CHAPTER 6

Knowing Nature as a God

In proposing a way toward a unified interpretation of Empedocles’
thought, the last chapter explored the centrality in Empedocles’ physical
system of pivotal notions related to the concept of rebirth, such as claims
about individual identity and personal survival upon death. With the same
aim of making religion and physics converge, this chapter will focus on the
interconnection between true knowledge of the physical world and release
from rebirths, the main argument being that knowing the nature of things
is a major pathway to change one’s being, transcend mortal nature and
become divine. In parallel, it will be shown that purification processes play
a central role in the deep understanding of the nature of things and,
thereby, in the attainment of genuine knowledge.

As has been established in Chapter 2, Empedocles programmatically
presents the teachings he is going to impart as the way not merely to know
the principles of the physical world and thus the true nature of things, but,
after his philosophical training, his disciple Pausanias will be able to raise
his intelligence higher than any ordinary human (B 2 [=EEMP D 42 Laks-
Most]) and control the forces of nature just like a god (B 111 [=EMP D 43
Laks-Most]). In exploring this topic further, this chapter will answer
a series of questions that arise from Empedocles’ programmatic presenta-
tion of his philosophy as a training method to achieve divine nature,
superhuman wisdom and godlike power. It will therefore ask: what defines
knowledge as divine? What epistemic effort is demanded of Pausanias for
him to attain divine knowledge? Finally, how does knowledge of the
physical world relate to a person’s transcendence from human to divine
nature, hence to their release from rebirth?

To characterize what Empedocles might have regarded as divine wis-
dom, I will begin by discussing some of the most relevant epistemic
reflections developed in the sixth and fifth century BCE. As we will see,
divine knowledge is traditionally regarded not merely as knowledge of
‘divine’ matters — that is, knowledge of things that are beyond ordinary
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Knowing Nature as a God 247

human ken — but also as the ability to ascertain them (that is, to be sure that
they are true). This particular aspect entails that on certain types of matters,
especially those that are spatially and/or temporally distant, humans lack
assurance that they describe things as they really are, whereas gods can
relate to those things in a different way and truly know them.

After placing Empedocles in this ideological context, I will examine what
degree of knowledge the most ‘enlightened’ people can aspire to achieve
according to Empedocles and, secondly, what is required of them in order to
access it. It will be shown that, on the one hand, Empedocles presents himselfas
the divine source of a revelation that claims to speak the authentic truth about
the nature of things; on the other hand, he also attaches significant weight to
a type of investigation that involves personal observation of natural phenom-
ena. However, the phenomena that Empedocles proposes for Pausanias to
observe prove ineffective in demonstrating with due clarity the soundness of the
revealed physical principles. Moreover, textual evidence indicates that
Empedocles’ revelation is seen as superior and therefore indispensable to any
type of human enquiry if we were to understand the true nature of things. This
suggests that neither mere passive listening to revelation nor personal research is
enough, but Pausanias is required to actively participate in his learning process
and so undergo initiation into Empedocles’ philosophy.

Turning to the question of how knowledge of the physical world relates
to a person’s transcendence of mortal nature and, consequently, to one’s
liberation from rebirth, in Section 6.3 it will be shown that Pausanias’
change of being into divine nature is explained in physical terms, that is, at
the level of the elements. More precisely, transcendence of mortal nature is
tightly connected to Empedocles’ theories on perception and knowledge
acquisition. As I will reconstruct in Sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2, perceiving and
knowing are conceptualized as physiological processes, in which elements
from the outside and elements in the body interact to produce perception,
thought and knowledge. As elements coming from outside the body can
modify the blend of fire, air, water and earth in the body, it follows that
putting oneself in a position to receive the ‘right’ epistemic inputs can
modify the elemental composition of the human mind for the better.
Thus, genuine knowledge of the physical world — that is, Empedocles’
revelation — can transform our mind to the point that it will perceive, think
and know like a divine mind. This claim is evidence that knowledge of the
nature of things and transcendence of mortal to divine nature — that is,
physics and doctrine of rebirth — are tightly intertwined and mutually
implicated in Empedocles’ thought: indeed, what we are looking at is
a clear instance of doctrinal unity.
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248 Knowing Nature as a God

In parallel, and third, the possibility to change one’s own being by
understanding the physical world goes hand in hand with the training
the human mind must undergo in order to be properly predisposed
towards it. In Section 6.4 I will show that Pausanias is encouraged to
undergo a process of purification in order to direct his attention and
scrutiny almost exclusively towards things that really matter and in this
way acquire the ‘wealth of a divine mind’," capable not only of understand-
ing, but also of controlling the forces of nature just like a god. At the same
time, Empedocles also provides us with a physiological explanation of the
way in which purification processes enable the elemental structure of our
mind to advance to a level attuned to divine knowledge. However, purifi-
cations are primarily a means to a more religious end, such as the liberation
of the individual from the chain of rebirths. Their role in the processes of
perception and knowledge acquisition thus shows once again the deep
interconnection between Empedocles’ physics and his doctrine of rebirth.
Indeed, it is a life of purity and knowledge of the physical principles that
will enable the disciple to free himself from rebirths and become a god.

6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge

If we are to understand what Empedocles may have regarded as divine
knowledge, we must turn to traditional Greek ideas on the possible human
and divine ways to gain knowledge. In this first section, I will therefore
contextualize Empedocles within the most relevant epistemic reflections of
both his predecessors and his own time. In Section 6.1.1, the focus will be
on human epistemic potential with regard to topics of natural philosophy
broadly conceived, by exploring ideas that were first developed in the sixth
and fifth century BCE, more specifically those of Xenophanes, Alcmaeon
and the Hippocratic author of Ancient Medicine. In Section 6.1.2, I will
then turn to the epic tradition of Homer and Hesiod for a definition of true
knowledge which provided a basis from which Empedocles could work.
Section 6.1.3 will focus on Parmenides, demonstrating the weight of his
methodological approach on Empedocles. More specifically, it will be
argued that while Parmenides resorts to a goddess to provide his physical
system with the mantle of truth, so too does Empedocles, who composes
a divine revelation, of which he is the source, to establish that his physics
describes things as they in fact come to pass.

' See DK 31 B 132 (= EMP D 8 Laks-Most): 3ARios, s Beicov pamidewv ékthoato mAoUTo, / Seidds &,
&1 okoTéecox Beddy TépL 86Eax péunAev. ‘Happy is the person who has gained the wealth of a divine
mind, / wretched the individual who cherishes an obfuscated opinion about the gods.’
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 249
6.1.1  The Earliest Reflections on Divine and Human Epistemic Potential

To look at the earliest epistemic reflections in Greek language and litera-
ture, I will now examine two of Empedocles’ precursors, Xenophanes and
Alcmaeon, as well as his contemporary, the Hippocratic author of Ancient
Medicine. As we shall see, they all expressed a clear and similar view on the
kind of knowledge people can expect to gain about things that cannot be
directly experienced, such as most of the topics concerning what we may
define as natural philosophy in the sixth to fifth century BCE. Moreover,
all three distinguished between divine and human potential to gain under-
standing; yet although acknowledging that only gods can know truly what
is far beyond our experiential domain, they did not entirely deny people
the possibility of having some kind of understanding of ‘divine’ matters,
remaining open to the prospect of humans’ valid knowledge.

Let us first look at Xenophanes of Colophon (sixth century BCE). In his
most extended fragment on knowledge, Xenophanes is concerned with
divine matters and further themes he very likely explored in one of his
works, such as topics related to cosmology, anthropology, biology and all
those themes pertaining, more generally, to natural philosophy. In some
remarkable verses, Xenophanes affirms the following:

kad TO pév olv cagis oUTis &vnp 18ev” oUdé Tis FoTon
€i8cos Aol Beddov Te kal &ooa Adyw Trept TE&VTWY-
el y&p kol T& pdAioTa TUYOL TeTEAETUEVOV EITTCOV,
aUTOS BPws oUK 01de- dOKos & Tl &G TETUKTAL
(DK 21 B 34 [= XEN D 49 Laks-Most])

And indeed the clear and certain truth no man has seen’

nor would anyone who knows about the gods and what I say about all things.*

For even if, in the best case, one happened to speak in compliance with what has
been brought to pass,

still he himself would not know. But an opinion is allotted to all.

* Plutarch has y#ver’. However, the reading i5ev, attested three times by Sextus and once by Diogenes
Laertius, is difficilior: see Lesher (1992: 157—58). Plutarch’s reading is defended by Hussey (1990: 18
n.21) and accepted in the 2016 edition of Xenophanes” fragments by Laks-Most (= XEN D 49).

? For a correct understating of this verb and the subsequent £i8¢>s in 1. 2 see Lesher (1992: 158): ‘Already
in Homer i8¢iv can mean something other than “secing with one’s eyes” . .. Thus, even if 18ev meant
“saw” or “has seen” and €i8cos meant “having seen”, there is no reason to suppose that such “seeing”
must have been a form of sense perception’; the emphasis is Lesher’s.

* This line is unlikely to mean all of Xenophanes’ statements in an unqualified way. More likely it indicates
hypotheses concerning topics on natural philosophy. As Barnes (1982: 139) proposes, Xenophanes means
to say that knowledge about things divine and knowledge about natural science lie beyond our human
grasp.” See also Lesher (1992: 167-68), Mogyorédi (2006: 132-33) and Tor (2017: 130).
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250 Knowing Nature as a God

Xenophanes claims that only gods are able to gain ‘the clear and certain
truth’, 16 cogés (fo saphes), whereas human beings can only have a dxog
(dokos), an ‘opinion’ or ‘conjecture’.’ Whereas we will return to the
meaning of 86xos, J. Lesher has cogently pointed out that, in epic poetry,
‘odpa knowing (the form cogés does not occur in Homer) is a matter of
knowing the precise facts or the exact truth’.® Thus, according to
Xenophanes, concerning things or phenomena that cannot be experienced
first-hand,” divine and human cognitive potential is clearly distinguished:
whereas gods know things as they truly are, human beings can only
conjecture. Human opinions could still happen to coincide with things
as they are and thus describe what has in fact been brought to pass;
nonetheless, human knowledge would still be un-cagés, as people have
no assurance that their 86xos coincides with truth. It follows that cagés
knowledge must not only describe things as they truly are but also, at the
same time, bring assurance of that. In other words, to attain genuine
knowledge of the kind coinciding with 16 cogés, things must be known
truly and be established as true.

Xenophanes’ comment finds an echo in the work of Alcmaeon of

Croton (early fifth century BCE):

.~ s ~ .8 . " .
Tepl TAOV dpavéwy Trepl TV BinTdY cagnveiav pév Beol ExovTl, dos B¢

&vBptors Texpaipeobat. (DK 24 B 1 [= ALCM D 10 Laks-Most])

About invisible things about mortal beings, only gods know the plain truth,
whereas human beings can infer from signs.”

86kos means ‘what is admitted = valid opinion’. See the analysis of the ‘positive sense’ of so-called
Sok-words in Mourelatos (2008: 194—205). See also Lesher (1992: 169): ‘such dokos is neither
inherently erroneous . .. nor fated to be only approximately correct ... but it is the best anyone
can do “about the gods and what I say about all things”, since the direct observation necessary for
a clear and certain knowledge of the truth about such matters is not possible’.

Lesher (1992: 156) with his emphasis.

Lesher (1991: 236; 2013: 85). See Tor (2017: 130): “Xenophanes is concerned in particular with mortal
statements about non-everyday, non-pedestrian, non-experienced matters’ (Tor’s emphasis).
Modern editors, after Diels, put a comma after dpavécov and interpret the following sentence in
parataxis, understanding Alcmaeon’s claim as referring both to invisible things and to human things
that are not specified further. In contrast, Gemelli Marciano (2007a: 19) points out that the
asyndeton is difficult, as it renders the relation between invisible and mortal things ambiguous.
Additionally, if it is clear why only gods can gain knowledge about invisible things, it is difficult to
understand why human beings have no clear knowledge about undefined human things. For this
reason, Gemelli Marciano interprets 8vntév as a masculine plural with the meaning of ‘on the
invisible things about mortals’, namely with reference to medical knowledge of the human body and
of its inner (and therefore invisible) physiological processes.

Note that the related word Texpmpiov means ‘sure sign’, ‘proof’.
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 251

The distinction Alcmaeon establishes between divine and human know-
ledge rests upon two key words: cogfveia (saphéneia), defining gods’
wisdom, and Texpaipecbon (tekmairesthai), which delimits the human
sphere of cognitive action. Like Xenophanes’ 16 ocogés, Alcmacon’s
oagnueia indicates knowledge that corresponds to plain and certain
truth. Concerning unseen things (&pavf)) like bodily processes, plain
truth remains a prerogative of the gods, whilst human beings can observe
and evaluate (visible, knowable) signs, and infer from them more general
theories about processes in the body they cannot see. The opposition
between human inferences and god’s cagrveia suggests that the former
cannot reach the same level of certainty belonging to divine knowledge;
even though human theories may happen to be exact, they cannot ever be
known to be true.

Similarly to Xenophanes’ and Alcmacon’s ideas on human cognitive
potential, the Hippocratic author of Ancient Medicine (fifth century BCE)
voices the opinion that those disciplines exploring things ‘that there are on
the sky or under the earth” handle topics that ultimately are about ‘obscure
and dubious matters’. In fact, they require a-priori assumptions
(UTrobéoeis) that cannot be definitively assessed as right or wrong, ‘for
there is nothing to which one can refer to obtain clear and certain
knowledge (eidévon 10 cogés)’. In contrast, medicine is a techne with
a long history that has accomplished many valid discoveries due to clear
principles and a method that has been refined over the course of time. The
Hippocratic author seems thereby to suggest that, whereas medicine can
follow a clear methodology, which has been proven valid through extensive
experience, natural philosophy only rests upon random assumptions which
cannot be proven and thus cannot be known to be valid.”

Thus, Xenophanes, Alcmaeon and the Hippocratic author share the
traditional belief that things that escape ordinary human perceptions are
known with certainty only by the gods. What kind of knowledge can
humans hope to attain then with regard to these things? As we will now
see, the three authors ascribe people the ability to formulate valid opinions
and conjectures about them or, according to Xenophanes, 86kos 8 &l w&o1
tétuktan.” As Lesher has pointed out, Xenophanes™ allocation of human
awareness to the category of ‘opinion’ or ‘conjecture’ (86kos) is not an
intrinsically dismissive characterization. Rather, Lesher explains that ‘S6kos

' It is worth noting that in Chapter 20 of the same treatise, the Hippocratic author contrasts the
medical arts with the most uncertain method of those thinkers who have written on natural
philosophy, among whom Empedocles is explicitly mentioned. See Lloyd (1963) and Vegetti (1998).

" DK 21 B 34.4 (= XEN D 49 Laks-Most).
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252 Knowing Nature as a God

is neither inherently erroneous ... nor fated to be only approximately
correct’; on the contrary, ‘it is the best anyone can do “about the gods and
what I say about all things”, since the direct observation necessary for a clear
and certain knowledge of the truth about such matters is not possible’.”

Thus, although truth cannot be attained, Xenophanes believes nonethe-
less that people could come to obtain valid knowledge if they embark on
a personal enquiry:

oUto1 &1’ dpxfis TdvTa Beol BunTolc’ UmEdailaw,
A& xpovwl {nTolvTes Epeupiokoucty &uevov.
(DK 21 B 18 [= XEN D 53 Laks-Most])

From the beginning gods did not intimate® all things to mortals,
but as they search in time they discover in a better way.™

Despite the ‘large number of alternative possible readings’ of these two
lines,” it seems safe to argue that the fragment establishes a dichotomy
between knowledge ac%uired through things gods may intimate
(Uedei€av) to mortals,” and knowledge discovered (¢peupiokouoty)
through human personal enquiry ({nToGvtes). The word &pewov in the
final position in the verse suggests Xenophanes’ preference for personal
enquiry,” with his own research method probably intended to provide the

> See Lesher (1992: 169; 2008: 469). See also B 35 (= XEN D 5o Laks-Most) with Lesher (1992: 170—76)
and Bryan (2012: 16—57). The fragment displays a use of the verb Sox&{w, etymologically associated
with 8éxos, in a context connected with #Tupa, things that are true. Here Xenophanes seems to
encourage us ‘to believe his teachings to be potentially true’, while warning ‘that we can do no more
than believe them to be so’ (Bryan 2012: 56).

" According to the reading of Lesher (1992: 149). On the meaning of tmései€av, see Tor (2017: 117-19).

' “Since the neuter accusative singular of the comparative form of an adjective also serves as the
comparative of the adverb, &uewov is ambiguous between “find a better (thing)” and “find out
better” (Lesher 1992: 150).

> Lesher (1992: esp. 151-52). Briefly, we can say that the opinions of scholars follow two major

directions. Most take it that Xenophanes rejects all kinds of divine disclosure: see Gomperz (1906:

162), Lesher (1983; 1991; 1992), Curd (2002: 129), Bryan (2012: 52—55) and Granger (2013: 262). There

is a minority of scholars, however, who argue that Xenophanes allows that sometimes gods did reveal

some good things: see Verdenius (1955), Barnes (1982: 140) and Robinson (2008: 489). Recently, Tor

(2017: 118-19) submitted the view that Xenophanes rejects only a particular notion of divine

disclosure, namely the one which is seen as ‘an indirect, secretive and cryptic affair’. Furthermore,

in this manner the gods disclosed everything (wévto) from the beginning (& &pxfis), since the
markers ‘from the beginning’ and ‘all things’ qualify ‘the particular notion of indirect, cryptic
disclosure, which Xenophanes rejects’.

See Lesher (19915 1992: 149ff.). It is a traditional idea, for example, that human individuals advance

thanks to the gods, who sometimes decide to reveal precious secrets to humanity. See, e.g., Hes. Erga

42-44.

Lesher (1999: 231). See also Lesher (1992: 155): the fragment may have been ‘the rejection of an older,

inadequate approach to the understanding of natural marvels through myth, legend or simple

superstition —and a call, in so many words, to natural science’. According to Tor (2017: 127), the verb

{nToUvTes does not explicitly contrast with divine revelation. The term {fitno1s can indicate a mortal
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 253

best exemplification of his claim. Indeed, Xenophanes’ knowledge is based
on collecting all kinds of information from far off places, as is illustrated by
his knowledge of different conceptions of divinity in Thrace and Ethiopia
(B 16 [= XEN D 13 Laks-Most], A 13 [= XEN P 17]) and of natural
phenomena typical of areas relatively distant from the place he lived
(e.g., B 37 [= XEN D 44 Laks-Most], A 41 [= XEN D 34 Laks-Most],
A 41a [= XEN D 35 Laks-Most], A 48 [= XEN D 45 Laks-Most]).
Moreover, it is attested that he used personal observation of fossils of shells
and fish in Syracuse, Paros and Malta to formulate a theory of cyclical
cosmic destruction and regeneration.™

Like Xenophanes, Alcmaeon seems also to have practised personal obser-
vation concerning human anatomy, as his discovery of the optic nerve
through dissection could indicate.” With regard to the Hippocratic author
of Ancient Medicine, moreover, the criterion according to which he distin-
guishes medical topics from other ‘obscure and dubious matters’ seems to
rest upon the level of conviction one can reach through empirical enquiry
over time, hence upon the fact that the hypotheses one formulates can or
cannot be observed and verified.”® Furthermore, since, as we have seen
above, the medical arts are a rechne with a long history, observation and
personal verification have long been conducted on similar case studies. This
has contributed to forming a consolidated practice and body of knowledge
that has finally developed into a tradition.

By wrapping up the investigation developed thus far, Xenophanes,
Alcmaeon and the Hippocratic author of Ancient Medicine maintain that
concerning non-experienced things, such as divine things or natural
phenomena that cannot be directly observed, only gods know truly
how things have come to pass. People in contrast can embark on serious
enquiry of the physical world and even formulate valid conjectures about
it. However, they remain unable to know if those conjectures are correct,
as people have no ofjua, evidence or proof, that they are accounting for
things as they truly are. Thus, whereas divine knowledge is certainly and
genuinely true, human knowledge, though valid, will always lack the
assurance of truth.

enquiry which is facilitated through divine disclosure, for instance by divination. Indeed, as Tor
highlights, the verb 8i{npou is a standard technical term in the oracular responses in Delphi,
expressing the act of consulting Apollo.

*® Hipp. Ref. 1.14.5 with the interpretation by Lesher (1992: 155).

" The source is Calcidius in his commentary on Plato’s Timaeus (p. 279 Wrobel).

** According to Hussey (1990: 16), knowledge gained ‘from a mass of mutually overlapping and
confiming experiences of human beings’ does not admits room for scepticism.
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254 Knowing Nature as a God
6.1.2  The Epic Tradition on True Knowledge

Having looked at Xenophanes’, Alcmaeon’s and the Hippocratic author’s
views on cognitive potential when approaching topics that are beyond the
reach of human perceptions, we can now better evaluate the difference
between human and divine knowledge that provided a basis from which
Empedocles could work. However, within this context, it remains to clarify
what makes knowledge saphes; or, in other words, what makes an opinion
a clear, certain and persuading truth? Thus, to uncover the early Greek
notion of true knowledge, we now need to turn to the epic tradition.

In the Homeric poems, people know sapha when they know a certain
thing by direct experience.” For instance, Menelaus says to Antilochus
that, since the latter has observed it for himself (a«¥Tov . . . elcopdwvTa), he
knows sapha that a god decided upon destruction for the Danaans and
victory to the Trojans.”* Additionally, a person knows sapha a general
truth — for instance, that cowards shrink from battle.” Moreover, know-
ledge handed down by reliable witnesses and/or developed into a tradition
is generally regarded as valid. In the //iad 20.203—s, Aeneas says to Achilles
that, despite neither having directly seen (opsei, ‘by sight’) or met each
other’s parents, they nonetheless know about them, ‘having heard words of
mortal beings handed down by tradition’.**

It is worth noting that Homer seems to connect even gods’ sapha
knowledge to ultimate, direct experience. Notably, in the famous appeal
to the Muses to help the poet remember the immense Achaean naval forces
involved in the Trojan battle in the second book of the //iad, the Muses are
said to know all because they saw all, as they were present when things
happened: ‘you are goddesses, you are present and know everything’ (Z/.

> See Lesher (1994: 23 n.43; 2008: 460). On the importance in the Homeric poems of observation for
attaining knowledge and, especially, of ‘much-seeing’, i.e., observing a wide range of different
things, as Odysseus was able to do, for instance, during his twenty-year journey through many
different places and peoples, see Lesher (1981: 12-13).

1l.17.687-88.  * E.g., Il 11.408-9. See Lesher (2008: 460).

Notably, analogous ideas are also shared by Herodotus in his historical enquiries (fifth century
BCE). To provide just two examples, Herodotus claims that true and persuading knowledge can be
obtained through personal enquiry and direct experience, as in the case described in 2.44 and
concerning the ancient cult of Heracles: ‘wishing to know it clearly (cogés T1 €18évan) . . . I took a ship
to Tyre in Phoenicia where I heard there was a very holy temple of Heracles. There 7 saw it ...
Therefore, the things I have discovered through enquiry clearly show (t& ioTopnuéva nhol cagéws)
that Heracles is an ancient god’ (my emphasis). In a second passage, moreover, Herodotus argues
that clear and certain knowledge can be achieved from a reliable source. In 9.7, for instance, the
Spartans can be sure that the Athenians will never betray Greece, but will fight the Persians, because
the Athenian ambassadors (that is, a very reliable source in this case) declared their intention to do
s0. See also 3.122 and 7.228 with Lesher (1992: 156—57).
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 255

2.485: Upels y&p Bead oTe TépeoTé Te IoTé Te wVTa). Similarly, in the first
book of the Odyssey, Homer tells us that the gods took advantage of
Poseidon’s temporary absence from Mount Olympus (he was in Ethiopia
to attend a hecatomb) to decide about Odysseus’ return to Ithaca. Clearly,
Poseidon’s absence emphasizes his unawareness: he has no knowledge of
things he does not directly see and listen to, although he is a god.”

Moreover, whereas sapha knowledge — even when attributed to gods — is
connected to direct experience,26 in the same famous passage of the
Iliad’s second book mentioned above, ordinary human beings are con-
trasted to the Muses in that the former only know by hearing a report and,
for this reason, they cannot be said to know anything: ‘we hear but
a rumour and know nothing’, fluels 8¢ kAéos olov dxovopev oUd¢ T1 IBuev
(/l. 2.486).The phrase oUd¢ T1 18uev indicates, on the one hand, that
knowledge of the past is limited to what people hear from the gods. On
the other hand, it also emphasizes that the knowledge humans obtain
ultimately lacks certainty: since what they know is exclusively what they
hear and without any assurance that the divine report speaks the truth, they
do not really know anything truly. Moreover, since human knowledge
depends on reports, the reliability and hence the truth of what they know
rests solely upon the trustworthiness of the report’s source. As
a consequence, knowledge derived from those who claim a share in divine
wisdom, such as poets — but also seers and prophets, since they speak on
behalf of the gods — is generally taken as particularly reliable.*”

However, as we have seen in Chapter 2.4.1, in his Hymn to the Muse at
the beginning of the 7heogony Hesiod points out that a divine source is no

» Od. 1.22—27. It is worth noting that even the god who is said to know all, Apollo, can be unaware of
hidden deeds, which need then to be disclosed by someone (or something) else: see Hesiod fr. 60.2—3
Merkelbach-West (where the hidden deeds are revealed to Apollo by a raven).

This point was already made by Hussey (1990: 12 n.5), who listed several passages where gods are
deceived by other gods, know by direct experience, or do not know because they lack it.

Homer provided seers and prophets with clear and certain knowledge: Chalcas, the seer of Apollo,
knows ‘the things that are, that will be and were before’ at 7/ 1.69—70. Achilles calls him the mantis
€U eidas at /1. 1.384-85. Sophocles’ chorus in O7 298-99 speaks of Tiresias as ‘the mantis in whom
alone of mortals truth is implanted’. As for Homeric poets, see the example of Demodocus, ‘the
divine poet; for to him above all others has the god granted skill in song, to give delight in whatever
way his spirit prompts him to sing’ (Od. 8. 44—45). In another passage Homer adds: ‘For among all
men that are upon the earth minstrels win honour and reverence, for that the Muse has taught them
the paths of song, and loves the tribe of minstrels’ (Od. 8.478-81). Moreover, after having heard
Demodocus accurately recounting events of the Trojan war, Odysseus praises him with these words:
‘Demodocus, verily above all mortal men do I praise thee, whether it was the Muse, the daughter of
Zeus, that taught thee, or Apollo; for well and truly dost thou sing of the fate of the Achacans, all
that they wrought and suffered, and all the toils they endured, as though thou hadst been present, or
hadst heard the tale from another. [scil. who was present]” (Od. 8.486—91).

26

27
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256 Knowing Nature as a God

guarantee of truth per se, since gods can deliberately deceive. Indeed, the
Muses tell Hesiod that they can utter not only true things but also false
stories that resemble the truth. This indicates that knowledge and com-
munication of the truth is an exclusively divine prerogative, whereas seers,
prophets and poets — to say nothing of ordinary people —are unaware of the
trustworthy or deceptive nature of their source and are therefore unable to
distinguish true from false things.*®

This suggests that the ability to verify information is a powerful instru-
ment of knowledge. Homer attests that clear and convincing knowledge
pertains to things that have been proven true through a test or trial. The
most famous example is the episode in which Penelope, to be sure that the
stranger she has before her eyes is in fact her beloved husband, subjects him
to a trial (Od. 23.181—204). When the stranger is found to know that which
only Odysseus could know, namely that the marital bed is fixed and cannot
be moved as has been suggested, Penelope has ultimate and unequivocal
evidence (séma) that the stranger is her husband and can finally know
clearly.

Wrapping up, according to the epic tradition, true knowledge generally
pertains to things that are known through direct experience. For this
reason, when it refers to that which people cannot directly know, such as
divine matters, events of the distant past or things that are spatially remote,
true knowledge generally belongs to gods who are able to experience things
that are beyond ordinary human perception. However, according to the
Homeric epic, people can gain valid knowledge on these things by trusting
a reliable witness, such as a divine source. Yet Hesiod clarifies that the
recipient of a report, even of a divine revelation, always lacks ultimate
certainty that their source is telling the truth — unless the source can be put
to a trial and the report proven true. In short, a consolidated tradition,
whose legacy can already be found in Homer, sharply distinguishes
between divine and human epistemic abilities on matters that, because
they are either temporally or spatially remote, escape human direct experi-
ence. Whereas gods know these things truly, human beings lack any
assurance that what they are observing or listening to corresponds to
what has come to pass. For this reason, human beings do not know
anything clearly.

* Not only the Muses’ declaration of uttering plausible lies in Hesiod’s proem to his Theogony, as we
have just seen, but also Sophocles’ chorus in OT sorff. can say of wise Tiresias that, while Zeus and
Apollo have (true) knowledge, no sure criterion (xpiois ... &\n6ns) can determine whether the
words spoken by a mantis carries more weight than those uttered by any other mortal. Moreover, in
Homer, gods frequently and successfully deceive human beings: see Hussey (1990: 11 with n.2).
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 257

As we have seen, the epic tradition and Empedocles’ precursors and
fellow thinkers provide a glimpse of what can be considered as truth or
truthful, genuine knowledge. For knowledge to be true, it must not only
describe things as they have come to pass; it must also bring with it the
conviction or assurance that things are in fact the way they are described. In
this respect, the ability to verify the valid nature of a given assertion
represents a powerful means to assess the truth of that assertion. In
conclusion, true knowledge always regards things that are known to be
true. Nevertheless, about things that cannot directly be experienced or
for which no proof or evidence assuring their validity can be provided —
that is, when we have no possibility to know that something is true* —
central questions remain open, such as, what can persuade us of their truth?
More precisely, what can convince us of the valid and genuine character of
a certain explanation of the nature of things? In what follows I will consider
Parmenides’ strategy to deal with these issues.

6.1.3 The Route of Parmenides

Having seen the way in which Xenophanes, Alcmaeon and the Hippocratic
author of Ancient Medicine extended the epic notion of sapha knowledge to
find a pathway to gain valid understanding of things beyond human
ordinary experience, I will now look at how Parmenides found
a workaround to the concept of clear and certain knowledge established
at that time. Whereas the three authors analyzed in Section 6.1.1 acknow-
ledged the limited human potential to know things that are temporally and
spatially remote, but at the same time allowed people the faculty to achieve
some most valuable, yet unproven conjectures, Parmenides proposed
a twofold strategy to overcome the difficulty of an ‘un-certain’ knowledge
of topics concerning natural philosophy. On the one hand, he offered
apodictic criteria to judge the content of his philosophical exposition; on
the other hand, he entrusts this exposition to the revelation of a goddess,
thereby providing his philosophy with the mantle of truth.

In Chapter 2.4.2 we have already seen that the exposition of Parmenides’
philosophy is offered to us through the mouth of a goddess he met at the
end of an extraordinary initiatory katabasis to the House of Night.’® As has
been established, the narration of this superhuman experience is in service
of Parmenides’ authorial and philosophical investiture. His journey to the

* See already Bryan (2012: e.g., 44).
** See DK 28 B 1 (= PARM D 4 Laks-Most) with my discussion in Chapter 2.4.2.
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258 Knowing Nature as a God

source of wisdom ensures that his philosophy, received at the end of that
journey and presented as a divine disclosure, is a genuine and truthful
account of the nature of things.

However, the goddess, in two notorious passages introducing the main
topics of her revelation, seems to characterize some of her propositions
in a conceivably pejorative way. The first passage (B 1.28-32 [= PARM
D 4.28-32]) reads as follows:

¥pew 8¢ oe TavTa TTUBéoBon
futv &Andeing edxuxAéos &Tpekés’ fTop
75¢ PpoTddv ddEas, Tals oUk €Vt TioTis GANGs. 30
AN EuTrns kod TadTa poffoeat, s T& SokoUvTa
Xpfv Sokipws eivan Si1& TawTds VT TEP SvTOL>”

You must learn everything,
both the exact heart of well-rounded reality
and the beliefs of mortals, in which there is no assurance of truth;* 30
and yet you shall learn these also: how things that appear and are accepted
were [or would have been] right to be genuinely considered,
all and altogether, as things that are.**

Closing the proemial lines, these verses programmatically summarize the
main topics of Parmenides’ philosophy: the goddess will first reveal ‘the
heart of truth’, dAnfeins ... Aop (L. 29), including the account of the two
pathways of enquiry (B 2 [= PARM D 6 Laks-Most] and B6 [= PARM D 7
Laks-Most]), the criteria for what really is and the complete rejection of what-
is-not (B 8 [= PARM D 8 Laks-Most]). The characterization of this major

' The word &tpexés is the variant reading of some of Sextus’ manuscripts and of Plut. Col. 1114d,
whereas Simplicius has the variant reading &tpeués, generally accepted by scholars, but see Ferrari
(2010: 50 and n.19).

The wording mep 8vrais the variant reading of the manuscripts DEF of Simplicius, while A reports
TepddvTa, which is generally accepted by scholars. But see Mourelatos (2008: 214). See moreover
Reale-Ruggiu (2003: 201-9), Cerri (1999: 185—86) and Ferrari (2010: 43).

Parmenides’ TioTis is often translated as ‘conviction’: see Coxon (2009: 204), according to whom TrioTis
is ‘the certainty resulting from the persuasion which reality exercises on the mind by causing it to reason
deductively’. Palmer (2009: 92) emphasizes that TioTis in subjective uses conveys the sense of ‘trust-
worthiness’; in its objective sense it means ‘trust, ‘faith’, ‘confidence’ or ‘assurance’. Then he argues:
‘Confidence, trust and assurance are “true” when they are the kind that will not be disappointed, are
reliable and are worthy of the name — in short, when they are real or genuine.” What this idea amounts to
in Parmenides’ philosophy will be clearer in due course. According to Heidel (1912-1913: 718), however,
the term has a juridical connotation and means ‘such evidence or proof as may be adduced in court,
a meaning which the word quite regularly bore in legal argumentation’. For the forensic terminology in
Parmenides’ fragments see Bryan (2012: 8093, for TrioTis, see esp. 90-93).

On the tentative and uncertain nature of this text and translation, see Tor (2017: 209): “What is the
referent of “these things t00” (kad Ta¥Ta)? How exactly should we interpret and translate the
cognate words T& SoxoTvTarand Sokiuws [. . .]? Should we construe xpfiv as a past obligation (“how
it was right”) or a past counterfactual (“how it would have been right”)?’

32

3
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 259

thematic area is conveyed by the adjective &rpexés at line 28 which qualifies it
as ‘true’ or ‘exact’, namely as an account that is in compliance with things as
they truly are.”> On the contrary, the second major thematic area the goddess
is going to reveal, e.g., the opinions of mortals (. 30), which basically concern
topics about natural philosophy broadly intended, are qualified as something
that has no assurance of truth, although these too have the goddess’s
authority.

Analogously, the second passage restating the main themes Parmenides
must learn (B 8.50-61 [= PARM D 8.65—66]) runs as follows:

¢v T&1 0ol Taw TIoTOV Adyov 7)B¢ vonua 50
> 1 > 1 I3 > \ ~ I

&uels dAnBeins: 6Eas &' &wo Tolde PpoTeiag

pavBave kOopov Euddy Eméwy ATaTnAdy dkoUwy.

TOV ool €y didKoopov EolkoTa TaVTa aTifw, 60
@S oU u1| TTOTE Tis € PPOTAOV YVWUT) TTAPEAXTOTL.

At this point I cease for you the trustworthy account and understanding 5o
about the truth. Henceforward learn mortal opinions
hearing the deceitful order of my words.

To you I reveal this arrangement, accurate in its entirety, 60
6 . . ..
so that no mortals may ever overcome you’® with their opinion.

The language employed in these lines constructs a similar dichotomy as
that presented at the end of B 1 (= PARM D 4 Laks-Most). The discourse
about the truth is defined as a trustworthy account and understanding,
ToTOV Adyov 8t vonua, whereas the mortal opinions are introduced as
a deceitful account, kécpov ... éméwv dmwatnAdv.’” However, at lines

» Occurrences of the term &tpexés in Greek literature suggests that it means ‘true’, ‘exact’: see /7. 5. 208
&Tpekis aipo, ‘true blood’; Pind. M. 5. 17, dAabel’ &rpexrs, ‘exact truth’; Herodot. 5.9.1. and 7.60.1,
ppdoot or eimeiv TO &Tpekés, ‘to tell the exact truth’ or ‘to tell with exactness’; Herodot. 7.187.1,
&Tpekéa &p1Buody, ‘the exact number’.

On the meaning of TapeAdoom see Tor (2017: 202), who writes that the term ‘derives from the
Homeric vocabulary for chariot races. It signifies, not merely the notion of passing by, but of driving
past one in a race. The goddess promises the kouros that no mortal judgment will “outstrip” him
after he learns the cosmology which follows’.

As Thanassas (2006) has pointed out, the word ‘deceitful’ is hardly reconcilable with the
status of the goddess of truth, who promises Parmenides comprehensive knowledge: see B 1.27
(= PARM D 4.27 Laks-Most), wévta udécfan; B 10.1 (= PARM D 12.1 Laks-Most), eiom &
aifepiov puow; B 10.4 (= PARM D 12.4 Laks-Most), épya ... wedom ... oeAfyng; and B 10.5
(= PARM D 12.5 Laks-Most), €idfoeis otpavév. I would argue that the qualification of mortal
opinions as deceitful can be understood within the epistemological frame encompassing
mortal opinions; the fact, in other words, that, as I will show, these are a genuine description
of the way things have come to pass, but nonetheless lack conviction or assurance that they
are as such.
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260 Knowing Nature as a God

60—61 (= PARM D 8.65-66 Laks-Most) the goddess claims a revelation
that is a Sidxoopos ... wvTa foikeds, an entirely appropriate and
accurate arrangement as well as an explanation that accords with what
has come to pass. In virtue of this, it will not be surpassed by any other
mortal cosmology.”®

To understand the meaning of this last claim, we need to ask why
Parmenides characterizes the goddess’s revelation concerning mortal opin-
ions — that is, concerning topics of natural philosophy — in such a peculiar
way and why they are so sharply contrasted with the first part of her
account.”” In what follows I am going to argue that Parmenides, through
his distinction between truth and mortal opinions, wanted to convey his
own conception of human cognitive potential and thus offer people
a pathway through which they could be persuaded about topics regarding
the nature of the physical world.

If we zoom in on the vocabulary Parmenides employed to depict the two
major thematic areas of his philosophy, then we see that the goddess never
characterizes topics of natural philosophy in a pejorative way or under-
mines them as imperfect, incorrect, incomplete or even false themes.**
Rather, Parmenides’ language reflects ‘the assumption that accounts per-
taining to such things can describe them correctly or incorrectly and,
furthermore, that the accounts advanced in the Doxa do so correctly’.*
On the one hand, the notion that no mwioTis &Anéns pertains to the BpoTédv
86€as (B 1.30 [= PARM D 4.30 Laks-Most]) and that these therefore
cannot have a trustworthy account and understanding (moTdv Adyov
A%t vomua at B 8.50 [= PARM D 8.55 Laks-Most]) does not mean, as
Palmer clarifies, that they are incorrect or even false in contrast to the first
part of the goddess’s revelation.** Rather, expressions of this sort indicate
that ‘there is no genuine trustworthiness or conviction in the portion of her
[i.e., of the goddess] account that will follow after her account of true

3 See line 61, ¢s oU ur ToTE Tis o PPoTédY yvdoum TapeA&aan, with its discussion in Palmer (2009:
162): ‘[t]hese words mark the goddess’s cosmology as superior to any Parmenides might encounter’.
In Parmenides studies of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, mortal opinions have
generally been taken as a false account, indeed as an account of a false, apparent world rejected by the
true arguments of the first part of the divine revelation about the aletheia. See Owen (1960: 84-102),
Guthrie (1965: esp. 50—52), Reinhardt (1974: 296), Mourelatos (2008: 259—-60) and Coxon (2009: 183
and 221). More recently scholars have displayed a more positive approach in evaluating Parmenides’
mortal opinions — that is, Parmenides’ natural philosophy — which is now generally regarded as
a plausible, though imperfect, explanation of the physical world and is considered able to include
both positive and negative elements. See Tor (2017: 163-69) with extensive references to recent
opinions on the topic.

*® This point is clearly made by Tor (2017: e.g., 200-1).  * Ibid. 201.  ** Palmer (2009: 92).

39
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 261

reality’.® In other words, the goddess does not say that her account in the
Doxa lacks truth, but only that it lacks the cerrainty of truth.

On the other hand, at B 1.31-32 (= PARM D 4.31—32 Laks-Most) the
goddess clarifies that Parmenides is going to learn how things that mortals
resolved and accepted as valid (SoxotvTta)** were (or would have been)
rightly considered as a genuine account of things that are (3vro).” Palmer
has pointed out that, like the adjective 6(’)K1p05,46 ‘the corresponding
adverb Soxiuws, although rare, preserves the positive connotation and
has the sense of “really”, “genuinely”, or “actually”.*” With this given,
we can therefore assume that the goddess’s account of mortal opinions,
which will follow after her discourse about the two pathways of enquiry
and what-is, will be entirely trustworthy because, as the goddess herself
says, it is a genuine account of things as they truly are.

An analogous conclusion could be reached from B 8.60-61 (= PARM
D 8.65-66 Laks-Most), where we are told that the goddess’s i1éxoopos, or
‘arrangement’48 is T&vTa 2oikads, meaning entirely appropriate and accur-
ate; that is, it complies with what has come to pass and, in virtue of this, it
will not be surpassed by any other mortal cosmology.*” However, how can

+ Ibid.
* For the meaning of the so-called ok-words see n.4 above. For the meaning of dokovra and the
figura etymologica SoxolUvTa . .. Sokipws in Parmenides see Palmer (2009: 177):

Not a few interpreters have taken the designation of the things to be described in the
cosmology as T& SokedvTa to be evidence of the illusory character of the things so designated,
understanding T& SoxeUvTa as ‘things that are (merely) believed to be’. Elsewhere, however,
the phrase & 8okoUvta often has the sense of what someone thinks, believes, supposes, or
resolves with nothing like the implication of irreality some have wrongly detected in
Parmenides’ use of the phrase ... It should thus be clear that Parmenides employs neither
T& SokeUvTa (fr. 1.31) nor 86as (fr. 1.30a, fr. 8.51) in the sense of ‘fancies’ or ‘mere opinions’:
T& Bokedvta or ‘what they resolved’ will be seen in retrospect to refer to the principles of the
cosmology, light and night. (Palmer’s emphasis).

See also Lesher (1984: 19; 1999: 240), Curd (1998: 21—-22), Mourelatos (2008: 200 and 204) and, more
recently, Tor (2017: 211-14).

# See already Reale-Ruggiu (2003: 199):

The Goddess promises to complete the revelation of the truth by adding a ‘yet’ (eppure) in
the sense of ‘further’ (inoltre), as a completion not of the denied error, but of the truth of
which at first the solid heart was revealed. Therefore, the expression introduces a distinct
moment with respect to the heart of the Truth, but certainly other than the error.

The word 8éxipos (<Béxoua, ‘accept’) always has a positive connotation, with the sense of

‘acceptable’, ‘trustworthy’, ‘approved’, ‘esteemed’ or even ‘excellent’.

Palmer (2009: 176 n.ss).

* The word &i16xoopos in B 8.60 (= PARM D 8.65 Laks-Most) can refer to the arrangement of the

cosmos, the arrangement of the goddess’ words or, likely but more ambiguously, to both with the

meaning of ‘arrangement of my words about the cosmos’.

See l. 61, cos 00 p1y TOTE Tis o€ PPoTEV yvwun TopeAdoont, with n.38 above.

46
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262 Knowing Nature as a God

this conclusion be reconciled with the claim the goddess makes at B 8.52
(= PARM D 8.57 Laks-Most), to offer an account of mortal opinions that is
deceitful (kéopov . . . &méwy &maTnAdv)? Prima facie, the word ‘deceitful is
hardly reconcilable with the status of the goddess of truth, who promises
Parmenides that he will gain a comprehensive and unsurpassable know-
ledge of topics of natural philosophy.”® However, the issue is one of the
most debated questions of Parmenides’ philosophy and, given the nature of
the evidence at our disposal, any attempt to answer it can only be specula-
tive. Below I will venture a proposal to address this issue, arguing that the
goddess’s deceitful discourse refers to a problem of language rather than
content.

To this end, let us begin with B 8.53 (= PARM D 8.58 Laks-Most), where
the particle y&p connects the goddess’s kéopov . . . émécwv &dmatnAdv to her
account of the two forms, light and night, that mortals established to name
their opinions. The ensuing verses explain that mortals éxpivavTo, distin-
guished, these two forms and make them dvtia, and xwpis &’ dAAAAGWY,
opposite and separate from one another. On the one hand, light has been
made ethereal, mild and lightweight, whereas night is dark, dense and
heavy. Yet the distinction between the two principles, indeed the two
principles themselves, result from a mortal error: &v @1 TemAavnuévor
eloiv (I. 54 [= PARM D 8.59 Laks-Most]).”"

In DK 28 B 9 (= PARM D 13 Laks-Most),”* moreover, the goddess
argues that all visible things (in the world)*® have been named according to

> This point was first made by Thanassas (2006). See n.37 above.

' DK 28 B 8.53—59 (= PARM D 8.58—64 Laks-Most): popeds ydp katéfevto Uo yvpoas dvouddew /
TG piaw ol Xpecov 0T — v &1 TeTAavnuévor ioiv — / Tdvtia 8 ExpivavTo Sépas kod ohuat
#0evto / Yowpls & SAMAwV, T uév proyds aifépiov mlp, / Aoy v, uéy’ EAagpdv, EwuTddl
TévTooE TwUTOY, / TAd & ETépodt pf TwUTOV- &Tdp KKeIvo Kot oUTd / TdvTic vUKT &Baf], TTUKIVOY
Séuas 2uppibes Te. ‘For two forms they established to name their opinions / neither of which it is right
to name: wherein they have gone astray; / they distinguished them as things opposite in kind and
assigned them markers / distinct from one another, for the one the ethereal fire of flame, / gentle,
highly light, everyway the same as itself, / yet not the same as the other. But that one too is in itself /
the opposite, dark night, dense in kind and heavy.” For the translation of I. 54 (= PARM D 8.59 Laks-
Most), note that loci similes (such as Aristoph. Thesm. 549; Plat. Rsp. 423a and in Xenoph. A7 5.6.12)
suggest piav y&p ol ... TéV means oUdepiav.

aUTdp ETeardn TavTa pdos kad vUE Bvop’ EoTi / kad T& kaTd cpeTépas Suvdpers ¢l Tolot Te kad Tols, /
T& AoV EoTiv Suol deos kol vukTds &pdvTou / iowy dupoTépwy, el oUBeTépwI uéTo UNdEy.
‘But since all things have been named light and night, / and according to their powers names have
been given to these and those things / all is full of light and invisible night together, / of both alike,
since nothing is with neither.” It is worth noting that Simpl. Phys. 180.9-12 indicates that these verses
followed shortly after B 8.59 (= PARM D 8.64 Laks-Most). For the form &voy’ ¢ori (. 1) instead of
dvépaoTar transmitted by Simplicius’ manuscripts, see Ferrari (2010: 37 n.31).

The word TévTa at L. 1 and, above all, the expression 2mi Toici T¢ ko Tols indicates here the totality
of the things in the cosmos.

i
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6.1 Divine and Human Knowledge 263

light and night and, specifically, according to their powers.”* This seems to
entail that names are given to things according to their visible features in
connection to the distinct characteristics of the two principles. The god-
dess, however, has just warned of the erroneous nature of the two forms of
light and night and of their associated powers. A possible deduction is that
the names of things are erroneous as well, because, being given upon
incorrect conceptualizations of perceptions and experiences of the world
around, they evoke faulty semantic frames.”

Against this background, therefore, if one is to provide an entirely
accurate account of the nature of things, one is faced with two options:
either rejecting human language fout court and inventing new names; or
retaining human language and its names while correcting, to the best of
one’s own abilities, the misleading semantic frames they evoke. By saying at
DK 28 B 9.3 (= PARM D 13.3 Laks-Most) that ‘all (w&v) is full of light and
night together and of both alike, since nothing is with neither’, the goddess
seems to have a preference for the latter option. Indeed, she uses incorrect
names (‘all is full of /ight and nigh?, my emphasis) but tries to elicit the
unitary, full and continuous aspect of all in contrast to the basic opposition
evoked by the principles of light and night.

In this respect, it is worth noting that DK 28 B 9.3 (= PARM D 13.3 Laks-
Most) is highly reminiscent of a line belonging to the aletheia-part of the
goddess’ revelation, namely B 8.24 (= PARM D 8.29 Laks-Most): é&v 8
gutrAedy 2ot &6vtos, ‘all is full of whar-is. This expression, which
describes what-is as a totality replete of being, is within the depiction of
what-is as an undivided, full and continuous entity. The parallel between
B 8.24 (= PARM D 8.29 Laks-Most) and B 9.3 (= PARM D 13.3 Laks-Most)
invites the reading that the goddess wants to ascribe essential semata of
what-is to her account of the natural world.*

A possible conclusion, then, would be the following: since the goddess’s
cosmology rests and builds (by correction) on people’s incorrect notions,
therefore using incorrect names, her xéopov éméwv is to be considered
deceptive not because of the nature of the themes and arguments it provides,

** According to Ferrari (2010: 37 n.32), T& koT& ceTépos Suvdpels means “cid che attiene ai loro
poteri” = “i loro poteri”.

> A semantic frame is a conceptual complex of meaning elicited in the mind by a given (verbal)
construction when uttered. For semantic frames, see Fillmore (1982). For a useful overview, see
Cienki (2010). With reference to Parmenides’ verses under investigation, the semantic frames
evoked by the names light and night — briefly, the opposition bright/dark and light/heavy elicited
by these two notions — imply the idea of opposites, which is mistaken in light of the truly unitary
character of what-is.

56 Ferrari (2010: 68—76) examines further lexical parallels and analogies between Aletheia and Doxa.
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264 Knowing Nature as a God

but because of the language used to convey them. In other words, my
proposal is to understand the divine account as &mwarnAdv because, despite
its attempt to correct mortal errors and provide a divine account of things, it
exploits nonetheless human misleading concepts and names. Yet since it
corrects mortal errors, the goddess’s S1&koopos can fairly be taken as wévta
gokas (at B.6o [= PARM D 8.65 Laks-Most]), entirely appropriate and
accurate, and will not be surpassed by any other mortal cosmology.’””

The last claim can be explained with reference to the fact that
Parmenides’ cosmology ultimately is not a mortal but a divine account of
the physical world. Since traditionally only gods know things as they truly
are, no mortal hypothesis on the nature of things will ever be a better
description of the cosmos than a divine explanation. Parmenides’ divine
philosophy, therefore, is not merely the best account, but the sole account
of the true nature of things. It is most convincing and unsurpassable not
because it is plausible, but because it is correct. And it is correct because it is
divinely revealed.

We may well conclude, therefore, that not only ‘the well-rounded heart
of reality’ but also the goddess’s account of mortal beliefs is entirely
trustworthy, genuine and therefore true. However, the two parts of the
goddess’s revelation are true in a different way. On the one hand, the
discourse about what-is is true and also entirely convincing, since it is made
through a dense illustration of its sémata; namely, rationally verifiable signs
of the truth the goddess is revealing.”® On the other hand, as we have just
seen, the goddess’s explanation about mortal opinions claims to perfectly
agree with things as they occur and for this reason, it coincides with true,
unsurpassable knowledge of the physical world. However, it lacks ‘the
objective persuasive force exerted by the arguments’ of the first part of
the goddess’s revelation’ and thus falls short of genuine conviction or

57 See B 8.61 (= PARM D 8.66 Laks-Most) with n.38 above.

% In other words, since the propositions the goddess explains throughout the first part of her
revelation are part of a rational and deductive reasoning, Parmenides, and consequently his
audience, can verify the correctness of the goddess’s argumentation and judge the validity of the
divine revelation, as the goddess prompts us to do at B 7.5-6 (= EMP D 8.5—6 Laks-Most): ‘judge
by reason the much-contested test (#Aeyxos) which has been said (or will have been said) by me’.
On #Aeyyos as a test for validating something as true, see Furley (1989b), Lesher (1984), Curd
(1998: 62 n.107) and Ferrari (2010: 50 n.20). On Parmenides’ recourse to deduction as a criterion
to judge the content of divine revelation, see now Benzi (2016: 8) who, by contrasting
Parmenides’ method to Hesiod’s poetry, argued that ‘Parmenides’ poetry has ... the same
claim to universality as Hesiod’s, but with the fundamental difference that its content is
unequivocal and thus humans can place confidence in it’, whereas Hesiod’s poetry is condemned
‘to unsolvable ambiguity’.

*? The definition is by Bryan (2012: 92).
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6.2 Empedocles on How to Know the Nature of Things 265

assurance that it is true, since even a divine source, such as Parmenides’
goddess, cannot provide any proofs or evidence through which one can
judge and assess the correct or incorrect nature of her arguments.

If we now think back to the context I outlined in Sections 6.1.1and 6.1.2,
then we can better evaluate the contribution made by Parmenides, who
was following in the wake of a well-established tradition that reflected on
divine and human epistemic possibilities. According to Parmenides, the
traditional notion according to which temporally and spatially remote
things and phenomena cannot be known clearly by humans holds true
even in those cases where someone receives a divine revelation, unless this is
accompanied by evidence of the truth it discloses. For this reason, the
goddess’s characterization of her own cosmological discourse possessing no
pistis aléthes coincides with Parmenides’ conscious and most sincere asser-
tion that some of the arguments contained in his poem, while genuinely
valid, cannot ever be proven true.

However, Parmenides’ strategy to entrust his natural philosophy to
divine revelation serves the purpose of making his divine source the ultim-
ate criterion of the truth of his philosophical account. In other words, the
divine source may be taken as a workaround to the idea that the nature of
things can only be a matter of conjecture and therefore always falls short of
true and profound persuasion. The divine source thus becomes the criterion
for conferring certainty on the physical revelation and thus persuading the
audience that things are as they are now described. Parmenides’ programme
is thus evident: when there are no other rational or objective standards by
which to verify the arguments of an account on natural philosophy, the
poet can claim to have the authority that comes from the gods and thus
make the divine source of that philosophy the criterion of its reliability.

6.2 Empedocles on How to Know the Nature of Things

Having outlined the standard view that considered it impossible for
humans to know cogés about the physical world and having shown
how Parmenides overcame this limitation by entrusting his natural
philosophy to divine revelation, I will now consider Empedocles’ own
proposal on how people can know the nature of things. In this section
(Section 6.2.1) the weight of Empedocles’ revelation to attain genuine
understanding of the physical world will be investigated, by showing that
Empedocles follows very closely the path opened by Parmenides and
indeed gives himself the same role and authority that Parmenides assigns
to his goddess. Then, in Section 6.2.2, it will be argued that, despite
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266 Knowing Nature as a God

Empedocles” appeal to personal enquiry as a way for people to know
clearly, observed phenomena per se cannot prove Empedocles” philoso-
phy and, for this reason, cannot assure its reliability. This conclusion
suggests, on the one hand, that Empedocles’ divine revelation is pre-
requisite to personal enquiry, while observable phenomena serve to
corroborate what has been revealed. On the other hand, since
Empedocles promises his disciple that he will clearly know the nature
of things, something more seems to be required of Pausanias than simply
listening. Indeed, it seems necessary for him to relate to things in a non-
human way. As I will argue in conclusion, the disciple is required to
initiate himself into Empedocles’ philosophy and this initiation will
finally enable him to relate to the physical world in a divine manner.

6.2.1  The Role of Divine Revelation

As we have seen in Section 6.1.3, Parmenides has been shown to work
within the understanding of knowledge developed by the epic tradition but
to also modify it for his own purposes, making philosophy a divine and
therefore truthful revelation. Here it will be argued that Empedocles too
aimed to depict himself as a divine source of truth to give his explanation of
the physical world the mantle of true knowledge. In what follows, I will
build on that which we have already seen in Chapter 2.4; that is, by
following inter alia Parmenides’ example, Empedocles opens his philo-
sophical poem by claiming for himself an extraordinary nature and wisdom
as well as authority on matters beyond ordinary human ken. In fact, as
I will now show, there are several echoes of Parmenides’ didactic passages
scattered throughout Empedocles’ verses that show that he did not aim to
present himself as the new Parmenides, but rather as Parmenides’ goddess.
Indeed, Empedocles, as a god reborn as a human being, claims to be the
source, not the addressee, of a divine revelation.

To begin, the most remarkable Parmenidean echo in the Empedoclean
fragments is at B 17.26 (= EMP D 73.257 Laks-Most): ou 8 &xoue Adyou
oTéAov oUk &maTnAdv. This is an almost verbatim reminiscence of the words
of Parmenides’ goddess who, as we have seen above, defined her own
cosmology as a deceitful discourse: 86¢as & &wd ToUde PpoTeias / udvbave
kbopov Euddv Eréwy dratnAdy dkovwv (DK 28 B 8.51—52 [= PARM D 8.56—
57 Laks-Most]). It is generally maintained that Empedocles, by explicitly
recalling the goddess’s characterization of the opinions of mortals, intended
to set his own cosmology in opposition. However, Palmer has convincingly
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6.2 Empedocles on How to Know the Nature of Things 267

shown that this interpretation is misleading,6o since the account to which
Empedocles refers through his Parmenidean reminiscence (B 17.26 [= EMP
D 73.257 Laks-Most]) is the claim that Love has a major role in the shape and
functioning of the cosmos. Such a role is generally neglected by people, but
Pausanias, by paying due attention to Empedocles’ non-deceitful account,
will not fail to recognize it.

Be that as it may, Empedocles’ reminiscence of Parmenides’ line can be
taken to be in service of his portrayal as a superhuman individual with
divine wisdom. It is therefore a further element of authorial legitimation.
By his re-use of the divine speech of Parmenides’ goddess, Empedocles
aims to evoke in his audience’s mind divine advice about the correct
epistemic role the disciple should have when listening to a philosophical
revelation. Thereby, Empedocles indirectly aims to ascribe to himself the
same authority and role as that of Parmenides’ goddess.

This conclusion is supported by several analogous echoes of Parmenides’
verses scattered throughout Empedocles’ fragments, almost all of which are
made in contexts when the disciple Pausanias is directly addressed. For
instance, Parmenides’ B 2.1 (= PARM D 6.1 Laks-Most), &i 8 &y’ éycv
gpéw, xoépoon 8¢ oU uifov dxoloas, finds four different echoes in
Empedocles. The first hemistich is evoked three times: in B 8.1 (= EMP
D s3.1 Laks-Most) with &A\\o 8¢ To1 épéw, in B 23.11 (= EMP D 6o.11 Laks-
Most) with A& Topdds TalT 1061, Beol Tépa pifov &koloas, and in
B 1143 (= EMP D 6.3 Laks-Most) with ols ¢yc é€epéw. Additionally,
PStrasb. a(ii) 29 (= EMP D 73.299 Laks-Most) displays the same philosoph-
ical use of the verb kopiw: &k TGV dyeudf kouIoon Ppevi SetypoTa u[UBwv].
Furthermore, the goddess’s address to Parmenides in B 4 (= PARM D 10
Laks-Most), Aeliocoe & &pws &medvTa véwl TapedvTa PePaiws, is plainly
recalled by Empedocles in B 17.21 (= EMP D 73.252 Laks-Most), T1v oU véwt
Sépkeu, und Buuaow foo Tednmas. In particular, the adjective TebnmoTes is
reminiscent of the goddess’s description about the disparagement of mortal
understanding (DK 28 B 6.7 [= PARM D 7.7 Laks-Most]), whereas she
directs Parmenides not to rely upon his perception, but rather his reason, to
comprehend the content of her revelation. Similarly, Empedocles” instruc-
tion to Pausanias is to observe Love with his mind (voew1), rather than with
his eyes, as sensations would lead the disciple astray. In a similar vein, B 17.21
(= EMP D 73.252 Laks-Most) also parallels the goddess’s instruction to
Parmenides ‘to behold things that, while absent, are steadfastly present to
mind’ (véoor; DK 28 B 4.1 [= PARM D 10.1 Laks-Most]).*"

6 See Palmer (2009: 273-74). " On this point, see also Palmer (2009: 275).
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268 Knowing Nature as a God

The intentional re-use of the goddess’s phrases is noteworthy: it suggests
that Empedocles, in his didactic role towards Pausanias, aims to imitate the
goddess’s role towards Parmenides, ascribing to himself the same divine
authority. Indeed, as we have seen in Chapter 3.5, Empedocles pictures
himself as an incarnated god, who is a divine, benevolent guide for human
beings in this world and beyond. Thus, just as the goddess is beneficial to
Parmenides and reveals to him the true nature of things, Empedocles is the
source of his own philosophy, which discloses to Pausanias how things truly
are. In this narrative, consequently, Pausanias has the role that Parmenides
ascribes to himself. Just like Parmenides, who alone among living beings
visits the House of Night and is there called by the goddess her beloved
kouros, Pausanias ‘turned aside (scil. from the common path)’, parting from
ordinary mortals to become Empedocles” beloved disciple (see B 2.8—9 [=
EMP D 42.8—9 Laks-Most]). Moreover, just like Parmenides, who is going
to learn everything from the goddess and thus become a ‘man who knows’
(e5cos peds at DK 28 B 1.3 [= PARM D 4.3 Laks-Most]),*> Pausanias is
promised extraordinary powers over the forces of nature (see B 111 [= EMP
D 43 Laks-Most]) and a super-human wisdom at the end of his philosophical
training (e.g., B 2.9 [= EMP D 42.9 Laks-Most]).

It is worth noting that the exceptional nature of Parmenides’ cognitive
abilities is highlighted in contrast to ordinary human beings, as is shown in
DK 28 B 6.3—9 (= EMP D 7.3—9 Laks-Most):

&S Y&p o &9’ 6800 TaUTns 81 Ac10s <&pfe>,”
aUTép ETarT &wd TS, fiv 81 PpoTol £i8dTes 0UBEV
TA&TTOVTAL, Bikpavol: &unyavin y&p év auTédv
oThBeow iBUvel TAaykTOV voOV- 0f B¢ popolvTan
Kool Ouds Tughol Te, TeBnmodTES, &KprTar PUAC,

ols TO TéAew Te kad oUk givan TaUTOV vEvdpioTAL
KOU TaUTOV, TTAVTwV 8¢ TToAvTpoTrods 0Tl KéAeuBos.

For <I shall begin> for you from this first way of enquiry,
then yet again from that which mortals who know nothing
wander two-headed: for haplessness in their

breasts directs their wandering mind. They are borne along

* Ferrari (2007: 98-113) interprets Parmenides’ account of his journey in the prologue as a flash-back
story. According to this interpretation, the first lines of the prologue recount the return journey of
Parmenides after his encounter with the goddess in the House of Night. It follows that Parmenides’
claim to be a ‘man who knows’ follows his journey and encounter with the goddess, who makes him,
with her revelation, an €i8cs péds.

The verb &p€w was proposed by Nehamas. In contrast, the text in Diels-Kranz has elpye (in analogy
with DK 28 B 7.2 [= PARM D 8.2 Laks-Most]: &’ 680U 81{fic10s ipye vémua). For a defence of
Nehamas’s proposal, see Palmer (2009: 65—69).

6

)
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6.2 Empedocles on How to Know the Nature of Things 269

deaf and blind at once, bedazzled, undiscriminating hordes,
who have supposed that it is and is not the same
and not the same; but the path of all these turns back on itself.
(transl. Palmer, slightly modified)

Here, ordinary people are described as completely deprived of understanding
and their ignorance is contrasted with Parmenides’ knowledge. In fact, the
depiction of ordinary mortals plays on the contrast with Parmenides’ self-
representation in the prologue. Whereas we are told that mortals know
nothing (BpoTol €iddtes oUdév in B 6.4 [= PARM D 7.4 Laks-Most]),
Parmenides is a man who knows (ei8éT1a pédTa B 1.3 [= PARM D 4.3 Laks-
Most]). Moreover, mortals ‘wander along’ (mA&tTovtan at B 6.5 [= PARM
D 7.5 Laks-Most]) and have a wandering understanding (rAocyxtdv vov at
B 6.6 [= PARM D 7.6 Laks-Most]), which is directed by helplessness in their
breasts (&unyavin y&p &v adtédv / othbeow iBuver at B 6.5-6 [= PARM
D 7.5—6 Laks-Most]). For this reason, people ‘are borne along, deaf and
blind at once, bedazzled and undiscriminating hordes’ (at B 6.6—7 [= PARM
D 7.6—7 Laks-Most]). In contrast, divine mares led by the Daughters of the
Sun carry (pépoucw in B 1.1 [= PARM D 4.1 Laks-Most]) Parmenides along
the path of the god. This leads (¢épe1 B 1.3 [= PARM D 4.1 Laks-Most]) to
a precise destination, the House of Night, while the path of mortals ‘turns
back on itself (TroAivtpotrds éomi kéAeuBos at B 6.9 [= PARM D 6.9 Laks-
Most)).

Like Parmenides, Empedocles too remarks on human cognitive poor-
ness, for instance through the lines of fragment B 2 (= EMP D 42 Laks-
Most):**

OTEWWTOL PEV y&p ToA&ual KaTd yula KéEXuvTan

TOoM& 8¢ BeiN Eurona, T& T &uPAUVOUOT pépiuvas’

Tapov 8¢ {wfjiol Piou pépos &BpnoavTes

@xUpopol kaTrvoio dikny &pbévtes &mémTav,

aUTO povov TreloBévTes, STwl TPOTEKUPOEY EKATTOS 5
T&VToo EAauvdpevol TO & Shov <Tis &p™> eUxeTon eUpelv;

oUTws oUT &mdepkTd T&S &vdpdow oUT &mokouoTd

oUTe VoW1 TEPIANTTA. oU & oUv, éTrel (OB hidofng,

TeUosar o¥ TAEIOV ye BpoTein ufiTis dpwpev.

For narrow devices are spread through their limbs,

and many wretched things strike in and dull their solicitudes.
And having seen a small portion of life in their lifetime,
swiftly dying, carried up like smoke they fly away

%4 For a close analysis of this fragment, see Chapter 2.5.
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convinced only of that which each has chanced to experience 5

being driven in all directions. Who then boasts that they have found the
whole?

These things are not so to be seen or heard by humans

or grasped with mind. But you then, since you turned aside,

shall learn: mortal intelligence has certainly never risen higher.

Ordinary people are essentially described as having insufficient means to
understand; their knowing devices are narrow (otewwmoi at L. 1) and their
lifetime too short to collect a satisfying amount of data enabling clear
knowledge, plus they are continuously distracted by illness and unimport-
ant concerns that dull their thoughts. For these reasons, in their attempts to
know, they are driven away and fooled by their impressions.® Thus, no
human being can boast to have found the whole.®® Nor can people
understand what Empedocles says in his philosophy merely by relying on
their ordinary senses and minds, as these are not apt to comprehend the
true nature of things.*”

Yet Empedocles’ pessimistic view on human cognitive abilities in B 2
(= EMP D 42 Laks-Most) is almost overturned in his final claim directed
to Pausanias (Il. 8-9). As we have seen in Chapter 2.5, Empedocles utters
here the promise that, at the end of his philosophical training, Pausanias
will go beyond his human nature and reach the highest, divine form of
understanding by enlarging his tools of knowledge, increasing his atten-
tion span and, above all, prolonging the duration of his existence. To this
end, Pausanias needs to part from the ordinary, human perspective and
focus, instead, on Empedocles’ revelation.

In his epistemic role, which I will examine again in Section 6.4, it is
demanded that Pausanias listens attentively to Empedocles” words and
observes things all around. In fact, didactic directions of this kind are
scattered throughout the physical poem: Pausanias is frequently encour-
aged to learn by listening to the doctrine and, at the same time, by
examining the environment in search of signs confirming Empedocles’
words. These directions show the importance Empedocles attributes to
both his revelation and consideration of sensible data to gain valid
knowledge.

% For an analysis of Parmenides’ and Empedocles’ use of the metaphor domain of journey in their
discourses on and theories of knowledge, see Ferella (2017; 2018b). Tor (2017: 324) suggests that the
idea of mortals scattered in every direction plays on contrast with the ability to persist across lives.

% 1 read line 6 as a rhetorical question.

¢ In B 113 (= EMP D 5 Laks-Most), which presumably belongs to the Purifications, Empedocles
analogously warns human beings that the truth he is spreading may hardly persuade their ordinary
minds.
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Empedocles” appeal to sensible data also parallels the kind of enquiry,
practised by Xenophanes, Alcmaeon and the Hippocratic author of Ancient
Medicine, as we have seen in Section 6.1.1. However, the reason Pausanias is
encouraged to pursue this kind of enquiry is slightly different from these
thinkers. While the collection of a wide range of sensible data constituted
the basis upon which the abovementioned authors formed conjectures and
constructed physical theories, Pausanias is encouraged to observe sensible
data and thereby expand his range of experiences to corroborate what
Empedocles is revealing and consequently be firmly convinced by this
revelation. Let us consider the following lines:

Sel]de & 8Tews uf polvov &’ olata [uibos TknTau]

N5¢] peu &upls EdvTa KAUw [v]nuepT[éa ppdleu’]

Sei]€w oot kad &V’ 800’ va peilovt oot kUpet,]

1] pdTov piv EUvoddY Te S1&mTTuElY T Le yevéBAns

So[o]a T vV 11 Aot TréAel ToUTol0 T[bKO!10,] 295
ToUTo ptv [&v] Bnpddv dprmAdykTwv &y[pdTep’ €18,

ToUTo & &’ &[vBpa] ey Sidupov eUpa, [TolTo & &’ dvbéwv]

p1lopdpwy yévvnua kol &utedopép[ova péTpuv’]

&K TAV &yeudfi kouoon ppevi delypaTta u[Ubwy.]

Bel y&p EUvodov Te BiamTudiv Te yeveéBAn Led ...

(PStrasb. a(ii) 21-30 [= EMP D 73. 291300 Laks-Most])

Make sure that my account does not reach only as far as your ears

and as you hear me consider the truth all around.

I shall show you, to your eyes, where they find a larger body:

the coming-together and the unfolding of birth

and all that still now remains of this generation

This among the savage kinds of mountain-wandering wild beasts,

this, among the double race of human beings, and this, among the species
of root-bearing flowers and the vine-climbing grape.

From them derive by your mind unerring proofs of my words.

For you will see the coming-together and the unfolding of birth . . .

These lines clearly indicate that Pausanias is constantly prompted not
just passively to hear what Empedocles tells him, but actively to look
around for things that he can compare to the words he is listening to:
‘Make sure that my account does not reach only as far as your ears / and as
you hear me consider the truth all around’. Thereby Pausanias will be
convinced that Empedocles” discourse corresponds to truth: ‘From them
preserve in your mind unerring proofs of my words’.

The notion that surrounding things provide evidence for Empedocles’
revelation shows that, unlike Ionian ioTopin, Pausanias’ attention to
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sensible data is clearly ancillary to divine revelation, which is instead
essential to gain knowledge, as ordinary people are said to have minds
that cannot grasp the truth or discover ‘the whole’ by themselves (see B 2
[= EMP D 42 Laks-Most]). Thus, Empedocles’ revelation of truth is the
primary, crucial element in the pursuit of the understanding of the nature
of things. This conclusion is reiterated with surprising clarity at the end
of another fragment, B 23.9—-11 (= EMP D 60.9—-11 Laks-Most):

oUTw pf o’ &TéTn ppéva KavUTw EAAoBev slvon
BvnTdY, dooa ye dfiAa yeydkaow &OTET, TNy TV,
SM& Topdds TalT loth, Beol Tépa uiffov dkovoas.

Nor let the error overcome your mind that otherwise would be
the source of mortal things, as many as have become evident,
but know these things clearly having heard the word of the god.

Through these lines, Empedocles states that only by hearing his divine
revelation® will Pausanias know beyond any reasonable doubt the true
origin of mortal things.

The notion that the true nature of the physical world can only be revealed
came to Empedocles by his philosophical model Parmenides who, as we have
seen, entrusted his physical doctrine to the revelation of a goddess encountered
at the end of a journey of initiation. However, whereas on such matters
Parmenides’ goddess could promise a true account, which nonetheless lacks
the assurance of truth, Empedocles assures Pausanias that he will know clearly,
Top&ds (B 23.11 [= EMP D 6o.11 Laks-Most]). Elsewhere, Empedocles similarly
affirms that he will show Pausanias evidence in the surrounding world, which
unquestionably demonstrates the truth of his own revelation. Items of evidence
the disciple can discover all around are defined as émpdptupa, literally
‘witnesses’, of the doctrine Empedocles is revealing (B 21.1 [= EMP D 77a.1
Laks-Most]). Elsewhere they are called ‘unerring proofs’ of Empedocles’ words
(&peud Betypara pbeov at PStrasb. a(ii) 2930 [= EMP D 73. 299300 Laks-
Most]) and ‘infallible truth’ (¢évTa . . . [vInuepT[éa at PStrasb. a(ii) 22 [= EMP
D 73.292 Laks-Most]). Expressions of this sort not only depict Empedocles’
revelation as true but also represent the level of persuasion it brings — the kind of
persuasion that only a divine disclosure of truth can display. Thus, Empedocles
claims that persuasion can come to Pausanias from his personal observation
and experience of things all around. The inference is that things and phenom-
ena people may experience in their life, if they are thoroughly comprehended,
can corroborate beyond any doubt the true nature of Empedocles’ revelation.

8 The masculine 8¢o0 is a reference to Empedocles himself, as I established in Chapter 1.4.
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Whereas in the next section we will delve into the question of who can
thoroughly comprehend things that escape ordinary human knowledge, by
evaluating the weight of personal observation in the process of knowing
truly, let us wrap up my arguments thus far. Having now contextualized
Empedocles’ concept of divine and human knowledge, locating it within
a consolidated tradition stemming from Homer, I was able to show that
Empedocles’ more immediate source and model Parmenides makes his
philosophy a divine revelation to overcome the impasse of a knowledge of
the physical world that cannot be known to be true. In contrast to
Parmenides, however, Empedocles crucially switches the role of the ‘teller’
of truth from a goddess to himself. In doing so Empedocles makes himself
the divine source of his own philosophy, while reserving to Pausanias the
same role Parmenides claimed for himself, that of an initiate to truth.

Moreover, in contrast to Parmenides, who is told a truthful philosophy
that nonetheless brings no assurance of truth, at the end of his philosoph-
ical training Pausanias will know about the physical world clearly. As we
will see in the next section, this claim implies that Pausanias is promised to
overcome human cognitive limitations, that is, to change his being from
mortal to god. This will finally enable him to relate to the physical world in
a divine way and thus know it clearly. Such a change is only made possible
through Empedocles’ philosophy, whose proper reception will impact the
very nature of Pausanias’ mind. Before we can draw this conclusion in
Section 6.3, however, I shall first consider the weight of personal observa-
tion (adToyia) of things around us within the context of Empedocles’
scientific method of enquiry.

6.2.2  Observation and Empirical Enquiry

As we have just seen, in contrast to his model Parmenides, Empedocles
claims that his revelation of the nature of things can be corroborated by
proofs Pausanias can see in the environment, thanks to which the disciple
can know the physical world clearly. Yet in light of a consolidated tradition
that ascribes such a knowledge only to gods, a twofold question arises: how
could Empedocles conceive that humans, with their cognitive limitations
and too-short a life, could come to understand truth by observing the world
around them? With a focus on the objects of observation, additionally, in
which way could the observable phenomena that Empedocles presents to
Pausanias confirm the principles of his natural philosophy? In what follows,
I will show that personal observation may play a role in the understanding of
the physical world in terms of both a (fallacious) confirmatory item and part
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of a method of enquiry resting upon inductive reasoning. By doing so,
however, I will argue that, despite the more or less confirmatory character
Empedocles may have attributed to personal enquiry, phenomena observed
through the structure of a human mind cannot be said to prove his physical
theories and thereby confirm the truth of his revelation. Thus, in order to
know things truly through observation, one must relate to the observed
things with a new mental structure; that is, with a divine mind.

Having already established in Section 6.2.1 that Empedocles’ divine
revelation is superior to any other form of personal enquiry into the
physical world, which leads to no results if it is conducted without his
words, it is now worth noting that, from a methodological perspective, the
foundational entities of Empedocles’ physical world, the four elements, are
primarily entrusted to his revelation, for instance when he announces them
for the first time through the lines of B 6 (= EMP D 57 Laks-Most): ‘Hear
first the four roots of all things’, Téooapa y&p TévTwY PriwuaTa TpETOY
&koue. Thus, Pausanias is first and foremost urged to hear (&xoue)
Empedocles’ words.®

However, in another set of verses, by reiterating his discourse about the
four elements, Empedocles adds that they can be known empirically.
Indeed, he indicates where they can chiefly be observed.

AN &ye, TOVE ddpwv TTPOTEPWY ETIUEPTUPY BEpKEU,
€l T1 kol &V TTPoTEPOITT AITTOSUAOY ETTAETO popofiL,
TIEALOV eV Asukov Spdw kol Bepudv &mrdvtnt,
SuppoTa & 8oc’ £ldel Te kal dpyéTt SeveTon oy L,
SuPpov & &v TEo1 SvopdevTd Te Pryciéov Te-
¢k & ains Tpopéouat Bedsuvd Te Kal oTEPEWTTA.
(B 21.1-6 [= EMP D 77a.1-6 Laks-Most])

But come! Gaze on this witness to my previous words,
if anything was in my previous [remark] left wanting in form:
The sun, bright to look and hot in every respect,
and the immortal bodies which are drenched in heat and shining light,
and rain, in all things dark and cold;
and there flow from the earth things dense and solid.”
(transl. Laks-Most)

Having prompted his disciple first to hear his words on the physical
principles, through the above-quoted lines Empedocles now encourages
Pausanias to observe (8¢pkeu) evidence of his previous discourse on the four

% For a discussion of this fragment, see Chapter 2.7.
7¢ See also B 17.18—20 (= EMP D 73.249—s1 Laks-Most).
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elements. By means of legal language, Empedocles calls ‘witnesses’
(¢mpdpTupa) of the truthful nature of his words the phenomenal appear-
ances of the sun, celestial bodies, rain and earth with their most traditional
characteristics. Put differently, the sun is taken to show the basic element of
fire, the celestial bodies the element of air,”” rain the element of water and
the terrestrial crust the element of earth.

Analogously, in B 22.1-3 (= EMP D 101.1-3 Laks-Most), by introducing
a different yet related doctrine, Empedocles argues that smaller portions of
the elements involved in the structure of microcosmic compounds were
separated from their greatest cosmic masses constituting the sun, earth (that
is, the terrestrial crust), sky and sea. Elsewhere, Empedocles affirms that the
theory according to which microcosmic compounds are made out of the
same elements that constitute the universe, mixed and separated by Love and
Strife, can empirically be proven. In this regard, consider B 21.7-12 (= EMP
D 77a.7—12 Laks-Most):

év 8¢ Kot diduopea kol &vdiya TavTa TEAOVTAL,

oUv & #Bn &v DASTNTI kad dAAH o101 TrobeiTan.

¢k ToUTwY y&p e 8oa T’ v doa T 0T kad EoTan,

Sévdped T EPA&oTNOE Kol &vepes H1BE yuvaikes, 10
Bfipés T olovol Te kad UBoTobpéupoves ix6Ts,

kai Te Beol SoAixaiwves Tiufjiol pépioTol.

Under Rancour they all are distinct in form and separate,

and they come together in Love and are desired by each other.

For out of these all things that were, that are, and will be in the future
have sprung: trees and men and women 10
and beasts and birds and water-nourished fish,

and long-lived gods, the greatest in honours.

Both with regard to the four roots examined above and the microcosmic
compounds made out of them, Empedocles’ teaching strategy is clear: that
is, he first discloses his argument and then indicates the field of observation
that could substantiate it. As we can see, the statement that the elements
come together by Love and are separated by Strife to be formed into all
things we can see in the physical world is followed by the clarification at
lines 10-12 of what those things are: trees, human beings, beasts, birds, fish
and long-lived gods. Although Empedocles does not explicitly introduce

7' According to most scholars, ‘the immortal bodies which are drenched in heat and shining light’ of
B 21.4 (= EMP D 77a.4 Laks-Most) are the celestial bodies. In contrast, Laks-Most (2016: 430)
interpret the line as referring to clouds, following an interpretation by Picot (2014: 358—72). Either
way the reference is to the element of air.
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276 Knowing Nature as a God

them as a field of observation of the main theory, we can therefore
appreciate that he chooses a very familiar domain. Indeed, Empedocles
seems to suggest that, by considering familiar things in our daily experi-
ence, we could measure the merit of his utterances about the physical
principles that govern them.

Elsewhere Empedocles is even more explicit about trees, animals, men
and women being the field of observation of elemental compounds. In B 20
(= EMP D 73.302-8 Laks-Most), for instance, Empedocles affirms that
Pausanias can observe ‘in the glorious bulk of mortal limbs’ that Love and
Strife produce mixtures and separations of elements that bring about living
beings. In this respect, the lines of the papyrus I quoted in Section 6.2.1
(PStrasb. a(ii) 2130 [= EMP D 73.291—300 Laks-Most]) sound remarkable.
There, Empedocles says he is able to demonstrate to his disciple (‘I shall show
you to your eyes) that ‘the savage kinds of mountain-wandering wild
beasts . .. the double race of human beings . . ., the species of root-bearing
flowers and the vine-climbing grape’ represent the ‘larger body’ of observa-
tion of the coming-together and the unfolding of birth. As we will see in the
next chapter, the coming-together (§Uvo8ov) and the unfolding (Si1&mTuéw)
of birth indicate the generative action of Love and Strife upon the elements,
which give rise to all forms of living beings. We are told, in other words, that
by observing living beings, Pausanias will be able to derive by his mind
‘unerring proofs of my words’, 8etypora pibewov, about ‘the coming-together
and the unfolding of birth’. The neuter plural 8etypora recalls émpspTupa
used in the above-quoted lines of B 21 (= EMP D 77a Laks-Most) with
reference to the cosmic masses of the sun, sea, sky and terrestrial crust as
empirical items of evidence of the four elements. The expression Selypara
pUboov analogously indicates that living beings are regarded as the field of
observation of natural phenomena that are otherwise impenetrable. Indeed,
Pausanias is assured that he can observe with his own eyes the process of
generation of living beings. More specifically, what he will see will provide
evidence that Empedocles’ revelation about Love and Strife mixing and
separating the four elements to form living beings corresponds to what in
fact comes to pass.

However, the extant fragments do not unequivocally clarify the way in
which we are supposed to take Empedocles’ assertion that things all around
exhibit evidence of his theory of elemental mixtures and separations.
Where exactly, in other words, are we supposed to see in living beings
that they are made out of measured proportions of some or all of the four
elements? Does this idea come from the fact that some organic structures
seem to resemble the nature of one or more elements? In fact, we have some
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verses in which Empedocles claims that the most solid parts of animals’
bodies are evidence that they consist of earth: ‘in sea-grazing, heavy-backed
seashells ... there you will see the earth living on the highest level of
skin; ... indeed, of stone-skinned trumpet-shells and turtles <the cara-
paces, and> the ashen spears [i.e., antlers] of horned stags’.”* Alternatively,
as water and air enable us to breathe and live, are we supposed to infer from
this that water and air must be in some way within the structure of our
body? To these and similar questions Empedocles seems to have offered no
answer.

Additionally, it is worth emphasizing that Empedocles” assumption of
four basic principles may have been due much more to mythological
tradition than to attentive observation. And even if a simple glance at the
surroundings might have suggested the relevance of some elements over
others, this kind of observation displays its indisputable limits. In fact,
what the observation of the sun, sky, ocean and terrestrial crust may unveil
about the four elements is that they exist in some notable form in the
universe — indeed, they are cosmic masses. Yet this surely does not tell us
that fire, air, water and earth are fundamental principles of our universe out
of which every existing thing is made.

Nevertheless, it is relevant to note that, in ancient ‘scientific’ methods of
enquiry, observation is not as much a proof of the given theory as it is itself
part of the design of that theory. As I. Lonie explained with regard to some
Hippocratic treatises,”

the observation is caught up in the fabric of the design, becomes a further
element in the complexity of that design, and in this way confirms the truth
of the account. Thus, in some cases the relevance of the observation itself
depends on the truth of the causal account which it apparently intended to
confirm. From our point of view, this is formally vicious, a logical
blunder ... Here the ‘awkward fact’ ... and the confirmatory observation
have the same status: both are ingredients in the account ... The various
devices by which the author tells his story — usually references to, or
comparisons with, observable phenomena — can be regarded sometimes as
confirmatory evidence, sometimes as the heuristic devices which suggested
the form to be taken by the story, sometimes as mere illustrations, and often
enough as all three.”*

7% PStrasb. b (= EMP D 74 Laks-Most). See also B 76 (= EMP D 74 Laks-Most). In B 21 (= EMP D 77a
Laks-Most) earth is associated with solid things.

7 Specifically, On Generation, On the Nature of the Child, Diseases IV. The remarkable similarity of
style, method and language among them led scholars to suggest they are the work of one and the

same author. See the discussion in Lonie (1981: 43—51).
74 Ibid. 7.
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It is therefore the accumulation of observable phenomena and ‘awkward facts’,
put together in the same account, rather than their value as proofs of concepts,
that is taken as confirmation of the truth of a certain notion or theory.

To sum up, Empedocles argues that perceptual, empirical knowledge is
involved in the enquiry into the principles of the physical world. As we
have seen, Empedocles maintains that the existence of four basic elements
can be observed in the greatest masses of the cosmos and in the fact that
some portions of them are in microcosmic things and living beings.
Moreover, this point is believed to entail the fact that the elements are
the very ingredients of all existing things in the world — a conclusion that is
said to find a field of observation as well. However, as we have just seen, this
kind of reasoning by observation is fallacious as it depends on the truth of
the causal account which it is apparently intended to confirm. Indeed, it is
part of the design of the same account.

Nevertheless, as we will now see, there is at least one passage in
Empedocles’ extant fragments in which observation and, more generally,
experience of familiar things is accounted for as part of a method of enquiry
that draws general inferences and abstract universal principles by induction
from comparable cases. This is the way in which Love can be known. It
starts by the observation of familiar experiences and things, includes
a consideration about similarities among them, reflects on the common
cause behind those similarities and finally infers via abstraction universal
principles that govern all comparable cases in the world.” This kind of
observation that leads to abstract thought and knowledge of principles is
referred to by Empedocles as ‘secing with the mind’.

Consider B 17.20-28 (= EMP D 73.249—57 Laks-Most):

TUp kal Udwp kal yoia kai fiépos &mAsTov Gyos,

Neikos T oUAOpevoy dixa TGV, ATGAQVTOV XTTAVTNL,

kal Q1AS6TNS év Toiow, fomn pfikds Te TA&TOS Té-

THY oU vdw1 dépkeu, pnd’ duuacty floo TeBnas:

NT1s kol BvnToiot vouileTan EupuTos &pbpors,

Tfit Te pida ppovéouot kal &pbuia Epya TeAoTort,

MBoouvny kaAéovTes émcovupoy 1) "Agpoditny- 26
TNV oU Ti§ peT& Tolow EAMlocopévny deddmnke

BvnTos dvnp-

Fire and water and earth and the immense height of air,
and baleful Strife is separate from them, equivalent everywhere,
and Love among them, equal in length and breadth.

7> This point was already made by Kamtekar (2009).
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And you, gaze on her with your mind and do not sit with stunned eyes.

She is also deemed to be innate in mortal bodies,

and by her they think loving thoughts and accomplish works of unity,
calling her by the names Joy and Aphrodite; 26
her no mortal has perceived as she whitls

among them.”®

Empedocles affirms that Love is a principle that cannot be observed or known
directly. In contrast to the four elements, which can be observed in the cosmic
masses, this indicates that there is nothing in the world that can show the
concrete, material (substantial) presence of Love in things. Indeed, no mortal
beings have seen her whirling among them. Accordingly, seeing her with the
eyes would result in astonishment (un® ppoow floo Tebnmeds), whereas
Empedocles encourages Pausanias to observe Love with his mind (véwn
5¢pxev). In fact, even though Love is beyond the range of observation, she
can nonetheless be experienced in everyday life, as she is considered familiar to
people: she is innate in mortal limbs and it is because of her that people have
friendly thoughts, feel fondness and love, accomplish deeds of friendship and
feel joy and sexual desire.””

Yet what does it mean to observe Love with one’s own mind? Seeing
with the mind likely indicates a process of reflection that draws general
inferences and universal principles (such as Love) by induction from
comparable cases one can access empirically (such as, in this case, experi-
ences of joy, friendship, sexual desire and the like). As R. Kamtekar argues,

Pausanias can begin by recognizing love in one of its operations, as the
inborn power of sexual desire and pleasure in the body . .. When Pausanias
comes to see that friendly thoughts (pira ppovéouct) and peaceful relations
(&pBma Epya) are caused by the same power of love, he will be going beyond
his narrow experience. As these familiar effects are traced back to the
workings of one cause, love, Empedocles identifies this power with the
cosmic principle of Love which unites the elements by harmonizing
them ... Noticing similarities between the cases of sexual desire, friendly
thoughts, and peaceful relations; reasoning from similar effects to a single
cause — these activities constitute seeing with the mind rather than with the

eyes ... to observe love with the mind rather than with the eyes is an
injunction to study love’s causal role in its various instances in our
experience.”®

7 Te., ‘among mortals’ (mentioned just before), conzra e.g., Wright (1995: 170) and Laks-Most (2016:
415 = EMP D73.256) who refer pet& Toiow to the four elements.

77 The name Aphrodite (DK 31 B17.25 [= EMP D 73.255 Laks-Most]) might indicate that Empedocles’
force of Love is the principle responsible for sexual desire. See also Inwood (2001: 63 n.154).

78 Kamtekar (2009: 229-31); the emphasis is mine.
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Thus, whereas observation applied in the analysis of the four roots as
cosmic elements is used for its tendency to confirm, the process used to
understand Love is an example of how to extend the power of sensation
and empirical investigation for inductive, causal reasoning and abstract
thinking.

An analogous reasoning seems to be applied also to infer the working of
the four elements. In a series of fragments, in which Empedocles focuses on
the construction of body tissues and organs, Empedocles implies that, by
observing the interaction between water or watery things, earth or earthy
things and fire in some local phenomena, for instance in bakery or pottery,
we may learn something about invisible, more basic phenomena affecting
life on earth. By a close reading of these fragments we may gain a further
idea of what Empedocles meant, first, by the process of ‘seeing with the
mind’. Second, what he meant by the field of observation of the workings
of the four elements that, by mixing and interacting with each other, give
rise to living beings.

More precisely, to illustrate Love’s construction of bones, at B 96 (= EMP
D 192 Laks-Most) Empedocles employs terms that elicit, by way of
a metaphor, the domain of craftmanship — in particular, of goldsmithing.
Earth is said to receive water and fire in her choanoi to form bones fitted
together by Love’s kollémara. While the term choanoi properly indicates
hollows in which metals were placed for melting, the word kollémata can
indicate metals and stones that are fixed together, as in a piece of jewellery.
Thus, it might be inferred that the idea of elements mixing together and
interacting with each other to form new things came to Empedocles from
a familiar activity: as goldsmiths melt diverse metals together through fire,
harden them through water and then join metals and stones to create new
and diverse pieces of jewellery, so too does Love with the four elements to
form all kinds of mortal compounds.

Similarly, in B 73 (= EMP D 199 Laks-Most) other departments of the
domain of craftmanship are evoked in order metaphorically to depict the
creative activity of Love with reference to living compounds. Love is said to
soak earth with water and form shapes that she then ‘gives to swift fire’. The
elicited domain is both that of pottery, where water is mixed with earth to
produce clay, which is then moulded in different shapes and finally cooked
by fire, or, alternatively, we may find an allusion to the activity of a baker
who adds water to flour to produce a dough that becomes bread when
heated.

Clearly, Empedocles’ appeal to the observation of familiar processes to
deduce more general principles is guided by inferences based on analogy,
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which prima facie seems similar to those formulated to reason about the
principle of Love. As Palmer puts it:

where C operates as the causal principle of a set of phenomena {P}, and
where some set of phenomena {Q} is relevantly similar to {P}, then C can be
understood to be operating as the causal principle of {Q} as well.””

Moreover, analogical inference is plausible and pervasive to the human
mind, and so it may seem, at first sight, that Empedocles’ method of
enquiry with regard to the processes of elemental mixtures in things
proceeds in ways we find intelligible. On a more attentive reading, how-
ever, the kind of observation and reasoning Empedocles requires ultimately
turns out to fail its purpose. The failure rests specifically on the fact that the
similarities we are prompted to recognize between {P} (tissues and organs)
and {Q} (goldsmithing, pottery or bakery) are just assumed a priori.
Indeed, the conceptual mappings underlying these alleged resemblances
rest upon the general, a-priori assumption that the physical universe is
ultimately made out of four basic elements.

On the other hand, the observation of comparable cases can lead us to
infer more general principles via analytic thinking and causal reasoning. In
the case of Love, in fact, Pausanias can experience different kinds of situ-
ations that seem to involve the same emotional predisposition. Because of
this, they can be said to share similarities that can effectively be traced back to
the same cause, love. Thus, by abstracting similarities from comparable cases
and reflecting on their causal relations, we can reconstruct ‘more universal’
principles regulating many, if not all, compared instances.

To sum up, we see that observation is, for Empedocles, not only a way to
confirm a given theory, but also part of a method of enquiry resting upon
inductive reasoning, which enables us to gain knowledge of fundamental
principles working in all areas of nature. However, since that knowledge
lacks, as if it were, proofs of concepts that could conclusively and beyond
any doubt confirm its validity, it remains true that, despite personal
empirical research, it still takes Empedocles’ revelation to disclose the
fundamental principles of the physical world as well as to explain their
working. In other words, despite the more or less confirmatory character
Empedocles may have attributed to personal enquiry, observable phenom-
ena of the kind he chose as evidence for his theories are not transparent and
unequivocal to us and, therefore, are not going to convince us of the truth
of those theories. Rather, they leave us puzzled.

7% Palmer (2016: 36).
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However, Pausanias is promised an authentic knowledge of the physical
world, such that the observation of the surrounding things will carry the
certainty and persuasion of the truth. How is it possible that the empirical
evidence that Empedocles presents to us will puzzle us, whereas for
Pausanias there will be a way through which he will know authentically?
I would argue that the difference between us and Pausanias lies in the fact
that Empedocles’ philosophy promises true knowledge to those who are
initiated. By devoting himself to Empedocles’ philosophy, Pausanias is
promised divine knowledge, which means that he will be able to observe
the surrounding world with divine eyes. As we shall see below, by embra-
cing Empedocles’ revelation, Pausanias will expand his cognitive potential
and overcome human epistemic limitations and so attain ‘the wealth of
a divine mind’, which is able genuinely to understand (indeed, clearly
experience) the nature of things. It is this initiation to Empedocles’
philosophy that will enable Pausanias to finally bridge the gap between
human and divine knowledge.

6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God

In contextualizing Empedocles’ concept of divine and human knowledge,
we could appreciate the prominent role attributed to his revelation and,
therefore, to initiation and philosophical training in order for the disciple
to gain true knowledge. Moreover, having rejected in Section 6.2 the
possibility that such knowledge could be reached within the range of
human cognitive abilities, I have then concluded that Pausanias, who is
promised a genuine knowledge of the nature of things, must overcome
human epistemic limitations and relate to things as a god. Empedocles’
physical teachings, as we will now see, are the pathway for a change of being
into a divine nature.

In the present section I will argue that the ability to change one’s being
to attune it to divine nature is explained by Empedocles through his
theories of perception, thought and knowledge acquisition. Thus, in
Sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2 I will reconstruct those theories through a fresh
reading of the sources, especially Aristotle and Theophrastus’ De
Sensibus, together with a fresh reading of Empedocles’ verses. We will
see that perceiving, thinking and knowing are conceptualized as physio-
logical processes of reception and exchange of external elements by and
within the body. Moreover, in such processes the elemental constitutions
of body organs — that is, the krasis of earth, water, air and fire in them —
play a prominent role, since the quantity and quality of produced
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sensation, thought and understanding depends on how harmonious and
symmetrical those body organs are. Then, in Section 6.3.3, by considering
more closely the elemental blend of blood, the controlling organ in the
mind, we will see that it can be improved to the level that it will be apt to
think and know like a divine mind. Finally, this conclusion will show that
an authentic understanding of the physical world is viewed by
Empedocles as the way to transcend mortal nature and become a god.
This is clear evidence of the doctrinal unity of Empedocles’ philosophy.

6.3.1  Empedocles’ Theory of Perception

In the following two sections I will reconstruct Empedocles’ theory of
perception and knowledge acquisition by looking at our most important
sources, above all at Theophrastus’ De Sensibus, and at several hints
scattered throughout Empedocles’ own verses. This analysis will clarify
the role that external inputs and bodily organs play in perceiving, thinking
and knowing. In doing so, it will lay the groundwork for my main
argument in Section 6.3.3, namely, that the understanding of crucial
epistemic inputs — that is, those relating to the true nature of the physical
world — enables the transcendence of human cognitive limitations and the
change of being into a divine nature.

In his systematic treatment of the most important theories concerning
perception and knowledge acquisition before Aristotle, Theophrastus®*
reports that according to Empedocles we perceive through an adaptation
(enarmottein™) of the perceived things to the pores (répor in Greek) of our
sense organs. The word wépos (poros), which originally indicates a passage
over a river or a narrow part of a sea (a strait), metaphorically depicts
a passage through a permeable substance such as the skin.** In Empedocles’

8 In his De Sensu et Sensibilibus, Theophrastus classifies the processes and the objects of perceiving,
thinking and knowing with reference to nine thinkers, specifically, Parmenides (sections 3—4),
Empedocles (7—24), Alcmaeon (25-26), Anaxagoras (27—37), Cleidemus (38), Diogenes of Apollonia
(39—48), Democritus (49-82) and Plato (5—6 and 83-91). While relatively little space is given to the
theories of Parmenides, Alcmaeon and Cleidemus, Theophrastus draws more attention to
Anaxagoras, Diogenes and Plato and dedicates to each of them approximately ten sections.
However, as we can see, Theophrastus’ investigation focuses above all on Empedocles and
Democritus, and this is a sign of the importance that these theories have in their philosophical
system.

At Chapter 15, Theophrastus reveals that the word apudTTew is explicitly used by Empedocles to
refer to processes of recognition of things.

In Empedocles there is attested a further metaphorical meaning for the term mépos indicating
a textual passage in a given work (B 35.1 [= EMP D 75 Laks-Most]).

81

8:

&
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theory of sensation, Tdpo1 are passages that connect the sense organs at the
periphery of the body to a central, controlling body organ.*

The adaptation between sense organs and objects of perception is
mediated through &mroppoai (aporroai), literally ‘streams’, which are con-
tinuously emanated from compounds. As Plutarch reports:**

okOTEL 87, kaT "EumedokAéa
yvous 8T1 T&vTwy gioiv &moppoai, 600" yévovTo . . .
oU y&p {wwv povov oUdt pUTRY oUdt YTis kai BaAdTTns, GAAL Kai Aifwv &Treioty
gvBeNey Gds TTOAG peUpaTa Kal YaAkoU kol o18npou.

Consider that, according to Empedocles
Knowing that there are effluences of all the things that have come about . ..
For not only from animals, plants or earth and sea, but also from stones and
bronze many streams depart continuously.

Empedocles does not provide precise information about the nature of the
&moppoai, yet a general inference could be that they are sdmara of some
sort and hence they are made of (at least one of) the four elements. This is
deduced from Empedocles’ ontology, which does not seem to envisage
incorporeal entities and therefore requires that, like everything else,
effluences too must be made of elements. The conception of &moppoad
as owpata also agrees with the traditional conception of words (hence,
sounds and even thoughts) as things. As Wright points out, in the Homeric
poems

words are winged (//. 1.201, 2.7, 4.69 etc.), go past the barrier of the teeth (Z/.
4.350, 14.83, etc.) and are put by the listener into his or her #hymos . . . Such
a physical representation of words and thoughts, found in Homer, con-
tinues through the work of other Presocratics (Heraclitus is an obvious

% Note that, according to Empedocles, not only living beings but all compounds seem to have pores.
Empedocles did not give a thorough explanation of what these épor are made of and, above all,
what they contain: see Theophr. Sens. 13. The metaphorical use of the term Tépos with reference to
sense organs is not an Empedoclean innovation. Theophr. 25f. (= DK 24 A 5) reports a doctrine of
pores for Alcmaeon who evidently believed that, with the possible exception of touch, where
Theophrastus says that he had no definite theory, all the sense organs are connected by pores to
the brain, which Alcmaeon considered the central organ for cognition. Calcidius, in his comment on
Plato’s Timaeus (p. 279 Wrobel = DK 24 A 10 [= ALCM D 17 Laks-Most]), reports that Alcmaeon
used the term pores to refer to sensory nerves, particularly the optic nerve, which Alcmaeon
presumably discovered by practising anatomical dissection. Yet the reliability of Calcidius’ report
is debated. First, clear attestation of a practice of anatomical dissection does not predate the
Hellenistic age. Moreover, while Calcidius is a late source, Aristoteles and, above all,
Theophrastus never mention it. For these reasons, scholars generally assume that Alcmacon could
have discovered the ocular nerve by practising animal dissection or just the section of an eye (Lloyd
1975) or anatomical surgery (Longrigg 1993: 59ff.).

84 See Plutarch Quaest. nat. 916d (= DK 31 B 89 [= EMP D 208 Laks-Most]).
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example) to Plato ... Aristotle . .. and the Stoics’ assumption of phonai as
somata.’

Furthermore, according to Plutarch’s Natural Phenomena, Empedocles
considers smells and similar olfactory effluences (&moppods in Plutarch’s
text), which dogs can perceive and follow, as ‘fragments of limbs’
(képpoTa . . . ueAéeov) that living beings constantly leave on the ground.*
By extension, we can make the general inference that any kind of sensory
&oppon is a odua of some sort; that is, a compound of elements.

These elemental streams that things in the world emanate get in touch
with sense organs and, if they fit them, they may enter the body. More
precisely, adaptation between perceptual effluences and the pores of
a certain sense organ and, consequently, perception only occur if two
basic conditions are fulfilled: cuppetpia (symmetria) and T Spoicy (26
homoiéi ).*” The principle of cuppetpia, (‘symmetry’ or ‘commensurate-
ness’) entails that, in order for the pores to be entered by, and to perceive,
an effluence, the latter must be commensurate to the former. This means
that, as Theophrastus specifies, when a particular effluence is too large for
the pores of a certain sense organ, it cannot enter. Analogously, when an
effluence is too small, it enters the pores but produces no contact. In both
cases perception cannot happen. It is worth noting that particular
effluences are only commensurate to specific structures of pores in particu-
lar organs. This explains why eyes cannot see sounds and ears cannot hear
colours.

Regarding the second criterion of t¢ dpoiey or likeness, this is more
elusive than cuppetpia and its functioning in Empedocles’ theory of
perception and knowledge acquisition is not at all clear. Theophrastus
(Sens. 1-2) seems to specify it in terms of the akin nature between the
subject and object of perception, which is said to be Empedocles’ general
condition that enables perception in the first place. On this standard, this

¥ Wright (1995: 259).  *® 23 p. 917¢ (= DK 31 B 101 [= EMP D 232 Laks-Most]).

%7 Note that Theophr. Sens. 1—2 connects the criterion of perceiving ¢ dpoie to a general principle,
employed by some thinkers when talking about the general character of perception. This principle
entails that it is a native endowment of all creatures to know their kin. In other words, we only know
that which is similar to our own nature. In contrast, other thinkers, since they maintain that ‘the like
is unaffected by the like, whereas opposites are affected by each other’, explain perception through
the opposite principle: T& évavTicp. According to this principle, we experience a sensation because
our organs are passively affected by its opposite (for instance, it may be said that we perceive light
when this breaks through the darkness). Theophrastus affirms that these two criteria are used only
with reference to sense perception in very general terms, whereas they are neglected when a given
author treated the working of each of the senses — with the exception of Empedocles, ‘who tries to
refer also the particular senses to similarity’.
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286 Knowing Nature as a God

principle works in sensation processes in such a way that each element in
the architecture of a certain sense organ is able to perceive the same element
in the object of sensation. The idea seems to be, in other words, that we can
perceive only things that are analogous to our own nature. In this sense,
Theophrastus connects the principle of likeness to the innate faculty of the
elements®™ to be attracted by their homologous substances and indirectly
relates it to the cosmologically significant power of attraction of like
to(wards) like.®

Empedocles’ use of the principle of like by like in processes of sensation
and knowledge acquisition is attested by his own words in B 109 (= EMP
D 207 Laks-Most):

yaint pév y&p yalav dmamopey, Udatt 8 Udwp,
aifepr & aifépa diov, &tdp TUpl TP &idnAov,
oTopyTv 8¢ oTopYyfil, velkos 8¢ Te veikel Auypddt

For by earth we see earth, by water water,
by ether shining ether, by fire destructive fire
Love by Love and Strife by dread Strife.

Aristotle quotes this fragment twice. In De Anima (404b 11—20), he
mentions Empedocles among those of his predecessors who maintain
that the soul is the principle that knows and perceives. These philosophers
represent the soul as identical with those principles (archai) forming the
physical world. Thus, by the same standard, Empedocles considers the soul
to be made out of the four elements, and makes each of the elements a soul,
as each perceives and knows its homologous substance: ‘by earth we see
earth etc.’. Empedocles’ lines are then followed by Aristotle’s remark that
Plato analogously argues in the 77maeus that the soul is made out of the
principles of the universe, for the reason that like is perceived and known
by like. The inference is that the principle of like by like governs processes

8 According to Aristotle, Metaph. 985a 23—29 and De gen. et corr. 333b 19—22 the movement of like to
like is due to Strife, whereas the opposite motion to unite different, heterogeneous elements into
compounds, is in parallel due to Love. Additionally, Aristotle seems to contend that whereas the
movement of like to like is according to nature, kat& gUow, the opposite movement is against
nature, Top& @Uotv. Primavesi (2013: 699—700; 2016: 6—7) has shown that the attraction of like to
like is a congenital property of the elements that Strife ‘activates’ by restraining Love’s uniting force.
In the cosmic cycle, the movement of like to like is especially responsible for the construction of the
skeleton of our cosmos after the destruction of the Sphairos, as our sources suggest that just after
Strife’s first intervention into the Sphairos, each element gradually converged towards its homolo-
gous and reached a specific place of the universe. In so doing, the elements arranged themselves in
big cosmic masses, which move in a whirl. On the cosmogonical role of this kind of movement, see
Chapter 7.1.4.

8
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of sensation and knowledge acquisition in Plato as well as in Empedocles.
B 109 (= EMP D 207 Laks-Most) is taken as evidence for this.

Furthermore, in the Mezaphysics (1000b 5), Aristotle explicitly attributes to
Empedocles the view that knowing occurs by like () 8¢ yvéo1s ToU duoiou
T duoiw), and corroborates his statement by quoting B 109 (= EMP D 207
Laks-Most). Moreover, Aristotle infers from this that Empedocles holds
perceiving and knowing as two identical processes, as both occur according
to the same principle of like by like. Theophrastus closely follows Aristotle in
applying to his predecessors, hence to Empedocles, the principle of likeness
in theories of perception and knowledge acquisition and sides with Aristotle
in arguing that Empedocles assimilated thinking and perceiving.”” However,
Theophrastus seems more sceptical than Aristotle in using the principle of
likeness throughout consistently and systematically with reference to indi-
vidual thinkers and particular sensations. Even in the case of Empedocles, for
whom the principle is said to make more sense than for any other earlier
philosophers, Theophrastus observes that Empedocles ultimately seems to
neglect it in favour of the sole principle of cuppetpia. In fact,

in his view as a whole, likeness too is taken away, but commensurateness
alone is sufficient. On account of this he says that things do not perceive one
another because they have incommensurate pores, but whether the
effluences are like or unlike <the sensory organ> he leaves quite undeter-
mined. (Sens. 15)

As Sedley points out, here Theophrastus admits that Empedocles is silent
about the compositional likeness between the objects of sensation (better,
the effluences emanated by them) and the sense organs that receive them.
Indeed, although Theophrastus introduces Empedocles as a likeness the-
orist, he recounts Empedocles’ views about perception solely in terms of
effluences fitting into pores.”*

Granted thus that cuppeTpia is what chiefly enables perception, does the
criterion of likeness play any role at all in it? To answer this question, let us
see, for instance, how the eye works. Empedocles depicts the internal

9° See Sens. 10:
TO utv y&p @povelv eivan Tols dpolots, T & &yvoeiv Tois dvopolols, s fi TadTéV
TapaTAfolov v T aioBfioel THY ppdvnov. diapiBunoduevos ydp, ws EKaoToV EK&OTwL
yvwpilouev, ¢l TéAel TpooEBnkey 65 ‘Ek ToUTwY <y&p> T&VTa TETNyaow &ppoodivral/kal
ToUToIs ppoviouct kad fidovT A8 dwviddvtan’ [= DK 31 B 107 = EMP D 241 Laks-Most]. 518 xad
61 ofpart udAioTa ppovely- év TouTwl y&p pdAioTa kekpdobor [éoTl] T& oToiyela TV
pepidv.

o' Sedley (1992: 27-31). See also Kamtekar (2009: 217).
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288 Knowing Nature as a God

structure of the eye as a compound made of fire and water.”” As
Theophrastus reports (Sens. 7), fire and water in the eye can perceive
respectively white and black objects. Later in his treatise (at Chapter 59),
Theophrastus reports that Empedocles holds the view that white is com-
posed of fire and black of water. We could infer, therefore, that fire and
water in the eye perceive respectively white and black things by likeness;
namely, precisely because the white and black colours are homologous to
the elements forming the structure of the eye.

However, in Chapters 7-8, Theophrastus explains that perception of
white and black things by the eye occurs because their effluences can fit
into the passages of the eye: that is, by symmetry. Moreover, they may fit
differently according to the different constructions of the eyes. In fact, the
disposition of the elements in the eye (fire can be more or less internal) and
the amount of each element in its blend play a major role in vision. For
instance, according to the position of fire in the eye, certain animals see
better by day, others by night. Furthermore, by day those eyes that contain
less fire have an advantage, because the light within can better adapt by
compensation to the light outside; however, under reverse conditions the
opposite occurs. However, ‘that eye is of happiest blend and is best which is
composed of <both these constituents> (that is, of both water and fire) in
equal measure’. An equal measure of the components, in fact, enables the
eye to be commensurate in the best possible way to most of the effluences it
may encounter. In short, Theophrastus, by emphasizing the central role of
the elemental mixture in the sense organs — i.e., the krasis of earth, water,
air and fire in them — indicates that vision, and by extension perception
more generally, occurs mainly in accordance with the principle of
ouppeTpia.

To sum up, perception occurs through contact via an adaptation between
the effluences emanated by the object of perception and the elemental
structure of the sense organ. This adaptation mainly occurs by symmetry;
that is, when a given sense organ is commensurate to a certain effluence or,
put differently, when effluences from the surrounding environment adapt to
the pores of a sense organ. The possibility that cuppetpia is fulfilled closely
depends on the elemental composition of sense organs, which, in turn, rests
upon several factors. In the case of the eye, the number, size and position of
its components play essential roles in vision. The analogous nature of the

?* DK 31 B 84 (= EMP D 215 Laks-Most). For a discussion of the fragment, see Lloyd (1966: 325—27),
O’Brien (1970: esp. 140—46, also 15759, for an earlier bibliography on Empedocles’ theory of vision,
and 16066, for doxographical evidence for Empedocles’ theory of vision and for the composition
and function of membranes), Sedley (1992) and Wright (1995: 240—43).
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6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God 289

elemental composition of efluences and pores may well be a further factor of
some importance in perceiving. However, Theophrastus’ conclusion about
the best eye being composed of an equal measure of fire and water draws our
attention once again to the role played by the principle of cuppetpic.
According to this principle, to achieve a certain perception, the krasis of
elements forming sense organs which adapts to the perceptual effluences in
the best possible way, is prominent over the nature of the single element
attracting its homologous substance in objects of perception. As we shall see
hereafter, the Arasis of elements also plays a predominant role in the acquisi-
tion of knowledge.

6.3.2  Empedocles on Knowledge Acquisition

Having seen that Empedocles’ theory on perception is argued for in terms
of reception and adaptation of external elements by and within the body,
we will now see that processes of thought production and knowledge
acquisition are conceptualized in similar terms. As I will show,
Empedocles argues for acquisition of knowledge in terms of
a physiological process that exploits sensory data which, by entering the
body through sensory channels, reach the mind and here are processed to
form new thinking and knowledge. However, although perception is
taken as the first and remarkable step in approaching and processing
the things around us, as we have seen in Section 6.3.1, it is worth noting
that ordinary human senses are taken as not suitable for knowing zo holon.
Indeed, sense organs are narrow (B 2.1 [= EMP D 42.1 Laks-Most]) and,
for this reason, understanding of Empedocles’ revelation cannot be
attained simply by relying on them. However, personal enquiry and
experience of things all around can nonetheless gain valid elements for
thinking and knowing and Pausanias is encouraged to use every sense
organ in his investigation of the physical world. In fact, Empedocles does
not have a wholly pejorative view concerning human senses and the
epistemological power of perception. In this respect, let us consider
B 3.9-13 (= EMP D 44.9-13 Laks-Most):

BRI

&AN &y’ &Bpel &ont ToA&un1, T dfjAov EkaoTov,

unTe TV’ dyiv Exwv TrioTEL TAOV ) KAT AKOUTY 10
1} &komy épidouTrov UTrEp TPAVWUXTA YADOOTS,

u1Te T1 TGV &Mwv, 6TTdoN TOPOS 0Tl vofjoat,

yulwv TrioTv Epuke, voel & fi Sfjhov EkaoTov.

But now consider with every power how each thing is clear
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without holding any seeing as more reliable than what you hear, I0
nor echoing ear above piercings of the tongue

and do not in any way curb the reliability

of the other limbs by which there is a passage for understanding

but understand each thing in the way in which it is clear.

These verses are Empedocles’ advice to Pausanias to sharpen every sense
organ and make correct use of each when exploring the physical world,
with Empedocles prompting Pausanias to consider (literally, ‘to see’, &Bpe1)
everything ‘in the way in which it is clear’; that is, in the way in which it
shows itself (fj1 5fAov ExaoToV).

These lines also tell us that correct use of the sense organs requires that
Pausanias should not prefer a particular sensation over another, but should
consider everything with every sense organ (r&omi oA&pn1) he has at his
disposal.”” Even though sight was traditionally considered the sensation
that ‘reveals many distinctions and most enables us to know’,* Pausanias
should use all sense organs, as each of them is ‘a passage for understanding,
mwopos éoTi vofican (B 3.12 [= EMP D 44.12 Laks-Most]). Then, in the last
line, in a sort of ring composition, Empedocles reiterates his advice to
Pausanias to consider every existing thing in the way it is clear. However,
here Empedocles uses the verb voéw. This, in variance with the previous
&Bpéw, indicates the process of reflection and understanding that makes
use of data coming from the sense organs, as the following statement that
everything must be known in the way it shows itself seems to indicate.

Analogously, in the verses of the Strasbourg papyrus I already quoted in
Section 6.2.1,”° Empedocles focuses on the notion that sensations can
provide useful data for knowledge acquisition. Having remarked on the
importance to observe things all around to verify and be convinced by the
truth he is revealing, Empedocles first promises Pausanias that he ‘will see
(8ye1) the coming together and the unfolding of birth’, then encourages
him to ‘carry away in [his] mind’ the truthful proofs of Empedocles” words
(&peudd . . . Betypata). As the proofs of Empedocles’ words coincide with
the data Pausanias collects through observation, we can conclude that the
passage points to the role of the mind in attaining understanding from
sensory inputs.

? On the term TwoA&pn as a metaphor for sense organs, see Chapter 2.5, n.158.

9% Arist. Metaph. 980a. The same opinion is held by Heraclitus B 55 (= HER D 31 Laks-Most) and 101a
(= HER D 32 Laks-Most). Heraclitus mentions in both fragments sight together with hearing. See
also the Hippocratic author of De Arte 13.1.

95 PStrasb. a(ii) 21—30 (= EMP D 73.291-300 Laks-Most).
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This is an indication, consequently, that in both B 3 (= EMP D 44 Laks-
Most) and the papyrus verses, Empedocles makes a claim about the
physiological process of thinking; that is, that bodily process enabling
our mind to receive, process, assess and use perceptual inputs.
Additionally, by saying that any sensation is a passage, poros, for under-
standing, in B 3 (= EMP D 44 Laks-Most) Empedocles constructs his
discourse about the use of 6perception in understanding upon the meta-
phorical meaning of poros.”® Clearly, as highlighted before, the idea is that
sensations contribute to knowledge. However, we have seen above that in
Empedocles’ theory of sensation, the term poroi is in specific use to denote
internal channels that connect sense organs at the periphery of the body to
a central organ of control. Thus, B 3.12 (= EMP D 44.12 Laks-Most) may
well allude to the Empedoclean theory of pores and effluences in processes
of sensation and, above all, knowledge acquisition. In other words,
Empedocles may well have wanted to outline the concept that the process
of acquiring knowledge makes use of both sensory inputs and body
channels — that is, it exploits sensations — to produce new thoughts and
understanding.

An analogous conclusion can be drawn from a further instance in B 133
(= EMP D 9 Laks-Most), which again builds upon the metaphorical value
of the word poros. Here, according to Clement of Alexandria,””
Empedocles presents the divine (to theion) as an entity that cannot be
known by the senses:

oUk €oTv TTeAGoaoBal, év dpBoApoioty EpikTov

fiueTépots, fi xepol AoPelv, fimep Te peyloTn
Te1fols &vBpwTolo auagiTos els ppéva TiTTEL

It is not possible to reach it with our eyes
or grasp it by our hands, by which the greatest
road of persuasion leads to the mind of people.

For the present study, the phrase fimrep Te ueyiotn / we1bols dvbpcomorow
&uaids eis ppéva mimTer is highly relevant. Here journey metaphors
present eyes and hands, metonymies indicating the respective perceptions
of vision and touch as entrances to a road in the body that brings

96 On this metaphor use, see my detailed analysis in Ferella (2018b: 64—65).

97 Strom. s5.81.2. Clement quotes the lines together with a fragment of Solon (F 16) and one of
Antisthenes (F 24), within a treatment on how to obtain TioTis about topics that are beyond the
realm of sense organs and therefore escape ordinary human perception.
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persuasion to the mind.”® Thereby, Empedocles expresses the idea that
knowledge gained from sense organs is the most persuasive form of
knowledge.

Yet the metaphors employed say more than this. B 133 (= EMP D 9 Laks-
Most) illustrates sense organs as ‘gates’ to a road that leads to the mind, eis
ppéva.”® Again, Empedocles might be alluding to his theory of pores and
effluences in sensation and knowledge acquisition. Specifically, given
Empedocles speaks of bodily streams, namely effluences continuously
emanating from perceptual objects — we can read B 133 (= EMP D 9 Laks-
Most) as suggesting the idea that streams of perceived matter, made of
elements, enter the ‘gates’ of sense organs and, through bodily channels,
reach the mind. In other words, the ‘journey’ of the elements coming from
external objects ends in the mind and here it produces understanding.
Thus, by listening to Empedocles’ doctrine, observing things in the world,
smelling, tasting or touching them and hence by experiencing as many
things in the world as possible, a person receives, through their own sense
organs, streams of elements which, through bodily channels or pores, reach
the mind. This might well indicate, finally, that Empedocles conceived,
not only of perception, but also of thinking and knowledge acquisition as
physiological processes of reception and processing of external elements by
and within the body.

Accordingly, Empedocles conceptualizes the mind as a container. In some
lines of the Strasbourg papyrus (alii] 29 [= EMP D 73.299 Laks-Most]),
elements coming from sensation are said to be stored in one’s own mind:
‘store up in your mind the unerring proofs of my words’, &k Tév &yeudf
Kouloar ppevi detypora p[UBwv]. Analogously, elsewhere (B 110.1-2 [= EMP
D 257.1—2 Laks-Most]) the disciple is invited to ‘press hard’ or ‘thrust’
epistemic elements in his precordia and to ‘gaze on them™® with his
‘mind’s eye’, according to another metaphor. These passages likely indicate
a process of reflection through meditation on acquired data. On

98 See Ferella (2018b).

2 Empedocles variously refers to the part of the body where he collocates the mind by the terms ppriv (B
134.4 [= EMP D 93.4 Laks-Most], B 23.9 [= EMP D 60.9 Laks-Most], B 114.3 [= EMP D 6.3 Laks-
Most], B 133.3 [= EMP D 9.3 Laks-Most]), ppéves (B 5 [= EMP D 258 Laks-Most], B 17.14 [= EMP
D 73.245 Laks-Most]), wporrides (B 110.1 [= EMP D 257.1 Laks-Most], B 129.2 [= EMP D 38.2 Laks-
Most]; B 132.1 [= EMP D 8.1 Laks-Most]) and omAéyya (B 4.3 [= EMP D 47.3 Laks-Most]). It seems
fair to assume that they all point to the thorax as the Empedoclean body zone for thinking: see
Bollack (1969: vol. 3, 578) who argues that the term Tparrides ‘designates an organ: the rib cage of
which the heart occupies the center’. See also Wright (1995: 164).

B 110.1-2 (= EMP D 257.1—2 Laks-Most): €l y&p kév o’ &&wijiow Umd mpamideoow 2peioas / ebpevéoos
kaBopfiiow moTTeUonis peAéTNIoW.
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6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God 293

a physiological level, this may well indicate that reflection and meditation
concretely involve the assembly and storage in the mind of sensory and
epistemic inputs; that is, elements coming from external effluences.
Furthermore, B 4.3 (= EMP D 47.3 Laks-Most) claims that Empedocles’
discourse can be stored in one’s own mind (here defined as omAdyyvo,
namely ‘inward parts’, probably indicating the whole region under the
breast) and should here be ‘cut through’ (8iorunfévTos).”” The metaphor
invites the reading that processes of reflection and critical analysis are
conceived in terms of matter that is divided into its essential constituents
or basic elements. The image illustrates how each elemental bit of informa-

tion gained by sensations is thoroughly processed by the controlling organ in
the mind."**

The controlling organ coincides, according to Empedocles, with peri-
cardial blood. In De Sensibus, in the conclusion to Chapter 10,
Theophrastus reports that, according to Empedocles, we think and conse-
quently know ‘chiefly with the blood; for here the elements are more fully
mingled than in any other of our limbs’. We also have some Empedoclean

lines attesting to the role of blood in thought production:
ofuaros &v TEAGyeoo TeTpapupuéva’ ™ dvTiBopdvTos,
Tl Te vOMUA pEAIOTO KIKAjoKeTou GvBpoToioiv:
ofpa y&p dvBpcotrols Tepik&pdiov 20Tt vonpa
(B 105 [= EMP D 240 Laks-Most])

Turned around in seas of blood which leaps back and forth,
there above all people call them thought.
For thought for humans is blood around the heart.

' See B 4.4 [= EMP D 47.4 Laks-Most]: yvésth SioctunBévTtos évi omAdyyvoiot Adyolo.

*°* This suggests that, according to Empedocles, critical and analytic thinking plays a role in know-
ledge acquisition, and this makes knowing fundamentally different from perceiving, in contrast to
the idea advocated by Aristotle and Theophrastus, who seem to maintain that perception and
knowledge acquisition are the same process in Empedocles. On the distinction between knowing
and perceiving, see Kamtekar (2009: 226-231).

TeTpappéva is the reading transmitted by Porphyry’s manuscripts. Gropius’ correction TeBpopuévn
is preferred by Diels-Kranz and most editors who suggest, accordingly, a subject such as kap5in or
kpodin, ‘heart’ (see Laks-Most [2016] and Mansfeld-Primavesi [2021]), or oUveois (alternatively
ppdévnots, pfiTis and the like; see Bignone [1916: 475]) on the basis of Porphyry’s introduction
CEumredokAfis Te 0UTw padveTon dds dpydvou Tpds cUveawy Tod aiparos dvtos Aéyew). Wright (1995:
130) prints the words TeTpoppéva &vmiBopévtos within cruces; however, at 251 she seems to be
inclined to a subject such as xpadin. An interesting proposal was promoted by Gallavotti (1975: 12),
who read B 105 (= EMP D 240 Laks-Most) as immediately following B 89 (= EMP D 208 Laks-
Most). He consequently corrected TeTpopuéva to TeTpopuéva<i> and referred the verb to the
&moppoai mentioned in B 89 (= EMP D 208 Laks-Most). The text I printed above maintains, in
contrast, the reading transmitted by the manuscripts (see also Bollack [1969: vol. 2, 189 and vol. 3,
444—46)), yet Linterpret it in a way that is reminiscent of Gallavotti.

103

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 16 Nov 2026 at 15:25:38, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009392600.007


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009392600.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core

294 Knowing Nature as a God

The subject of the neuter participle TeTpopuéva is neither explicit in the
text nor can be deduced by its source. Yet in other Empedoclean passages
dealing with the processes of sensation and knowledge acquisition (for
instance, B 110 [= EMP D 257 Laks-Most]), terms in neuter plural refer, as
we shall see below, to elemental inputs coming as effluences into the body.
Returning to our fragment, the idea seems to be that, when these inputs
enter the mind through the pores and are stored here, the blood ‘leaping
back and forth’ makes out of them what people call thoughts. Thus, in
physiological terms, thoughts are the products of blood that, by leaping
back and forth around the heart, encounters and, presumably, incorpor-
ates, cuts up (Sarundévtos in B 4.4 [= EMP D 47 Laks-Most]) and
modifies, in a word, processes those elements that come from external
effluences and flow into the mind.

To sum up, like perception, thought production and knowledge acqui-
sition are described as physiological processes that involve reception and
elaboration of elements within the body. These processes occur when
epistemic inputs coming from the outside and entering the body reach
the mind and are here stored, pressed hard, thrust, cut up and gazed upon
in order to produce thinking and understanding. Moreover, the organ
responsible for the processing of sensory data, production of thought and
acquisition of knowledge is blood, by virtue of its fully mingled elemental
blend (its krasis). Thus, the balanced krasis of elements in our bodily
organs, and especially in blood, is essential to the quality of our perceptions
and thinking and, as we shall now see, can be improved to the point of
being able to process the highest epistemic inputs.

6.3.3 Blood and Its krasis

Having looked at Empedocles’ theories of sensation and knowledge acqui-
sition, we can appreciate the central function played by the interrelation
between external inputs and the elemental composition of the body. My
primary aim throughout this section is to show that this interrelation,
which characterizes the physiology of perceiving, thinking and knowing, is
behind the process through which we can climb the ranking of living
beings, transcend our mortal nature and become divine. In this respect,
[ will first demonstrate that the environment and consequently the external
inputs we incorporate through sense organs affect our corporeal constitu-
tion. Second, that exposure to the right environment, hence the confron-
tation and incorporation of the most important external inputs can
improve our mind’s potential, enabling it to perceive, think and know
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6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God 295

like a divine mind. More specifically, these two lines of argument will be
conducted by looking more closely at Empedocles’ controlling organ,
blood, and at the function its elemental blend plays with reference to
a person’s cognitive abilities.

Blood is made of a blend of elements that is more harmonious than that
of any other limbs and, as Theophrastus tells us, this is why it can produce
thought and knowledge. In general terms, the blend of elements in human
blood is balanced because the four elements are mixed in equal
proportion:'>*

) 8¢ xBcov ToUToloW foM CUVEKUpOE PAAIOTO,
‘HoaioTwr T dpPpwi Te kad aifépt TappavowyTl,
Kutpi8os épuioteioa TeAeions v Mipévesoty
eIT’ dAtyov peilwv eite TAsdvecow (?) EAdoocov-
&K TGOV odpd Te yEvTo Kad 8AANS eldea oopkds . . .
(B 98 [= EMP D 190 Laks-Most])

And earth happened to meet with these in about equal quantity,
with Hephaestus and rain and all-shining ether

anchored in the perfect harbours of Cypris;

either a little more or a little less in comparison to the majority (?).
From these, blood came to be and the forms of other kind of flesh.

The term ion (B 98.1 [= EMP D 190.1 Laks-Most]) indicates that Love
forms blood by mixing the same quantity of earth, fire (Hephaestus), water
(rain) and ether. The mixture of blood is such that the ratio of its elements
is always r:::1:1, which makes it particularly harmonious and consequently
extremely suitable for thinking.

However, in Chapter 11, Theophrastus adds that even though the ratio
of elements in the Arasis of blood stays constant, the composition of blood
can nonetheless vary from person to person and Empedocles classified
rational beings along a scale based on the Araseis of elements in their blood.

Those in whom these mingled elements are of the same or nearly the same
<amount>, being neither widely separated nor too small nor of excessive
size — such persons are the most intelligent and keen of sense; and others are
intelligent and keen of sense according as they approach to such a mixture.
But those whose condition is the very reverse are the least intelligent. Again,
persons in whom the elements lie loose and rare are slow and laborious;
while those who have them compact and divided finely are impulsively
carried away; they throw themselves into many a project, and yet accom-
plish little, because of the impetuous coursing of their blood. But when the

4 Simpl. Phys. 32.6-10, and 3315 (= DK 31 B 98 [= EMP D 190 Laks-Most]).
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296 Knowing Nature as a God

composition in some single members lies in the mean, the person is
accomplished in that part. For this reason, some are clever orators, others
artisans; for in the one case the happy mixture is in the tongue, in the other it

is in the hands. And the like holds true for all the other forms of ability."”

According to Theophrastus’ report, Empedocles attributes discrepancies
in the elemental mixture of blood to three factors: the amount of each
element in the mixture, their arrangement and their size. The best blend
of blood belongs to those whose kraseis are made of elemental particles in
identical or very similar amounts, of a median size and of the right
distance from one another. People with this blood mixture are those
who perceive and know best. Other people are intelligent and keen of
sense according to the degree to which they approach this ideal mixture.
In contrast, a mixture of the opposite conditions produces people who are
the least intelligent.

As we can also infer from Theophrastus’ account, the composition of the
elements in blood affects the way it runs within the body. Differences in
speed result in different personalities and we can therefore have slow or
very impulsive people. By a similar standard, the more or less harmonious
blend of elements also serves as a criterion for explaining why certain
people have a particular inclination or a specific talent. For instance,
good orators owe their talent to a particularly well-balanced #rasis in
their tongue, while artisans are artistically inclined because of an extremely
harmonious blend of elements in their hands.® In sum, Theophrastus’
report is a strong indication of the close relationship between intelligence
(or talent) and the harmonious krasis of elements in a given (part of the)
body.

Although each person receives their own krasis of blood at birth, this is
not fixed. Indeed, as Aristotle and Theophrastus report, Empedocles argues
that the quality of one’s own krasis is influenced by, and continuously
changes according to, the environment. Specifically, Aristotle (Mezaph.
1009b 16"”7) reports that Empedocles shares with his predecessors and
especially with Parmenides the view that, just like sensation, knowledge
acquisition changes in respect to what is present. In fact, one’s own
thinking is influenced by environmental modifications:

' Sens. 11. Transl. by Inwood (2001).

196 See Theophr. Sens. 11: ofs 8¢ ko’ &v T1 pdpiov 7 uéom kpdois o1, TaUTN coPoUs Ek&aTous eiva:
816 ToUs uév priTopas &yabous, Tous 8¢ TexviTas, dos Tols pév v Tals xepol, Tols 8¢ év Tt yAdTTn
TV kp&o1 oUoav- dpoiws & Exew kad koTd T&s &Aas Buvdpes.

7 See also An. 427a 21.
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6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God 297

kol y&p EumedoxAfis petapdAhovTtas TH €S ueTaBdMAe pnol Ty epdvnotv-
TPods ToPedY y&p ufiTis &é€eTan &vBpotolot.
(B 106 [= EMP D 243 Laks-Most])

kol év éTépols 8¢ Adyer OT1
8ooov <y’> &Moiol peTépuy, Téoov &p olot odel
kal 16 ppovely &Moia TapioToarar.
(B 108 [= EMP D 244a Laks-Most])

For Empedocles says that when people change their condition they change their
knowledge:

For it is in respect of what is present that cunning intelligence is increased.

And elsewhere he says:

Insofar as they change over to become of a different sort, so far do they always
find their thinking too providing different things.

According to Aristotle, Empedocles, by arguing for external conditions
affecting the internal structure of our mind, and so the quality and
quantity of the individual thinking, de facto identified sense perception
and cognition. In Aristotle’s interpretation, Empedocles’ lines assert that
thinking and understanding are ‘nothing more than unwilled and uncon-
trolled reactions to one’s own physiological state and surroundings’."*”
However, that Aristotle’s reading is an oversimplification of Empedocles’
verses and theories of perceiving, thinking and knowledge is evidenced by
the fact that, as we have already seen, Empedocles distinguished between
a superficial perceptual cognition and an understanding of things that
makes use of perceptual inputs but goes beyond them. Indeed,
Empedocles developed elaborate reflections on how sensation may or
may not elicit intellectual cognition on both perceptual and non-
perceptual things. In B 2 (= EMP D 42 Laks-Most) mere perceptual
cognition is explicitly contrasted to a kind of understanding that, going
beyond it, can know the whole of physical reality. Similarly, in B 3 (=
EMP D 44 Laks-Most) the process of knowing is opposed to mere
superficial perception, as it makes use of perceptual data for intellectual
reflection. Thus, human beings who only rely on superficial perceptions,
acquired through narrow knowing devices, are unable to gain genuine

18 The translation is by Inwood (2001: 247). In the Metaph., Aristotle relates the Empedoclean fragments to
Parmenides’ fragment B 16 (= PARM D st Laks-Most), Anaxagoras and an unknown Homeric phrase,
whereas in On the Soul they are connected to Od. 18.136. On Parmenides’ B 16 (= PARM D s1 Laks-Most)
and his theory of cognition, see Bredlow (2011) and Tor (2017: 169-96).

> The quote is by Tor (2017: 330).
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298 Knowing Nature as a God

knowledge of the things Empedocles is revealing and even of things they
come across. In contrast Pausanias, who is prompted to pay attention to
perceptual data while receiving Empedocles’ revelation, will know mat-
ters beyond the reach of ordinary human perception.

More plausibly, B 106 (= EMP D 243 Laks-Most) and B 108 (= EMP D 244a
Laks-Most) express the idea that the range of things we experience in our
surroundings increase and expand our ability to think and know. Specifically,
B 106 (= EMP D 243 Laks-Most) affirms that our ‘cunning intelligence’
(métis), increases in relation to what is present to us. Moreover, B 108
(= EMP D 244a Laks-Most) conveys the idea that changes in our constitution
lead to changes in awareness and cognition or, more precisely, ‘to changes in
what is available for us to experience and register™® and this represents an
opportunity to expand our repertoire of experiences upon which our judge-
ment, thought and cognition can rest. Thus, what the two Empedoclean
quotations imply is the importance of the quality of the environment we
experience, hence of the epistemic inputs we incorporate, for thought produc-
tion and knowledge acquisition. The second quotation seems to hint at
external affections producing a change in our internal mixture, which in

turn yields a change in our thinking. As M. M. Sassi has highlighted:

The qualities of the environment are included among the ingredients of the
mixture of elements that determines different cognitive states from a subject
to another. It is clear that in the visual process the external fire (or water) is
added to the internal one and thus ‘increases’ it, and the resulting product of
this mixture, which is different according to the initial physiological condi-
tions of the eye, is ultimately responsible for the perceptive process.™

Thus, the quality of the environment plays a central role both in perception
and knowledge acquisition, since the effluences emanated from it, once added
to the blend of elements in the body, influence and change the mixture of our
sense organs and mind. As the human mind is affected by what comes to pass,
it follows that, when confronted with the right external conditions, people can
improve their krasis. Indeed, Empedocles’ belief in a specific process that
enables the disciple, rebirth after rebirth, to climb the ranking of living beings
and become a god must be in consonance with the idea of a mind that can be
‘sharpened’ and accordingly changed and attuned to what is divine.

"¢ Tor (2017: 331-32) relates the phrase ‘they change over to become of different sort’ in B 108.1 (= EMP
D 244 Laks-Most) to the notion of rebirth, although he admits that the changes here implied are not
limited to different rebirths; rather, they are connected to all imaginable physiological and constitu-
tional changes mortals may experience during their life-time(s).

" See Sassi (2015: 457).
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6.3 Knowing Nature to Become a God 299

By analogy with sensation, we may assume that a process of adaptation
analogous to that involving the eye in vision is at work when people want
to improve the krasis of their minds.”* As we have seen above, according to
Empedocles, a different mixture of elements in the sense organ is able to
adapt differently to the effluences of a perceptual environment: thus some
animals see best by night and others by day. Moreover, the perceiving
kraseis in sense organs can be improved: they can be trained to adapt to
specific effluences. For instance, although, in general terms, we see better
by day than night, it is a common experience that our vision can progres-
sively adapt to a dark environment and improve its ability to see.
Therefore, not only does the environment play a fundamental role in
structuring our eyes and the resultant vision, but also the elemental
structure of sensory pores in the eye can be trained to adapt to the
environment to improve its perceptive ability. If we apply what we have
learned for vision to other perceptions, we could assume that, by analogous
standards, we can train our sense of smell to perceive more prominently
certain odours rather than others, our hearing to recognize different sounds
and tones and our taste to distinguish diverse flavours in food and drinks.
We can conclude, therefore, that though ordinary sense organs are con-
genitally ‘narrow’ (see B 2.1 [= EMP D 42 Laks-Most]), they can be trained
ad hoc to expand or sharpen their range and power.

In analogy with sense organs, the blend of blood and, consequently, its
epistemic range and power can be trained so that, by processing the
external effluences coming from objects, it converts them into epistemic
elements. Thus, just as most human eyes have regular vision but can be
trained to see more sharply, most human minds are able to know in
a standard human way, presumably by just processing basic elements of
knowledge, easily accessible through sensations. Yet, given that, as we just
saw above, the quality of the environment, hence of the epistemic inputs
we incorporate, can affect our mind and change its cognitive potential, the
inference is that the right inputs, indeed the most important epistemic
notions, such as the nature of things that Empedocles explains in his
philosophy, can enable our mind’s potential to expand to incorporate

"* This may well work according to the principle that ‘external elements cause internal elements to
grow’, as argued by A. A. Long (1966: 270). See also Sassi (2015: 457—59). In commenting on
fragment DK 31 B 106 (= EMP D 243 Laks-Most), Sassi, at p. 458, points out that the phrase mpos
Trapedv is a significant indication that Empedocles, in analyzing the corporeal conditions of the
cognitive processes, ‘considered not only the variance of capabilities among different individuals,
but also the changing of cognitive states within the same subject, as determined from time to time
both by the constitution of the body and by the material effluences from the objects entering into it
through pores, and thus producing ever new mixtures’ (Sassi’s emphasis).
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300 Knowing Nature as a God

them and, thereby, to produce thinking and understanding worthy of
a divine mind. In the next section I will further explore the way in
which, according to Empedocles, the human mind can be trained to direct
its attention to the right concerns, attune in this way to divine wisdom and,
by virtue of this, change its mortal nature into a divine one. Therewith we
will finally see that genuine understanding of the physical world is pre-
sented by Empedocles as a way — if not #he way — to climb the rankings of
living, rational beings and become divine.

6.4 The Wealth of a Divine Mind"™

In the previous section, I argued that, while the elemental £rasis of sense
organs can be trained and expanded to perceive more sharply, so too can
the krasis of our mind in order for human beings to think and know the
highest, divine things. In Section 6.3.3 I explored this issue by looking at
the role the right external inputs — hence the notions concerning the true
nature of the physical world (namely, Empedocles’ philosophical revela-
tion) — play in expanding and sharpening the human mind so that it will be
able to incorporate divine epistemic data. From a slightly different per-
spective, in this section I will look at the role a person plays in order that
their mind can focus on the right epistemic inputs. In other words, I am
now going to explore what is demanded of Pausanias, and therefore of each
of us, if we want to know genuinely the true nature of the physical world
and then exploit this knowledge to become gods.
In this respect, let us consider B 110 (= EMP D 257 Laks-Most):

el ydp kév 0@’ &8wiiow Umd wpatmideoow Epeicas

cUpEVEWS KaBapTilow EToTTeUoNIS YEAETNIOW,

TaUTS Té oot pdha dvTa 81’ adddvos TapéoovTal,

M Te IO &rd TAOVE EkThoson: alTd yé&p alfet

ToUT els Afos EkaoTov, 81N PUGLS EoTiv EkOTI. 5
el 8¢ oU ¥y’ dMolwv Emopéfean, ola kat’ &vSpags

uupla deid& TédovTon & T duPAUVoust pepipvas,

A o &pop ékAsipouat TrepiTAopévolo Xpdvoio

o0&V TGV TToBéovTa piANY éTrl yévvay ikéobou-

TévTa y&p foth ppdynot Exew kai vopaTos aicav. 10

For if, thrusting them in your crowded praecordia
well-disposed you will gaze on them with pure attention
these things will all be with you throughout your life

" See B 132 (= EMP D 8 Laks-Most) with n.1 above.
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and many other things will spring from them: these will

increase them, each according to its character, where each has its origin. 5

But if you will turn to other things, such as

the ten thousand wretched things which are among people and blunt their
solicitudes,

quickly they will leave you with the passing of time

desiring to get to their own spring:

know that everything has thought and a share of understanding. 10

One of the problems raised by the interpretation of these lines is the
reference of the neuter plural scattered throughout. Precisely, what are
those things, which under certain circumstances will be with Pausanias
throughout his whole life, making other things spring from them and
increase them, while, under other circumstances, they will leave him and
return to their source? The hypotheses of scholars can be divided into those
advocating a reference to Empedocles’ teachings or true statements about
the world, those suggesting a reference to the elements and those combin-
ing the two previous readings, suggesting that the neuter plural refer to
(Empedocles’) words in their physical, elemental form.™*

As lines 4—s talk of some sort of growth (¥t y&p aléer / Tabt[a]),
a reference involving the elements seems to be necessary. In fact, unless
aéet here has a merely figurative meaning, when Empedocles speaks about
growth, the elements as constituents of the material structure of things are
clearly involved. This has led scholars to understand the reference of tauza
as being the four elements."” However, the verses above make clear that
tauta are such that, if you direct all your concerns and attention to them,
these will be by you throughout the rest of your life, while many other
things will spring from fauta and increase them. This detail excludes the
four elements as a referent, because they, being the basic principles of every
existing thing and representing the total amount of stuff of the universe, as
we saw in Chapter 4.1, cannot give rise to other (portions of) elements and

"4 Diels-Kranz interpreted the neuter plural as ‘die Lehren des Meisters’, whereas according to
Schwabl (1956) the reference is to ‘die Griindkriften der Natur’. Analogously, Mansfeld-
Primavesi (2011: 525 = F 125.5) read a reference to the ‘Element als Gedanketriger’. Similarly, Laks-
Most (2016: 579) refers the neuter plural to the elements. A. A. Long (1966: 269) suggested that ope
refers to ‘my teachings’ or ‘true statements about the world . .. conceived in physical terms’ and
a¥T . . . TabTa to ‘external elements (teaching in its physical term)’, whereas Bollack (1969: vol. 3,
577) argues for a reference to the ‘puissances . . . sans doute le six’. Trépanier (2004: 160) argued that
the referent could be identified prima facie with Empedocles” teachings, but these, ‘in as much as
they are true, can be conceived analogously to, or rather simply identified with, the elements
themselves’. More convincingly, Wright (1995: 259) takes the neuter plural as referring to words and
thoughts with their physical basis.

> See the previous note.
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be increased by them. It follows that although the neuter plural in the
above-quoted lines refer to something that is made of elements, the referent
here cannot be moved to the level of the four principles but must remain at
the level of perishable compounds.

In line with this conclusion, my interpretation is that the neuter plurals
refer to all inputs Pausanias may gain by sensation, ranging from Empedocles’
words to every single piece of information the disciple can gain by observing,
touching, smelling and tasting ‘each thing as it shows itself. In other words,
the neuter pronouns here likely indicate all kinds of 2porroai emanated by the
surrounding world and above all those coming from Empedocles” words.
Moreover, since they are able to increase themselves if pushed firmly in the
organs of thought, they likely include all ‘secondary’ epistemic inputs one may
obtain by reasoning and thinking; that is, thoughts potentially useful to gain,
produce or deepen one’s own knowledge.

As we have seen above, all kinds of aporroai are outflows of elements.
Thoughts are also traditionally regarded as sémata and, accordingly,
Empedocles argues that, as we have seen above, they are produced by process-
ing those aporroai’s elements stored up, thrust in and cut up in the mind. Thus,
all epistemic inputs in the mind are sémata and can increase both each other
and the person’s body if one reflects on them. Put differently, the process of
thinking is seen as an increase of elements, whereas thought production also
makes the mind grow, as we read in B 17.14 (= EMP D 73.243 Laks-Most):

AAN &ye puBwov kKATE: uabn yap To1 ppévas auel
But come! Hear my words; for learning will expand your mind.

As we apprehend, the process of learning deriving from Pausanias’ atten-
tion to, hence his reflection upon, Em6pedocles’ words favours growth in
the body and, precisely, in the mind."”

Thought production and subsequent growth of the mind only occur,
however, if Pausanias is well disposed towards the epistemic inputs the
environment continuously emanates as well as towards those gained
through reflection and thinking. Empedocles recommends reflecting on
these well-disposed and with pure attention: edpevéws xabBapfiiow
gmomrtevonis peAétniow (B 1o.2 [= EMP D 257.2 Laks-Most]). The

U6 At this point, it is worth noting that there are some scholars who take Empedocles’ physical language
describing epistemic inputs and mental products figuratively, intending therefore that, for example,
Empedocles’ teachings create an increase in understanding rather than an expansion of the mind: see
Kamtekar (2009: 233-35) and Mackenzie (2021: 148—49). In my view, however, which takes its cue from
A. A. Long (1966), increased understanding goes hand in hand with change (and expansion) of the mind.
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6.4 The Wealth of a Divine Mind 303

language is that of initiation and intentionally hints at the ascetic rules
Empedocles collects in the Purifications."” Precisely, the verb éromretoms
alludes to a mystery émomrreia, the vision of the truth the initiates receive at
the end of their training. Analogously, kaBapfiicw . .. peAétmow (at L. 2)
call to mind a purity-initiatory context, and kaBapfiicw in particular hints
at those purificatory exercises according to rules Empedocles prescribes for
the individual to escape rebirths; while ueAéton recalls the initiatory train-
ing consisting of ‘constant practise and effort, as in athletic training,
military duty or rehearsing’." Similarly, in B 110.7 (= EMP D 257.7 Laks-
Most) the adjective SeiAds qualifying unimportant things to which ordin-
ary people direct their attention, is used elsewhere to indicate ‘the misery of
those who violate the precepts of purifications’.™ All these elements
suggest that Empedocles is highlighting the necessity, if the disciple is to
obtain true knowledge about the nature of things, of ensuring that
Pausanias’ behaviour conforms to a lifestyle conducted in purity according
to the advice and exercises taught by Empedocles; that is, Pausanias shall
not only be committed to Empedocles’ philosophy, but also carry on
a process of purification.

Within the context of B 110 (= EMP D 257 Laks-Most), the content of
Empedocles’ teaching is that initiation and a process of purification enable
thought production and knowledge acquisition. Indeed, they are require-
ments to gain clear understanding of the physical world. More specifically,
as we have seen in Section 6.3.3, true knowledge depends on the environ-
ment and external epistemic inputs we incorporate. Yet a clear understand-
ing also requires a subject that is well-disposed to those inputs and prepared
to assimilate them. It follows that attention paid to the ‘the ten thousand
wretched things which are among people and blunt their solicitudes’ (B
110.7 [= EMP D 257.7 Laks-Most]) will impede clear understanding of
what really matters: the true nature of the physical world Empedocles is

"7 See Bignone (1916: 480-81) and Wright (1995: 259). Kingsley (1995: 230) points out that the language
hints at ‘the standard vocabulary employed in the mysteries of Persephone and Demeter. If we
follow the allusion we see that he (i.e., Empedocles) is referring to the stage when — after the pupil to
whom the poem is addressed has gone through a preliminary stage of purification (katharmos), and
has then absorbed the knowledge transmitted to him by his teacher (paradosis) — “there is nothing
left to learn”.

Wright (1995: 259).

"9 The quote is by Kahn (1960: 8 n.12). The Empedoclean fragment is B 141 (= EMP D 31 Laks-Most).
See also B 132 (= EMP D 8 Laks-Most), where 8e1A6s defines the one ‘who has an obfuscated opinion
about the gods’; that is, those who are not initiated into Empedocles’ philosophical doctrine.
Moreover, at B 124 (= EMP D 17 Laks-Most) the adjective qualifies the human race because it
derives ‘from strife and groanings’, against which the principle of Love and Empedocles’ purifica-
tions work.

18
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304 Knowing Nature as a God

revealing. Its epistemic inputs will abandon a ‘distracted” Pausanias, com-
ing back to their own source (B 110.8—9 [= EMP D 257.8—9 Laks-Most]).”
The expression &upAUvouot pepipvas, which is said of things that blunt
people’s thoughts, also recurs in B 2 (= EMP D 42 Laks-Most), where
similar things dulling people’s attention are taken as a further reason,
together with the narrow nature of sense organs and the short span of
human life, for people’s ignorance of ‘the whole’. Moreover, the verb
&uPAUvw resembles &upAuwéw employed by Theophrastus in his report
on Empedocles’ various types of vision resting on the different kraseis of fire
and water in the eye.”" There, daylight or darkness were said to dull one’s
vision by negatively influencing the mixture of elements in the eye.

By way of analogy, wretched things can dull and impair one’s own
thoughts, if people concentrate their attention and solicitudes on them.
Given that, as we have seen in the previous section, the quality of the
environment influences and modifies the elemental composition of our
body, the inference is that wretched things negatively influence the mixture
of the elements in blood, leaving it with reduced cognitive potential. By
contrast, attention to the right things ensures that the krasis of blood
improves and so too does its cognitive potential. However, the fragment
quoted above adds the notion that, in such a process, the good disposition
of the knowing subject, reached through a path of purification, plays an
equally fundamental role in knowledge acquisition.

It is worth recalling that the process of purification is first and foremost
a means to a more religious end, as it is the way through which people can
leave the cycle of rebirths. Since, as we now apprehend, it is also a means
to gain clear and certain knowledge of the nature of all things, the
inference is that purifications are also a means to enhance the balance
of the mind’s elemental mixture and its ability to be symmetrical and
commensurate to the highest epistemic inputs coming from Empedocles’
divine revelation. In other words, causing the nature of our mind to
change from mortal to divine, purifications are here given a ‘physical’
explanation and purpose. It is only a life of purity, in fact, that will make
Empedocles’ revelation on the nature of things take hold and stay in the

'2° Tt is worth noting that when the elements separate at death, they analogously abandon the body and
come back to their spring. Thus, Empedocles, by relating the physiological condition of ignorance
to a separation of elements (hence to Strife as the principle of separation), assimilates it to
fragmentation and death.

Sens. 8, for which see above. See moreover the use of &upAUs with reference to sensations: of sight,
GUPAY Spd, -UTepov PAeTrew, Pl Thaet.a74e, Arist. PA 656b36, al.; of hearing, Tfis dxofis oong
-uTépas aloBfioews f Tiis Syews; Id. Probl. 886b32; see also dppAus with reference to feelings or
mind, dppAuTépa T dpyfi less keen, Thucyd. 3.38; &upAUTepov moielv 1, (‘less vigorous’) Id. 2.65.
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6.5 Conclusions 305

mind forever, increasing over time, producing other valuable data and
expanding one’s own cognitive ability (B 110.1—5 [= EMP D 257.1—5 Laks-
Most]).

To sum up, Empedocles argues that the wealth of a divine mind is
achieved through a deep understanding of the nature of the physical world.
To this end, two requirements are fundamental. First, as human nature is
congenitally unable to perceive and know the whole but can nonetheless be
trained to expand its tools of knowledge, Pausanias must be confronted as
much as possible with the right epistemic inputs; that is, with what really
matters, which is the nature of all things that Empedocles explains in his
philosophy. By incorporating those inputs, Pausanias’ mind will improve
the harmonious and balanced nature of its elemental blend and so increase
and sharpen its cognitive potential.

Second, in order that the right epistemic inputs reach Pausanias’ mind
and there take hold, he must have attention and a good disposition towards
them, which is achieved by undergoing the same process of purification
prescribed by Empedocles to escape rebirths. Only by giving the most
important matters, such as the nature of things, his unconditional, pure
devotion will Pausanias never be abandoned by those things but will
increase his thoughts and knowledge to the point of divine nature. In
other words, Pausanias must devote himself to Empedocles’ philosophy
and undergo a process of purification which, being first and foremost the
way for the individual’s release from mortality and rebirths, is also the
means to improve the mind’s krasis and to enhance its epistemic potential
to the level where it can think and know like a divine mind. Thus,
Pausanias will not only be able to understand the principles of the physical
world, but will relate to them in a super-human manner and in a way in
which he will finally be able to control their power like a god.

6.5 Conclusions

This chapter has investigated the interconnection between knowledge of
the nature of things, the change of a mortal nature into a divine one and,
indirectly, one’s release from rebirths. To do so, it has explored the way in
which genuine understanding of the physical world is thought to impact
a person’s bodily constitution on the elemental level and thus enable this
change. Lastly, it has demonstrated that those who want to know clearly
must undergo a process of purifications as the pathway to train their mind
to assimilate divine inputs and thus acquire the wealth of a divine being.
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Having explored, in the first part of this chapter, the question of what
Empedocles may have regarded as true knowledge and, to this end, having
examined the background against which his ideas developed, by investi-
gating some of the most relevant epistemological reflections on divine and
human cognitive potential in the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, I have
shown that Empedocles makes himself the divine source of a true philoso-
phy, while promising Pausanias that he will not only genuinely know the
nature of things, but also relate to the forces of nature as a god.

Since this claim implies that at the end of his philosophical training
Pausanias is promised a change of being from mortal to god, in the second
part of this chapter we have seen that it is the reception and understanding
of Empedocles’ philosophy that enables such a change. My analysis has
shown that this possibility is explained by Empedocles at the level of the
processes of perception, thought and knowledge, which are conceptualized
as physiological processes in which external elements and elements within
the body interact in such a way as to expand a person’s cognitive potential
and overcome human cognitive limitations. Finally, having seen that
genuine knowledge and understanding of the physical world is given as
the main way through which we can change our being, transcend our
mortal condition and become divine, we were also able to appreciate the
‘physical’ role of purification processes as a means of directing our uncon-
ditioned attention to Empedocles’ revelation, and thus prepare our minds
to grow to a divine level of knowledge.

In light of all this, it can be concluded that Empedocles’ On Nature is
thought to be the major pathway to become divine. Not only does it mean
that Empedocles’ doctrine is divine, but it also entails the promise that the
wealth of a divine mind is achieved by understanding the true nature of
things. However, as this is only possible by first undergoing a process of
purification, this chapter has finally shown the deep interconnection
between Empedocles’ concept of rebirth and his physical interests.
Indeed, they cannot stand alone, for it is a life of both purity and
knowledge that will allow Pausanias to change his being to the point
where he will be ready to be released from rebirths and mortal nature.
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