Didactic Poetry and Epicurean Epistemology in Lucretius

In terms of literary genre, Lucretius pays direct homage to Hesiod by adopting and developing Hesiod’s didactic techniques in his effort to teach Epicurean philosophy.  Lucretius’ adaptation of Hesiodic didactic provides a format to teach more than just the content of Epicurean philosophy, however.  As this paper will demonstrate, didactic poetry is particularly apt for instruction in Epicurean methods of reasoning and logic. 


The personal interaction between the poet and an addressee is one didactic feature standardized by Hesiod.  The instruction of De Rerum Natura is dedicated to Memmius, in the same manner as Works and Days addresses Perses.  As Lucretius develops and advances the techniques of Hesiod, the relationship between the teacher and student is portrayed as an intimate collaboration in which the two participants endeavor together to achieve the goal of understanding.  The student is a fundamental component in the didactic mission.  As Dalzell notes, “Didactic poetry always implies the existence of a student, someone interested in the subject being taught.  This is not poetry to be overheard: it demands the reader’s direct involvement,” (1996, 25).  In this direct involvement of the reader, the relationship between poet-praeceptor and student is essential, not just as a feature of didactic poetry, but also as a particularly Epicurean technique.  Through the interaction of poet-praeceptor and student, the methods of Epicurean epistemology are put into practice.  


Throughout DRN, the student is encouraged, first, to be a partner in accumulating data from sensory experiences, and, second, to reason through those observations to logical conclusions.  This engagement emphasizes two fundamental principles of Epicurean epistemology: the reliability of the senses and sensory evidence as the basis for logical conclusions (cf. Epicurus, K.D. xxiii; DRN 1.421-2).   

As the praeceptor, Lucretius involves the student in gathering evidence for proofs through observations expressed in the first and second person.  The use of the 1st person directly engages the student in the investigation and increases his personal stake in the study.  To illustrate, the verb uidemus is ubiquitous in the poem, appearing 11 times in Book 1 (1.175, 197, 208, 255, 319, 358, 542, 556, 562, 762, 1060).  The student is also encouraged to do his own observations through the use of the 2nd person in parallel situations.  For example, in Book 1, Lucretius employs these 2nd person verbs and phrases: putes (1.197), cernere possis (1.328), inuenies and uidebis (1.450), posses perspicere (1.478) and uides (1.824 and 907).  With the use of 1st and 2nd person verbs to make observations with the senses, Lucretius involves the student in the empirical method fundamental to Epicureanism.

Furthermore, the student is intimately involved in establishing conclusions.  This effect is achieved through the use of 1st and 2nd person forms as well.  Lucretius often elicits student participation through the statement of logical conclusions in a way that demands the agreement of the student.  One form of stating logical conclusions is with necessest, a phrase repeated no less than fourteen times in Book 1 (1.269, 302, 385, 389, 506, 512, 539, 607, 624, 790, 795, 868, 872, 1049).  The use of this phrase takes on increased didactic importance when coupled with a second person singular form that emphasizes the student’s involvement.

A self-conscious goal of the poem is to guide the student in having trust in himself and his own skills and knowledge.  At DRN 1.1114-7, Lucretius emphasizes that the poem illuminates the path to truth, a path that is easily followed by the student.  Here Lucretius utilizes the image of a torch race: just as the flame moves from one torch to another, knowledge starts with basic understanding and leaps from idea to idea.  At DRN 1.398-417, the image of hunting dogs tracking animals is used to a similar point.  The poem provides the basics in the form of Epicurean tenets about atoms and sensory experience, and from this foundation the student can reason through problems on his own.  DRN serves as an introductory textbook that instructs the student in the basic principles and provides him with the tools to continue the inquiry on his own. 

In this way, the didactic mode has an advantage over a monolithic treatise.  The interaction between student and teacher implied in the form allows for the demonstration and modeling of the Epicurean techniques of empirical observation and reasoning from the evidence of the senses. 
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