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Epicurean epistemology

ELIZABETH ASMIS

1 Canonic

The two main issues of Epicurean epistemology may be put as follows:
what is the foundation of knowledge; and how is knowledge built on this
foundation? There is general agreement that Epicurus proposed to rely on
sensory observations as a means of knowing what is unobserved. But
there is much debate on the extent to which he proposed to rely on empir-
ical observations, on what he took to be the basic objects of observation,
and on how he proposed to proceed from sensory information to the dis-
covery of what is not perceived by the senses.

It has been argued that Epicurus proposed to use empirical observation
as the only means of determjning the truth or falsity of beliefs. He set out
two rules of investigation at the beginning of his physics requiring that
the truth and falsity of beliefs rest entirely on sensory observations. The
two rules consist of a demand for empirical concepts and a demand for
empirical data. The latter consist of uninterpreted, or what may be called
‘raw’ or “incorrigible’, acts of perception. Epicurus proposed to infer all
truths about the physical world and human happiness from this incorri-
gible foundation.!

Against this interpretation, it has been held that Epicurus was not
nearly as methodical in his use of empirical observations. Rather, he
accepted many nonempirical claims, while proposing to support theories
(much like Aristotle) by agreement with perception. Although he sup-
posed that all perceptions are in a sense incorrigible, Epicurus singled out
what are ordinarily called true perceptions as the basis for checking scien-
tific theories. Thus he bolstered his atomic theories by adding empirical
evidence, but did not propose a method for inferring physical and ethical
truths solely on the basis of empirical facts.

The following discussion attempts to adjudicate between these two

1 See in gencral Asmis 1984, and Barnes oo,
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interpretations. Epicurus’ epistemology was considered problematic,
even incoherent, from its very beginning. Epicurus’ followers engaged in
the debate and tried to strengthen his arguments. The polemics that
ensued can be confusing. Yet there is enough novelty and brilliance about
the Epicurean effort to encourage the modern investigator to sort out the
ancient lines of inquiry and propose a reconstruction. For regardless of
their answers, Epicurus and his followers advanced epistemology enor-
mously by the way they framed their problems. Epicurus plotted the
ascent from sensory experience to knowledge of the hidden structure of
the world by distinguishing, in the first place, between what is ‘evident’
(Bvapyes) and what is ‘nonevident® (&8nAov). The ‘evident’ is known
immediately by sense perception and by preconceptions based on sense
perception; the ‘nonevident’ must be inferred. Epicurus also drew a con-
trast between uninterpreted sensory information and belief, between
ordinary and scientific concepts, and between conjectures and scientific
conclusions. In elaborating these distinctions, he elevated epistemology
into 2 major branch of philosophy. ‘

The sources on Epicurean epistemology extend from Epicurus himself
to Sextus Empiricus and beyond. Because relatively little is preserved of
Epicurus’ own writings, we must often resort to later reports, some of
which are quite detailed. A basic point of difference among modern inter-
preters concerns the reliability of these later sources.

*

Epicurus invented (so far as we know) the term ‘canonic’ (kavovixn) to
designate epistemology as a branch of philosophy. Etymologically,
canonic is the science of using a ‘measuring stick’ or canon (kovcov). It was
the subject of a work by Epicurus, Canon (also called On the Criterion),
which is no longer extant. Sextus Empiricus (M vir.z2) describes
Epicurean canonic as dealing with what is “evident’ and ‘nonevident® and
related matters. It has two components: it deals with the measures by
which we obtain an immediate grasp of what is true or ‘evident’; and it
deals with how we use what is ‘evident’ as a measure of what is ‘nonevi-
dent’.

In Epicurus’ philosophical system, canonic takes the place of logic or
dialectic as the first subject of study. It is also closely linked with physics.
Whereas the Stoics classified logic as the first of three parts of philosophy,
co-ordinare with physics and ethics, Epicurus joined canonic to physics as
hoth preliminary and subordinate to ic,

It was commonplace to accuse Epicuruas and his followers of being
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ignorant of logic. Epicurus’ followers retorted that the truth that others
seek through logic is revealed by physics, as guided by the rules of
canonic. As Torquatus, the Epicurean spokesman in Cicero’s De finibus
(1.63), puts it, ‘it is by this science [that is, physics] that the meaning of
words, the nature of discourse, and the relationship of consequence or
conflict can be understood’. Physics atrains these insights by observing
‘the rule that has glided down, as it were, from heaven for the knowledge
of all things’. The ‘rule’ is Epicurus’ canon, understood as either his book
or the standards it proposes. _

Although we lack Epicurus® book Canon, there is ample evidence for his
epistemology. His Letter to Herodotus, a summary of his physics, includes a
summary of his canonic. We also have a brief survey of the Canon itself by
Diogenes Laertius. In addition, there are numerous ancient discussions of
various aspects of Epicurean canonic. They consist of both attacks and
defences. Among the latrer, the most important are Lucretius’ explana-
tion of sense perception in his poem On the Nature of Things, Philodemus’
On Signs, and Sextus Empiricus® account of Epicurus’ criterion of truth.

The Letter to Herodotus shows how canonic is related to physics.
Epicurus presents his canonic in two stages: he prefaces his summary of
his physics with a brief outline of his two rules of investigation (Ep. Hdt.
37~8); then he explains thesegules in the course of outlining his physical
system. The main part of this explanation consists in showing how the
senses serve as a means of determining the truth (Ep. Hdt. 48-53).
Epicurus also adds explanations about concepts (Ep. Hdt. 72) and about
the formation of language (Ep. Hdt. 75-6). Torquatus refers to this
sequence of preliminary rules and subsequent explanation when he says
that ‘unless the nature of things is seen, we will not be able to defend in
any way the judgements of the senses’ (Cic. Fin. 1.64).

Epicurus’ initial statement of his rules is as follows:

First, Herodotus, it is necessary to have grasped what is subordinate to
our utterances, so that we may have the means vo judge what is believed
orsought or perplexing by referring to [what is subordinate to our utter-
ances], and so that we will not leave everything unjudged as we go on
proving to infinity, or have empty utterances. For it is necessary that the
first thought in accordance with each utrerance be seen and not require
proof, if we are to have a referent for what is sought or perplexing and
believed.

Next, it is necessary to observe everything in accordance with the per
ceptions (acdobfjoes) and simply the presenc applications (f moAds) off
the mind or any of the criteria (preprad, and sinnlarly [io aceordance
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with] the existing feelings (mwdfn), so that we may have signs
(onueiwodpeda) for both what is waiting (rpoopévov) and what is non-
evident (&SnAov). (Ep. Hdt. 37-8)*

This preamble is followed by the announcement: ‘After making these dis-
tinctions, it is now time to consider what is nonevident.” Then Epicurus
begins a sequence of deductions about the universe.

In the first place, Epicurus requires thoughts associated with the words
that we utter. These initial thoughts, for which Epicurus coined the term
TPOATES, ‘preconceptions’, do not require proof. Second, Epicurus
requires observations to serve as signs of what is not observed. These
observations are of two kinds: perceptions, and feelings.

By following the two rules of inquiry, the investigator arrives at truths
about what cannot be observed. This intellectual journey is at the same
time a process of discovery and a method of proof. To be sure, there is a
psychological process by which an investigator tries out ideas gathered
from a variety of sources. But the investigator does not properly make a
discovery until he proves the idea by following the rules of inquiry. There
is no doubt that Epicurus® physics includes claims (beginning with ‘noth-
ing comes to be from non-being’, Ep. Hdt. 38) that he derived from the
Eleatics and other philosophers. But this makes no difference to Epicurus’
empiricism. If Epicurus offers an alternative, empirical argument in sup-
port of these claims, their provenance is irrelevant. What matters is that
they should rest on empirical evidence, not that they should have been
prompted by it.

Epicurus’ initial remarks, as we have them, are very condensed and
their interpretation is controversial. We will return to each main point in
what follows. But it can be seen at first glance that Epicurus sets out the
three ‘criteria’® thart later authors attribute to him: preconceptions, per-
ceptions, and feelings. Epicurus also refers to what later authors attribute
to him as a fourth ‘criterion’, the so-called “presentational applications of
the mind’3® Whereas Epicurus himself seems to reserve the term
KpITTiplov, ‘instrument of judgement’, for the five senses and the mind
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gmkpivey, kal P Gxprra wévra Auiv § els &meipov dmodeikviousty 1 kevous
PBdyyous Exwmpey, Quiykn ydap o TpddTov Bvwonua ko’ ExaoTov @By yov BAémeo-
Bat kol pnBév &moBelfews mpoobelobar, eitep Efopev 1O {nToUpevov 7 drropolusvov
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acting as a sense, later authors use the term to designate the three (or four)
types of awareness.*

In his statement of the rules, Epicurus moves from language to precon-
ceptions, then to observations. This order differs from the arrangement
found in Diogenes® summary, which deals first with perceptions, then
preconceptions, then feelings. Since preconceptions are built up from
perceptions, it is reasonable to explain the latter before the former.
Diogenes’ order may well have been the order that Epicurus used in his
Canon. The present chapter offers a variation on Diogenes’ order: it will
deal first with perceptions and feelings, then preconceptions.

1 Perceptions

The proliferation of technical vocabulary in Hellenistic philosophy can be
extremely confusing. The vocabulary of sense perception is particularly
treacherous. A key problem is: what is an ‘object of perception’,
adoBnTov? Further, what is odofnois (‘sense perception’, ‘perception?),
pavtacia (‘presentation’ or ‘impression®), and the meaning of ‘true’ as
added to either of these terms? Amid the plethora of terms, two demand
special attention: émPoAr (‘application’, ‘act of attending’) and évdpysix
(‘evidence®). This pair of tergns is especially prominent in Epicurean epis-
temology and may be said to characterize it. ’EmBoAs) is not found as a
technical epistemological term before Epicurus; and évé&pyeia receives a
new sense and importance.

The basic problem is this: can sense perception show what exists in the
external world? Epicurus identifies all acts of perception as “present” acts of
sensory attention. What makes these acts a means of measuring the truth?

Epicurus explains ‘applications’, together with év&pyeix and
KpiTfiplov, in the central epistemological section of the Letter to Herodotus
(49-53). By the time he comes to this section, Epicurus has already estab-
lished that everything in the universe is atoms and void. He now explains
sensory perception. Turning first to sightand thought, he claims that very
fine configurations (TUror) of atoms, called ‘images’ (ei8wAa), are contin-
ually detached from the surface of external solids, having similar shape
and colour to the solid. These images form a stream that extends from the
solid to the sense organ while preserving a ‘sympathy’ with the pulsation
of atoms deep within the solid. When this stream enters the eyes or the
mind, it produces a “presentation’ (pavtacic).

The mind obtains visual impressions in the same way as the sense of

+ B see Soriker Yy 5000 and bt gy
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sight. It has ‘perceptions’, therefore, just like any of the sense organs, and
acts as a sensory criterion, just like the five senses. Its sensory activity
includes dreams, memories, hallucinations, and so on. Elsewhere, it is
called ‘presentational’ by contrast with the non-sensory, rational activity
of the mind. In conformity with this unusual doctrine, Epicurus classifies
the mind’s sensory acts as a subdivision of ‘perceptions’ in the Letter to
Herodotus. His followers later made a concession to standard philosophi-
cal terminology by classifying mental perceptions as a separate category,
coordinate with the perceptions of the five senses. But they did not
thereby alter Epicurus’ theory.

Immediately after arguing that we see an external solid by means of 2
continuity between the presentation and the solid, Epicurus summarizes
his theory of truth and falsehood:

And whatever presentation we take hold of by an application
(EmiPAnTIKGS) of the mind or the senses, whether of shape or of con-
comitants, this is the shape of the solid, coming to be in accordance with
successive compacting or a remnant of the image.

But falsehood and error always lie in what it is additionally believed will
be witnessed or not counterwitnessed and then is not witnessed <or is
counterwitnessed>. For appearances that are obtained as a likeness or
that happen in sleep or by some other applications of the mind or of the
remaining criteria would never have 2 similarity with things that are
called ‘existent’ and “true’ if they were not also things that we encounter.

Error would notexist if we did not also take within ourselves some other
motion that is attached, but has a distinction. In respect to this motion,
if there is no witnessing or counterwitnessing, falsehood comes to be; if
there is witnessing or no counterwitnessing, truth comes to be.

Itis necessary to hold on tight to this belief, in order that the criteria that
judge in accordance with evidence may not be eliminated, and that error,
by being similarly upheld, may not confuse everything. (Ep. Hdt. 50-2)°
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Epicurus distinguishes between two kinds of ‘taking’ we take hold of a
presentation by an ‘application’ of the sensory organ; and we take hold of
another, inner kind of motion, which is linked to the first but distinct
from it. The first type of motion is a ‘present’ application of a sensory
organ (Ep. Hdt. 38). The second adds a belief to the presentation, and this
belief may be true or false. There is no falsehood or error, on the other
hand, in the first kind of “taking’.

Epicurus divides the first kind of taking into two kinds: those by which
we get hold of dream images or copies (such as a picture) or other resem-
blances to what is ‘called existent and true’; and those by which we get
hold of what is ‘called existent and true’. Epicurus’ language is circum-
spect and strained. While distinguishing between simulations (such as
dreams) and things called ‘existent and true’, he excludes falsehood from
the former on the ground that the simulations would not be similar unless
they were also certain things ‘that we encounter>.6

Whenever we have a perception, therefore, we need to distinguish
between two kinds of activity: the perception itself, which is a present
application to something encountered from outside; and the addition ofa
belief, which is a movement from inside ourselves. This distinction pro-
vides a foundation for knowledge. Perceptions in themselves are uncon-
taminared by any belief: thgy are ‘raw’ acts of cognition, presenting the
world to us without any interpretation. Because they are free of belief;
they serve as the means of judging the truth or falsehood of beliefs. They
are the ultimate basis of judgement; for there is no further criterion by
which the perceptions themselves can be judged. As the later sources
explain, one perception cannot judge another, since all have equal valid-
ity; nor can one sense judge another, since each has a different object; nor
can reason judge perception, since it is wholly dependent on perception.”
Epicurus warns that one must not throw out any perception: otherwise
one will throw out every instrument of judgement (KD 24).

The claim that there is no falsehood in perception is boldly counterin-
tuitive. Surely we have false perceptions, and these are sometimes so simi-
lar to true perceptions as to be indistinguishable from them? Socrates had
addressed this objection in Plato’s Theaetetus (157e-158¢). Against the
claim that dreams and other allegedly “false perceptions’ can be so similar
to allegedly true perceptions as to be indistinguishabie from them, he
responds, on behalf of the thesis that perception is knowledge, that all
perceptions are unique experiences, occurring to different subjeces ar

S arpos & P&AAopey: thisis the reading oFone M. vlz .y, 0L and Bcr vt on

PERCEPTIONS 267

different times. There is no conflict among them; for all ‘are’ equally and
are equally ‘true’. Epicurus holds likewise that a perception is a present
interaction between a percipient subject and a perceived object. The very
similarity between allegedly true and false perceptions provides the basis
of his argument: the similarity shows that there is in each case something
that we ‘encounter’. These objects of encounter are without faisehood.

Epicurus does not actually say in his extant writings what the later
sources say, namely that ‘all presentations’, or ‘alf (sense) perceptions’, or
‘all objects of perception’ are ‘true’, and that all objects of perception are
‘existent’ or ‘real’.® But the later versions purport to capture Epicurus’
meaning; and indeed there is no substantive difference.

Thus Demetrius of Laconia explains that ‘we call the perceptions true
by reference to the objects of perception’.? According to Sextus (M viIL.g),
Epicurus ‘said that all objects of perception are true and existent (GAnSH
xai &vta), for there is no difference between saying that something is true
and saying it is real (Ur&pyov). Epicurus’ followers also argued that the
presented object{(To pavTaoTéV) is in every case just as itappears, that s,
is something ‘real’. As they put it, all presentations are not only from, but
also in accordance with, the presented object (M vir.203-10). This
Epicurean argument consists of an analogy between the ‘primary feel-
ings®, pleasure and pain, and perceptions. Just as pleasure and pain are
necessarily from and in accordance with something real (for example,
pleasure is from and in accordance with something pleasant), so every per-
ception necessarily corresponds to its producer, which ‘is> just as it
appears.

But granted that Epicurus and his followers are agreed on the reality of
whatever is perceived, what sort of reality does this object of perception
have?1© In Ep. Hdt. 50 Epicurus explains the object of perception, exem-
plified by the shape of'a solid, as an effect produced by incoming atoms: at
the causal level, the presentation or presented object corresponds to
atoms interacting with each other. The truth of a presentation, therefore,
may be explained in two different ways, phenomenally and causally: a
presentation is true insofar as it presents something that is in reality just
as it appears; and a presentation is true insofar as it corresponds to an
impact of atoms on the sense organ. The second formulation provides the

B See frs. 247-54 Usener.  ® PHere. 1012, col. 72.3-6 Puglia 1988.
1A much dispuced question: while most interpreters rake the truch of 2 perception to consist in
some sort of correspondence berween the presentation and its acomic stimuli (so Furley 1971,
fua, C.Taylor wlo, ngsa, Tverson 1ggob, 173-4), Rist 1972, 39=20, proposes that what
ks a presentation trae ittt a eead evene, and Striker 1977, 13425, L, suggests thae
what iy e a propostdon expressiig the content ofiasense impresgon,
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physical explanation for the first. For it identifies the object of perception
as the effect of an arrangement of atoms coming from outside.

Epicurus’ followers rely on the physical explanation when they claim
thata perception is true because it is ‘moved’ by something, as opposed to
moving itself. Diogenes Laertius (x.32) applies this explanation to alleg-
edly illusory appearances: “The appearances (pavrdouaTa) of madmen
and dreams are true, for they move [the sense or mind], and what does not
exist does not move anything’. More precisely, a perception is true
because it is not moved by itself and, when moved by something else, can-
not add or take away anything (S.E. M vir1.9). Hence it is “irrational’ and
without memory. Sextus (M vi11.63) identifies the mover as images which
‘underlie’. Alleged misperceptions, such as Orestes’ vision of the Furies,
are true because they are moved by underlying images. That there are
external solid Furies is a false inference added by the mind. Because a per-
ception is no more than a response to an external stimulus, it is free of any
interpretative contamination.

Clearly, this notion of perceptual truth does not agree with our ordi-
nary notion. Ordinarily, a perception is considered true if it corresponds
to an independently existing external object, not to an immediately
impinging stimulus. Epicurus seems to evade the problem by redefining
perceptual truth. This seemg all the more reprehensible as Epicurus pro-
poses to test all answers by reference to ordinary concepts. His followers,
moreover, certainly give the impression that they deal with external real-
ity (as ordinarily understood) when they advance the claim thatall percep-
tions are true.

Then let us look more closely at how Epicurus explains the difference
between true and false perceptions in the ordinary sense. It has generally
been supposed that the first sentence of Ef. Hdt. 50 spells out the condi-
tions of a ‘true’ {in the ordinary sense) or ‘reliable’ perception. Epicurus
claims that the shape of the solid is produced in one of two ways: by “suc-
cessive compacting’, or by a ‘remnant of the image’ (Ep. Hdt. 50). It has
been held that these two methods guarantee a perception that is faithful
to the external solid.** However, it is clear that all visual presentations,
whether true or false (in the ordinary sense), are formed by these two
methods.

The first way consists in the successive merging of images in the sense
organ. Artoms that have entered are continually reinforced by new
arrangements of atoms arriving in impercepribly small units of time.

YESo Furley trt, pug-anofs vy, aolf
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The successive arrival of parts of images in the eye results in a composite
image which presents a whole.1? As Lucretius explains, we do not see
the individual fmages that stream from an external thing. Instead, we
see the ‘thing itself” as a result of the merging of images in the sense
organ:

In this one must not wonder in the least bit why, when the images that
strike the eyes cannot be seen singly, things themselves (res ipsae) are dis-
cerned. For also when the wind lashes us little by little and bitter cold
flows, we are not in the habit of perceiving each individual particle of
wind and its cold, but rather we perceive the wind as a whole, and we
note blows happening on our body just as if some object were lashing it
and providing a perception of its own external body. Moreover, when we
strike the stone itself (ipsum) with the finger, we touch the outermost
colour of the rock at the very surface, yet we do not perceive this by
touch but instead we perceive the hardness itself (ipsam) deep within the
rock. (Lucr. 1v.256-68)

Lucretius draws an analogy between the sense of touch and the sense of
sight. When we feel a cold wind blowing, we do not perceive the succes-
sively arriving particles of wind, but the wind as a whole. When we touch
a rock, we do not perceive the fine surface layer with which our finger
makes contact, but rather the hardness deep within the rock.
Analogously, what we see is not individual images, but ‘things them-
selves’, res ipsae. The images are simply the means by which we obtain a
perceptual grasp of the solid from which they flow.

According to Epicurus (Ep. Hdt. 48), the images that stream from a
solid preserve “for a long time’ the arrangement they had on the surface
of the solid; but their arrangement may also be disturbed. Similarly, in

. thecase of hearing (Ep. Hdt. 52-3), the stream of atoms from the external

source produces a perception of the source “for the most part’; but it
may also show only what is “external’ to the source.3 In general, when-
ever the sensory organ is at a distance from the source of the perception,
there is a perceptual stream extending from the source to the sense
organ. If no disturbance occurs, the successive compacting of effluences
permits a perception of the source itself. In this case, the source reaches
through the perceptual stream right to the sensory organ, so that there

12 I addition to Lucretins, sec Aug. £p. 118.30 and Alex. de Sens, 56-63 and de An. Mant. 134-6
(Hiscussed by Asmis 1984, 128=37). The merging of €l6wAc explains how we can sec objects
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is an immediate perceptual contact with the source itself. Otherwise,
we have a perception only of what is outside the source. But this makes
no difference to the veracity of the perception: whether or not the per-
ceptual stream has become disturbed, we encounter an object that is
real.

There is a further complication. Images do not always come from an
external source, but may be formed spontaneously in midair, like clouds
(Lucr. 1v.129-42). Even when they come from an external source, more-
over, the images that cause mental visions are prone to combine with each
other in midair because they are especially fine (Lucr. 1v.722-48). For
example, a horse image may combine in midair with a man image to pro-
duce the mental vision of a centaur.'* Aithough our sources mention
composite streams only with reference to mental images, there is no rea-
son why such streams should not also occur in sight, hearing and smell. In
all cases, there appear to be three possibilities: a stream may form an
undisturbed continuum between the percipient and an external source; a
stream from an external source may be disturbed; and a stream may form
spontaneously (i.e. combine) in midair. )

The second way in which the perceived shape ofa solid is said to be pro-
duced is by a ‘remnant of the image’ (Ep. Hdt. 50). Since atoms may remain
in the sense organ for a tifpe after they have entered, it is reasonable to
suppose that an image that has been constituted in the sight or mind by
successive compacting may linger so as to produce a kind of after-image.
This after-image corresponds to what remains of the image. The remnant
does not stay long enough to produce dreams and memories, for these are
produced by newly arriving images.*5

In the case of touch and taste, there is no external stream intervening
between the sensory organ and the source. Instead, there is an immediate
contact between percipient and source. Yet here too we ordinarily draw a
distinction between true and false perception. Epicurus explains this dis-
tinction as well. For apart from external arrangement, there is an internal
facror that determines the kind of perception; and it applies to all senses.
This is the condition of the sensory organ. Even if there is no disturbance
in the external stream, a derangement of the sensory organ may alter the
perception.

14 Lucretius points out that a single mental i8cAov, even though extremely fine, is ahle ro move
the mind; for the mind too is extremely fine (1v.746+-8). This does not imply, as is generally sup-
posed, that 2 mental presentation is due w a single dificAov entering che mind. Here oo the
image is due to an eidolic stream, as Lucreting’ explanation of moving dreans imiages indicates
(1v.794-B06), L5 See Asmis 1ofg, 1179,
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Basically, a sense organ takes in precisely what is commensurate with it

(oUppeTpov, Ep. Hdt. 53, cf. 50). Its condition, therefore, determines what

parts of the perceptual stream it encounters.'® As a result, perceptions
vary from one type of animal to another, from one individual to another,
and from one perception to another. If the organ of taste is in a healthy
condition, for example, honey tastes sweet. But if it is diseased, the taste is
bitter. In the former case, atoms productive of sweet taste interact with
the sense organ; in the latter, atoms that produce a bitter taste are admit-
ted instead (Lucr. 1v.658~72). When we enter a dark room, we may not be
able to make out colours at first, although we can do so after a little while
(Plu. Col. 1110c~d). The reason lies in the adjustment of the sense organ to
the incoming atoms.

In receiving particles from outside, moreover, the sensory organ does
not simply submit passively to the impacts. It engages in an active
response called ‘application’ (¢miBoAn). Epicurus refers to this contribu-
tion along with ‘successive compacting’ and ‘remaining’; and it is essen-
tial to the formation of any presentation. How it works can best be
gauged from Lucretius’ defence of Epicurus’ theory of mind.

The dependence of the mind on newly arriving images is a peculiarity of
Epicurean psychology that provoked much criticism in antiquity. It con-
flicts with the well-entrenched position that, unlike the five senses, the
mind has objects of its own, which it can call up whenever it likes, regard-
less of what happens to it from outside. Lucretius defends the Epicurean
view by arguing that the mind, like any other sense organ, has an active
role in perception. This sensory activity is not a self-movement, as
Diogenes Laertius (x.31) makes clear, but an act of responding to incom-
ing atoms. By an act of application, etymologically an ‘onslaught’ or
‘thrust upon’ an object, the sensory organ goes to meet what is presented
toit.

Lucretius asks (1v.779-880): how can the mind straight away think of
anything it likes? The answer is twofold. On the one hand, there is a vast
number of images impinging upon the mind at any single perceptible
time. On the other hand, the mind cannot see anything clearly unless it
‘strains’ to see it; it must ‘have prepared itself” for what it sees. To obtain
a sequence of thought, it ‘prepares itself further and hopes that it will see
what follows each thing, with the resulc that it happens’ (1v.802-6).
Lucretius compares the mental act of preparation to the focussing of eyes
on tiny objects. Then he extends chis analogy to perception in general:
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even when things are openly perceptible, if one does not pay attention,
everything is ‘as though separated by all time and far removed’
(1v.812-13).

Sensory application, then, is the act of attention by which the sense
organs (including the mind) obtain a clear awareness. This activity need
not be deliberate.l” What makes it an active response rather than passive
submission is that the organ is in a state of attentiveness toward what is
presented to it. Though determined by preceding atomic movements,
this state in turn determines the effect of the incoming streams. Without
it, there is only the vaguest awareness: nothing is clear. In other words,
nothing is ‘evident® (Bvapyés). This vague awareness is not sufficient to
constitute a presentation.*8

All presentations are evident; and all equally show what is true.*® This
evidence is, in Sextus® words (M v11.216), the ‘base and foundation’ of all
cognition. What makes a sense organ an organ of judgement, a “criterion’,

-is that by making an application it always gets hold of what is ‘evident”.

Epicurus draws this correlation between the sense organs and evidence
when he warns us not to eliminate “the criteria that judge in accordance
with evidence’ (Ep. Hdl. 52) and urges us to pay attention to ‘all the evi-
dence that is present in accordance with each of the criteria’ (Ep. Hdt. 82).

In sum, two factors arg necessary for the production of any sense
perception: a stream of atoms that impinges on the sensory organ; and a
sensory organ that responds actively to this stream. In every act of percep-
tion, a presentation or ‘evidence’ is produced by an act of attention of the
sensory organ to incoming arrangements of atoms. What is presented -
the object of perception - is not an arrangement of atoms, but an effect
produced by the atoms. These effects differ for each sense. In the case of
sight, itis colour, along with the shape and size of colour at a remove from
us. In hearing, it is sound. The sense of taste perceives flavours; the sense
of smell perceives odours; and touch perceives body, as well as the con-
tiguous shape, size, and so on, of body.20 ‘

We do not perceive an image, or any arrangement of atoms; nor do we
perceive some sort of inner mental object. We perceive in every case some-

17 As shown by Furley 1967,208; cf. 1971, 611. But neither is émPoAr an entirely passive process,
as Furley proposes.

18 A5 Sextus observes (M v11.203), Epicurus also used the term dvépyeie for presentation.

19 pace e.g. Bailey 1928, 2423, 254~7.

20 gp. Hdt. 49~53; Lucr. 1v.489-95. The anonymous (Philodemus?) PHere. 19/698 has a derailed
(though fragmentary) discussion of these objeces af pereeprions see esp cols. 17, 18, 22,25, 26,
and fr. 21 Scott. New edition af the papyras in Monet 1yg6, Fora difleren view ol the olyjecrs
of perceprion, see Sedley 1g8gby, i Longamd Sedley 1z val. 1,84,
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thing projected outside ourselves, as existing outside us. We see a red
square, or hear a shrill cry, or touch a hard body. When Orestes has a vision
of a Fury, he does not see an image of a Fury or a mental image; he sees a
Fury as a three-dimensional object existing outside of himself.

We must distinguish, therefore, between what we ordinarily call an
object of perception and the object of perception as revealed by physical
science. In redefining perceptual truth, Epicurus redefines “object of per-
ception’. Whereas we ordinarily take it to be an external object distinct
from us, it is the convergence of an external stream on the sense organ. The
organ reads off a part of this stream. If the stream comes from a particular
source and the sense organ reads off what is directly ‘on’ the source, there
isa true perception (in the ordinary sense). If the organ reads offa part out-
side the source or altogether detached from a particular source, there is
still a truthful object of perception, even though it does not coincide with
a particular source. The difference between a true and false perception (in
the ordinary sense) comes down to this: does the object of perception, as
redefined, coincide with what it presents as its source? If the sense is able to
reach, by means of the perceptual stream, the very source it shows, there is
what is ordinarily called a true object of perception; otherwise, not.

Let us now return to Epicurus’ sentence on the shape of the solid (Ep.
Hdt. 50). Epicurus mentions both the internal cause of the presentation,
the application, and the external cause, an influx of images. Nothing in
this causal analysis suggests that Epicurus is here singling out what is
ordinarily called a ‘true’ perception; and the indefinite form of the sen-
tence (‘whatever presentation we take. . ) suggests rather that he is refer-
ring to any visual presentation of an external solid at all, whether
distorted or not. As Sextus puts it, what is presented is either the colour
outside the solid or the colour on the very surface of the solid. Either type
of colour shows the shape of the solid.

But there remains a problem. Epicurus describes the shape of the solid
as ‘coming to be’ in accordance with the impact of images. At the same
time, he indicates that there is an external solid that has shape and colour,
which may be conveyed to the percipient by means of images. Qualities
such as colour and shape, sound, odour, and so on, are not just temporary
qualities, existing only at the moment of perception, but more or less
enduring features of the external world. Epicurus himself divides these
qualities into permanent and occasional, and says that the former make up
a hody’s ‘own nature’ (B, Hdt. 68-9).

How does this view square with Epicurus® physics? Physical investiga-
tion shows thae there is no colour, sound, odour, favour, or bodily texture
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independently of perception. There are justatoms, having shape, size, and
weight, moving about in various arrangements in the void. What is pre-
sented in perception is the effect of an interaction between us and incom-
ing atoms. Apart from perception, there is no external red sphere: the
coloured three-dimensional shape that we see exists only in perceptual
interaction; outside us, there are fine networks of colourless atoms that
are densely arranged in the so-called ‘solid’ source and very thinly distrib-
uted in the perceptual stream reaching from the source to the beholder.

Now Epicurus draws a distinction between ‘in relation to us’ (frpog
fuds) and “in itself® (kad® ai1d): “in relation to us’, he writes (Ep. Pyth.
91), the size of the sun and other heavenly bodies is just as it appears; ‘in
itself” it is larger or a little smaller or the same. Elsewhere, Epicurus con-
trasts “in relation to us® with ‘the underlying thing in itself>.>* ‘In relation
to us’ clearly means ‘as we perceive it’. The size of the sun ‘in itself> by
contrast, would seem to be the underlying cause of the perception,
namely the size of the distant sun. To take our perceptual stream, with the
percipient at one end, the solid sun at the other, and the stream of images
in between: from the point of view of the beholder, that is “in relation to
us’, the size of the sun is just as it appears; the size of the sun ‘in itself”, on
the other hand, is the size of the solid sun considered in itself, apart from
the beholder. 3

One and the same thing, therefore, may be described in two ways: ‘in
relation to us’, it is just as it appears; ‘in itself”, it is the same as it appears
or different. ‘In itself” the sun is tiny. It is also brightly coloured and hot.
Moreover, it is a network of colour-producing and heat-producing atoms.
Because this atomic source effects certain perceptual qualities ~ those that
are perceived in a perception ‘upon’ the source - the external source may
be said to have these qualities ‘in itself>.

Epicurus thus combines a robust ontology of perceptual objects with
his atomic theory. The senses always present what exists in the external
world and often (though notulways) present a source ‘in itself” Because
they always present an immediately underlying external thing, they never
lie. They also often present the object that we think (by the addition of a
belief) they present. Hence physical theory not only justifies a trust in all
perceptions, but also saves our ordinary beliefs about perception.

But there is still a problem. Although the senses can display an external
solid without distortion, or ‘in itself”, they cannot tell whether their dis-

2} On nature xx, PHerc. 1042, col. vh.6-8 Sedley 1976, 34, where the contrasr berween Kuerd L1
Umrolkeiuevov wa® daurd) and wpos Aude applles o the tsing sid secany, of the s and
moon.
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play is without distortion: their judgement is necessarily ‘in relation to
us’. In the words of Lucretius, the senses cannot know the ‘nature of
things’ (naturam rerum, v.385). Instead, reason must discover whether the
objects that appear to be moving or stationary, one or many, same or
different, distant or close, straight or bent, round or square, and so on,
really are 50 (1v.380-461, 500-6).

We return, therefore, to the question whether there is any way of sin-
gling out certain perceptions as reliable witnesses about enduring objects.
Atthe conclusion of the Letter to Herodotus (82), Epicurus pairs the percep-
tions and feelings again:

One must pay attention to the present feelings and perceptions, to those
that are common in accordance with what is common and to those that
are particular in accordance with what is particular, and to all the evi-
dence thatis present in accordance with each of the criteria of judgement.

A further distinction among perceptions is that they may be particular to
an observer or common to all. This distinction depends on the assumption
that there are enduring objects of perception that are the same for all. Does
reliance on common perceptions, then, help us to a solid basis of inference?
We will return to this possibility when we discuss preconceptions.

*

In his procedural note (Ep. Hat. 38), Epicurus joins ‘feelings’ (rén) to
pe.rccptions as a basis of inference. In his survey of Epicurean canonic,
Diogenes Laertius (x.35) states that there are two feelings, pleasure and
pain, by which choice and avoidance are judged. This is in agreement with
Epicurus’ own claim that pleasure is the starting-point of choice and the
measure (kavedv) of all good (Ep. Men. 129). But this does not imply that
pleasure and pain are not also a criterion of truth. For they determine
action by serving as a measure of what truly is good and bad. In addition,
the feelings are signs of what is nonevident in the area of psychology (Ep.
Hdt. 63 and 68).

Epicurus does not explain feelings separately in the Letter to Herodotus.
Their epistemological role can be inferred, however, from what he says
about perceptions. The basic difference between these two measures of
truth is that feelings are acts of awareness of inner states, whereas percep-
tions are directed at what is external to us. Asa type of canon, the feelings
are not simply altered conditions of the sense orga; they include an
awareness of the condition. Epicurus agreed with athers that every act of
perception depends on an alteration of the sense nrgan; and s ;nx;w he
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called a feeling. In addition to being moved, the sense organ may have a
feeling of being moved; and this constitutes a criterion of truth.

At the most general level, this criterion is a feeling of pleasure or pain.
Subsumed under these feelings is the whole range of bodily sensations,
such as feeling sated or hungry or having a pain in the stomach, and the
entire range of emotions, such as anger, sadness, or joy. Since feelings are a
kind of awareness, they may be subsumed in turn, along with perceptions
proper, under the general heading of ‘perception’, as occurs in the later
sources.>> And just like perceptions in the narrow sense, the feelings
depend on an “application’ of the sense organ and are correlated with ‘evi-
dence’.?3

As a criterion of goodness, feelings form the foundation of Epicurean
ethics. In physics, the area in which feelings are most important is
psychology. Epicurus signals this special role by framing his analysis of
the soul in the Letter to Herodotus (63 and 68) with references to both per-
ceptions and feelings. One highly controversial claim supported by ref-
erence to feelings is the claim that the mind is situated in the heart. Like
the Stoics (though with a different logical apparatus), the Epicureans
sought to determine the location of the mind by the “evident’ fact that
the heart is where we feel fear, joy, and other emotions.2* Since the mind
is the seat of the emotions gthis feeling shows that the mind is located in
the heart.

111 Preconceptions

In addition to perceptions and feelings, the  investigator must have pre-

conceptions (rpoAnwpels) at the outset of an inquiry {(£p. Hatl. 37-8).
Preconceptions correspond to the utterances used to state a belief or
problcm They must not requirc proof; otherwise proof would go on to

Since Eplcurus says very little about preconceptions, it is best to turn
immediately to Diogenes Laertius (x.33):

They say that preconception is something like apprehension
(xerrdAnwis) or correct belief (56Ea) or a conception or a general (kado-
Atk stored notion, that is, a memory of what has often appeared from
outside, for example, ‘a human being is this sort of thing’. For as soon as

22 See Cic. Fin. .30~31 and 11.36.
23 They are linked with dvdpryeiceat PHere, vasucol vpBere el Indelli and Taouna 1944, 9 ¢ sl
=3, M Laen onoagea Demetrms of Laconia, PHer 100 cols 2oy Puglia joRE
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And we would not have sought what we seek if we had not prevmusly
come to know it, for example: is the thing standing in the distance a
horse or a cow? For it is necessary to have come to know at some time by
preconception the shape of a horse and cow. Nor would we have named
anything unless we had previously learned its form by preconception.

Diogenes adds that we would not seek anything unless we had first learnt

what it is; nor would we name anything unless we had first acquired a
; i that preconceptions
ar¢ ‘evidenty As attested elsewhere, a preconceptxon is an act of “applica-
tion’28 Like sensory self-evidence, conceptual self-evidence consists ina_
‘thrust upon’ something real.

1In this account, which is clearly influenced by later debates with non-
Epicureans, two things stand out: preconceptions are derived from sense
perception;?” and their function is to serve as points of reference for
P S

Jnquiry. Epicurus states the second point explicitly in his procedural note.

The first is the more problematic: how soundly are Epicurus’® preconcep-
tions based on sense perception? How can they exclude an element of
interpretation added to sensory information?

Diogenes offers alternative descriptions of preconception in response to
positions taken by various other philosophers.28 His basic explanation is
that it is a ‘memory of what has often appeared from outside”. The appear-
ances from outside are sensory appearances ‘preceding’ the formation of
the conceprion. Their repeated occurrence results in a ‘memory” of a type
of thing or of an individual item. For just as we associate the outline of a
human being with the words ‘human being’, so we associate an outline of
Socrates, for example, with the word “Socrates’. We use this notion when-
ever we form any sort of belief about Socrates. In the case of individual
human beings many perceptions result in a notion of a certain kind of
shape and behaviour; and this is a ‘stored, general notion’ no less than the
more general notion of ‘human being’. Indeed, Epicurean preconceptions
range in complexity from notions of simple sensory qualities, such as ‘red’,

2% The function of preconceptions is to answer a problem put by Plato in the Meno: how can we
inquire into anything without previously knowing it? Epicarus’ solution is that we have

notions detivedd from sense perception. Having learned by observation what a horse and a cow
ire, we can ask the question: is the indistinee shape seen in the distance a horse or a cow? (see
above, pp. 195-6). *f Clemens Alex. Strom. 1. .

M See Anmls 198.4, 63803 o Long and Sedléy 1987, vol. 1, .

W gor digticalties by Diogenes® acconnt, see Hdglru 19H%, 1800,
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‘bitter’, ‘hot’, to notions that combine a number of sensory properties,
such as ‘Socrates’, ‘human being’, ‘god’, and just’ (said to be ‘what is com-
munally advantageous’, KD 36).

By attending to sensory appearances, the mind comes to pick out cer-
tain features as constituting a type. This conceptual act poses a special
problem within Epicureanism: is it an interpretation added by the mind
to sensory impressions? If so, it is not simply the product of outside influ-
ences and consequently requires verification by the senses. It appears that
a preconception is a special kind of belief formed out of an accumulation
of sensory impressions. Repeated in the mind, sensory impressions turn
into a conception, which is continually reinforced and confirmed by fur-
ther sensory impressions.

The self-evidence of preconceptions, then, is much more complex than
that of individual sensory impressions. Another complexity concerns the

existence of what is conceived. Does the object “conceived exist in the
" peculiar Ep Eplcurean sense in whichall objects of perception exist, or does it
_ have existence ‘in itself”?

The preconception about which we have most information and which
therefore promises to throw most light on this question is the notion of
god. It was highly controversial in antiquity and i stxll much debated.??
In Epicurus’ words (Ep. Men 123), ‘thé common notionyof god outlines’
that god is an ‘indestructible, blessed hv1 g"be_wg_,g “the gods exist, for

the knowledge of them is ev1dent " Cicero (ND I 43—4) shows that ‘com-

. [Epicurus] saw that there are gods, because nature herself had
impressed a notion of them in the minds of all. For what nation or race of
men is there that does not have a certain preconception of the gods with-
outany teaching?. ..

Since [this] belief has not been established by some convention or cus-
tom or law and there abides a firm agreement among everyone, it must
be understood that there are gods. For we have implanted, or rather
inborn, notions of them; what the nature of all is agreed on must be true;
therefore it must be admitted that there are gods.

Cicero draws a distinction between the natural formation of the concept
and the imposition of a belief by some form of teaching, such as custom or
law. The thought that there are gods is naturally implanted in everyone; it

29 Fora detatled discusnlon, see below, p. 35,

Y
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follows that there are gods. In addition,
as ‘blessed and immortal® (1.44):

e all naturally think of the gods

the gods has engraved in
and blessed. (1.45)

/
For the same nature that gave us an outline
our minds that we consider them everlasti

On the basis of universal natural agreement, Cicero establishes two basic
claims about the gods: they exist, and they are immortal and happy.
While this account is compatible with Epicurus’ views, it has been care-
fully adjusted to fita conceptual framework that is shared by other philos-
ophers. These adjustments are not without problems. Thus what makes

minds by t the extemal env1ronment whereas Stojc preconceptions, for

example, are rooted in human nature. The Epicurean precenception of
god is produced,;hke any othefby repeaeed sensory presentations. It is
the result of waking and dreaming visions of the gods, which are caused
by images streaming into our minds (Lucr.v.1169-71). While Epicurean
preconceptions may be called éupuTor (‘in one’s nature’, a term translated
by Cicero as innatas, 1.44), as Stoic preconceptions were called, the term
can mislead the reader into taking it to imply an origin entirely within the
human | being or, worse, to mean ‘innate’. Eglcurengpzeconeeptlons are’’

inguishes theg_l

rom customs, convenuomest, which are taught.
" Nothing in the Epicurean account of preconceptions suggests that all
preconceptions are held universally. Such a requirement would exclude
preconceptions not only of individuals such as Socrates, but also of ele-
phants, mangoes, oceans, islands, and so on. Do only common preconcep-
tions, then, guarantee existence? All preconceptions, as Diogenes Laertius
says, are ‘eviden Epicurus appeals to ‘evident® knowledge as proof.
of the existence of the gods. In the case of perceptions, ‘evidence’ guaran- * |
tee{a certain kind of existence, that which is ‘relative to us’. Do precon-
ceptions hkevsnse show only_existence that is “relative to us’? Certainly
preconceptions of centaurs and other fictional entities - if there are any
such preconceptions ~ do not show objective existence. We return to the
question: do common preconceptions, then, show objective existence?
There is litle doubt that Cicero’s Eplcurean spokesman Vellelus,

how the Amdcxmc Cl‘lEl(.‘, (‘orta, unde1stands hlS claim (1. 62-4) Is
Velleius” appeal to universal agreement, then, simply a premiss taken
from his vpponents, which he does nocendorse himself? This is unlikely,
since he ateribares the aegument o Epicarus, Indeed Epicurus appeals to
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the universality of the preconception in his own brief discussion. Did
Epicurus, then, propose common agreement, when naturally implanted,
as a guarantee of objective existence? We saw earlier that Epicurus distin-
guishes between common and individual perceptions and feelings in the
Letter to Herodotus (82). Earlier in the Letter, Epicurus cites the ‘common’
perception of bodies as evidence that there are bodies.3° He also appeals
to the common feeling (common not just to humans, but to all animals)
of the pleasant as good as evidence that pleasure is the supreme good
(Cic. Fin. 1.30). Is universal experience, then, a guarantee of objective
existence both for perceptions and for preconceptions?

If this were the case, one would surely expect some mention of this cri-
terion in the later discussions on Epicurean perception. As it is, the
Epicurean position is distinguished from it. Sextus points out that
whereas the sceptical followers of Aenesidemus accept common (though

not 1ndxv1dual) SENSOI'Y appPearances as true, the prcureans acceptall sen-

sory appearances as true (M VIIIL. 8-— 9). N either Sextus  NOr any other T source

ObjCCthC emstence Indeed how could such an assumptlon fit Eplcurean
epxstemology? It is plausible, for example, that everyone sees the sun as
tiny. But Epicurus does not use this as proof that the sun is tiny ‘in itself?;
instead, he reasons out this ¢gpnclusion by analogy with ether perceptions.

In short, preconceptions pose a problem that was previously con-
fronted in connection with perceptions: how can one bridge the gap

. between relative and objective existence? The most consistent strategy for

prcurus it seems to me, would be to rely only on perceptions and pre-
conceptions that are common. This is also historically the most plausible
solution. Epicurus’ confidence that we ‘often’ have a perception of the
source suggests that, because of their great frequency, he thought that
common perceptions can be taken to show objective existence, Common
preconceptions, since they are based on so much higher a degree of con-
sensus, can all the more justifiably lay claim to certainty, Common | percep-
tionsand preconccptlons are not distinguished in their nature from those
chat ggc;mdmdua_l_,thgre formed in just the same way. Nonetheless,

%—' they support /augh/ongggvﬁgplmons

How, then, does the mind 3scend from sensory impressions to a pre-
conception? The content of the preconception of god is not a so-called
proper object of perception, such as colour, shape, and so on, but proper-
ties inferred from such objects. Lucretius lists a sequence of beliefs: the

W it v, ol Laer g rs
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first three constitute a preconception of the gods, whereas the fourth isa
false addition (v.1169-93). The repeated appearance of human-shaped fig-
ures with exceptionally vigorous bodies, he explains, caused humans to
attribute sensation, immortality and perfect happiness to these figures.
But humans also made the enormous mistake of holding the gods respon-
sible for the events in the heavens. The appearances, it seems, give rise
equally to true and to false beliefs. How is one to distinguish between
them? What demarcates a preconception from a false belief?

Epicurus (Ef. Men. 123~4) warns against attaching anything to the gods
that is ‘alien’ to their indcstructibility and happiness. Such additions, he

guishes between an evident state of affairs and an attached belief in the
case of perceptions. The difference is that in the case of preconceptions
what is evident is itself a belief, and that additional beliefs are tested
against it by their compatibility or incompatibility with it. Epicurus illus-
trates this test in the first of his Kuriai Doxai: “What is happy and inde-
structible does not take trouble or make trouble for another, so that it is
subject neither to acts of anger nor to favours; for everything of this sort
belongs to weakness.” The testis an inference, which consists in taking the
evident superiority of the gods as proof that they are not given to anger or
favouritism.

How, then, do we come to think of the evident properties that consti-
tute the preconception? It was suggested earlier that they are patterns
imprinted in the mind. This explanation requires some refinement; for
preconceptions are not simply impressions from outside, but inferences

_from them. By using Cicero’s distinction between natural and taught

beliefs, we obtain the conclusion that a preconception is an inferred pat-
tern imposed naturally from outside. Reasoning is an activity produced in
the mind by means of atomic movements. To reason is to arrange images;
and this mental power is the result of images continually impinging on
the mind and establishing certain patterns within it. From the beginning,
successively arriving images are arranged automatically according to sim-
ilan'cy and diﬂ'erence This proce‘ss gradually becomes an ability of the

Some Epicureans. indeed assimilated the formatlon of | preconccpnum

to the type of reasoning used in constructing sciéntific arguments. Their
pmmnn will beex ammcd in dwul later; but what rhey said on prt.com Lp~

.1hu‘m,HwLLLL Lc,«uu,gx_x_g‘l ‘SJ\’(‘(I are lndncuvg iulfjl cf}}l 755-,’,#»!11.111\:?«! l)y p.v.s,lng
from careliully serutintzed observed cises ro stmilar unobseeved cases.
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This method is called ‘transition by similarity’ (f§ a8’ SpoidbTnTa
ueT&Paots). Preconceptions are one type of inference made by this
method. For example, we infer that a body, insofar as it is a body, has mass
and resistance, and that a human being, as human being, is a rational ani-
mal.3!

By treating preconceptions just like scientific theories, Zeno runs the

risk of obliterating the difference between initial concéptions and the the-.
z)nes butlt on them. If preconceptions are theories, they are in need of
proot. In his text, Philodemus does not distinguish the testing of precon-
ceptions from that of scientific theories. This does not mean, however,
that there is no difference. What is needed is the distinction between a
natural type of inference, which results in preconceptions, and a technical
type, by which we prove theories. Zeno’s analysis must allow this kind of
difference if preconceptions are to have epistemological priority.
Let us return now to Epicurus’ initial instructions. A preconception is

uttered, the hearer has thoughts corresponding to the sounds, and these.

thoughts are of general features existing in the world. A preconception is
also the “first’ (Ep. Hdt. 39, cf. D.L. x.33) thought corresponding to an
utterance. This is generally, though not necessarily, the first thought that
comes into a person’s mind gvhen hearing the sounds. Preconceptions are
“first’ in the sense that they are epistemically prior to the beliefs that are
attached to them. What makes them “first’ is that they are derived directly

from sensory perceptions, with the result that they too are ‘evident’,

or _definition.3? Epicurus rejected the requirement for definitions: we
must indeed be clear about our terms in order to have something to which
we may ‘look’ and ‘refer’; but it is never appropriate to start with a defini-
tion.33 We may be reminded of a preconception by a brief description,
such as ‘god is an indestructible and blessed living being’. But this.

Mc word ‘god’. Since we already have a distinct concept, there is no
need for it to be supplied or sharpened by a definition.

If the foregoing discussion is roughly correct, Epicurus intends to base
all knowledge on the phenomena of sense perception. The two points on
which his method seems most problematic are the gap between relative
and objective existence, and the exclusion of interpretation from both

____________________ o

1. C _;7,4.5—11} 3L See Asmis 1084, 30 445+

33 See further Cic. Fit. TL.4; and the anonymons commmentiry on Plato's Theantetis, col. 5. 10 41
(Bastianini and Sedley 1995, y20).
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perceptions and preconceptions. It remains to see how these empirical
starting-points can lead to correct beliefs about what is not observed.

v Beliefs

Equipped with preconceptions and perceptions, we may formulate prob-
lems and test beliefs. These beliefs are of two kinds: about what is ‘wait-
ing’ (Trpoopévov),34 and about what is ‘nonevident’ (&SnAov). The
former are verified by ‘witnessing’ (¢muapTUpnots) and falsified by ‘no
witnessing’ (oUk émpapripnois). The lacter are falsified by ‘counterwit-
nessing’ (&vTipapTUpnots) and verified by ‘no counterwitnessing’ (oUk
SuTINXpTUPNOIS).

The senses can display the things that we believe to exist. For example,
upon seeing a roundish tower from a distance, we might form the belief
that the tower is square. This belief is correct if is ‘witnessed’ by the
appearance of a square tower when we come close, and false if it is ‘not
witnessed’ in this way. The component -papTUpno1s shows that the test
of truth and falsehood lies in the first-hand reports of the senses. The
square tower is an object of belief that “awaits® verification by a present
perception. Epicurus warns specifically that belief about “what is waiting’
must be distinguished from “what is present already in perception’ (KD
24).

Without actually using the term “waiting” (rpocuévov), Sextus gives
an example in his account of Epicurean verification and falsification. His
report,which is the only survey of Epicurus’ theory of verification thar we
have, supplements Epicurus’ own schematic distinctions in the Letter tv
Herodotus (50-1).

Witnessing is an apprehension by evidence (kardAnyis 81° évapyeias)
that what is believed is such as it was formerly believed. For example,
when Plato approaches from afar, I guess and believe, by reason of the
distance, that it is Plato. When he has come near, it was witnessed in
addition (TrpooepapTupnfn), when the distance was eliminated, that
it is Plato, and this was witnessed (dmrepopTupnifn) by evidence (51
évapyelag) itself. (S.E. M vir.212-13)

34 The MSS are divided between the active and passive participles ar £p. Hdt, 38 and KD 24. Bollack
1975 and Long and Sedley 1987 vol. 1, g1, attribure the passive form to Epicurus, Diogenes
(%, 34) gives some support to this interpregation by asigning the wait to the beholder: 'to wals:
(rtpoopiven) wnd come near the vower and leam how icappears (padveron) from close up”, On

the other hand, the acttve form, imsolar as e deshrostes an objece, makes aparallel with both
weepav and &nAov, and the stranpeness of the vsinge wiliy Fpientean tenminology, 4 well
providing an explanarion Tor che substitucion of the feat sirange gussive farm.
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“No witnessing’, the ‘opposite’ of witnessing, is explained as follows:

It is an impact by evidence (UrémTeals 81’ évapysias) that what is
believed is not such as it was believed. For example, when someone
is approaching from afar, we guess, by reason of the distance, thar it is
Plato, but when the distance has been eliminated, we have learned by
evidence (81* évapyeias) that it is not Plato. (S.E. M vi1.215)

Beliefs about what is not presently observed are verified by the actual
appearance of what was previously conjectured. They are falsified, on
the other hand, by the appearance of something other than what was
believed. Presumably, the beholder makes a conjecture about an object
“in itself*: he conjectures, for example, that what he sees really is Plato.
This object is the three-dimensional source of the perception. In vision,
it usually presents itself when the distance is short. A belief about
such an object is true whenever it is matched by an appearance of the
object.

But how will the beholder know that he has a presentation of the object
‘in itself*? His knowledge of the object is always mediated by a presenta-
tion. As a perceiver, he cannot gauge the amount of distortion in the
atomic stream. Physical theory can tell him about distortion, but it is
based on a prior faith in perception; nor can it ever give him sufficiently
accurate knowledge about arfy particular perceptual stream.

Further, what is the truth value of a belief whenever there is no present
appearance that matches the belief? Epicurus’ terminology seems
designed vo fit the theory that objects of perception are nothing but
momentary states of the perceiver. Since such objects of perception exist
only when perceived, ‘no witnessing’ is a necessary and sufficient condi-
tion for the non-existence of a perceptual object. On this view, everything
that is ‘waiting’ to appear does not yet exist.33

As we have seen, however, Epicurus posits not only real momentary
objects of perception, but also enduring objects of perception. If there are
enduring objects of perception, a belief may be true even in the absence of
an appearance. Consequently, Epicurus’ theory becomes a theory of ver-
ification. Even though a belief may be true, it cannot be accepted as true
unless there is a confirmatory appearance; and even though a belief may be
false, it cannot be rejected as false unless there is an appearance that
clashes with it.

Sextus’ examples and explanation agree with the latter interpretation.
The observer ventures a guess thatit “is® Plato; and this beliel s verificd by
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an appearance that is without distortion since it is from close up. It is fal-
sified by an appearance that takes the place of a confirmatory appearance.
‘No witnessing’ must be understood not merely as the absence of a confir-
matory appearance, but as the non-existence of conditions that would
produce a confirmatory appearance. Just when a confirmatory appearance
should occur, there is an appearance of something else; and this appear-
ance turns out to be evidence of the falsity of the belief. As Sextus
explains, when the distance is eliminated there is evidence that it is not
Plato. This is precisely when a confirmatory appearance would appear if
there were an object corresponding to the belief.

Plutarch (Col. 1121¢) faults the Epicureans for thinking that they can
escape the realm of appearances. His blustering, hypothetical Epicurean
proclaims: “When I approach the tower and when I touch the oar, I will
declare that the oar is straight and the tower angular; but he [the sceptical
opponent] will agree to no more than the belief (Sokeiv) and the appear-
ance (padiveaar), even when he comes close.’ Plutarch responds that the
Epicurean is in just the same position as the sceptic, without realizing it.
Since no °presentation or perception is any more evident than another®
(Col. 1121d~€), he cannot pick out any particular presentation as proof of
external reality; all presentations equally show only inner conditions.

Is there any way the Epicureans can justify the move from inner condi-
tions to outer reality? We confronted this question earlier in discussing
perceptions. The step that Epicurus proposes as a way out is the existence
of an atomic stream reaching from an external source to the observer.
Since this stream can present the source without distortion, it is possible
for an observer to have a true opinion aboutan external perceptual object.
Coming close to a visual object is a test of the perception, although there
is nothing about a presentation itself that makes one more reliable than
another: that is just the point of saying that all are equally evident. The
critics appear to be right that, as far as Epicurean theory goes, no amount
of testing can guarantee that a belief is true. Epicurus and his followers
seem to insist thatin practice, when all are agreed on the confirmation of a
beliefby a presentation, a belief can be upheld as certain or ‘authoritative’
(xupix).

*
We now turn from sensory phenomena to the hidden entities that are
investigated by physical science. By contrast with things that are “waiting’,

‘nonevident things are not expected to become evident. But they too are
known by reference o appearances, 117 theory is ‘counterwitnessed” by
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sensory evidence, it is false; if it is “not counterwitnessed’, it is true (Ep.
Hdt. 50-1). Again, the component -marturesis shows that the ultimate test
of the belieflies in the reports of the senses.

Just a lictle way into his physical investigations in the Letter to Herodotus
(39), Epicurus states that one must infer (texuaipeofon) the nonevident
by calculation (Aoyiouds) in accordance with perception, ‘as I said
before’. This is a reference to the preceding note (Ep. Hdt. 38), in which he
said that one must use sensory observations as ‘signs’. The verb Tex-
naipecfan implies that sensory phenomena serve as conclusive signs,
Texpnpia, of what is nonevident. Whereas the phenomena serve only as
plausible indicators of what will appear, they show conclusively whether a
theory is true or false. The conclusion is worked out by a calculation that
shows the perceptual consequences of a theory.

Whereas beliefs about perceptible things are verified by an appearance
and falsified by the lack of a confirmarory appearance, beliefs about non-
evident things are falsified by appearances and verified by the lack of dis-
confirmatory appearances. Sextus explains falsification as follows:

Counterwitnessing (&vTipapTUpnois is . . . the elimination (&vaokeun)
of the phenomenon by the posited nonevident thing. For example, the
Stoic says that there is no void, claiming something nonevident, but the
phenomenon - I mean mdtion - must be co-eliminated by what is thus
posited. For supposing there is no void, necessarily motion does not
occureither. . .(S.E. Mviir.214)

The belief that there is no void is ‘counterwitnessed’ by the phenomenon
of motion; for motion is eliminated by the elimination of void. The proof
is constructed in this way. We conjecture: there is no void. This is a
hypothesis about what is nonevident. Next we calculate: if there is no
void, there is no motion. But we observe that there is motion. It follows
that there is void.

In his abbreviated account at Ep. Hdt. 39-40, Epicurus supplies no
argument in support of the conditional claim ‘if there is no void, there is
no motion’. Both Lucretius (1.335-9) and Sextus (M vi1.213) indicate that
he argued along these lines: if everything is packed tight with bodies,
there is no place for bodies to move into; hence there can be no beginning
of movement. What in turn supports this calculation? The claim ‘if there
is no void, there is no movement’ looks suspiciously like an a priori claim

borrowed from the Eleatics; and it has usually been understood as such. 1

Epicurus did take over an Eleatic claim, wirhout somehow recasting icas
an empirical claing, then his two dnicial roles do ot sunmmatee his
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method. If Epicurus is content to adopt a priori truths, he does not build
his scientific structure entirely on a foundation of sensory phenomena.

Epicurus’ followers argued vehemently that the conditional is known
empirically. Epicurus himself might well have supported his apparently
Eleatic claim by appealing to empirical conceptions of body, motion, and
void. In constructing the conditional ‘if there is no void there is no
motion’, he uses the preconception of ‘body’ as something that resists
touch. This notion is derived from perception. Suppose, then, that every-
thing is body: there would everywhere be resistance, so that none of the
bodies could begin to move.

Epicurus uses the same method of ‘counterwitnessing’ to prove the
first two doctrines of his physics. He supports his first claim that ‘nothing
comes to be from nonbeing’ by arguing: if this were not the case, then
everything would come to be from everything. As Lucretius (r.159-73)
makes clear in his detailed proof, this consequence is in conflict with the
phenomena. That we do not see everything coming from everything is an
evident sign of the nonevident state of affairs ‘nothing comes to be from
nonbeing’.

Here is a clear example of an apparently Eleatic doctrine being verified
by reference to an empirical fact. It is important to note that Epicurus
proves the truth of the apparently Eleatic claim by an argument that takes
the phenomena as evidently true. He does not simply add confirmation by
showing an agreement with the phenomena. He establishes its truth
wholly by an argument showing that it must be true if the phenomena are
as they are. A critic may well doubt whether the premiss ‘if something
were to come from nonbeing, everything would come from everything’
can be established empirically. Epicurus presumably thought he could
verify it by reference to an empirical concept of coming-to-be.

Epicurus’ second claim, that nothing is destroyed into nonbeing, is
established in the same way by reference to the phenomena. The founda-
tion of Epicurus’ physics, then, rests on the method of ‘counterwitness-
ing’. A theory is proved by the refutation of its contradictory. But how
does this fit with the method of no counterwitnessing’, by which a theory
is said to be verified? Sextus explains as follows:

No counterwitnessing (oUx  &vrinaptUpnotis) is the consequence
(dxoAoubia) of the posited and believed nonevident thing upon the phe-
nomenon. For example, when Epicurus says that there is void, which is
nonevident, this is proved by something evident, motion. For if there is
not void, there must not be motion either, since the moving body does
ot have aplice it which i will pass becstse everythng, i full and
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packed. So, since there is motion, the phenomenon ‘does not counter-
witness’ the believed nonevident thing. (S.E. M vi1.213)

Again, Sextus’ account implicitly contains a conditional. The argument
may be formulated as: if there is motion, there is void; there is motion;
therefore there is void. The non-evident thing, void, has the relationship
of “‘consequence’ to the evident thing, motion. In other words, it ‘follows
upon’ motion. This consequence defines ‘no counterwitnessing’. Since
the conditional is equivalent to the contrapositive ‘if there is no void,
there is no motion’, ‘no counterwitnessing’ turns out to consist in the dis-
proof (‘counterwitnessing’) of the negated hypothesis.

This restriction of ‘no counterwitnessing’ is surprising. One expects
‘no counterwitnessing’ to mean simply that there is no counterevidence
against a hypothesis, not that there is evidence against its contradictory.
‘Consequence’ seems too strong a requirement. Why should the nonevi-
dent thing ‘follow upon’ the phenomena rather than simply be in agree-
ment with them? But if we fault Sextus’ definition as being too restrictive,
another difficulty looms. Mere agreement with the phenomena permits
multiple alternative explanations, all equally plausible. How can multiple
explanations all be true? It has been suggested that Epicurus viewed ‘no
counterwitnessing’ simply as a test of possibility.3¢ But this goes against
his own statement (Ep. Hit 51) that ‘no counterwitnessing’ is a test of
truth, as well as upsetting the symmetry of his fourfold scheme of verifica-
tion and falsification.

Epicurus himself made much use of multiple explanations; and these
promise to throw some light on the difficulty. He held that, whereas
single explanations are required for the foundation of physics, there is no
need for single explanations of all events. Multiple explanations for the
events in the heavens, for example, are sufficient for our happiness. Single
explanations have a ‘single agreement (cuugewvia) with the phenomena’;
multiple explanations have a multiple agreement (Ep. Pyth. 86). Epicurus
repeatedly refers to this multiple agreement by saying that there is ‘no
counterwitnessing®. He asserts, for example, that images may be formed
in various ways, none of which ‘is counterwitnessed by the perceptions’
(Ep. Hdt. 48). He defends his extensive use of multiple explanations in
astronomy and meteorology by saying that all are ‘in agreement with’ or
‘not counterwitnessed by’, the phenomena (Ep. Pyth. 86-8, 92, 95, 98).
Singling out one explanation, on the other hand, when there are several,
‘conflicts’ with the phenomena (Ep. Pyth. 96).

Hosee Sevlker w2 Ro.
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Lucretius shows how there is truth in multiple explanations. He com-
pares the observation of events in the heavens with seeing a corpse at a dis-
tance (v1.703-11). It is necessary to state all causes of death - sword, cold,
illness, poison, and so on - he writes, in order to state the one cause of this
particular death; similarly, for some events it is necessary to state several
causes, ‘of which one nonetheless is the case’. After proposing several
explanations of the movements of the stars, he points out that it is difficult
to state for certain’ which of these causes applies to this world; yet he does
state ‘what can and does happen’® in the universe as a whole and one of
these events ‘necessarily’ occurs in this world (v.526-33). One of the multi-
ple explanations, therefore, does apply to the specific event under investi-
gation. All of them together apply to the general type of event under
investigation. Just as each cause of death applies to some death, so each
cause of stellar movement applies to some star in the universe as a whole.

Multiple explanations, therefore, are all true with respect to the general
type of event; and one of the explanations is true of the specific event.
Since the event to be explained is known only as a general type, all expla-
nations are true of just what is being explained. If the investigator had
more specific information (by being able to come closer, for example, as in
inspecting a corpse), then the explanation might be narrowed to a single
cause. What is ‘persuasive’ (as Epicurus puts it) about multiple explana-
tions is that any one of them might apply, and one does apply, to the spe-
cific event under investigation. In a sense, therefore, each explanation is
‘possible’ rather than true. At the same time, however, each explanation is
true of some specific event belonging to the general type.

If this interpretation is correct, the method of ‘no counterwitnessing’
is at least in part an inductive method. ‘No counterwitnessing’® occurs
whenever there is unopposed similarity between a phenomenon and
something nonevident. Yet Sextus Empiricus says nothing whatsoever
about induction in his explanation of this method. How can his view of
‘no counterwitnessing’ as the counterwitnessing of the contradictory
hypothesis be reconciled with Epicurus’ use of induction? We might sup-
pose that there are two kinds of “no counterwitnessing’: counterevidence
against the contradictory hypothesis; and the lack of counterevidence
againstan inductive inference. Sextus mentions only the former kind. But
this does not imply that his account is inaccurate. Provided that his defini-
tion of “no counterwitnessing’ as a “‘consequence?’ of the nonevident thing
upon the phenomenon can accommodate unopposed induction, his
acconntis noteven incomplete, even though he uses an example that illus-
trates only one type of 'no connrerwitnessing,
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It will be objected that induction can never yield ‘consequence’: it does
not ‘follow upon’ observed facts, no matter how numerous or how thor-
oughly tested, that something else, that is known to be similar in other
respects, has the inferred similarity. Yet Epicurus’ followers did argue just
this. Drawing on his teacher Zeno, Philodemus argues in his book On
Signs that there is “consequence’ in inductive inferences no less than in
inferences by ‘elimination’: in both cases, the nonevident thing ‘follows
upon’ the phenomenon. Indeed, he maintains that all truths about what is
nonevident are really inductive inferences. By recasting all calculations
about what is nonevident as inductions, Zeno and his associates tried to
remove all shadow of a doubt that there might be some a priori truths
lurking in the foundations of Epicurean science.

Before we make a final judgement, then, about Epicurus’ method of
inference, we must turn to his followers.

¥*

Philodemus® On Signs is a response to an attack against the Epicurean
method of inductive inference, called ‘method of similarity® or “transition
by similarity’ (1) xa®” SuodTnTa MeTdPoois).3” The opponents claim
that only the ‘method of elimination (&vooxeun))’ is valid. Philodemus
responds that the method ofysimilarity is the only valid method of infer-
ence and that it subsumes elimination.

This response was worked out by Philodemus® teacher, Zeno of
Sidon, in association with other Epicureans. Only one opponent, a cer-
tain Dionysius, is named. He has customarily been identified as a
Stoic.38 But he could just as well have been an Academic. We have one
other attack on Epicurean induction. It is part of a sustained attack on
Epicurean theology by the Academic Cotta in Cicero’s De natura deorum
(1.87-90, 97-8). Mocking the “very great delight’ that the Epicureans
take in similarity (‘Isn’t 2 dog similar to a wolf?, he asks, 1.97), Cotta
makes some of the same objections that occur in Philodemus’ work. In
fact, there was a broad coalition of philosophers and scientists who were
aligned against Epicurean induction; and Philodemus seems to be
responding to all of them. He offers a revised Epicurean theory of signs
that takes into account developments of the preceding two centuries,
and he presents this revision in several versions: his own report of con-

37 . . SR .
Barnes 1988c¢, 110-11, warns against calling the method of similaricy ‘induction”; but sec Long's
response (1988c, 140).

38 g e ; i : i g
Sc.‘dlcy 1982¢, 240-1, defends the view that he is the Stote Dionysilus of Cyvene, a pupil of
Diogenes of Babylon.
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versations with Zeno; a report of Zeno’s teachings by a fellow student,
Bromius; a summary by the Epicurean Demetrius of Laconia, followed
by a detailed attack and defence by an unidentified source who may well
be Demetrius again.

A sign inference may be expressed with the help of a conditional: ‘if the
first, the second’, where “the first’ expresses the sign, which is something
evident, and ‘the second’ is the nonevident thing that is signified. In com-
mon with other philosophers, the Epicureans call this kind of sign “partic-
ular’® (8iov, 14.7, 32.36, 33.3). Instead of signifying a multiplicity of
situations and so being common (kowév) to what is true and false, a par-
ticular sign uniquely signifies what is the case. A particular sign, more-
over, ‘necessitates’ the existence of the nonevident thing that it signifies
(1.12-16).

A basic issue, then, is this: what makes a conditional true? Philodemus
accepts that a conditional is true whenever its contrapositive is true
(11.32~7). However, he insists, it does not follow from this that only the
method of elimination has the necessity of a particular sign (11.37-12.1,
32.31-33.1). A conditional is true by elimination whenever the removal
of the hypothetical nonevident thing, just by itself, brings about the
removal of the evident thing (12.1-14, 14.11-14). Sometimes, indeed,
the elimination of the consequent carries with it the elimination of the
antecedent, as in the conditional ‘if there is motion there is void>. But
there is also another valid method, that of similarity. According to this
method, a conditional is true whenever it is impossible to conceive of the
first being the case and the second, which is similar, not being the case.
An example is: ‘If Plato is a human being, Socrates too is a human being’
(12.14~31). This is true because it is inconceivable that Plato is a human
being and Socrates is not; and what makes it inconceivable is the similar-
ity between Plato and Socrates. Philodemus claims that in the second
type of conditional, too, there is ‘consequence’ (37.9-17) of the nonevi-
dent thing upon the evident thing and a necessary ‘link’ (cuvnpTiadou,
35.5)-

Philodemus (37.1~12) grants that there is sometimes a special ‘inter-
weaving’ (cuprAokn) between what is evident and what is nonevident,
An example is the link between a product and its constituents. In these
special cases, a sign conditional is true by elimination. Philodemus here
seems to be singling out necessary causal connections, But there is also a
conceptual link, which is just as necessary as the causal link, In these cascs,
the remaval of the nonevident thing (such ax Sovrates” hununity) is not
aceompanied by the removal of the evidene thiing ("aro’s burmanity), but
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it is inconceivable (&81avénTov) for the observed thing to exist or be of a
certain sort and for the nonevident thing not to be likewise.39

In defence of this position, Philodemus distinguishes between two uses
of the expression ‘(insofar) as”. The first has the form: since certain things
in our experience are of a certain sort, nonevident things are also of this
sort ‘insofar as’ the things in our experience are of this sort. An example is:
since humans in our experience, insofar as they are humans, are mortal, if
there are humans anywhere they are mortal (33.24-32). Here ‘(insofar) as’®
picks out the similarity (humanity) which is assumed to be common to
observed and nonevident instances. Since it is always observed to be con-
joined with another feature, mortality, one may draw the general conclu-
sion that humans, ‘(insofar) as> humans, are mortal. This universal claim,
Philodemus insists, is a conclusion that is reached by, and indeed only by,
the method of similarity (17.3-8). Conceptual necessity is established
empirically, by inductive inferences based on observed conjunctions.

Philodemus states the relationship between elimination and similarity in
various ways. At times, he is concerned to show that the method of elimina-
tion is not the only valid method and so argues for two methods. At other
times, he subordinates the method of elimination to the method of similar-
ity. He claims that the method of similarity ‘extends’ entirely through the
method of elimination, whigh is “secured’ by it (7.8-11, 8.22~9.8). He also
says outright that there is just one method of sign inference, similarity;
those who abolish it, abolish all inference by signs (30.33-31.1).

Along with promoting induction as the only method of knowing the
truth about what is nonevident, the Epicureans attempted to strengthen
it. Within their own system, they needed to set apart scientific induction
from guesses about what will appear, which are verified only by an actual
appearance. The Epicurean task was particularly urgent since other phi-
losophers, joined by scientists, concluded that induction, no matter how
well tested, yields no more than a good guess. Thus the Empiricist school
of medicine, which originated in the third century sc, developed an intri-
cate method for using accumulations of observations as guides to treat-
ment, not as a means of discovering what is nonevident.*? Whenever they
did not have past observations, the Empiricists proposed to resort to
‘transition by similarity’, by comparing the present sitnation to a similar
observed situation.** Philodemus closes his book On Signs with a parting
shotat the physicians who use ‘transition of similarity’.#2 These are surely

39 Secalso 14.2-27and 32.31-35.9.  1OGal Subf Fnp. chapters v-6,  +1 See helow, pp sz,
gyl 15.37-8, 18,608, a0d Layeg
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Empiricists, refusing to use the method of similarity as a means of discov-
ering the truth.

Against this trend, Zeno and his friends argued that a careful calcula-
tion of the phenomena, called émAoy1ouds, produces knowledge of what
is unobserved. Eplcurus had d15t1ngu1shed calculauon (sm?xoylcuog)
from “proof® (&wédeifig). Itisan analysis of what is evident, as opposed to
of what i IS nonewdent" ‘There is need of calculation, not
proof® ﬂrfb'rméﬂxample, that we associate time with days, nights, and so on
(Ep. Hdt. 73). We must “calculate’ what our natural goal is (Ep. Men. 133).
As well as extending the method of induction to all sign inferences, Zeno
and his group extend calculation to all forms of reasoning. It turns out
that thc type of mtional reflection uscd to discovcr what: is nonevident is

tion about the phengrgc‘na, _—

Philodemus sums up the Eplcurcan method as “scrutinizing [or ‘going
around’, TrepiodevdvTeov] the similarities by calculation® (17.32-4) and
‘drawing conclusions by calculation’ (23.5-6). There are three main
points. One must consider many instances that are not only of the same
kind but also varied (20.32-6, 33.12-13, 35.9-10). Further, one must rely
not only on one’s own observations, but also on the reports of others
(16.35-8,20.37-9, 32.13~21). Last, there must be no indication to the con-
trary (e.g. 16.38~-17.2, 21.13-14). The inferences are so thoroughly tested
that there is ‘neither a footprint nor a glimmer’ to the contrary, as
Demetrius vividly puts it (29.1—4). These rules incorporate methods used
by the opponents. Carneades proposed the ‘scrutinized’ (Trepro&evopiévn)
presentation as the most trustworthy of three kinds of presentation.*?
The Empiricist doctors divided observations into two kinds, ‘secing for
oneself” and ‘inquiry’. Philodemus charges his opponents with ignoring
the fact that the Epicureans rely not only on their own experience, but
also on the reports of others (32.13-21).

How faithful, then, are the later Epicureans to Epicurus? Let us first
consider Sextus. According to Philodemus, the truth of a beliefabout what
is nonevident does indeed consist in a relationship of ‘consequence’
between what is evident and what is nonevident. Philodemus analyses this
consequence differentdy from the way Sextus illustrates it. But since
Philodemus recognizes elimination as a special type of inference, there is
no conflict with Sextus® report. Sextus does not say that the whole of *no
counterwitnessing’ is elimination: he merely exermplifics it by climination.

VS L MV L gy is ke culled BadoBsuopden
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Nothing in his analysis implies that he (or his source) did not know of the
reformulation proposed by Zeno. Indeed, the fact that he does not define
‘no counterwitnessing’ as a form of elimination, but defines it instead as
‘consequence’, suggests that he may have been familiar with Zeno’s views.
As for Epicurus, there is no evidence that he ever reformulated his argu-
ment for the void, or any other argument later said to exemplify ‘elimina-
tion’, as an induction. Epicurus’ followers are notorious for refusing to
depart from the doctrines of their master. But they showed themselves
very willing to interpret these doctrines in new ways, especially in
response to attacks by other philosophers.* It was suggested earlier that,
if his methodology is to be consistent, Epicurus must reduce all calcula-
tions about what is unobserved to empirical judgements. He does not
explain in his extant writings how this reduction is to be accomplished.
With help from their opponents, his followers worked out what they con-
sidered to be the implications of his position. All calculations about what
is unobserved, they proposed, are inductive judgements. Among these
judgements are preconceptions. The Epicureans thereby restructured
Epicurus’ distinction between what is evident and what is nonevident. In
agreement with Epicurus, they demarcated what we observe from what
needs to be inferred from observations. But very differently from
Epicurus, they built a transigion from the one to the other by allowing
sufficiently tested empirical judgements to become, in the end, judge-
ments about what is unobserved. The sign conditional, which grounds
the inference, is verified in this way entirely by empirical observations. As
aresult, the conclusion rests entirely on self-evident, empirical premisses.

44 Cf. Sedley 198ga.
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Stoic epistemology

MICHAEL FREDE

1 The possibility of knowledge

Stoic epistemology?! is best understood as a response to a twofold chal-
lenge. Socrates had assumed that whether one had 2 good life depended
on whether one had managed to acquire a certain kind of knowledge,

which he identified with wisdom, in particular the knowledge of what is _
good and what is bad. For this reason he had devoted his life to philosoph-
ical inquiry concerning the good, the bad and related matters. Yet, for all
of his efforts, even he himself did not think that he had obtained this
knowledge. At the same time Socrates had made it clear that we should
not content ourselves with mere belief or opinion concerning these mat-
ters, even if this belief happened to be true. One would not want to rely
for the success or failure of one’s life on mere opinion which at best hap-
pened to be true. Moreover, the Socratic elenchus suggested that one was
not entitled to any beliefwhich one did not hold as a matter of knowledge.

For Socratic refutation seemed to rest on the fact that somebody who ¢

holds a belief as a matrer of mere opinion can be made to see that he has
equal reason to espouse the contradlctory belief.

A céntury of philosophers since Socrates had done no better. Indeed, as
if oblivious to Socrates’ strictures against mere belief, they had rushed
precipitously to produce thesis after thesis, theses often quite extravagant
and often contradicting each other, and in any case all a matter of mere

ﬁ_nda_._ way.mﬁbrc.ak.ou_t_gf_
knowlcdge This challenge

rcsponse The Stoics follow the Epicureansin assummg that knowledge is
made possible by the facts (i) that some of the impressions we have are by
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