
ATHERINE O’Brien’s 
choice of topic for the 
March monthly meeting 
of the HAI was 

‘wellbeing’, a phrase that conveys 
more than just health and 
happiness(see page 11).
       The concept brings to mind the 
teachings of Epicurus (341-271 
BCE), a Greek philosopher and 
founder of the school of philosophy 
known as Epicureanism. Epicurus 
was the ancient philosopher closest 
to modern Humanism. He taught 
that human life ended with death 
and that there was no hereafter, 
that if the gods existed, they did 
not interfere in human affairs, or 
have direct influence on the world, 
and that no one should live in fear 
of them.
       As a result of these 
fundamental beliefs, Epicurus was 
misrepresented and vilified in 
regard to his other teachings, 
particularly by the Christian 
Church, and sank into relative 
obscurity against the overpowering 
philosophical weight of Plato and 
Aristotle, whose ideas were more 
adaptable to religion.
       Epicurus was born to Athenian 
parents on the Greek island of 
Samos, his father being a 
schoolmaster. After visiting the 
Greek cities along the coast of Asia 
Minor, he finally reached Athens in 
306 BCE. As a result of his 
Athenian citizenship, he was 
allowed to purchase a house with a 
garden near the road between 
Athens and its port of Piraeus, and 
set up a school there dedicated to 
propagating his views by living 
them out in ‘The Garden’. 
    The Garden was more a 
commune than a school – more like 
a society of friends, and it included, 
unlike other philosophical schools, 
women and slaves, who were all 
treated as equals. Here he stressed 
the importance of friendships, and 
placed great value on being an 
example to others by living out the 
ideas that he preached. In the 
affection that he inspired among his 
friends, he resembled Socrates more 
than any other Greek philosopher.

       He was said to be the author 
of over 300 scrolls, but most of his 
writings are now lost. Some 
carbonised papyrus rolls, recently 
found in a villa at Herculaneum 
which had been destroyed in the 
eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE 
contain parts of his writings and 
are slowly yielding results. Up to 
now, the best exposition 
of Epicureanism has been the long 
Latin poem by Lucretius, a 
contemporary of Julius Caesar, 
entitled De Rerum Natura, usually 
translated as On Nature or in 
Penguin Classics as The Nature of 
the Universe.
       Epicurus’ philosophical 
doctrines usually fit under three 
headings: Epistemology, Physics, 
and Moral Philosophy. Because he 
claimed that the principal purpose 
of philosophy is to secure a happy 
life, Moral Philosophy is the most 
important of the three. Under the 
heading of epistemology, he 
declares that sensation is the only 
basis of knowledge. Thoughts in 
the mind are a kind of sensation, 
and therefore reason can be a 
source of knowledge. Epicurus was 
sometimes known as the ‘apostle of 
common sense’.

       In physics, he followed the 
atomic theory, which had been 
invented by Leucippus and 
developed by Democritus in the 
2nd half of the 5th century BCE. 
This is much closer to present 
scientific knowledge than the four 
elements theory of air, earth, fire, 
and water of Empedocles, which 
was accepted by Plato, Aristotle, 
and the Stoics, and remained the 
dominant theory for the rest of 
antiquity. The word ‘atom’ comes 
from the Greek word for 
indivisible. In the old atomic 
theory, atoms varied in size, but 
were too small to see, and existed 
in a void, which allowed them to 
move in relation to each other.
       Epicurus’ teachings in moral 
philosophy were that part of his 
doctrine that suffered most at the 
hands of the churchmen. His 
principal tenet was that people 
should have a philosophy of life 
that would allow them to enjoy a 
happy and tranquil existence, free 
from fear. He claimed that the 
greatest pleasure was the absence of 
pain and of both physical and 
mental disturbance (ataraxia).
       It was this use of the word 
‘pleasure’ which enabled his 
opponents to taunt him and his 
followers with ‘hedonism’, but this 
was to grossly misrepresent and 
defame him, as he was 
recommending a quiet but 
responsible civic life, which often 
reached degrees of asceticism. A 
sensual life of debauchery was not 
what he intended.
       His significance to Humanists 
is in his encouragement to people 
to lead a good life, a life of 
well-being and friendship, and free 
of superstition. He claimed that 
there was nothing to fear in death, 
and his saying  – “I was not; I have 
been; I am not; I do not mind” – is 
sometimes recited at Humanist 
funerals.                          
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“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?
Then he is not omnipotent.
Is he able, but not willing?

Then he is malevolent.
Is he both able and willing?
Then whence cometh evil?

Is he neither able nor willing?
Then why call him God?”


