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Abstract 

 
 

Lucretius, Pietas, and the Foedera Naturae 

 

Laura Chason Takakjy, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Lesley Dean-Jones 
 

The presentation of pietas in Lucretius has often been overlooked since he 

dismisses all religious practice, but when we consider the poem’s overall theme of 

growth and decay, a definition for pietas emerges. For humans, pietas is the commitment 

to maintaining the foedera naturae, “nature’s treaties.” Humans display pietas by 

procreating and thereby promoting their own atomic movements into the future. In the 

“Hymn to Venus,” Lucretius uses animals as role models for this aspect of human 

behavior because they automatically reproduce come spring. In the “Attack on Love,” 

Lucretius criticizes romantic love because it fails to promote the foedera naturae of the 

family. Lucretius departs from Epicurus by expressing a concern for the family’s 

endurance into the future, or for however long natura will allow. It becomes clear that 

Lucretius sees humans as bound to their communities since they must live together to 

perpetuate the foedera naturae of the family.
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Introduction: 

 
Religion, Lucretius argues throughout De Rerum Natura, has led men to commit 

errors of great proportion, and he provides Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter 

Iphigenia as a clear demonstration of its harmful effect (Luc. 1.84-101). In an apparent 

case of irony, Lucretius suggests religio has led Agamemnon to commit impious deeds 

(impia facta, 83). But we must ask, what does it mean for an Epicurean like Lucretius to 

define a deed—no matter how offensive to our sensibilities—as impia?  

Elizabeth Asmis argues that Agamemnon has violated the foedera naturae, 

translated “nature’s treaties,” which she states, “are kept without fail,” but the claim that 

Agamemnon has broken a treaty that is unbreakable is illogical.1 The foedera naturae are 

the fixed, unbreakable bonds between atoms that keep nature working as it does. All 

animals are a part of the foedera naturae, including human beings. They ensure, for 

example, that a cat will never give birth to a dog. Lucretius first defines the foedera 

naturae in Book I: 

Denique iam quoniam generatim reddita finis 
crescendi rebus constat vitamque tenendi,                
et quid quaeque queant per foedera naturai, 
quid porro nequeant, sancitum quando quidem extat, 
nec commutatur quicquam, quin omnia constant 
usque adeo, variae volucres ut in ordine cunctae 
ostendant maculas generalis corpore inesse,                 
inmutabilis materiae quoque corpus habere 
debent nimirum… (584-592) 

                                                
1 Asmis (2008) 149 “Nature’s treaties set limits to the powers of all things, while allowing each thing to 
flourish with powers of its own…human treaties must be respected. Nature’s treaties are kept without fail.” 
2 Leonard and Smith (2008) translate generatim in this way, “each after its kind.” 



 2 

 
Now, moreover, since for each after its kind2 there is a fixed boundary of growing 
and living and since it has been sanctioned by nature’s treaties as to what each is 
able and what each is unable to do, and since it cannot be changed that everything 
is fixed to such a degree that all the various birds show their species’ typical spots 
on their bodies, certainly all matter must have a nonnegotiable composition.  
 
In light of this passage, Asmis argues that Agamemnon’s behavior has 

transgressed the “deeply set boundary stone” in such a way as to merit the adjective 

impia3. She claims that he has transgressed natura by mistakenly believing that by 

worshipping the gods and by sacrificing his own daughter he can persuade the gods to 

help his fleet. By misunderstanding the natural processes within the world, Asmis 

envisions that Agamemnon has mistakenly violated the foedera naturae. 

 Asmis’ desire to elicit the ethical purpose for Lucretius’ focus on the physical 

world is admirable, but there is a flaw in her argument. The word foedus in Lucretius 

corresponds to the unbreakable bond that exists between atoms rather than a negotiable 

arrangement. Humans cannot violate the foedera naturae simply by believing that the 

world is divinely sanctioned. Instead, the process ensures that species will reproduce 

“each after its kind” (generatim, 1.584) and Lucretius confirms that this process works 

without fail in Book V (5.57).4 Everything has a set limitation for its own growth before 

it declines in accord with what the foedera naturae (2.302) will allow, as Lucretius 

                                                
2 Leonard and Smith (2008) translate generatim in this way, “each after its kind.” 
3 Asmis (2008) 144-145 makes the claim that Lucretius uses sacred language to describe nature’s treaties, 
and she connects it to the “deeply set boundary stone” that limits the power of everything in Book I (1.74-
79). She argues that the Roman reader would immediately understand the boundary stone’s importance in 
traditional cult practice. In her opinion, Lucretius has replaced the boundary stones that relate to the 
imagined power of the gods with the boundary stones of natura. 
4 Luc. 5.55-60: Cuius ego ingressus vestigia dum/rationes ���persequor ac doceo dictis, quo quaeque 
create/ ���foedere sint, in eo quam sit durare necessum/nec validas valeant aevi rescindere leges, ���quo genere in 
primis animi natura reperta est/nativo primum consistere corpore creta… 
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discusses in Book II when he discusses atomic material.5  Therefore, Agamemnon cannot 

have violated the foedera naturae’s requirement that species reproduce each after its own 

kind (generatim, 1.584).  

However, much of human behavior, for example that which precedes 

reproduction, falls outside of the foedera naturae since humans can choose whether they 

will reproduce or whether to nourish their young. While humans cannot choose to have 

four feet or two, to fly, or to live in the sea, humans can choose whether they will 

continue their own atomic movements by supporting a family. Agamemnon has failed to 

promote the foedera naturae because he has prematurely dissolved the atomic 

movements of his daughter who is of marriageable age. While humans cannot “violate” 

the foedera naturae’s fixed limitation for the maintenance of each species’ 

characteristics, humans can choose to observe their maintenance or to break them by 

killing their own family members, by becoming a bachelor, or even by failing to protect 

the community because the community helps to ensure protection, as we will see.6  

The choice human beings have either to reproduce or not to reproduce, as in 

everything else in which they have a choice of behavior, stems from the way the swerve 

affects their souls. Epicureanism seems to have introduced the swerve in order to combat 

                                                
5 Luc. 2.300-302: et quae consuerint gigni gignentur eadem/condicione et erunt et crescent vique 
valebunt,/quantum cuique datum est per foedera naturai. 
6 In Epicureanism, having strong social ties increases pleasure because they increase the confidence for a 
happy future. Brown (2009) 183 explains: "a passing pleasure might exclude or absorb the experience of 
pain. But confidence that future pains will be minimal and manageable excludes a principal source of 
mental disturbance and thus is crucial to providing mental tranquility, and mental tranquility is more 
valuable than physical painlessness." Even in the face of physical trials, Epicurus suggested friendship was 
imperative (cf DL 10.22). For more on whether Epicurean friendship is a good in itself see O’Keefe (2001) 
269-305. 
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the charge that atomism meant determinism since the swerve enables some degree of 

unpredictability in all animal behavior. 7  For example, deer have the ability to pick the 

bush from which they will eat. But unlike humans, deer cannot choose to move to the 

seashore or to fight a lion.8 The swerve affects all animals, as Lucretius explains in Book 

II,9 but when Lucretius discusses the human soul, it becomes clear that rationality causes 

humans to possess a far greater degree of freewill.  

Animals lack freewill because they cannot choose but to accept certain aspects of 

their lifestyle.10 Although the end goal of all life forms may be pleasure, I argue that 

animals more readily seek this true pleasure—identified as Venus in the proem—than 

human beings because animals do not have freewill. On the one hand, true pleasure is the 

result of participating in Venus in such a way as to promote the foedera naturae. But on 

the other hand, the human soul is drawn to desires and activities that run contrary to our 

attainment of pleasure—like romantic love and religious frenzy. In the throes of romance 

and religion, Lucretius suggests we make decisions that conflict with our true pleasure. It 

                                                
7 OKeefe (2009) 144. 
8 We will address the atomic variability of the animal soul in Chapter 1. 
9 Luc. 2.255-260: libera per terras unde haec animantibus exstat,/unde est haec, inquam, fatis avolsa 
potestas,/per quam progredimur quo ducit quemque voluntas,/declinamus item motus nec tempore 
certo/nec regione loci certa, sed ubi ipsa tulit mens? Unfortunately, this is one of our only sources for the 
Epicurean explanation for freewill. Commenting on the evidence, Purinton (1999) 257 notes: “First and 
foremost, there is De Rerum Natura 2.251-93, where Lucretius presents what I shall call ‘the libertarian 
argument’ for the thesis that atoms swerve. Lucretius maintains that the swerve is that “whence” (unde) 
arises the “free volition” (libera voluntas) whereby “we likewise swerve our motions” (declinamus item 
motus) when and where we wish.’ ” 
10 For more on pleasure as the ultimate goal of life for all life forms see KD 18-22, 29-30. 
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is our ability to “reason” in ways that can either impede as well as promote the foedra 

natruae that distinguishes us from animals.11   

In the first chapter, we examine Lucretius’ depiction of animal behavior in the 

“Hymn to Venus” as a model for human behavior. In De Rerum Naturae, animals serve 

as role models for obeying the foedera naturae through reproduction. Animals lack the 

ability to choose either to promote or to fail to promote the foedera naturae. Come 

spring, they mate automatically in the environments where they thrive. The environment 

will become of great concern when we discuss the human need for communities. 

In the second chapter, we look at the choice humans have either to promote or to 

deny the continuation of their own foedera naturae. In Book V, Lucretius describes 

social cohesion as rooted in the sorts of union that insure the continuation of the family. 

Family emerges as the social arrangement in which humans prosper. In Book IV, 

Lucretius criticizes romantic love since it causes harm to the family. Assuming the role as 

the senex durus, Lucretius advocates that Roman males marry in order to promote the 

foedera naturae of the family. 

In the third chapter, we return to the idea of pietas already introduced. By 

examining pietas in Roman society at large, we can draw parallels between Lucretius and 

                                                
11 I accept O’Keefe’s basic outline of how volition works alongside the swerve in Lucretius, and I have 
kept freewill applicable to humans alone. O’Keefe labels what Lucretius calls libera voluntas not as 
freewill in passage 2.251-2.293, but as “effective agency” (Purinton calls this “free volition”).  
Commenting on Lucretius’ description of the horse who break free from the stalls in a race, O’Keefe says 
“volition is what allows them to move around in the world in order to obtain what they desire.” O’Keefe 
contends that Lucretius does not suggest that horses have free will, but that they have “effective agency.” 
“Effective agency,” as O’Keefe (1999) 145 explains, is instinctual motion while freewill is the ability to 
make a decision to do or not to do something.  
 



 6 

other Roman authors. After exploring each appearance of pietas in De Rerum Naturae, 

we find that pietas is the human regard for the foedera naturae of the family and of the 

greater community. In this respect, we can safely compare pius Aeneas “the man of 

action” to a lover who has followed Lucretius’ romantic dictates from Book IV.  

Lucretius does not intend for us to understand animals as role models for every 

aspect of life. Animals are not perfect analogs because they do not live in the sort of 

communities Lucretius finds appropriate for humans. Likewise, animals follow what 

appears most pleasurable to them, which—lucky for them—constitutes true pleasure, as 

the poem suggests. If Lucretius advocated humans follow what appears most pleasurable, 

he would be encouraging humans to engage in harmful behavior like illicit sex and 

gratuitous violence. Instead of advocating obedience to human desires, De Rerum 

Naturae encourages humans to understand the world in order for us to make a conscious 

assimilation to nature’s order. By choosing to promote natura, we attain true pleasure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 7 

Chapter 1: Animal Behavior and the Foedera Naturae 

 

Animals play a prominent role in De Rerum Naturae, as demonstrated in the 

opening of the work, Lucretius’ “Hymn to Venus,” in which Lucretius displays the effect 

of sexual desire on the animal behavior. Commentators have raised the question as to 

why Lucretius, who is writing a work in part to dispel the fear of the gods, would have 

started his work with an invocation to a deity. Scholars have resolved this issue in several 

ways, most of which see Venus as symbolic. Some resolve this issue by seeing Venus’ 

work as representing false beliefs about the world. Others suggest she symbolizes the 

atomic material that composes the world or that she symbolizes the earth itself.12   

While Venus’ image is evocative of all those possibilities, I argue that Venus 

represents the force behind cosmic order and behind Natura. For animals, Venus 

symbolizes the force that drives reproduction, which is a topic that we will see repeats 

itself throughout Lucretius’ work since its overall literary aim is explain the mechanisms 

of the universe. Lucretius represents this cosmic force through the persona of a deity 

                                                
12 Solomon (2004) describes one interpretation of Venus as the representation of the seductive role of 
poetry in capturing Epicurean ideas. Solomon adds that Venus’ appearance in the poem tests the reader’s 
ability to identify false beliefs about the gods, and that by Book IV the novice Epicurean reader is ready to 
see Venus’ true impotence. He calls this “Lucretius’ roller coaster ride of pleasure and pain” and argues 
that by the end of the work the reader should accept the bitter misery of life. See 265-269. Others suggest 
that Lucretius begins the poem by addressing Venus to replace gradually her with other powers in the 
universe that truly “govern” the poem. Catto (1988) supports this understanding, arguing that Lucretius 
quickly replaces Venus with atoms when Lucretius puts forth the “syllabus” of Book I. See 99. Duban 
(1982) argues that Venus represents the species of nature and that Epicurus represents ratio and Lucretius 
marries the two in order to bring poetry and philosophy together. According to Duban, Lucretius “deifies” 
Epicurus by using the sort of language in Book III proem that resembles the language he uses to address 
Venus. See 165-177. 
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because the processes of natura are immortal and survive the dissolution of the atomic 

compounds themselves.  

The opening lines of the proem display the burgeoning fertility that exists in 

natural order due to Venus’ guiding force: 

Aeneadum genetrix, hominum divomque voluptas,��� 
alma Venus, caeli subter labentia signa��� 
quae mare navigerum, quae terras frugiferentis ��� 
concelebras, per te quoniam genus omne  
animantum ��� 
concipitur visitque exortum lumina solis:��� 
te, dea, te fugiunt venti, te nubila caeli��� 
adventumque tuum, tibi suavis daedala tellus ��� 
summittit flores, tibi rident aequora ponti��� 
placatumque nitet diffuso lumine caelum. (1-9)  
 
Mother of Aeneas’ people, delight of humans and gods, nourishing Venus, under 
the slipping stars of the sky you cause the swimmable sea and the fruit-bearing 
earth to teem with life since through you every living being is created and looks to 
the light of the sky. Goddess, the winds and the clouds all flee your arrival, and 
the fertile earth sends up sweet flowers. The seawaters and the peaceful sky in its 
unbounded light shine for you.  
 
Lucretius labels Venus as representing the well-ordered procreative force in the 

natural and in the civilized world, and the hymn itself is an ode to regeneration in its 

broadest sense. Although Lucretius makes reference to the human community, which we 

will discuss in the following chapters, it is not the primary focus of the proem. Lucretius 

describes the atomic movement of the sun, the winds, the earth, and the sea, as Lucretius 

explores the behavior and interconnectivity of the four elements.  

All four spheres respond directly to the effects of Venus: the winds flee, the earth 

blooms, and the sky and sea shine. They behave as we would expect, and they each work 

in harmony with one another. In the first nine lines, animals are only one component to 
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earthly order, and Lucretius focuses equally on the growth of animals and the growth of 

flowers that bloom from the earth. By showing the regeneration of human and nonhuman 

beings and by displaying Venus’ effects on the organic and inorganic material in the 

universe, Lucretius envisions everything as behaving in such a way as to promote cosmic 

order. 

After the first nine lines, Lucretius begins to celebrate the participation of 

animals, defined as the genus omne animantum, in promoting the work of Venus (4-5). 

Venus remains a symbol of cosmic order in the grand scheme of the world, but has also 

come to represent the procreative behavior that promotes natura by causing organisms to 

unite. In other words, Venus’ union causes these animals to continue the foedera naturae: 

nam simul ac species patefactast verna diei               
et reserata viget genitabilis aura favoni,��� 
aeriae primum volucris te, diva, tuumque��� 
significant initum perculsae13 corda tua vi.��� 
inde ferae pecudes persultant pabula laeta                
et rapidos tranant amnis: ita capta lepore                
te sequitur cupide quo quamque14 inducere pergis.   
denique per maria ac montis fluviosque rapacis ��� 
frondiferasque domos avium camposque virentis ��� 
omnibus incutiens blandum per pectora amorem ��� 
efficis ut cupide generatim saecla propagent.  (10-21) 
 
Now, as soon as the sight of spring is revealed and the life-giving west wind is 

unbarred and blows strong, the winged birds first indicate your arrival, goddess, since 
they have been struck in their hearts by your force; next, the wild flocks leap at their rich 
nourishment and they cross the flowing streams. Enthralled by your charm, they follow 
you desirously wherever you lead each one. Then, throughout the seas, the mountains, the 
racing rivers and the homes made of leaves, you make species reproduce desirously each 
after its kind as you strike sweet love into their hearts 

                                                
13 Bailey (1950) 595 suggests the meaning “thrilled” for perculsae whereas Long and Sedley (1987) 200 
maintain this represents a physical effect.  
14 Seems to refer to the flocks. See Leonard and Smith (2008). 
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Spring’s onset causes organic life to abound within the world because the animals 

follow Venus’ cues to regenerate.15 In fact, Lucretius suggests that the visible movements 

of birds, presumably as they return to their homes16  (19), signal that spring has arrived. 

Springtime has a special control over the behavior of animals in this passage, as Lucretius 

elicits their enthusiasm by repeating the adverb cupide in conjunction with Venus’ lead. 

Their desire to reproduce at this specific time is of vital importance for the maintenance 

of cosmic order. The description of their springtime behavior is comparable to the way in 

which the winds blow and the earth to grow a few lines earlier.  

It is of equal importance for the animals to reproduce in their natural 

environments. Lucretius spends several lines focusing on the specific “places” Venus 

permeates in order that the animals reproduce in the environment that suits them best. 

Just as Lucretius has depicted the four elements as having a specific place in the cosmos, 

the animals of the proem are fully integrated within their own environments. As the 

animals respond to springtime’s mating call, Lucretius describes their trancelike state as 

they follow Venus’ movements wherever she leads automatically acting in harmony with 

nature.  

The passage crescendos into an affirmation of the principles of the foedera 

naturae whereby Venus causes “generations to reproduce each after its kind.” Just as 

                                                
15 Bailey (1950) 594: “ ‘Venus brings spring, for in spring the animals turn to love’ is the underlying 
thought.”  
16 The use of domus further indicates that the birds belong in their “leafy environments.” Cicero uses 
domus to describe dwelling places for animals in De Natura Deorum 2.124: quasi naturalem domum. In 
context, the speaker wants to know whether animals are naturally in community or have some sort of 
cooperative compact among one another.  
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“desirously” as these animals have followed her lead, all animals “desirously” propagate 

their own species as a result of their obedience. These animals, according to Lucretius, 

automatically maintain the foedera naturae and derive a certain pleasure from obeying 

their sexual instincts.   

Although Lucretius mentions humans in the opening line of the poem, Lucretius 

restricts this sort of automatic obedience to animals other than humans in this passage. 

Animals, not humans, are suitable characters for Lucretius’ hymn to reproduction, which 

suggests that there is some natural joy that comes more easily to them. It may first strike 

us as odd that Lucretius celebrates their behavior since they have no choice as to whether 

they will or will not reproduce come spring. Their instinct to obey Venus, however, is 

what Lucretius seems to find so attractive about their behavior. Lucretius celebrates their 

behavior because they maintain the foedera naturae without anxiety and at the right time, 

spring.  In their obedience, they serve as model members of the reproductive community 

at large. 

Venus has strongly affected these animals’ hearts (perculsae corda tua vi), which 

is a significant detail here because in other parts of the poems we learn that the decision-

making capabilities of the soul reside in the chest (animus).17 Epicurus and Lucretius 

alike envisioned the soul as diffused throughout the body and as responsible for sensation 

                                                
17 Luc. 3.147-140. In Book III, Lucretius declares that he believes the rational part of the soul resides in the 
chest of the body. Lucretius makes this claim at the beginning of his arguments about the soul: …sed caput 
esse quasi et dominari in corpore toto/consilium, quod nos animum mentemque vocamus./idque situm 
media regione in pectoris haeret. The association of the soul with the chest is common in antiquity. See 
Long and Sedley (1987) 70.  
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in all animals.18 Corda could be metonymy for the anima as the sense perceivers, but that 

would be confusing since Lucretius clearly suggests that the animus resides in the heart. 

We need not think that Lucretius suggests animals have the same decision-making 

capabilities as humans because he references their animus. As we will see shortly, there 

are various gradations of animal volition. Nevertheless, we must keep in mind that the 

interaction between desire and the animal soul result in this automatic urge to reproduce 

and follow the foedera naturae.  

There is no indication that these animals have been affected by the swerve in a 

way that initiates freewill. The automatic obedience displayed in the animal behavior 

must correspond to the atomic make-up of the animal soul. But, the souls of different 

species vary in their atomic composition, as Lucretius notes in Book III. Animal 

temperaments differ according to what sort of elements cluster in higher concentrations 

within the soul. For example, more heat particles exist in the minds of animals that seethe 

in anger since their chest, as the seat of reason, is fiercer. This overabundance of heat is 

what accounts for the violent behavior of lions.19 Likewise, because the minds of deer are 

chilly and windy, deer tremble as they run.20  

Lucretius suggests that this general principle holds true for human beings, in as 

much as their temperament depends on the combination of atoms (sic hominum genus 

est). According to Lucretius, however, there is a chief difference between the human soul 

                                                
18 See Letter to Herodotus 63 in which Epicurus suggests that souls are finely diffused and composed of 
wind and heat in various combinations.  
19 Luc. 294-295: sed calidi plus est illis, quibus acria corda/iracundaque mens facile effervescit in ira  
20 at ventosa magis cervorum frigida mens est/ et gelidas citius per viscera concitat auras 
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and animal soul: human souls are not all composed of the same sort of atoms, as the soul 

of a lion is overwhelmingly hot. 21 Some humans are quick to anger, some are a bit more 

fearful, and some are too composed. In Book IV, Lucretius portrays humans as quick to 

follow Venus desirously, but not necessarily as quick to reproduce. We will return to the 

peculiar way in which humans respond to sexual desire in the next chapter. 

As previously mentioned, animals possess volition in the process of reproduction, 

even if they are bound to behave in a certain way come spring’s arrival (2.251): 

Denique si semper motu conectitur omnis ��� 
et vetere exoritur <motus> novus ordine certo��� 
nec declinando faciunt primordia motus ��� 
principium quoddam, quod fati foedera rumpat,��� 
ex infinito ne causam causa sequatur,                
libera per terras unde haec animantibus exstat,��� 
unde est haec, inquam, fatis avolsa voluntas,��� 
per quam progredimur quo ducit quemque voluptas,��� 
declinamus item motus nec tempore certo��� 
nec regione loci certa, sed ubi ipsa tulit mens?                
nam dubio procul his rebus sua cuique voluntas ��� 
principium dat et hinc motus per membra rigantur (2.251-263) 
 
Moreover, if everything is bound in movement, and a new movement arises from 
the old in a fixed manner and the atoms do not make the start of motion by 
swerving—one thing following another unable to break the laws of fate—from 
where comes volition that has been wrested from fate and exists for every living 
thing throughout the world? How do we proceed where pleasure leads each of us? 
How do we swerve our motions at unfixed times and in an unfixed place wherever 
our minds lead?  Without a doubt, each animal’s will gives an impetus, and 
movement surges through the limbs.  

 

                                                
21 Education does not have the power to change the atomic make-up of a human soul (Luc. 3.307-309).  
Human behavior, however, is not so varied as to prevent everyone from similarly leading a worthy life, 
Lucretius makes clear (3.322). 
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Lucretius defines volition as the ability to break the fati foedera or the “treaties of 

fate.” The fati foedera and the foedera naturae denote two different ideas about 

limitations within our world. It is safe to say that the fati foedera do not constrain animals 

because they are not constrained by physical determinism. For example, the cow is able 

to choose to eat from the trough on the right instead of the trough on the left. The cow, 

however, cannot choose to give birth to a cat. The fact that we as animals “swerve” 

(declinamus) means that we break the fati foedera every time we choose to bear left 

instead of right or because it takes us two minutes instead of three minutes to chew our 

food. The fati foedera would only apply to those objects that lack sensation and volitions, 

like stones or stars.  

While all animals break the fati foedera, the animals of the proem cannot willingly 

break the foedera naturae because they automatically seek Venus as their highest form of 

pleasure. This might explain why Lucretius says animals choose to proceed wherever 

their pleasure awaits (258). Their soul lacks the range of decision-making capabilities 

that humans possess. Just as a sheep cannot choose to live in the sky, it can no more 

choose to stay abstinent come spring.   

Lucretius argues that animals proceed whenever they please and wherever their 

minds lead them (ubi ipsa tulit mens). This further suggests that all animals have a certain 

amount of volition, although we may suppose that the composition of their soul has a 

bearing of their range of choices. Although Lucretius gives a basic sketch of volition, he 

frustratingly does not address the issue freewill in a straightforward manner. He follows 
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the passage quoted above about the fati foedera by giving the example of a horse leaving 

the stall, noting that the horse’s mens desires to proceed:  

nonne vides etiam patefactis tempore puncto 
carceribus non posse tamen prorumpere equorum 
vim cupidam tam de subito quam mens avet ipsa? 
 
But do you not see, in the moment after the stalls have opened, not even the eager 
strength of horses is able to break forward as quickly as the mind has desired? 
 
While this is clear evidence that horses possess volition, this quote is inconclusive 

evidence for whether horses have freewill or not. 22 The passage does suggest, however, 

that horse may have a certain amount of choice as to whether it will leave the stall or not.  

Epicurus objected to the notion that all animals had freewill,23 but he noted that 

certain animals could enter into agreements with humans in order to promote their own 

survival or, to put it as Lucretius might, to promote the foedera naturae. 24Some animals 

are more tamable than others and Lucretius offers a certain amount of proof for this by 

                                                
22 It has been suggested that Lucretius envisioned the swerve as affecting the bodies and the will of all 
domesticated animals. Textual problems create difficulties for interpreting the meaning of this passage. 
Huby raised the possibility that the horse lingering at its gates, eccorum, may actually have been currum, 
and we have the image not of a horse lingering, but of a charioteer lingering. This emendation would mean 
that Lucretius intends for the image to be of a charioteer controlling the movement of the chariot, not the 
horses. In this case, the swerve would only affect the freewill of the human. Even if the image is of a horse 
delaying at the gates, the example may still only show that animals have volition, enabling to break the fati 
foedera rather than the foedera naturae. See Long and Sedley (1987) 111 and Purinton (1999) 253-299. 
23 cf. Epicurus Peri Phuseos, Papyrus 687. As evidence, Huby (1969) 19-21 refers to Epicurus’ arguments 
regarding what distinguishes men and from animals. She notes that Epicurus may have been responding to 
Aristotle’s answer to the question—that both were “set apart in many ways by reason” in Eudemian Ethics, 
1222b.  
24 cf. Epicurus Ratae Sententiae. Lucretius (5.867-870) suggests in Book V that some animals have made 
“non-aggression pacts” with humans and have accepted them as their overlords: Nam cupide fugere feras, 
pacemque secuta/Sunt et larga suo sine pabula para labore,/Quae damus utilitatis eorum premia causa. For 
this idea, see Nussbaum (1989) 304. Campbell (2008) 9-19 draws attention to the way in which the 
language of the description reflects Lucretius’ ideas about reciprocity; for example, Lucretius uses words 
like utilitas and praemia throughout the passage (line 870). Campbell looks to Epicurus’ writings to 
conclude that Epicurus believed in an anthropocentric “contractarian view of justice” and that only human 
individuals who have the capacity contracts can be just. cf. KD 33, KD 32, and Porphyry, De Abst. 1.12. 
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describing a time in human history when humans attempted to domesticate purely wild 

beasts. The animals did not react well to their human overlords because of their feral 

nature.25 But as already established, animals behave in different ways according to their 

nature, and some animals thrive when they have been domesticated.  

Dogs, for instance, rely on human beings to provide them with protection within a 

human community. Lucretius details the loyalty to humans dogs maintain when he 

discusses their reaction to the plague that destroys the Athenian community in Book VI. 

In the following passage, Lucretius compares the behavior of dogs and the behavior of 

the “best” humans who have similar reactions to the onset of the plague. The dogs’ 

reactions, however, bear no resemblance to the wild animals: 

Multaque humi cum inhumata iacerent corpora  
supra 

corporibus, tamen alituum genus atque ferarum 
aut procul apsiliebat, ut acrem exeiret odorem, 
aut, ubi gustarat, languebat morte propinqua.  
Nec tamen omnino temere illis solibus ulla 
Comparebat avis, nec tristia saecla ferarum 
Exibant silvis: languebant pleraque morbo 
Et moriebantur. Cum primis fida canum vis  
Strata uiis animam ponebat in omnibus aegre. (1214-1223) 
 
When on the earth lay many unburied bodies heaped upon bodies, the winged race 
of wild beasts were leaping far away to escape the bitter odor. Or, when they took 
a taste, they weakened as death drew near. By no chance did any bird survive at 
that time, and neither did the doomed races of wild beasts depart the woods: most 
of them weakened from sickness and died. The fierce loyalty of dogs, laid out on 
the street, especially died with a struggle.  
 

                                                
25 Luc. 5.1308-1349. 
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Whereas the wild animals all flee to escape the odor of the bodies that are rotting 

within the city, the dogs linger within the city out of loyalty to their masters (fida canum 

vis). The wild animals adhere to their own sense of safety and proper environment, as 

they attempt to flee the city to save their lives. They either choose to migrate elsewhere, 

or as a result of trying to fill their need for food by tasting the corpses, they die in the 

city.  

Because dogs have been brought under the protection of human beings, dogs 

abide by their masters. Lucretius praises these dogs’ loyalty as he uses the same language 

to praise the dogs with which he praises the humans who remain loyal to their 

community. He describes the humans who flee the sick and dying as “paying the penalty” 

with their impending death due to their own “greed for life.”26 Dogs and humans alike, 

according to Lucretius, have an allegiance to the human community whereas wild 

animals have an allegiance to their own species’ survival elsewhere in the environment.  

In other words, maintaining a strong allegiance to their own communities is depicted as 

praiseworthy in Lucretius’ depiction of the plague. As we will see, humans have a 

difficult time maintaining this sort of allegiance that comes naturally to dogs because 

psychological injuries, like romantic love or the fear of gods, threaten positive decision-

making. Unlike dog souls, human souls do not have an inborn fierce loyalty (fida canum 

vis) that leads them to maintain the foedera naturae and behave as good community 

                                                
26 Luc. 5.1239-1242: qui fuerant autem praesto, contagibus ibant/atque labore, pudor quem tum cogebat 
obire/blandaque lassorum vox mixta voce querellae./optimus hoc leti genus ergo quisque subibat. 
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members faithfully. This is where the swerve helps us to account for why human 

behavior differs from other animals.  

In Lucretius’ depiction of the Athenian plague, we encounter the idea of 

community. As referenced, the best humans are those who abide by the sick and dying 

even though it may seem counterproductive to their survival. It seems, however, that 

humans need communities in order to thrive. Not any community will do for these 

Athenians since we know from the proem that every living thing has its own environment 

in which to maintain the foedera naturae. The natural habitat for the Athenians is Athens, 

and Lucretius suggests that every human belongs in a city.  

Lucretius shares his vision for what a thriving human community looks like later 

in Book I:  

Hinc alitur porro nostrum genus atque ferarum; 
Hinc laetas urbes pueris florere videmus, 
Frondiferasque novis avibus canere ubique silvas;  
Hinc fessae pecudes pingui per pabula laeta 
Corpora deponent, et candens lacteus umor 
Uberibus manat distentis; hinc nova proles  
Artubus infirmis teneras lasciva per herbas 
Ludit lacte mero mentes perculsa novellas (254-264). 
 
In response [to the rain], our race and the race of wild beasts are nourished. In 
turn, we see that happy27 cities bloom with children and everywhere leafy woods 
resound with the songs of young birds. In turn, the flocks, tired because of the 
richness in their nourishment, put down their happy bodies, and white milk drips 
from the distended utters; in turn, young children play on their shaky limbs in soft 
grass, their minds drunk from the unmixed milk.   
 

                                                
27 Laeta could simply mean “fertile,” in which case fertile cities obviously are “blooming with children.” 
Still, the tone of the passage is celebratory of newborn life and regeneration. Laetus often connotes 
prosperity beyond fertility.  
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Both the wild and domesticated animals in the passage are presented as living a 

pleasurable life as their young play in their various environments. The life-imagery from 

the proem continues as animals go about their lives in a comfortable manner. The birds 

sing in the forests while the baby animals play on the grass. The extended description of 

milk hints at the shared experience of all animals in nursing the growth of their offspring. 

Furthermore, the milk strikes their minds pleasurably like wine.28 Just as Venus had 

encouraged the promotion of the foedera naturae by representing the desire to engage in 

sexual reproduction, milk is described as intoxicating their minds like wine. Lucretius 

implies that the intoxicating effect goads these young animals to drink the milk and grow 

strong. By providing sustenance to their own children, animals promote the foedera 

naturae in their natural environments.  

In this passage, human children (pueris) are placed side by side with calves and 

lambs in order to show the environment in which humans thrive. Lucretius locates their 

natural environment as within the natural world, but more specifically within the city. As 

the proem suggests, all animals, including humans, find pleasure in promoting the 

foedera naturae. As a corollary to the pleasure he presents in the Hymn to Venus, 

Lucretius here suggests that the happy community is the one that follows the natural 

rhythms of reproduction as obediently as the animals in the proem.  

Lucretius does not, however, say all human societies are happy in this regard. 

Whereas wild animals follow the foedera naturae automatically, only these “happy 
                                                
28 Clayton (1999) 69-84 nicely describes the intoxicating effects of milk on baby sheep. It seems that 
Lucretius here, as in the invocation, presents the pleasure of reproduction beyond sexual intercourse. As 
does Euripides, Lucretius depicts the “tension between the sexual and maternal” on a grand scale.  
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cities” are able to promote the foedera naturae in this way. In Book V, Lucretius 

provides several counterexamples to these “happy” cities when he mentions cities full of 

people who steal, scheme, and seek power. Lucretius would argue that sort of behavior 

harms the foedera naturae because it threatens their community’s survival. But in these 

generic cities Lucretius notes in Book I, humans continue their own foedera naturae as 

successfully as the birds or flocks.  

In Book V, Lucretius references the human baby who will undergo pain 

throughout his life and contrasts his struggle in the world as distinct from animals: 

At uariae crescent pecudes armenta feraeque; 
Nec crepitacillis opus est, nec cuiquam adhibendast 
Almae nutricis blanda atque infracta loquela; 
Nec uarias quaerunt uestes pro tempore caeli;  
denique non armis opus est, non moenibus altis,  
qui sua tutentur, quando omnibus omnia large  
tellus ipsa parit Naturaque daedala rerum (228-234). 
 
But the various flocks and wild beasts grow; they have no need for rattles, wet 
nurses or baby talk. They do not need an assortment of clothes for the change of 
seasons. In a word, they have no need for weapons, for mighty walls for 
protection since the earth itself and fertile natura provides everything in 
abundance.  
 
Lucretius reinforces here the notion that animals thrive in the environments where 

they belong. The baby has been born into an environment that needs weaponry and city 

walls for its own protection while the animals have been born into a life that lacks all of 

the accouterments of human communities. But we must understand that Lucretius 

suggests that ataraxia lay firmly within reach to humans even though their natural 

environment varies from wild animals. As we have seen in the previous passage, human 

cities are able to thrive when they maintain the foedera naturae. Humans create “happy” 
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cities when they procreate and nourish their citizens. In the last chapter we will 

investigate in fuller detail when it may be appropriate for an Epicurean to defend its 

community by taking up arms. The city is the natural environment in which humans 

survive.  
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Chapter 2: Human Sexual Behavior  

 
  

We have established that Lucretius considers that wild animals by following their 

instincts preserve the foedera naturae automatically, and we must now address how this 

relates to Lucretius’ views on human sexual behavior. In Book V, Lucretius has a 

favorable view of primitive humans because they form relationships that promote 

reproduction. In fact, throughout De Rerum Natura, Lucretius presents a positive portrait 

of marriage and the family because both social arrangements promote the preservation of 

the foedera naturae and so resembles the instinct of wild animals toward reproduction. It 

is important to note that Lucretius does not promote promiscuous sex. Lucretius 

acknowledges that all animals follow their pleasure, but humans do not always follow the 

true pleasure of reproduction because humans possess reason and err as a result.  

This argument goes against modern scholarship that has labeled Lucretius’ 

attitudes toward sex and marriage as negative. As we shall see, Lucretius endorses the 

union of men and women by grounding their relationship in a practical and natural desire 

to procreate. In his diatribe on love, Lucretius continues to promote procreation by 

adopting the literary role of the traditional Roman father who must give advice to the role 

of the young adolescent male—Lucretius’ audience. These roles hearken back to the new 

comedy stereotype of the senex durus who confers advice to his young Roman son out of 

a need for moral instruction regarding sex and marriage. If we ground Lucretius’ views 

on sex in his overall argument regarding how human beings continue the foedera 
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naturae, the so-called “attack on love” appears to be more of an instruction manual in the 

best way to cultivate love that results in reproduction and, as a result, promotes ataraxia.  

Like Epicurus, Lucretius recognizes that sex is a natural desire that everyone 

possesses. Lucretius implies this when he describes the biological reasons for wet 

dreams.29 By describing a boy’s sexual desires, he suggests the inevitability of sexual 

interest. Epicurus seemed to condone sexual intercourse that did not disturb ataraxia on 

the grounds that sex is a natural pleasure. Epicurus did not, however, categorize sex as a 

necessary pleasure, as he did eating and drinking.30 Lucretius recognizes the same 

psychological threats emanating from sex as Epicurus did, but unlike Epicurus, Lucretius 

promotes sexual union31 between men and women as imperative for the family’s 

continuation. 

One piece of evidence that suggests Lucretius endorses such unions lies in the 

primacy that he gives to sex and reproduction in his account of human social 

development in Book V. In this respect, Epicurus and Lucretius diverge on sex.32 

                                                
29 Luc. 4.1030-1036. 
30 Epicurus discusses sex in VS 51: “So long as you do not break the laws or disturb proper and established 
conventions or distress any of your neighbours or ravage or squander the necessities of life, act upon your 
inclinations any way you like. Yet it is impossible not to be constrained by at least one of these. For sex is 
never advantageous, and one should be content if it does no harm,” as translated by Long and Sedley 
(1987) pg. 116. See Brennan (1990) 350 for more on Epicurus’ thoughts on marriage. Brennan argues that 
Epicurus suggests marriage is suitable for “some Epicureans.”  
31 It is not clear if Lucretius is referring to a formalized institution of marriage in Book V. In Book IV, 
Lucretius seems to refer to marriage when he discusses the union between men and women. uses mulier to 
refer to what seems to be a prostitute while he uses uxor in its conventional sense as “wife” (4.1268-69).  
32 Arkins (1984) 140-141 argues that Lucretius and Epicurus have compatible attitudes toward sex and 
love. He focuses on how both seem to suggest that marriage is acceptable for some Epicureans, as Brennan 
(1990) 350-352 thinks: “Lucretius accepts Epicurus’ view that marriage is in general bad for the wise man, 
but is nevertheless likely to occur in some cases, and he envisages that in the long term it could both wear a 
man out and provide him with friendship.” My argument, as we shall see, is that Lucretius endorses 
marriage in a way Epicurus does not. 
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Lucretius’ commentary on reproduction in Book V is a part of his agenda to describe the 

creation of all life forms.33 He describes the content of Book V as a clarification of how 

the earth is subject to the same principles of growth and decay as he has previously 

discussed with regard to Book I-III: 

Quod superset nunc huc rationis detulit ordo 
Ut mihi mortali consistere corpore mundum  
Natiuumque simul ratio reddunda sit esse…(V.64-65) 
 
As to what remains, the order of the argument has now brought me here to testify 
that the world is created from mortal substance… 
 
In other words, Lucretius tells us here that he will apply the principles of the 

foedera natura34 to our earth. Part of this task is the description of the sorts of animals 

that “have been able to survive and those that have never been born” (tum quae tellure 

animantes extiterint, et quae nullo tempore natae, 69-70).  The animals that have never 

been born are animals for which the foedera natura have denied creation, like centaurs 

and scyllas.35 The animals that have been born refer to animals that have been able to 

procreate successfully, like humans. 

Animals that exist are those that are able to carry on their own species’ 

characteristics: 

…sed res quaeque suo ritu procedit, et omnes 
foedere naturae certo discrimina servant (923-924). 
 

                                                
 
34 A few lines earlier, Lucretius has stated that he has already described previously how the foedera natura 
operates in Books 1-3: cuius ego ingressus uestigia dum rationes persequor ac doceo dictis, quo quaeque 
create foedere sint, in eo quam sit durare necessum nec ualidas ualeant Aeui rescindere leges (lines 55-
58). We can see that the foedera naturae are still central to Lucretius’ argument. 
35 This argument that certain creatures are incapable of ever existing occurs Book 5.878-924. 
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…but each thing goes forth in its own manner, and every [species] maintains its 
characteristics in respect to the fixity of the foedera natura.   

 
Success in survival, Lucretius declares, is fixed: animals maintain characteristics 

assigned to them by the foedera naturae. Propagation comes about only as a result of the 

sorts of physical unions that work. The explanation of the processes by which animals 

“preserve the characteristics” assigned to them by the foedera natura encompasses much 

of Book V and precedes Lucretius’ presentation of the first humans and their 

maintenance of the foedera naturae. 

The first humans, who promote the foedera natura, are generally happy although 

they face dangers in the wild. The various beasts that roam the earth at night originally 

threaten human beings and this threat of wild beasts is the greatest threat posed to human 

beings at this point in time. 36  This being their only concern, these primitive humans do 

not fear night or death since they sleep “silently buried in sleep” and are exhausted from 

their day.37  Even with the threat of wild animals, humans were not dying more frequently 

than the current day:  

nec nimio tum plus quam nunc mortalia 
saecla dulcia linquebant lamentis lumina uitae (988-989).  
 
At that time, mortals left the sweet light of day at no higher rate than mortals today leave 
with lamentations.  

 

                                                
36 As we have already discussed, certain animals naturally find living under human beings preferable while 
others do not. This is reinforced in Book V when Lucretius describes the disaster that results when human 
beings attempt to domesticate animals that are too feral (5.1308-1349).  
37 Luc. V.982-983 
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Lucretius argues the death rate was no more severe than in his own day. Although 

Lucretius proceeds to explain that humans encountered the occasional poisoned berry, 

Lucretius says that this threat paled in comparison to the threat of being poisoned by 

other people, like he says occurs in his own day. By way of contrast, malicious intent 

between humans does not exist in these first societies. The closest thing to violence 

Lucretius describes is in one form of sexual union:38   

et Venus in siluis iungebat corpora amantum.  
Conciliabat enim uel mutua quamque cupido39 
uel uiolenta uiri uis atque impensa libido 
uel pretium, glandes atque arbita uel pira lecta. (962-965) 
 
…Venus was joining the bodies of lovers in the woods. For either shared pleasure 
joined them, or the man’s violent force and heavy lust did, or a bribe of nuts, 
berries or delectable pears did.  
 

 Before the digression on love in Book IV, we can see Lucretius already drawing 

distinctions between the different kinds of sexual behavior humans exhibit. The first sort 

is based on shared desire between men and women. This is an important detail since 

Lucretius seems to suggest later in Book IV that mutual pleasure ensures successful 

reproduction.40 In the second sort of sexual contact, the union is “violent” and benefits 

men alone without a regard for reproduction. The third type portrays prostitution as an 

exchange that confers benefits women at the material disadvantage of men since they pay 

for sex with their own food. 
                                                
38 Holmes (forthcoming in 2013) notices how Lucretius “white-washes” the violence between human 
beings that must have occurred in primitive times even when humans entered into “pacts” (foedera). She 
interprets the scene of possible rape in primitive society as the only reference to violence at 5.964. 
39 The fact that this is mutual love probably means that it is more likely to result in conception, as 
explained at the end of Book IV (1269-1276).  
40 The Hippocratic corpus puts forth that women enjoyed sexual intercourse because conceieved. See 
Dean-Jones (1992) 68-72. 
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Later in Book V, Lucretius portrays the mutual form of union as most beneficial 

to the continuation of the foedera naturae. Primitive communities begin to thrive when 

one woman joins a vir, thus producing children:41  

Inde casas postquam ac pellis ignemque pararunt 
et mulier coniuncta viro concessit in unum… 
[coniugium privique foci sanctissima iura]42 
cognita sunt, prolemque ex se videre creatam, 
tum genus humanum primum mollescere coepit. 
ignis enim curavit, ut alsia corpora frigus 
non ita iam possent caeli sub tegmine ferre, 
et Venus inminuit viris puerique parentum 
blanditiis facile ingenium fregere superbum. 
tunc et amicitiem coeperunt iungere aventes 
finitimi inter se nec laedere nec violari, 
et pueros commendarunt muliebreque saeclum, 
vocibus et gestu cum balbe significarent 
imbecillorum esse aequum misererier omnis (1011-1023). 
 
Thereupon, after they furnished houses, hides, and fire, and after women, joined 
to men yielded [to marriage, and the sacred oaths of the private hearth] became 
known and humans recognized their offspring they had created, then humans first 
began to soften. For fire made it so their shivering bodies could not thus withstand 
the cold under the cloak of the sky. Venus and children diminish the force of their 
parents and easily break their stern disposition with charms. Those nearest to one 
another, desiring among one another neither to harm nor be harmed, began to 
form friendships. They committed to the care of children and women, and with 
broken speech and gestures they indicated that it was fitting for everyone to pity 
the weak.  

 
This is one of the first indications that humans are different from animals because 

                                                
41 See Algra (1997) 1997 who calls this passage the beginning of the second phase of human society. She 
says humans start to form "non-institutionalized social cohesion on a small scale" in this passage. But this 
passage does not present a civil “contract” in the Hobbesian sense. Families instead enter into contracts to 
serve “coordinate interests.” This motivation means that human beings do not need to give up anything to 
enter the social contract. For more on the idea of “coordinate interests,” see Mitsis (1988) 69-85. Fischer 
(1989) 159-160 argues that the second stage of social development (5.1101-1104) represent the "golden age 
for Epicurus," which stresses the idea of moral decline that Lucretius describes later in Book V. 
42 Line 1012 is lost. I have supplied Diel’s supplement because it must capture the sentiment, although this 
is merely conjectural.  
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they maintain homes and families. Lucretius describes several relationships that these 

primal humans maintain, all of which work to protect the home: unions between men and 

women, those between parents and children, and those between friends. By creating an 

arrangement whereby men and women enjoy mutual pleasure within the home, both 

parents are able to partake in Venus in a way that effectively promotes reproduction. 

Lucretius comments that children weaken vis, not as criticism of moral failure, but an 

acknowledgment sexual encounters that promote families are calmer and more effective. 

Every detail in the passage indicates that humans intuitively understand—even in their 

broken speech—that the family must revolve around the protection of those who are less 

powerful in society to ensure the family’s endurance. The continuation of the foedera 

naturae depends on human cooperation and pity.   

This is why Lucretius gives a favorable portrait of humans interacting with their 

children. He emphasizes that humans “recognize” their own created children, but he does 

not say why this “recognition” is important (1017).43 This part of the text that mentions 

“recognition” presents one challenge for us in interpreting its meaning because of a 

lacuna. Cognita sunt, however, may refer to the idea of recognition in the most 

rudimentary sense—sight. By looking at their children, humans are able to intuit the need 

                                                
43 Part of the problem in interpreting this text is that there is a lacuna. Bailey suggested that the second line 
may have opened with coniugum and that we can best understand iura would have been the subject of 
cognita (Bailey, 1484-1485). Leonard and Smith, however, reconstruct the sentence so as to imply that 
childrearing is the institution to which Lucretius refers in the statement (730). To support this argument, 
they point to a meaning of videre in the next line as “to recognize as legitimate.” Either of these 
interpretations reinforces the notion that formalized relationships between family members develop at this 
point. Holmes favors that men are able to “infer the bonds of kinship” and in doing so make an important “ 
‘evolutionary’ step” step forward (forthcoming 2013) 183. Holmes refers to the interpretation of Gordon 
Campbell (2000) 172 and (2003) 266. 
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to reproduce and to continue the movements of their own atoms from one generation to 

the next.  

The idea of recognizing one’s own child seems to continue a theme Lucretius 

began in Book II when Lucretius describes the psychological stress of a mother cow that 

has lost her own calf.44 The mother cow searches for her child with her own eyes 

everywhere (omnia convisens oculis loca) to catch sight of her own child (conspicere 

amissum fetum). Lucretius makes it clear that the mother cow longs for her own child 

(proprium notumque) rather than any calf.45 We may infer that there is something natural 

about maintaining one’s own atomic movements by nourishing one’s own child. The idea 

of propriety in this passage also revives Lucretius’ emphasis on animal’s “maintenance” 

of the foedera naturae, as previously discussed (regarding lines 923-924). She readily 

understands the importance of propriety and herself has more in common with these 

humans who take mercy on the young than someone like Agamemnon from the proem, as 

we will see in the next chapter.  

In addition to “recognizing” their own children, Lucretius says human beings 

enter into friendships (amicitiem) with their neighbors (finitimi) in order not to “harm nor 

be harmed among one another” (inter se…nec laedere nec violari).46 Lucretius is 

presenting us with a portrait of primitive political life, and we may be led to think of the 

foedera as formalized laws that prescribe behavior. Lucretius here comments that humans 
                                                
44 Luc. 2. 355-356. 
45 See Luc. 2.352-356. This is part of a greater argument in which Lucretius talks about like species sharing 
atomic compositions.  
46 Cf. Epicurus KD 33  
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observed (seruabat) foedera:  

Nec tamen omnimodis poterat concordia gigni, 
Sed bona magnaque pars seruabat foedera caste; 
Aut genus humanum iam tum foret omne peremptum, 
Nec potuisset adhuc perducere saecla propago (1024-1028). 
 
Not yet was there universal harmony, but a good and even great part [of the 
community] was maintaining the foedera faithfully. At that time, either the human 
race would have been destroyed altogether, or propagation would not have been 
able to produce the generations up until now.  

Although we learn that not everyone obeyed this peace, a good part of society is 

able to maintain the foedera for posterity. The focus on propagation and the connotation 

of caste that denotes sexual obedience leads us to believe that the foedera here refer to 

the foedera naturae. 47 Just as the animals have their own environments in which they 

prosper humans must maintain their own foedera naturae by promoting the family and 

reproduction. If this interpretation is correct, the first human beings serve as role models 

for Lucretius’ time because they maintain the foedera naturae faithfully like animals. 

These humans, however, are exemplary in that they promote their individual households. 

We already know from the beginning of Book V that Lucretius believes each species has 

its strengths and weaknesses.48 Lions, for example, were able to prosper due to courage 

                                                
47Lucretius has called the foedera naturae by just foedera earlier in Book 5. Asmis interprets this instance 
here as refering to political treaties. She argues that in this primal society, breaking the foedera would have 
been a violation of the “common treaties for peace” already established at this time (communia foedera 
pacis, 5.1155) Asmis gives another example of the use of when foedera refers to political treaties when 
Lucretius mentions treaties made by states at 5.1443. Holmes also takes foedera here in the political sense 
(forthcoming 2013) 190. She argues that Lucretius “white-washes” the violence that must have threatened 
human beings in order to enter into pacts.  
48 Holmes (2013 forthcoming) takes a different approach to the interpretation of the humans need for 
families and community, arguing that human beings must “splinter off from the natural community” in 
order to survive in a world that is hostile to human interests (180). In other words, nature was not able to 
provide human beings necessary survival. She says that this is what accounts for the “domesticating 
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and deer because of their speed. Humans thrive when they live together in families, as 

this passage suggests.49 

We must now turn to how Lucretius continues the message of procreation when 

he portrays sexual behavior in Book IV. In Lucretius’ “diatribe” against love, we can find 

the same “pro-family” message that underlies Book V. Lucretius does not advise against 

all forms of love and sex but rather cautions against the psychological harm that 

ultimately harms the family. After Lucretius cautions against romance, he switches gears 

to advise on the enhancement of fertility. We can read Book IV as instructional in the 

avoidance of “the ensnarement of Venus” and in effective procreation.50 

It is no coincidence that Lucretius opens his discussion of love with an 

explanation of why adolescent boys have wet dreams:  

tum quibus aetatis freta primitus insinuatur 
semen, ubi ipsa dies membris matura creavit, 
conveniunt simulacra foris e corpore quoque, 
nuntia praeclari voltus pulchrique coloris, 
qui ciet inritans loca turgida semine multo… (1030-1034). 
 
Then, to those whom the seed has just emerged during the surging tides of youth, 
when the ripeness of time51 produces it, outside images gather from every body, 
bringing beautiful faces and handsome coloring [to the boy]. These stir and excite 
the swollen parts that are surging with much seed…  

                                                                                                                                            
sequence” Lucretius describes when humans acquire huts, hides, and fire. My argument is that human 
beings do what is most in tune with their species—to live in packs 
49 Mitsis touches briefly on the important procreative motive that leads humans to “coordinate their 
interests”: “These early covenants serve more to coordinate common familial interests and to facilitate the 
creation of offspring than to solve conflicts of interest” (1988) 83-85. In other words, primitive society 
revolves around the continuity of the family rather than around safeguarding humans from nature’s threats, 
as Holmes suggest. For more on the idea see Bailey (1950) 1464-63. 
50 Brown rightly notes that the finale involves a discussion of sexual biology. See Brown (1987) 61. 
51 Leonard and Smith (2008) 613 give this as a translation of ipsa dies…maturae, the implication being that 
they have arrived at puberty.  
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The emphasis here is on the youth who first feels sexual urges. Some have argued that 

Lucretius uses this example as a reductio ad absurdum to prove that sexual behavior 

results from purely mechanistic processes. The image lacks the glamor of romance one 

would expect as an opening to a discussion of love. This choice of the adolescent’s 

experience of sexuality, however, is significant given its resonance in Roman literature. 

 The young lover in the literary tradition needs a father figure to instruct him in 

how to conform to Roman standards of morality, and Lucretius follows this literary 

tradition by giving beginning his commentary on love in sex by addressing the sexuality 

of young men.52 Lucretius is giving practical advice to young Roman aristocrats rather 

than just ranting about the perils of sex. 

Terence’s Brothers demonstrates well the stereotype of the young Roman male 

and of the senex durus, or the traditional Roman father who offers wisdom.53 In this play, 

the character Demea fills the role of the senex durus who has married, produced children, 

and works on his farm while displaying “thrift and austerity.”54 Demea respects the law 

and is morally outraged when he believes that his biological son has kidnaped a girlfriend 

of ill repute. Everyone, most especially Demea, believes the young man’s behavior is a 

                                                
52 I want to extend special thanks and appreciation to David Armstrong who has steered me into 
developing this part of my project and has guided me in the process.  
53 Gratwick (1987) 23 describes these stereotypes in detail. Micio plays the role of the senex lepidus and 
has stayed single his whole life and enjoys his bachelorhood in the city (40-44). Micio says their parenting 
styles are different in that one is a tyrant while the other is a father; the former relies on fear tactics to 
control the son while the latter cultivates trust (hoc patriumst, potius consuefacere filium sua sponte recte 
facere quam alieno metu. hoc pater ac dominus interest). 
54 Adelphoe lines 44-46: parce et duriter, as trans. by Gratwick (1987). 



 33 

natural result of a luxurious lifestyle.55 Against Demea’s wishes, his son has engaged in 

the sort of extravagant lifestyle Lucretius cautions against—a life of food, wine, fancy 

clothes, and girlfriends.56 Terence has a strong message for the audience: an austere 

father yields the best kind of son and the strongest family. 

 In Book IV, Lucretius has adopted a persona similar to that of Demea. Lucretius 

purports to understand, like Terence, the effects of the luxurious lifestyle on the 

adolescent’s attitudes toward sex and reproduction.57 This is why Lucretius has started 

his discussion on love at the beginning of the lover’s sexual life. In first acknowledging 

the most basic form of sexuality, Lucretius hopes to steer the audience toward a life that 

is more in tune with nature. By beginning with the wet dream, Lucretius gives a lesson in 

physiology that prefaces a lesson in morality to come later. 

Wet dreams, according to Lucretius, are natural for young men because they are 

reactions to the random images of beautiful bodies seen in waking life. In other words, 

Lucretius does not attach blame to young men who have wet dreams, but understands 

them as part of the atomic world. This returns us to an idea Lucretius has presented 

before—that dreams are atomic phenomena found in all animals. In dreaming, an animal 

                                                
55 Adelphoe lines 106-107—If Demea had had money, Micio supposes Demea would have engaged in elicit 
relationships and drinking as well (106-107). Secretly, however, it seems that Micio really wants his son to 
marry and to conform to Roman expectations (lines 150-153). He believes, falsely according to Terence, 
that generosity and liberality will lead toward Aeschinus’ conformity to this lifestyle.  
56 Adelphoe lines 116-118.  
57 Later in Roman literature, Horace identifies his father as serving this same role in his own education 
(Hor. Sermones, 1.4). Horace father has given him an “elementary ethical education” rooted in familial 
tradition. But Horace proclaims that he has moved past the “elementary education” of the past (i.e. The 
crude teachings of a Demean father), and has looked to other civilizing sources (auctorem, sapiens, 
iudicibus) to understand Roman morality (lines 150-151). See Gowers (2012) 147-179 for a comparison of 
Horace’s father to Demea. 
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imagines a specific activity or image from waking life. For example, if someone has been 

to a play, they will continue to dream of dancers long after they have left the theater.58 

Furthermore, all animals dream about the sorts of things they have been conditioned to do 

or see in their waking life.59 Bedwetting, according to Lucretius, follows these same 

principles: the bed wetter imagines satiating their thirst, and they subsequently urinate in 

their actual bed.60 All of these examples show that Lucretius sees dreams, and more 

specifically wet dreams, as rooted in physiology.  

Waking behavior, however, needs direction. While it is impossible to choose not 

to dream about beautiful bodies seen on the street, Lucretius asks the young lover to 

manage those images and thoughts that cause him to err from procreative behavior in 

waking life. Unfortunately, Lucretius does not clearly demarcate the move from 

discussing sexual behavior while dreaming and while waking. It has been argued that by 

“appending love to dreams,” Lucretius intends to emphasize the illusory nature of love.61 

The nature of the “simulacra” of beloved girlfriend is important, but not because 

Lucretius describes love as being dreamlike. Dreams alone cannot hurt, but misguided 

behavior in waking life can. The greater distinction Lucretius draws is between the young 

                                                
 
59 Lucretius (4.984-990) understands dreams as originating in the subconscious, which is the case for all 
animals: Usque adeo magni fert stadium atque voluntas,/Et quibus in rebus consuerint esse operati/Non 
homines solum sed vero animalia cuncta./Quippe videbis equos fortus, cum membra iacebunt,/in somnis 
sudare tamen spirareque semper/Et quasi de palma summas contendere viris/Aut quasi carceribus 
patefactis velle volare…. 
60 The passage begins at 975 (Book V) and ends when Lucretius discusses wet dreams (4.1024-1028): 
flumen item sitiens aut fontem propter/amoenum adsidet et totum prope faucibus occupant amnem…/totius 
umorem saccatum corporis fundant,/cum Babylonica magnifico splendere rigantur”  
61 This is what Fitzgerald (1984) 73-74 proposes—that both the lover and the dreamer are fooled by 
simulacra.  
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adolescent’s lust for many random simulacra and the mature lover’s lust for the one 

simulacra of his beloved.  

Lucretius describes the simulacra of the beloved girlfriend as infectious and as 

redirecting his movement in destructive ways. We must remember that Lucretius’ 

treatment of love and sex occurs at the end of Book IV, Lucretius’ greater explanation of 

the connection between simulacra, movement, and volition:62 

Dico animo nostro primum simulacra meandi 
Accidere atque animum pulsare, ut diximus ante. 
Inde voluntas fit. Neque enim facere incipit ullam  
Rem quisquam, quam mens prouidit quid uelit ante (881-883). 
 
I say first the images of walking reaches our mind and strikes it, as I have said 
before. Next, the will comes about. For no one begins to do anything before the 
mind has foreseen what it intends.  
 

We already know from chapter one, that volition enables all animals to break the fati 

foederae and allows the animal to move where it desires. To explain movement itself in 

more detail, Lucretius puts forth that the image of “moving” prompts the animal’s 

volition to move.63 This principle seems to extend to all animals, including humans, when 

they engage in any sort of activity.  

Lucretius argues that the desire of one beautiful body redirects the lover’s 

behavior in such a way as to cause harm to his psyche. When the body precipitates 

ejaculation under the spell of one woman, there arises the will to ejaculate into the body 

of his beloved:  

Inritata tument loca semine, fitque voluntas,  

                                                
 
63 cf. Luc. 3.323-326 and 5.556-558 
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Eicere id quo se contendit dira lubido 
Idque petit corpus, mens unde saucia amore (1045-1048).64 
 
The excited regions swell with seed, and there comes about the will to expel it 
into the body from which the mind has been wounded by love.  
 

 The image of whichever girlfriend he loves serves as the source of the 

psychological “wounding,” and the simulacra continue to be the source of harm. The 

simulacra of the beloved redirects his behavior, but in a more negative way than in a 

simple activity like walking. When a lover imagines his beloved, Lucretius argues that he 

begins to attribute false characteristics to her. In other words, he begins to imagine her as 

more pleasing than she is in reality. For example, as the romance progresses, the lover 

calls a disgusting woman “negligee,” a tiny woman a “pygmy,” and the list goes on with 

more false attributes of these kind.65 False ideation worsens the longing and heightens the 

psychological harm caused. Lucretius’ suggestion is not that love itself is illusory, but 

that the image of his beloved deludes him.66 

The lover’s psychological harm results in damage toward his family. Lucretius 

envisions the psychological wounding as impairing the lover’s ability to continue his 

family’s atomic movements. A young man must achieve procreation to maintain 

(servare) the foedera naturae. The frenzy of sex, as Lucretius shows, threatens this 

maintenance because of the erratic nature of romance. Fitzgerald has argued that the 

frenzy of these sorts of sexual encounters interrupts the “necessary chain of atomic 

                                                
64 Note bracketed text. Long and Sedley (1987) attribute this line to erroneous scribal variation or true: 
[incitat inritans loca turgida semine multo], which seems to restate what has already been said.  
65 Luc. 4.1160-1162. The list continues to line 1169.  
66 Luc. 4.1111: sic in amore Venus simulacris ludit amantis. 
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motion.” Since the lover attempts to “fix” his motion toward this one person, the seed 

cannot pass effectively.67 Instead of ensuring conception, the lover stagnates his atoms 

and cannot reproduce, though he is anatomically able. To return us back to the primitive 

men who engage in three types of sex, the romantic lover engages in one that is both 

violent and disadvantageous to shared pleasure. 

Lucretius makes this point clear by the end of Book IV when he explains that the 

sexual positions prostitutes choose enhance pleasure but block conception (1272-1274)68: 

eicit enim sulcum recta regione viaque��� 
vomeris atque locis avertit seminis ictum.��� 
idque sua causa consuerunt scorta moveri,��� 
ne complerentur crebro gravidaeque iacerent,��� 
et simul ipsa viris Venus ut concinnior esset;��� 
coniugibus quod nil nostris opus esse videtur. (1269-1276). 

 
For they [i.e. women making sex more pleasurable for men] cast the liquid far 
from the true direction and path of the plowshare, and they overturn the striking 
of the seed in those regions. This is why prostitutes are in the habit of making 
these sort of movements so they will not become pregnant. This sexual position is 
more pleasing to men. For this reason, there appears no need for our wives to use 
it. 

 

In this passage, Lucretius reinforces the notion that men most enjoy the sex 

positions that are least likely to impregnate women. If a man is engaging in passionate 

love, then most likely the woman is maneuvering to avoid conception and to increase his 

pleasure. This may be good for the man who does not want to impregnate a prostitute, but 

                                                
67 Fitzgerald (1984) 79-80 argues, I think correctly, that Lucretius suggests that anything that disrupts that 
goal of reproduction must be avoided since continuing atomic motion through reproduction is the goal of 
sex.  
68 The passage opens with a description of the maneuver women perform to makes sex more pleasurable 
for men: Nam mulier prohibet se concipere atque repugnant,/Clunibus ipsa uiri Venerem si laeta retractat 
/atque exossato ciet omni pectore fluctus.  
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for a man who wishes to produce progeny, this disturbs conception. Girlfriends may 

inspire awe in young men, but girlfriends are not mothers.  

The lover cannot start a family under these conditions, but the lover also threatens 

to destroy his father’s household more immediately. The lover wastes his family’s 

financial resources as he spends money on his girlfriend. Lucretius warns the audience 

that this frantic love threatens the family’s reputation, just as Demea fears:  

Adde quod absumunt viris pereuntque labore, 
Adde quod alterius sub nutu degitur aetas. 
Languent officia atque aegrotat fama vacillans; 
Labitur interea res et Babylonia fiunt 
Unguenta, et pulchra in pedibus Sicynonia69 rident. (1121-1125) 
 
Consider that lovers consume their strength and waste in suffering, consider that 
his life is lived under the nod of the other [i.e. girlfriend]. His duties weaken and 
the family reputation reels and grows ill; meanwhile property slips away, 
becoming Babylonian oils, and beautiful Syconians now shine on her feet.  

 

As we see, Lucretius criticizes the spendthrift lover because he neglects his role as 

a son. Lucretius departs from Epicurus by criticizing the lover for bringing ruin unto his 

family’s wealth. This departure again reminds us that Lucretius is appealing to a Roman 

audience with Demean concerns about sexuality and young-adulthood. When we recall 

the primacy Lucretius gives to the family in Book V, Lucretius’ warning that the lover 

will ruin the family is in line with his argument that natural social unit is the family. 

Lucretius ends his advice on love by addressing what sort of behavior promotes 

the family’s wellbeing. 70 Lucretius does not intend for the reader to avoid sex. In fact, he 

                                                
69 Sicyonia furnished luxurious footwear. See Leonard and Smith (2008) 622-623. 
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says the opposite when he explains that there emerges “pure pleasure” to the man who 

has cultivated “healthy” attitudes toward sex.71 Some have suggested that Lucretius 

endorses “casual sex.” This is what seems to be Epicurus’ solution to love, but not 

necessarily Lucretius’.72 Lucretius instead proposes that a man should sustain a 

relationship with a simple woman who will not inspire the frenzy of romance.  

This type of woman is of little pretension, but even the habit of being with her can 

generate “love,” according to Lucretius.73 He encourages the reader to accept her 

humanity rather than to idealize her:  

Nec divinitus inter dum Venerisque sagittis 
deteriore fit ut forma muliercula ametur; 
nam facit ipsa suis inter dum femina factis 
morigerisque modis et munde corpore culto, 
ut facile insuescat secum [te] degere vitam. 
quod super est, consuetudo concinnat amorem; 
nam leviter quamvis quod crebro tunditur ictu, 
vincitur in longo spatio tamen atque labascit. 
nonne vides etiam guttas in saxa cadentis 
umoris longo in spatio pertundere saxa? (1278-1287) 

 
Sometimes, it happens that without the arrows of Venus a woman of lesser beauty 
is loved. For she achieves this because of her own deeds, her accommodating 

                                                                                                                                            
70 I challenge Brown’s interpretation of this passage in that Brown doesn’t see any “recommendations” or 
endorsement of marriage here. Instead, he sees Lucretius’ attitude toward marriage as “ambivalent” and 
Lucretius’ final commentary on marriage as too brief to justify a positive interpretation. Brown does think 
that it may have been possible that Lucretius felt marriage was a utilitarian way to release sexual desire 
(1987) 90-91. 
71 Leonard and Smith translate sanis as “heart-free”—those who have overcome “the simple and direct 
satisfaction for sexual desire.” I interpret sanis as describing those who lead their life in rhythm with nature 
rather than let their desires lead them away from nature. 
72 Brown (1987) 74 suggests that the remedy to love is to ejaculate into whatever body can be found. He 
notes that Lucretius’ attitudes toward “casual sex” seem to conflict with Epicurus’ remedy—to remove the 
sight and association of the image of the beloved (SV 18). 
73 Smith (2005) 71-75 notes the ambiguity in this final comment. Like Brown, he sees Lucretius as ending 
on a pessimistic note since love makes its way into the heart of the man violently (4.1283-1287). Arkins 
(1984) 141-142 also sees the final message as pessimistic, arguing that the word muliercula is used 
contemptuously and satirically.  
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character, and her clean appearance. Moreover, familiarity produces love. For 
what is struck repeatedly, even lightly, is conquered and grows strong over time.  
Do you not see falling drops of moisture strike repeatedly on rocks over a long 
period of time? 
 
The kind of woman Lucretius recommends for the audience does not inspire the 

kind of passion that threatens their families. This woman’s sense of duty and cleanliness 

gradually leads her husband to develop a lifelong love for her. Their relationship lacks 

the frenzy of romance but resembles the peaceful unity of friendship.74  

Habit,75 Lucretius notes, produces love like dripping water eventually rubs away 

at a stone. Some interpret this final comment as ironic and critical of marriage. It seems, 

however, that Lucretius is making a greater philosophical argument by using this 

analogy. Just as someone internalizes the action of walking by imagining walking and 

practicing walking, Lucretius argues that a man who lives with a woman will eventually 

internalize feelings of love toward her. The analogy of the water striking the rock is not 

as powerful as the metaphorical “blows” of Venus that he describes earlier in the book—

the water is gentle and calm. Lucretius gives hope to his audience that marriage will 

inspire a peaceful friendship given time.  

This peaceful friendship may result in children. Some have argued that Lucretius 

talks about the “practical” issues surrounding sex—infertility, mutual pleasure between 

women and men, and the consistency of semen—in order to demystify sex and deny the 

gods’ involvement in matters of reproduction by explaining sex through atomic 
                                                
74 I like the proposal of Bailey (1950) 1319, although I don’t necessarily think Lucretius intends this to be 
ironic: “He ends on a more peaceful thought, though even here there is a touch of irony. Perhaps too, there 
is the thought that long custom of living together approaches to the Epicurean conception of friendship.” 
75 Perhaps by habit, Lucretius implies marriage. Bailey (1950) 1319 notes that Terence (Andr. 560) uses 
this word to refer to marriage.  



 41 

movement. This reading is not complete. If we read Lucretius’ conclusion of Book IV as 

an endorsement of marriage, then we see why Lucretius explains to the audience the most 

effective ways to procreate.  

Lucretius explains human sex as a type of animal sex to share with the audience 

techniques that will enhance fertility. Some have seen the comparison of women to 

female beasts as insulting.76 But in fact, the “four-legged beasts” serve as role models for 

humans because they adopt positions in sex that enhance fertility. Lucretius comments 

that procreating in the “custom of wild animals” is thought to increase chance of 

fertility.77 As we have said, it is the prostitute who maximizes the pleasure of sex while 

also decreasing her likelihood for conception. Proper wives, however, have “no need to 

make voluptuous movements”78 since they are imitating wild animals and creating a 

conducive environment for reproduction. The conjugal relationship, Lucretius argues, 

best maintains the naturae of the family.   

 

 

 
 

 

                                                
76 Luc. 4.1197-1204. 
77Luc. 4.1264-1267: nam more ferarum quadrupedumque magis ritu plerumque putantur concipere uxores, 
quia sic loca sumere possunt, pectoribus positis, sublatis semina lumbis. Nec molles opus sunt motuls 
uxoribus hilum  
78 As translated by Martin Ferguson Smith’s (2008) 134. 
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Chapter 3: Pietas and the Roman Community 

 

Epicurus’ physical doctrines required that the gods took no part in the 

administration of the universe. Many of our sources for Epicurean theology considered 

this idea threatening to conventional religious practice, which led ancient commentators 

often to accuse Epicurus and his followers of impiety.  Sources like Cicero suggested that 

Epicureanism threatened social cohesion. 79  Epicurus, however, seemed to have held a 

favorable opinion of the gods’ blessedness.80 Although Epicurus believed the gods 

neither created nor interfered negatively in the world, he asserted that the gods’ images 

streamed down and were accessible for humans to view. 81  

Epicurus argued that the only interactions humans and the gods shared were 

“visitations” the gods made to humans through idols—films that emanate from all 

objects, making them visible for the eye. According to Epicurus, this sensory interaction 

would benefit men even if gods could not intervene in the lives of humans.82 Epicurus 

                                                
79 Bailey notes that commentators in the Middle Ages and Renaissance continued to attack Epicurus’ 
doctrines by accusing him of expressing atheism. In antiquity, Bailey notes Plutarch (adv. Colot. 31) and 
Cicero (De Natura Deorum) are especially hostile to Epicureanism, though they knew the doctrines. 
FitzGerald (1951) 196-199 notes brings out the threat to social order Cicero seemed to accuse of Epucurean 
beliefs.   
80 Long and Sedley note that the “positive” evidence for Epicurus’ theology is controversial and difficult to 
construct given our hostile sources. Long and Sedley offer the following interpretation: “by [the gods—via 
“visitations”] converging on our minds they become our gods…gods, like giants, are thought constructs.” 
They see it as unlikely that Epicurus himself believed gods were “biologically immortal beings” (147-148). 
But in the Letter to Menoeceus 123, Epicurus acknowledges the existence of god: “For there are gods—the 
knowledge of them is self-evident,” evidently so because their images stream down for humans to see.” See 
also Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.43.   
81 See Bailey for references to other Epicurean accounts of the gods (440). Bailey notes how Cicero’s critic 
of Epicureanism in De Natura Deorum offered the critique that “what difference is there whether we a 
vision of a god or of a hippocentaur” (440).  
82 Armstrong (2013). 
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encouraged followers to contemplate the blessedness and imperturbability that the gods 

enjoy.83 The belief that worship had a positive effect on worshippers explains why 

Epicurus suggested that gathering at festivals would have had positive effect on 

participants.84 Even though Epicurus believed false ideas of the gods’ power interfered 

with ataraxia, which is the true happiness that results from tranquility, he actively 

promoted worship as a contemplative exercise. 

In a Roman context, pietas involved fulfilling one’s duty to the gods, to the 

country, and to the family. 85 Whereas Epicurus did not require an active interest in 

continuing one’s own family into the distant future, Roman pietas emphasized the 

importance of maintaining bloodlines into perpetuity. Romans had a regard for their 

future that was tied to their respect they showed to their ancestors, demonstrated in the 

tradition of keeping funeral masks on full display in their atria. At funerals, aristocratic 

Romans would parade them and give orations in the forum that praised the 

accomplishments of diseased and promote the family’s good reputation into the future.86 

The maintenance of private burial complexes for the dead speaks to the Roman habit of 

recreating the past for the sake of the family’s honor.87 

As argued, Lucretius is a traditional Roman who advocates that behavior 

promotes the family’s continuation into the future. Where Lucretius differs is in reference 
                                                
83 Armstrong (2013). 
84 Epicurus in Letter to Menoeceus 123 says “But we must observe all the majesty associated with all the 
names which we apply to such conceptions, if they give rise to no belief conflicted with majesty.”  
85 Galinsky (1996) 86-87 notes that pietas in Roman society represented the “time-honored Roman ideal of 
social responsibility, which includes the broad spectrum of obligations to family, country, and gods. Rome 
had already dedicated a temple to Pietas by 181 BC.  
86 Van Sickle (1987) 44-45 describes an Aristocratic future as focused on the integrity of the family.  
87 See Flower (1996) 159-184 for the example of the tomb of the Scipios. 
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to worship. Lucretius criticizes religious practice as part of his concern to explain the 

natural process as independent from the gods’ dominion.  

Lucretius presents a negative portrait of religious belief as early as Book I when 

he compares religious domination to physical oppression that constrained people before 

Epicurus arrived:  

Humana ante oculos foede cum vita iaceret 
in terris oppressa gravi sub Religioni…88 (62-63) 
 
When the life of men lay foully pressed down on the earth  
by religion’s weight… 
 
These circumstances, Lucretius says, led Epicurus to explain the atomic world as 

independent of the gods’ power. Clearly Lucretius’ work does not advocate for a narrow 

religious definition for pietas. Religio in his opinion seriously threatens the quality of life 

for humans and for this reason keeps us underfoot. Kirk Summers poses that by using a 

metaphor for subjugation, Lucretius forces us to see religio as dominating men like a 

“despot ruling over his subjects.”89 This is a valid interpretation given the way religion 

clouds human decision-making throughout the poem, as we shall see.  

But even though Lucretius criticizes superstition, it would be a mistake to think 

that he denies gods exist. Lucretius agrees with Epicurus that the gods are peaceful 

beings that live beyond our world.90 Lucretius affirms that the gods even have basic 

                                                
88 Summers (1995) 55-56 aptly describes the “nuances” of the religious terms Lucretius uses throughout 
DRN. For example, Summers argues that scholars have “obscured” the true connotation of religio by 
forcing it to mean “superstition” or “fear” rather than “religion,” which connotes all cultic ritual.  
89 Summers (1995) 56: “By the term oppressa Lucretius conjures up an image of a religio that threatens, 
pollutes, and cruelly subjugates human life like a despot lording it over his subjects.”  
90 For this idea, see Luc. 1.44-46: omnis enim per se divum natura necessest/immortali aevo summa cum 
pace fruatur/semota ab nostris rebus seiunctaque longe… 
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interactions with human beings when he talks about the origin of religious practice as 

stemming from humans’ misunderstandings of the gods’ visitations through their images. 

As a result of interpreting their images as moving, humans falsely attributed to the gods a 

regard for humans.91  

 With these beautiful images of the gods in mind, humans look to the skies and 

observe the regularity of the universe—or the process of the foedera naturae—and 

assume a correlation between the gods and the workings of the cosmos. In response to the 

mistaken belief that the gods rule the cosmos Lucretius exclaims:  

O genus infelix humanum, talia divis ��� 
cum tribuit facta atque iras adiunxit acerbas! (1194-1195) 
 
O, unlucky is the race of humans since it has attributed to the gods such deeds and 
ascribed bitter anger! 
 
Again, Lucretius laments the human tendency to attribute (tribuit) false 

characteristics to the gods. Lucretius later notes that the worshiper’s chest is “oppressed” 

by religious worship—tunc aliis oppressa malis in pectora cura (5.1207)—which 

suggests that these images have a negative impact on the worshipper’s soul. The 

oppressive imagery continues in conjunction with religio, and it stands to reason that this 

oppression redirects human behavior in a negative way.  

We may remember from the previous chapter that Lucretius describes the process 

of falling in love in a similar manner to the process of religious oppression: the lover is 

bombarded with streams of images of his beloved girlfriend, and as a result he attributes 

false characteristics to her. For instance, the lover sees the object of his love as short but 

                                                
91 Lucretius 5.1169-1178 notes that humans would see the images of the gods that were beautiful.  
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attributes to her the quality of being like a “pygmy”; the worshiper attributes sensation 

and power to the gods that subsequently causes harm. Both the simulacra of the gods and 

the simulacra of the beloved girlfriend redirect human behavior in a negative way, 

evoked in the “chest imagery” suggestive of anxiety.   

Lucretius’ analysis of religion as a result of a false attribution of the natural order 

to the gods leads him to critique religious practice as impious: 

nec pietas ullast velatum saepe videri 
vertier ad lapidem atque omnis accedere ad aras 
nec procumbere humi prostratum et pandere palmas 
ante deum delubra nec aras sanguine multo 
spargere quadrupedum nec votis nectere vota, 
sed mage pacata posse omnia mente tueri (V.1297-1203) 
 
There is no pietas in being seen while covered and turning to the stone and 
approaching every altar, and throwing yourself prostrate on the ground and 
stretching your hands before the altars of the gods, sprinkling much blood from 
the beasts, and joining one vow to another. But it [i.e. pietas] is the ability to see 
everything with a peaceful mind.  
 
This is the most closely analyzed occurrence of pietas in De Rerum Natura 

because it seems as though Lucretius gives it a clear definition—that pietas comes from a 

calm understanding everything around us. All of the various ways in which humans 

worship the gods pose threats to this sort of calm understanding.92 The problem with 

using this passage as a complete definition for pietas is that it is not complete.93 There is 

                                                
 
92 Summers (1995) 32-45 describes Epicurus’ peculiar attitudes toward religious observance and 
distinguishes Lucretius’ attitude as separate from Epicurus’.  
93 Garrison pits Cicero’s conception of pietas’ requirement of action on behalf of the state against Lucretian 
pietas (which he conflates with Epicurean pietas), since, as Garrison argues, Lucretian pietas simply means 
“right thinking.” See Garrison (1992) pgs. 9-10. This interpretation, however, misses the meaning of 
Lucretian pietas as “right behavior,” as I argue.  
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a clear association between understanding and pietas, but we must explore what 

Lucretius means by omnia.  

By omnia, Lucretius refers to the foedera naturae, and to gain a clearer idea of 

what Lucretius means by associating knowledge of the natural process with pietas, we 

must look at the four other appearances of pietas in De Rerum Naturae. In each instance, 

Lucretius denies pietas its religious connotation while emphasizing its other various 

definitions in the filial and communal realm. One appearance of the adjective pius has 

nothing to do with religion at all and is perhaps the most helpful appearance of the word 

for establishing its definition in Lucretius’ work.  This appearance of the word occurs 

when Lucretius discusses atomic annihilation in Book V. Lucretius uses the word pius to 

describe the movement of atoms as they move toward dissolution at the end of the world: 

Denique tantopere inter se cum maxima mundi��� 
pugnent membra, pio nequaquam concita bello,94��� 
nonne vides aliquam longi certaminis ollis ��� 
posse dari finem, vel cum sol et vapor omnis ��� 
omnibus epotis umoribus exsuperarint? (5.380-385) 
 
In a word, the elements fight so greatly among one another and engage vainly in a 
civil war—do you not suppose some end of the fight must give way? 
 

 
The word pietas and its derivatives are so rare in Lucretius that we must pause to 

explore why Lucretius has used a word associated with human behavior to refer to atomic 

behavior. We see here that a lack of pietas prevents the movements from continuing. 

Lucretius uses the language of civil war (pio nequaquam concita bello, 381) to describe 

                                                
94 Bailey (1952) 1376 notes that pio nequaquam is equivalent to impio bello, meaning “civil war”: “the 
elements are regarded as the inhabitants of a single state, the mundus.” 
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the way in which the atoms break apart from their original unity. The metaphorical civil 

war, according to Lucretius, must eventually give way to an end that will result in the 

total annihilation of the world (381-385).  

This passage illustrates the continuation of foedera naturae as pietas and the 

precipitation of their destruction of impiety. Although destruction is a necessary part of 

regeneration, the comparison of elemental annihilation to civil war reminds the reader 

that wars hasten the end of society’s composition. In the atomic world, the breakup is part 

of the natural order of things, so in this respect, Lucretius does not blame atoms for 

behaving “impiously.” The key difference between elements and human beings is that 

elements have no freewill. The elements swerve in alignment with natura, and the end of 

the earth will result from natural phenomena in Lucretius’ account. The pietas of the 

atoms, however, hint at what pietas means for humans in reference to the duty conferred 

to state and family. 

A third use of pietas occurs when Lucretius describes Agamemnon’s sacrificing 

of his daughter as an example of impious behavior. At this point in the poem, Lucretius 

has just finished praising Epicurus for explaining the workings of the universe as 

unassociated with the gods. As a follow-up, he proceeds to tell Agamemnon’s story as an 

example of how religion has harmed men in the past. calling his deeds impia. The story 

of Agamemnon’s outrageous deed that religio has caused is supposed to reassure the 

reader that Epicureanism is correct to discourage conventional religious practice: 

Illud in his rebus vereor, ne forte rearis    
impia te rationis inire elementa viamque  
indugredi sceleris.  quod contra saepius  
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illa���religio peperit scelerosa atque impia facta 
Aulide quo pacto Triviai virginis aram 
Iphianassai turparunt sanguine foede                
ductores Danaum delecti, prima virorum (80-86). 
 
I fear in these matters that you happen to think you are embarking on the impious 
principles of reason and you are starting on the road of crime. To quite the 
contrary, too often religion has produced terrible and impious crimes, as was the 
case when the elected leaders of the Greeks foully sullied Trivia’s altar at Aulis, 
the prime of men.  

 

 While this passage captures the extreme act of destruction which Lucretius thinks 

religion causes, there has been limited discussion of what he means by impia facta.95 

Agamemnon cannot have violated religion by obeying religion’s dictates. Neither has 

Agamemnon offended the unassailable gods, but his behavior is impious because in 

harming his daughter he promotes the premature dissolution of his own foedera naturae. 

Agamemnon has clearly interrupted the foedera naturae by sacrificing his own 

daughter, a girl of marriageable age: 

cui simul infula virgineos circum data comptus 
ex utraque pari malarum parte profusast, 
et maestum simul ante aras adstare parentem 
sensit et hunc propter ferrum celare ministros               
aspectuque suo lacrimas effundere civis, 
muta metu terram genibus summissa petebat (87-93). 
 
As soon as the fillet was bound around her maiden hair and hung down over each 
cheek, and as soon as she sensed that her father stood gloomily in front of the 
altar and she sensed that his attendants were hiding the sword above him and his 
fellow countrymen were crying at her sight, she sought the earth with her knees 
silent because of fear.  

  

                                                
95 Regarding Iphigenia’s death, Nussbaum (1989b) 307 comments that the fear of death is a result from 
subservience to religion that causes such “criminal and impious deeds” like that found in the Sacrifice to 
Iphigenia. Nussbaum doesn’t comment on the nature of pietas in particular.   
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Lucretius starts the passage here by referencing the garland in her hair, which would have 

reminded the Roman reader of the garlands girls wore for their wedding.96 The marriage 

imagery suggests that this is a reversal of what ought to happen to young Iphigenia, as 

Lucretius shows her dressed for the marriage altar instead of the sacrificial altar. He 

emphasizes their relationship to one another by showing us Agamemnon’s behavior 

through Iphigenia’s own recognition of her father’s intention. The members of their own 

community (civis) who are present are also visibly affected by the events taking place.  

One reason for why the scene is so obviously shocking is that Agamemnon is 

Iphigenia’s father. The second reason, which Lucretius presents as equally as shocking, is 

that Iphigenia is young and ought to be led into marriage. Lucretius never dissects these 

two reasons as to why religio is producing so much harm. For example, in two 

compressed lines, Lucretius never completely distinguishes between these two causes as 

the reason for the deed being labeled impia. The notion of Iphigenia’s untimely death 

repeats itself in the conclusion of the story:  

nam sublata virum manibus tremibundaque ad aras               
deductast, non ut sollemni more sacrorum 
perfecto posset claro comitari Hymenaeo, 
sed casta inceste nubendi tempore in ipso 
hostia concideret mactatu maesta parentis, 
exitus ut classi felix faustusque daretur (95-101). 
 
Full of fear, she was lifted up by the hands of men and led to the altar. This did 
not happen after the performance of the wedding song before her marriage, but as 
a pure girl in impure hands,97 at the very time for her marriage, she was 

                                                
96 Referring to the phrase pari…partiter, Leonard and Smith (2008) 210 note: “The phrase seems to 
suggest ironically the sex crines (‘braids’), three on a side, in which a girl’s hair was plaited as a sign that 
she was to be married.” 
97 Leonard and Smith (2008) 212 note the irony in this expression.  



 51 

slaughtered as a sacrificial animal at the stroke of her father. He did this so the 
fleet would have a successful and auspicious departure.  

 

 Again, Lucretius’ main critique of Agamemnon is two-fold. First, he has 

sacrificed his daughter, who is a part of his own atomic movements. Second she is dying 

at the wrong time in her life because she ought to be continuing on her own atomic 

movements through marriage. As a casta young woman, Lucretius emphasizes that this 

would have been the right time for her marriage and fertility. Lucretius imagines 

Iphigenia as the model aristocratic female whom he praises at the end of Book IV. The 

reversal of nature we find in the passage jolts us to recognize the affront to the foedera 

naturae caused by this famous deed.  Agamemnon has not only betrayed Iphigenia 

(prodesse), but has also betrayed his very own atomic movements by destroying her. 

 The fourth occurrence of pietas continues the theme of familial loyalty. Lucretius’ 

association of religio and impietas continue in Book III’s proem when he accuses religion 

as causing men to “betray” their families and their countries as they simultaneously pray 

to the gods to give them immortality.98 In the opening lines, Lucretius criticizes 

participation in the rights of parentalia, rights in which Romans would sacrifice to their 

ancestors. To prove the absurdity of this sort of superstition, he uses the scenario of men 

who argue that they have no need for philosophy; however, when they confront hardship, 

like exile, these same men reveal their flawed belief in the gods by performing the rites of 

parentalia in vain (45-46)99: 

                                                
98 Luc. 3.31-93. 
99 See Summers (1995) 45 for more on parentalia. 
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extorres idem patria longeque fugati 
conspectu ex hominum, foedati crimine turpi, 
omnibus aerumnis adfecti denique vivunt, 
et quo cumque tamen miseri venere parentant 
et nigras mactant pecudes et manibus divis 
inferias mittunt multoque in rebus acerbis 
acrius advertunt animos ad religionem (47-54). 
 
These same people, when they have been exiled far from home and far from the 
sight of men and are afflicted by every toil, wherever they wretchedly go, they 
sacrifice to their ancestors with animal offerings. They send them to the gods 
below and in these bitter circumstances they turn their minds bitterly to religion.  

 

After they have suffered social isolation, these newfound nomads immediately 

perform ritual to “comfort” themselves, though their comfort is fruitless and misguided 

(55). Their search for immortality and mistaken belief that religious practice will save 

them from their present discomfort encourages them to engage in further psychologically 

harmful behavior, like pursuing their own greed and ambition at the cost of common 

safety (59-65).  

As the passage unfolds, Lucretius progressively comes to focus on the ironic way 

in which the family is rent apart as a result of worshipping their ancestors. This behavior 

leads them to extract wealth through civil strife in what sounds like acts of proscription: 

crudeles gaudent in tristi funere fratris 
et consanguineum100 mensas odere timentque (73-74). 
 
Cruelly, they take joy in the sad funeral of their brother and they despise and fear 
their brother’s banquet table.  

 

                                                
100Consanguinem “strictly” refers to brothers who share the same father. See Leonard and Smith (2008).  
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Normal Roman expressions of pietas are suppressed under these conditions. 

While these citizens ought to celebrate the good reputation of their families at their 

brother’s funeral, they instead enjoy the prospect of profit. Likewise, they ought to 

welcome kindly their kith and kin into their own homes, but fear prevents these feelings 

of brotherhood. Lucretius presents in this passage the psychological harm that results 

from fearing the gods as causing this destruction to the family.  

The crescendo comes when Lucretius describes the superstitious person’s free-fall 

into antisocial behavior: 

hunc vexare pudorem, hunc vincula amicitiai 
rumpere et in summa pietatem evertere suadet: 
nam iam saepe homines patriam carosque parentis 
prodiderunt vitare Acherusia templa petentes (82-86). 
 
He is accustomed to upset shame, to break the ties of friendship, and finally to 
overthrow pietas. For often men betray their country and their dear parents 
seeking to avoid the precincts of Acheron.  

 

All of the values and bonds that promote the foedera naturae have disappeared.101 

Pursuing convention religio results in the betrayal of parents and the betrayal of country, 

real examples of impious behavior. Lucretius puts forth an idea that neither Epicurus nor 

conventional Roman wisdom ever would have expressed: that religio and pietas are 

incompatible with one another. By subscribing to religio, these men are led to behave in 

ways that threaten the very survival of their families. On the one hand, this results from 

                                                
101 Fitzgerald (1984) 77-78 notes that the enemy to ataraxia stems from the inability to see oneself as part 
of the atomic universe. To be added is that humans must see themselves as responsible to promote the 
atomic process to a certain extent. 
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being exiled and dislocated from their homes. But on the other hand, this happens when 

they betray their families and betray the foedera naturae. 

The last appearance of pietas occurs in Book II when Lucretius broadens the 

definition of impietas to involve harmful actions committed toward familial land, which 

prematurely hastens the dissolution of the foederae naturae. As we have seen with the 

superstitious men from Book III, dislocation itself can cause a host of psychological 

damage. As discussed in the third chapter, the natural environment where humans thrive 

is the city.  

At the end of Book II, Lucretius describes the degradation of the soil that has been 

precipitated by humans in the recent past. The character through whom Lucretius 

presents this scenario is a ploughman who laments the negative environmental impact of 

human beings. The farmer is disappointed with the current state of his soil and praises the 

fertility of his parent’s soil: laudat fortunas saepe parentis (1167). Lucretius then says: 

tristis item vetulae vitis sator atque <vietae> 
temporis incusat momen saeclumque fatigat, 
et crepat, antiquum genus ut pietate repletum                
perfacile angustis tolerarit finibus aevom, 
cum minor esset agri multo modus ante viritim; 
nec tenet omnia paulatim tabescere et ire 
ad capulum spatio aetatis defessa vetusto. (1168-1174) 
 
Likewise, the sad farmer and his little, shriveled old crops blame the tendency of 
the time and heaps on the age complaints.102 He growls that the ancient race of 
men were full of pietas and could easily bear the time allotted to them by its 
narrow limitations even when a much smaller lot of land was given to each man; 
and he does not understand that everything wears away and turns to the tomb of 
old age.  

 

                                                
102 Bailey (1950) 982 suggests this translation. 
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Here, the ploughman accuses the present generation of engaging in destructive 

farming techniques since they lack as much pietas as the past. There may have been some 

historical truth to this accusation since the rise of the large farming estates had 

precipitated the exhaustion of the soil by Lucretius’ time.103 By praising his ancestors’ 

duty to the soil, the arator attaches pietas to continuing the foedera naturae of the 

land.104 In other words, he believes the past displayed more pietas by obeying the 

rhythms of the universe, and they did not hasten the process of destruction unnaturally.105 

The ploughman may not know the true reasons behind environmental decay, but he 

expresses an intuitive Roman understanding that promoting one’s natural environment is 

a part of pietas.  

When we look at De Rerum Naturae as whole, pietas for human beings emerges 

as the obedience to letting the foedera naturae run its course. Agamemnon, the hypocrite 

from Book III’s proem, and certain farmers have all shown impietas by hastening the 

destruction of their own—or their own land’s—atomic movements. Although Lucretius 

does not mention pietas in many places, these appearances confirm that he appeals to a 

Roman sense of pietas, but that excludes religio for its harmful effects. The examples of 

                                                
103 Leonard and Smith (2008) 413-414. 
104 Brown (1987) 53 interprets this passage as ironic, arguing that Lucretius is advising against adopting 
attitudes like the farmer who believes the previous generation was more “pious” in the religious sense. He 
ignores the theme of environmental degradation caused by human behavior. Instead, he argues Lucretius is 
mocking the farmer for attributing divine retribution for an environment that is decaying in accordance with 
nature. 
105 Lucretius is not the only Roman poet to attribute pietas to farming behavior. Johnston (2004) 168-170 
notes that Vergil construes pietas with the land in Georgics (2.537). Johnston notes “the gens that 
consumed the ploughing ox and brought the Golden Age to an end is likewise deemed impia.” See 168-170. 
In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Garrison (1992) pg. 62 notes, the defeat of pietas in the golden age hastens its 
and thus introduces the Iron Age where the plough is used. 
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impious behavior he gives run the gamut since he uses Agamemnon, a mythical 

character, as the paradigm of an impious mortal, but the men in the proem to Book III are 

generic Romans. All of these examples suggest that pietas necessitates the promotion of 

the foedera naturae to their limitations. 

All of the individual examples show men denying the foedera naturae by 

destroying life, but Lucretius presents extending life beyond their natural limitations just 

as impiously. Promoting the foedera naturae also means obeying the natural dissolution 

of atomic material, including of one’s own corporeal body, to make way for the next 

generations. This is the argument Natura makes to the man who fears death in Book III—

that every atomic compound has a proper time in which to decompose.106 Natura’s first 

argument is that death causes no permanent pain before her second argument that older 

people should not resist death: 

grandior hic vero si iam seniorque queratur 
atque obitum lamentetur miser amplius aequo, 
non merito inclamet magis et voce increpet acri: 
'aufer abhinc lacrimas, baratre, et compesce querellas. 
omnia perfunctus vitai praemia marces… (952-956) 
 
But if someone older and even more advanced in life complains and laments 
death wretchedly more than is fitting, is she not justified in shouting and 
exclaiming with a harsh reproach: “Enough with your tears, imbecile, and stop 
your complaints! You whither since you have already taken enjoyed all of life’s 
good.” 
 

 An older man, she suggests, has already enjoyed his proper fill of life, so to 

speak, and Natura berates him to accept that this is the right time for his body’s corporeal 

                                                
106 Natura makes this speech 5.931-977. Nussbaum (1989b) 314 similarly argues that Natura argues life is 
like a banquet since it has a “structure, in time, that reaches a natural and appropriate termination.”  
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dissolution. Natura criticizes him because he seeks to avoid dying at his “proper” time, 

which has now come. Just as Lucretius advocates throughout the whole poem, Natura 

encourages this man to assimilate to her own rhythms of reproduction.  

 In this respect, Lucretius puts forth an understanding of death’s timeliness very 

similar to that of Philodemus. Philodemus presented the fear of death as natural and as 

deserving of sympathy, which differs from Lucretius’ critique that fearing death is 

unreasonable.107 But Philodemus considered dying young or dying far away from one’s 

own friends and far way from home as pitiable. Leaving one’s own family vulnerable to 

harm Philodemus also considered pitiable. 

Lucretius’ views on death are not incompatible with Philodemus’. For example, 

Lucretius criticizes the restless Roman father who irrationally fears death. From his 

sallying back and forth between his various estates, we can assume that this man’s family 

will survive without him since he is wealthy and is leaving his family in a good financial 

situation. He is not dying young—like Iphigenia—or far from his friends and family. In 

fact, Lucretius must feel pity for those who die young given his shocked tone at the 

horror of sacrificing a young girl.  

Philodemus’ understanding of pietas has certain similarities to Lucretius although 

Philodemus believed, like Epicurus, worship conferred certain benefits on humans.108 

First of all, it cannot be denied that Lucretius presents an overtly hostile attitude to state 
                                                
107 Armstrong (2004) 13-14 suggests that just as Philodemus saw anger as “natural” and that he also saw 
the fear of death is likewise “natural” and unavoidable.  
108 Bailey (1950) 1513-1514 notes that in Philodemus’ treaty on piety, Peri Eusebia, he explained the 
positive benefits associated with worship. He translates: “let us sacrifice piously and rightly, where it is 
customary, an let us do all things righteously according to the laws, not troubling ourselves with the 
common beliefs in what concerns the noblest and holiest of beings.” 
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worship in De Rerum Naturae whereas Philodemus seems to promote such worship. 

However, Philodemus’ understanding of pietas as “not harming...especially one’s 

benefactors and homelands,” finds harmony with Lucretius’ conception of pietas when 

we understand it as the promotion of the foedera naturae of his family or his community 

at large.  

In connection to Vergil,109 there are two main arguments for why scholars have 

dismissed drawing a parallel between the “epicurean sage” of Lucretius and “pius 

Aeneas” the “the man of action.”110 The first problem with seeing Aeneas as an 

Epicurean hero is religious: Aeneas makes sacrifices to the gods, prays to the gods, and 

speaks with the gods. When he addresses Venus in Book I, Aeneas identifies himself as 

pius for the first time in the work: 

Sum pius Aeneas, raptos qui ex hoste Penates 
classe veho mecum, fama super aethera notus (378-380). 
 
I am pius Aeneas, who brings the Penates wrested from the enemy with me, and 
am famous abroad reputation. 
 
Even in the context of talking to a god, Aeneas identifies himself as pius in part 

because he brings his ancestral gods with him. As the Aeneid progresses, Aeneas’ pietas 

becomes less bound in his duty to the gods and more bound to his duty to protect his 

community. In the first half of the Aeneid, as Johnston observes, the epithet pius usually 

accompanies scenes of sacrifice or service to the gods. As the poem progresses, however, 

Garrison argues Vergil mainly references pietas to describe the concern for one’s own 

                                                
109 Johnston (2004) pgs. 159-160. 
110 For this idea, see Johnston (2004) 161-162. 
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family. As a logical extension, by the last third of the poem, Vergil uses pietas to describe 

the militant aspects of pietas as Aeneas must fight for the survival of his family. As the 

poem progresses, Vergil seems to represent the transformation of Aeneas’ pietas from 

religiously motivated to community-oriented.111  

The second argument for why Aeneas does not resemble an “Epicurean sage” is 

that Aeneas appears emotionally disturbed in certain parts of the poem when confronted 

with threats to his family and community’s survival. For example, he is shown as 

suffering anxiety when Vergil compares Aeneas to “a shepherd observing a violent 

flood,” (V 2.304-308)112. This reaction, however, in a Lucretian and in a Roman 

framework, is proper because Aeneas’ community’s survival is at risk. Aeneas must act 

in order to ensure the possibility that he will have a family into the future. In other words, 

to ensure the propagation of his own atomic movements, he must take a stand.  

Although Epicurus lacked a clear regard for the family’s survival into perpetuity, 

even he felt it was proper sometimes to become involved in state issues when threats 

arose to the community. Epicurus wrote: “the purest security is that which comes from a 

quiet life and withdrawal from the many, although a certain degree of security from other 

men does come by means of the power to repel [attacks] and by means of prosperity.”113 

He seems to suggest hear that security sometimes would depend on individuals using 

their resources to intervene on behalf of the republic, as a result of a cost benefit analysis 

                                                
111 See Johnston (2004) 159-160. 
112 Johnston takes this position: “unlike Lucretius’ sage, who stays uninvolved, Vergil’s Aeneas rushes into 
the fray” Johnston (2004) 162. 
113 KD 14 as translated by Inwood and Gerson (1994) 33. 
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of the impending chaos ahead. 114 In this respect, Aeneas is reacting appropriately to such 

an existential threat to his community throughout the poem. He must exercise his power 

and prestige to deflect threats from the greater Roman community. 

Understanding Vergil’s portrayal of pietas as connected to Lucretius’ pietas helps 

us to understand Aeneas’ choice to leave Dido. The traditional reading, of course, notes 

that pius Aeneas had to leave her in order to carry out the gods’ commands; but we can 

also interpret Aeneas as the aristocratic Roman male who must learn the proper place of 

romance in his life in order to behave in society. In Lucretian terms, Aeneas had to leave 

Dido in order to promote the foedera naturae of the future Roman race. As a result, 

Aeneas is frequently portrayed as striving toward, or as already having, achieved 

ataraxia.  

Dido’s psychological state is that of a lover who attributes false characteristics to 

her beloved boyfriend, mainly because she thinks that he has the capability to remain 

forever in her presence. The similes Vergil uses to describe Aeneas’ and Dido’s various 

involvement throughout their relationship demonstrate well the connection between 

Lucretius’ and Vergil’s attitudes toward love and pietas.115 The following simile that 

casts Dido as a bacchant in Aeneas’ presence demonstrates the value in making this 

connection: 

saeuit inops animi totamque incensa per urbem                
                                                
114 See Brown (1987) 180-181 for more on Epicurean ideas about politics: "It would be a mistake, 
however, to infer that Epicureanism is apolitical…"  
115 McLeish (1972) 130 says that, whereas the similes in Book IV show Dido as “fatally in love, impulsive, 
and romantic,” they reveal Aeneas as calm and detached. For example, Vergil compares Aeneas to an oak 
tree (441-449) to draw out his stalwart resolution to found Rome. Dido, however, appears similar to the 
“stage madmen,” who has been punished because of their adherence to passion McLeish (1972) 68-73. 
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bacchatur, qualis commotis excita sacris 
Thyias, ubi audito stimulant trieterica Baccho 
orgia nocturnusque uocat clamore Cithaeron. (IV.300-304) 
 
Out of her mind and lit aflame [by love], she rages and raves through the whole 
city, just like a Bacchant who is excited by the triennial orgies and the Bacchic 
cry and Mount Cithaera resounds with shouting at night.  
 
Lovers, according to Lucretius, suffer the same sort of psychosis as worshipers, to 

whom Vergil compares Dido in this passage. The image of Dido the bacchant seems to 

expand on an earlier simile in which Vergil compares Aeneas’ beauty to Apollo’s when 

he first arrives in Carthage (144). Apollo, signifying Aeneas, chooses to stand apart from 

a crowd of foreign worshippers. At first Vergil also compares Dido to Diana to 

demonstrate her standing within the community upon Aeneas’ arrival. In their first 

meeting, Vergil focuses on Aeneas’ beauty as he enters  palace, Vergil describing 

Aeneas’ “grace beaming from his beautiful face” (egregio decus enitet ore, 4.150).  This 

simile along with the simile comparing Dido to the bacchant are about 150 lines apart and 

in tandem cast Dido as a worshiper who has come to idealize the god who has just arrived 

in town.116  

In a Lucretian framework, a worshipper falsely attributes meaningful 

characteristics to the gods, and this explains why Aeneas here is compared to Apollo. In 

Epicurean terms, Apollo would never be able to give a worshipper what she wants. He 

                                                
116 McLeish (1972, pgs. 128-131) comments on the two similes discussed. He notes that the simile in 
which Aeneas is compared to Apollo follows immediately after a simile (Aeneid Book IV, lines 129-139) 
in which Dido is compared to Diana:  “Here, although the simile is superficially like that in i. 437 ff., the 
god keeps aloof from his exotic and barbarian followers; the simile is chiefly concerned with his 
handsomeness, but at the same time, and unlike Diana, he chooses to leave his worshippers and walk alone.' 
” It seems that Aeneas’ presence eventually disrupts Dido’s emotional status as comparable to a goddess.  
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can only provide her with a fleeting amount of pleasure from his presence that is bound to 

disappear.  

As a contrast, Vergil describes Aeneas’ behavior as consistently pious. The only 

overt mention of Aeneas’ pietas in Book IV comes when he has decided to leave to 

pursue his destiny to found Rome: 

At pius Aeneas, quamquam lenire dolentem 
solando cupit et dictis auertere curas, 
multa gemens magnoque animum labefactus amore                
iussa tamen diuum exsequitur classemque reuisit. (393-396) 
 
But pius Aeneas, although he desires to soothe her as she grieves and to overturn 
her anxiety with words, distressed and shaken in his heart by a great love, he still 
follows the gods’ orders and returns to the fleet.  

 

By the end of Vergil’s Book IV, Aeneas has passed the romantic test Lucretius 

acknowledges men must face in Book IV of De Rerum Naturae. Aeneas is able to 

redirect his own atomic movements by choosing to go to Rome and by choosing to raise 

his family in the right place and at the right time. Although Lucretius addresses the male 

lover in his comments on love, Vergil casts Dido as the romantic who suffers the blows 

of Venus. While Aeneas experiences some emotional pain at leaving Dido, he remains 

imperturbable by the end of his union with Dido. Dido, however, is led to abandon her 

project to recreate her own community. As religio had led Agamemnon to interrupt his 

own atomic movements in Lucretius, Venus has led Dido to interrupt her own.  

Aside from religious connotation, Lucretius’ regard for pietas harmonizes with 

mainstream Roman values. The fact that Lucretius makes only five overt mentions to 

pietas should not cause us to underestimate its significance in the work. Lucretius uses 
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the word at several key points in the narrative about specific human behavior that thwarts 

the foedera naturae. For example, Lucretius puts Agamemnon’s behavior under scrutiny, 

not because he has committed a religious offense, but because he has destroyed his own 

atomic movements. Furthermore, Lucretius attempts to expunge religio from the range of 

meaning for pietas precisely because it is counterproductive to maintaining the foedera 

naturae.  

Although Cicero is generally regarded as a “hostile” source to Epicureanism, it is 

significant that he gives a definition of pietas in De Re Publica that conspicuously lacks 

any reference to the gods. He calls it the “feeling which renders kind offices and loving 

services to one’s kin and country.” Cicero here117 defines pietas as closely associated 

with officium, and elsewhere118 Cicero suggests here that pietas encompasses one’s duty 

both to the state and to the family. The two, Cicero explains elsewhere, do not ever 

conflict on any level. Cicero conceives of a definition for pietas that lacks any concern 

for the gods whatsoever. Lucretius would agree with this definition wholeheartedly since 

the family provides protection to the state and the state to the family. In this regard, 

Lucretius expands Cicero’s definition by providing evidence that the duty one feels for 

the gods does indeed conflict with the duty one feels for his state and family.  

 

 

  

                                                
117 Cicero Re Publica, 6.16.1 as translated by Garrison (1992) 10.  
118 Garrison (1992) 10 citing De Inventione, 2.53.161.  
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Conclusion: 

 
 

It has been noted before that Lucretius presents a “humanizing” view of the 

community when he portrays the development of the “social contract” and the emphasis 

on the family in Book V.119 His declaration that men had a natural concern for the 

“weak” has led some to wonder whether Lucretius left the bounds of Epicureanism 

because it contrasts with Epicurus’ lack of regard for the distant future.120 But we can 

solve this problem: Lucretius has adapted Greek Epicureanism for a Roman audience. 

Whether consciously or not, in his account of the foedera naturae he has justified Roman 

pietas. Lucretius argues that the religious aspect of pietas is incompatible with the other 

aspects of pietas 

Lucretius’ regard for the community and for the family’s continuation into the 

future meshes with mainstream Roman values. To return to the “Hymn to Venus” in light 

of Lucretius’ views on the family and reproduction, it becomes clear why he calls Venus 

the “pleasure of gods and men” (hominum divomque voluptas, 1.1). Lucretius shows us 

throughout the poem that by becoming active participants within the foedera naturae, 

humans derive a certain pleasure as they continue their own atomic movements. By 

                                                
119 Bailey (1950) 1019 noted that Lucretius “undoubtedly softened and humanized” the harsh utilitarianism 
he saw in the presentation of “the social contract” of Book V, saying: "He emphasizes family love as the 
foundation of union, insists on the sentiment of pity for women and children, and, most notably of all 
maintains that the desire for friendship was one of the causes of the formation of the contract." 
120 Algra (1997) 141-142 notes that the compact not “to harm or be harmed” has a "utilitarian ring" but the 
concordia presented the "softening: do not match the tone of a group who is calculating based on 
hedonistic motives.” 
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addressing Venus as Aeneadum genetrix Lucretius celebrates the act of reproduction 

because it benefits the family and Rome into perpetuity for as long as natura will allow. 

Animals provide Lucretius with examples of the sort of behavior that promotes 

Venus, as argued in Chapter I. Animals are able to fit comfortably into the world by 

encouraging the growth and accepting the decay of their own atomic material in a more 

natural way than humans. Animals have an automatic urge in the springtime to maintain 

the foedera naturae through reproduction. Once animals have successfully reproduced, 

animals then nourish their young automatically. In this regard, the mother cow who 

searches for her calf is a role model for motherhood while Agamemnon fails to carry out 

his duty as pater familias at Aulus. 

Humans, as we have seen in Chapter II, must make the choice as to whether they 

will reproduce. By allowing romantic love to subjugate their souls, humans fail to mimic 

the positive behavior of animals but instead take harm from Venus. Understanding this 

helps us to interpret the “Attack on Love,” as Lucretius’ endorsement of a lifestyle that is 

supportive of the foedera naturae. Lucretius adopts the role of senex durus in order to 

show the reader proper behavior that aligns with the foedera naturae. He uses comic and 

satiric language not to mock all forms of human love but to reinforce the Roman values 

that promote the family as the primary social unit. In Chapter 3, we noted that Vergil 

presents Aeneas as having proven himself as an upstanding Roman male of marriageable 

age. Reading the Aeneid alongside Lucretius helps us to appreciate the romanitas 

expressed in De Rerum Naturae.  
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To return to the image of the naked baby who alone is as helpless in the world as 

a shipwrecked sailor, we can interpret this image as Lucretius’ acknowledgement that 

humans need families and communities to thrive. Alone, humans cannot survive; 

together, humans are able to enjoy the pleasures of life if they engage in right thinking, 

which leads them to maintain the foedera naturae. 

For birds, their natural environment is the sky. For Athenians, theirs is Athens—

even when the plague strikes. For Romans, their natural environment is Rome where they 

are able to continue the foedera naturae for as long as growth will allow 
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