanging celestial matter beyond the moon.


Aristotle suggested that man could know the truth about nature through a combination of his observations, intuition and the application of logic.  Intuitively we have access to universal truths about nature.  Observations of nature lead to definitions and categorizations of particular things.  The basis for his organizational structure of knowledge is found in The Categories.  From these definitions and categories, using logic and especially syllogistic reasoning, knowledge could be deduced.  A key point in Aristotelian epistemology is that through empirical observation of particular things, man can have access to fundamental universal truths and peer into the essence of things. 

Aristotle expanded his discussion of substance and essence in his Metaphysics.  The combination of matter and form (hylemorphism)
 gave substances their characteristics.  For Aristotle, forms and matter are eternal and, unlike Plato, forms are not separate from the cosmos but are inherent in it.  Substances are formed, exist and move to their final end (final cause), only to decay and form new substances.  The eternity of matter, so unacceptable to Christian theology, were modified by the scholastic theologians.


One such characteristic, and one that would be disputed by the mechanical philosophers, was motion.  For Aristotle, and the Scholastics, motion was an inherent property of a substance that resulted from the ‘amount’ of air versus other elements it might contain.  The concept of motion as inherent to a body had celestial implications. The Aristotelian universe was an earth-centered cosmos.
  The motions of the stars, sun, and planets were relative to the earth and reflected their weights relative to each other,  the heavier (earth) being at the center (bottom) while the lighter planets and stars floated above.  The regularity, or repeatability, of observed celestial bodies was explained as a consequence of motion inherent in their forms.  The sun, planets and stars followed an unchanging circular orbit because it was their nature to do so and because they were composed of a fifth element, aether; not because of any external forces (such as gravity) affecting them.  Because of this view of motion, neither Aristotle nor his successors had any concept of inertia, or the conservation of momentum.


Aristotelian physics as described so far would seem to be quite static.  To account for the existence, changes and destruction in substances, Aristotle developed a rather complex theory of causes: material, formal, efficient and final.  Arguably, the most important of the four causes was the final (teleological).  All existing things naturally move toward their final end state as determined by their nature.   This final state and motion toward it was an inherent part of the substance of a thing.  The efficient cause (also referred to as the violent cause) was introduced by Aristotle to account for non-natural changes in a substance.


To clarify the differences in causes, consider Aristotle’s example of the difference between a falling rock and a thrown rock (Physics VIII.x).
  A rock ‘naturally’ falls because it is inherent in its nature to find its final resting place near the center of the universe where all heavy things belong.  Therefore, no efficient cause is need for a rock to fall.  However, for a rock to be thrown, a thrower must have a final cause in mind (i.e., a new location for the rock) and then exert an external efficient cause (throwing motion of his arm) to artificially (or violently) move the rock.  Once the rock leaves the thrower’s hand air moves in behind the rock to push it forward to its new location.  

An important aspect of this explanation is that there can be no vacuum in the Aristotelian model.  Aristotle argued that speed (whether natural or violent) was inversely proportional to the density of the medium through which the object moves.  Therefore a rock thrown in water will move slower than one thrown in the air.  By this reasoning, a rock thrown in a vacuum would move with infinite velocity, which is not possible.  Therefore a vacuum must not exist, and so Aristotle believed that something always filled all of the universe (air near earth, aether above).
 

Aristotle believed that forms could be known with certainty by rational creatures; the senses provide at information about particular instances.  Through careful categorization and generalization of particulars into universals, true and certain knowledge of nature is available.  This provides the foundation for reaching further certain knowledge through a syllogism; there is confidence that one can start with absolutely true premises and reach absolutely true conclusions.  Aristotle famously denied true randomness in nature, instead attributing apparent randomness to lack of human understanding.


By the early seventeenth century, all the components of Aristotelian physics were under attack.  And with the attack on Aristotelian physics there seemed to be an attack on Church dogmas based on scholastic appropriation of Aristotle’s physics and methods.  In some sense the attack on Aristotelian physics served as the second of a one-two punch.  The first and hardest blow came with the humanists and reformers of the sixteenth century.   Luther and Erasmus had little in common, except an intense dislike for the Aristotelianism of the Scholastics.  Luther, for instance, had directed a sharp attack against Scholastic methods in development of appropriate Christian understanding of theology.  Luther famously rejected the Thomistic explanation of the Real Presence in the Eucharist in terms of substance and accidents.  One might consider this the attack ‘from above’.  

No less damaging was the subsequent attack ‘from below’ on basic Aristotelian physics by Galileo and others.  Nearly every aspect of Aristotelian physics was to be rejected by the new science of the seventeenth century.

2.2.2 A New Model of Physics


The development of the mechanical model of the universe was the result of new physical observations of the very large and the very small, made possible by the telescope and the microscope, respectively.  These observations called many aspects of Aristotelian physics into doubt.  For instance, new telescopic observations of Mars and the sun showed that rather than being constant and unchanging, there was a dynamic quality to celestial bodies.  Daniel Garber gives a good definition of the seventeenth century notion of the mechanical universe philosophy:

According to the mechanical philosophy, everything in nature is to be explained in terms of size, shape and motion of the small parts that make up a sensible body.  In essence, for the mechanical philosophy, the whole world can be treated as if it were a collection of machines.  The mechanical philosophy is in explicit contrast with the Aristotelian philosophy of the schools.  For an Aristotelian physicists, natural philosophy in ultimately grounded in the irreducible tendencies bodies have to behave one way or another, as embodied in their substantial forms.

This definition includes natural philosophies as different as those of Gassendi and 

Descartes, Newton and Leibniz.
Gassendi recognized the importance of the discoveries from these new instruments.  For example, in his Logic, the first section of the Syntagma Philosophicum,  he noted:

There are many such things for which with the passage of time helpful appliances are being found that will make them visible to the senses.  For example, take the little animal the mite which the sense perceived as a certain unitary point without parts, but reason deduced that it must have limbs from its perceived motion…although this truth would have been hidden to the senses, which never perceived these limbs, the microscope was recently invented by which sight could perceive that matters were actually as predicted.  Likewise, the question has been raised what the galaxy in the sky with the name of the Milky Way was.  Democritus…had deduced from the perceptible sign of its filmy whiteness that it was nothing more than an innumerable multitude of closely packed little stars which could not be seen separately, but produced that effect of spilt milk.  This truth had become known to him, yet remained undisclosed to the senses until our day and age, until the moment that the telescope, recently discovered, made it clear.

The importance of observation was paramount to Gassendi. The ability to extend observation by the microscope and telescope offered literally new worlds to uncover and explain.  


Galileo, Kepler, Descartes, Hobbes and Pascal  were key early seventeenth-century scientists who contributed to the new physics.  Most of their explanations included a complete rejection of Aristotelian physics; in its place was proposed physics based on matter and motion, known as the mechanical universe.  Gassendi, through the correspondence network mediated by Mersenne, was an active participant in scientific discussions with all of these natural philosophers.  He was also a very active experimentalist, conducting experiments in astronomy (such as observing the transit of mercury across the sun); dynamics (dropping weights from the mast of a moving ship); and gasses (refining Torricelli’s and Pascal’s mercury column experiments).


In developing his new physics, Gassendi was well aware that he was arguing against an Aristotelian physics that had emerged in the centuries after Aristotle.  Thus he and other natural philosophers of the time were careful to distinguish between Aristotle and the Aristotelians.  Gassendi’s earliest work, Exercitationes paradoxae adversus Aristoteleos 1624) was specifically directed against the Aristotelians, not Aristotle.  As he wrote in his preface:

Should anyone ask of me why I chose the title “in refutation of the Aristotelians,” and not “in refutation of Aristotle,” whose teaching I seem to dispute expressly, I would like him to know that I was impelled by three very strong arguments.  First, I do not believe that the works I am criticizing here are in fact Aristotle’s, but are founded instead on the opinions of his followers.  Aristotle was much too great a man to have such worthless works attributed to him.  Second these men may often be defending an idea that is not Aristotle’s but their own, even one that is contrary to his clear meaning, for example when they maintain that semen and heavenly bodies lack souls, doctrines against which he has spoken out clearly.  Lastly, every day they pile up inanities and questions on rubbish that could never have occurred to Aristotle.
 
Gassendi knew that by attacking the Aristotelians, he was attacking the powerful Jesuits and Dominicans, who exhibited “the general prejudice in favor of Aristotle that was apparent in all the Orders.”
  Thus he was careful to declare his fidelity to “the Church, One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman, whose child I am.”  Further he willingly submitted his work to the Church for review, “Indeed I esteem that this entire work should be submitted to its censorship.”  But Gassendi also believed that he was upholding the fundamentals of the faith, “I have defended the truth of the Scriptures, the Church Fathers, and the councils.”  However, while upholding Catholic faith, Gassendi was not cowed by “would-be scholars who immediately invoke Holy Scripture and pronounce you a heretic when they find no other way to refute something that does not appeal to their taste.”
  As will be discussed in succeeding chapters, Gassendi’s careful analysis of Scripture and especially the Church Fathers to bolster his case for a new systematic philosophy based on Epicurus was an important method by which he tried to establish his Christianized Epicureanism in place of the older Christianized Aristotelianism.  

Empirical physics was for Gassendi the foundation for knowledge, hence more than two-thirds of his massive Syntagma Philosophicum is devoted to physics.  By ‘physics,’ however, Gassendi includes study of the human soul and God’s relation to creation in addition to astronomy and atomic physics.  At the basic level of what constitutes matter, Gassendi completely rejected the Aristotelian notion of four (or five if the aether in included) elements as the composition of all matter.  In its place, he proposed an atomic model.  Although atoms could not be seen directly, Gassendi intuited their existence from his experimentation with light and Pascal’s experimentation with fluids and gases.  Gassendi found philosophical justification for this physical model in the ancient works of Epicurus (341-270 BC), who had expanded the atomic model of Democritus (c 460-371 BC).
    


An anti-Aristotelian implication of the atomic model was its opposition to the matter-form model of substance so important to scholastic thought.  Atomism implies that everything is made of combination of atoms; the notion of form does not apply.  Gassendi rejected the scholastic understanding of matter-form-substance at its most sensitive point: the nature of the real presence in the Eucharist.  Catholic doctrine holds that, at the consecration, the substance of the bread and wine are transformed into the substance of the body and blood of Christ.  Just as Luther had repudiated scholastic explanations of the real presence on theological grounds,
 Gassendi challenged it on physical grounds.  After all, if matter and form were abandoned as the physical explanation of substances, then transubstantiation was difficult to maintain.  In Article 11 of Book II, Exercise III in the Exercitationes Gassendi discussed the problems with understanding Christ’s presence as transubstantiation.
  At the same time he affirmed his belief in the Real Presence: 

I would maintain that we seem instead to be constrained to believe that there is no quantity of the body of Christ present there, that it has taken its position in an atom, that it is present just as invisibly and as indivisibly as are purely spiritual and incorporeal beings lacking all quantity, that the difficulty and sublimity of this mystery lies most of all in our astonishment that the substance of such a body can be stripped of its extension and cease occupying a perceptible place.
  

Ultimately, Gassendi argues that the Eucharist is a mystery, and any human attempts at physical explanations must fall short: “Since this mystery surpasses the capacity of the human mind no matter how you consider it, it is best to refer anything miraculous and inconceivable in it to divine will and omnipotence.”


Gassendi also opposed the Aristotelian model of unchanging celestial motion.  At the beginning of the seventeenth century three cosmological models were actively discussed:

· Aristotelian-Ptolemaic: as described above, earth-centered; no change in spheres beyond the moon;

· Copernican: heliocentric, planets move in circular orbits; Kepler modified this to elliptical orbits;

· Tychonian: earth centered, with sun and moon circling the earth, but all other planets circling the sun.  Because this model supported a fixed earth, it was acceptable to the Church.  It also was supported by the best observations of planetary motion to that date.

Based upon the analysis of his own observations as well as those of  Tycho Brahe, Galileo,  Kepler and his own, Gassendi proposed a cosmology that assumed changes in celestial bodies, just as there was change on earth.  One of his most important experiments was his careful observation of the transit of Mercury across the sun in 1631; Gassendi published his findings in 1632 in Mercurius in Sole Visius.  His observations were critical to confirming Kepler’s earlier prediction about when the transit would occur; and offered evidence supporting Kepler’s elliptical orbit theory.   

A helio-centric cosmology was a dangerous religious stance to take, as Galileo’s conflicts with the Church aptly demonstrated.  The most famous churchman opposing the new heliocentric hypothesis was Robert Bellarmine.  Bellarmine gave two reasons for his opposition to heliocentric models: first, heliocentric models were not as accurate as the Ptolemaic epicycles, and second, an earth-centric model was how the Fathers of the Church had interpreted Scripture.
  

Brundell has shown the impact that censor of Galileo in 1633 had on Gassendi.  Before the censor, Gassendi seems to have been a whole-hearted supporter of the Copernican system.  After the condemnation he seems to have switched his allegiance to the Tycho Brahe system.
  It should be noted, however, that Gassendi’s change from a Copernican to a Tychonian model also reflected Gassendi’s belief in empiricism.  For, as he wrote in his life of Tycho Brahe, the best empirical data supported the Tychonian system, not Copernicus.

Gassendi’s support of a Tychonian system was not only because of empirical evidence, but also because it supported the Church’s position against Copernicus and Galileo.  He notes that there are three systems that can describe the notion of the universe: Ptolemaic, Copernican or Tychonian.
  Gassendi eliminates the Ptolemaic system because it is not supported by telescopic observations of Mercury and Venus.  He describes the Copernican system as being both straight-forward and elegant, planius esse, atque concinnius.  But since a Church Decree
 asserted that Sacred Scripture is to be understood as describing the actual facts, not apparent facts, of an earth-centered system, he affirms the Tychonian system is preferable and to be proven and defended by those who revere the Decree.  Gassendi, ever the loyal son of the Church, accepts the Decree and throughout the Syntagma Philosophicum (1655) he advocates the Tychonian system, unlike the earlier De Motu Impresso (1640) in which he favors the Copernican system.  

The mechanical universe supporters also questioned the Aristotelian relation between astronomy and dynamics.  Aristotle and his later followers had developed a theory of the natural motion of bodies, and a four-fold system of causation associated with a body’s existence and motion.  Gassendi completely rejected the four-fold cause model, and allowed only an efficient cause for motion.  He maintained that motion was not a property intrinsic to bodies, and appealed to Galileo’s experiment demonstrating that bodies of different compositions and weight fall at the same rate.  But Gassendi extended Galileo’s dynamics.    Commenting on Galileo’s Diologo, Gassendi described in the De Motu Impresso,
 his key experiment that confirmed Galileo’s theory of dynamics: the famous ship experiment.  In this experiment, Gassendi dropped balls from the mast of a moving ship.  All of the great physicists of his day (Brahe, Kepler, Galileo) had suggested the experiment, but none had actually performed it.  Gassendi did; and in so doing he showed that balls dropped from the mast of a moving ship fall at the foot of the mast, regardless of how fast the ship is moving.


From this experiment, Gassendi developed three important laws of dynamics.  First, that all motion was relative.  The motion of the balls when they are released from the mast ‘includes’ the motion of the ship.  Thus the balls have a horizontal as well as vertical velocity component.  As long as the ship travels at the same speed during the time the ball is dropped until it hits the deck, it will hit the deck at the foot of the mast. 

The second important law of dynamics that Gassendi formulated was the law of inertia.   He believed that his experiment demonstrated that only an efficient cause acts on the balls, and further that unless an efficient cause acts in some way, a body will continue in motion indefinitely.  Newton would use Gassendi’s results, to develop one of the earliest statements of inertia; that a body will continue in its motion until some external force (efficient cause) changes it.

Third, Gassendi argued that both the horizontal velocity imparted to the ball and the vertical velocity were external (efficient causes).  Gassendi did not have a clear understanding of gravity.  Rather he postulated that there were tiny, invisible chains attached to everything on earth, pulling them toward the earth.

Gassendi drew two Epicurean, and radically anti-Aristotelian, conclusions from his experiment.  First, because of inertia, the earth could in fact be rotating and moving around the sun without those of us on earth ‘noticing’.  Everything that we feel and observe would be relative to the earth’s motion.  In the De Motu Gassendi speculates that there may be no center to the universe; that everything that is observed is relative to something else.  He speaks of other worlds in which near bodies would fall toward those worlds.  He also speaks of bodies moving in empty space, unaffected by any external (efficient) cause.  

Gassendi also used his theory of the motion of bodies to explain two other physical concepts, atomic motion and the concept of a void.  Because Gassendi conceived of all bodies as moving in the same way, no matter how big or small, the experiments described in the De Motu were used to modify the Epicurean notion of the random motion of atoms.  Gassendi concluded that atoms in motion will continue in motion until they hit another atom.  At that time they will either bounce off the atom or combine with it to form a composite substance.  Whether atoms or planets the cause of initial motion in the universe was God.  And whether planets or atoms, his theory of motion assumed that bodies were moving in a void; that void space actually existed.  

The void was denied by Aristotle but was integral to Epicurean physics.  Gassendi used arguments from motion (as Epicurus had) to assert that a void exists.  Because Aristotelian physics argued that all motion is circular because substance ‘fills’ the cosmos.  When a body moves, it must push other bodies out of the way; if there is no void, the only ‘place’ for these displaced bodies to go is in a circle.  As described above, Gassendi asserted (correctly) that bodies move in a straight line, not a circle, until they hit another body.  Thus reasoned Gassendi there had to be a void.  In addition to arguments  from motion, Gassendi also pointed to the new experiments by Torricelli and Pascal to demonstrate the existence of a vacuum.
  In these experiments a column of mercury if filled in a U shaped tube one end of which is sealed.  Then the column is carried to a high point.  The change in barometric pressure causes the mercury to partially empty.  The question then becomes what, if anything, fills the gap between the new mercury level and the sealed end of the tube.  For Gassendi, only a void could remain in the gap.
  Thus having established that a vacuum could be artificially created, Gassendi suggested that vacuums could also appear in nature.  Gassendi described these and other similar experiments in detail in both the Appendix to his Animadversiones
 and the Syntagma.


Gassendi was not the only French philosopher in the early-seventeenth century arguing against Aristotelian physics.  The famous dispute between Gassendi and Descartes should be understood in the context of the mechanical universe and the rejection of Scholastic Aristotelianism.  Both natural philosophers were trying to build a coherent system that was not based on Aristotle.  At the root of their differences was epistemology.  Descartes, the father of Rationalism, held that the only sure starting point of knowledge was in the mind, the “cogito.”  Gassendi argued that the sure starting point of knowledge was sense data, which could only be evaluated by the mind with varying degrees of certainty.  For Gassendi, there was no innate, certain knowledge; all knowledge is empirical, derived from the senses.  Thus the importance of physics as the basis for all understanding in Gassendi, while for Descartes mathematics has pride of place.  As Sepkoski observed, “Gassendi’s nominalism and mathematical constructivism thus departed from Cartesian and Galilean philosophy of mathematics by denying that mathematical objects (and similar abstractions) were ontologically real.”
  Margaret Osler analyzed in detail the theological differences between Descartes and Gassendi, especially in regard to nominalism.  She argues that Descartes focuses on God’s omniscience, while for Gassendi, God’s omnipotence was the primary theological focus.
  

One of the most pointed areas of disagreement between Gassendi and Descartes concerned how God can be known.  Gassendi’s Disquisitio Metaphysica against Descartes’ Meditations is a pointed attack against Descartes’ Cogito ergo sum as the starting point for knowledge.  In particular, Gassendi attacks Descartes on how God can be known innately.  The notion of ‘innate’ knowledge of God falls short for Gassendi in several ways.  The infinite powers of God are not part of any innate knowledge that man can conceive on his own.  For instance, in his response to Meditation III, Doubt VII, Article 3
 Gassendi notes that Descartes’ innate idea of God is as a “certain infinite substance” (substantiam quandam infinitam).  Yet, Gassendi asks, how is it possible for finite man to have any innate conception of a substance which is infinite, eternal, independent, omniscient, or omnipotent.  

If you say about the idea by which you understand God, that “its ‘objective’ reality is so great that it cannot,” etc. would be acceptable if you said that you understand God, the “infinite, eternal, etc.” substance in a confused, obscure, human – or rather all too human – in short, in a most imperfect way; but you boast more than once that you understand it clearly, distinctly, and all but in a manner of the angels or of those who no longer see through a glass darkly, but face to face, as Holy Scripture says. 

Referring to 1 Cor. 13, Gassendi claims that Descartes has by his adherence to knowledge of God through innate ideas equated himself to the Angels. 
For Gassendi, God is known in two ways: through Revelation and through observation of creation.  In fact, Gassendi asserts that the only way for man to approach an understanding of God’s infinity and omnipotence is through contemplation of the heavens.  In Doubt IV of Meditation III he challenges Descartes’ statement that, “the first men had the idea of God from them we have received the attributes of God.”
  Rather, says Gassendi, it was not the innate idea of God, but rather that God revealed himself
 to the first man.  This revealed knowledge was then transmitted (propagatam) to succeeding generations.  “It argues not only that the Idea (of God) is not innate, as you contend, but is disposed and infused by revelation.”
  This revelation is known by faith, “by which the sacred Religion enlightens us.”
  For Gassendi, faith is the acceptance of the witness of the sacred authors who had some type of empirical experience of God, which is recorded in Sacred Scripture.  He gives the mystery of the Eucharist as an example of religion as mediating truths about God:  “Just as I am taught by faith in the Eucharistic Mystery.”

Gassendi’s acceptance of revelation and the truths taught by religion are based on his willingness to accept the truth of accounts from others whom he considers authoritative.  In the Institutio he listed as one of his maxims that, “What is accepted by all or most or knowledgeable persons and by those who are all for the most part persons of distinction and status has the least grounds for being disbelieved.”

This epistemological difference between Gassendi and Descartes was reflected in a radical difference in their handling of ancient authors and the importance attributed to them.  Because Descartes started within himself, external information, whether from senses or other authors was always secondary in his methodology.  For Gassendi, however, ancient authors were as much a part of the empirical data as direct experiments.  In the same way as he employed a telescope or microscope, Gassendi used ancient authors to extend his range of experience.  One manifestation of his regard for ancient authors was that he felt compelled to find an ancient source (Epicurus) who could be consistent with his new philosophy opposed to the Aristotelians.  Descartes had no such need.  As much as anything else, it was Gassendi’s careful analysis of ancient authors that led to his drop in popularity as the Enlightenment started to unfold in the eighteenth century.  Thus Gassendi was among the last of the philosophers to treat ancient authors as mines of information.  

The revolution in physics was nearly matched by a seventeenth-century revolution in ethics.  Gassendi brought to his understanding of ethics the same methods that he used in his physics.

2.3 Gassendi and Early Modern Ethics 


Primarily as a result of the deep religious divisions in seventeenth century Europe, new currents in ethical thought started to take shape.  Two distinct ethical movements particularly affected (and were affected by) Pierre Gassendi.  The first was the theological and somewhat theoretical analysis by the Jesuit Luis de Molina.  The other is often referred to as the libertins erudits movement of seventeenth-century France.  This trend represented a more social-ethical development of French intellectuals who embraced skepticism and an hedonistic life-style.  The common thread of both of these movements was an assertion of human freedom, which was also the corner stone of Gassendi’s ethics.  These two movements must be taken into consideration in order to place Gassendi in the context of early modern ethical debates.

2.3.1 Theological Developments in Ethics

As Margaret Osler has described, both Descartes and Gassendi emphasized human freedom in their ethics, albeit in very different ways.  Osler locates the source of their differences in late-medieval conflicts between rationalist and voluntarist theologies. 
  Here I consider the proximate context for their differences: sixteenth-century controversies over free will and grace as represented by Luis de Molina (a Jesuit) and Domingo Banes (a Dominican).  The former championed human free will, the latter divine grace and providence.  These were not simply academic disputes; rather, ‘main-stream’ Catholicism was caught in these shifting ethical currents.  The bitter Jesuit-Dominican theological conflict was officially banned by Paul V in 1607, and ‘settled’ by Pope Clement IX in the Clementine peace of 1667.  But while popes tried to call a truce to the theological conflict, the political conflict in France lasted for most of the seventeenth century as a theological/political battle between the Jesuits and Jansenists.


The opposition to Pelaginaism
 and reliance only on grace were part of Luther’s theological opposition to indulgences.  The controversy over these issues is exemplified by the Luther-Erasmus debates of 1524-1525.  By the end of the sixteenth century, there were separate and distinctly sectarian disputes raging on this topic.  Among the Protestants (and of less immediacy here) were the debates among Lutherans, Calvinists and Arminians on justification and predestination.  Among Catholics in Spain, the issue divided along Jesuit-Dominican lines; and in France the debate became a theological and political issue among Jansenists, Cartesians and the Jesuits.  


Within the Catholic controversy, Luis de Molina (1535-1600) is one of the key thinkers.   Writing during and immediately after the Council of Trent, Molina attempted to provide a logical and systematic presentation that preserves man’s free will without infringing upon God’s foreknowledge, freely given grace and providence.  Following the Council, Pope Pius V declared Thomas Aquinas a doctor of the Church in 1567.  The high regard for Thomas formed a backdrop for Molina’s work; he was the first Jesuit to write a commentary on the Summa.  
In his Concordia, Molina developed two essential ideas: the indifference of freedom and the ‘middle’ knowledge of God.  He defined freedom as, “That agent is said to be free who, all the requisites for acting having been posited, can act or not act, or so perform one action that he is still able to do the contrary.”
  Molina asserted that man as a rational creature was born with just this sort of freedom.  The arguments against Molina questioned where God, and especially His efficacious grace, fit into this seemingly total freedom of the individual human.  

To reconcile God’s omniscience with free human acts, Molina postulated three kinds of divine foreknowledge: knowledge of what is necessary in nature because God is the creator of nature; scientia media, or middle knowledge, of God that is known based on future contingent acts; and knowledge from God’s own will.  Natural knowledge, as the name implies, is based on the intrinsic nature of created objects and all possible ways in which, by their nature, they can act.  For Molina (and Gassendi as well) the world is not completely deterministic because causal interactions between created natures do not always yield exactly the same results.  How God chooses (or not) to intervene in natural processes is described by Molina as God’s free knowledge and actions.  Everything in creation is either explicitly intended by God, or permitted by God to occur as a result of defects in nature.  Defects in human free will lead to sin, which God permits.  This is the scientia media which in Molina’s system allowed God to have foreknowledge without a rigid predetermination of human outcomes.
  The paradigmatic example described by Molina in Disputation 52 is Peter’s denial of Christ.  This example is also important in Gassendi’s discussion of divine providence and human free will in his Ethics.

Contingent actions and freedom are key to Gassendi’s physics and ethics.
  In physics, Gassendi developed the concept of loosely related secondary causes so that even in nature there appeared to be some type of randomness as the string of secondary efficient causes moved further from the Creator.  In ethics, Gassendi follows the Molinist line by saying that without human freedom there can be no virtue, and so no ethics.  However, as noted by Sarasohn, a difference between Gassendi and Molina was that the latter, following Aquinas, located freedom of indifference in the will, while the former placed it in the intellect.

In seventeenth-century France, the group taking the completely opposite tack on human freedom was the Jansenists.    With special emphasis on Augustine’s anti-Pelagian works, the Jansenists rejected Molina’s scientia media, and instead believed that whatever was willed by God must occur, and that through Providence God wills all things.  Thus the emphasis for the Jansenists was not on what God knows, but on how human beings know and come to act on their knowledge.  For Jansen and his followers, human free will (and so moral responsibility) meant freedom from coercion, not freedom from necessity.
  

The theological divide in France was also a political dividing line.  Antoine Arnault (1612-1694) the brother of Angelique Arnault, in addition to being a staunch Jansenist, was opposed Richelieu.  Jansenist opposition to a strong French monarchy extended into the reign of Louis XIV and Cardinal Mazarin.  As Schmaltz notes, the clergy associated with Port Royal encouraged the Fronde rebellion against Louis XIV’s regent mother, Anne of Austria and her minister, Mazarin.  Schmaltz also notes that Descartes’ philosophy became associated with Jansenism in the mid-seventeenth century.  The association stemmed from a favorable review of the Meditations which Arnauld sent to Descartes; like Gassendi’s unfavorable review, it was often included in subsequent editions of the Meditations.  As a result, when Jansenism was declared heretical by the Church in 1663, and outlawed in France, Descartes’ works were also placed on the Index and Cartesianism was similarly outlawed.

2.3.2 The Libertins Erudits Movement
If there was frothy debate over the relationship of God’s knowledge and human freedom in the seventeenth century, there were also new developments in ethics that focused exclusively on the human.  Building on the intellectual (but private) scepticisms of the previous generation (Montaigne and Charron), the French intellectuals of the seventeenth century engaged in a much more public debate of new ethical systems.  The founders of this new ethics are generally referred to as the ‘libertins erudits.’  


The libertins erudits were a loose collection of intellectuals who rejected Aristotelian ethics as much as the natural philosophers had rejected Aristotelian physics.  In particular, they replaced the notion of virtue as the highest good and acquiescence to external authority by doubt of all external authority and assertion of human freedom as the primary human characteristic.  Gassendi’s circle of French free thinkers was no less luminary than his circle of physicists.  They included Naude, Patin, La Mothe Le Vayer, and Luillier, all of whom were associated with the French royal court and were functionaries for Cardinals Richelieu and Mazarin.
  This group of ‘free-thinkers’ often met in the study (cabinet) of de Thou.  Here the conversation tended more toward ethics than physics.
   Francois Luillier is especially notable in this group.  He, more than the others, explicitly advocated an Epicurean lifestyle.
  He and Gassendi were friends for over twenty years; and Gassendi dedicated his apology for Epicurus, De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, to Luillier.  

One of the dividing lines in Gassendi scholarship is whether Gassendi was a libertine or not.  Pintard (and Bloch and Spink following him) squarely placed Gassendi within this group, as someone who sought to overthrow the traditional ethical systems of the day.  Popkin, Sarasohn, and Joy, however,  place him somewhat outside the group, seeing him rather as someone who wanted to reconcile the new ethics with tradition.  In this debate, I believe that Osler is correct when she writes, “When did Gassendi become a libertine?  The short answer is 1943, the year when Pintard published his seminal book, for no one had labeled Gassendi a libertine during the preceding three centuries.”

The libertine movement was also felt in the arts, as the works of Cyrano de Bergerac and Moliere give witness.
  Both were acquaintances of Gassendi, and Moliere was his student at the Royal College.  The visual arts were no less impacted; in particular Poussin’s bacchanals for Cardinal Richelieu demonstrate a new sense of human sensual freedom.
 

Whether in ethics or art, the emphasis was on personal freedom.  In this regard, the intersection and influence of Thomas Hobbes and Gassendi on each other is most interesting.  Thomas Hobbes was a refugee in Paris from the English Civil War (1641-1651).  On previous visits to Paris, Hobbes had met Mersenne.  When he took up residence in exile, he joined Mersenne’s group and through it met Gassendi.  Mersenne asked Hobbes to comment on Descartes’ Meditations
 just as he had asked Gassendi and Arnault; and like Gassendi (but unlike Arnault), Hobbes had a dim view of Descartes’ dualism.  Both Gassendi and Hobbes developed natural philosophies based on matter and motion, although Hobbes was more of a materialist than Gassendi.  While Gassendi accepted incorporeal beings (God, angels, human reason), Hobbes did not.  As Jesseph points out, Hobbes may have believed in a corporeal God (using Tertullian to provide Christian support for such a stance), but more likely he was an atheist.
  Hobbes’ ethics was based on what he observed in nature, where the ‘law of nature’ was one of war and turmoil.  His model for society was based on atoms: people are independent entities colliding with each other to form societies for their mutual protection and support against others.
  

Hobbes was working on the Leviathan (published in 1651) while Gassendi was working on his De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.   The two men maintained a correspondence with each other through Mersenne.  Gassendi asked Hobbes to review a draft of De Vita et Moribus Epicuri  while Gassendi and Mersenne were instrumental in helping Hobbes publish De Cive.
  Hobbes was more of a ‘political scientist’ than Gassendi, who was much more interested in physics.  And Hobbes had a darker view of humanity and human destiny than Gassendi did.  Thus Gassendi’s ethics, while based on Epicurus’s notion of pleasure as the highest good, were not based on the material, atomistic concepts developed by Hobbes.  The relationship between Gassendi and Hobbes illustrates the way in which ethics was being re-thought as part of the anti-Aristotelian movement in the seventeenth century.

2.4 Epicurean Revival Before Gassendi


Ancient Epicureanism
 did not survive as a viable philosophical school after the fourth century AD.  “Epicureanism was dying or dead…the school itself was quite finished by the end of the fourth century.”
  A common explanation for its eclipse is that, with the changing political fortunes instigated by Constantine, no philosophical school could withstand the rising tide of Christianity.  But it must also be recognized that both Epicureanism and Stoicism fell out of favor because of the increased influence of neoplatonism in this same period.  For instance early in the Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius has Lady Philosophy say, “the inept schools of Epicurus, Stoics and others, each seeking its own interests, tried to steal the inheritance of Socrates and to possess me.”
  Augustine seems to write the obituary for both Epicureanism and Stoicism in Letter CXVIII: “Their ashes [Stoicism and Epicureanism] are not so warm that a single spark can be struck out from them against the Christian faith.”
   

Augustine’s words proved prophetic for the following thousand years.  During the medieval period, the relatively obscure William of Conches suggested that atomism should be considered a viable approach to physics.  His student, Hugh of St. Victor, also supported atomism.  But both William of Conches and Hugh of St. Victor adopted Democritus’s theory of atoms, not Epicurus’s.
  The vast majority of medieval thinkers simply equated ‘Epicureanism’ with hedonism and atheism.  Dante, for instance, placed Epicurus in the sixth circle of hell:

Here lies Epicurus 

With all his followers who call the soul dead 

When the flesh dies.


A revival of Epicureanism began in the Renaissance as part of the overall humanist philological project of analyzing ancient texts.  The threads of Renaissance interest in Epicureanism are not well developed   As Joy points out, “The history of Renaissance Epicureanism is replete with interpretive puzzles, and whether one focuses on ethics or natural philosophy, it is extremely difficult to construct a coherent narrative which adequately accounts for all manifestations of Epicurean beliefs and practices in Europe from the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries.”
  

In spite of these difficulties it is generally recognized that Lorenzo Valla (1406-1457) played an important role in the serious study of Epicureanism.
  Valla was especially interested in Epicurean ethics based on pleasure, and to a certain extent Epicureanism as an alternative to Aristotelian natural philosophy.  He attempted to create a theory of pleasure that would be compatible with Christian doctrine, which he explored in De Vero Bono.   Valla also reworked the Aristotelian ten categories to three, substance, quality and action.
  Bloch has suggested that his reworking of the Aristotelian categories may have influenced Gassendi’s own understanding of substance as distinct from space and time.
   

Following Valla, Erasmus (1466-1536) also developed a type of Christianized ethics based on pleasure.  For both Valla and Erasmus a Christianized ethics of pleasure was associated with the importance of human free will.
  As Sarasohn points out, in his dialog, The Epicurean (1533), Erasmus argued that, “In plain truth there are no people more Epicurean than Godly Christians.”
  Erasmus’ openness to some Epicurean principles of free will and a Christianized ethics based on pleasure, made him the object of Luther’s sharp attack. “You ooze Lucian from every pour, you swill Epicurus by the gallons.”

Another important Renaissance figure who incorporated Epicurean physics into his own analysis was Giordano Bruno (1548-1600).  Bruno was especially influenced by Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, and strongly advocated for an Epicurean multiple worlds cosmology.
  He also endorsed the Copernican model of planetary motion.  Bruno was executed for heresy in Rome in 1600, but the exact charges are not clear.  His condemnation probably had less to do with his Epicureanism or Copernicanism than with charges of promoting magic.

Although there were elements of interest in Epicureanism before Gassendi, no prior philosopher undertook such a systematic analysis of ancient Epicureanism, and none produced such a complete synthesis of Epicureanism and Christianity in both physics and ethics.
3.0 Gassendi’s Intellectual Model and Methods

Influenced by the historical and intellectual environment of seventeenth-century France, Gassendi developed an intellectual model that drew on the philological techniques of the humanists and the empirical techniques of the new physics.  The question of his model and methods, particularly whether he pursued philosophy in a systematic way, is an important issue in Gassendi studies.  Indeed, Bloch begins his exposition of Gassendi by declaring that, “The philosophy of Gassendi certainly does not constitute a system.”
  Among the reasons he gives for this position is that Gassendi was engaged in several different intellectual projects that fractured his vision along three different lines: the libertins erudits movement, the new physics and a need to express support for the old religion.  As Bloch sees it, the resulting differences in method and thought required for each of these projects led to inconsistent, and sometimes contradictory, results.
  


An opposing view, and one that I share, is expressed by Lynn Sumida Joy: “…he [Gassendi] assumes that history, philosophy, and science are parts of a common enterprise.”
  In fact Gassendi envisions physics and ethics as part of philosophy, not separate from it.  The ‘common enterprise’ is to search for the truth.  For Gassendi ‘truth’ is not limited to either ancient wisdom or new physics, both are pointed to the same truth. But, as described more fully below, he believed that truth can not be known with certainty, but only with probability.  The best way to determine which is the most probable truth is to carefully assess all opinions and then make a judgment, an approach that can seem rambling and unconnected.  Gassendi himself describes this process as similar to the way in which “a hunting dog, if he does not see his prey, seizes upon its track and sniffs along it.”
  Sniffing along the trail of the probable truth is rambling and does not reach a definitive end.  But, as opposed to Bloch’s interpretation, Gassendi is searching for that one end, truth (whether in physics or ethics) which is the object of philosophy. 


This conviction led Gassendi to develop a distinct philosophical method.  In searching to relate contemporary thought to ancient, Gassendi turned to Epicurean philosophy as a basis for his own system.  To that end he attempted to rehabilitate Epicurus’s personal reputation and to redeem his ethics and physics.  How he went about this project is the subject of this chapter.


3.1 Gassendi’s Methods


Because Gassendi followed different ‘trails’ toward the truth, he used different methods, as he thought appropriate for each trail.  The first section of the Syntagma sets the rules of logic to correctly analyze evidence.  The evidence itself can come from direct observation or from what has been reported and written by others.  In addition to the methods of logic, Gassendi employs both empirical and humanist methods of inquiry.  The humanist methodology is most relevant to his use of Christian classics, but it is important to recognize that that logic and empiricism are equally important to his work as a whole.  Gassendi’s goal, regardless of the method employed is to demonstrate that something can be known without clinging to a false certainty.  “In light of the extreme positions which have been adopted on the question of the criteria of truth, the following is offered as a brief statement of what seems a reasonable course: we must follow a path midway between the Skeptics on the one side and the Dogmatics on the other.”

3.1.1 Logical Methods

Much of Gassendi’s epistemology was based on the assumption that in natural philosophy we can never attain to complete truth.  He worked out his rules (canons) for the pursuit of truth in most detail in Section I of the Syntagma Philosophicum, Pars Logica.  As Howard Jones noted in the introduction to his translation of Gassendi’s Logica, “We must be content, he says, if in the natural sciences we can attain not truth, but probability [similitudinem].”
   This distinction between philosophy and wisdom (the pursuit of truth rather than truth itself)  is key not only to Gassendi’s logic, but to all of his thought.  For instance, in his recent book, Pierre Gassendi’s Philosophy and Science, Atomism for Empiricists, Saul Fisher presents a detailed discussion of Gassendi’s approach to science as the pursuit of scientific knowledge which can only provide varying levels of probability of truth.
  

Gassendi was not satisfied with merely living in a state of perpetual doubt.  He developed a logical structure by which one can create reasonable (but not certain) conjectures about how the world works.
  This method is most clearly found in the Institutio Logico, the third book of the Pars Logica, of the Syntagma Philosophicum.
  Gassendi organized the Institutio into four parts: Concerning Simple Imagination, Concerning Proposition, Concerning Syllogism, and Concerning Method.  

Part I of the Institutio, Concerning Simple Imagination, describes how simple ideas are formed from sensory information; and how the combination of simple ideas leads to more complex and generalized ideas.  Gassendi cautions that these more generalized ideas are not to be confused with some external universal forms; rather they are aids to processing and categorizing sensor data.  In Canon III, Gassendi proposes that, “Every idea either comes through the senses or is formed from those which come through the senses.”
  He defines three ways in which ideas can be formed from other ideas: by unification (compositione), enlargement or diminution (ampliatione, imminutione), and transference (translatione).  Unification is defined as the creation of new ideas from the combination of other ideas, such as the idea of man and horse to create the idea of a centaur.  Enlargement (or its opposite diminution) produces an idea that is increased, such as the idea of giant from the idea of man.  Transference relies on the comparison between ideas when the mind transfers the idea of one city that has been seen to another that has not been seen.  Knowledge of God is described as a type of transference: “Again by this reasoning [i.e., transference] the mind becomes accustomed to conceiving even God, who certainly cannot enter into the senses, through the idea of a venerable old man.”
  He will expand this notion of the knowledge of God later in the Physics.

In Canon V of Part I, Gassendi suggests a method of building ideas and even provides a diagram to show how one can move from particulars (man, horses, lions) to higher, more abstract groupings.  In this context, Gassendi claims that one can arrive at “the still more general idea ‘corporeal things’ (such as stones and metals) and ‘incorporeal’ (such as God and Angels).”

Both Canons III and V beg the question of how an incorporeal thing can be known, whether by translation or otherwise, if all that is known is through the senses.  Gassendi does not address this problem directly in the Institutio.  However, he does give some hints as to the approach he will take, especially when he treats revelation as an authoritative source.  For example, the last two maxims in part 2 of the Institutio are,”God is truthful and cannot deceive,” and “What is accepted by all or most or knowledgeable persons and by those who are all or for the most part persons of distinction and status has least grounds for being disbelieved.”
  For Gassendi the persons of most ‘distinction’ would be the author of Sacred Scripture (i.e, God), followed by the Church Fathers and Councils.  

An important issue in seventeenth-century logic was the validity of syllogistic reasoning.  As one of the foundations of Aristotelian logic, the syllogism came under attack by most anti-Aristotelian philosophers.  Fisher notes 
 that Gassendi was attracted to the arguments of Sextus Empiricus as a way of attacking Aristotelian certainty and confidence in syllogistic reasoning.  However, unlike Francis Bacon who completely rejected the validity of the deductive syllogism, Gassendi accepted that syllogisms could be a useful way to infer conclusions.  However, there is always the caveat that such reasoning results in probable, not certain, knowledge.  He refers to this type of reasoning as ‘probable syllogisms.’

Also important in Gassendi’s epistemology is the relationship between mathematics and physics.  Just as he did not believe that the essence of things could be known, so he believed that mathematics could not completely describe reality.  Rather, to the extent that mathematics was useful at all, it could at best provide a description of or label for empirical observations.  For Gassendi, mathematics could not ‘prove’ or demonstrate anything about physics (natural, observed reality).  “When a mathematician proves some proposition you had not known, he accomplishes no more than a man who discloses the contents of a casket by writing out a label for it by opening it up.”
  For Gassendi there is no necessary relationship between mathematics and physics.  At best, mathematics is just a useful tool to organize observations.  Indeed, the principles of mathematics itself are merely definitions.  In both the Animadversiones and the Disquisitio
  Gassendi holds that a triangle is merely defined as having three angles, it could have been defined otherwise.  One implication of this is that there are no purely mathematical entities in nature.  

This question was the subject of a puzzle, dating to antiquity, but revived by Jean-Baptiste Poysson.  In 1635, Poysson posed the following problem to the members of the Mersenne correspondence group: demonstrate whether or not a geometrical point exists in nature.  For Gassendi, the smallest object in nature was not a mathematical point, but an atom.  While purely mathematical objects could be infinitely divisible, atoms could not be.
  Thus for Gassendi no purely mathematical objects could be found in nature.  And thus, mathematics could at best be only a ‘label’ for physics.

Popkin has succinctly described Gassendi’s approach to any ‘higher’ knowledge, whether metaphysics or mathematics:

In all this Gassendi was challenging neither Divine Truth, which he accepted primarily on a fideistic basis, nor common-sense information, the world of appearances.  Rather he was attacking any attempt, be it Aristotle’s or anyone else’s, to construct a necessary science of nature, a science which would transcend appearances and explain them in terms of some non-evident causes.  In experience, and in experience alone, lay the sole natural knowledge that man could attain.  Everything else, whether it be metaphysical or mathematical foundations is only useless conjecture.

The rules for reasoning did not depend on mathematics; this rather disparaging view of mathematics and its relation to reality put Gassendi very much at odds with the greatest mathematician of the seventeenth century, Rene Descartes.  In the place of mathematics, Gassendi substituted careful, meticulous observation.  

3.1.2 Empirical Methods

Gassendi’s physics was first and foremost based on observation and inference.  But he was not a naïve empiricist.  He recognized that observations and initial premises can be faulty or incomplete.  But even more fundamentally, his atomism led him to conclude that nature was at a very basic level random.  This has two consequences for Gassendi; first, we can never know perfectly; it is inevitable that more observations will lead to discarding current theories; and, second, there may be multiple valid physical explanations for the same phenomena.  Both of these beliefs are found in Epicurus. 


Another contributor to the uncertainty of observations is the fact that all that can be observed is the externals, not the essence of things.  Therefore, no matter how accurate the observations or how precise the inference, physics does not have access to knowledge of universals.  Objects can be grouped for convenience, but such groupings in Gassendi’s system are always tenuous, and can change as more data become available.  As Lolordo points out, one important implication of the inability to know universals is that a priori arguments from cause to effects are less valid than those from effects to possible causes (a posteriori arguments).
  

A priori demonstration is from causes and the more universal, and a posteriori demonstration from effects and the less universal.  But aren’t effects better known than causes because investigating causes follows observing effects?  And aren’t particulars of less universal things better known than more universal because we get the more universal by induction from the previously known less universal?  Thus an a posteriori demonstration is better known or proceeds from the better known than an a priori demonstration.  Hence it is more certain.  For certainty is by greater or more evident knowledge.

One area, however, in which Gassendi did not apply this principle was faith.  At the conclusion of his discussion on probable syllogisms (Canon XVIII), he notes that, “Consequently, Divine Faith which we have from God is the firmest since we have a preconception that God is certainly absolutely truthful.”
  Although divine faith “does not possess the evidence which science acquires through demonstration, it nevertheless acquires its evidence from divine authority, which gives it a certainty equal to itself.”
 The certainty of faith depends on the authority of the speaker, and since God’s authority is absolute, faith (and only faith) can be known with certainty.  Authoritative human opinion can have a degree of certainty.  For Gassendi, the task of the humanists’ methods was to determine the degree of certainty that should be credited to human authors.

3.1.3 Humanist Methods

To properly evaluate the ‘certainty’ of a human author required detailed philological analysis.  This was the specialty developed by the humanists of the Renaissance.  Gassendi followed the lead of the Renaissance humanists who turned to ancient sources, ad fontes, both pagan and Christian.
  His most rigorous application of textual analysis is his massive, and unfinished, Commentary on Diogenes Laertius’s Lives of the Ancient Philosophers, Book X.  Gassendi compares Diogenes’ description of Epicureanism with all other ancient sources available to him, primarily Cicero, Seneca and Lactantius.  He offers a detailed translation of each sentence of Book X from Greek to Latin, then gives a commentary based on these other sources.  This painstaking work formed the basis for Gassendi’s understanding of ancient Epicureanism.
These techniques are seen in most of Gassendi’s works.  One of his most common techniques is in utramque partem arguments.  These arguments are not only explicit, but also occur in implicit dialogs.
  These ‘dialogs’ are formed by quotation after quotation of primarily ancient authors (pagan and Christian) who expressed differing sides of a debated point.   Gassendi’s method was one of trying to fully present all sides of an issue in an effort to ultimately convince the reader that his position was most probably true.  

Of particular interest here is Gassendi’s application of these techniques to the Christian classics, which first and foremost, meant Sacred Scripture.  Gassendi understood Scripture as the Word of God, and so was received by him with absolute authority.  Consistent with this, he usually interpreted the Bible literally.  For instance he says that from Genesis we know the order in which plants, animals and finally man were created by God.
  However, Gassendi’s notion of ‘literal’ is not rigid.
  Sometimes he claimed that Scripture was only referring to physics in this particular world, and not the universe as a whole; at other times he would juxtaposed one Scriptural verse with another to imply that the ‘physics’ of the Bible was open to varying interpretations.

Gassendi uses similar techniques when he looks to the works of the Church Fathers for validation of his approach to a new systematic philosophy that would encompass the new discoveries in physics.  Although the Church Fathers were typically not interested in physics per se, they were deeply concerned about the reconciliation of Scripture with observed natural phenomena.  It was typically in this context that the Fathers wrote about physics, astronomy and cosmology, often as a commentary on Genesis.  Gassendi analyzes patristic arguments throughout his own development of physics in the Syntagma.
  One of the key reasons for his use of the Church Fathers is their opposition to Aristotle. 

The early Church Fathers were particularly opposed to Aristotle and his philosophy, and they displayed extreme animosity against the followers of Aristotle.  But when some philosophers were converted to the faith, they began to set aside the more serious errors of Aristotle.  What remained of Aristotelian philosophy was then accommodated to religion so successfully that it was no longer suspect and finally became the handmaid ministering to religion.  Therefore I say, just as it was possible in the case of Aristotelian philosophy, which is now taught publicly, so it is possible with other philosophies such as the Stoic and Epicurean.  All of them have much that is of value and worthy of being learned once the errors are eliminated and refuted in the same way as the very grave errors of Aristotle were refuted.  This is the task that I am attempting, as I made perfectly clear when I wrote De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.
 
This passage encapsulates Gassendi’s entire Epicurean project.  The way to justify Epicureanism is first to reject Aristotle, as the Church Fathers had done, and then to recognize that later theologians were able to use Aristotle in theology after correcting his “grave errors.”  Just so, Gassendi argues he should be allowed to do the same for Epicurus’s philosophy.
The application of humanistic techniques to physics marks a significant departure from the approach of earlier humanists.  As O’Malley has noted, Petrarch, the founding father of humanism, criticized Aristotle’s “focus on the physical world, on ‘science’ rather than on human beings and their deepest concerns.”
  Kristeller also observes that Aristotelian physics was the one area which the humanists accepted and left more or less unexamined.
  Although he did not support an Aristotelian model of physics, Gassendi certainly had an overriding interest in physics.  His application of humanist techniques and his appeal to ancient sources to justify his physics was counter to both the approach of earlier Renaissance figures and the method of contemporary empiricists, such as Bacon, who completely rejected ancient sources as being in any way relevant to physics. 

Given the importance of ancient sources for Gassendi, he had to demonstrate that Epicurus himself was reliable and authoritative in order to justify Epicureanism.  Once Epicurus’ personal reputation was restored, then Gassendi could develop his Epicurean-based philosophy.  

3.2 Defending Epicurus

Epicurus had been the object of withering ad hominem attacks by all philosophical schools in antiquity.  In the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri
 Gassendi presents an apology for Epicurus.  Despite strong condemnations of Epicurus by many Church Fathers, Gassendi appeals to others, especially Clement of Alexandria for a defense of Epicurus.

Gassendi focused on Epicurus’ ethics rather than physics in the De Vita. This may be because the ethical arguments against Epicurus were the most forceful ones in antiquity.  It may also be because Gassendi was addressing his friend Francois Luillier.  As noted above, Luillier was counted among the libertins erudits as well as being part of the Mersenne circle.  More than most of the libertins erudits, Luillier was dedicated to leading an ‘Epicurean’ life style.
  Luillier and Gassendi were friends for over twenty years, and it was to Lullier that Gassendi dedicated his apology for Epicurus. 

In the eight books of the De Vita Gassendi describes Epicurus’s life, death and early successors (Books I – II); he discusses ancient authors who wrote against Epicurus and his philosophy (Book III); and considers the charges brought against Epicurus by both classical and ancient Christian writers (Books IV-VIII).  Among the objections to Epicurus by the Church Fathers, impiety was the most important, and Gassendi gives their arguments particular attention.  In analyzing Gassendi’s apology for Epicurus, I will focus on his treatment of the Church Fathers, considering both the original context of the arguments he cites and the way in which he represents their views in his own arguments.

3.2.1 Dedication to De Vita et Moribus Epicuri

That the purpose of the De Vita was to provide an apology is clearly seen in various letters written by Gassendi between 1641-1642.
  In letters to various members of the Du Puy cabinet, Gassendi states that even as he is writing his objection to Aristotle, he wants to put forward a better alternative.  The apologetic nature of the work is evident in Gassendi’s Dedication to Francois Luillier.  Taussig points out that here Gassendi addressed Luillier much as Lucretius had addressed Memmius in De Rerum Natura, that is, not quite as an interlocutor, but as an interested listener eager to learn about Epicurus and his teaching.

Gassendi asserts that Epicurus has been defamed without merit.  He concedes that Epicurus did make a small number of errors, but this was also the case with Aristotle.  The purpose of his work is to show that Epicurus’s teaching on nature and morals has great wisdom.
  But in the Dedication, Gassendi wants to address two charges against Epicurus, that he was opposed to good morals and religion: “Then to advance against the torrent of commonly received opinion, and to labor at the work, which can seem noxious to good morals and adverse to Religion, it is therefore necessary that I first precede this chapter with a few words.”

Gassendi argues that Epicurus has been reviled for so long that he is unfairly judged by what is said about him rather than what he himself said.  Opposing this, Gassendi asserts that in fact Epicurus exemplified virtue.  Epicurus was not, as is often portrayed, living for the Bacchanalia, but rather Epicurus was very temperate in his life.
  The other key charge against Epicurus addressed by Gassendi is that Epicurus’ teaching is opposed to religion.  He does not dispute that certain aspects of Epicureanism are opposed to the true religion, such as providence and the immortality of the soul.  Gassendi observes that he has already denounced those teachings of Epicurus, and that in his apology he will be careful to defend the “catholic, apostolic and Roman Church.”
  

Gassendi concludes his Dedication with a description of two portraits of Epicurus: a recent work by Eric Van de Putte, and an ancient bust recently discovered in Rome.  Gassendi uses these two pictures of Epicurus, one ancient, one modern as an analogy for his own work.  He will be portraying the ancient Epicurus in a way suitable for his modern world.

3.2.2 Apology for Epicurus Life, His Successors and Their Works
The initial books of the De Vita range from Epicurus’ birth and family to a discussion of his followers and their written works.  Gassendi relies primarily on Diogenes Laertius, Live of the Philosophers, Book X for his information about Epicurus’s life.  However, he augments his discussion with information from other ancient authors, primarily Cicero and Seneca with some references to Clement of Alexandria and Origen.  The Church Fathers provide Gassendi with some details of Epicurus’s life and additional information on Epicurus’s followers in antiquity.

Gassendi notes that Clement (Stromata I.14) reported that Epicurus was a student of Nausiphanes, the Pythagorean   Gassendi relies on Clement to provide the date for Epicurus’s death, “the death of Epicurus which took place in the tenth day of the month Gamelion, which makes up 312 years since Pythagoras.”
  Gassendi then provides an analysis of the most likely date for Pythagoras, and conversion of the month of Gamelion, to determine that Epicurus died on 31 January 270 BC.
  

More substantively, Gassendi cites three instances from Clement’s Stromata in which he refers to the friends and followers of Epicurus.  Clement quotes from a no longer extant work by Metrodorus, How the Cause of Happiness in Ourselves is greater than that which comes from things;
  mention of a woman, Themisto of Lampsacus, who was a follower of Epicurus (Stromata, IV, 19); and a reference to Clement in Chapter IX is to Epicurus’ Letter to Menoeceus (Stromata IV.8).  The last two citations occur in sections of Stromata Book IV in which Clement is justifying the presence of women in the Church.  Later in the De Vita, Gassendi will directly counter the arguments that the women associated with Epicurus were prostitutes.  His use I of Clement seems designed to call attention to the intellectual and pious women of various philosophical schools in antiquity, whether Christian or Epicurean.

In regard to Epicurus’s doctrines, Gassendi cites Origen, who observes in Contra Celsum (I.12), that no one can know all of the doctrines of Epicurus.  Interestingly, Gassendi uses Origen as a segue to address Luillier and tell him “you will see the rich vein from which he overflowed and at the same time things which most fully occupied him.”
  


In tracing the school of Epicurus in antiquity, Gassendi relies on a few patristic references in Origen and Ambrose.  Citing Origen’s claim in Contra Celsum that Celsus was an Epicurean philosopher during the reign of Hadrian (76-138), Gassendi distinguishes the ‘Epicurean’ Celsus from an earlier Celsus.  Origen reports that, “we have heard that there were two Epicureans named Celsus, the earlier one a contemporary of Nero, while our Celsus lived in Hadrian’s time and later.”
  To further his apology for Epicureanism, Gassendi follows the Contra Celsum reference with a description of Celsus by Lucian.  According to Gassendi, Lucian “approved of Celsus because of his wisdom and love of truth, for the gentleness of his ways and his modesty, for the tranquility of his life, his affability, and his friendship.”
  Gassendi claims that the only reason Origen wrote against such a man was because Celsus had attacked Christianity in On True Doctrine.  Ambrose provides Gassendi with the names of two later followers of Epicurus, Philomarus and Demarchus, who were leaders of an Epicurean school.
  


A reference to Albert the Great’s De Anima concludes Gassendi’s discussion of Epicurus’ successors.  Albert lists two Epicureans, Atalius and Cecinna , whom Gassendi does not recognize as being Epicureans.  But he notes that Albert also lists Hesiod and Isaac the Jew as Epicureans and that Albert considers Plato, Socrates and Pythagoras to be Stoics.  Recognizing that although Albert was a wise man, he seems ignorant of this period, and so Gassendi does not accept his opinion about who might have been ancient Epicureans.
  Although he does not elaborate further, he may have intended to demonstrate that one of the first Scholastic Aristotelians had little actual knowledge about Epicureanism.

3.2.3 Arguing Against Those Who Criticized Epicurus

The apologetic agenda of De Vita begins in earnest in Book III.  Having demonstrated that Epicurus lived an upright life, and that he had worthy followers, in Book III Gassendi describes those in antiquity who argued against the Epicureans.  Chapters include a discussion of Zeno the Stoic, and his followers in the Stoic school (Cleanthes and Chrysippus), Cicero, Plutarch and Galen. This book concludes with the Church Fathers.  


Gassendi observes that the Church Fathers “have incumbent upon them a care for a more outstanding truth and a more august integrity.”
  He recognizes at the outset that the Church Fathers treated Epicurus as they had other pagan authors, even though (according to Gassendi) they had not seen the majority of Epicurus’ works.  But then he proceeds to accuse the Church Fathers of sometimes speaking against Epicurus, “according to popular rumor, sometimes because of the zeal with which they used to strive to persuade the people to virtue.”
  He singles out Clement of Alexandria, Lactantius and Ambrose as Church Fathers who were prone to do this.


Most of the discussion focuses on Clement of Alexandria.  Gassendi points to the fact that Clement was very familiar with Epicurus’ Letter to Menoeceus, which he quoted in his Stromata IV.8, arguing that no one is too young to start doing philosophy.
  But Gassendi’s primary emphasis with Clement (and Lactantius and Ambrose as well) was on their seemingly contradictory views of Epicurus, which he exploits to argue for a more positive interpretation of the philosopher.  Gassendi contrasts Clement’s use of Epicurus in Paidagogos II.10 and Stromata II.4.  The specific moral issue in each instance is sexual pleasure.  Clement, of course, is promoting temperance.  As the table below indicates, Clement does seem to be using Epicurus both as an ally in this argument and as an opponent.

	Clement Paidagogos  II.10

	Clement Stromata II.4


	“No one was ever the better for sexual indulgence, and it is good if he is not made worse.”
	Epicurus has preferred pleasure to the truth and has deified the good constitution of the flesh.



Gassendi points out correctly that in the quotation from the Paidagogos, Clement does not explicitly credit Epicurus; “he determined to keep silent the name of Epicurus,”
 even though this was one of the well known maxims of Epicurus.   Gassendi then notes that it is surprising that Clement attached Epicurus’ name to the quotation from the Stromata II.4; as Gassendi says, the Stromata attributes to Epicurus a meaning that is foreign to him.  Gassendi points out that the Paidagogos quotation, which is not attributed to Epicurus, captures the true meaning of Epicurus, but the reference in the Stromata which is attributed to Epicurus does not.  While not explicitly charging Clement with distorting the Epicurean record, both by concealing Epicurus’ name in the first case, and falsely associating his name in the second case, Gassendi does comes very close to accusing Clement with purposeful deception. 


However, Gassendi himself is playing a bit loose with Clement, especially with the apparently damning quotation from Stromata II.4.  This section of the Stromata is a discussion of epistemology, not sexual pleasure.  Clement correctly observes that Epicurus (and of course Gassendi) found truth only through the physical senses.  For Clement, knowledge is based on faith.  In the sentence immediately preceding Gassendi’s quotation, Clement argues that, “Knowledge, accordingly, is characterized by faith; and faith, by a kind of divine mutual and reciprocal correspondence, becomes characterized by knowledge” (Stromata II.4).


Gassendi also accuses Lactantius of similarly using Epicurus in both a positive and negative way.
  Quoting from Book II of the Divine Institutes, he presents opposite perspectives on Epicurus as reported by Lactantius.

	Lactantius, Divine Institutes III.7.7

	Lactantius, Divine Institutes, III.17.35


	Epicurus considers that our greatest good lies in mental pleasure; Aristippus thinks it is in physical pleasure.
	He (Epicurus) was the champion of hedonism in all its horror; indeed he thought man was born for pleasure.


Gassendi says that it is “astonishing how he [Lactatnius] then has these words in the same book” III.17.35, given what Lactantius wrote in III.7.7.
  But just as with Clement, the context of each quotation from Lactantius is critical for understanding Lactantius’s meaning and for evaluating Gassendi’s use of it.


In Book III.7 of the Divine Institutes, Lactantius is comparing natural and moral philosophy.  Quite opposed to the stance that Gassendi will take, Lactantius says that, “the whole of philosophy lies in moral philosophy, since natural philosophy is merely of interest while moral philosophy is also useful.”
   The quotation from Epicurus appears in a list of highest goods, as reported by Lactantius, of several philosophers.  Lactantius analyzes each summum bonum.  Contrary to what Gassendi would have us believe, Lactantius rejects Epicurus’ highest good because pleasure of the mind can also be found in animals (III.8.4-5).  This position is thus consistent with III.17.35, since in both cases Lactantius considers pleasure of the mind to be a physical pleasure.  Lactantius astutely points out in III.17 that, although Epicurus may not have been talking about sexual and other sensual pleasures, once pleasure (however mentally exalted) is made the basis of ethics, it will inevitably lead to debased actions. “Who would keep from vice and wickedness on hearing that [pleasure as the basis for ethics] asserted?  If souls are due to perish, let’s go for wealth, so that we can command all pleasures …A wise man should do evil if it is both advantageous and safe for him.”


Gassendi concludes this examination of the Church Fathers with Ambrose.  Here Gassendi contrasts Ambrose’s Letter LXIII, to the Church in Vercellae, with quotations from Concerning Abraham.  In the Letter LXIII,
 Ambrose seemingly referred positively to Epicurus, recognizing that his ethics was based on temperance.  In Concerning Abraham, as shown in the table below, he seems to be accusing Epicureans of hedonism.

	Ambrose, Letter LXIII, 19

	Ambrose, On Abraham, II.1.3


	He (Epicurus) declares that neither drinking, nor meals, nor offspring, nor  embraces of women, not abundance of fish, and other such things which are prepared for the service of a sumptuous banquet, make life sweet, but sober discussion…

They also say it is not excessive banquets, not drinking which give rise to the enjoyment of pleasure, but a life of temperance.
	The school of Epicurus is broken by the enjoyment of the flesh, and the Epicureans, who affirm that pleasure is the highest good, estimate that it is found more in the soiling of the flesh than in the sobriety of the mind.


Here again, Gassendi observes that Ambrose is quoting Epicurus for cross purposes.  However, as with Lactantius, consideration of the context provides some resolution to the discrepancy that Gassendi tries to highlight.  In both cases, Ambrose is arguing that any acceptance of pleasure as a basis of ethics will eventually lead to debased behavior.  The quotation from Letter LXIII is at the beginning of Ambrose’s argument; while the quotation from On Abraham is the conclusion.  Together (similar to Lactantius) they make the case that ethics based on pleasure, even a high-minded notion of pleasure, will eventually end in the gutter.  

Gassendi moves from a defense of Epicurus’s sexual ethics to the more damaging accusation against Epicurus, his impiety.  Almost all philosophical and religious schools in antiquity leveled charges of impiety against the Epicureans.  

3.2.3 Defending Epicurus Against the Charge of Impiety

The Church Fathers shared with most pagan philosophers the belief that among the many socially dangerous tenets of Epicureanism, atheism was most dangerous.  Gassendi recognized that impiety was the most grave charge against Epicurus, and so this charge should be considered first.
  Concerning impiety, the three specific accusations that he must refute are: first, Epicurus did not worship God, or if he did he was being hypocritical; second, that he and his followers wished to grasp at being be gods; and third, Epicurus’s impiety extended to his country, his parents, and others.


Gassendi’s arguments in this book are surprising because of the relatively few references he makes to the Church Fathers.  The paucity of quotations from the Church Fathers is not because there is a lack of patristic material on Epicurus’s impiety.  Rather, like the pagan authors, the Church Fathers often criticized Epicurus for his impiety.  It may be that Gassendi cites so few patristic writers because he could find none who said anything that might be construed as positive in regards to Epicurus’s piety.  Rather, Gassendi tries to defend Epicurus by comparing his piety with other pagan philosophers in antiquity.  The few patristic references are summarized in the table below.

	Reference in Book IV
	Patristic Source
	Quotation or Reference
	Context

	Chapter 2; 

5: 201
	Lactantius, Divine Institutes III.14.2
	Lactantius quoting Lucretius De Rerum Natura 5.4-6
	That Epicurus should be considered a god.  Gassendi only gives Lactantius’s quotation from Lucretius; but Gassendi does not discuss Lactantius’s very negative response to him.

	Chapter 3;

5: 201
	Augustine, City of God, XVIII.41
	“he (Epicurus) was also honored” along with other pagan philosophers
	Gassendi uses Augustine to show that Epicurus was no more impious than other pagan philosophers.

	Chapter 4;

5: 202
	Origen, Contra Celsum; II.13 
	Origen links Epicureans and Peripatetics as being impious (see also II.3; III.75, VII.3)
	Gassendi uses Origen as he used Augustine above.  He does not cite the exact reference, but only says that Origen more than once makes this connection.


As seen in this table, Gassendi used the few patristic references to support the notion that Epicurus was no worse than other pagan philosophers in antiquity on the charge of impiety.  

But the real thrust of Gassendi’s defense of Epicurus is the comparison he makes between Gassendi’s’ contemporary society and society at the time of Epicurus: “Observe how we philosophize about piety in our age, and you will find that Epicurus may have been the most pious.”
  Gassendi develops this argument by noting that there are two distinct reasons to worship God:  first, because we say that the nature of God is excellent and sovereign and without any consideration of our personal interest;
 second, because we are looking for benefits or the removal of bad things in our lives.  He observes that this distinction is the difference between filial love and servile love of God.
  The first is ruled according to the disposition of true sons of God.
  Gassendi argues that Epicurus was not a servile worshipper of God.  Because he did not believe in the immortality of the soul he worshiped God only because of His excellent nature and without any thought for himself.  Gassendi asks in conclusion, “Isn’t the piety of Epicurus to be more highly recommended?”

Intimately related to personal piety is the question of public observance of religion ceremonies.  Since he was an atheist, Gassendi considers why Epicurus might have participated in public pagan ceremonies.  He suggests it was not hypocrisy on the part of Epicurus, but rather an attempt to preserve “the civil law and tranquility of the public.”
  Gassendi claims that Epicurus believed that his internal disposition (to, for instance, piety) was his own law; but that his external actions were bound by the laws of human society.
  Gassendi then observes that Epicurus was “outside of the religion with which we must be in accord by thought, word and works.”
  Since he was outside of the true religion, he should not be considered to have committed a sin any different from any other ancient philosopher. 

One of the more common ancient complaints against Epicurus was that he considered himself a god.  Gassendi argues that it is true that Epicurus had an especially devoted following after his death.  But Gassendi notes that the honor given to Epicurus was no different than that given to other men in antiquity or even his own contemporaries. “Can anyone condemn him [Epicurus] without also condemning the great men who have lived in ancient times or our own?”
  Here Gassendi seems to take delight in pointing out that some of his contemporaries have left detailed instructions concerning their own funerals, wanting them to be neither too small nor too overabundant.
  These men seem to be more vain than Epicurus, who simply wanted a yearly remembrance of his death as a way to preserve his school.  

Another aspect of his divinization, is Epicurus’s statements that his followers will be like the gods.  Gassendi argues that the divine nature is defined by happiness and immortality.  He observes that Epicurus was correct to offer his followers the promise of divinity, since happiness is freedom from perturbation, and one can enjoy immortal goods, namely the virtues.
  Epicurus was trying to establish a society of saints, and like all such societies it is not surprising if some of its members succumbed to ambition and scandal.  But Epicurus and his school should be judged by their ideals, not the individual faults of some members. 

The concluding books of the De Vita contain very few patristic references.  Gassendi concentrates on ways in which Epicurus can be defended against other pagan philosophers such as Cicero, Plutarch and Seneca.  The ethical arguments he makes in Books V – VIII are variations on those he has already made in Book III and IV.  Perhaps because De Vita was written specifically to defend Epicurus against ad hominem attacks, or perhaps because it reflects an earlier development in his thought, Gassendi’s more complex arguments supporting Epicurean philosophy are found in the Syntagma Philosophicum rather than in the De Vita. 
3.3 Defining Philosophy


Gassendi begins his massive work, Syntagma Philosophicum, by defining philosophy.  An important element in his preliminary discussion of philosophy was demonstrating how the Church Fathers were consistent with his new philosophical system or, if different, how they could be wrong.  In the Syntagma Philosophicum Gassendi draws a parallel to the efforts to make Aristotle an acceptable philosophical method for Christian theology. “…[Epicureanism] has no evil in it which has not been corrected just as it was necessary to correct opinions in Aristotle and others which make matter eternal and uncreated in the same way, as others also make it infinite.” 

In Gassendi’s view, philosophy has two functions: investigation into the nature of things (physics) and teaching how to live life with integrity (ethics).
  By means of a distinction between truth (wisdom), and the pursuit of truth (philosophy), Gassendi sought to reconcile Church teaching with natural philosophy and ethics.  He considered Scripture and Church doctrine as the source of revealed wisdom and truth; philosophy, on the other hand, he regards as the pursuit of natural knowledge based on sense observations.  The former are timeless and eternal, the latter can only approach truth, never fully attain it.  Gassendi considered himself a natural philosopher, not a theologian.  As Lolordo observes, the Syntagma’s three-part structure moves from Logic to Physics then Ethics.  There is no part on metaphysics.
  However to the extent that God can be known through His works, Gassendi can be said to investigate ‘metaphysics.’  As discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, this investigation takes Gassendi into speculation about God, angels, and human immortality.    

The Preface to the Syntagma is one of the clearest and most succinct statements of what Gassendi was trying to accomplish with all of his works.  The Preface, Concerning Philosophy in General (De Philosophia universe), contains the basic program for the entire Syntagma. Gassendi organized it into nine chapters: on the nature, goal and origin of philosophy (1-3); who is a philosopher (4); various philosophical systems (5-8) and the way to partition philosophy (9).

Philosophy, said Gassendi, was the “love, study and exercise of wisdom. Moreover wisdom is nothing other than the disposition of the mind according to right thinking about things, and right conduct in life.”
  In Gassendi, these two aspects of the mind, right thinking about things and right conduct in life, are linked directly to physics and ethics; the goal of these disciplines is truth (veritas) and integrity (honestas), respectively.  Human happiness depends on having both the right (most probable) opinion about nature and tranquility of mind.
  Thus in the first paragraph of the Preface, Gassendi lays the basis for an appeal to Epicurus: that philosophy should strive to find the truth about nature (physics) and that men should conduct their lives with integrity so as to find happiness. 


Epicurus is introduced such a way as to show how his definition and practice of philosophy is consistent, or surpasses, those of ancient philosophical schools including Sextus Empiricus, Stoics, Aristotle, and Plato.  Most important is Epicurus’ Letter to Menoecius: “Exercise thyself in these and kindred precepts day and night, both by thyself and with him who is like unto thee; then never, either in waking or in dream, wilt thou be disturbed, but wilt live as a god among men.  For man loses all semblance of mortality by living in the midst of immortal beings.”


But this opening chapter also highlights some methodological issues in regards to Gassendi’s use of classical and Christian sources.  As with anyone who ‘cherry picks’ references, the actual intent and argument of the author is often not well represented by brief quotations.  In the Preface, one example is Gassendi’s use of the Letter to Menoecius.  The brief section quoted above was used by Gassendi to show that Epicurus could be open to some relationship between divinity and mankind.  However, this vague quotation which might on its own be open to that interpretation, is completely countered by the many other much more explicit statements by Epicurus that clearly maintain there is no relationship between men and gods.  Indeed much of his point in separating men and gods was to free men from fear of the gods.  Further, Gassendi’s primary source for Epicurean doctrines, Diogenes Laertius, himself comments on this topic. “Elsewhere he rejects the whole of divination.”

In the Preface, Gassendi leans heavily on Clement of Alexandria for support of his ideas on philosophy.  He is the only Church Father mentioned at the beginning of the Syntagma, where Gassendi quotes three of Clement’s works: Exhortation Against the Heathens, Paidagogos, and Stromata.  Clement of Alexandria was one of the Fathers most often cited favorably by Gassendi.  Clement’s use of classical Greek philosophy as a means to investigate Christianity was consistent with Gassendi’s own approach to philosophy.   The three quotations selected by Gassendi for inclusion in the opening chapter of his great work highlight important themes that will be developed in the Syntagma; first, to be wise is to examine things divine and human, and the causes by which these things are sustained;
 second, philosophy is the long lasting plan and everlasting love of wisdom;
 and third, philosophy is nothing other than the right study of reason.
  In each of these cases, Gassendi chose passages in which Clement quoted Hellenistic philosophers (Cicero, Philo, Seneca, respectively).  Gassendi seems to be making it a point of standing in the tradition of Clement and likewise using pagan philosophers to advance the search for truth and integrity.
However, in quoting Clement, Gassendi neglected to point out that although Clement often did quote Plato, Cicero, Seneca and others most favorably, he had also explicitly stated in Exhortation to the Heathen (Chapter IV) that, “Epicurus alone I shall gladly forget, who carries impiety to its full length, and thinks that God takes no charge of the world.”
   Clement expressed similar sentiments in the preface of the Stromata when he said that earnest men who wrote the truth should be carried forward by posterity, but Epicurus is not included among those searching for truth.
 

But it must also be allowed that Clement was not above quoting Epicurus in a positive way.  In Stromata IV.viii, Clement quotes from the same Letter to Menoecius:

Well then, Epicurus, writing to Menoeceus, says, "Let not him who is young delay philosophizing, and let not the old man grow weary of philosophizing; for no one is either not of age or past age for attending to the health of his soul. And he who says that the time for philosophizing is not come or is past, is like the man who says that the time for happiness is not come or has gone. So that young as well as old ought to philosophize: the one, in order that, while growing old, he may grow young in good things out of favour accruing from what is past; and the other, that he may be at once young and old, from want of fear for the future.

This reference was not lost on Gassendi.  He quoted it in its entirety in his Preface in Concerning the Goal of Philosophy.
  

Gassendi did acknowledge that some of the Church Fathers had not approved of secular philosophy.  He specifically refers to Tertullian, Gregory Nazianzus and Jerome.  He gives quotations from each (De Anima, Oration, Letter to Julian, respectively).  But, he points out that these Church Fathers were arguing, respectively, against the pseudo-philosophy of the heretics, the Arians “Egyptian pests”, and the vulgar.
  

To counter these patristic authors, Gassendi provides evidence from Clement, Lactantius and Justin Martyr on the benefits of philosophy.  He uses these texts to demonstrate that the Church Fathers used philosophy not as superior to religion, but as a handmaid to religion.  The Fathers, he argued, distinguished what was useful from what was erroneous in philosophy.  Gassendi then singles out Aristotle for special distain, “whose errors are exceedingly grave.”  To replace Aristotle, Gassendi offers Stoicism, and especially Epicureanism as philosophies that can best contribute to Sacred Faith.
  

Gassendi strengthens the link between philosophy and faith in his considerations of the origin of philosophy, by quoting Augustine who attributes the word ‘philosophy’ to Pythagoras (City of God VIII.2).  He uses Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius to link Greek philosophy to an earlier Hebrew wisdom and Moses, “from whose fountain” the Egyptians and Greeks have derived all their wisdom.
  Solomon is of course the ultimate example of wisdom in the Bible, and Gassendi quotes Wisdom 7:15-22 as an affirmation of this.  These particular verses from Wisdom 7 are carefully selected by Gassendi; they refer exclusively to knowledge of existing things, the organization of the universe and the force of its elements.  Clearly Gassendi wants to link his work with the study of natural phenomena as being approved by Scripture.  To further buttress his appeal to ancient philosophy, Gassendi refers to Acts 17; the only New Testament reference to Epicureans.  He attributed the opening line of Paul’s exchange with the philosophers on the Areopagus to the Epicureans, What does this babbler want with us? and a response to the Stoics, He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.

Gassendi makes the transition from Scripture to philosophers by returning to a consideration of the term philosophy rather than wisdom.  Philosophy, for Gassendi, is “only the light of Nature which is able to be understood by man by Intellect which is born as a tabula rasa.”
  Gassendi argues it was the ancient Greeks who were the first philosophers, and led all others to philosophy.  For support of this he turns to Clement quoting Epicurus as having said, “Only the Greeks are able to be philosophers” (Stromata I.15).
  

Gassendi uses Lactantius to substantiate his definition of philosophy as the pursuit of truth, but in so doing he must also distance himself from Lactantius’s overall disapproval of philosophy.  Thus he is very selective in his use of Lactantius.  Whereas Clement went to great lengths to justify his use of philosophy, Lactantius is opposed to all philosophy, not just Epicureanism.  Book III of The Divine Institutes, On False Wisdom, contains Lactantius’s most pointed attack on philosophy in general.  The distinction that he makes between truth and the false pursuit of truth (philosophy) is critical to his anti-philosophical arguments. “I cast no slur on their desire to know truth, since man’s great greed to acquire it is the doing of God; what I object to, after all that fine and excellent intention of theirs, is the utter lack of product due to their complete ignorance about what truth is…It is the sequence of material under consideration which has brought me to this task of refuting philosophy” (Divine Institutes III.1.7-8). 
  The discrepancy between philosophy and truth is also highlighted: “Philosophy is, as the name shows and as its practitioners define it, the pursuit of wisdom.  I can make no better proof that philosophy is not wisdom than from the meaning of the word itself” (Divine Institutes III.2.3).
  However (for Lactantius), it is not possible to obtain certain knowledge by means of philosophy, even allowing for varying degrees of probability in philosophy.  Lactantius saw philosophy as the opponent of truth, which in any way is only available to man through revelation.
  

For Lactantius, truth is found only in Scripture in which God speaks truth to men., and to search for it elsewhere is futile. “The scriptural tradition is short and stark: when God was addressing man…He spoke as the supreme judge of all creation ought to speak, his business being not the discussion but declaration….They (philosophers) have no capacity at all to speak the truth because they never learnt it from him who is Lord of it” (Divine Institutes  III.1.11). 
  Refutation of all philosophy as being futile is quite counter to Gassendi’s approach.  However, because Lactantius was one of the most vociferous opponents of Epicureanism among the Church Fathers, Gassendi must respond to his specific attacks against it.  As detailed in Chapters 4 and 5, that is what he does.  However, what Gassendi does not do is address head-on Lactantius’ attack on philosophy in general.  

Gassendi completes his introduction to the Syntagma by presenting a brief defense of the validity of his investigation into Epicurus.  He claims allegiance to the “Majority, Catholic, Apostolic, Roman Religion.”
  He then states that his search for truth in Epicurus’s void and atoms in physics, and morality of the will in ethics can be consistent with doctrine.  As long as the search for the truth is the goal of philosophy, it will always be consistent with Religion.    
3.6 Implications


Pierre Gassendi emphasized painstaking methods in his work; this was true whether the method was that of the empirical physicist or the humanist.  Data collection and detailed analysis were the hallmarks of his approach to natural philosophy.  As a result, the conclusions he reached were detailed and nuanced, rather than broad and sweeping.  For instance, his apology for Epicurus returns to the sources of ancient Epicureanism, followed by a detailed comparison between what Epicurus taught and what others claimed he taught.  In this way, Gassendi was able to show that Epicurus was often misunderstood in antiquity with the result that he continued to be misunderstood into the seventeenth century.  This careful approach also allowed Gassendi to differentiate those actual precepts of Epicurus which were not acceptable to the Church from those which could be interpreted as compatible with Christianity.  
Gassendi brought all of his methods (logic, humanism, and empiricism) to bear on various aspects of physics and ethics.  In examining Gassendi’s work on the existence and property of things (Ch. 4) and the causes, motion and end of things (Ch. 5) I will pay particular attention to the ways in which he employs these methods as he draws on claims from the Church Fathers to support his own philosophical synthesis and to defend its basis in Epicureanism. 
4. Existence and Properties of Things


In his Vita et Moribus Epicuri, Gassendi tried to rescue Epicurus’ reputation as a philosopher in order to base much of his own natural philosophy on an acceptable ancient source.  This meant modifying Epicureanism to include Christian tenets which were not part of Epicurus’s philosophy.  “Now we approach Physics, this is the most distinguished and important part of Philosophy.”
  So Gassendi begins his massive section on physics.  He defines physics as “the natural science through which we explore the complex of all things by inquiring into anything especially the thing itself.”
  Thus physics includes the investigation of everything in nature.  Everything exists through the “flowing, moving, and maintaining of the Divine Nature.”
  But once things exist, they become subject to investigation by physics.  This includes things which are incorporeal as well and tangible, as discussed in 4.1 and 4.2 below.
4.1 Gassendi’s Physics and Faith of the Incorporeal

In his appropriation of Epicurus, Gassendi made some major modifications to ancient Epicureanism, in particular he introduced God and a human incorporeal soul into his Epicurean-based philosophy.  Key to this modification of ancient Epicureanism was Gassendi’s refusal to equate corporeal and incorporeal with natural and supernatural.   Gassendi saw as one of the two main objectives of philosophy the pursuit of truth about things, including all such investigations under the term ‘physics.’  His own extensive capabilities as an experimentalist were combined with his humanist interests to create the amalgam of what we would now call ‘science’ and ‘philosophy’ found in the Pars Physica.  This is nowhere more apparent than in his discussion of incorporeal entities.

4.1.1 Physics of the Incorporeal

Gassendi includes the incorporeal as subject to the study of physics:  “God and Intelligences are part of what Physics contemplates.”
    The distinction between physics and theology thus becomes that between Natural and Supernatural, not corporeal and incorporeal.   Physics is whatever can be known by the light of natural reason (rationis naturalis lumine) whether corporeal or incorporeal; while faith illuminates the supernatural (lumine Fidei).
  Because rationally known aspects of incorporeal things (God and Intelligence) are part of physics, he discusses God and the soul in Section I on Efficient Causes and he devotes most of Section III of his Physics to the relationship between the incorporeal and corporeal.

Having raised natural reason to such a lofty height, he issues a warning about how far natural reason can be expected to go.  He notes, referring to his Institutio Logica, that natural reason can only work with the information provided by the senses.  The senses report only what is externally observable from objects.  There is no way to penetrate into the essence of things.  Thus we can never know perfectly and must continually rely on new information from our senses to advance knowledge.  Through physics and the study of nature we can at least know things approximately.  So the object of physics is “if not to pursue the truth of things, at least (to pursue) the true likeness of things.”
  

Gassendi believed that through observation he could establish the existence of incorporeal entities.  As Garber notes, incorporeal substances and their nature were important issues in the seventeenth century.
  Some mechanical philosophers opposed the idea of incorporeal entities in nature (Descartes, for instance); on the other hand, Gassendi believed he could establish the existence and properties of naturally occurring incorporeal entities, such as space and time.  He also believed he could establish the existence and some properties of supernaturally incorporeal entities by examining their effects in nature.  Within the category of incorporeal entities, Gassendi included extended space, void, time, man’s rational soul (animus), angels and God.   He argues that space and corporeal dimension are not identical by using the example of God and the angels. “Next, it is best understood why it is sometimes said that not only bodies but even incorporeal things, such as God and angels, are in a place.”
  Gassendi suggests that understanding space and dimension separately from corporeality should not be difficult, since we all concede that of angels.
  His rationale for each of these as incorporeal, but nonetheless real, is briefly summarized below.


Gassendi expected that the reality of incorporeal space and time would directly challenge the Aristotelian notion of substance and accidents as the fundamental means of describing all things.  “We conclude that space and time must be considered real things, or actual entities, for although they are not the same sort of things as substance and accident are commonly considered, they still actually exist.”
  In the Physics, space and time are considered together.
  The basis of their similarity was that both are real and incorporeal.  The similarity between space and time is further enhanced in Gassendi’s view because space (like time) is distinct from any extended (corporeal, three-dimensional) body. 


Osler has observed that by supporting the notion of space without matter, Gassendi was not only arguing against Aristotle, he was also arguing against Descartes. “In this explicit rejection of Descartes’ identification of spatial extension and matter, Gassendi defended the existence of the extramundane void.”
   The arguments against empty space were primarily two: first, that there cannot be dimensionality without an extended body; second, an argument from motion that a body moves inversely to the resistance against it.  If there were a void, then objects moving in the void would move infinitely fast, which they clearly do not.  Aristotelians (and Cartesians) hypothesized that all matter moves in a circle so that when one body moves it pushes the bodies next to it along a ring in space. 

Gassendi counters these arguments by noting first that dimensionality and extension are not the same thing as a body, which is defined by substance and accidents. He notes that substances and accidents are properties of bodies.  Space and time are not bodies and cannot be considered in the same way as corporeal bodies.  “We conclude that space and time must be considered real things, or actual entities, for although they are not the same sort of things as substance and accident are commonly considered, they still actually exist.”
  

Among the properties of both space and time are their infinitude and Gassendi comes very close to asserting that they are eternal.  In eternity ‘empty space and time’ exist in the mind (imagination) of God; God creates corporeal entities in space and time. Gassendi asserts, without giving any references, that the majority of the Sacred Doctors agree with this.


Gassendi counters the Aristotelian argument from motion by the Epicurean notion that in fact a void is necessary for motion.  For a body to move from one place to another, it must ‘push’ any other body that is there out of the way; and that body must ‘go’ somewhere.  Ultimately there must be empty space into which moving bodies can be placed.  Because of the existence of an empty space, Gassendi believed that bodies could move in a line until they encounter some other body.  This view of motion is behind Gassendi’s succinct statement in the De Motu Impresso that a body moving in a vacuum will perpetually continue in a straight line at a constant speed.
  This is the first written statement of the law of inertia.
Of particular interest to Gassendi was not only the theoretical notion of empty space, but the actuality of an observable void.  He used three classes of experiments that ranged from the very small to the very large to confirm that voids exist: alchemical (chemical) experiments; the barometric experiments of Torricelli and Pascal; and astronomical observations.  The chemical experiments suggested by Gassendi were based on dissolving compounds in water.  He reasons that since salts and other compounds dissolved in water can be reconstituted from evaporated water that the dissolved particles must reside in void spaces mixed in with the water.

Gassendi relied on the report of experiments by Torricelli and Pascal for the next class of experiments: the column of mercury experiments.  Gassendi describes in detail Pascal’s experiment ascending the Puy de Dome to measure the change in air pressure and the implied lower density and increased ‘empty’ space between air particles.
  Gassendi repeated these experiments to see for himself that the effects were as described.
  For both Gassendi and Pascal these experiments refuted Aristotle’s dictum that ‘nature abhors a vacuum.’

The third basis for Gassendi’s belief in the void was the observed motion of celestial bodies.  According to Gassendi, celestial motion (and indeed all motion) implies that bodies are moving through empty space.
  The motion of celestial bodies was such that most of the space between bodies was empty or an extramundane void, since celestial bodies were not observed to ‘hit’ or encounter any other bodies.  Even more controversially, Gassendi suggested that there existed a void in the sub-lunar region between the moon and the earth.
  

“Whatever it (time) is, it would appear to be something incorporeal, like the void.” 
  Gassendi’s concept of time put him at odds with both Aristotle and Epicurus.  Aristotle said that time was the motion of a celestial body.  Gassendi observes that while motions of celestial bodies could be used to measure time, motion itself was not time.  Epicurus held that time was purely psychological, that it did not really exist, we merely perceive the passage of time.  Sometimes it seems to move slowly, other times quickly.  This is one of the few places that Gassendi disagreed with Epicurean physics.

Gassendi thought of time as distinct from the measurement of time (just as he thought of space as distinct from the measurement of dimension).  He said time was like a river that “flows during the existence of the universe and will continue to flow when the universe ceases to be.”
    Just as objects with dimension are placed in space, so objects with motion are placed in time.  This time, he referred to as ‘general time’; but it is a time that we cannot observe.

Gassendi includes God and human intelligence in his discussion of incorporeal space, noting, however that they are not the same as space, not are human intelligence and God in space: “whenever we claim that an incorporeal interval and incorporeal dimensions exist, it is abundantly clear that this sort of incorporeality differs from the one that is a species of substance and refers to Almighty God and the intelligences, as well as the human mind.”
  In the Physics, Gassendi clearly states his belief in the incorporeal human soul.  One of the major disputes in Gassendi studies is reconciling Gassendi’s arguments against Descartes’ incorporeal soul in the Disquisitio with his extensive statements in the Physics supporting the existence of a human incorporeal soul.  Some, such as Bloch
 and Gvensadze,
 argue that Gassendi revised his view (perhaps due to concern about the ecclesial authorities, so Bloch) of an incorporeal soul between his response to Descartes in the Disquisitio and writing the Syntagma.  Others, such as Osler and McCracken
 point out that in the Disquisitio Gassendi was arguing against Cartesian dualism and a stark separation of the corporeal from the incorporeal, rather than presenting his own more developed views.  I think the latter is the better interpretation; Gassendi in the Disquisitio was concerned with the counter-argument, not presenting his own positive argument.  Further, in his apology for Epicurus, written at nearly the same time as the Disquisitio, he does state that unlike Epicurus, Gassendi himself believes in an incorporeal human soul.

But both Descartes and Gassendi had the same problem.  As Garber points out, by rejecting the concept of form and substance, and especially that the soul is the form of the body, the mechanical philosophers were left to add something to the corporeal to describe human attributes that seemingly could not be explained through corporeal means.
  In particular this meant the human ability to reason, as opposed to instinct in animals.  Gassendi termed this incorporeal soul the animus.

Gassendi’s ‘empirical’ evidence that the animus existed consisted of his observation that the human mind can create ideas that are purely intellectual.  While these ideas are formed from the particulars of sense experience, in order to create the idea of a more abstracted universal or general idea, an incorporeal soul is needed.  He also argues that because the mind is self-reflexive, an incorporeal soul must exist.
  But it must be admitted that the relationship between the corporeal and incorporeal soul in Gassendi is not well defined.  Perhaps in an attempt to avoid a stark Cartesian dualism, his terminology is not always precise.  For instance Gassendi sometimes refers to the soul (corporeal and incorporeal) as anima; in this case Gassendi refers to the incorporeal faculties as anima rationalis or sometimes as mens or intellectus.   

Gassendi believed that the incorporeal soul was created by God when He breathed spirit into Adam in the Genesis account of the creation of man.
  So the incorporeality of man shared some aspects with other incorporeal beings such as angels and God Himself.  He identified seven gifts (dos) or powers of the incorporeal intellect: skill, sagacity, reason, judgment, memory, aptitude and character.
   Accordingly God endows each person with lesser or greater amounts of each of these intellectual powers which accounts for varying intellectual skills among peoples.  Angels, although not corporeal, also are given their intellectual abilities from God who endows each of them varying gifts.

As for God, Gassendi says that we can know God first through His effects, what Gassendi called the “royal way.”  We have the ability to organize thoughts about God and recognize His existence, because of the faculties of our incorporeal soul.  He suggests that we have a preconception of God, which is not to be confused with a Cartesian innate idea of God.  The preconception of God is the ability to have the idea of God rather than the idea itself.
  The existence of a creator God was not part of the Epicurean program, and Gassendi chides Epicurus for not recognizing from the structure of the universe (the royal way) that there is a creator.  The only way for man to approach an understanding of God’s infinity and omnipotence is through contemplation of the heavens.  But Gassendi acknowledges that knowing the effects of God in creation does not really provide knowledge of God. “Indeed even if it can be established as indubitable that God exists from what has been said, we can only establish to a small extent who it is that exists, and what his form or nature is.”

For Gassendi, God is known in two ways: through revelation and through observation of creation.  In regard to Doubt IV of Meditation III he challenges Descartes’ statement that “the first men had the idea of God from whom we have received the attributes of God.”
  Rather, says Gassendi, it was not the innate idea of God, but rather that God revealed himself
 to the first man.  This revealed knowledge is then transmitted (propagatam) to succeeding generations.  “It nevertheless argues immediately that the Idea (of God) is not innate, as you contend, but is held and infused by revelation.”
  This revelation is known by faith, “by which the sacred Religion enlightens us.”
  For Gassendi, faith is the acceptance of the witness of the sacred authors who had some type of empirical experience of God, which is recorded in Sacred Scripture.  He cites the mystery of the Eucharist as an example of Religion as mediating truths about God: “just as in the Eucharistic mystery I am taught by faith.”

These arguments are found in the Physics, which includes an extensive exposition from Scripture and the Church Fathers.  As described below, these arguments are not limited to discussions of God and angels, but include justification of Gassendi’s ‘hard’ physics such as space and time. 
4.1.2 Reconciling the Physics of the Incorporeal and Faith


The ‘physics’ or natural philosophy of the incorporeal, its existence and properties, was of primary importance to theologians in all ages.  Gassendi was able to marshal support for many of his ideas of the incorporeal, or at least play off one theologian against another, in those cases where he seemed at odds with Church teaching.  In fact his belief in the vacuum put him at odds not only with Aristotle, but also with some strands of neoplatonic thought.  In particular, the idea of the plenum and God’s full emanation of all possible existing things had a long history in Christian thought from Augustine to Gassendi’s contemporary Descartes.  Later in the seventeenth century Leibniz opposed the idea of a vacuum because it was counter to the notion of a ‘full’ universe.

In supporting the void, Gassendi was arguing against what seemed to be established Church teaching.  In 1277 the bishop of Paris, Etienne Tempier, issued a series of 219 condemnations of erroneous and dangerous views.  These condemnations were very influential, especially after they received support from Pope John XXI.  Two condemnations in particular denounced the idea of a void: Condemnation 66 argued that God could not move the heavens in a straight line otherwise there would be a vacuum; and Condemnation 190 argued that empty space did not exist before God created the world.
 

To counter these medieval condemnations of a void, Gassendi turns to Nemesius, quoting from his On Human Nature: “Let what Nemesius has to say stand for them all, ‘Indeed every body is endowed with three dimensions, but not everything endowed with three dimensions is a body.  Of this sort are place and quantity which are incorporeal entities (entia).” 
  Gassendi also tried to justify a void by appealing to the Christian understanding of angels.  He notes that angels are said to be in space without being corporeal.  Further angels can penetrate corporeal things such as stone and walls, and yet angels have no corporeal dimension.  Gassendi extends the analogy between angels and a void by again turning to Nemesius who suggested that grace and space were made incorporeal per se.

Nemesius, fourth century bishop of Emesa, was best known for his On Human Nature which was well received in antiquity and used in the Middle Ages by Anselm and Aquinas as an authoritative Christian source.  However, it must be allowed that Nemesius is at best a secondary figure; it is telling that Gassendi must appeal to him as patristic support for this important concept.  Further, while Aquinas referred to Nemesius on occasion, Aquinas did not support the idea of a void.  Rather he followed Aristotle in believing that ’nature abhors a vacuum’; and so there was no empty space before creation of bodies (ST I Q 46, a1).

Gassendi seemingly challenged Aquinas directly by a brief discussion on the eternity of essences.  He argues that it is easier to accept the notion that space is uncreated and independent of God which is a “concept that appears to be far more acceptable than another that the doctors commonly admit, namely that the essences of things are eternal, uncreated and independent of God.”
  Although no specific reference is given, he seems to be referring to Aquinas, especially his On Being and Essence.  If so, he is overstating Aquinas’ position.  It is true that Aquinas believed in the eternity of essences, but certainly not that they were independent of God.

Gassendi looked for theological support for an extramundane void from Irenaeus.  He notes that Irenaeus equated the Greek kenoma with the Latin inane.  In a reference to Irenaeus, he points out that “certain of the Fathers in order to argue against the Valentinians call it kenoma.”
  What Gassendi does not mention, is that Irenaeus was arguing against the idea of an extramundane space.

One of the reasons that he so strongly advocates an extramundane void is because it is tied to the Epicurean notion of multiple worlds.  Gassendi attempts to enlist Augustine in support of this position, quoting from City of God XI.5, “they may conceive outside the world infinite realms of space, in which if one says that the Omnipotent is not able to be unoccupied, will not the consequence follow.”
  The consequence that follows, which is left unspoken by Gassendi, is that people who believe this “must adopt Epicurus’ dream of innumerable worlds.”  A few paragraphs later, he again turns to this chapter of the City of God:

These neither confine in any place nor limit nor distribute the divine substance, but, as is worthy of God, own it to be wholely through immaterial presence everywhere, will they  perchance say that this substance is absent from such immense spaces outside the world, and is occupied in only one way, and that a very little one compared with the infinity beyond, the one, namely which is the world? I think proceed to this absurdity.

Gassendi fails to point out that Augustine is in fact denying multiple worlds based on the argument that God must always be creating something in the vastness of space.  At the conclusion of City of God XI.5, Augustine compares this argument with the argument about time: what was God doing before creation?  Here and in the Confessions, Book 11, he argues that this is a nonsensical question, since God created time; similarly, says Augustine, God created space, so it is absurd to think that God is resting in some uncreated empty space.  Thus Augustine is actually opposed to Gassendi’s notion of imaginary space and time, and the related notion of multiple worlds.
 



Gassendi also enlists the aid of the Confessions 11:14 in his discussion of time:  “Everybody quite rightly remembers what Saint Augustine said: ‘If no one asks me what time is, I know the answer; if I wish to explain it to an inquirer, I do not know it.’ ”
  Gassendi then explains that time and space should be considered in the same way: incorporeal (imaginary) but none the less real entities.  He says that time: 

…whatever it is it would appear to be something incorporeal, like the void… Then in the same way that space was described earlier as an incorporeal and immobile extension in which it is possible to designate length, width and depth so that every object might have its place, so time may be described as an incorporeal fluid extension in which it is possible to designate past, present and future so that every object may have its time.

The concept of time as distinct from motion allows Gassendi to interpret Joshua’s battle at which the sun stood still and the day lasted longer than any day before or since (Josh. 10).
  In this interpretation, Josh. 10 does not imply that time stood still, only that time could no longer be measured by the revolution of the sun.  Gassendi’s selection of this text from Joshua was quite pointed.  It was one of the primary texts used by Galileo’s opponents to give a biblical example for why the sun had to revolve around the earth.  Gassendi does not address the Galileo controversy directly, but only says that if God wanted to do so He could stop all the heavens from moving, including, presumably the sun, earth and any other body.


Given his definition of time, Gassendi had to wrestle with the implication that time, like his concept of space, exists outside of creation.  “Before the creation of the universe a certain time flowed by…a time which flows during the existence of the universe and will continue to flow when the universe ceases to be.”
  Almost all Church Fathers since Augustine have held that time was created, and coexists with the beginning of the universe.  To argue for the eternal existence of time, or at least time independent of creation, Gassendi turned to Boethius, Scripture and Pope Gelasius.  

The most famous discussion of this question in antiquity was Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy.  Gassendi uses Boethius’ distinction between eternity (whole, perfect, and simultaneous possession of endless life
) and an infinite duration of time to make the case for infinite duration of time (what Gassendi calls imaginary time) as something outside of God’s eternity.  He does so by collecting several Scriptural passages that seem to indicate an infinite expanse of time:

· Psalm 101:27-28, They shall be changed. But thou art always the selfsame, and thy years shall not fail. They shall be changed.
· Exodus 3:14, I am who am, Who Is sent me to you.
· Revelation 1:8, Who is and who was and who is to come
Gassendi argues that Scripture shows that Boethius’ definition of eternity should be interpreted not as everything existing simultaneously in the present, but rather that God has the perfect contemplation of the future and past as though they were themselves present.


He notes that many of the Church Fathers, including Augustine, Gregory Nazianzus, and John Damascene opposed the notion of infinite duration of time.  For instance he cites City of God XI.6, that time is created with the cosmos.  Gassendi claims this puts Augustine (and others) at odds with Gelasius’ account of the Council of Nicea.  According to Gassendi, Gelasius defined eternity as infinite time, as represented by “In the beginning was the Word.”  The ‘was’ refers to time before creation.
  What Gassendi fails to note is that Nicea and Gelasius are arguing against the Arians, and their notion that the Son was not coeternal with the Father.  He is reading far too much into Gelasius’ account of the Council of Nicea, especially since the council predates the philosophical developments of Augustine and Boethius.


Gassendi’s efforts to include the Christian concept of an incorporeal human soul and the existence of the creator God into an Epicurean system was the most difficult adjustment Gassendi had to make to his Epicurean view.  He notes that for Epicurus, “nothing is incorporeal except empty space.”
  In his apology for Epicurus, Gassendi chides him for not recognizing the truth of the existence of the creator God and the incorporeality of the soul.
  Gassendi’s task was to rethink Epicureanism to make it compatible with Christian theology concerning the soul and God. 


To a certain extent, Gassendi and Aquinas held similar views on the soul.  For instance Aquinas, like Gassendi, held that there was no innate knowledge, but rather that all knowledge comes through the senses.
  But Aquinas, following Aristotle, described the mechanism that informs the intellect in terms of form and substance, potency and act.  Gassendi appeals to earlier Church theologians to support his understanding of the soul.  


For support from Scripture, Gassendi uses Matthew 10:28, Do not fear those who kill the body, but cannot kill the soul.  Gassendi asserts that both Jerome and Augustine interpreted this verse as showing some distinctness between soul and body which is different from the Aristotelian notion of form and substance.  “A long series of other Fathers have supported this, in particular Jerome and Augustine.”
  He also references the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) as summarizing what the Fathers taught, that God is “Creator of all things invisible and visible, spiritual and corporeal, who from the beginning of time and by His omnipotent power made from nothing creatures both spiritual and corporeal, angelic, namely, and mundane, and then human, as it were, common, composed of spirit and body.”
   What Gassendi avoids quoting is the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-1517) which explicitly states (drawing on Aquinas) that the soul is the form of the body. 

Gassendi relies heavily on the argument that we can know something of God from creation.  The most important empirical observations lead to human knowledge about God.  Gassendi argues that even though some people, even very intelligent people like Epicurus do not believe in God, this does not mean that He does not exist.  Gassendi claims that a natural concept of God can known through the senses.  According to him, everyone has at least a vague preconception (anticipatio) about God.  We can form this preconception of God by the understanding that comes through the sense: “Truly what we know through the senses are occasions that inspire us to form a preconception of God.”


The preconception is not an innate knowledge of God.  Rather it is the knowledge of God that can be known through observing nature.  Gassendi concludes the discussion by quoting from Wisdom 13:8-9; that there are no excuses for those who do not see the connection between the Creator and His creation: Yet again not even they are to be excused; for if they had the power to know so much, that they could investigate the world, how did they fail to see sooner the Lord of these things?
  Gassendi considered sin to be a result of ignorance; and Wisdom 13:8-9 seems to substantiate that view.  And so, he offers an excuse for Epicurus, “Granted that Epicurus erred in his description of divine nature, but it seems he erred not from malice but from ignorance.”

But Gassendi recognizes that empirical observations only lead to knowing the effects of God, not God per se.  God cannot be really known from creation since God is not in creation.  He sets the stage for this argument by using Augustine’s Commentary on Psalm 85: 

Do you think you know the earth? This is not God.  Do you think you know the sea?  This is not God.  Everything that is in the sea or flies in the air, This is not God. What of the light in the heaven, the stars, sun and moon?  This is not God.  Do you know Angels? Virtues, principalities, archangels, thrones, dominions?  This is not God. And what is?  This only is possible to say, that He is not.  And do you ask what he is? What eye has not seen, ear has not heard, nor anything that rises in the human heart.

Gassendi finds merit in this argument.  “Sacred Faith teaches that God is incorporeal.”
  But while God cannot be said to be in the corporeal universe, nonetheless Gassendi insists we can know something about Him by His effects in the universe.  Then he draws an analogy to the Epicurean notion of a void.  We know a void by its effects.  The way in which we know God from the Book of Nature is to know God as First Cause.  Everything else we can know about God such as the Trinity, three persons in one God, and the Incarnation, can only be known by the Book of Faith as found in Sacred Religion.
  These truths are beyond natural philosophers, and so beyond Gassendi’s scope.  What is within his scope is a detailed investigation of the universe as God has structured it.

4.2 The Properties and Structure of Corporeal

Having established that an infinite, incorporeal space and time exist, Gassendi’s next task was to describe how material objects are created and structured in space and time.  The structure of the universe touches on some of the most contentious philosophical issues associated with the new cosmology suggested by Copernicus and Galileo.  Brundell has observed that from the very beginning of the Physics, Gassendi was trying to demonstrate that Epicurus was much closer to Christian teaching than Aristotle, especially on topics that were ‘hot button’ issues in the seventeenth century.
   These issues include whether or not matter is eternal, the creation of the world and man, the reality of the heliocentric system, the existence of multiple worlds, and human anthropology.  

The link between physics and ethics is established by Gassendi in his anthropology, especially his understanding of an incorporeal and corporeal soul.  He argues that any systematic discussion of ethics required physics.  Following Epicurus, Gassendi believed that an understanding of nature led to more moral behavior: “Epicurus made moral philosophy so great that he thought physics ought to be cared for only so far as it is useful in removing certain kinds of agitations and it therefore contributes to morality.”
    Like Epicurus, Gassendi uses his physics to inform his ethics.  Unlike Epicurus, Gassendi tries to reconcile both his physics and his ethics with Christian teaching.

4.2.1 Physics of Creation and the Structure of the Universe


Gassendi’s ideas on creation and its structure range from his conception of creation ex nihilo to human anthropology.  Critical to both the structure of creation and of man is Gassendi’s description of atoms, their properties and how they combine to form other material, including multiple worlds and man.
In arguing for God and creation ex nihilo, Gassendi was opposing a key Epicurean tenet, ex nihilo nihil, in nihilum nihil.   Gassendi offers an excuse for Epicurus, by noting that not only Epicurus, but other ancient philosophers, including Aristotle, believed this dictum.  Gassendi observes that the Scholastics had to reinterpret Aristotle to make his philosophy compatible with Christian teaching.
    


In Gassendi’s view, it is obvious from the order of the universe that there is a creator God.  “The paths of the stars, the vicissitudes of storms, the succession of generations, the order and use of parts – everything in a word that is in the world announces order and declares that the world is a most ordered system.”
  But God is not a slave to the natural order.  God creates freely from His will, unconstrained by any ‘natural’ laws.  Thus God could create an infinite number of different ways, but for His own mysterious reasons, God willed to create the universe as we perceive it.
  “There is nothing in the universe that God cannot destroy, nothing he cannot produce; nothing that he cannot change, even into its opposite qualities.”


The fundamental matter that God willed to create as the basis of everything corporeal was not the Aristotelian substance from form, but atoms.  At the moment of creation, God willed into being a very large number of atoms and gave them their motion.  This led to the formation of all the planets and bodies in the cosmos.  These two aspects of nature, matter (atoms) and their motion are at the root of the mechanical universe model of physics.


On the corporeal level atoms are responsible for building up molecules and then more complex bodies.  “It can be admitted that atoms are the primary form of matter which God created finite from the beginning, which he formed into this visible world, which, finally he ordained and permitted to undergo transformations out of which, in short, all bodies exist in the universe are composed.”
  Therefore it is atoms which are the fundamental means by which secondary causes are effected in nature.  “Hence it happens that whatever motion or action natural bodies have ought to be regarded as received from their atoms.”


Gassendi defends his position by describing alternative theories of matter from ancient and contemporary authors.  He discusses, for instance, the magic and world soul theories of Robert Fludd.  These arguments are meant to show that it is at least as acceptable to consider atoms as the fundamental building blocks of matter as it is to hold the alternative views he presents.  In support of his position, Gassendi traces the first atomic theory to Leucippus.  He gives several references to him from antiquity, especially citing Lactantius in On the Wrath of God 10, and the Divine Institutes III.17.23, “Where are those corpuscles? Why did they not enter anyone’s dreams except only Leucippus, who taught Democritus, who left the inheritance of folly to Epicurus?”
  


He also analyzes Descartes’ alternative corpuscular model.  Like Gassendi, Descartes believed that there are small fragmentary corpuscles which form matter.  However Descartes did not believe in a void, and he thought (contrary to Gassendi) that matter is infinitely divisible.  Nonetheless, Gassendi attempts to enlist Descartes’ view of matter as similar to his own, “he (Descartes) requires nothing else in these fragmentary particles than what Epicurus requires of his atoms, nothing other than shape and movement under three small dimensions, with an appropriate position and order.”
  Having introduced Descartes and his infinitely divisible corpuscles, Gassendi argues the difference between mathematics and natural objects.  He observes that geometry is abstracted from what is observed in nature.  However, it does not follow that points, lines and geometric objects are actually found in nature.  He then refers to the empirical evidence of Torricelli’s barometric experiments and other experiments with gasses as indicative that atoms exist, and that they are not infinitely divisible.


For his description of atomic properties such as size, shape, weight and motion, Gassendi leans heavily on Lucretius.  However, he extends Lucretius’ descriptions by carefully investigating the epistemological distinctions regarding the smallest size of atoms, the smallest size we can measure and the smallest size we can sense.  Thus he speculates that although atoms are indivisible, we might one day be able to measure different parts of the atom.
   


Based on Lucretius, he intuits that larger objects are formed by the arrangement of atoms of different properties.  He suggests that “the simile of letters is most apposite.  For as letters are the elements of writing, and as from them are produced first syllables, then words, sentences, orations, and books, so atoms are the elements of things from which first the tiniest concretions of molecules are formed, and then larger and larger ones.”
  And just as the same letters if combined in different arrangements form different words, just so different arrangements of the same atoms yield materials of very different properties. “Just as letters with no more than the ones we find in the alphabet can produce an innumerable diversity of words…so it is logical that atoms with their innumerable shapes in various compounds may produce a diversity of qualities or appearances.”
  

Larger objects are formed as the collection of molecules of the same type.  This collection includes all material things, even worlds beyond our own.  Epicurus had speculated that there could exist many worlds in the universe, and Gassendi follows him in this.  Gassendi argues that there are other worlds, citing recent discoveries from the telescope.  He offers as proof the recently discovered four moons circling the planet Jupiter: “They fit together in a tight system, and in our gaze from this side of the telescope, the four little lights fit together with Jupiter and are always circling it.”
  Gassendi specifies that the shape of these other worlds, as well as our own, is a globe.  Among other observations proving this, he cites Magellan’s recent circumnavigation, which finally resolves the ancient debate concerning the existence of antipodes, that is the ability for people to live on the other side of the earth.
 

Of course the most hotly debated issue at the beginning of the seventeenth century was the geocentric vs heliocentric model of the solar system.  Gassendi carefully lays out the arguments and supporting observations for each model.  He believes the empirical evidence favors either the Copernican or Tychonian models.  Gassendi also argues in favor of a moving earth based on his moving ship experiment.  He notes that the stars seem to move, just as to someone on a ship approaching the harbor, the harbor, not the ship, would appear to be moving.
  Gassendi describes in detail the geocentric systems of Aristotle-Ptolemaic and Tycho Brahe; and the heliocentric system of Copernicus and Galileo.  He cites the recent astronomical observations and discusses the advantages and shortcomings of each by comparison with actual observations.  Based on actual, physical observation, Gassendi finds the Aristotelian system untenable, leaving the Copernican and Tychonian systems as better choice.  Gassendi decides for the Tychonian cosmology because it is consistent with the 1633 condemnation of Copernicanism and Galileo by the Holy Office:

And so in short there are three principal systems according to which the order of the universe can be conceived.  However, which of three is to be preferred is a great question.  Now, since this cannot be settled except from deductions from celestial motions, in the interests of approximating what seems likely to be the fact, it is apparent in the first place that the common, Ptolemaic system is the least probable…In the second place, while it seems necessary that one of the two remaining systems must be deemed preferable, the Copernican appears to be clearer and more elegant.  But since there are sacred texts which attribute rest to the earth and motion to the sun, and they say that a decretal exists which commands these texts to be understood to refer to actual, and not merely apparent rest and motion, the result is that Tycho’s system is recommended and defended by those who revere such a decretal.


What is true for other objects in the universe is also true for man: his body is composed of atoms.  And as with the structure of the solar system, Gassendi attempted to reconcile his anthropology with Church teaching.  His anthropology includes both an incorporeal soul (animus) and an atomic corporeal soul (anima) which together control the body.  The complexity in Gassendi’s anthropology lies in the relationship between the animus and the anima.  Rational thinking, or the intellect, is associated with the animus while the will and appetites are associated with the anima.  “The anima is that by which we are nourished and by which we feel; and the animus is that by which we reason.”
  A key faculty of the anima is the imagination.  The imagination can make generalizations from multiple sensory observations.  These general ideas are the starting point for understanding, the key faculty of the animus.
 
To describe how humans can have an incorporeal soul, but also act physically in the world, Gassendi suggests that the soul has two aspects, incorporeal and corporeal:  

As for the fact that the human soul acts upon its own body and moves it despite the fact that the soul is incorporeal, we shall say in its place that the human soul, insofar as it is the intellect or mind and so incorporeal, does not stimulate actions except intellectual or mental, and incorporeal ones, and insofar as it is sentient, animate and endowed with the power of moving bodies, and so is corporeal, does stimulate corporeal actions and moves its own body sometimes and sometimes also a foreign body by its intervention.

All sensation comes to the intellect from the anima which in Gassendi’s model seems to be composed of very light, very fast atoms.  The atoms that are most free-moving are those of the soul, and this is the root of free will: “It is assumed that the soul is of atoms, woven together from atoms, so that in each of them (atoms) they are swerving… in which is the root of liberty.”
  Thus the soul can chose to move from one thing to another.  “The soul is like the place where two roads meet and it is placed in the middle of two ways, and it is indifferent to each part, because it is free…the choice follows the apprehension of this thing as the image is perceived as either good or bad.  The soul then, when it chooses something or wishes it, is like the most noble machine.”
 

Another important distinction that Gassendi the empiricist makes is between human free will and ‘spontaneous’ action.    A spontaneous action is an “impulse of nature,” while a free action is based on “prior reasoning, examination and judgment and depends on choice.”
  Gassendi draws the analogy between the will moving spontaneously and a stone falling.  He says that the will (appetites) moves by nature to what seems to be good, just as a stone moves by nature downward, not upward.  For the will to move freely, by choice, requires the light of understanding: “the Intellect inclines or establishes concerning goods and evils by pronouncing that this is evil and that that is good, or less evil or less good; and so when the will is said to be averted from one and inclined to another, this happens to the degree that the judgment is now for one, and now for another; and the will is influenced as the intellect is influenced.”
  Here Gassendi adds to the concept of Epicurean void and corporeal material, a “noble kind of incorporeal substance which is usually called spiritual and intellectual, and which is attributed to God, to whom action is fitting, and also to angel[s], and the rational soul.”

Gassendi’s subservience of the will to the intellect is consistent with his view that all virtues are subservient to, indeed a type of, prudence.  One of the implications of this is that sin is the result of, indeed the same as, ignorance.  Gassendi notes that sometimes the intellect can judge something evil to be good because it appears to be good.  Gassendi here uses the metaphor of a scale, in which more and more evidence is added to one choice or another by which the faculty of judgment can weigh the evidence.
  Gassendi’s empirical epistemology emphasizes that evidence indicates what is more or less good, and that the intellect should always be striving to understand what has the greater likelihood of truth, “he should not adhere to one judgment about a thing that seems to be true…if a greater likeness of truth presents itself from another direction.”
  Gassendi presses our lack of certain knowledge in this life by noting that only in the life to come will “the Highest Truth, thus the highest Good, be clearly known and perceived.”
  

Because he so closely links truth and good, knowledge and virtuous action, Gassendi links sin and ignorance. “Sinning is called ignorance, for if one were not (ignorant) he would sin less.”
  Gassendi attempts to maintain man’s responsibility for his sins by saying that only invincible ignorance is a valid excuse for sin, and this is a rare occurrence.  Rather almost always: “certainly, he who sins is ignorant, either because he himself is the cause of his ignorance, or because he does not bother to know, that is, equally, he does not take care to direct his mind or to reflect.”

4.2.2 Reconciling the New Cosmology and Faith

The structure of the universe and the structure of man; and the relationship between God and the universe and God and man, were, of course, of keen interest to theologians.  In the seventeenth century the paradigmatic
 confrontation between physicists and theologians occurred over the structure of the cosmos.  Similar debates were also raging over human anthropology.  Gassendi followed his atomic physics as far as he could while not explicitly contradicting Church teaching.

The classis Christian understanding of the relationship between God and the universe is defined by creation ex nihilo.  As described above, Gassendi supported this Christian concept against the standard Epicurean view.  In the Physics he struggles to reconcile creation ex nihilo with the idea of the concept of the eternity of atoms.  Although Gassendi claims that atoms are created by God, he also seems to attribute eternity to atoms; or at least sempiternity of atoms as defined as from the beginning of creation.
Gassendi asserts that Sacred Faith and most philosophers agree, “because there is agreement between this dogma of faith and that of the philosophers about the beginning of the world.”
  Gassendi achieves this agreement by equating nothing (nihil) with invisible (invisibilis).  He turns to Heb. 11:3 for his justification of this, By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of the God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not seen (invisible).
  This verse from Hebrews accomplishes several things for Gassendi.  First it supports the equivalence he attempts to make between ‘nothing’ and ‘invisible’.  Is so doing, it provides some Scriptural warrant for the eternity of some type of matter, that is the invisible matter (atoms) from which all visible things will be created by God.  Gassendi drives this point by arguing that atoms are at the root of the world’s substance.  Also, because of the plural, saecula he notes that the Epicurean concept of multiple worlds is also suggested by this verse from Hebrews. 

Here he is wrestling with a problem that had vexed Christian (and Jewish) theologians for centuries.  The Biblical warrant for creation ex nihilo is rather thin, most explicitly found in 2 Maccabees 7:28, I beg you, my child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is in them, and recognize that God did not make them out of things that existed.  Of course, the text that Jewish and Christian exegetes spend most time analyzing is Genesis 1:1-2, In the beginning God created the heavens and earth and the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while the spirit of God swept over the face of the waters.  A problem that the Jewish and Christian interpreters had to wrestle with in Genesis 1:1 is whether or not formless matter was pre-existent. 

As discussed by Torchia, Augustine did seem to hold to some notion of pre-existent matter.
  In The Confessions, Book XII, Augustine wrote about his concept of formless matter.  For Augustine, the formlessness was somewhere between being and not-being.  This was something that he struggled to conceptualize: “I should have found it easier to think that whatever is totally without form cannot exist at all, than to conceive something between form and non-being, lacking form yet without nothing, formless and almost nothing.”

Aquinas accepted Aristotle’s notion of prime matter, with the important difference that Aquinas believed that God created prime matter.  Aquinas also subscribed to Aristotle’s notion that prime matter is only potentiality; substances exist as matter and form (hylemorphism) and that matter and form do not exist separately. As the universal cause of all being, God must be the creator of the potential of prime matter.
  Prior to the creation of prime matter, there was nothing, complete material non-being.  

Whether one believed in the existence of matter and forms separately (Augustine) or only in together (Aquinas), both opposed an atomic model as the underlying physical structure of matter.  Therefore, for theological support of atomism, Gassendi turned to Aneponymus, a pseudonym for William of Conches (1090-1154):

There is no opinion so false that it does not have some truth mixed in with it, but still the truth is obscured by being mixed with the false.  For in their assertion that the world is made up of atoms, the Epicureans spoke the truth, but in their assertion that these atoms had no beginning and that they flew about separately in a great void, and then coalesced into four great bodies they were telling fairy tales.

William had been one of the very few Medieval philosophers to seriously consider and adopt Lucretius’ atomic world view.
  William was part of the Chartres School and is perhaps best known for having influenced Hugh of St. Victor.
  

William of Conches has succinctly stated Gassendi’s own position.  First Gassendi rejects aspects of Epicurean atomism that will be the most problematic from a Christian perspective, “the idea that atoms are eternal and uncreated is to be rejected and also the idea that they are infinite in number.”   Then he states what he believes is an acceptable position, “it can be admitted that atoms are the primary form of matter, from which God created finite from the beginning which he formed into this visible world.”  As this point reiterates, he has done nothing more than other Christian philosophers did in making Aristotle compatible to Christian doctrine: “So stated, such an opinion has no evil in it which has not been corrected just as it is necessary to correct the opinions in Aristotle and others.”

The strongest opponent of atomism in Christian antiquity was Lactantius. 

Much of the discussion in Lactantius focuses on the mechanism by which atoms can adhere to each other to form composite materials.  The ancient Epicurean explanation for this was that atoms are composed of angles and hooks which can attach and pull away.  Lactantius attacks the notion of barbed and hooked atoms on the basis of indivisibility: “But when they are said to be so small that they cannot be split by any metal edge, how come they have barbs and projections?  Barbs and projections stand out and so must be detachable.”
  Gassendi responds that just because something is not perfectly round does not mean that is can be divided.  He also points out that Lactantius took his objection from Cicero and he cites the relevant part of De Natura Deorum used by Lactantius.  This is an effective tactic by Gassendi to blunt Lactantius’ criticism:  because this criticism is based on a pagan philosopher, not Scripture, it has no more weight than its Epicurean alternative as Christian teaching.

Gassendi refutes Lactantius point-by-point.  “There is a need of an answer to the various objections which were usually urged against the position of the atomist and were carefully assembled by Lactantius.”
  The table below summarizes Lactantius’ objections and Gassendi’s reply.  All of Lactantius’ objections are found, in the order that Gassendi presents them in Chapter X of On the Wrath of God. 

	Lactantius’ Objection (Wrath of God, Chapter X)
	Gassendi Response (1:281-282)

	What is the origin of these tiny seeds? (atoms).
	God created the atoms; Epicurus was no more wrong about the eternity of atoms than Aristotle and Plato were about creation.

	If the seeds are round and smooth, they cannot hold onto each other.
	Lactantius knew that Epicurus did not say all the atoms were round and smooth.

	But if they not smooth and have angles and hooks, they must be divisible.
	Just because something is not smooth does not mean it is divisible. 

	Atoms may make up small things, but how can they possibly combine to create large things.
	Even a mountain is made up of small particles of soil and sand; so it can be imagined that all the large bodies of the universe are made up of atoms.

	If everything was made from atoms, life would not be formed from semen.
	Atoms form the semen, and from that builds the complexity of life forms.

	Similarly, the seeds of fire are in iron and flint.
	The atoms of iron and flint are brought together with atoms of wood to generate fire.

	Memory, thought, mind, reason cannot be made of atoms.
	These are not corporeal things, and so not made up of atoms.  

	Random motion of atoms denies God’s Providence.
	Atoms were created and given their motion by God.


The authority of Lactantius as a source of Epicurean beliefs and Christian objections to them is such that Gassendi felt compelled to provide this type of succinct point by point refutation.  Of special note are his modifications of ancient Epicureanism to blunt Lactantius’ criticisms.  In particular, Gassendi points out (contra Epicurus) that he himself believes in an incorporeal soul, and that God created the atoms.

In Gassendi’s model, the God-created atoms combine to form all material, including other worlds. This was a dangerous view to hold; Bruno had been executed in 1600 for, among other things, believing that there were other worlds.  For some, however slim, supporting Church evidence, Gassendi turns to Augustine and Lactantius, and by reference to Origen and Basil.  But in this case especially he was at best misleading.  Using City of God XI:5, he claims that Augustine here is open to the notion of multiple worlds; that God in his providence is not limited to creating a single world.  Gassendi references Augustine’s discussion of the Epicurean multiple-world view:

They (Epicureans) think additional worlds in infinite stretches of space, if anyone says that the Omnipotent One could not be operative in empty space, it will follow as a consequence he should believe in Epicurus’ dream of multiple worlds; the only difference would be that he asserted these worlds come into being and disintegrate through the fortunate movement of atoms, but those others will be saying they are made by the work of God.

Gassendi then states that: “Obviously these words speak about a condition of things that can be set in motion, which very thing might exist, not about that which otherwise exists through Divine Power.”
  Gassendi seems to be implying that Augustine accepts that there could be multiple worlds, as long as one acknowledges that they were created by Divine Power.  In fact, Augustine in the City of God XI:5 is simply giving the argument, only to dismiss it as, “absurd” and that “it is vain to conceive of the past times of God’s rest, since there is no time before the world.”


Gassendi also refers to Lactantius quoting Epicurus in On the Wrath of God, Chapter X: “Since everything, he says, is infinite and nothing can be empty, it follows of necessity that there are innumerable worlds.”
  What Gassendi does not recongnize is that, as with Augustine, Lactantius was quoting Epicurus in order to attack the multiple worlds concept.  Similarly, Gassendi cites Basil, Homily IV of the Hexaemeron.  Here Basil does  make a vague reference to the varied workshop of creation, however, this must be balanced against his explicit attack against Epicurean cosmology in Homily I.

Gassendi recognized that Scripture did not support the idea of multiple worlds, “Sacred Literature nowhere mentions that there are multiple worlds.”
  Gassendi attempts to reconcile the possibility of multiple worlds with Genesis 1:1.  He argues that Sacred Literature is focused on the human condition (conditione Hominis), not the broader universe.  He begins his discussion by pointing out the way in which the Latin mundus is a translation of the Greek cosmos.  He claims that both words mean absolutely everything that exists.  Then turning to Genesis, he observes that when Moses says heaven and earth in Genesis, we are in the habit of expressing this as one world.  But to be precise, we should say, as Moses did, heaven and earth.  The earth is only a portion of the universe (mundi).  In confirmation of his position, he quotes Psalm 115:16, the heavens are the Lord’s heavens, but the earth he has given to the sons of man.


In this way, Gassendi tried to restrict scriptural pronouncements to this particular created earth, and not the totality of creation.  Although he could not directly confront the Church concerning the structure of the solar system, he does try to limit the impact of Scripture on physics in general.   Gassendi argues that Scripture and the Church Fathers do not always speak literally concerning the motion, shape and size of creation.  He cites Rev. 21:16, The city lies foursquare, its length the same as its width as an example.  Gassendi notes that, “Truly you might in some sense say the Sacred Doctors permitted these things; at least you ought not to judge the accuracy of our perception.”
  But Gassendi goes as far as he can in opposition to the Church’s teaching.  

One area in which Gassendi erroneously attacked the Church Fathers was concerning a round earth.  An analysis of the flat vs. round earth misconception is included here, not so much because Gassendi brought a unique perspective to this issue, but because he chose to continue a blatant misconception about the Church Fathers concerning their understanding of the world as spherical.  This misconception, apparently started by Copernicus, has endured in science text books to this day.

One of the most persistent misconceptions about the Church’s understanding of cosmology during the early modern period was that scholastic physics held that the earth was flat.  This is often given in even contemporary textbooks as the reason that no European before Columbus ventured West to China.
  Nothing could be further from the truth.  In fact, most Church Fathers in antiquity accepted the Ptolemaic system of astronomy, which included a round earth model complete with a fairly accurate estimate of the earth’s diameter.  Only one Church Father emphatically denied that the earth was round: Lactantius.  In the Divine Institutes he argued that the earth could not be round (III.24).


Copernicus referred to Lactantius’ position to show that the Church Fathers could be wrong about physics.  In his Introduction to De Revolutionibus, addressed to Pope Paul III, Copernicus asserted:

Perhaps there will be babblers who claim to be judges of astronomy although completely ignorant of the subject and, badly distorting some passage of Scripture to their purpose, will dare to find fault with my undertaking and censure it. I disregard them even to the extent of despising their criticism as unfounded. For it is not unknown that Lactantius, otherwise an illustrious writer but hardly an astronomer, speaks quite childishly about the earth's shape, when he mocks those who declared that the earth has the form of a globe. Hence scholars need not be surprised if any such persons will likewise ridicule me. Astronomy is written for astronomers. To them my work too will seem, unless I am mistaken, to make some contribution also to the Church, at the head of which Your Holiness now stands.

Copernicus may have been using Lactantius as an egregious example of erroneous physics by a Church Father.  However, this instance was subsequently taken up by Galileo and Gassendi, no longer as an egregious example, but as representative of how all the Church Fathers were erroneous concerning the shape of the earth.  Galileo quotes Copernicus in full on this point in his famous Letter to the Grand Duchess of Tuscany, 1615.
  Gassendi also quotes Copernicus to show that the Church Fathers were frequently wrong about physics, especially astronomy.


It is unfortunate that this remark by Copernicus was picked up by Galileo, Gassendi and others.  The notion that (because of the Church) all Europeans before Columbus believed that the world was flat is itself egregiously wrong.  Examples of prominent Church theologians who knew otherwise are Augustine and Aquinas.  In, the City of God, Augustine referred to the earth as a globe (orbis).
  Even more explicitly at the very beginning of the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas refers to two different ways in which to determine that the earth is round:

Sciences are differentiated according to the various means through which knowledge is obtained. For the astronomer and the physicist both may prove the same conclusion: that the earth, for instance, is round: the astronomer by means of mathematics (i.e. abstracting from matter), but the physicist by means of matter itself. Hence there is no reason why those things which may be learned from philosophical science, so far as they can be known by natural reason, may not also be taught us by another science so far as they fall within revelation. Hence theology included in sacred doctrine differs in kind from that theology which is part of philosophy.

It is unfortunate that on this topic Gassendi did not engage in his usual exhaustive research and documentation of sources. Thus Gassendi contributed to the common, and continuing, misconception regarding Church Fathers and physics.


Another issue related to the roundness of the earth concerned how people could live on the other side of a round earth (antipodes); in short wouldn’t they ‘fall off’ of from the other side of the earth.
  Lactantius among others, including Augustine, questioned whether people could live on the other side of the earth.  Gassendi noted that in this Lactantius and Augustine were in good company – that of Epicurus and Lucretius.  The ancient Epicureans also held that there could not be anything on the other side of the world because it would fall off.  This opinion was part of the Epicurean attack against the Stoic maxim that all things are ordered to move toward the center.
  


Specifically in Concerning the circum habitation of the Earth’s Globe, Gassendi analyzes the ancient arguments against antipodes.  He gives a brief quotation from Lactantius: “Who are so inept, or who can believe there to be humans whose feet are above as the head?”
  To counter Lactantius, Gassendi offers that Bede reported the story of an Abbott who wanted to have his Seat among the antipodes.


But the author who “wrote more than enough”
 against antipodes was Augustine.  Gassendi quotes a large section from the City of God XVI.9 in which Augustine claims that there can be no people living on the other side of the earth:

As for the fabled antipodes, men that is who live on the other side of the earth, where the sun rises when it sets for us, men who plant their footsteps opposite ours, there is no rational ground for such belief.  The upholders of this notion do not assert that they have discovered it from scientific evidence.  They base their conjecture on a kind of a priori reasoning.  . and it would be too ridiculous to suggest that some men might have sailed from our side of the earth to the other, arriving there after crossing  the vast expanse of ocean, so that the human race should be established there also by the descendents of the first man.

What is interesting about Gassendi’s use of Augustine here is that he omits a key argument.  Augustine claims that those who support the notion of antipodes do not base it on historical knowledge, but on conjectural reasoning (ratiocinando conjectant) because the earth is round; but, he argues, just because the earth is round, it does not follow that the other side of the earth can be inhabited.  According to Augustine, Scripture gives no false impression, and does not indicate in any way that the other side of the earth can be inhabited.  Gassendi observes that Augustine has given an objection to antipodes that is philosophical, and that there are Fathers and Sacred Doctors who have defended the idea of antipodes (such as Bede’s abbot).
  Finally, he notes that experience has now made it plain that people do in fact live on the other side of the earth.


Gassendi’s reluctance to engage Augustine’s (admittedly vague) Scriptural claims and his own equally vague reference to other Church Fathers and Doctors who supported the notion of antipodes is another example of his unwillingness to attack the Church head on.  Rather, he claims that on these points, Augustine was acting as philosopher, not as the Church’s most authoritative theologian, and so could have held an erroneous opinion.  As a philosopher, Augustine was stating a physical truth as it was then understood; not stating eternal theological truths.


Gassendi considered not only the model of the solar system but his model of man as also part of physics.  And so just as Gassendi tried to reconcile his understanding of the solar system to Church teaching, he also tried to reconcile his anthropology with Church teaching.  The Fifth Lateran Council had decreed that the proper anthropology was that the body was the form of the soul.  Gassendi’s atomism and two-soul model (incorporeal and corporeal) was not consistent with the Council, since it implied that the incorporeal soul was attached or added to the corporeal.  To support his position, Gassendi observes that Jesus Christ is an example of the divine nature being added to a corporeal human nature.  “Truly Christ the Lord gave a nod to this when, granted, glorious in a body, he wanted it proved by a finger that he was himslef a body, not a spirit, and no one rejects what Lucretius said, ‘Certainly nothing can touch or be touched except by a body.”
  For support of his anthropology, Gassendi looked primarily to Tertullian.  Tertullian also used this saying from Lucretius (De Rerum Natura I.304) in just this way to demonstrate that Jesus had a real body. 
  

Gassendi refers to Tertullian’s Against Hermogenes,  Ad Marcionem,and Ad Nationes; but the most important work was De Anima because in it  Tertullian attacked the Platonic notion of the soul, much as Gassendi attacks the world soul idea of Robert Fludd and Descartes’ dualism.  “Because as Tertullian laments, Plato has been the caterer to all heretics.”
   But he also finds support for his own two-soul theory in Tertullain.  Referring to De Anima (23), he notes that Tertullian accepted the anima as that by which we feel, while the animus is that by which we reason.  He also observes that Tertullian identified the Greek nous with the animus and the psyche with the anima.

Gassendi’s understanding of free will emphasized the importance of the animus as dominant over the anima.  It is the intellect (animus) which is free; the will is dependent on the intellect. “For it seems that Freedom is first of all, in itself, in the Intellect: secondarily, however, and dependently, in the Will …it seems that the nature of freedom primarily consists in Indifference.”
  Sarasohn has described well the historical context of Gassendi’s voluntary ethics and its roots in Molina and Aquinas.
  Here I point out that Gassendi’s view of intellect as the locus of freedom of choice, and a freedom of indifference in the will work well with Gassendi’s empirical epistemology.  Indifference implies a certain reserve in judgment until all the ‘data’ are collected; and even once a choice has been made, one should be open to changes once additional ‘data’ become available.  

4.3 Implications


The topics considered in this chapter describe the most contentious points between physics and faith in the seventeenth century.  In his staunch support for atomism and its implications, Gassendi had to counter centuries of Christian teaching; the opposition to atomism was longer and deeper than the scholastic appropriation of Aristotelianism.  The identification of atomism with atheism partly accounts for this opposition.
  Gassendi’s primary argument in support of a Christian atomism was a rather weak one: Epicurus should be forgiven his atheism, since the scholastics had been willing to forgive Aristotle his non-Scriptural understanding of the cosmos.  Gassendi does argue effectively that Scripture is limited to discussions of this world; and further that those discussions are not literal.  Therefore, Scripture is not to be understood as making pronouncements about physics.


The disastrous consequences of taking Scripture as physics are seen in the most celebrated encounter between physics and faith: the Galileo affair and the heliocentric vs geocentric solar system.  This was such a contentious issue that Gassendi ultimately could not support what he knew to be better physics (the Copernican model) against the dictates of the Church.  But, following Copernicus and Galileo, he did strike hard at the ancient arguments against antipodes.  Given the voyages of discovery and the obvious fact that people did live on the “other side” of the world, demonstrating that Church speculation on physics could be wrong was an easy target.


Unfortunately, Gassendi’s zealous attack concerning antipodes spilled over into an attack on the supposed teaching by the Church that the world was flat.  Lactantius was the only Church Father to suggest this position.  Far more important theologians (Augustine and Aquinas, for example) knew perfectly well that the earth was round.  But this loud complaint by Gassendi and others in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries against a non-existent Church teaching has continued to be believed into the twenty-first century.


On the other hand, Gassendi was very perceptive in his understanding of space, especially the concept of a void.  The vacuum pump was invented shortly before Gassendi’s death, and there is no indication that he had an opportunity to experiment with one.  However, the next generation of physicists, especially Boyle and Newton, were able to use the vacuum pump, much as Galileo used the telescope to observe the planets, to develop a physical understanding of the properties of a vacuum.  The scholastic objections to a void, like the objections to a heliocentric solar system passed into oblivion by the early eighteenth century.

Gassendi was not as insightful about one an important class of incorporeality: mathematics.  He was sharply critical of Descartes’ (and Galileo’s) view that mathematical objects exist in nature.  The dim view of mathematics was based on his understanding of atoms as both the smallest units in nature, and unlike a point, having an extension while not being infinitely divisible.  Mathematics had been used as an analogical demonstration of the existence of incorporeal entities, including God, by ancient authors.  Augustine argued this in one of his earliest works, Against the Academics.   Descartes followed this line of thought and also found in mathematics a very convenient bridge between his incorporeal soul and the corporeal world.  Arguably, Gassendi’s resistance to describing nature mathematically was his biggest failure as an early modern scientist.


Gassendi is most comfortable talking about can be observed in physical reality..  So it is not surprising that he repeatedly draws on physical analogies in describing supernatural entities such as God and the human soul.  Of course Aquinas had famously done the same thing, but with a very different physical model.  Gassendi turns the highly disputed notion of a vacuum in nature into a proof by analogy of other incorporeal substances such as God and the soul.  This analogy also has important implications for understanding the immortality of the soul.  Gassendi believed that the incorporeal soul was immortal because it was not corporeal; he draws the parallel with empty space which always exists.
  But he does try to offer an alternative to the disconnected dualism of Descartes or the purely material view of Hobbes.  However, Gassendi is vague concerning the interface between the corporeal and incorporeal, especially questions such as how do the sense images that form in the corporeal soul affect the incorporeal soul, and how the commands of the incorporeal soul are implemented by the corporeal.


Gassendi’s anthropology of an incorporeal and corporeal soul was suggested by, among others, Tertullian,
 to address the mind-body problem.  But the two-soul anthropology merely pushes the fundamental problem to a mind-mind (or soul-soul) problem.  The interface between the corporeal and the incorporeal remains as murky as ever.  This seems to be an especially important, unresolved, problem for Gassendi.  His insistence that all knowledge comes through the senses leaves open the important question regarding what knowledge informs the incorporeal soul, and how it relates to knowledge from the senses.  Gassendi implies, but does not discuss, that the light of faith informs the incorporeal soul.

But Gassendi may be forgiven if he did not solve the mind-body problem, which persists as one of the most important problems in science and philosophy even today.  As John Searle has argued, “There is exactly one overriding question in contemporary philosophy…How can we square this self-conception of ourselves as mindful, meaning-created, free, rational, etc. agents with a universe that consist entirely of mindless, meaningless, unfree nonrational, brute physical particles?”
  

5.0 Causes, Motion and Ends of Things


God did not create a static universe.  Building on his understanding of how the universe and matter are structured, Gassendi describes the causes and motion of physical objects.  His model for causation and motion was in opposition to both Aristotle and in some respects Epicurus.  Most fundamentally, he rejected three of Aristotle’s four causes in nature.  There is no formal or material cause in nature; God is the primary cause of everything and in that sense, for Gassendi, only God could be considered as the formal and material cause.  Of course God as any type of cause in the material order was opposed to a basic Epicurean tenet.  Through his preconception (anticipatione) man can know that, “God is the cause, who both composed the universe and rules the universe with general providence, and with a special providence for human beings…These objections ought to be directed against Epicurus.”
   Gassendi argues that what does occur in nature are secondary or efficient causes, and these efficient causes lead to all motion and changes in material bodies.  But efficient causes are also at work in the incorporeal realm, and this is the source of free will in man.  


Aristotle’s fourth cause, the final cause, was also rejected by Gassendi.  In its place he suggested that a series of secondary causes is part of divine providence, which in spite of being free, is also part of God’s eternal plan.  Gassendi suggested that on the corporeal level there may be a continual cycle of creation and destruction of matter and reconstitution into new worlds.  At the incorporeal level, he suggests, the human soul (animus) is immortal.  His arguments for immortality are based on his physics and Christian faith.

5.1 Efficient Causes and Motion in Physics and Ethics

Gassendi’s efforts to understand causes and motion in physics and ethics start with God as the first cause.  In physics God creates atoms, and gives them motion, which in turn leads to collisions and the formation and motion of all other bodies.  Analogous to the atom’s motion, God gives incorporeal souls the desire for happiness, which in turn propels incorporeal souls to search for tranquility.  Whether in regard to atomic motion or the search for happiness, he asserted that there is uncertainty in God’s creation.  The ancient Epicureans had introduced the swerve into atomic motion to account for uncertainty in nature and for human free will.  Gassendi rejected this idea and instead suggested that in physics the combination of secondary causes leads to apparent uncertainty in nature; while human free will was created by God as part of the human desire for happiness.  It is the activity of atoms and the human activity toward happiness that makes the God’s created universe a dynamic place.  As Lolordo observes, “Both ethical and religious concerns are manifest in Gassendi’s arguments for the activity of matter, for he argues that only by making matter active can we preserve the secondary causation necessary for morality and religion.”
   


The strongest opposition to ancient Epicureanism had been directed at its ethics based on the pursuit of pleasure.  Gassendi could justify a Christianized version of atomic motion by making God the ‘Author’ of atoms and their motion.  However, the pursuit of pleasure as the basis for human action was far more difficult to reconcile with Christian ethics.  Gassendi attempts to do this through his understanding of the virtues as the mechanism for finding happiness.  Just as atomic collisions are secondary causes in physics, the exercise of the virtues are secondary causes in ethics.

5.1.1 Entities and Motion
 “There are two things in the universe from which everything comes, namely cause and matter.  Matter is inert, ready for everything, but unmoved if no one sets it in motion.  But the cause, or reason, forms matter and turns it in any way it chooses.”
   The prime cause that sets matter in motion is God; in particular God causes the atoms to move as part of His creative act.  In their motion and ability to combine atoms form other materials and in a most fundamental way implement God’s providence. “God both prescribes and permits atoms to execute his power.”
   According to Gassendi, Epicurus was wrong to think that atoms move perpetually as an innate property.
  The idea of innate motion not only violates Gassendi’s understanding of providence, but also his conception of the mechanical universe.

In Gassendi’s model of physics, only God can be conceived as prime mover; all other causation is secondary.  Intimately linked to God as prime mover is His incorporeality and thereby His ability to sustain and direct the universe: “It is sufficient that God be incorporeal and that he pervade and support the universal machine of the world.”
   God is able to cause motion and change in the universe by His infinite power and His mere command.  But God is not substantively in creation, and therefore God is not bound by His own creation.  “There is nothing in the universe that God cannot destroy, nothing that he cannot produce; nothing that he cannot change, even into its opposite qualities.”
   Gassendi extends this view of God’s will to prayer.  He says that because God leads us to prayer, these prayers are part of His will, and can be seen from the human perspective to have an effect on God.

Once God set the atoms in motion, their motion results in the formation and motion of all bodies in the universe.  “These atoms are the origin, principle and cause of all motions which are in nature.”
   Gassendi describes how atoms of different weights move with different speeds.  In collisions, the speed of the atom is constant but the direction in which it moves changes.  This leads Gassendi to an early statement of the law of conservation of momentum, “whatever way an atom moves in the boundless void, it always moves with the same speed and does not change path as long as a meeting with obstacles capable of changing its path does not take place.”
   

These details of atomic motion put Gassendi at odds with the ancient Epicurean model of atomic motion.
  Epicurus held that all atoms move with the same speed, that atoms ‘naturally’ fall downwards, and that within this downward motion, atoms can undergo a random swerve.  This random swerve was the Epicurean basis for seemingly random activity in nature and for human free will.  Gassendi believed that different atoms moved with different speeds and that there was no preferential downward motion.
  Nor did he find the Epicurean justification of free will due to the swerve convincing.  Gassendi believed that even if there was a swerve in atomic motion (which he did not accept), the swerve itself was just part of a chain of consequences.

However, Gassendi did agree with ancient Epicureanism that atomic motion was the only physical cause of activity in the universe.  Because of his conception of divine will, Gassendi reasons that only efficient causes are found in nature.  In particular he rejects the Aristotelian idea of a material cause: “To speak the truth, it seems that matter cannot be called a cause except improperly; one cannot properly ask ‘out of what cause’ is a statue made.”
  Having reduced natural causes in physics to efficient causes only, Gassendi acknowledges that even these cannot be known perfectly, but only probably. “Though we do not perceive causes that are certain and indubitable, yet we attain those which have some aspects of probability.”
  All other causes are secondary and rely either completely or partially on corporeality.  “The principle of action in bodies must be corporeal and can be inferred from the fact that since corporeal actions are physical they cannot be induced by any principle except a physical and corporeal one.”
 

The insistence that all physical motion and changes are due to atomic motion left Gassendi with a problem: how to explain what appeared to be actions at a distance, or the means by which one object can affect the motion of a distant object.  Examples of what appear to be action at a distance are gravity and magnetism.  Some of Gassendi’s contemporaries, such as Robert Fludd and the Rosicrucians, suggested
 a ‘world soul’ as the cause of motion at a distance.  Gassendi argued strongly against this idea and suggested that there is no caused motion at a distance.  Instead he speculated that unseen atoms cause changes through their collisions with each other.  Atoms of a particular type, whether ‘gravity atoms’ or ‘magnetic atoms’ form chains of atoms that grab other atoms and pull them.  However, as Osler rightly points out,
 this mechanism begs the question of what causes the chain of atoms to fall back on itself.
 

Reliance on corporeality for causation and motion is also true in regards to humans who have an incorporeal soul as well as a corporeal soul and body.  Gassendi believed that his two-soul model adequately accounted for how the immaterial intellect could develop generalized knowledge from the corporeal senses and thereby direct the body to action.
  But human acts as secondary causes always exist within the framework of God’s action as primary cause and with His concurrence.  

The physics of atomic motion provides an analogy for human motion and free will and the link to Gassendi’s ethics.  Much like his view that God created atoms, gives them motion and established the rules of nature which govern their actions, so Gassendi thinks that God gave men a natural desire for pleasure and a natural avoidance of pain. “He (God) therefore seasoned every action with a certain allurement of pleasure.”
  Thus, says Gassendi, even the most basic attributes of human life are only desired as long as there is pleasure associated with life.  “One desires the preservation of life, health of the body and faculties, not on account of themselves, but only to the extent that life and health are pleasurable and enjoyable.”
  Gassendi goes the next step in his ethical development to claim that integrity and utility are not desirable in themselves, but as a means to pleasure: “Good and Pleasant are synonymous.”
  

Just as Gassendi was concerned with the efficient cause of motion in physics, he is also concerned with the efficient cause of natural happiness.  He agrees with Epicurus who taught that, “freedom from bodily pain and tranquility of the mind constitute happiness or the goal, then he declares that the efficient causes of this happiness are a sound mind… together with the virtues.”
   Thus Gassendi considers, “happiness is this by which only it is possible for men by right to aspire to naturally.”
  He observes that philosophers, even Epicurus, can know that God is immortal and perfectly happy: “Epicurus attributes the perfections of immortality and happiness to God.”
  Happiness as the goal for human action is linked to human incorporeality.  According to Gassendi, the desire for happiness was implanted in man by God, much as God had given atoms the power to move.  “The more necessary the action was to be, either for the preservation of the species as a whole or for that of each individual living thing, the more powerful he wanted the pleasure to be.” 

Gassendi makes it clear that he is concerned with happiness as understood by the philosophers, specifically limiting happiness to practical ethics, and not the eternal happiness of the Church Fathers.  Rather he wants to discuss the ‘natural felicity’ that might be found in this life.
  In this way he seems to open a path to a positive discussion of Epicurean ethics, which would overcome the objection presented by Epicurus’s disbelief in immortality.  Gassendi enumerates seven principles which contribute to the tranquility of the mind:  knowledge and fear of God; death is not necessarily evil; men should not kill themselves; one should not be impatient or despairing about the future; each day should be enjoyed for itself; lusts are to be controlled; the study of philosophy is the best medicine for the soul.  All but the first (knowledge and fear of God) are found in ancient Epicureanism.

The efficient cause of natural happiness (tranquility) is found in the virtues, especially prudence.  The second book of the Ethics, Concerning Virtue, is the longest of Gassendi’s three books on ethics.  He begins his discussion of virtues in general by noting that almost all philosophers agree with Aristotle, that virtues are good habits.
  He goes on to say that like Aristotle, Epicurus believed the most important virtue was prudence, followed by the moral virtues.
  

Gassendi takes an even stronger stance on prudence as the ‘queen’ of the virtues than Aristotle or Epicurus.  For him prudence and wisdom are for the most part synonyms.
  He accepts the classical division of the cardinal virtues into prudence, and the moral virtues of temperance, fortitude and justice.  But “all the others are combined together by prudence.”
  Prudence is the principal virtue; a fountain from which many rivers flow is an image of the way in which the other virtues are related to prudence.

The ultimate importance of prudence is demonstrated in the relation between virtue and the happy life.  In opposition to the Stoics, Gassendi repeats the Epicurean maxim that, “Virtue is not desired for its own sake but for the sake of pleasure.”  He acknowledges that this claim has been broadly misunderstood by critics of Epicurus.  A proper understanding of Epicurus reveals the importance of prudence as the virtue that leads to genuine happiness.
   Gassendi expands on prudence to demonstrate how men can lead a harmonious life within a family (economic prudence) and society (political prudence).  As Sarasohn observes, “At the base of this doctrine of prudence is Gassendi’s unshakeable conviction of individual responsibility and freedom of choice, the ubiquitous characteristic of his entire ethical theory.”
  

For Gassendi there can be no virtue without freedom.  Virtue causes men to respond in particular ways to particular circumstances which confront them in the world.
  So his discussion of virtues leads him to the final book of the Syntagma, On Fate and Freedom.  “Having explored the virtues, it seems worthwhile to make some mention of Fate, Fortune, and Free Will, the three of which some consider to be causes, others the means of putting causes in motion, and others empty names; and especially because insofar as anyone accepts or rejects these three, there would be some virtues among men or none; some vices or none.”
  He links his discussion of free will versus fate (or divine providence) directly to whether or not men are to be considered responsible for their actions; that is, whether or not virtue and vice exist among men.  

Gassendi describes and analyzes two different philosophical opinions about fate, “one that Fate is divine, the other that Fate is merely natural.”
   Among those who believe that Fate is divine, there are two classes: those who believe that the divine nature is in the world, as substance (substantia)
; and those who believe the divine fate is in the world as an act (actus)
 of God.  Gassendi includes Plato and Zeno among those who accept the former; and Hesiod and Lucian as those who accept the latter. 

Gassendi raises two objections to the idea of fate (whether of fate as divine substance or act):  first that it leaves no room for free will, and second that it implies that fate controls God.  In regards to the first objection, he argues that such a rigid view of fate implies a loss of free will and the meaning of virtue and vice.  For if “our souls should be included in this series of things, they would be ruled by Fate … Then prudence will be utterly vain, and the study of wisdom vain…Thus there is neither virtue nor vice.”
  Gassendi does seem to belief in fate as an act of God, but an act that expresses itself in the motion of atoms, and man’s desire for happiness.
  

He cites those philosophers who believe that fate is something natural.  This group he also divides into two classes: The first is comprised of “Some propose a series of causes, so fastened and joined together that the later ones are always dependent on the previous ones.”
  The other class of philosophers: “others indeed propose a series of causes connected with each other; but they reckon the later causes as not so dependent on the previous ones.”
  Among the first class of philosophers, Gassendi includes Leucippus and Democritus.  He is particularly critical of Democritus’s theory of atomic motion, which he takes as implying rigid necessity.  For Democritus (as Gassendi reads him) believed that atoms have an unalterable motion.  To support his view, Gassendi notes that Epicurus rejected Democritus’s atomic theory because it implied that there was no free will.
 

He includes Epicurus along with Aristotle among the second class of natural philosophers.  Gassendi emphasizes that Epicurus’ theory includes random motion and so is not completely deterministic because of the introduction of the atomic swerve.  Thus, according to Epicurus, free will can be preserved.  “It must be assumed that souls are woven together from atoms, so that in each soul the atoms are swerving… in which is the root of freedom.”
  

However, Gassendi does not accept the Epicurean swerve as the mechanism to secure free will for mankind.  He notes that while he accepts Epicurus’s (and Aristotle’s) view of the relationship of causes in nature, he does not accept Epicurus’s denial of divine providence: “The opinion of Aristotle and Epicurus can certainly be defended, insofar as it reckons Fate and Nature, or natural causes, to be synonymous things, and protects Free Will; nevertheless, with equal right it ought to be rejected, insofar as it denies the reality of future things, since it does not grant there is knowledge of these things in God, and thus wrongly supposes there is no creation of things and no Divine Providence.”
  For Gassendi, man is free because God made man that way, in His image and likeness.  The incorporeal soul can act freely, by virtue of being incorporeal.  “The soul is like the place where two roads meet and it is placed in the middle of two ways, and it is indifferent to each part, because it is free.”

In his discussion on free will Gassendi notes that he is not talking about liberty of the body, or its opposite, slavery.  Rather he is discussing something in the mind and will, which “ the theologians especially call Free Will.”
  In his anthropology Gassendi recognizes the mind as the ruler of the will.  The mind judges and chooses; the will then activates the body to select what the understanding has chosen.  Man is endowed by God, not random atoms, with the ability to freely chose, and this is the basis on which he is virtuous or not. 


Considering the mechanism by which divine providence controls the natural world opens the question of natural law.  Gassendi was disinclined to accept a rigid concept of natural law for several reasons.  First, he thought that God was completely unconstrained by the cosmos He had created, and therefore he believed that the ‘rules’ governing the cosmos could change at any time as God willed.
  Secondly, he believed that even if God prescribed well-defined eternal natural laws, human intellect is such that man will never be able to discern those laws perfectly.  Given his epistemology of probablism, Gassendi holds that inferences based on observations and analogies from what is observed to what is not observable (like atoms) are only probable knowledge.  “Even though we do not perceive causes that are certain and indubitable we can still obtain those which have some sort of probability.”
  Gassendi held out hope that, as instruments like telescopes and microscopes improved, knowledge would improve, but our knowledge will never be completely certain.
  Therefore it would be imprudent to believe that there were hard and fast laws of nature.

5.1.2 Reconciling Epicurean Physics with Christian Ethics


If the issues surrounding the structure of the universe were the most immediately contentious questions in the seventeenth century, the theological questions surrounding human free will and divine providence and predestination have been among the most intractable throughout Christian history.  These issues also reveal the deepest chasm between Christianity and Epicureanism.  The basic premise of Epicureanism is that humans are free from any influence by any deities.  In Epicureanism happiness can only be rooted in the physical, since there is nothing other than the physical, and human actions are therefore fundamentally motivated by avoidance of pain.  Christian theology of course roots happiness in the spiritual, and sees the physical in many ways as opposing spiritual happiness; human actions should be motivated by love of God and neighbor.  The happy end in Epicureanism is to die quietly without fear, surrounded by friends; the happy end in Christianity is to enjoy eternal happiness with God and the communion of saints.

Thus here more than elsewhere Gassendi had the most difficulty reconciling the seemingly irreconcilable: physical happiness and spiritual happiness.  He partially side-steps the issue by claiming that he is a natural philosopher and only concerned with this side of heaven.  However, since his physics includes discussions of the human soul and divine providence, he cannot completely avoid attempting a reconciliation.  In his arguments on these topics, Gassendi makes more use than elsewhere of patristic authors.   He addresses seven themes in which he tries to demonstrate that Epicurean physical ethics and Christian spiritual ethics are consistent: happiness as pleasure; freedom from fear of death; pleasure in this life; role of virtue in pleasure; true piety; the relationship of human free will and God’s providence, and theodicy and human justice.

.

Human happiness as pleasure
The Epicurean confluence of good and pleasure was as strongly opposed by ancient Christians as was the Epicurean view that there is no good, creator God.  Gassendi could rather easily modify Epicurean atomism by arguing simply that God created the atoms.  His effort to give a Christian spin to pleasure as the object of human happiness was a far more difficult task.  To adhere to Christian teaching, he had to reject standard Epicurean teaching, which held that there is no relationship between the gods and men.  The key question then becomes what the basis for happiness is.  Ancient Epicureanism had answered that happiness was freedom from physical pain and tranquility of mind.  He understood Augustine as holding that the desire for happiness is common to Christians and philosophers.
  What Gassendi does not reference is that at the beginning of City of God XIX, Augustine explicitly states that “the empty dreams of philosopher” cannot lead to “happiness in this unhappy life.”
   

Gassendi takes two approaches to reconcile Epicurean and Christian happiness.  First, he avoids discussion of eternal happiness as a topic of natural philosophy.  Second, he tries to argue that the Epicurean principles of pleasure and pain are part of God’s design for the way in which the world, and especially man, works. God has instilled in man a natural inclination to pleasure and avoidance of pain as the way to happiness.  In Gassendi (as in Epicurus) the wise man will use his intellect to determine the most probable course of action that leads to long-term happiness and tranquility.  “He is tranquil and circumspect, and thus loving calm, he is innocent, and as much as he can he does good to everyone and injures no one.”
  Sarasohn has astutely observed that, “In ethics especially probabilism becomes not only a premise of Gassendi’s discursive style,  but also a necessary adjunct to his cardinal ethical principle.  The calculation of pleasure and pain, when a rational individual weighs the pros and cons of an action in order to determine what will bring the greatest happiness in the long run, is ad utramque partem reasoning in its most moral and prudent manifestation.”
  One of the first things that may upset the wise man’s happiness and sense of tranquility is fear of death.
Freedom from fear of death

Epicurus had concluded that one of the main reasons for human unhappiness was fear of death because men will be judged by angry gods after death.  Epicurus eliminated this fear by eliminating any sense of judgment or life after death.  Gassendi cites Lactantius’s view that Epicurus’s arguments against fear of death can be appealing, especially if one thinks that the soul does not exist after death: “What a shrewdly bogus piece of argument! As if death were to be feared when it has done its work of taking away the senses, rather than the process of dying when sense is being taken away.  How then can I fail to be afraid if what precedes death is pain?  And what about the nonsense of the argument anyway, because souls do not perish?”
  Similarly, he refers to Ambrose’s claim that, “The Epicureans said, asserting pleasure, that death is nothing to us, because it (the soul) dissolves and is insensible becomes as nothing to us,…but what else can they assert since they negate the grace of the resurrection?”
 


As with much of his effort to show consistency between Epicurean and Christian ethics, Gassendi argues that as a natural philosopher he is not considering eternal happiness; thus he can discount these arguments from Lactantius and Ambrose, both of which rely on an immortal soul as the response to Epicureanism.  Gassendi notes that Epicurus encourages people to live a virtuous life, not because of fear of death, but for its own sake.   “Not by a long time but by a life of integrity is life to be measured.”
  He finds in the Book of Wisdom  a demonstration that living a virtuous life as defined by Epicureanism is consistent with Sacred Scripture: For old age is not honored for length of time, or measured by number of years; but understanding is gray hair for anyone, and a blameless life is ripe old age (Wis. 4:8-9).
  


Gassendi attacks the Stoic view of death, and especially of honor-suicide, to show that they also had an incorrect view of the soul.  Here he refers frequently and at length to Book III.18 of Lactantius’s Divine Institutes.  First Gassendi attacks the Stoics because they support suicide.  Describing Cato’s suicide, he quotes Lactantius, saying that suicide may be an even greater crime than murder.
  He reinforces Lactantius’ point by saying, “Of course Sacred Religion in no way approves this, but condemns it (except it does not disapprove of those few who by a divine prophecy raised hands against themselves, such as Samson & Razis in the Old Law, and Sophronia and Pelagia
 in the New), but even nature and right reason condemn it.”
   Gassendi correctly points out that Epicurus is closer to Christian beliefs than the Stoics, since as Seneca observed, “Epicurus reproaches those who desire death as much as those that fear it; and that there is a great indiscretion, nay folly, in hastening our death, for the fear of death.”
 

Pleasure in this life
Having removed fear of death as the ultimate disruption to a tranquil mind, Gassendi considers pleasure in this life.  The first point in his argument is acknowledging that it is the link between morality and pleasure that caused such infamy to be directed at  Epicurus.  He asserts that people often have the wrong notion of how the Epicureans defined pleasure.  He traces the source of this mistake to Scripture: “…rather even in the Sacred Writings ‘lovers of pleasure’ and ‘lovers of God’ are sometimes opposed; and also among those who strangle the divine word that has been proclaimed are those who are remembered as followers of cares and of riches, thus of ‘the pleasures of life.’”
  Gassendi cites biblical examples of the negative use of pleasure: Their sensual desires alienate them from Christ (1 Tim. 5:11), and: They are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life (Luk. 8:14).  He counters these texts with other texts that demonstrate pleasure is from God: God made to grow every tree that is pleasant (Gen. 2:9) and, You give them drink from the river of your delight (Psalm 36:8).  Gassendi claims that the discrepancy is the way the Septuagint translated ‘voluptae’ “pleasures” from the Hebrew.  “In any case, the Septuagint does not render this expression with the word hedones but prefers truphes which commonly means luxury, softness, delight.”
  It seems that for Gassendi, the Greek truphe connotes negative aspects of pleasure, while hedus connotes a morally positive sort of pleasure.  The problem with his analysis is that the Septuagint uses both words, apparently with both a positive and negative connotation.  For instance, in Proverbs 5:12 hedus is used with approval, while in Pr. 12:11 and 14:23 it has a negative moral connotation.

Gassendi further tries to reconcile Epicurean pleasure with Christian ethics by observing that among the ancient Epicureans: “They judge that when Epicurus said pleasure was the goal, it cannot and should not be understood as corporeal, lustful and condemned pleasure, and when they hear that the philosophers were called hedonists, devotees of pleasure, they almost regard him as their leader and prince.”
  Gassendi gives a string of patristic and medieval examples demonstrating how crudely Epicurus’s notion of pleasure had been understood.

	Author
	Reference
	Use

	Clement of Alexandria
	Stromata 2.21
	Epicurus thinks all joy of the soul comes first from the body; and Metrodorus writes what else is the major cause of happiness than in things as they should be?


	Bernard of Clairvaux
	Sermons on Canticle of Canticle’s XXX

	Ought I to propose to you the doctrine of…the school of Epicurus instead of the Gospel? 

	Origen
	Contra Celsum 3.80
	Perhaps Celsus and the Epicureans deny it is a vain hope concerning pleasure which to them is the highest good.


	Lactantius
	Divine Institutes III.17
	He (Epicurus) thought man was born for pleasure.


	Ambrose
	Letter LXIII
	They assert pleasure and say chastity is of no use


	Jerome
	Commentary on Ezekiel 13
	Epicureans, and Pyrrhonists such as  Jovinian and Eunommius, among whom are those who might be said to be teachers of pleasure and lust.


	Augustine
	On Epicureans and Stoics 4

	Therefore the entire question is, what makes a happy life.  What do you say Epicureans? They reply pleasure of the body.  What do you say Stoics? They reply virtue of the soul.


	Aquinas
	Summa Contra Gentiles 3.27
	Hereby is excluded the error of the Epicureans, who placed the happiness of man in these pleasures: in whose person Solomon says: This seemed to me good, that man should eat and drink and make merry on the fruit of his toil (Eccles. V, 17).


	Gregory Nazianzus
	First Theological Oration 
	Gregory Nazianzus in whose works it is taught that “pleasure was foreign to and should be driven out from philosophy”



To refute these overwhelming opinions of the Fathers, Gassendi asserts that they misunderstood Epicurus.  Having misunderstood him, “some seized the opportunity to slander him, because they understood him to mean bodily and lustful pleasure.”
  Gassendi argues that in fact Epicurus recommended a sober simple life; a life that did not succumb to pleasures that end in a moment.  For Epicurus pleasure is “not to suffer in the body and not to be perturbed in the soul.”

One of the problems, claims Gassendi, is that many confused Epicurus and Aristippus.  It was the confusion between the teaching of the Epicureans and the Cyreniac school that led to placing so much false blame on Epicurus:

This comparison, or contrast, shows clearly that Epicurus believed no other pleasure to be the end, other than that which consists in stability, and as for the rest, to know comfort, and peace, while Aristippus endorses the pleasure of the body, and namely that which is in the movement, or by which the direction is currently moving and affected is the end. This contrast, I say, shows undoubtedly that the opinion of Epicurus is misinterpreted to be the same as that of Aristippus, in such a way that all reproaches that ought to be made towards Aristippus, and all the condemnations that ought to spill on him, are spilled on Epicurus, with almost none touching Aristippus.

However, Gassendi acknowledges that some of the Church Fathers did occasionally recognize that Epicurus’s pleasure as the goal of a happy life was different from the fleshly indulgence of the Cyreniacs.
  

Role of virtue in pleasure
Although Gassendi was able to defend Epicurus’s notion of pleasure as being far more ‘noble’ than gross hedonism, he was left with the problem of the relationship between virtue and Epicurean pleasure.  Both Epicureanism and Christianity emphasized the virtues as the hallmark of a good life; but in the former the good life is a happy life without pain in this life, in the latter the good life points to eternal happiness in the next life.  To demonstrate some consistency between these two views, Gassendi offers two key examples: Jerome and Augustine, as shown in the table below.

	Jerome, Against Jovinian, Book II
	Augustine, City of God, V.20

	And, strange to say, Epicurus, the defender of pleasure, in all his books speaks of nothing but vegetables and fruits; and he says that we ought to live on cheap food because the preparation of sumptuous banquets of flesh involves great care and suffering, and greater pains attend the search for such delicacies than pleasures the consumption of them. Our bodies need only something to eat and drink. Where there is bread and water, and the like, nature is satisfied. Whatever more there may be does not go to meet the wants of life, but are ministers to vicious pleasure. Eating and drinking does not quench the longing for luxuries, but appeases hunger and thirst. Persons who feed on flesh want also gratifications not found in flesh. But they who adopt a simple diet do not look for flesh. Further, we cannot devote ourselves to wisdom if our thoughts are running on a well-laden table, the supply of which requires an excess of work and anxiety. The wants of nature are soon satisfied: cold and hunger can be banished with simple food and clothing.

	Philosophers who place the end of human good in virtue itself, in order to put to shame certain other philosophers, who indeed approve of the virtues but measure them all with reference to the end of bodily pleasure, and think that this pleasure is to be sought for its own sake, but the virtues on account of pleasure are wont to paint a kind of word-picture, in which Pleasure sits like a luxurious queen on a royal seat and all the virtues are subjected to her as slaves, watching her nod, that they may do whatever she shall command.  She commands Prudence to be ever on the watch to discover how Pleasure may rule, and be safe.  Justice she orders to grant what benefits she can, in order to secure friendships which are necessary for bodily pleasure; to do wrong to no one lest, on account of the breaking of the laws, Pleasure be not able to live in security.  Fortitude she orders to keep her mistress, that is Pleasure, bravely in her mind, if any affliction befall her body which does not occasion death in order that by remembrance of former delights she may mitigate the poignancy of present pain.  Temperance she commands to take only a certain quantity even of most favorite food lest, through immoderate use, anything prove hurtful by disturbing the health of the body, and thus Pleasure which the Epicureans make to consist chiefly in the health of the body be grievously offended.




Gassendi quotes this piece from Jerome accurately and in its proper context.  The same cannot quite be said of his use of Augustine, which here seems to support the idea that Augustine agreed with Epicurean ethics.  Augustine accurately portrays how the ancient Epicureans viewed the virtues in service of peace of body and mind.  But Gassendi does a disservice to Augustine by not quoting Augustine’s argument in full.  For here Augustine levels one of the most concise and damaging arguments against an Epicurean understanding of the virtues:

Thus the virtues with the whole dignity of their glory will be the slaves of Pleasure, as of some imperious and disreputable woman.  There is nothing say our Philosophers more disgraceful and disreputable than this picture, and which the eyes of good men can less endure.  And they say the truth.…Wherefore it is unworthy of the solidity and firmness of the virtues to represent them as serving this glory (personal pleasure), so that Prudence shall provide nothing, Justice distribute nothing, Temperance moderate nothing except to the end that men may be pleased and vainglory serve.  Nor will they be able to defend themselves from the charge of such baseness as being despisers of glory, disregard the judgment of other men, seem wise to themselves and please themselves.  For their virtue, if indeed it is virtue at all, is only in another way subjected to human praise, for he who seeks to please himself seeks still to please man.

Augustine argued that such a completely self-centered view of virtue cannot result in any proper moral action.  Even Epicurean wisdom and knowledge is self-referential, and so not wisdom at all.  Augustine’s comments reveal one of the inconsistencies in Gassendi’s Epicurean project.  Since he believes that knowledge is only available to man from outside of himself, through empirical observations, how can Gassendi hold that ethical action is only determined by internal reference to pleasure and pain?    He attempts to answer this question through his discussion of the most un-Epicurean of virtues: piety.

Piety
Gassendi addresses just this concern through his understanding of the relationship among piety, virtue and pleasure - - - and he uses Augustine and Scripture to do this.  First, he argues that it is possible that, by some extraordinary gift of grace, someone might worship God with no regard to reward for himself.  However, Gassendi notes he is talking about “piety or generally about virtue, which is according to nature.”
  His distinction between natural and supernatural piety is analogous to his distinction between natural and supernatural happiness.  As a natural philosopher, he is only concerned with natural piety.

Gassendi considers natural piety to be love of God based on self-interest.  He claims that in Scripture there are many places that “approve of loving God greatly, because He forgave them for their many sins or because He has graced them with so many favors.”
  For further support, he calls on Augustine:.  

What is it to be drawn by delight?  "Delight thyself in the Lord, and He shall give thee the desires of thy heart."(3) There is a pleasure of the heart to which that bread of heaven is sweet.  Moreover, if it was right in the poet to say, "Every man is drawn by his own pleasure,"(4)--not necessity, but pleasure; not obligation, but delight,--how much more boldly ought we to say that a man is drawn to Christ when he delights in the truth, when he delights in blessedness, delights in righteousness, delights in everlasting life, all which Christ is? …. 

If then these things, which among earthly delights and pleasures are shown to them that love them, draw them, since it is true that every man is drawn by his own pleasure, does not Christ, revealed by the Father, draw?

In these selections from Tractate 26, however, Augustine is trying to describe how God first draws man to Himself by the grace of Christ, and how man must then be willing to accept that grace to achieve a pure pleasure in truth, blessedness and righteousness.  Thus Augustine was not envisioning anything like Gassendi’s ‘natural piety.’  


In addition to his misrepresentation of Augustine, there is an inconsistency within Gassendi’s own argument.  In De Vita et Moribus Epicuri IV, Gassendi had attempted to defend Epicurus against the charge that he was impious by arguing that  Epicurus really was pious because he worshipped God without any thought for benefit to himself after death.
  Here in the Ethics, however, he contends that real piety is not an Epicurean ‘natural piety’ because it requires special grace.  Thus on the one hand, Gassendi represents Epicurus as engaging in filial piety while on the other hand he argues that such piety is only available through supernatural grace.  Yet nowhere does Gassendi imply that Epicurus or his ancient followers acted on anything other than a natural, not supernatural, level.
Gassendi addresses supernatural piety and sacred religion by conceding that, “But I dismiss Epicurus, and suppose the existence of God, providence and all of his attributes.”
  Lactantius is an improtatn source for his discussion of true worship.  He notes that only sacred religion has all of the truth, a truth which can be used to support Christian ethics: “The advice they (philosophers) usually offer on uprightness can remain; we shall be adding a superstructure which they do not know about for the perfection and consummation of justice; that is quite outside their grasp.”
 

Gassendi also calls on Lactantius to substantiate the importance of natural philosophy and the search for wisdom and religion. “God deliberately created man with such a nature that a pair of things would be his great desire, and these are religion and wisdom.  People go wrong either in taking up religion and forgetting wisdom or in going for wisdom alone and forgetting religion.  One without the other is not sound.”
 However, his use of Lactantius here is somewhat misleading since Divine Institutes Book III is devoted to arguing against natural philosophy as being unable to combine wisdom and religion.
  For Lactantius the only way in which wisdom and religion can be combined is in acceptance of Christianity and the rejection of all natural philosophy.  As discussed by Fisher, Lactantius’s idea of a just society was totally dependent on Christian truth, not contractual justice or even natural justice as defined by Aristotle and the Stoics.

As part of his repudiation of philosophy, Lactantius launches a lengthy attack on Epicurean ethics in Divine Institutes Book III.17.  Gassendi presents Lactantius’s arguments point by point followed by his own point by point rebuttal.  The table below includes the reference to Lactantius alongside a summary of Gassendi’s rebuttal.  

	Lactantius Divine Institutes III.17

	Gassendi, Ethics, Book II: Concerning Virtue, Chapter II: On Prudence


	The system of Epicurus was much more generally followed than those of the others; not because it brings forward any truth, but because the attractive name of pleasure invites many. For every one is naturally inclined to vices. Moreover, for the purpose of drawing the multitude to himself, he speaks that which is specially adapted to each character separately. 
1. He forbids the idle to apply himself to learning; 
2. he releases the covetous man from giving largesses to the people; 
3. he prohibits the inactive man from undertaking the business of the state, 
4. the sluggish from bodily exercise, the timid from military service. 
5. The irreligious is told that the gods pay no attention to the conduct of men; 
6. the man who is unfeeling and selfish is ordered to give nothing to any one,  for that the wise man does everything on his own account. 
7. To a man who avoids the crowd, solitude is praised. 
8. One who is too sparing, learns that life can be sustained on water and meal. 
9. If a man hates his wife, the blessings of celibacy are enumerated to him; to one who has bad children, the happiness of those who are without children is proclaimed. 
10. Against parents it is said that there is no bond of nature. 
11. To the man who is delicate and incapable of endurance, it is said that pain is the greatest of all evils; to the man of fortitude, it is said that the wise man is happy even under tortures. 
12. The man who devotes himself to the pursuit of influence and distinction is enjoined to pay court to kings; he who cannot endure annoyance is enjoined to shun the abode of kings.
	We say little of this is true; not that everything of Epicurus is pleasing.  But Epicurus should not be distorted.  And what kind of things Epicurus recommended should plainly be inferred and understood.

1. Epicurus encourages all, old and young, to study philosophy.  But if someone is irresolute in the discipline of study, what harm is there in forbidding him to study?

2. Epicurus plainly does not condemn Liberality when it is done for good use; rather he is concerned that those who give too much may fall into poverty.

3. It is with good reason that Epicurus discourages the inactive person from public affairs, as will be discussed later.

4. Should not we choose who should go to war?  The coward does more harm with his fears than many brave men.

5. Indeed this is irrefutable, as I have pointed out elsewhere.  But in a sense he did not teach that men ought to be irreligious, but that men should not humanize the things of God.

6. The wise man may indeed act on his own account, but the truly wise man may do so by taking on inconveniences or even die for his friend.

7. How can we blame those who do not want to be in crowds, without blaming the withdrawal of many great philosophers and religious?

8. Truly it is the teaching of Epicurus to tolerate a life of water and grain; but Epicurus prohibited too much frugality.

9. Epicurus does not recommend putting aside a bad wife and children, but that a man should consider before he marries that he might have a bad wife or wicked children, and so celibacy it better.

10.  Epicurus declares that we love our parents freely, not because there is a natural bond.  But he says very little about this.

11. There is nothing not laudable as set forth here.

12. This will be discussed later.




These brief responses to Lactantius’s accusations epitomize Gassendi’s overall approach to Epicurean ethics: Epicurus was misunderstood and misinterpreted.  Gassendi acknowledges that Epicurus did not have a proper view of man’s relation to God (#5 above), but he argues this should not be an impediment to accepting Epicurus’s ethical views, at least as they relate to the individual in society.  As he argues in each point above, Epicurus gives a program of reasonable, practical virtue.  As described in the Preface to the Ethics, this is entirely what Gassendi said he wanted to present, practical rather than speculative ethics, ethics based on the natural, not the supernatural. 

Divine providence and human free will
The place where the natural and supernatural meet for Gassendi is in his consideration of divine providence and human free will.  A major distinction between ancient Epicureanism and Stoicism concerned the role of providence.  Epicureans completely rejected providence, while Stoics believed that providence controlled everything.  Gassendi uses Acts 17:28 as Scriptural warrant for God’s continued action in the world: For in him we live and move and have our being.  Acts 17:28 is Stoic poetry supporting the notion that God is the prime mover and first cause.  With Acts 17:28 in mind, he draws on Augustine to highlight the differences between the Epicureans and Stoics:  “The Epicureans asserted that human affairs were not under the providence of the gods; and the Stoics, holding the opposite opinion, agreed that they were ruled and defended by favorable and tutelary gods.”
  

Gassendi examines the relationship between fortune and fate in terms of divine providence: “If we agree that Fate is the decree of the Divine Will, without which nothing at all is done, truly Fortune is the concourse of events that, although unforeseen by men, nevertheless was foreseen by God, and they are the connected series of causes, or Fate.”
  But this neat formula leaves him with the problem of reconciling a strict belief in fate that is equivalent to predestination with his belief in free will.  Gassendi notes that Aquinas defines fate as “nothing else but that part of Providence that is termed predestination.”
  To resolve the impasse between predestination and human free will, Gassendi, using Scholastic terminology, suggests that God created two different classes of causes: one necessary and the other free, “and theology teaches that God produced necessary causes and also free ones.”

Gassendi attempts to reconcile the Epicurean position with providence by arguing that Epicurus understood that inherent in nature was the necessity of some type of prime cause in order bodies to move.  He tries to pull together a number of philosophical strands under the umbrella of God as prime cause. 

Do you wish to call Him Fate?  You will not err in so doing; it is on Him that all depends, the Cause of Causes.  Do you wish to call Him Providence? You will be speaking correctly; it is by His deliberation that this world is provided for, so that it might flourish undisturbed.  Do you wish to call Him Nature?  You will not do wrong; for it is in Him that all things take their origin and in His spirit that we live and move and have our being.

Although he uses the Stoic concept of providence to support his own natural philosophy, he disavows completely the Stoic notion of God as material.  Here he calls upon Tertullian and Lactantius to refute the Stoics.  He notes that in Against Hermogense Tertullian accused Hermogenes of “turning from the Church to the Academy and the Porch.”
  Lactantius, says Gassendi, is also arguing against the Stoics, especially Cicero and Seneca, when he rejects the notion that God is material.
  He also takes this opportunity to attack Aristotle: “Theology teaches that God is one immobile being; but that Aristotle says that prime matter is the immobile and infinite principle in the universe.”

Gassendi also wants to avoid making God subservient to fate.  Here he refers to Lactantius, Divine Institutes, I.11 to substantiate his argument: “If the power of the Parcae is so great that they are of more avail than all the heavenly gods, and their ruler and lord himself, why should not they all be rather said to reign, since necessity compels all the gods to obey their laws and ordinances? Now who can entertain a doubt that he who is subservient to anything cannot be greatest?  For if it were so, he would not receive fates, but would make them.”

Of most importance to Church theologians was understanding the mechanism by which God’s providence interacts with other rational beings like angels and men.  To this end, Gassendi briefly considers the special case of angels, who although completely incorporeal, also act in creation.  The Bible records that angels present themselves with a human form and even act to destroy armies.
  This raises the question of how a purely incorporeal being can effect corporeal bodies.  Gassendi points out that to get around this problem, “many of the Church Fathers considered angels corporeal.”
  And yet he notes that Church teaching holds that angels are completely incorporeal.
  Gassendi’s resolution to this dilemma was to argue that God gave angels extraordinary powers; powers that mimicked God’s own ability to act in creation: “God imbued the angels destined for these offices with an extraordinary and special power beyond our comprehension so that they might perform these extraordinary feats that they cannot ordinarily do.”
  This is similar to Aquinas explanation for angelic action.

Of course of most interest was not God’s relation to angels but how God’s providence related to men.  No question has been more difficult in this regard than the theodicy question.  

Divine and human justice
Finding consistency between the Epicurean and Christian understanding of theodicy was perhaps the most difficult task facing Gassendi.  Epicurus’s first step in philosophy is consideration of the theodicy problem; his resolution of the problem became the first premise of his philosophy: there is no theodicy problem because the gods have nothing to do with human beings.  The gods have no need whatsoever of any interaction with humans, and people suffer by chance due to the random swerve of atoms.   

Epicurus’s statement of the theodicy problem, if not his solution, became the standard statement of the problem for most patristic authors.  Gassendi cites Lactanius, Divine Institutes VII.5 to address the two basic Epicurean questions concerning providence:  if the all-good, all-powerful God created the world especially for man, why is there evil; and what is the use of man to God?  As to what use man is to God, the answer (from both Lactantius and Gassendi) is that God made man to worship Him:

What advantage is there to God in man, says Epicurus, that He should make him for His own sake? Truly, that there might be one who  might understand His works; who might be able both to admire with his understanding, and to express with his voice, the foresight displayed in their arrangement, the order of their creation, the power exerted in their completion. And the sum of all these things is, that he should worship God.(6) For he who understands these things worships Him; he follows Him with due veneration as the Maker of all things, He as his true Father, who measures the excellence of His majesty according to the invention, the commencement, and completion of His works. What more evident argument can be brought forward that God both made the world for the sake of man, and man for His own sake, than that he alone of all living creatures has been so formed that his eyes are directed towards heaven, his face looking towards God, his countenance is in fellowship with his Parent, so that God appears, as it were, with outstretched hand to have raised man from the ground, and to have elevated him to the contemplation of Himself.

Gassendi observes that Epicurus was wrong to dissociate God from the universe, “the other Epicurean error which concerns the rule of the universe, or Divine Providence.”
  All things remain in existence through God’s will: “The world that would be nothing without God, has nothing from itself whereby it could subsist on its own and stand without God.”
  He argues from analogy that just as light needs a source, so creation needs the continued beneficence of divine providence.  This providence is seen nowhere in creation so much as in the special relationship man has with God.

But, any discussion of providence, and especially the relationship between providence and the human condition, leads to the problem of the relationship between human suffering and divine providence.  Gassendi cites Ambrose and Lactantius (both of whom credit Epicurus) for succinct statements of the problem, as shown in the table below.

	Ambrose, On the Duties of the Clergy, I.13

	Lactantius, On The Wrath of God, 13

	Supposing therefore that God cares nothing for us or that He is ignorant of men’s actions as the wicked say or that if He knows all things, He is an unjust judge in allowing the good to be in want and the wicked to have abundance.
	Either he wishes to take away evils, and is unable; or He is able, and is unwilling; or He is neither willing nor able, or He is both willing and able. If He is willing and is unable, He is feeble, which is not in accordance with the character of God; if He is able and unwilling, He is envious, which is equally at variance with God; if He is neither willing nor able, He is both envious and feeble, and therefore not God; if He is both willing and able, which alone is suitable to God, from what source then are evils? or why does He not remove them?



Gassendi uses Lactantius’s answer that without evil there is no virtue; and without virtue one cannot be worthy of eternal happiness.
  He quotes at length from Lactantius’s reply to the Stoics:

They might then have answered with more conciseness and truth after this manner. When God had formed man as it were His own image, that which was the completion of His workmanship, He breathed wisdom into him alone, so that he might bring all things into subjection to his own authority and government, and make use of all the advantages of the world. And yet He set before him both good and evil things, inasmuch as He gave to him wisdom, the whole nature of which is employed in discerning things evil and good: for no one can choose better things, and know what is good, unless he at the same time knows to reject and avoid the things which are evil. They are both mutually connected with each other, so that, the one being taken away, the other must also be taken away. Therefore, good and evil things being set before it, then at length wisdom discharges its office, and desires the good for usefulness, but rejects the evil for safety. Therefore, as innumerable good things have been given which it might enjoy, so also have evils, against which it might guard. For if there is no evil, no danger--nothing, in short, which can injure man--all the material of wisdom is taken away, and will be unnecessary for man. For if only good things are placed in sight, what need is there of reflection, of understanding, of knowledge, of reason? since, wherever he shall extend his hand, that is befitting and adapted to nature; so that if any one should wish to place a most exquisite dinner before infants, who as yet have no taste, it is plain that each will desire that to which either impulse, or hunger, or even accident, shall attract them; and whatever they shall take, it will be useful and salutary to them. What injury will it therefore be for them always to remain as they are, and always to be infants and unacquainted with affairs? But if you add a mixture either of bitter things, or things useless, or even poisonous, they are plainly deceived through their ignorance of good and evil, unless wisdom is added to them, by which they may have the rejection of evil things and the choice of good things.  You see, therefore, that we have greater need of wisdom on account of evils; and unless these things had been proposed to us, we should not be a rational animal. 
 

He observes that these views of Lactantius “can be linked to those which, among the Holy Fathers, Augustine, Bernard and others, clearly hold.”
  Lactantius claims that evil is necessary for man to be virtuous, and that the highest virtue is prudence which leads to an understanding of what is good or evil.  Gassendi agrees with this and expands on it by asserting: “But if there is any place for virtue where does it shine forth more (brightly) than in nobly enduring the evils that harsh fate necessitates?”

Both Gassendi and Lactantius look to humanity’s common origin as the basis for common human justice.  In one of the few times he credits the Epicurean Lucretius, Lactantius wrote that, “Lucretius is right when he says, ‘Finally we are all sprung from celestial seed, and all share an identical father.’”
  He cites two reasons proposed by the philosophers: first that men needed to form societies to protect them from wild beasts;
 and that it is human nature to seek fellowship with others.
  Lactatnius disagrees with both of these reasons, arguing rather that men formed societies because of their common ancestor and this is how God created them.


While not rejecting Lactantius, Gassendi phrases his own position so that ‘nature’ replaces ‘God’: “Nature gave to man the faculty to maintain and to preserve himself…It is this faculty itself which is the first right of nature...the most ancient gift of nature.”
  The notion of man having a right from nature that permits him to enter into an agreement with society will be developed much more fully by Locke.
  Gassendi links natural rights with a common bond to society, by arguing that: “Thus from nature the state can be no more than society in which pacts are begun and preserved reciprocally.  For this reason people determined in common to undertake these things among themselves, so that laws or narrowed rights, are retained.  Since laws are nothing else but pacts.”
  This is quite an Epicurean view of law as a social contract rather than as tied to God’s natural law.  This concept of law also opens a sharp division between justice as a virtue, as understood by Aristotle, the Stoics and later Christian authors, and the Epicurean view of justice as keeping a contract.  


Gassendi tries to argue that his understanding of natural rights and law is consistent with Scripture.  “Nothing more is needed for me to remind you that even the Divine Law itself… is nothing other than a contract entered into by God and men.”
  Citing several Old Testament examples of covenants between God and men
 he concludes that laws only exist as contracts among peoples.
  

He finds support for his notion of the rights of the individual and his relationship to law
 in the New Testament: the law is laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless (1 Tim1:9).  To link the importance of individual conscience and faith he cites 1 Tim 1:19: By rejecting conscience certain persons have suffered shipwreck in the faith.  The problem with his argument is that it seems to place God and man on an equal basis as parties entering into a contract.


Having described how God is first cause and master of the fates, as well as how humans maintain free will and action in creation, Gassendi was ready to consider the ends of things and humans.  Considerations of theodicy and justice naturally lead to speculation on reward and punishment of human actions.  

5.2 Teleology

Gassendi did not accept the notion of a final cause within creation any more than he accepted a material or formal cause.  However, he did believe that through divine providence the chain of efficient, secondary causes inevitably would lead to some final state.  In reagard to the corporeal universe, he suggests that it will be transformed and renewed, perhaps in a continual cycle of creation and destruction.  Just as there can be multiple worlds in space, so there could be multiple worlds in time.  As for incorporeal entities such as the human soul, Gassendi seemed to believe that by virtue of being incorporeal, it was also immortal and destined for eternal bliss in heaven or misery in hell based upon the virtuous or vicious works of the human person while on earth.  

These theories are far removed from the world of immediate observations.  And Gassendi recognizes that the further one moves from actual observation, the less certain knowledge becomes.  “We understand that nature is an immense and sacred temple in the sanctuary of which the Divinity dwells, spreading and putting into work His power and inextinguishable wisdom.  But it is not granted to us, poor little men that we are, to access and penetrate them.  It is permitted for us to reproduce, to a certain measure, some effects of the operation of nature.”
  Nothing was further from being able to ‘reproduce the operation of nature’ than teleology.  Gassendi used the tenets of faith to support his own theories in physics and ethics here more than anywhere else.

5.2.1 The End of Things


Unlike Aristotle, Gassendi does not believe that the world as we know it is eternal.  As Brundell points out, Gassendi harshly criticizes Aristotle not only for believing that the world was eternal, but for so vehemently opposing those who believed otherwise.
  Gassendi argues that Epicurus was much closer to Christian doctrine since he believed that the world would inevitably come to an end.
  Much of Gassendi’s argument in favor of Epicurus over Aristotle is centered on the Epicurean idea of atoms as the prime matter of the universe.  Epicurean atomism accounts for the destruction of the world through the natural combination and breaking of atomic bonds.  Gassendi points out that Epicurus was wrong to see creation and destruction as natural processes outside of God’s providence, and further that Epicurus was wrong to think of atoms as eternal.  Nonetheless, because he thought that the world would end, Epicurus was closer to Christian doctrine than was Aristotle.
  


Where Gassendi starts to diverge from standard Christian teaching is in his speculations on the nature of the world after its destruction.  He seems to have had a vision of the world at the eschaton as being recreated anew by God, but not substantially different than the world as currently constituted.  In the Physics he suggests that there could be multiple worlds in the infinite, eternal space, and he also speculates, but more obliquely, that there could be multiple universes in the eternal infinite expanse of time as he has defined time.
  He notes that God can create and destroy at will.
  Thus there is nothing to preclude God from destroying everything in the universe and recreating it.  To consider the creation of multiple worlds in time, Gassendi suggests a thought experiment associated with his proof of infinite space that implies multiple worlds in time.  He suggests that God could completely destroy certain heavenly bodies.
  Once destroyed there would be empty space unless God recreated new bodies to fill that space.  Gassendi’s considerations of the multiple worlds in time are driven by his interest in a continual cycle of creation and destruction of the world, and he finds some scriptural support for these views.
  


Regardless of the disposition of the material world, Gassendi believes that the incorporeal soul was immortal.
  To substantiate this claim he devotes the final book of his Physics to a discussion of the immortality of the soul (De Animorum Immortalitate),  arguing that we can know the human soul is immortal from faith, physics and morality.  The argument from physics is that an incorporeal thing, such as the rational soul, “is not composed from matter, form or integrated parts…it is a thing which we say is incorruptible and immortal.”
  The next step in Gassendi’s ‘proof’ from physics is to argue that the rational soul (animus) is immaterial, and therefore, it must also be immortal.  This argument is less than convincing, not least because it is somewhat circular.  


Asserting the immortality of the soul was a direct refutation of ancient Epicureanism.  Using Lucretius as the Epicurean spokesman, Gassendi develops a twenty-seven point rebuttal of the Epicurean objections to immortality. 
  Each point begins with a few verses from De Rerum Natura concerning the soul.  Most of Gassendi’s rebuttal of Lucretius turns on the distinction between the corporeal anima and the incorporeal animus; essentially Gassendi argues that Lucretius is only discussing the corporeal soul that is composed of atoms.


The final considerations for Gassendi concerning the human soul are: first, its disposition after the death of the body, and second, the resurrection of the body.  These topics are covered in the last book, the final chapter of Gassendi’s Physics, in which he considers what can be known by ‘the natural light;’
 in this case, not from direct observation but from the thought of prior philosophers.  Gassendi especially relies on Cicero and the Tuscan Disputations for ancient philosophical support for his understanding of the disposition of the soul.   As for the resurrection of the body, he relies on Lucian who says that even Democritus should be convinced that the body is reunited with the soul.  Gassendi maintains that the only way for the soul to be perfectly happy in heaven, or miserable in hell, is if it has its body.
  Personal identity and its relationship with the body and soul was an important philosophical discussion in the seventeenth century.
  Here Gassendi clearly argues on the side of standard Catholic teaching: that body and soul are necessary for a complete personal identity.  However, he does not address how the post-resurrection atomic body becomes reunited with the incorporeal soul.  As in all points concerning teleology, he relies heavily on Scripture and Christian theologians for his arguments.

5.2.2 Teleology, Physics and Faith
Gassendi based his ‘physics’ of the end of the world on Scripture and the Christian tradition.  He observes that since God created “In the beginning” it is reasonable to assume that God will destroy at the end.
   Genesis and Revelation form the bookends of his discussion because reconciling the beginning and the eschaton is critical to Gassendi’s christianization of Epicureanism.  Of course, since Gassendi believes that time is eternal, he does not think that time, or space, will end with the destruction of the world.  Gassendi’s vision of the end of the material world, however, is not a cataclysmic destruction but a transition to renewal.  Isaiah 65:17, For I am about to create a new heavens and a new earth, and Revelation 21:1, And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away,
 provide the evidence for this claim.  Here Gassendi seems to be taking Scripture literally as describing a new material world to replace the one previously destroyed by God.

He acknowledges that the Epicurean notion of the world’s destruction may not be consistent with Christian teaching, but that Epicurus was not completely wrong about it (in contrast to Aristotle).  Gassendi points out that Epicurus believed the world would be destroyed by the power of nature, not the statutes of God.  However, he claims, Epicurus was in agreement with Scripture that the world was going to end: “Accordingly this is Orthodox Dogma from Sacred Scripture that it will be destroyed.”
  To further substantiate the consistency between Epicureanism and Church teaching, Gassendi pairs one of his longest excerpts from a Church Father, taken from Cyprian’s Address to Demetrianus, with Lucretius, De Rerum Natura,  V:235-260, as shown in the table below.

	Cyprian Address to Demetrainus P3, 4

	Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, V:251-260


	you must in the first place know this, that the world has now grown old, and does not abide in that strength in which it formerly stood; nor has it that vigour and force which it formerly possessed. This, even were we silent, and if we alleged no proofs from the sacred Scriptures and from the divine declarations, the world itself is now announcing, and, bearing witness to its decline by the testimony of its failing estate. In the winter there is not such an abundance of showers for nourishing the seeds; in the summer the sun has not so much  heat for cherishing the harvest; nor in the spring season are the corn-fields so joyous; nor are the autumnal seasons so fruitful in their leafy products…. Whatever is tending downwards to decay, with its end nearly approaching, must of necessity be weakened. Thus, the sun at his setting darts his rays  with a less bright and fiery splendour; thus, in her declining course, the moon wanes with exhausted horns; and the tree, which before had been green and fertile, as its branches dry up, becomes by and by misshapen in a barren old age; and the fountain which once gushed forth liberally from its overflowing veins, as old age causes it to fail, scarcely trickles with a sparing moisture. This is the sentence passed on the world, this is God's law; that everything that has had a beginning should perish, and things that have grown should become old, and that strong things should become weak, and great things become small, and that, when they have become weakened and diminished, they should come to an end….Thus, even at its very commencement, birth hastens to its close; thus, whatever is now born degenerates with the old age of the world itself; so that no one ought to wonder that everything begins to fail in the world, when the whole world itself is already in process of failing, and in its end
	In the first place a large part of the earth scorched with incessant suns and trampled by a host of feet, exhales a cloud of dust and flying mists which the strong winds disperse abroad through the whole sky.  A part of the soil is again washed away by rain, and the scraping rivers nibble at their banks.  Besides, whenever the earth nourishes and increases is given back in its due proportion; and since beyond all doubt the mother of all is seen also to be the universal sepulchre, you see therefore that the earth is diminished and is increased and grows again.


Comparing these two passages, it is evident that both Cyprian and Lucretius point to birth and decay in nature as the normal cycle of life.  Where they differ, which Gassendi does not comment on, is that the continuing cycle of birth-death-rebirth in Lucretius is totally absent in Cyprian.  On the other hand, Cyprian expected a cataclysmic end of the universe; something which is totally lacking in Lucretius.

The notion that God will destroy and replace the world leads to a consideration of a creation-destruction cycle, and perhaps some of the most interesting arguments Gassendi tries to make from Scripture and the Church Fathers.  In some ways the ‘theme’ of his first book in the Physics could be taken as Ecclesiastes 1:9-11 which he quotes three times.
 

Gassendi affirms the idea that the universe is made of matter and void; atoms are constantly combining, holding in existence, and then decaying to recombine.  He interprets Ecclesiastes as support for this view.  That the entire universe is engaged in this process, unlike the static Aristotelian universe, is an important part of Gassendi’s physics.  Further, he claims that, “The more approved authors teach that the world will not be annihilated but will simply be renewed by a qualitative, not a substantive change.”
     


One of Gassendi’s methods to demonstrate that ‘approved authors’ support his understanding is to quote either Scripture or a Church Father followed by a quotation from Epicurus or (more often) Lucretius showing the consistency between them.  For instance in Chapter I, Gassendi quotes Ecclesiastes 1:9 – 10, followed by De Rerum Natura II:294-302.  The two are compared in the table below.

	Ecclesiastes 1:9-10
	De Rerum Natura II:294-302

	What has been is what will be,

And what has been done is what will be done ;

There is nothing new under the sun.

Is there a thing of which it is said, “See this is new?” 

It has already been in the ages before us.

The people of long ago are not remembered, nor will there be any remembrance of people yet to come by those who come after them
	Nor was the mass of matter ever more closely packed

Nor again set at wider intervals;

For nothing increases nor does anything perish from it.

Therefore in whatsoever motion the bodies of first-beginning are now

In that same motion they were in ages gone by

And hereafter they will always be carried along in the same way,

And the things which have been accustomed to be born will be born under the same conditions; 

they will be and will grow and be strong with their strength as much as is granted to each by the laws of nature.



Gassendi uses this text from Ecclesiastes to emphasize the consistency between it and De Rerum Natura.  He pairs Ecclesiastes a second time with a selection from De Rerum Natura V:338-350:

But if by chance you believe that these things have been the same before, but that the generations of men have perished in scorching heat or that their cities have been cast down by some great upheaval of the world, or that after incessant rains rivers have issued out to sweep over the earth and overwhelm their towns, so much more you must own yourself worsted, and agree that destruction will come to earth and sky.  For when things were assailed by so great afflictions and so great dangers, if then a more serious cause had come upon them, there would have been widespread destruction and a mighty fall.  And in no other way are we seen to be mortal than that we see one another fall sick of the same diseases as those whom nature has taken away from life.

For further support from ‘approved authors’ that a creation-destruction cycle is open to consideration, he turns to Augustine.  He notes that in the City of God, Augustine reports that the natural philosophers,

[introduce] cycles of time, in which there should be a constant renewal and repetition of the order of nature; and they have therefore asserted that these cycles will ceaselessly recur, one passing away and another coming, though they are not agreed as to whether one  permanent world shall pass through all cycles or whether the world shall at fixed intervals die out, and so be renewed so as to exhibit the same phenomena the things which have been and those which are to be, coinciding.
  

He emphasizes that some Sacred Doctors such as Origen believed the world preexisted basing their belief on Ecclesiastes 1:9-11, which he again cites.
  

There are several problems with Gassendi’s line of argument here.  For one, he leaves the reader with the impression that Augustine accepted, or at least did not argue against, the idea of some type of natural cycle of creation and destruction in the universe.   In fact, in the same chapter of the City of God that Gassendi quotes, Augustine also quotes Ecclesiastes 1:9-11 but gives a very different interpretation: “Far be it from any true believer to suppose that by those words of Solomon those cycles are meant…What wonder is it if entangled in these circles, they find no entrance or egress?”
  Augustine argues that Christ died once for all, and that there is no cycle to His life, death and resurrection.  Similarly, Augustine interprets Rev. 21:1 much as Lactantius did, taking it to refer to a post-Resurrection event, not a natural cycle of creation-destruction-creation.
 

Gassendi tries to make consistent two fundamentally incompatible theories of the end of the universe.  He argues for the destruction of the earth, followed by its recreation, claiming that this is consistent with Christain teaching.  “They [the approved authors] teach, in other words, that the same substance of the heavens and the elements will remain but be cleansed of all stain.”
  He describes how the earth will be smooth, water will be clean, air pure, and fire clear.  The perpetual place for men after the Resurrection will be in heaven for the blessed and hell for the wretched.
  Thus while affirming basic Christian teaching of the glorified eschaton, Gassendi does not address how this actually is consistent with the Epicurean system of an eternal creation-destruction cycle of imperfect worlds.
Further, Gassendi does not explicitly address the disposition of the incorporeal human soul and its relation to the body during these creation-destruction cycles.  He does argue that the incorporeal soul is immortal, and so presumably not subject to the material changes he described concerning the end of the world.  He claims that both Scotus and Cajetan held that immortality was a justifiable belief consistent with reason, but this is not the same thing as a proof.
  Gassendi cites Eccles. 3:21-22 as Scriptural evidence that demonstrations of immortality are only probable, Who knows whether the human spirit goes upward and the spirit of animals goes downward into the earth?  So I saw that there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot; who can bring them to see what will be after them?  But of course, in Gassendi’s epistemology, probable proof is the best that can be achieved.  

For the proof from morality, Gassendi turns to John Chrysostom and Lactantius.  He uses Chrysostom’s Third Sermon On Providence to give a moral argument for the immortality of the soul.  The argument turns on recognizing that men are not punished for evil or rewarded for good in this life, therefore the just and good God must administer justice in the next life.
  Gassendi follows with a similar argument from Lactantius Divine Institutes,3:17.  

In considering the state the soul will have after death, he relies on 2 Cor. 5 as a description of the heavenly dwelling, and 2 Cor. 12 for the rapture seen by the soul in heaven.  Further, as shown in the table below he argues from Scripture that all peoples are called to this heaven.

	Biblical Book
	Verse

	Joel 3:1
	For then, in those days at that time when I have restored the fortunes of Judah and Jerusalem I will gather all the nations.

	Isaiah 11:10
	On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of him and his dwelling will be glorious.

	Psalm 35 (36): 7
	How precious is your steadfast love, O God!

All peoples may take refuge in the shadow of your wings

	Ecclesiastes 4:15-16
	I saw all the living who moving about under the sun follow that youth who replaced the king; there was no end to all the peoples whom he led.


Each of these verses not only speaks of all peoples coming to God, but also asserts that God will judge all the nations.  That the judge is Christ is emphasized by Gassendi through his supporting references from Scripture and the Church Fathers.  He starts with the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-6) as the basis on which people will be judged, and concludes with Aquinas (ST I Q66 a3) quoting Basil’s Hexameron as further ‘probable’ proof for the existence of heaven as the dwelling place for the immortal soul: “Just as the lost are driven into the lowest darkness, so the reward for the worthy deeds is laid up in the light beyond this world, where the just shall obtain the abode of rest.”

Gassendi believed that men would be judged based upon their practice of virtue, and that there can be no virtue unless men are free to choose between good and evil.  This opens the question of the relationship between human free will and God’s omnipotence and the predestination of men.  Following the sixth century neoplatonist, Ammonius, Gassendi identifies two major difficulties with the problem of predestination: first is the rejection of contingency, the other what he calls “to have willed inertly” (fimilia voluisse).  Gassendi highlights scriptural references to provide the exemplar for his discussion.  In the case of rejection of contingency, he uses Peter’s denial of Christ (Mt. 26:69-75, Mk.14:66-72, Lk. 22:56-62, Jn. 18:25-27);
 for a discussion of inert will, Gassendi turned to, Oh the Richs and Wisdom and Knowledge of God (Rom. 11:33) and, Who is man that contends with me? (Rom. 9:20).

Gassendi’s discussion of Peter’s denial follows a rather standard argument that if there is no contingent necessity, then Peter is not accountable for his denial.  Gassendi accepts that necessity by supposition rescues both the inerrancy of God’s foreknowledge and Peter’s free will.  The idea of necessity by supposition was a type of necessity articulated by Aquinas to distinguish absolute necessity (must always be true by definition) from a type of contingent necessity (may be true if the premise is true, or by supposition).
  As Osler points out, necessity by supposition was expanded in Molina’s scientia media as a way to preserve God’s foreknowledge without abandoning human free will
 (in this case, Peter’s free choice to deny Christ).  “Peter’s future denial was seen by God necessarily, but nonetheless by a necessity from supposition, because of which nothing of liberty is taken away.”

When Gassendi addresses to the second difficulty, that predestination may lead to an inert will, he notes that philosophers and theologians have two opinions about this: first that God chooses who is saved and who is damned without regard to men’s good or evil actions; second, that God does predestine some to glory, but by taking account of His foreknowledge of their good deeds.  He cautions that in either of these two cases, “it (is) necessary for theologians to acknowledge that this mystery is beyond human grasp, and they understand what was rightly exclaimed by the Apostle, Oh the heights of the wisdom and knowledge of God. His judgments are incomprehensible and His ways cannot be searched out” (Rom. 11:33).
  

Of the two opinions about predestination, Gassendi clearly favors the latter, that God predestines people for happiness or reprobation based on His foreknowledge of their future actions.  But he notes that we also have to guard against becoming too confident in our own good works, for we really do not, and cannot, understand how God predestines and judges.  Here he quotes Romans 9:20-21, But who indeed are you, a human being, to argue with God?  ‘Why have you made me like this?’ Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one object for special use and another for ordinary use?   And he then observes that the “overly curious investigator of the Divine mystery” should heed what Aquinas said, “Why he should draw this man and not draw that man do not judge if you do not want to err.”
  This discussion of God drawing men to eternal happiness is similar to his treatment of virtue in his use of Augustine’s Tractate 26 on John, in which Augustine describes Christ drawing men.

Gassendi accepts the notion that sufficient grace is somehow available to all to lead them to eternal happiness, but because of free will not everyone will cooperate with God’s grace.  But even so, Gassendi acknowledges that it is difficult to know “why this one is drawn and that one is not drawn.”
  Of course given his empirical epistemology that assumes that even observable things in nature cannot be completely comprehended, Gassendi has no problem accepting the ultimate incomprehensibility of divine predestination.  

5.3 Implications

His philosophy of causes and motion put Gassendi at odds in different ways with both ancient Epicureanism and Church teaching.  Maintaining that God is the prime cause of all things was inconsistent with Epicureanism; but holding that what God caused were fundamentally atoms and atomic motion was opposed to standard scholastic teaching.  The chain of efficient (secondary) causes that results in the complex interactions of nature may never be fully understandable by man, but they can always be understood as being dependent on God’s continuing providence.


In Gassendi’s view, God can exercise infinite power in the universe precisely because He is not material.  The God-given laws of physics in fact limit what is possible in the material world; therefore only the immaterial God, unfettered by materiality, can change things at will.  The importance of incorporeality as the necessary means of fundamental material change is seen in Gassendi’s brief discussion of angels.  As incorporeal beings they can interact with the material world because God has ‘lent’ them some of His power to do so. 

But I think that the power of the incorporeal over the corporeal is seen most clearly in Gassendi’s understanding of human free will.  Gassendi rejects the Epicurean atom-based swerve as a suitable explanation for free will.  Although the swerve is random, Gassendi argued that it was nonetheless a physical process and subject to physical limitations.  The only possible explanation for genuine free will, in Gassendi’s view, is man’s incorporeal soul.  It is free will that leads man to participate as a free (liberated) secondary cause in creation; but men’s free actions are nonetheless included in divine providence.

Human free will, Gassendi argues, is best directed through the exercise of prudence.  He finds some support for this view in Augustine’s definition of prudence taken from his early work, On Free Choice of the Will I.13.  Augustine defined prudence “with one eloquent voice, as ‘knowledge of what is to be desired and avoided.’”
  But the later Augustine focused all of his attention on love (caritas) as the queen of the virtues, not prudence.  Prudence is almost by definition a solitary virtue.  One may obtain counsel from others, but ultimately prudence is exercised solely by the individual.  By contrast love implies relationship, and is exercised in unity with another.  Gassendi, however, seems focused only on the individual as a separate independent ‘atom’ and his ethics, even his social ethics, is based not on relationships among people but on the freedom of the individual.  As Bloch
 and Sarasohn
 have observed, Gassendi’s discussion on man, his place in society and the relationship between rights and duties is one of the earliest formulations of a problem that will be taken up by John Locke.  For Gassendi (and Locke) civil laws are not rooted in the natural law, but are contracts and agreements entered into by free individuals.


In addition to mutually beneficial contracts, Gassendi suggests that laws are necessary to protect prudent individuals from lawless (imprudent) individuals.  This leads to the question of evil.  Gassendi’s discussion of evil is rather limited, and simplistic.  He claims that evil was necessary so that men could learn to be virtuous and to demonstrate their virtue.  Gassendi leans heavily on Lactantius and even claims that all other Church Fathers including Augustine understood evil in this way.  What Gassendi completely sidesteps here is Augustine’s understanding of evil as the absence of good; and since everything that God created is good, only corruption and absence are genuinely evil.  It may be that Gassendi avoided this classic definition of evil because he did not want his strong support of a physical void to be confused with evil.


By defining the good life as Epicurean happiness, Gassendi struggles with piety, or why man should love and worship God.  On the one hand (in the De Vita), he suggests that Epicurus revered the gods not from any expectation of reward, and therefore Epicurus’ devotion was of the highest sort.  On the other hand (in the Ethics) Gassendi suggests that only supernatural grace can lead man to worship God only out of love of God.  Bloch has pointed to this inconsistency, among others, as evidence of an inherent conflict between Gassendi the physicist and Gassendi the priest.
  But rather than focusing on Gassendi’s roles, I think the inherent problem arises from the conflict between the Epicurean definition of happiness (a tranquil mind in this life) and a Christian definition of happiness (eternal happiness in the next life).  Gassendi seemingly wants both; but as a natural philosopher he focuses on the former.  Thus I see his inconsistency concerning love and worship of God as an inevitable consequence of his adherence to practical prudence as the primary virtue rather than Christian love.
In his consideration of issues beyond direct human observation, Gassendi leans most heavily on Scripture.  His use of Ecclesiastes is interesting because Gassendi may have believed Ecclesiastes was overtly Epicurean.  In antiquity, Clement of Alexandria alluded to such a relationship in Stromata V.14, “And the introduction of ‘chance’ was hence suggested to Epicurus who misinterpreted the statement, ‘Vanity of vanities, and all is vanity.’”
  This view was, in the eighteenth century, highlighted by Voltaire in his Precis of Ecclesiastes.
  The notion that Ecclesiastes had strong Epicurean elements was part of scholarship into the early twentieth century.
  

Whether Ecclesiastes was overtly Epicurean or not, the themes in Ecclesiastes are seemingly at odds with some aspects of traditional Christian belief.  Gassendi exploits these differences to bridge the gap between the Epicurean eternal cycle of creation-destruction and the standard interpretation of Genesis and Revelation as one creation and one cataclysmic destruction.  Gassendi uses Ecclesiastes rather effectively in this regard.  Unfortunately, for additional support, his use of Cyprian, Lactantius and Augustine falls short, since he quotes them out of context and thereby distorts their arguments.

Especially in his consideration of teleology, Gassendi relies heavily on Scripture and his probabilistic epistemology.  Gassendi accepts that we have not observed the end times, nor even very much of the universe (although the telescope and microscope are helping with that).  Thus our knowledge of the end times is at best probable.  Throughout his discussion of the end times, Gassendi uses verisimilitude and probable to describe the final state.

Gassendi does mention happiness in heaven and misery in hell (in both the Physics and Ethics), but he does not take on one of the most important issues from the Reformation period: justification.  His lack of concern about the Reformation is nowhere more apparent than here, in his discussion of man’s final state and relationship to God.  Although he cites the decrees of Lateran V, he does not discuss (that I can find) any of the decrees from Trent.  This may be because of Trent’s preference for scholasticism, and therefore Aristotelianism.  Perhaps it was that the arguments over justification are resolved by Gassendi in a type of Pelagianism that seemed to underplay the importance of grace.  Man is free, freely chooses between acts of virtue and vice, and does so based on how well he has educated himself.  Nor does he address the related topic of original sin.  His understanding of sin as rooted in ignorance leaves little room for an understanding of original sin as embraced by Luther or Calvin (who were following Augusitne’s anti-Pelagian understanding of original sin).  Of course arguments from silence are not convincing, but Gassendi’s silence on the topic of justification is pronounced.  Gassendi’s discussion starts and stops with Rom. 11:33 and the mystery of God.

6.0 Conclusions

Gassendi was an important figure in his own day.  As Sarasohn points out: “Gassendi’s near oblivion in the twentieth century would have surprised the savants of the seventeenth.  Though modern readers find his Latin impenetrable and his style distasteful, in his own time and for more than a century afterward Gassendi was viewed as the great, and by some victorious, opponent of Descartes.”
  In his analysis of the history of scientific revolutions, Cohen describes how the word ‘revolution’ changed its meaning in the seventeenth century.  Before the seventeenth century, revolution meant primarily a return to some previous state of knowledge.  During and after the seventeenth century, it came to mean an abrupt change, a non-cyclical break with the past.
  Gassendi’s approach to philosophy exemplified both meanings of the word revolution.  He did believe in the constancy of truth, thus the educated man will always return to the sources of ancient wisdom to understand them.  But he also recognized that philosophy is the search for truth, which is ever expanding.  His probabilistic epistemology allowed for radical departures from past understanding.  As an astronomer in the early seventeenth century, Gassendi lived during and contributed to the paradigmatic ‘scientific revolution.’

This final chapter assesses Gassendi’s importance in his own day, and identifies the factors that subsequently relegated him to oblivion.  To that end, I discuss the significance of Gassendi’s philosophical method, and the effectiveness of his use of ancient sources, and his achievements in physics and ethics.  I then consider some aspects of his influence on the British and American intellectual tradition in the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  In conclusion I identify several areas of further research for those who prefer that Gassendi not languish in oblivion.

6.1 Gassendi’s Achievements


In 1645 Pierre Gassendi became the head of mathematics (that is, astronomy) at the Royal College.  His inaugural address presented on 23 November 1645 summarized his approach to physics and faith.  “There are two holy books by which God wishes to be known by men, one written and which is named the Holy Bible, the other is opened to the appearance of the grandeur of natural things. And while the first is interpreted by theologians who are skilled in the supernatural sciences, the latter is disposed by mathematicians who have been trained in natural science.”
   He continues by observing that there are many mansions in God’s house, and two temples of Solomon; one is the Church which adores the divine Word of revelation, the other the system of things which recognizes the ineffable wisdom in the letters of nature.
  Gassendi notes that the Church Fathers, “especially Jerome and Augustine here and there declare that these disciplines [astronomy, geometry, arithmetic] are necessary to the interpretation of Sacred Scripture.”

Pierre Gassendi made critical contributions to understanding the grandeur of natural things in the new physics of the scientific revolution.  He was recognized in his own time as being a brilliant experimental physicist, his contributions to astronomy, dynamics, optics and atomic theory were vital to the development of the mechanical philosophy of the seventeenth century.  But there were three abiding beliefs that Gassendi held which placed him out of step with the great thinkers of the next and succeeding generations.  First, he believed that the book of nature could best be described by words, not mathematics.
  Second, he believed that those ‘words’ were best developed by considering all past words spoken on the particular subject at hand.  Third, he believed that physics and religion were each a ‘house’ in God’s mansion.  His analysis of ‘past words’ in the service of demonstrating that the new physics and the old faith could be reconciled with each other and constitute an intellectual unity has been the focus of this dissertation. 


Respect for past words and the unity of human knowledge led Gassendi to Epicurus as a basis for his own natural philosophy.  In large measure he turned to Epicurus because Gassendi began his own epistemology with the physical.  Further, as an experimentalist, he saw that there were limits to what we could know about nature; limits that through careful observation might be extended, but certainty about how nature worked would always be beyond full human grasp.  Part of the uncertainty Gassendi found in human knowledge was an inevitable consequence of freedom in the world.  

This freedom was both physical and anthropological: the freedom of atomic motion and the freedom of humans to choose virtue or vice. Indeed for Gassendi free will was possible because man had a corporeal soul that was composed of free-moving atoms.  The corporeal soul had a spiritual, incorporeal counterpart that was able to know divine truths with certainty through God’s grace.   Gassendi’s incorporeal soul was only one of several realities that Gassendi said we know exist, but are not corporeal.  Much of his discussion on space and time is given to showing that they are incorporeal but real; and that material bodies exist in space and time. While material extension of bodies can be a convenient way to measure space; and cyclical motion of bodies a convenient way to measure time; neither is actually space or time.  Just so Gassendi’s incorporeal soul exists and can be associated with a material human body, but the two are not the same. 


Although complete human knowledge was not within reach, Gassendi did strongly believe that the cosmos and humanity in the cosmos worked together as a whole.  Thus he used not only Epicurean epistemology and physics but also Epicurean ethics as part of his entire philosophical system.  Gassendi spends much effort to show how his epistemology of empiricism leads naturally to an Epicurean understanding of ethics based on pleasure.  Like Epicurus, Gassendi is careful to define pleasure as long-term tranquility of mind.  He considers prudence as the ‘queen’ of the virtues because prudence dictates which actions lead to tranquility and which lead to disruption.  Vice and sin are, for Gassendi, a direct consequence of ignorance.  Thus, as with Epicurus, tranquility is directly tied to an effort to understand the cosmos.  It is for this reason that Gassendi says at the very beginning of the Syntagma, that physics is the first and most important area of philosophy, which is itself the search for truth about the cosmos.


But Gassendi was also a loyal son of the one, Roman, apostolic Church, as he repeats frequently.  This was so much the case that he selected his cosmological model (Tychonian rather than Copernican) based on which was conformable to Church teaching.  So an important part of his entire philosophical project was demonstrating how his Epicurean-based  philosophical system could be consistent with Church teaching. This was no small matter since the first principal doctrine of ancient Epicureanism was “what is above us is not relevant to us.” 

Just as Tertullian used Stoicism; Augustine used neoplatonism; and Aquinas used Aristotelianism, so Pierre Gassendi sought to use Epicureanism as the ‘handmaid’ for his philosophy.  Just as Tertullian considered Seneca, “one like us,” Augustine nearly canonized Plotinus; and Aquinas referred to Aristotle as ‘The Philosopher,’ so Gassendi looked to Epicurus as his philosophical guide.  As with Tertullian, Augustine and Aquinas with Seneca, Plotinus and Aristotle, Gassendi needed to rehabilitate Epicurus so that his philosophy was consistent with orthodox Catholic Christianity.  Gassendi was driven to attempt this change in philosophical method and terminology because of the recent discoveries in natural philosophy that were seriously undermining the Scholastic cosmology built around Ptolomy and Aristotle.


Beyond his separation by so many centuries from Tertullian, Augustine or Aquinas, a critical difference between Gassendi with these authors was that Gassendi considered himself first and foremost a ‘natural philosopher,’ what today we would call an experimental scientist.  His achievements in experimental physics and astronomy were remarkable, and are outstanding examples of the early stages of the scientific revolution.  In his contributions to experimental physics, Gassendi had few predecessors; and many (Boyle, Newton to name two) would rely on his experimental methods and results to advance seventeenth-century physics even further.


A comparison of the structure of the Syntagma with the Summa Theologiae shows how far Gassendi had moved from the medieval world view.  Aquinas started his massive work with God and how we can know God in the world, working his way down to man.  Gassendi starts, in the Instituio Logica, with how we can know the world, proceeds to rules of logic that can be applied to investigating the natural world.  He starts with nature and works his way up to God.  Aquinas has a much more nuanced notion of free will and the appetites which are not always at the service of the intellect.  For Aquinas, the disconnect between appetites and intellect leads to sin.  Gassendi sees sin only as a result of ignorance; a free will is the servant of a free intellect.   

In his rejection of Aristotle, Gassendi also rejected much of scholastic theology.  Therefore to maintain the integration of physics and faith, he turned to the Church Fathers.  Although he used many patristic sources, the two which stand out are Lactantius and Augustine.  In particular, the key work from Lactantius was The Divine Institutes, and from Augustine he focused on the City of God.  A comparison of Divine Institutes and the City of God, suggests some reasons for Gassendi’s frequent referene to these texts.  Both works address in detail the relationship between pagan philosophy and Christian truth; both consider the relationship between natural and moral philosophy; and both attempt to provide the blueprint for a society based upon Christian truths.  Finally, both works are among the most systematic available from late antique Christianity.

The most important Christian classic is the Bible, and Gassendi also used the it in his arguments.  Ecclesiastes is perhaps his favorite Biblical source, which he straight-forwardly uses as Biblical support for his Epicurean views.  This was not, of course, how patristic authors understood Ecclesiastes.  Gassendi, however, does not address this discrepancy.  Other critical Scripture texts critical to Gassendi’s arguments in the Physics are Gen. 1:1, Revelation 21 and Joshua 10.  These all of course get to the nub of both the Epicurean understanding of the eternity of the world and multiple worlds as opposed to ideas of creation ex nihilo and a geocentric universe.  Gassendi also makes frequent use of the Christian Classics in the Ethics.  Most notable, perhaps is his attempt to demonstrate scriptural warrant for his essentially Epicurean view of justice as contractual rather than based on natural law.

Gassendi had two tasks in order to make Epicureanism a suitable replacement for Aristotle as the handmaid for Church philosophy; first, he had to counter the specific attacks that the Church Fathers made against Epicurus and his followers; and, second, he had to demonstrate how his new philosophical synthesis supported Church teaching.  Gassendi gives a very clear rational for his use of patristic authors in the Preface to the Syntagma: they were opposed to Aristotelianism and they are the foundation for much of Church teaching.  

The analysis of Gassendi’s works in Chapters 3, 4 and 5, suggests that there are three ways in which Gassendi uses the Church Fathers in his arguments: first, as sources of historical information; second, as opponents of Gassendi’s own arguments whose objections must be addressed; and, third, as supporters of Gassendi’s stated position.  

All three uses are found throughout Gassendi’s own arguments, whether in physics or ethics. The first use of patristic sources is straight forward.  An example is found in the De Vita where Gassendi relies on Clement of Alexandria as an historical source for the date of Epicurus’ birth and names of some of Epicurus’ disciples.  In the second and third types of arguments, Gassendi uses a variety of methods to engage the Church Fathers.  These include contrasting one Church Father with another; comparing Epicurus and Lucretius with Scripture and some of the Fathers; and, most commonly, directly quoting a Church Father.  


One of Gassendi’s favorite statements about the Church Fathers was that, like himself, they were opposed to Aristotle.  He argues further that later theologians who accepted Aristotle’s methods had to overcome the same problems in Aristotle that he is trying to rectify in Epicurus (i.e., eternity of the world, disbelief in a personal God).  Gassendi repeats these points in the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, Preface to the Syntagma, and Preface to the Physics.  In the Ethics Gassendi points out repeatedly that Epicurus, like Aristotle and the Stoics, believed virtue was important to right conduct.  The difference between them was that for Epicurus virtue was in service of a pleasant life.  Gassendi attempted in the Ethics to argue that the Church Fathers likewise saw virtue as leading to an Epicurean vision of pleasure -- with the significant adjustment that the Church Fathers recognized that true pleasure was found only in immortality and not something to be pursued this side of heaven..  

When enlisting a patristic author to support his argument, Gassendi sometimes makes creative use of quotations taken out of context.  For instance, in Physics he cites both Augustine’s City of God and Lactantius’ On the Wrath of God to claim that some patristic authors accepted the possibility of multiple worlds.  As discussed in Chapter 4, this is quite the opposite of what Augustine and Lactantius were arguing.  The place where such loose argumentation is most noticeable is Gassendi’s discussions of virtue.  In the De Vita, for instance, he selectively uses excerpts from Ambrose’s Letter LXIII to claim that Ambrose has some sympathy for the Epicurean notion of ethics based on pleasure.  In fact, as noted in Chapter 3, if one reads a bit further into the Letter LXIII it is clear that Ambrose was only stating the Epicurean position in order to dismiss it.  Similarly in Ethics of the Syntagma, Gassendi tries to use City of God V.20 to claim that Augustine was also sympathetic to an Epicurean notion of pleasure-based ethics. In fact, as with Ambrose, Augustine was arguing quite the contrary as Augustine’s text clearly shows. 


The patristic author that Gassendi most frequently refutes is Lactantius.  In part this is because Lactantius wrote most vehemently against Epicurus; and in part it may be the Lactantius was a ‘safer’ target for Gassendi than Augustine or Ambrose.  So we find point by point refutations of Lactantius in both Physics and Ethics.  For instance in the Physics, Gassendi takes on Lactantius’s arguments against atoms (Chapter 4).  Also in Physics, he forcefully opposes the patristic arguments against antipodes.  But here we also see Gassendi’s reluctance to directly tackle Augustine.  Because Augustine also did not believe that antipodes exist; but Gassendi’s handling of Augustine’s argument in City of God XVI.9 is much more circumspect than his treatment of Lactantius on the same issue.  He observes that Augustine did not have the same kind of experimental evidence that was now available from the voyages of discovery, and so Augustine should be forgiven for making reasonable, but wrong, scientific arguments based on the empirical evidence available to him. 


But it is in Ethics that Gassendi had the most difficult patristic arguments to counter.  Most of the these arguments had two hinges: first that Epicurus was impious, and second that an ethics based on pleasure was irreconcilable with Scripture.  Gassendi’s efforts to refute, or at least dull, these charges led him to some critical inconsistencies.  In De Vita, for instance, Gassendi tries to argue that Epicurus was pious, even more pious than most.  According to Gassendi, Epicurus worshiped the gods and did so without any thought to eternal reward; thus his was a genuine filial worship rather than servile.  On the other hand, in the Ethics Gassendi also tries to argue that Epicurus engaged in worship of the gods out of a concern for public tranquility.  Elsewhere, in Ethics, Gassendi argues that God predestines men to eternal happiness or damnation based on His foreknowledge of their good deeds, thus true worship has in it at least some elements of an expectation of reward-punishment.  Another point in which Gassendi directly refutes Lactantius in the Ethics, is in regard to the Epicurean notion of virtue and pleasure.  Gassendi gives a point by point rebuttal to the Divine Institutes, arguing that Lactantius and others have distorted Epicurus pleasure into simple hedonism.   

 As detailed above, Gassendi tried to show that his philosophy was consistent with Church teaching.  Gassendi may have been among both the first and the last of the pioneers of the scientific revolution to think this was important. The seeds for the divide between ‘science’ and religion’ are already present in Gassendi, in spite of his efforts to maintain a connection between them.  His two-soul model, one corporeal that knows through empirical evidence; and an incorporeal soul that knows the truths of religion by divine grace, is ultimately a model of disconnection, even in Gassendi’s own works.  Gassendi claims not to be concerned with the theological, that he is a philosopher whose interest is limited to what can be known from nature.  But he pushes what can be known from nature very far into the realm of Divine Providence and the way God relates to the cosmos.  For instance, in the Physics Gassendi tries to claim that Epicurus’ atomic model of matter can be sustained theologically with the ‘slight’ modification that God imparts random motion to the atoms.  But this assertion overlooks Epicurus’s own philosophical starting point: that the gods have nothing to do with the material cosmos.


Gassendi may not have achieved the coherent philosophical system that unites physics and ethics in a way that is faithful both to the new science and Church teaching; he nonetheless should be recognized for trying to see the human enterprise in all its aspects as a unified whole.  Key to this attempt is his basic epistemological premise that mankind is always learning, that new observations, whether in physics or ethics, may reveal new ways of understanding.  There is something humbling and often overlooked today, in the view that while, the boundaries of ignorance may be pushed back; there is and will always be far more we don’t know than what we do know.

Gassendi concluded his inaugural address at the Royal Institute hoping that the knowledge discovered there would lead to a more peaceful world.  Returning to the opening image of Solomon’s Temple, he suggested, “just as in the building of Solomon’s Temple, the sacrifices of peace were offered, greater than all other monuments of piety, this shrine on this mountain should renew and perfect that which develops the goal of peace primarily through the good art of mathematics.”
  As described below, the notion of a link between scientific and technical advances and Biblical wisdom was already being broken in Gassendi’s day.  Even his disciples and friends turned away from arguments based on classical and especially Christian sources from the past.  Arguing from antiquity, with the implicit assumption that there is value in the ‘observations’ from antiquity that need to be taken seriously was fast going out of style.  ‘Revolution’ was being used as we use it now, to mean a radical change from the past, not the turn of ideas that in some fundamental way returns to the past.  What did survive Gassendi were his empirical observations and his early modern understanding of physics.  What was lost was reliance on ancient philosophy, pagan and Christian, to provide the foundation for his philosophy.  

6.2 Gassendi’s Legacy


Gassendi’s legacy was a detailed analysis and application of Epicureanism to early modern philosophy.  But for a variety of reasons the man and the specific works responsible for this legacy were rather quickly forgotten.  Yet thinkers of the later seventeenth century used his works, and he had a significant impact on two giants of early modern physics and philosophy: Isaac Newton and John Locke.  Gassendi’s influence even extended into the Enlightenment, as seen in Thomas Jefferson.
 
Gassendi’s crowning achievement, the tri-part Syntagma Philosophicum, was essentially complete but not organized at his death.  It was edited and finally published in its complete form by Gassendi’s students and friends, Samuel Sorbiere and Henri-Louis Montmor.
  Montmor, a wealthy patron of scientific activites, established a scientific academy in his Parisian home, whose initial members of the academy were Gassendi’s disciples.  Sorbiere drafted rules for the academy, which he sent in a letter to Hobbes in 1658.  The letter concludes with a touching tribute to Gassendi:

We have started work on our discussions according to this plan, and we have already dealt with many important topics there, methodically and with great precision. But we have need of you, Sir, as well as the good Minim father and the sagacious M. Gassendi, whom I address in a Preface, which I shall place in front of his works, in which I speak of our Assembly: 


‘Be present too, Gassendi, best of men, so that the image of your modesty and wisdom may always be seen by all.  Indeed, once your works have been published we shall have everything we need to see you in your entirety.  We shall not only have the benefit of your acuity and learning but also, by keeping our eyes constantly fixed on your wisdom, we shall be able to follow, by means of your superior ability, the true method of philosophizing, of which you gave us such a distinguished example. And as long as the world endures, after the passage of countless years, you will still be studied by those who strive after good sense, and hence, if anyone then stills enjoys reading authors who philosophize in a barbarous or abstruse way, it will be possible to use the word of Cicero to oppose them:  'What is this madness from which men suffer, that having found grain they feed on acorns?'  

May God make me a true prophet when I say I hope people will imitate M. Gassendi's modesty, that his gentle and tranquil spirit reign over our Assembly, and that this new Academy will not disappoint the hopes raised by the rules I send you.

The letter alludes to the collection and editing of Gassendi’s works as one of the first activities of the new academy.   

But his extensive historical references and turgid neo-Latin had already gone out of style.  Gassendi’s own contemporaries, Descartes and Pascal, had started writing in French rather than Latin, just as Hobbes had started writing in English.  Although the new academy hoped for the Gassendi’s spirit of philosophizing, the academy itself used French as its language of choice.


And while the members of the academy wanted to devote themselves to pursuing the ‘grain’ of Gassendi’s good philosophy, they rather quickly seemed to have decided that the ‘acorns’ of ancient philosophy could be left behind (the quotation from Cicero not with standing). Hence another member of the academy, Francois Bernier, wrote a French abridgement in 1678 of the Syntagma.  The Abrege of the Syntagma eliminated nearly all of the Biblical and patristic references, and most of the references to ancient pagan philosophers.  What remains in the Aberge is the essence of Gassendi’s revitalized Epicureanism, empiricism, and probabilistic epistemology.
  

A similar endevour was undertaken by the English scientist, Walter Charleton.  Charleton, like Gassendi, was deeply interested in Epicureanism.  He published an English abridgement of Gassendi’s works that was published with Carleton’s own philosophy a 1653 as a three-volume set.  Already in Charleton there is a rejection of ancient philosophy and ‘authority.’  As Cohen notes, Charleton’s presentation of Gassendi’s atomic theory was among the first to use the language of revolution as a break from the past in describing the new physics.
  The Charleton work and the Bernier Aberge (and separately published subsections of each such as Bernier’s Ethics from the Syntagma) became the standard sources for Gassendi in the late seventeenth and eighteenth-century.  The Carlton work was most likely read by Isaac Newton and John Locke.  Newton extended and made ‘modern’ Gassendi’s physics; while Locke extended and made ‘modern’ his epistemology and ethics. 

6.2.1 Influence of Gassendi on Isaac Newton


Isaac Newton (1642-1727) was the culmination of the scientific revolution; so much so that with him, the ‘scientific revolution’ becomes classical physics.  Newtonian physics completely finished any thought of Aristotelian physics.
  Even today, classical physics and Newtonian physics are treated as synonymous terms; ‘modern’ or Einsteinian physics marks the dividing line to the new discoveries that challenged some of the underpinnings of Newtonian physics.  


Newton recognized that he had “stood on the shoulders of giants”
 to achieve his great successes in physics, including astronomy, optics, gravitation, dynamics, not to mention inventing calculus
.  Among those giants was Pierre Gassendi.  His influence on Newton probably came in two ways, one via Charelton’s translations and secondly via Robert Boyle’s influence. 

The British chemist and physicist Robert Boyle (1627-1691), building on the work of Gassendi, showed that air resists compression and expands to fill the available space.  As described by Richard Kroll
 and others, Boyle openly acknowledged his debt to Gassendi.  For instance in a 1647 letter to Samuel Hartlib, Boyle writes that Gassendi is “a great favorite of mine.”
  His early interest in Gassendi led him to develop his theory of gases.  The mathematical expression of this relation is now known as Boyle's Law.   Although Boyle based his principle upon a theory of gasses as independent particles, he resisted referring to these particle as atoms because of the possible connection of Epicureanism and Epicurean ethics.  Instead, Boyle used the term ‘corpuscular’ in order to avoid any confusion with Epicureans.  MacIntosh has documented Boyle’s extensive writing expressing his concerns about Epicureanism.
   Boyle was a committed Christian throughout his life and in death he left an endowment for lectures to be given eight times a year promoting Christianity against atheism and theism.
 

Following Boyle’s lead, Isaac Newton (1642-1727) expanded the mathematical models of gasses and developed a particle theory of light.
  But, like Boyle, Newton was also careful to distance his physics from the theology and ethics of Epicureanism:  “Now by the help of these principles, all material things seem to have been composed of the hard solid particles above mentioned, variously associated in the first creation by the counsel of an intelligent agent. For it became Him who created them to set them in order.”
  Newton concludes Opticks sounding much like Gassendi: “For so far as we can know by natural philosophy what is the First Cause, what power He has over us, and what benefits we receive from Him, so far our duty towards Him as well as that towards one another.”
  


An important contribution to Newtonian physics was Gassendi’s concept of space and time.  Like Gassendi, Newton advocated for space and time as categories of existence separate from substance and form.  Also like Gassendi, he advocated for the eternity of both space and time, and argued that material bodies are created in this space and time.  Newton does not credit Gassendi with these ideas, but most recent Newtonian scholars believe that in fact Newton developed his ideas after having read Gassendi.
  As Westfall observes, Newton’s De Gravitatione, “draws its four opening definitions of place, body, rest, and motion from Gassendi and that philosopher’s Syntagma Philosophicum.”
 


Like Gassendi and Boyle, Newton was deeply interested in theology.  After developing his theory of gravity, he was concerned about how gravity could act across a void between planets.  His conclusion was that God, as omnipresent, was the medium through which gravity acted.  According to Dobbs, one of Newton’s favorite scriptural verses was Acts 17:28, which Newton knew was of Stoic origin.  Dobbs quotes from one of Newton’s letters:

Those ancients who more rightly held unimpaired the mystical philosophy as Thales and the Stoics, taught that a certain infinite spirit pervades all space into infinity, and contains and vivifies the entire world.  And this spirit was their supreme divinity, according to the Poet cited by the Apostle.  In him we live and move and have our being.
  

Newton spent (some would say wasted) the last years of his life on metaphysics, not physics.  He developed very elaborate theories and prophecies about the future of the world based upon his own reading of the Bible. 


Like Gassendi, Newton set himself the task of studying the entire patristic corpus in an effort to understand the early development of Christian theology.
  Unlike Gassendi, Newton increasingly moved away from doctrinal developments of the fourth century to what he viewed as the ‘purer’ and more correct form of Christianity from earlier centuries.  Gassendi was primarily interested in early Christian theologians because they were not tied to Aristotle and so could support his own Epicurean physics. Newton, on the other hand, was interested only in the doctrinal theology of the Church Fathers, and was focused on what he considered the erroneous development of Trinitarian theology in the fourth century. 

Through his studies, Newton eventually became an Arian Christian.
  A key resource that led Newton to reject Trinitarian Christianity was his study of Lactantius.
  Newton amplifies Lactantius Divine Institutes Book IV to describe the relationship between the Father and the Son by using gravity as a model. The Son and the Holy Ghost participate in the divinity of the Father which He shares with them as a large body shares its gravity with smaller ones.

Newton believed that the cult of the martyrs led to a worship of Jesus as God, which he considered a type of idolatry.  He developed his own rules for interpreting Scripture, which for the most part were quite literal.  In his Observations on the Prophecies of Daniel and the Apocalypse of St. John, he reads the prophecies as a premillinarian description of Church history.  Newton particularly criticizes Anthony, Athanasius, and Gregory Nazianzus for advancing the cult of martyrs and for their Trinitarian theology.
  Further, he interprets the Beast of Revelation as the Emperor Theodosius I and the division of the Beast as the reign of his sons, Honorius and Arcadius.  The two horns of the dragon he identifies as the bishoprics of Alexandria and Antioch, and he concludes that the reign of the Beast was sealed at “a council of men of the religion of this Beast.”
  The council that Newton refers to was the First Council of Constantinople in 381, which solidified orthodox Trinitarian theology.


In spite of the early work by Gassendi and the shared interest in history and theology, there are two critical differences between Gassendi’s approach to science and Newton’s.  First, Newton for the most part separated his scientific works from his theological works; second, Newton embraced and advanced the belief that nature not only was best described mathematically, but that it obeyed mathematical laws.  As Joy points out, the separation that Newton envisioned between history and science is best seen in his Of Educating Youths in the Universities.
  Here Newton advocates a separation of the study of mathematics from the study of history precisely because “history had so little to do with mathematics and natural philosophy.”
  


De Grazia has suggested that Newton was an important turning point from a verbal to a mathematical understanding of the universe.  From Newton on, physicists have believed that the Book of Nature was written in mathematics.  The attitude was (and continues to be), “the less verbal a discipline the more it can be trusted to correspond to nature.”
   This change in attitude resulted in a shift in the value that educated people attributed to the Scriptures.  Even as devout a person as Robert Boyle questioned the ‘sacredness’ of Hebrew and the importance of Adam’s particular names for the animals.  Hobbes suggested that the real meaning of the tower of Babel was that any special sacredness accorded to language in Paradise was lost thereafter.  This result was “a deverabalization of God’s message and the disassociation of language from God.”
  


John Locke, Newton’s contemporary, was similarly suspicious of words, “the study of mathematics has opened and disentangles their minds from the cheat of words.”
  Locke, like Newton, accepted many of Gassendi’s ideas and reworked them into a modern systematic form.
6.2.2 Gassendi and Locke


There is general agreement that Gassendi directly affected Isaac Newton; in his early notebooks, Newton analyzes some of Gassendi’s ideas on atoms, space, and time.  The same scholarly agreement is not available concerning Gassendi’s influence on John Locke (1632-1704).  Most Gassendi scholars maintain there must be an influence;
 many Lockean scholars doubt this.  The issues are rooted in the similarities between Gassendi’s epistemology, especially as articulated in the first section of the Syntagma, Institutio Logico, and Locke’ epistemology as articulated in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding.   Locke’s contemporary, Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716), observed about Locke, “This author is pretty much in agreement with M. Gassendi’s system, which is fundamentally that of Democritus: he supports vacuum and atoms, he believes that matter could think, that there are no innate ideas, that our mind is a tabula rasa, and that we do not think all the time; and he seems inclined to agree with most of M. Gassendi’s objections against Descartes.”
 

However nowhere in his writings does Locke mention Gassendi.  On one side, the scholarly debate focuses on the statement by David Fate Norton that Gassendi, not Locke, was the founder of modern empiricism, “The most likely candidate for the title, Founder of Modern Empiricism is Pierre Gassendi.”
  In rebuttal, Richard Kroll suggests that Norton’s “manner of dubbing Gassendi rather than Locke the ‘Founder of Modern Empiricism’ draws on some slightly reductive notions of ‘origin’ and ‘influence.’”
  Much of this debate centers on ‘what did he know and when did he know it.’  In particular, it asks when Locke might have been exposed to Gassendi’s ideas as he worked on Draft A and Draft B of his Essay Concerning Human Understanding.  The details of this debate can be found in recent scholarship and I do not intend to review those here.
  Whatever Gassendi’s influence on Locke, it is important to note the commonalities in their epistemology, atomic theory and ethics, as well as some critical differences between the two, especially on the role of Christian classics in philosophy.

Like Gassendi, Locke was an atomist and an empiricist.  He probably developed his understanding of corpuscles or atoms from Boyle.  Like Gassendi, Locke believed that atoms were indivisible and combined to form larger objects.  Like Gassendi and Newton, Locke believed that space and time were not defined by substance and accidents, and that vacuums exist.  Further, like Gassendi, Locke believed that only by physical touching could bodies affect each other.
  

However, unlike Boyle or Gassendi, Locke was not a physicist.  Rather, as Halabi observes, “His [Locke’s] interest in the corpuscular hypothesis was more in seeing it as a good research strategy, because of its explanatory virtues, than because of any a priori arguments in its favor.”
  Locke’s primary focus was on epistemology and ethics.  Like Gassendi, Locke did not believe we could know the real essence of things (the remarkable discoveries of Newton and others not withstanding):

Experience may procure us convenience, not science.  I deny not but a man, accustomed to rational and regular experiments shall be able to see further into the nature of bodies and guess righter at their yet unknown properties than one that is a stranger to them: but yet as I have said this is but judgment and opinion, not knowledge and certainty.  This way of getting and improving our knowledge in substances only by experience and history which is all that the weakness of our faculties in this state of mediocrity which we are in in this world can attain to, makes me suspect that natural philosophy is not capable of being made a science.

That the ‘scientific’ method of experimentation could not lead to certain

knowledge left an empiricist like Locke (and Gassendi) with the recognition that the physical sciences can only provide probable knowledge based on inference.   Perhaps the closest points of commonality between Locke and Gassendi are their understanding that all knowledge comes through the senses, ideas are created from the combination of simple ideas, a common opposition to innate ideas, and that as man experiences more, he must be willing to adjust what he thinks he ‘knows.’


In ethics, Gassendi and Locke shared the conviction that pleasure was the highest good.    Like Gassendi, Locke equated pleasure and pain with good and evil, “Things then are good or evil only, only in reference to pleasure and pain.”
  And like Gassendi, Locke thought the desire for pleasure and the avoidance of pain was instinctual, even innate. “Nature, I confess, has put into man a desire for happiness and an aversion to misery; these indeed are innate practical principles.”
   Locke asserts that the only difference between a hedonist and a Christian is that the Christian expects happiness or misery in the next life, not in this one.


Locke emphasizes, in ways that Gassendi did not, that there are no innate moral rules.  Thus the only universal virtue is justice, defined as keeping contracts.  “Whether there be any such moral principles wherein all men do agree, I appeal to any who have been but moderately conversant in the history of mankind and looked abroad beyond the smoke of their own chimneys.  Where is that practical truth that is universally received without doubt or question as it must be if innate?  Justice and the keeping of contracts is that which most men agree to.”
  This is, I think, a critical difference between Locke and Gassendi.  For Gassendi, the primary (only) virtue was prudence, for Locke it is justice.  By calling on men who are “moderately conversant in history” to see that there is no innate knowledge, Locke seems to be undercutting Gassendi’s detailed historical analysis.
  


Locke more explicitly diverges from Gassendi’s historical analysis because of his theoretical understanding and his omitting references to ancient sources.  This is most clearly seen in Locke’s discussion of knowledge and probability.  Like Gassendi, Locke understood all empirical knowledge to be probable.  In Essays IV.xv.4 Locke argues that there are two grounds for increasing the probability of knowledge.  The first is empirical, that new information continually conforms to our personal experience; the second is based on the testimony of others.  Locke establishes criteria for accepting testimony of others: the number of witnesses, their integrity; their skill in observation; the intent of an author; consistency among witnesses; contrary testimony.  As far as this goes, it could have been written by Gassendi.  However, the crucial difference in Locke is that he always starts with personal understanding; the witness of others is at best corroborating evidence. “Upon these grounds depends the probability of any proposition: and as the conformity of our knowledge as the certainty of observations as the frequency and constancy of experience and the number and credibility of testimonies do more or less agree with it, so is any proposition in itself more or less probable.”
  This is quite the opposite way round from Gassendi who always starts with ancient authorities, offers supporting or critical evidence concerning them, and finally coming to a probable conclusion.  In contrast, Locke very rarely references anyone but himself.  Locke is especially critical of men who “pin their faith more than anything else on the opinion of others, though there cannot be a more dangerous thing to rely on nor more likely to mislead one.”


Thus while I believe that Gassendi probably did at least indirectly influence Locke, the differences are crucial and perhaps mark the difference between the last of the humanists (Gassendi) and the beginning of the Enlightenment (Locke).  Locke’s insistence that no religion could with certainty be the guarantor of absolute truth is at odds with Gassendi’s frequent affirmation of ‘the one holy Catholic apostolic Church.’  The value of past wisdom to current conditions is negated by Locke, but vital for Gassendi. Locke held that  because men cannot know with certainty, they must arrange their civil affairs only by contractual justice.  Gassendi also understood justice as contractual, but he maintained that contracts were rooted in the scriptural contract with God; and also in prudence (justice is a type of prudence for Gassendi).   Thus Gassendi leaves open a way that Locke does not, for more prudent and knowledgeable men, to ‘naturally’ be the rulers over their fellow citizens.  In Gassendi the natural law is based on God’s law; in Locke it is based on what most men can agree to in order to have a stable and protective society.


In the eighteenth century and the Enlightenment, Gassendi’s arguments from antiquity were forgotten.  What the eighteenth century remembered about Gassendi was his Epicureanism.  Nowhere is that more apparent than in Thomas Jefferson.

6.2.3 Gassendi and Thomas Jefferson

By the end of the seventeenth century, Gassendi’s works had spread rapidly across Europe and found their way to America. In his 1697 address to Harvard student, President Increase Mather encourages them to study the Syntagma.
  Gorman points out that there were at least three copies of the complete six-volume Opera Omnia in colonial America: Harvard and Yale libraries, and the personal library of Thomas Jefferson.
 

No Enlightenment figure had more impact on subsequent political developments than Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826).
  Jefferson gave much credit to the “great Mr. Locke” for the theoretical basis of his own political philosophy.  He was born to an Episcopalian family, but as a young man started to be increasingly influenced by ‘a religion of reason.’  That led him, in contrast to ancient Epicureans but in line with Newton and Gassendi, to believe in God the Creator.  Thus, for Jefferson, evidence of God could be seen in creation and found in the notion of God as the First Cause.  But most of his efforts, as Yarbrough has noted, were to try to reconcile Christianity to Epicurean ethics.
  In this, Jefferson was following Gassendi’s lead, as he himself acknowledged (Letter to William Short).
  Jefferson recognizes that Gassendi pioneered a way to combine the best of Epicurean and Christian views, “adding the genuine doctrines of Epicurus from the Syntagma of Gassendi and an abstract from the Evangelists of whatever has the stamp of the eloquence and fine imagination of Jesus.”


This was not the only place Jefferson refers to Gassendi and Epicureanism.  In a letter to Charles Thompson, he writes, “I wish I could subjoin a translation of Gosindi’s (sic) Syntagma of the doctrine’s of Epicurus, which notwithstanding the calumnies of the Stoics and Cicero, is the most rational system remaining of the philosophy of the ancients, as frugal of vicious indulgence, and fruitful of virtue as the hyperbolical extravagances of his rival sects.”
   Jefferson’s Epicurean philosophy and its dependence on Gassendi, were well recognized by his contemporaries.  John Quincy Adams observed that, “the Epicurean philosophy came nearest to the truth, in his [Jefferson’s] opinion of any ancient philosophy, but that it had been misunderstood and misrepresented.  He wished the work of Gassendi concerning it had been translated.”


However, unlike Gassendi (but very much like Newton), Jefferson completely rejected the idea of the Trinity and Jesus’ divinity.  If Gassendi tried to ‘baptize Epicurus,’ Jefferson (like Newton) tried to ‘undivinize Jesus.’  Jefferson believed in one God, and saw Platonism as the corrupter of ‘pure’ Christianity.  “Plato was one of the earliest philosophers who used to corrupt the pure Unitarianism of Jesus, in Jefferson’s disparaging view.”
  Jefferson’s interest in Jesus was purely as another ancient moral philosopher.  Writing to William Priestly he says: “I rejoice that you have undertaken the task of comparing the moral doctrines of Jesus with those of the ancient Philosophers…leaving out everything relative to his personal history and character.”
  Like Newton, Jefferson occasionally referred to the Church Fathers, especially those before Athanasius and Augustine to build his case that the introduction of Platonism ‘ruined’ Christianity.  “Plato…dealing out mysticisms incomprehensible to the human mind, has been deified by certain sects usurping the name Christian.”


Jefferson was adamant about allowing the plurality in the practice of piety.  Like Epicurus and Locke (and unlike Gassendi), Jefferson seemed to believe that the practice of religion could do no harm, and might even be beneficial, as long as it was recognized that “our civil rights have no dependence on our religious opinions.”


Jefferson frequently called himself a materialist.  By this he meant that everything, and every part of man (body and soul) were material.  In his letter to John Adams, he sounds very much like an Epicurean: “I feel bodies which are not myself; there are other existences then, I call matter.  When there is an absence of matter I call it void….To talk of immaterial existence is to talk of nothings.  To say that the human soul, angels, god are immaterial, is to say they are nothings.”
  He then quotes Origen (in Latin), Justin Martyr (in Greek) and Tertullian (in Latin) to show that even the early Church Fathers, before being corrupted by Platonism, believed that God and the soul were corporeal.


But if Jefferson believed that man had a corporeal soul, he was ambivalent as to whether or not the soul was immortal.  As Sanford notes, Jefferson’s letters frequently raise the question of immortality: “and that man could not really know if there was life after death or what it was like.”
  Ultimately, Jefferson’s attitude toward death seemed to Epicurean: “My business is to beguile the wearisomeness of declining life, as I endeavor to do, by the delights of classical reading and of mathematical truths, and by the consolation of a sound philosophy, equally indifferent to hope and fear.”
 


Jefferson relied on Epicurean thought in ethics.  Jefferson started where Epicurus and Gassendi did, that happiness is the highest good and that happiness consists in tranquility of mind.  And, like Epicurus, Jefferson believed that this tranquility was found in a self-sufficient individual: “Tranquility of mind depends much on ourselves and greatly on due reflection.”
  As for justice, Jefferson has very little to say about natural law; rather most of his arguments are cast as natural rights for the individual.  


Unlike Gassendi, Jefferson (and Adams who also was well versed in the classics, both pagan and Christian) did not use classic arguments from history in his ‘public’ documents.  Just as Newton did not mix theology and historical references with physics, Jefferson did not mix his theological speculations and historical perspective with his political theory.


Jefferson was so focused on building a new political system to correct past problems that he seemed to be unaware of new problems that might arise.  As Yarbrough has pointed out, the most damaging new problem is Jefferson’s inability to see that “activities that bring happiness and pleasure to the individual may not be so easy to reconcile with the service to one’s fellow citizens…he failed to recognize the tensions between doing good for others and doing good for oneself.”
  

After Jefferson, American social attitudes continued to develop along Epicurean ethical lines.  The liberals championed the model of individuals united by politics into a nation in which individual rights and freedom of choice are the ultimate, perhaps only, values.  As John Rist observes:

Dominant contemporary belief, taking a variety of forms but in every case emphasizing the sovereignty of choice, views us as moral atoms, and connects a liberalism…dependent on ‘autonomy’ as the highest value, with a radical political individualism in many respects recalling that of Epicurus.

Tracing the development of essential Epicurean ethics in contemporary American society is a study far beyond the scope of this dissertation.  This along with other research topics suggested themselves during this research.

6.3 Future Research


As I have written this dissertation several directions for continuing research have become evident to me.  I indicate a few of these here and offer a broad suggestion about the way in which subsequent research might proceed.


First and foremost, for anyone working with Gassendi the research and publication of a critical edition of at least portions of the Syntagma would be invaluable.  Taussig has recently performed this service in her French translation and notes on the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.  Jones has provided a useful translation of the first part of the Institutio Logico, with a few notes; and Brush has translated a few sections of the Physics. But there is as yet no comprehensive approach to the Syntagma. 


Another area for fuller exploration is the relationship of the philosophies of Gassendi and Pascal.  Much ink has been spilt on the relationship between Descartes and Gassendi, but relatively little attention has been paid to comparing Gassendi and Pascal.  Both were probabilists and experimentalists.  But their understanding of religion and ethics could not have been further apart.  Simone Mazauric in his Gassendi, Pascal, et la Querelle Du Vide,
 has started looking their relationship, but much more could be done.  For instance, an unexplored question is how similar epistemologies led Gassendi to an almost Pelagian understanding of sin and grace, while Pascal becomes a Jansenist.


Another area for investigation is the ‘official’ Catholic reaction to Gassendi.  By ‘Catholic’ here I mean predominantly Jesuit reaction to Gassendi.  The Jesuits of the seventeenth century were actively engaged in scientific investigations.
  Roger Ariew has described the relationship between Descartes and the Jesuits,
 but as far as I know no one has analyzed the relationship between Gassendi and the Jesuits.  Bloch, for instance, has only a very brief mention of the Jesuits and Gassendi, to the effect that he tried to maintain a religious façade to his work to keep the Jesuits happy.
  Their relationship was probably complex, since seventeenth century Jesuits would most likely have seen Gassendi as an ally against the Jansenists and Descartes; on the other hand they probably would have been very uneasy with Gassendi’s atomism.  


A study of the way in which Newton, Jefferson, Adams and other early modern and Enlightenment figures used the Christian classics could be interesting.  The publication in May 2007 of Biblical Exegesis and the Emergence of Science in the Early Modern Era by Kevin Kileen and Peter Forshaw will probably make significant contributions to this field.  Of particular interest to Americans and the continuing American struggle with church-state issues, would be an analysis of Scripture and the Church Fathers in Adams and Jefferson.  Americans often forget that the founding Fathers were well versed in topics now reserved for arcane specialists.  


Finally, the project in which I am most interested is a history of Epicureanism and responses to it from antiquity to modernity.  As implied in my brief discussion on Jefferson, I believe we live in an Epicurean age.  Many of our most troubling ethical issues and conflicts, it seems to me, stem from the tension between an increasingly Epicurean society and basic Judeo-Christian anthropological and ethical understandings.  Pierre Gassendi was one of the first ‘modern’ men to be attracted to Epicureanism.  Like Gassendi, I believe that we can learn something about ourselves and our world by studying the past and tracing how we got to where we are.  I hope that a detailed analysis of the history of Epicureanism in Western culture will be developed.  
Appendix A. Gassendi’s Major Works


Pierre Gassendi was one of the most prolific writers of his day.  His collected works include volumes of letters, lives of famous people, philosophical and important scientific treatises.  Dating many of these texts, especially the philosophical ones, is challenging since Gassendi worked on them over a period of years, published one version, then edited and republished a later version.
  Gassendi’s thought in opposition to Aristotle and in support of Epicurus, developed along four major steps.  Earliest is his extensive attack on Aristotelianism, Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos.  The next step for Gassendi was an extensive, exhaustive analysis and commentary on his primary source for Epicurean philosophy, Diogenes Laertius Lives of Eminent Philosopher Book X.  Neither of these two works is treated in this dissertation.  However, the last two stages are: Gassendi’s defense of the ad hominem attacks made against Epicurus by ancient philosophers; and Gassendi’s systematic work using Epicureanism as the handmaid, Syntagma Philosophicum.
Here I briefly describes the development of Gassendi’s key works including, Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos, De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, De motu impresso a motore translato, Disquitio metaphysica, lives of Peirsec, Copernicus and Tycho Brahe, Syntagma Philosophicum, and the collection of Gassendi’s works into the Opera Omnia.  
A.1  Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos

Book I of Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos, Gassendi’s first published work, appeared in 1624.  These exercises were based on his philosophy lectures at Aix.  After being dismissed by the Jesuits, Gassendi had time to prepare this work for publication.
  He was supported and encouraged in this activity by Peirsec, whose library was important for this work.  As discussed by many commentators on Gassendi, the foundation of Gassendi’s attack on Aristotelianism in this work is skepticism.
  Rochot in particular traced the influence of Montaingne and Charron on Gassendi as reflected in the Exercitationes.  


While most scholars agree that Gassendi relied heavily on a revival of skepticism to attack Aristotle, a more open question is why Gassendi failed to publish the second book of the Exercitationes.  Book II was ready for publication within a year of Book I; however, Gassendi withheld it, and it was not published until after his death.  Bloch suggests that Gassendi was concerned about an ecclesial and/or intellectual backlash.
  Gassendi’s friend, Mersenne, had recently published L’impiete des deists, athees, and libertines and La Verite des sciences in 1624 and 1625, respectively.  As Joy discusses, Mersenne strongly attacked the skeptics for their suspension of judgment.  Mersenne based his arguments against the skeptics on his belief in Divine Providence which had been revealed to mankind, and on the truth of mathematics.
  Both Rochet and Joy suggest that Gassendi may have come to believe that simply suspending judgment was unsatisfying and thus not to publish Book II.  The search for a philosophy beyond skepticism led Gassendi to consider other ancient philosophical systems that might be able to contribute to human understanding without rigidly ignoring new empirical observations.

A.2 De Vita et Moribus Epicuri


The composition of the eight books of the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri is rather complex; although not published in its final form until 1647, its roots are found in Gassendi’s earliest research into Epicureanism, dating to about 1626.  In the Introduction to her French translation of De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, Taussig notes that as early as 1621, Gassendi writes to one of his friends (Faur du Pybrac) that he is undertaking a structured study of ancient philosophy as well as more recent philosophical developments to find a philosophy that is in accord with recent discoveries.


From this work, Gassendi wrote a preliminary “Apology for Epicurus” in 1626 that underwent significant revisions until 1629.  During this time several scholars read Gassendi’s work and offered suggestion, including Peirsec and Mersenne.  Also in this period, with the support of his patron Luillier, Gassendi traveled to the Netherlands and was introduced to the Dutch physicist, Isaac Beeckmann.  Beeckmann encouraged Gassendi to expand his analysis of Epicurus’ philosophy to focus on physics.
 


In his study of Epicureanism, two works dominate as sources for Gassendi’s knowledge of Epicureanism: Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, and Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminentt Philosophers, Book X.  In 1629 Gassendi began a Latin translation and commentary on Book X of the Lives of Eminent Philosophers, the Animadversiones.  This translation and commentary more than any other reflects Gassendi’s scholarship as a humanist and philologist.  He worked and reworked his translation, and used his commentary as a forum to expand Epicurean philosophy beyond what was given by Diogenes Laertius.
  The full project was not published until 1649.

However in the process of working on the Animadversiones Gassendi decided to revise and expand his earlier Apology for Epicurus and to write a summary of Epicurean philosophy.  A letter to Peirsec in 1631 outlines both projects.
  The revised Apology became La Vita et Moribus Epicuri libri octo, published in 1647 with a dedication to Luillier.  The titles for the eight  books are:

I. Concerning the Origin and also the events of the Life of Epicurus;

II. Concerning the Death and Successors of Epicurus;

III. Concerning the Occasion and Authors Accusing Epicurus of Being Disreputable

IV. Concerning the Objections to Epicurus on  Impiety

V. Concerning the Objections to Epicurus on Malice

VI. Concerning the Objections to Epicurus on the Appetites

VII. Concerning the Objections to Epicurus on  Sexual Desire

VIII. Concerning the Objections to Epicurus on the Contempt for Learning

A.3 De motu impresso a motore translato    


Of the many scientific works published by Gassendi, the De moto, 1640-1643, may be the most important.  The De Moto are a collection of three letters addressed to Pierre Du Puy, and written at the encouragement of Luillier:

Our friend Luillier suggested in his last letter that you were reluctant to believe what I had written to him about the experiments I had conducted concerning the motion of projectiles….The excellent viceroy [Louis de Valois] gave me the opportunity to discover once again without a doubt the truth of this matter. Having come to Marseilles, he invited me to join his retinue.  Since he is a very learned man and devotes whatever time is left over from his civic duties to liberal studies, he had engaged in several discussions enroute about motion.  On the way, I enumerated both my own observations and those of Galileo.

This opening to the first letter highlights several important points.  First is the importance of patrons to Gassendi’s work.  Clearly de Valois paid for the expedition and experiments.  Also, it was the patron Luillier who encouraged Gassendi to write about the experiments, and finally the Du Puy brothers who ensured that the letters would be distributed.

It is clear that Gassendi is performing these experiments in support of Galileo’s kinematic theories.  The most important of these was the description of the moving ship experiment.  Apparently conducted in Marseilles harbor in 1639, Gassendi demonstrated that a ball dropped from the mast of a moving ship would fall at the base of the mast, not some distance from it based on the motion of the ship.  As Gassendi writes in his letters, these experiments are significant for two reasons.  First, they attack one of the arguments against a moving earth; that is that if the earth was moving, then dropped objects would be displaced.  The moving ship experiment clearly shows this is not true.  The other, and perhaps even more important observation made by Gassendi based on these experiments was his statement of the theory of inertia found in the First Letter”

You will ask in passing what would happen to that stone which could be imagined in empty space if it were roused from its state of rest and impelled by some force.  I answer that it is probable that it would move indefinitely in a uniform fashion, slowly or rapidly, depending on whether a small or great impetus had been imparted to it….it would not accelerate or slow down, and therefore would never stop.

Gassendi’s De Motu was widely circulated in the scholarly correspondence circles of the time. 

A.4 Disputations with Descartes


If the De Motu was the most influential scientific work by Gassendi, his disputations with Descartes are probably the most famous both in the seventeenth century and today.  In 1641 Descartes gave an early version of his Meditations to Mersenne, asking him to send them to a few philosophers for comments.  Gassendi was one of those who received this early version of the Meditations, and developed a detailed response (Hobbes and Arnault were also among those who developed responses to the Meditations).  Gassendi’s objections then launched a series of increasingly acrimonious arguments and rebuttals between himself and Descartes during the summer of 1641.  In 1642 and 1643 Gassendi expanded his rebuttals which were also sent to Mersenne, and through Mersenne to others in his correspondence circle.  By 1644 Samuel Sobriere had compiled and edited all of Gassendi’s objections, Descartes’ replies, and the original Meditations into a single volume for publication.
 


The fundamental issue between Descartes and Gassendi was the proper philosophical replacement to Aristotelianism.  Descartes championed an approach that began with the self and innate ideas.  Gassendi started with the senses.  If Gassendi explicitly credited Epicurus as an ancient model of his philosophy, Descartes looked to Plato.
 

A.5 Lives of Peirsec, Copernicus and Brahe


Gassendi published the panegyric to his friend Peirsec in 1641.  The work was actually started by Gassendi soon after Peirsec’s death in 1637.   Miller notes that the purpose of Gassendi’s Vita Peirsec was not only to pay homage to his friend and mentor, but also to provide an example of what the true scholar should be: not only someone who engages in systematic research, but also someone who leads the life of virtue.
  The work was quite popular with a reprint in the Hague in 1651 and again in 1655.  An English translation by William Rand, The Mirror of True Nobility and Gentility, appeared in 1657.  


The two Lives of the sixteenth century astronomers, Nicholas Copernicus and Tycho Brahe, were written by Gassendi between 1649-1654 while he was a professor of astronomy at the Royal College.  He presents both the Copernican and Tychonian cosmology as far superior to the Aristotelian-Ptolemaic cosmology.
  It is also clear from his presentation that Gassendi preferred the Copernican view based on the available observations, but he accepted the Tychonian model as also faithful to astronomical observations and in line with Church teaching.  Gassendi wrote the biography of Tycho Brahe first, but he seems to have thought of them as a pair.  He writes in the preface to his Life of Copernicus, “The opportunity occurred, by which, exposing from the start Tycho’s life, I could insert Copernicus’ life itself; because although his name has acquired such a fame, nevertheless, what kind of man he was is ignored to a large extent.”


As with his Life of Perisec, a primary motivation for writing a biography is his belief that the life of a great man is as important to posterity as his accomplishments.  Given the importance Gassendi placed on knowledge as a source of virtue, he attempted to demonstrate the quaint ideal that what a researcher discovers and his (presumably) virtuous life were deeply connected.  This may also explain why Gassendi went to such effort to rehabilitate Epicurus life, not just his teachings.  As noted above, the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri is an apology first and foremost for Epicurus’s life.  

A.6 Sytagma Philosophicum

The history of Gassendi’s Syntagma Philosophicum is long and complex; in part because Gassendi conceived of the work early in his career, in part because he worked on it and revised it throughout his career and in part because it dependent upon other works that Gassendi was writing at the same time (especially the De Vita et Moribus Epicurus and his commentary on Diogenes Laertius Book X Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, the Animadversiones).  Bernard Rochot in Les Travaux des Pierre Gassendi has traced in detail the development of the Syntagma and related works.  Here I summarize Rochot’s treatment and that of more recent scholars building on his work is summarized here.


As early as 1631 Gassendi considered writing a compendium of philosophy based on Epicureanism which would provide a better philosophical foundation for recent observations than Aristotelianism.  In a letter to Peirsec in 1631 he wrote that he was considering a work in three parts: Logic, Physics and Ethics.
  Gassendi gives an outline for the work which is preceded by an apology for Epicurus’s life (what would become the separate work of the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri); a part on logic, divided into five books; a part on physics in four sections with a total or forty-two books; and a part on ethics which Gassendi says he will discuss at a later date.
  These three parts would eventually develop into the Syntagma.


The first version of the Logic was written by Gassendi in 1636, and is found in what is called the Carpentras 1832 manuscript.  Along with the Logic, this manuscript also contains a work called De Vita et Doctrina Epicuri.  This version of the Logic would be reworked by Gassendi and eventually appear as the first part of the Syntagma, the Institutio Logica as found in the Tours manuscript 706.
  The De Vita et Doctirna Epicuri eventually was reworked into the 1647 publication of  De Vita et Moribus Epicuri.

The Pars Physica of the Syntagma  makes up more than two-thirds of the entire work.  Gassendi worked on the Physics for almost twenty years.  It reflects his ordered arrangement of his life’s work in physics, and so contains much material found in other of his works.  The Physics also serves as an apology for Epicurean physics; in it Gassendi juxtaposes detailed astronomical observations with discussions of ancient philosophy and Church teaching.  The books of Physics are found in Tours manuscripts 708 (living things), 709 (basics of Epicurean natural philosophy) and 710 (earth, geology, atmospheric phenomena).
  Gassendi worked revisions of the earlier version into Physics and Ethics.  This revised version is found in Tours 706, and is one of the last things Gassendi worked on before his death in 1655.
  The collection of his works and the final redaction of the Syntagma was the work of his disciple, Samuel Sorbiere (1610-1670).


The final, redacted version Syntagma is divided into three Parts: Logic, Physics and Ethics.  A Preface (Liber Prooemialis) precedes the entire work, and there is a preface to each of the three major parts.  Each Part is divided into Sections, each section into Books, and each Book into Chapters.


A thirty page Preface introduces the entire Syntagma,  in which Gassendi discusses Philosophy in General. The first sentence states that philosophy is the love, study and exercise of wisdom, and wisdom is nothing other than the disposition of the soul to the right realization of things, and right conduct in life.  These two aspects of philosophy form the basis for the entire work: Physics and Ethics.  
Before investigating physics and ethics, Gassendi needed to establish a correct method of thinking in general; this he does in the Pars Logica. The Pars Logica has two sections, contained in about one-hundred pages: In the first part, On the Origin and Goal of Logic, Gassendi gives an historical account of the logical methods of various philosophical schools.  This part includes a detailed list and description of the ancient Epicurean canons on logic. The second section in the Pars Logica is the Institutio.
  The Institutio describes, without any references to previous historical developments, Gassendi’s method of logic.  Here he presents the rules for acquiring and evaluating empirical data.  Gassendi arranged the Insitutio into canons, just as Epicurus had arranged his logical method into canons.  

Having established the rules by which one should think about philosophy, Gassendi next developed his massive work on physics.  The Pars Physica covers almost thirteen hundred manuscript pages.  It is Gassendi’s systematic presentation of physics that directly confronts Aristotelian physics.  In this massive work, Gassendi includes experiments and hypotheses ranging from the smallest building blocks of nature (atoms) to the structure of the cosmos, as revealed by the experiments of his day.  Here he also discusses his own significant experiments in astronomy, dynamics, and gasses.  But, for Gassendi, an important part of physics was a discussion of ancient models of physics, and especially consideration of how the new discoveries in physics could be reconciled with orthodox Christian teaching.  Thus, for Gassendi, the content of physics includes a the human soul and its relationship to God, the Creator.

The third and final part of the Syntagma, Pars Ethica, (two hundred manuscript pages) contains a prologue and three books on Happiness, Virtue and Fate.  Just as Gassendi tried to reconcile Church teaching on natural phenomena with recent observations, so he tries to reconcile Epicurean ethics with Church teaching.  
A.7 Opera Omnia


By the time of Gassendi’s death, the loose affiliation of salons and correspondence circles was beginning to give way to structured intellectual societies.  One of the first of these, the Academy of Paris in France, was sponsored by Henri-Louis Habert de Montmor in 1657.  In 1658 the physician Samuel Sorbiere suggested to the Academy that the collection and publication of Gassendi’s works would be an excellent first project.  As a result, Sorbiere gathered all of Gassendi’s manuscripts he could find, and they were published as the Opera Omnia in 1658 in Lyon.  The entire Opera Omnia was subsequently republished in Florence in 1727.  Tullio Gregory edited and prepared a facsimile version in 6 volumes of the 1658 Lyons edition that was published in 1964 by Friedrich Frommann.  


As collected in the 1658 Opera Omnia and reissued in 1964, the works discussed above are found in the following volumes:

· Syntagma Philsophicum Vol. 1 and 2

· Objections to Descartes’ Meditations Vol. 3
· Vita et Moribus Epicuri  Vol. 5
· Life of Peirsec Vol. 5
· Lives of Tycho Brahe and Copernicus Vol. 5

· De Motu Vol. 6
All references in this dissertation to Gassendi’s works are taken from the 1964 facsimile version of the 1658 Lyon publication, and are cited by volume and page number.
Appendix B Ancient Epicureanism


The extant works of Epicurus and his ancient followers are more limited than those that have survived from other Hellenistic philosophies.  Although deemed one of the four major philosophies of antiquity, Epicureanism was attacked by all of the others as impious and opposed to civic duties.  Thus over the centuries few Epicurean works have survived because few ancients, other than Epicureans themselves, saw value in the philosophy.  In this overview I will rely heavily on the few extant works of Epicurus (as found in Diogenes Laertius), the fragments of Philodemus found at Herculaneum, and Lucretius.  Because Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (DRN) is the most extensive and systematic of these works, special attention will be given to it.  The most important source that draws all of these together, along with many references from ancient authors is the critical edition by Hermann Usener.
 
The historical situation of these authors is briefly given below.  Following this background, the basic tenets of Epicureanism are presented and arranged as Gassendi organized his Syntagma; that is Canonics (Logic), Physics, and Ethics.  

B.1 Brief History of Ancient Epicureanism

Epicurus was born in 341 BC in Samos of Athenian parents; he started military service the summer that Alexander the Great died, 323 BC.  The political and military upheaval following Alexander’s death may have been a major contributor to Epicurus’ disdain for politics.  A more positive influence of Alexander’s conquests on Epicurus, however, was the influx into Greece of new plants, animals and ideas.  As a result, Epicurus developed a keen interest in the natural world; he also began to doubt the Platonic separation of nature and soul.  As DeWitt points out, Epicurus himself was not so much opposed to the Stoics, as opposed to Platonism: “It was the opposition to Platonism that chiefly determined the shape of Epicureanism; more than half of its forty Authorized Doctrines are flat contradictions of Platonism.”


After leaving military service, Epicurus began studying various philosophies, including Aristotle and Democritus and his theory of atoms.  Sometime around 311 BC, Epicurus started to offer himself as a teacher of philosophy in Mytilene and Lampsacus.  In 306 he moved to Athens, his philosophy having been worked out during his years on Lampsacus.  In Athens, Epicurus founded his school, the Garden, in opposition to Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum.  An important financial resource for Epicurus was the courtesan, Leontion.  Their relationship, although probably ‘Platonic’, has been the source of much speculation and gossip, both then and now.  Perhaps one of the reasons that Leontion supported the Garden was that it alone accepted women into its ranks.  


Epicurus died c. 270 BC, leaving behind a corpus of over 300 volumes.  Of these, only a few are extant including 40 Principal Sayingsseveral letters, and a will leaving his estate to his school.  Most of these writing were preserved by Diogenes Laertius (DL) in Book X of The Lives of Eminent Philosophers
 written around A.D. 200.  Note, therefore, that there is a lapse of 500 years between Epicurus and our knowledge of works written by him.
  


The fundamental purpose of the Epicurean school was to teach people how to be happy.  The purpose of all knowledge is to live in peace of mind.
  “First of all, we must not think that there is any other aim of knowledge…than peace of mind” (Pythocles 84).
  With this as its goal, the Epicurean school placed great emphasis on the wisdom of the teacher, and the respect owed by the disciples to the teacher.  “Among those who revere him, the veneration of the wise man is a great good” (VS, 32). 
  This reverence for the teacher started with Epicurus, who referred to himself as the wise man and father to his disciples.
  Epicurus seems to have encouraged devotion to himself.  For instance, in the “Letter to Colotes” Epicurus writes, “As though in reverence for the things I have said, you have been overtaken by an inexplicable longing to grasp and embrace my knees” (Colotes, 31).


The Garden, and subsequent Epicurean schools, developed a hierarchy of teachers and students recognizing progression in knowledge and happiness.  In general, those of higher rank were expected to lead those of lower rank along the path to knowledge.  This hierarchy, however, should not be viewed as unquestioning or uncritically loyal to the leaders.  One of the most important principles of Epicureanism was friendship among all members of the community; the most important sign of that friendship was honest (indeed blunt) criticism for each other, regardless of rank.


With a goal of happiness for all, and an open door policy toward all, Epicureanism quickly grew beyond Athens.  This was encouraged by Epicurus who sent Epicurean teachers to Alexandria and Antioch to establish schools there.
  The Epicurean school in Antioch became the official court school under Antiochus Epiphanes in the second century BC.  DeWitt traces the rabbinic term apikroros, as a corruption of Epicurus, meaning any unbeliever, to Jewish hatred of Antiochus Epiphanes.
  


In the first century BC, an Epicurean scholar, Philodemus, joined a group of Syrian Epicureans in Herculaneum.  This school is important to later scholarship because of the papyri authored by Philodemus that were discovered in the nineteenth century in the so-called ‘Villa of the Papyri.’
  Philodemus was schooled first in Antioch and then in Athens before traveling to Italy.
  All of the papyri found at Herculaneum are in Greek, so presumably all instruction was Greek, probably meant for the large Greek community centered around Naples. 


While Epicureans followed Epicurus’s philosophy devoutly, they were open to literary developments in which to present this philosophy.  Philodemus wrote extensively on the nature of poetry.  Both Horace and Virgil spent time with the Epicurean community around Naples and seem to have absorbed many of the new Epicurean literary developments.  


Also in the first century BC, a Roman aristocrat became an Epicurean convert and wrote the most systematic Epicurean work (a poem) to survive from antiquity.  Lucretius, who wrote in Latin, was a champion of Epicureanism among the Roman elite.  As a son-in-law of Sulla, Lucretius had ample opportunity to witness the deadly sport of Roman Republican politics.  In his introduction to De Rerum Natura (DRN) he sounds a plaintive plea for the peace of Epicurus’ Garden, “Cause meanwhile the savage works of war to sleep and be still over every sea and land” (DRN I.29).
  


It is not clear if Lucretius knew Philodemus; it may well be that they knew each other.  A link between Philodemus and the Roman elite can be established through Piso, father-in-law of Julius Caesar, and a supporter of Philodemus and his school.  Indeed, Konstan speculates that the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum, in which the papyri of Philodemus were found belonged to the Piso family.
  Cicero is also a common link between Philodemus and Lucretius since Cicero knew both Piso and Lucretius.


Whether or not they knew each other, both Philodemus and Lucretius attest to the reverence for Epicurus held by the adherents of his school.  Among the fragments from Philodemus is the oath taken by all Epicurean disciples: “And the encompassing and most important thing is, we shall obey Epicurus, according to whom we have chosen to live” (Fr. 45).
  Lucretius strikes a similar note at the beginning of Book 3 of DRN: “O you who first amid so great a darkness were able to raise aloft a light so clear, illumining the blessings of life, you I follow, O glory of the Grecian race” (DRN 3:1-3).
  The remainder of the section describes some of the tenets of Epicureanism that caused such rapt devotion among its adherents (and sharp refutation among its opponents).

B.2 Epicurean Canonics


As Elizabeth Amis has pointed out, Epicurus seems to have invented the term canonic to describe the rules and criteria for determining the truth.
  Epicurus wrote an extensive work entitled, Canonics, which has not survived.  Based on Diogenes Liartius and Philodemus, it is believed Epicurus suggested that sensations and preconceptions are the foundations for knowledge.  Sensations are direct contact of the body with external objects.  Preconceptions are not to be confused with innate ideas; rather they should be thought of as general concepts built up from sensations.
  

In the Epicurean model, man is composed of body, vital spirit and mind.  Although these elements are found in Epicurus’s writings, a concise description is provided by Lucretius in Book 3 of DRN.  The body is physical and different atoms in various combinations make up the different parts of the body.  The most interesting thing about the body for the Epicureans is sensations.  The senses bring information to the person, by perceiving the films of other objects by sight, hearing and smell.  For the Epicurean, it is the bodily senses that actually perceive the films or images of other objects, not the mind.  “To say that the eyes can discern nothing, but that the mind looks out through them as through open portals, is difficult when their own feelings lead us to the opposite conclusion” (DRN 3.359-361).
  Lucretius gives an example of glare hurting the eyes.


The sense information is used by the mind to achieve understanding: “The mind, which we often call the intelligence, in which is situated the understanding and government of life” (DRN 3.94-95).
  But the mind is completely material, “a part of man no less than hands and feet and eyes” (DRN 3.96).
  Lucretius locates the mind in the ‘middle region of the breast’ (DRN 3.140).
  One of his ‘proofs’ for the material nature of the mind is that it seems to mature with the body, and grow old and decay as the body decays (DRN 3.445-455).
  Lucretius goes on to describe in great detail the types of atoms that make up the mind (delicate, small, round, fast, fluid).  Most of this he deduces from the speed with which the mind can think. 


But if the mind is the seat of understanding, it is also the location of error.  For in achieving understanding from sense perceptions, man must apply judgment to what is observed.  The mind holds in memory the films that it receives from the senses.  Judgment tries to combine these in some way so that an understanding of the world is attained.  However, our ability to fully understand is limited, so man sometimes makes errors in judgment. Lucretius gives the example of dreaming.  The mind never sleeps and so dreams are the way in which the mind is active while the body rests.  But without the information from the senses, the mind combines the films in memory in strange ways during dreams (DRN 4.757-761).


The spirit is that part of man that animates the body.  As long as there is spirit, there is life.  The spirit is the connection between mind and body that causes the body to obey the mind.  Like body and mind, it is also material; the spirit is diffused throughout the body.  Lucretius’ discussion of drunkenness gives an example of the necessary material connection between body and spirit (DRN 3.476-486). 
  


The materiality of the mind-spirit-body leads the Epicureans to the conclusion that nothing of the person survives after death.   At death, the atoms of the spirit and mind (because they are small and fast) immediately disintegrate.  The body, left without spirit and mind, does not feel anything.  “Therefore death is nothing to us” (DRN 3.830).
  “In real death there will be no other self that could live to bewail his perished self, or to stand by to feel pain” (DRN 3.885-887).
  

The connection between mind, spirit and body also leads to the Epicurean notion of free will.  The mind commands the spirit, which moves the body.  But the mind’s commands (will) are derived from the ways in which the mind makes judgments on the films received by the senses.  “The beginning of motion is made by the intelligence, and the action moves on from the will of the mind, then to be passed (by the spirit) onwards through the whole body and limbs” (DRN 2.270-271).
  Motion starts in the individual, and is not driven by fate or destiny.  “Whence I say in this will wrested from the fates by which we proceed whither pleasure leads each, swerving our motion not at fixed times and fixed places, but just where our mind has taken us” (DRN 2.255-260).
  


In this view the most factually correct statements that can be made are those based on direct sense experience.  Thus for Epicurus and his followers, properly understanding the natural world, or physics, was the most important of all the disciplines. 

B.3 Epicurean Physics


Knowing the physical nature of the universe was all-important to the Epicureans.  It was from this knowledge that all other knowledge, and especially a happy life, flowed.  In the list of Principal Doctrines, both a negative and a positive relation between happiness and knowledge are given. “If apprehensions about the heavens and our fear lest death concern us…did not bother us, we would have no need of natural science” (PD 11).
  More positively, “It is impossible for anyone to dispel his fear over the most important matters, if he does not know what is the nature of the universe, but instead suspects something that happens in myth” (PD 12).
  Note that the driving factor is fear, and trying to eliminate fear through knowledge.


The study of physics and the working of the cosmos are based on observed phenomena.  “For we must not theorize scientifically about nature by means of empty maxims and arbitrary principles, but as phenomena require. For our life has no need of foolishness and idle opinion, but of an existence free from confusion” (Pythocles, 86).


Epicurus realized that observations may not lead to unique theories about how the cosmos works; any theory that agrees with the observed phenomena is a valid explanation.  Apparently, for Epicurus, this was not a source of confusion, but a way to avoid dogmatism that leads to errors.  “Whenever we admit one explanation but reject another that agrees equally well with the evidence, it is clear that we fall short in every way of true scientific inquiry and resort instead to myth” (Pythocles, 86).
  Epicurus (and Lucretius following him) gives multiple explanations for the movement of the heavenly bodies, the weather and earthquakes.  Because of this broad-minded willingness to accept multiple explanations, the Epicurean approach to ‘proof’ was generally by disproving an erroneous hypothesis.
  Several examples of this are given below, such as the ‘proof’ that there is a void and that the universe is infinite.


In considering the universe, for instance, Epicurus reasoned that it must be infinite; if it was not infinite then there would be an edge to the universe.  But an edge must be next to something else, which would then also be part of the universe.  So, since the universe has no edges, it must be infinite.
  If the universe is infinite, then those fundamental things which make it up, atoms and void, must also be infinite.



Based upon his observations, Epicurus deduced that the universe is made up of material and void.  In his “Letter to Herodotus,” he gives a summary of his basic physics.  If there were no void, then there would be no place for material to move to.  The material we observe is clearly made up of components, but these components cannot be infinitely divisible otherwise “everything would be reduced to nonexistence” (Herodotus 41).
   These fundamental indivisible elements that make up the universe are atoms.


“Atoms exhibit none of the qualities belonging to visible things except shape, mass and size” (Herodotus 54).
  The variations in these qualities allow atoms to combine to form different materials.  The mechanism by which atoms combine is their motion and collisions.  Sometimes the collisions cause the atoms to bounce off each other, other times they causes them to combine.  An important principle of Epicurean physics is that: “The atoms move continuously, forever” (Herodotus 44).
  Part of the motion of atoms is that all material objects emit ‘films’ or ‘images’. All bodies emit them, and this is how the senses can perceive other objects. 


Man, as part of the universe, is also composed of atoms and void.  But Epicurus also believed that something could be known about the gods based on his preconceptions built from physics. Ancient Epicureans were not atheists.  All Epicureans believed in gods: “The gods exist; of them we have distinct knowledge” (Menoeceus, 23).
  The way in which the Epicureans deduced the existence of the gods is based upon the senses as the primary means of knowledge.  General knowledge of something can be obtained through repeated observations.  In the case of the gods, the common experience of all people is to believe in god(s), which led the Epicurean likewise to belief in gods.  The problem is that “there is always falsehood and error involved in importing into judgment an element additional to sense impressions” (Herodotus, 51).
  From the Epicurean perspective, the genius of Epicurus was to cut through the erroneous concepts of the gods to arrive at the truth about the gods.


The gods in whom the Epicureans believed were not completely divorced from local traditions.  Going back to Epicurus himself, the gods of the local populace were to be revered and honored according to traditional norms.  “Let us at least offer pious and noble sacrifice where it is customary, and let us do everything well according to the law without upsetting ourselves over beliefs in what constitutes the highest and most sacred” (Fr 57).
  As Hadszsits notes, “It was the old gods, worshiped under old names, that constituted the nucleus of the Epicurean pantheon….The Epicurean gods were the ancient gods purified, refined, and etherealized.”




The true nature of the gods is found in the first Principal Doctrine: “The blessed and immortal is itself free from trouble nor does it cause trouble for anyone else” (PD 1).
  It is the catch “nor does it cause trouble for anyone else” that caused much of the trouble for the Epicureans.  An important implication is that the gods do not bother themselves with material affairs, including human affairs.  For Epicurus and his followers, the belief that the gods are active in the world is the erroneous assumption of impious men, “For the assertions of the many concerning the gods are conceptions grounded not in experience but in false assumptions” (Menoeceus 24).
  Lucretius described the life of the gods as necessarily separated from the trouble and turmoil of human affairs (DRN 45).
  Finally, Epicurus offered the following biting commentary intended to ‘prove’ that the gods do not bother with the world: “If the gods listened to the prayers of men, all humankind would quickly perish since they constantly pray for many evils to befall one another” (Fr 58).


Not only were the gods unconcerned with human affairs, they were unconcerned with the cosmos in general; they certainly had nothing to do with creation.  In his “Letter to Herodotus,” Epicurus states that “nothing is created from what does not exist” (Herodotus 39).
  If creation from nothing was possible, then “everything would be born without the need for seed,” which is contrary to experience.  Epicurus here also reasons from the end of things, so that if everything was created out of nothing, it must be dissolved into nothing, so that nothing would exist.  Therefore, for Epicurus, in a fundamental way: “The universe was and always will be the same as it is now” (Herodotus, 39).
  Expanding on this, Lucretius attacks the ‘intelligent design’ theory of the universe. “The nature of the universe has by no mean been made for us through divine power: so great are the faults it stands endowed with” (DRN 2.179-182).


The motive for this denial of divine involvement in the universe was the result of trying to free mankind from the fear of judgment by angry gods.  For an Epicurean, fear was the single biggest threat to peace of mind, and the worst fear of all was the ultimate fear of the gods.   By making a principle of their system that the gods are oblivious to mankind, Epicureans freed mankind from divine retribution. 


If the gods did not create the cosmos, nor involve themselves in it, then any interpretation of literature that read divine prophecy or allegory into it must be false.  Allegory was viewed by the Epicureans as being a fanciful and far-fetched explanation of myths.  Epicureans were adamantly opposed to prophecy as a way to gain knowledge: “There is no such thing as prophecy” (Fr 3).
  Epicurus, for this reason, was distrustful of poetry because it opened up the imagination to fanciful explanations.  “Epicurus has the reputation of being the most hostile of any Greek philosopher to poetry.”
  Epicureans developed a very literal sense of words. Interestingly, under the guidance of the Epicurean school around Naples in the first century BC, poetry was ‘rehabilitated’ as a way to express Epicurean philosophical ideas.  Lucretius says that he writes in poetry to better “unloose the mind from the close knots of superstition” (DRN I:933-934).


Given the view that religious activities were ‘superstitions,’ it is surprising that Epicureans participated at all in local religious observances.  For Epicurus and most of his followers participation in these ritual actions seem to have been a form of meditation.  The most important relationship between an Epicurean and the gods was one of imitation. To the extent that a person could attain the trouble-free state, a person could likewise be said to be a god. “You shall be disturbed neither waking nor sleeping, and you shall live as a god among men” (Menoeceus 35).
  Of course, the person who attained the most trouble-free state was Epicurus himself.  And so both Philodemus and Lucretius refer to Epicurus in almost divine terms.


Because the cosmos is unaffected by the gods, Epicurus turned to sensation, especially the sensation of pleasure and pain as the basis for ethics.

B.4 Epicurean Ethics


“Let no one put off studying philosophy when he is young, nor when old grow weary of its study. For no one is too young or too far past his prime to achieve the health of his soul.”  Thus begins Epicurus’s “Letter to Menoeceus.”
  The image of right philosophy as health of the soul dominates Epicurean thought: “the object should be our own healing” (VS 64).
  The Epicurean wise man and teacher is often compared to a doctor: “They [those who refuse Epicurean philosophy] help themselves to some treatment of the body from doctors, but in the case of the soul do not try the admonition of the wise man” (Fr 39).
  For the Epicurean, happiness was the mark of a healthy soul.   The greatest evil that can befall a soul is fear: fear of the gods, death and pain.  Epicurean ethics is focused on dispelling these fears, and so leading people to happiness in this life.


Happiness is the goal of philosophy because: “when happinessis present, we have everything” (Menoeceus 122).
  Epicurus, in searching for happiness, encourages Menoeceus to realize that since the gods are in a blessed state beyond the material world, there is no reason to fear them.  Similarly, death should not be feared.  “Death is nothing to us, since good and evil lie in sensation…. Death, therefore – the most dreadful of evils – is nothing to us, since while we exist, death is not present, and whenever death is present we do not exist” (Menoeceus 125). 
  


Given that good and evil lie in sensation, the way to happiness is to increase pleasure.  “We declare that pleasureis the beginning and goal of a happy life ….It is to pleasure that we have recourse, using the feeling as our standard for judging every good”
  (Menoeceus 128).


But Epicurus was very careful in his definition of pleasure, and he recognized that it could easily be misinterpreted: 

When we say that pleasure is the goal, we are not talking about the pleasure of the profligates or that which lies in sensuality, as some ignorant persons think, or else those who do not agree with us or have followed our argument badly; rather it is the freedom from bodily pain and mental anguish. For it is not continuous drinking and revels, nor the enjoyment of women and young boys, nor of fish and other viands that a luxurious table holds, which make for a pleasant life, but sober reasoning, which examines the motives for every choice and avoidance, and which drives away those opinions resulting in the greatest disturbance to the soul (Menoeceus 132). 
  

Given this emphasis on “sober reasoning which examines every choice,” it is not surprising that for Epicurus prudence is “the beginning and the greatest of all” the virtues.
  Through prudence, the virtuous life is identical with the pleasant life.  


Within this schema, the virtue of self-sufficiency is very important.  The only way for happiness not to be contingent (on fate, material goods or other people) is for the seeker of happiness to be self-contained.  For Epicurus, a key aspect of being self-contained is to reject luxurious living and wealth.  Dependency on luxury or ambition for wealth was seen as a distraction from the life of untroubled quiet.  “Plain dishes offer the same pleasure as a luxurious table, when the pain that comes from want is taken away” (Menoeceus 131).


Just as a luxurious table does not lead to true pleasure, neither does sex.  Although he devoted only a few lines to sex and child rearing, and these lines suffer from some textual corruption, it does seem that Epicurus viewed sex as an impediment to a quiet life.
  Diogenes Laertius, quoting from lost-texts of Epicurus, reports that according to Epicurus: “Nor again will the wise man marry” and “Occasionally he may marry owing to special circumstances in his life” (DL X.119).
  What these circumstances were is not made clear.  However, the dangers in striving for sexual pleasures are legion: breaking laws, disturbing well-established customs, upsetting the neighbor, wasting resources, bodily harm.  At least one of these evils is bound to occur in the lust for sex. The best that can be hoped for is that sex does no harm (VS 51).


Lucretius shares this negative view of sex.  He recommends: “Avoid being lured into the snares of love” (DRN IV.1145-1148).
  In part because the desire for sex is a ‘wound’ that can never be healed: “The same frenzy returns, and once more the madness comes when they seek to attain what they desire, and can find no device to master the trouble” (DRN IV.1117-1120).
  He also echoes Epicurus’s concern about needlessly expending resources on love affairs, “meanwhile wealth vanishes and turns into Babylonian perfumes” (DRN IV. 1123-1124).


Like sex, wealth does not lead to quiet contentment; thus, Epicurus discouraged the pursuit of riches. “The possession of the greatest riches does not resolve the agitation of the soul or give birth to remarkable joy” (VS 81).
  Epicurus seems to think this is so, because self-sufficiency is not attainable through wealth; the means of acquiring wealth preclude it.  “A life of freedom cannot acquire many possessions, since to accomplish this requires servility to the rabble or to kings” (VS 67).
  Once wealth is obtained, Epicurus observes, no amount of wealth is ever enough: “Nothing is sufficient for the man to whom the sufficient is too little” (VS 68).
  The love of money, whether rightfully or wrongfully obtained, is abhorrent to Epicurus. “To love ill-gotten gain is impious; to love wealth justly obtained is shameful” (VS 43).


Should an Epicurean obtain wealth, Epicurus encourages him to generously give to others.  “The wise man who has accustomed himself to the bare necessities knows how to give rather than to receive.  So great is the treasure house of self-sufficiency he has discovered” (VS 44).
  Through the distribution of his possessions, a wealthy man can ensure the goodwill of his neighbors (VS 67).
  Thus the primary motive for giving to the poor is enlightened self-interest. 

In keeping with the notion of self-sufficiency (and self-interest) as a primary virtue, Epicurus advised his followers to avoid becoming involved in civic affairs as much as possible.  “We must free ourselves from the prison of everyday affairs and politics” (VS 58).
  The peace of the Garden is the only true peace available in this world.  “The most perfect means of securing safety from men…is the assurance that comes from quietude and withdrawal from the world” (PD 14).
  


Recognizing that complete withdrawal from the larger society was not possible, Epicurus developed a contractual and utilitarian concept of justice. “Justice is a pledge guaranteeing mutual advantage, to prevent one from harming others and to keep oneself from being harmed” (PD 31).
  As if for emphasis, Epicurus asserts that: “there is no such thing as justice in itself” and “injustice is not an evil in itself” (PD 33, 34).
  In this view justice is relative, “in individual countries and circumstances, justice turns out not to be the same for all” (PD 36).
  From this it is clear that Epicurus did not believe in ‘natural law’ or ‘natural justice.’  “For Epicurus, justice always consists in what is advantageous, but there is no specific measure that is just by nature, and hence in effect in all communities.”


Within this concept of justice, the fear of being caught in an injustice motivates adherence to laws.  “It is impossible for the one who commits some act in secret violation of the compacts made among men not to do harm or to be harmed…For right up to the day of his death, it remains unclear whether he will escape detection” (PD 35).
  It is for this reason that the just manis free from disturbance
Similarly, “You ought to do nothing in this life that will make you afraid if it becomes known to your neighbor” (VS 70).
  Interestingly, in this view of justice, Epicurus has substituted fear of retribution from men for fear of judgment by the gods.


But even Epicurus realized that people do not live in splendid isolation, and in fact he really does not encourage an hermetic life-style.  Not all of Epicurus’ views on inter-personal relationships are bound up in the utilitarianism of justice or the avoidance of messy social relationships.  Friendship is one of the highest goods a person can enjoy. “Friendship dances around the world proclaiming to us all to rouse ourselves to give thanks” (VS 52).
  Friendship in the pursuit of common knowledge is the basis of the Epicurean community.


The Epicureans developed a very strong sense of community, more so than any other Hellenistic philosophy.
  Several factors contributed to the importance of commitments, including reverence for Epicurus, the significance of friendship, and the belief that Epicureanism was the way to salvation for all people. 

Lucretius is not alone among Epicureans with his ode to Epicurus at the beginning of Book 3 of De Rerum Natura.  Here Epicurus is described as the one who brings “light so clear, illuminating the blessings of life” (DRN 3.2);
 and as “our father, the discoverer of truths, you supply us with a father’s precepts” (DRN 3.9).
  Adulation of Epicurus seems to have been a hallmark of the Epicurean school through the centuries.  Personal devotion to Epicurus is also found in the oath taken by those who belong to the Epicurean community: “We will be obedient to Epicurus, according to whom we have chosen to live” (On Frank Criticism, Fr. 45). 
  


The debt and devotion to Epicurus went beyond words.  Cicero, in De finibus, has an Epicurean state that: "The members of our body not only have pictures of him, but even have his likeness on their drinking-cups and rings".
  And Pliny the Elder reports that: “They (Epicureans) actually put the features of Epicurus on display in their bedchambers and carry them about with them.”
  Frischer notes: “the quantity of Epicurean representations far outweighs that of other philosophical schools…Epicureanism was unique among all ancient philosophical schools in its approval of images”.
  He attributes this to the desire of Epicureans to remind themselves of the Epicurean philosophy and so to emulate the master, rather than to honor Epicurus as a deity as such.
  The emulation of the master extends to statues and images of other Epicurean sages.  “As Metrodorus, Hermarchus and Colotes must resemble Epicurus, their model, both physically and spiritually, for in Epicurean eyes there is no distinction between the two.”


The Epicurean retreat from the larger world was not a retreat into a solitary life.  The greatest joy for an Epicurean was the joy of friendship among small groups of Epicureans.  What bound them together was not only the common love of Epicurus, but their joint pursuit of knowledge and, through knowledge, happiness. “Of all the things that wisdom provides for living one’s life in happiness, the greatest by far is the possession of friendship” (PD 27).



Philodemus in his Frank Criticism gives some insight into the community of Epicurus’s followers.    All members of the community are expected to search together for wisdom.  Recognizing, however, that some are more advanced than others, there was a loose hierarchy of philosophical guides established within the Epicurean schools.  Analyzing Philodemus, De Witt
 developed a model for the Epicurean ‘hierarchy.’  Here hierarchy is used guardedly, since no one was above frank criticism: “The wise man will be well disposed when some are practicing frankness (toward him)” (Col. VIIb).


The relation between guide and students was one of unadulterated honesty with each other in front of the community.  

For if he (the student) has considered this man to be the one guide of right speech and action, whom he calls the only savior, and to whom citing the phrase ‘with him accompanying me’, he has given himself over to be treated, then how is he not going to show him those things in which he needs treatment and accept admonishment?  …But to act in secrecy in necessarily most unfriendly. 
  (On Frank Criticism, Fr 40- 41)

The reference to healing and treatment can be traced back directly to Epicurus as the purpose of philosophy.


This group of Epicurean friends, through frank criticism, is always striving toward the goal of Epicurean self-sufficiency.  And yet, even Epicurus realized that true friendship meant that one should be able to call upon friends in times of distress.  Epicurus’ way around this seems to have been that: “We do not need the help of our friends, so much as the confidence that our friends will help us” (VS 34). 


A common Epicurean trope was to describe the wise man as a healer of souls, and philosophy as the medicine for all.  Epicureanism was a missionary philosophy.  Unlike most of the other Hellenistic philosophies, Epicureanism purposefully divorced itself from a particular place or politics.  This made it highly transportable.  Also, it specialized in short, brief sayings that could be easily memorized.  Finally, as Cicero sarcastically noted, it is easy to appeal to the masses if the appeal is to pleasure.
  


The missionary activities and ‘conversion’ or turning to Epicureanism seems to have been effective.  Cicero notes that Epicurus’s influence “has spread not only over Greece and Italy but throughout all barbarian lands as well.”
  And Diogenes Laertius reports that “his friends, so many in number that they could hardly be counted in whole cities, and indeed all who knew him were held fast by the siren-charms of his doctrines” (X.9). 


A seeming inconsistency in the Epicurean community was the process of obtaining recruits.  As Frischer puts it: “How did the Epicurean school overcome in a philosophically consistent way the contradiction between its basic mission of bringing salvation to mankind and its basic existential method of withdrawal?”
  Frischer suggests that the internal explanation among Epicureans was that the images or films of the wise man, much like the images of the gods, are received by potential converts, who through their free will become attached to Epicureanism.
  


Epicureans also acknowledged a more proactive approach to conversions.  Epicurus saw himself as the healer of men (and women), and his philosophy as the way to happiness for all.  There seems to have been an underlying optimism to Epicurean thought that if only everyone would follow the Epicurean way to happiness, then we could all live in serene peace of mind.  The witness of a small group of friends united to each other in small loving communities open to all and devoted to the wisdom of their founder was a strong draw for people living in any age of brutal fatalism. 

Appendix C Background on Christian Classics


Gassendi references nearly all patristic figures in his own voluminous writings.  However, four stand out as key to his attempts to reconcile ancient Epicureanism and Christianity:

· Clement of Alexandria

· Lactantius

· Ambrose

· Augustine
In addition, he regularly quotes both Old Testament and the New Testament scriptures. Gassendi himself refers to Clement, Lactantius and Ambrose as being the primary Patristic authors opposed to Epicureanism in De Vita et Moribus Epicuri, Book III, Chapter IX, “Concerning the Fathers of the Church and by name, Clement, Lactantius and Ambrose.”
  Augustine, although not mentioned explicitly in this reference by Gassendi, was frequently cited by him.  Augustine’s position as the towering giant of Western theology made Augustine, as well as the other three Patristic authors, a figure that Gassendi had to reconcile with his Epicurean philosophy.  

C.1 Scripture

The foundational document for Christianity was Sacred Scripture.  The battle between Copernicus’ cosmology and the Church was waged first and foremost on the basis of Scripture.  Blackwell, in Galileo, Bellarmine and the Bible,
 has documented in some detail how both the Church hierarchy and Galileo engaged in biblical exegesis to support their differing views of cosmology.  Thus Gassendi was in many ways following the same kind of argumentation as Galileo.  To substantiate his arguments from antiquity, and especially arguments that seemed counter to Church teaching at the time, Gassendi had recourse to Scripture.  


In general, Gassendi relied on the Vulgate as the canonical Scripture.  For the Catholic world, the Fourth Session of the Council of Trent (April 1546) had decreed not only what books were in Scripture, but also that the old Latin Vulgate was the definitive translation to be used in all discussions and disputes involving faith and morals.  Proper interpretation of the Vulgate was the battle ground over which Galileo and the Holy Office fought in 1616 and 1633.  Thus it is not surprising that Gassendi would have used the Vulgate to substantiate his own arguments.  


Gassendi also occasionally used other, neo-Latin, versions of the Bible that were common in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  For the most part these translations were produced for two reasons; first, written by scholars to provide a more updated Latin version of the Bible based on humanist philological research; and second, written by  poets to create biblical verses that were easier to memorize in Latin.  As Grant points out, there were many different neo-Latin versions of individual Biblical books produced between 1550-1650.  He notes explicitly that de Thou’s library was a repository of many of these neo-Latin Biblical books.


An example of Gassendi’s use of a neo-Latin verse is Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  While several times Gassendi gives the Vulgate version, In principio creavit Deus caelum et terram, he also occasionally gives, Deum in principio creauisse caelum et terram.
  Gassendi introduces this phrase by saying that “Sacred Faith prescribes in the first chapter of Genesis.”
  The meanings are clearly the same, but the indicative sentence in the Vulgate has been changed into an infinitive clause in Gassendi’s neo-Latin version.  An examination of the contexts in which Gassendi quotes this verse does not indicate any particular reason to favor one Latin version over another.  The books of the Bible most often referred to by Gassendi (usually from the Vulgate) were Ecclesiastes, Genesis and Revelation, which books were most helpful to his providing biblical warrants for his physics.  

C.2 Clement of Alexandria 


If Gassendi was building an alternative philosophical system, he used one Church Father in particular as his primary point of historical reference: Clement of Alexandria.  A possible reason for Gassendi’s choice may be that Clement considered himself a Christian philosopher.  As Osborn notes, “No Christian writer of his time did more to bring Athens and Jerusalem together.”

Clement was born c. 150, probably in Athens.  He left Athens to study in Alexandria and remained there until he fled the persecutions of Septimus Severus c. 203; he died most likely in Jerusalem c. 215.  All of Clement’s extant works date to his time in Alexandria, probably when he served as the primary teacher of Christian philosophy there..  The works which survived from antiquity include: the Exhortation to the Greeks, Paedagogus, Stromata, and Who is the Rich man Who Will be Saved   

Clements’ works were edited during the Renaissance by Petrus Victorius in Florence around 1550.  This seems to be the edition used by Gassendi, as it is found in the catalog of Thue’s library.
  The most complete edition is that of J. Potter, "Clementis Alexandrini opera quae extant omnia;" this was the edition used by Migne for the Patrologiae Graecae.  It was also the basis of the English translation in the Ante-Nicene Fathers Series, Vol. 2.   Discrepancies in numbering of sections of Clements’ works between the Migne version and Gassendi reflect differences between Potter and Victorius.

Clement gave one of the earliest and strongest defenses of philosophy in Christianity.  As Osborne noted, “No Christian writer of his time did more to bring Athens and Jerusalem together.”
  In Stromata I.2 he said, 

In reference to these commentaries, which contain as the exigencies of the case demand, the Hellenic opinions, I say thus much to those who are fond of finding fault. First, even if philosophy were useless, if the demonstration of its uselessness does good, it is yet useful.  Then those cannot condemn the Greeks, who have only a mere hearsay knowledge of their opinions, and have not entered into a minute investigation in each department, in order to acquaintance with them. For the refutation, which is based on experience, is entirely trustworthy. For the knowledge of what is condemned is found the most complete demonstration. Many things, then, though not contributing to the final result, equip the artist. And otherwise erudition commends him, who sets forth the most essential doctrines so as to produce persuasion in his hearers, engendering admiration in those who are taught, and leads them to the truth. And such persuasion is convincing, by which those that love learning admit the truth; so that philosophy does not ruin life by being the originator of false practices and base deeds, although some have calumniated it, though it be the clear image of truth, a divine gift to the Greeks; nor does it drag us away from the faith, as if we were bewitched by some delusive art, but rather, so to speak, by the use of an ampler circuit, obtains a common exercise demonstrative of the faith. Further, the juxtaposition of doctrines, by comparison, saves the truth, from which follows knowledge.

Here Clement sounds much like Gassendi, justifying his extensive use of ancient authors to present all sides of a philosophical argument in the search for the truth.
 Gassendi also found Clement appealing because he was active at a time when Hellenistic philosophies (Stoicism, Epicureanism, Skepticism) dominated the philosophical world.

Interestingly, Clement and Gassendi have a similar literary style.  Annewies van den Hoek’s description of the modern reception of Clement is very similar to the current reception of Gassendi: “Clement of Alexandria is known to the modern reader as a difficult author.  The stigma of being difficult is earned in part because of the ‘obscure’ ways in which he expresses himself and also because of his numerous digressive references to other writers, which often obstruct rather than clarify his thought.” 
 

C.3 Lactantius


Of all the Church Fathers, Lactantius was the most often used and quoted by Gassendi.  In his Divine Institutes, Workmanship of God, and Wrath of God Lactantius gave the clearest statement of Epicurean philosophy of any of the Church Fathers, and he presented what became the ‘standard’ arguments against them.  Lactantius based his arguments in large part on Cicero, with a Christian spin.  


Lactantius (240-320) was a pagan rhetorician who converted to Christianity during the persecutions of Diocletian.  Originally from North Africa, he spent much of his adult life around the court in Antioch.   As a Christian convert, he wrote Divine Institutes to counter the harsh anti-Christian attack of Porphyry.  The Divine Institutes, begun during the reign of Diocletian, was completed and edited after Constantine’s rise to power as an overt friend of Christianity.
  A major theme in Lactantius is that philosophy is not to be trusted as the way to the truth.  He argued that there are many different philosophies, all claiming to have the truth, but with very different beliefs.
  Among the most frequent philosophical whipping boys for Lactantius was Epicurus and his school, who were almost always the key examples of philosophy gone astray.  


Lactantius was admired by the Christian generations of the later fourth century for his Christian apologetics during the time of persecution.  Jerome, for instance, writes about Lactantius in his Illustrious Men.   Although highly regarded as a foe of paganism and pagan philosophy, Lactantius was not considered a ‘saint’ in antiquity or later.  His Christology leaned toward a type of Arianism.  Thus Jerome wrote that, “If Lactantius has a flow of eloquence worthy of Cicero, would that he had been as ready to teach our own doctrines as he was to pull down those of others!”

Lactantius preserved many of the tenets of ancient Epicureanism in order to refute them.  Thus along with Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura Lactantius served as a primary source of information about Epicureanism until the seventeenth century.  Renewed interest in Lactantius arose in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as part of the ad fontes movement of the Renaissance.  Lactantius was of particular interest because of his Ciceronian rhetoric and his emphasis on the dignity of man.
  

As demonstrated by Bryce, many editions of Lactantius’ works were available by the sixteenth century.
   Gassendi had access to several of these texts.  Based on Gassendi’s quotations from the Divine Institutes analyzed in this dissertation, the primary manuscript used by Gassendi was also used by the Benedictine Maurists’ collection of the later sixteenth century, which in turn was the version used by Migne. 

C.4 Ambrose


In his Vita et Moribus Epicuri Gassendi lists Ambrose as one of the three Fathers on whom he will most rely.  However, in both the Vita and the Syntagma, Ambrose plays a minor role compared to Clement, Lactantius or Augustine.  One of the reasons that Gassendi may have pointed to Ambrose explicitly is that he seemed to support one of Gassendi’s own major themes: that Aristotle was a pagan philosopher who had no special status for Christians.


Ambrose (340-397) was born into an important Roman family.  His mother was a devout Catholic Christian and Ambrose was a catechumen until he was elected bishop of Milan in 374.  As bishop of the Western capitol, Ambrose was the most important bishop in the West and engaged in the politics of the day.  He resisted the large Arian imperial faction in Milan, and when the orthodox Theodosius because emperor of a reunited Roman empire, Ambrose famously forced Theodosius into penance over the massacre in Thessolonica. Ambrose maintained a close relationship with Gregory Nazianzus, Patriarch of Constantinople.  But Ambrose is probably best known in the West through Augustine’s Confessions as the bishop who baptized Augustine.


Almost all of Ambrose’s works were preserved from antiquity.  One of the most important collections was edited by Erasmus.
  This was the basis of the excellent Benedictine edition which was published in Paris in the late-seventeenth century, which in turn was the basis for the Migne edition.  
In several places Gassendi cited De Abraham, a work in two books, of which the first was probably addressed to catechumens, the second to those already baptized.  Quasten suggests that these books are based on homilies by Ambrose, delivered in 382-383.
  The first book is a moral interpretation of Abraham’s life, the second focuses on a more philosophical and allegorical interpretation; Gassendi makes use of the latter.
  Based on the text he quotes, Gassendi seems to have used the same edition of Ambrose as the Maurist Benedictines.     

C.5 Augustine 


It is probably fair to say that no patristic theologian (arguably no Christian theologian in any era) has had a greater impact than Augustine on Western philosophy and theology.  Humanism can be said to have been ‘born’ when, in the fourteenth century, Petrarch read Augustine’s Confessions.  The sixteenth-century Reformation debates hinged as much on how to read Augustine as how to read Scripture.
  In seventeenth-century France these debates continued between the Jansenists (whose founding document was Augustinus) and the Jesuits.  Descartes was considered to be an ally of the Jansenist because he seemed to have a philosophy that was very compatible with Augustine’s theology.
  Thus if Gassendi was going to wrestle with the Church Fathers at all, Augustine had to be considered primary among them.  


Augustine (363-430) was born in North Africa and, except for his momentous journey to Italy, spent all of his life there.  Although bishop of a small, unimportant North Africa town, Augustine’s influence was already felt throughout the Christian world in his lifetime.  His Confessions became an instant best seller and has remained one of the landmark works of Christian thought ever since.  When the recently Christianized Roman Empire was rocked by the barbarian sack of Rome in 410, it was Augustine who worked out the relationship between providential action in the world and human history in The City of God.  


Like Clement (and unlike Lactantius) Augustine believed that philosophy could be useful in theology.  The Confessions documents Augustine’s philosophical search for the truth; and although Augustine recognizes that the truth for which he searched was beyond philosophy, nonetheless philosophy provided important stepping stones.  For Augustine, the philosophy that led closest to the truth was neoplatonism.  Perhaps the most famous philosophical ascent to God is described by Augustine in Book VII of the Confessions.


Augustine’s importance is such that almost all of his works have come down to modernity from antiquity.   Gassendi certainly had access to most of them.  He refers to the Confessions, Exposition on the Psalms, and various sermons and letters.  However, the work Gassendi draws on most frequently is the City of God.   Since the humanist rediscovery of the Church Fathers, the City of God was taken as the hallmark work of Augustine.  O’Daly notes that it was the most copied manuscript, with the first printed edition appearing in 1465.
  During the seventeenth century the most important work on Augustine’s manuscripts was undertaken by the Benedictine monastery in Paris, St. Maur.  The Maurists were committed to producing the definitive collection of Latin and Greek Patristic authors.  The abbey scholars collaborated with secular members of the Parisian intellectual circles such as the Du Puy Cabinet, to obtain and edit the best available manuscripts.
  The Benedictine collection of Augustine became the standard text in France and is the version of the City of God found in Migne.  This is also the version that Gassendi was using; every reference from the City of God is identical to that found in Migne. 


There are several key books from the City of God that Gassendi frequently cites, particularly Books V and XI.  Book V which discusses fate, free will and divine providence and how these relate to ethics is especially important to Gassendi’s discussion at the conclusion of the Pars Ethica.   Book XI presents Augustine’s understanding of creation, time and God’s continuing action to maintain the created order;  Gassendi frequently refers explicitly to it in the early books of his Pars Physica. 
It is interesting that Gassendi does not specifically include Augustine with Clement, Lactantius and Ambrose as patristic authors to consider in his discussion of Epicureanism.  There are perhaps two reasons for this.  First, unlike the others, Augustine did not engage in ad hominem attacks against Epicurus.  The other possibility is that Gassendi did not want to go on record with a bold statement that Epicureanism was opposed by Augustine.  However in both the De Vita et Moribus Epicuri and throughout the Syntagma, Gassendi often engages the ancient bishop of Hippo. 

C.6 Other Patristic Authors
Other patristic authors referenced by Gassendi included Tertullian, Origen, Gregory Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Jerome.  But these authors are usually mentioned in a list of patristic authors.  One other Christian author of this period, not usually considered as ‘Father’ of the Church but referenced by Gassendi was Boethius.  Gassendi especially cites Boethius’s distinction between time and eternity when he discusses the nature of time in the Physica.
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