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Abstract

This paper attempts to analyse the distinction between “error” and “sin” in the
atomistic tradition, from Democritus’ and Epicurus’ theologies, to the Christian
perspective of Pierre Gassendi. Two points will be highlighted. Firstly, it is ar-
gued that even Democritus and Epicurus—who affirmed that gods neglect hu-
manity—recognized an “indirect” form of sin: the sin against the state of
blessedness that human beings could achieve by imitating the perfection of divi-
nity. Secondly, the hedonistic aspect of this perspective is recognized. Mutatis
mutandis, Democritus, Epicurus and Gassendi agree that sin is avoided in order
to feel pure pleasure either in this life, or in the afterlife.

* This paper is the refined version of a presentation given at the seminar L’épicurisme en
France au XVII¢ siécle, held at the Université de Fribourg and organized by Prof. Filip Karfik
on 25 May 2020. I thank him for his invitation and his suggestions. I am also grateful to the
students/scholars that participated in the seminar and provided other useful comments.
Finally, special thanks goes to David Konstan and Phillip Mitsis, who supported me in the
writing of the essay and sent me some interesting literature on the topic. I am the only
person responsible for any remaining mistakes in the text. For the references to the ancient
texts, I use the abbreviations from the Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English Lexicon.
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