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Epicurus on the Truth of Sense Impressions
by Gisela Striker (Gottingen)

Of the three statements that often serve to epitomize Epicurean
philosophy — at least for polemical purposes — two seem to be
reasonably easy to understand: “The universe consists of bodies
and void”, for physics; and “Pleasure is the highest good”, for
ethics. The third, epistemological one, however, which is usually
quoted in English as “All sensations are true”, has been the
subject of some controversy and various interpretations by recent
commentators,

In this paper I will try to do three things. First, I will try to
make a suggestion as to what might have been Epicurus’ own
wording of his thesis.

second, I will examine what seems to be becoming a standard
interpretation in recent literature, namely the view that the
word 8Anfé in this context must be taken to mean ‘‘real” rather
than “true”. I shall try to show that this interpretation is not as
firmly based as it might seem to be.

Third, I will propose a fresh interpretation, taking dAn®és in the
traditional sense of “‘true”, which places Epicurus’ thesis in the
epistemological debate of his day, but which avoids some objec-~
tions raised against earlier versions of the traditional view.

I

‘Difficu.lties begin with the words themselves. We do not have
Epicurus’ own version of his famous dictum, but it is fairly
obvious from the consensus of our sources that he must have said
Something to the effect either that all adobnoes or that all pavracion
are true. It is not so clear, however, whether he used the word
dofnois or pavracic.

The two words are not usually treated as synonyms, as shown by
the fact that they are translated differently. Aiobnaois, where it
does not denote the faculty of sense-perception, is translated either
3 “sensation” — meaning the process of being acted upon by a

— meaning the recognition

“I see a man”) or of an observable fact
Ot Of all observable ract

of a_sensible object (as in
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A ts a Ouu bddt dL S Lailing ) wGVTCXOiO(, on the other hand, iS & 3) using neither, but talking about "the senses”: Cicero, Luc. 25,

usually rendered as “‘sense impression” or “presentation”, meaning 79 veracis suos esse sensus dicit; cf. 26,82 numquam sensus
the result of the process of sensation?. The crucial distinction woulg mentiri putat; similar expressions in de fin. 11964 and N D I
seem to be that between afofnois in the first sense and the others, 95,70 cf. also S.E., M VIII-9. '

For while aicbnois in the second sense and gavracia ma); ' ,

plausibly be‘called true or false because they are expressed m } Obviously, version 3) implies that the results of sensation —
language, this seems a.t least dqubtful' for.sensations. Although " whether olobrioeis or gavracion — are always true; as Lucretius
one might say that it is not strictly speaking the impression o uts it: (IV 499) proinde quod in quoquest his (scil. sensibus)

\ the perception which is true or false, but the proposition which fiisum tempore, verumst.

! expresses it, the use of “true” and “false” is at least easy to under. h In view of ’the distinctions mentioned above, it may seem
stand m.t}}?se cases. ,(’Z)n the otherﬂ* hand, if ofobnous is taken in the ¥ surprising that there is so Lttle uniformity in the secondary
Slellsei of ‘ sensatlon“, one begms to wonder whether &Antg |} sources. We should remember, however, that Epicurus wrote at a
s 10}1 d not be unders‘tqod 1 a d1ffe..rent sense. ' time before Stoic usage became common ground in epistemological

Now it seems unlikely that Epicurus should have made two discussions, as it apparently did later. Aristotle’s use of the word
parallell stzlitemer}ts, the one about afobnois, the other about mr‘,&cm i,s much more diversified than the Stoics’®, and there
q>cxvrq<mc<2. Ithus is wpu'ld seem impqrtan‘t to find out which of the grobably existed no established terminology at Epiéurus’ time.
t“’(‘;j;glﬁs?cg; the OUtgltIﬁ]’- formg%%glon. . o , ] Now adofinoig is by far the more common word in Epicurus’ own .

5 suggest three possible versions of Epicurus’ thesis; | writings; moreover, it is at least likely that cdobfioers were called
1) using both terms: Plut, ady. Col. 1109 B méoas elve Tds & | criteria of truth because they were all truet. So the fact that Plutarch
aloBrioecs avrocios . Aristocles apud Eus, pracp. e, and Aristocles use both terms (in fact, Plutarch seems slightly to

X1V, 20, 5 méoav ododnor kel TEoan povTaion dANGH Aéyovr prefer odobnois where he reports Epicurean doctrine; cf. adv. Col.

efven, 1109—1110 passim) can perhaps best be explained if we suppose

2) using only govrooio: S.E., M VII 203—904. Y powrooiay, | | -that Epicurus and his own pupils used aiofnors, but in a way which
v Kked @w KoAel, B1& mwovrog AN onolv Umépye | indicated that thev meant what came later, under the inflience

(204) yivovred ooy maow of pavtacion sAnbels (cf. also 210). ' of the Stoics, to be called povrooia. It would seem important to
. , - 4 | make this plain, since the Stoics also held that all aiofroes were
1 These distinctions correspond fairly well to Stoic usage, cf. D.L. VIT 50 and 52 true ~ but then they were using ofofnois in a different senseb,
Davracia also had a wider meaning, including “presentations” that do not ) Th‘ . g . ; a e 1 .
arise through the senses ; but for the purposes of this paper this is not 1us ljlgﬁ—gml?s‘t_ltu«?nggamramq for CII()‘QnO"lS m later sources
relevant. For the relation between sense impressions (pavracia) and propo- {perhaps even in Epicurean sources [ike THE ohe iised by Sextus,
, Sition cf. below, p. 18418, ' © M VII 208sqq.) may be due to the fact that Epicurus used alobnois
gtfxé{mffp bz'th df “’l"?t (E,Elcluruspand his Iglﬂ?sophy, Minneapolis 1954, 188 | ipa way_which did not correspond to any of the recognized Stoic
: «; 5€e also his articles: F icurus; [le ovT ae, T b P T e, ; g
414—427; and: Epicuras: Al SenI;ations .A:r:apfl.'x'(z;‘?l[‘iﬂ;xj: '?’{J:Aiﬁl3y{(;j939§;) ; heanings of that t-e-:E-er.._.lg_]lt which seemed to correspond CloselX.

and Rist (Epicurus: An Introduction, Cambridge 1972, 19} assume just that.
De Witt also offers different interpretations for the two versions. He thinks ! For Aristotle’s use of pavrooia cf. D. A. Rees, Aristotle’s Treatment of ®oy-
that gavraaio was defined in such a way that only “true pictures” (1.9, 415, Taoie, in: Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, ed. J. P. Anton and G. L.
419—420) could be called pavraofor. Hence in his interpretation the dictum Kustas, Albany N.¥. 1971, 491—b504.

would be. trivially true. But the evidence for the supposed meaning of * For alofinois in Epicurus, cf. D.L. X 81, 82, 38, 48, 55, 63, 68, 82, 86; K.A.
PavTOTic is simply not sufficient. The word is very rare in the original texts XXIV. For ciobrioers as criteria of truth cf. my article “kprriipiov -rijs
(according to Arrighetti’s index, it occurs only twice in the writings preserved dAnBeicss”, in: Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Géttingen,

‘l))y D.L.: ad Hai. 50 and 80), and of Epicurus’ treatise Tepl pavroofes (D.L. X L Phil-Hist. Klasse, Nr. 2, 1974, 61—68, 73—80.
8) only the t‘1t1e survives. For de Witt's interpretation in terrms of aiohnoig * Aetivs, Plgc. IV 9 4 = v. Amim, SVF II 78. For the Stoic doctrine cf. Striker,
tive the following, quoted above, n /'i 95. '

bad




128 Giscla Striker
- to the narrower sense of pavraoia, in which it is restricted to seng
perception. , T
If this is correct, then the usual English formulation of oyr
dictum, “All sensations are true”, is probably misleading, Fy
reasons which will, I hope, become ‘c]eargr in the sequel, T Propose
to use *'sense ir_ggressions nstead.

o
1
et USSR

II

If Epicurus’ hedonism made him a subject of contempt for Cicero,
his epistemological views seem rather to have provoked ridicule,
It is evident that his dictum was taken to mean “all perceptual
judgements are true”; and this seemed so obviously untenable that
Cicero, for example, does not even seriously consider Epicurug
views in his epistemological treatise, the Academica: “sed ab hoc
credulo, qui lumquam sensus mentiri putat, discedamus . . .”,
be says at Luc, 26, 82. But even Bailey, writing in this century,
considered our thesis .88 an._expression of naive confidence in sense
perceptiont, T B

Against this view, de Witt? has pointed out that such a degree
of naiveté is most unlikely for a man with Epicurus’ background.
He had, after all, studied philosophy for quite a while; he must
have known many if not all of the writings of Plato and Aristotle;
and finally his own teacher, the Democritean Nausiphanes, is said
to have beén a student of the Sceptic Pyrrho. Also, Epicurus’ own
Aguments against Sceptic positions make it quite clear that he
was familiar with their arguments.

Hence de Witt and more recently Rist8 have proposed . a different
nterpretation WQJL@;E’@EEE? thesis. The word SAnbés, 'l;hev_ggggest,m
*hould not be understood fo mean Jfrue” in a proposit
.~-.<:'nsma‘t]_;g, it must mean “real”.
he "said " that “Al sencations are true” was not that sense
[erception is always reliable, but only that all sensations are
“actual data through which we obtain contact with the external
world” (Rist, 20). Since the senses are our only means of getting

“The Greek Atomists and Epicurus, Oxford 1928, 237.

" “All Sensations Are True’, quoted above, n. 2,19,

" Ppicurus, quoted above, n. 2, 1921, D. Furley {Knowledge of Atoms and Void
iw Epicureanism, in: Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, above n, 3, 610)
nnd AL AL Long (Adsthesis, Prolepsis and Linguistic Theory in Epicurus:
ltulletin of the Institute of Classical Studjes 18, London 1971, 1106) offcr the
Lime intcrpreta‘cion, but Rist gives the fullest arguments,
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Epicurus on the Truth of Sense Impressions 129
acquainted with the world around us, the fact that sensations are
“true” in this sense is fundamental for our ability to gain knowledge
about the world — which explains why Epicurus called the
alofnoes criteria.

The arguments for this interpretation can I think be summarized
as follows:

@t is abundantly clear from our sources that Epicurus did not
believe all perceptual judgements to be true. This is apparent,
among other places, from his attempts — reported most fully by
Lucretius — to explain certain optical illusions, like the oar that
looks bent in water, or the square tower that looks round from a
distance (this is de Witt’s main argument),

JThree passages from Diogenes and Sextus seem to show that
bés should be taken in the sense of “real”. The first occurs in
a report by Sextus, M VIII 9, about Epicurus’ views on the
question ‘“Whether there be anything true”, According to Sextus,
Epicurus said that it makes no difference whether you call a thing
“true” (&Andés) or “existent’’ (bmrépyov). At D.L.X. 32, last sen-
tence, dAnBés is opposed to pfy &v and hence implicitly equated
with 6v. These Passages are said to show that Epicurus did use the
word &Andés in the required sense,

The third passageis D.1.. X 81 (cf. also S.E. M VII 210, VIII 9),
where Epicarus is quoted as saying that adobnois (the senses) is
“irrational”’ (&Aoyos). Now an irrational — i.e, literally language-
less — faculty, so it is argued, is not the kind of thing to produce
Propositions. Sensations are, therefore, mere “bodily happenings”,
which cannot be called true or false in a propositional sense®.

Plausible though this interpretation may appear at first sight,
it seems to me to involve considerable difficulties. First, it goes
against the entire tradition — not just hostile authors like

iEéﬁyﬂéﬁ'af‘mﬁhﬂ"al%"}f"ﬁﬁf'(ﬂé?i"][,ucre’tius, and Sextus, who seems to
be rather impartial in this case, take E icurus to be _assérting
Something about the truth as opposed to falsity of our j}g}g{gggg@,

Tt s clear that this interpretation implicitly relies upon the assumption that
the thesis was formulated in terms of aiofnos, and that aiobnois had the
first of the meanings mentioned above. However, Rist (19) concedes that
Epicurus giso said that all presentations (pavracicn) are true — vet he does
N0t 2y how this affects his interpretation. I, as T have argued, Epicurus was
talking about sense impressions rather than sensations, the interpretation can
of course sti]] be maintained, but it loses some of its Plausibility.

i e
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; rather than about “truth” as opposed to nonexistence®. What j ¥

| s got likely to be a literal quotation. Furthermore, we do not know
L@}"; more, Sextus and Plutarch also report elaborate arguments by 1

1 . . . .
on what occasion Epicurus made the statement attributed to him:

: ‘ va)  1ma, : ' e existence. implies . o .
M alobnré where Sextus has, as here, restricted himself to the | existence, implies truth in a propositional sense

dichotomy vorndv — adobnrov (cf. M VIII 10, 67, 185 (Perr- In the first case, one WOI.ﬂd have‘to as}{ why EI‘)‘iCU.I’l},S §hould
patetics and Stoics); for gouvopeve cf. M VIIL 8 with 216 on | fff'e chosen to use the (?bv1ou51y misleading term .tfrue ;ﬁn fthe :
wl Aenesidernus). i second case, his argument would clearly be fallacious: irom the fact

that T really perceive something it does not follow that I perceive

The noun aiobnrév does not seem to have belonged to Epicurus that thing correctly.

}
1
|
\
‘i which_the Epicureans tried to defend themselves against the : e was probably not trying to give an answer to Sextus’ question
‘ (objection that our impressions cannot all be true because they § VIII 4), whether the true is sensible, intelligible, or both.
!L‘H _contradict one another (cf. S.E., M VII, 208—209; Plut. adv. Col § However, Sextus repeats the statement that ‘“‘all sensibles are
H?:‘f\\i ; 1109 B—1110 B). It is not clear why the Epicureans should have § troe” in M VIII 63, in an argument about the reliability of the
i; thought it necessary to defend a thesis which they did not really § senses, which suggests that our quotation might come from a similar
- hold, especially since the defence was rather difficult. ’ context. (That it was part of an argument is suggested by the
’ Second, the passages from Diogenes and Sextus do not really yép in the second sentence.) '
i seem to establish the “reality”” interpretation. ' In 63, Epicurus is said to have argued that cases like Orestes’
H S.E., M VIII 9 is a difficult passage, and so it is perhaps not § “"seeing” the Furies in his madness cannot be used to show that
‘M surprising that it should have been more often quoted than dis our senses deceive us: for Orestes’ ciofnois, being affected by real
cussed. Sextus begins by saying that Epicurus declared all jmages, was “true”: it was only reason which committed an error
“sensibles” to be “true and existent”, for (he said) it made no in believing the Furies to be solid. In this passage, olofntc pre-
i difference whether you call a thing “true” or “existent”: ‘O & sumably denotes the images, since it is used alongside gavrooic.
Hq‘ i *Ermicoupos T& piv olobnTd mhvra EAeyev A8 kod Svra ov The argument seems to be the same as the one given in extremely
\ Bifiveyke yop &Andis elvad 1 Myew 1 Umapyov. compressed form by Diogenes, X 32: T& TE TGV UGIVOUEVOLOV
‘ What does Sextus mean by olofnté? In the context of books pevTéopaTa Kod (T&) xar Bvop SANBR- xiwvel y&p, TO B8 pn &v ou
m VII and VIII, this term has at least four different uses, between : wrvel.
“ which Sextus feels free to switch without a warning. Alofnrér | Hence it is plausible to think that the two sentences from M VIII9
I may denote: _ | make a similar point. ]
W 1) external or material objects (implied in the contrast vonTov — . It seems clear th-at m the,se mplaaes ERmmS wan’;ls to say that
cdobnTév used in M VIII 4, 7; cf. also M VII, 167 and 219) 4 ;he gavrdopara or alobnré are - true (’;)ecatll)se they do e}fcls.t'
i 2) sensible qualities like colours, sounds etc. (cf. the discussion of dt Seems clear also that this was suppose 1 to be ;n argum}eln ﬁn
| alobryrov, M VIIL 1841, esp. 203, 206, 210) _Eience of fche sense‘s.. Whatﬁ ?s not so clear 1s o}:v much this
3) in an Epicurean context, adoOnrév may denote the images which } mr][;ument ‘Wﬁs suppose(_i to pwve}.} In,,o_ thef, WOI%S.’ the question 1s
k‘ cause sense impressions (cf. VII 206, 209, VIII 185) :" nci.h.el EP,’;““{”’”’. W'fl,ms to say that "true” in this Cai; Tean;f ©
‘ 4) sense impressions (pavraoion or poavdpeve) may be called more than “existing”, or whether he wants to argue that reahly,
|
)
|
|
own technical vocabulary (An:ighe‘tﬁ lists only one certain occur i According to the “reality” interpretation, Epicurus was simply

“ rence of th_e word, as an adjective, in D.L. X 47); so Sextus’ phrase pointing out that visions are as real as other impressions; hence

\‘ 10 Long (Aisthesis .. ., above n. 8) implicitly recognizes this when, after paving | the fact that they mislead us into false judgements cannot be used

1‘1 adopted the “‘reality” view, he goes on to say (117) that “all gavragicot art = t0 show that edobnots is not always “true’”’.

&Andes in the sense that they really show something as it appears relative 1@ B . . :
X 3 ut r lausible. For
the distance travelled by the eidwAa which actually reach the percipient. The the other interpretation seems at least as plaus ’

as Sey ;
square tower does (allegedly) look round from a distance.” He does not point ™ Qekt,us says, the. errqr of th(_)se who think that some of our
out that this involves a switch from “reality’ to propositional truth. o YvTacion are false is said to arise because they do not SGP&TatC
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868a (opinion) from tvdpyeier (what is evident). Still using the Tirst
interpretation, this should mean that people tend to identify tp,
process of being affected through the senses — or the Impressiop
received through the senses — with the judgement formed about
the impression. The falsity of the second does not affect th
reality of the first. This, however, does not seem to be the distinc.
tion Sextus points out in the Orestes case. The point of saying
that reason erroneously supposes the Furies to be solid seems tq
be that it would have been no mistake to say “some Furies ae
appearing to me” (ie. the pavracia that there appear some
Furies is true). If this is s0, then &vdpyeix is as Propositional gz
868w, and Epicurus is arguing that a real image always leads to a
true as opposed to a false impression.

The argument is not very satisfactory, but that it is not impossible
for Epicurus seems to be shown by the parallel argument about
normal sense perception. In M VII, 203204 Sextus reports the

-,

following argument: Just as we cannot be mistaken as to the .

pleasantness of what produces pleasure or the painfulness of that
which produces pain, so we cannot be mistaken about “thag
which appears” (o PavTaoTédy) being “such as it appears”’. Thus
far, this might be taken to say only that we cannot be mistaken

about the fact that we have an impression of something, implying _

nothing about the correctness of our impressions. But Sextus goes
on to explain what is meant by “such as it appears” (roioUrov
omoiov gadveren), and his explanation shows that pavtagic are
supposed to be true not only with regard to the thing’s really
appearing, but also with tespect to its qualities (roundness,
smallness, etc., cf, 209--210). Again the same argument seems to
occur in D.1L.’s summary of the Canon, X 82: ke 16 & grenofnuore
8 Upeordwen TIOCTOUTOL THY TEHY aiodfioecor . dAABeio. UpéoTnie 5
TO Te Op&v Auds Ked dxolery GoTEp TO EAyely.

Here again, then, Epicurus seems to use the undoubted reality
of our impressions as an argument for their correctness. There i
then, indeed, a close connection between reality and truth in
IZpicurus’ thought, as Rist says (15/16), but it does not seem to
consist in the doctrine that “A proposition is true if it describes
the state in which something actually exisis ang false if it does
not’’ 1L,

Y This is apparently based on g definition (O"rroypacpr')) of “true” and ‘“‘false”
which is given by Sextus immediately after the two sentences discussed
above: Evdev kod VoY pdgwv TéANBEs kod WelBos ‘tomi’ gnoiv ‘&hnbis 1o ofTes

i s,

e

SR et e s

Epicurus on the Truth of Sense Impressions 133

The connection between reality and truth seems to be based on
a rather dubious argument which exploits the by now notorious
ambiguity of the Greek word &An 0.

I do not want to suggest that these passages settle the question
of the sense of &Andé in “All sense impressions are true”. One
might still argue that Epicurus himself held the “reality” view,
and that the transition to propositional truth, which is not made
in the two passages from Diogenes, was a later — possibly un-
Epicurean — development. But whether this was so or not will
have to be decided on other grounds,

Now Rist’s second point, namely that the traditional inter-
pretation is incompatible with Epicurus’ doctrine that aiobnois is
dhoyos, does not seem decisive either. The idea that the senses
are irrational was of course no novelty: it belongs to the traditional
doctrine of the “rational” and “irrational” parts of the soul.
If there was anything new in Epicurus’ approach, it must have
been his explication of &hoyos: since the senses are irrational, he
seems to argue, they can have no memory and cannot “add” or

“subtract” anything. We will come back to this point further

below.,

While it may seem evident to a modern philosopher that
irrational processes cannot involve propositional truth or falsity,
we cannot simply conclude from this that Epicurus — or other
Hellenistic philosophers  who accepted the doctrine of the
Irrationality of the senses — must have seen this point.

There is, indeed, one argument in Sextus, based on the premiss

that odobnois is &hoyos, which leads precisely to the required
conclusion (cf. M VII 295—300 and especially 344—345). But a)
the Stoics seem to have had a way of defending themselves against
the suggestion that adobnois provides us with no propositional
knowledge whatsoever (cf. ibid., 859—360); ) Plutarch talks

Exov Abyeron Exav’ xad "WeUBs o’ prol “rod oUy olUres Exov AfyeTea
Exew. Surprisingly, no commentator notices the fact that this can hardly be
correct as it stands since, taken literally, it wounld lead to the absurd con-
clusion that g table, e. g., is true if it is as it is said to be (say, round), and
lalse if it is not. It seems more plausible to think, as Bailey (The Greek
Atomists . .. | above n, 6, 237) and Rist apparently do, that Epicurus was
talking about the truth or falsity of things said. Hence the original Greek
Ehou]d have run: [Adyos] Andis Eoriv el [1o Tpdyua] oirws Eyer dog AdyeTan
EXew wrA. But then the definition would simply be a restatement of the
traditional doctrine that a proposition is true if things are as it says they are,

and false jf they are not.

e -
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A about the “irrational affections” (&hoya wwdbn) of odobnois (adb.
Y Col. 1122 F) in a context which makes it quite clear that the
outcome of these are gavracior in the Stoic sense, i.e. ones that
can be called true or false; c¢) in the quotation from the Canon,
Epicurus does not say what it is that the senses cannot “add to”
or “subtract from” — but Sextus supplies pavraoia (M VII 210),
and it is indeed hard to see what else could have been intended.
Thus it appears that for an ancient author, the statement that
the senses are irrational does not imply the conclusion that sense
impressions cannot involve propositional truth or falsity.

Now I do not want to suggest that the Hellenistic philosophers
identified semse impressions with propositions. They did not. But
when they discussed the truth or falsity of sense impressions, they
did in fact argue in terms of propositions. As the Stoics explained
(S.E. M VIII 10), an odofnréy (in this context, that must be a
gavracia) is not called. “true’’. directly, but by reference to the
corresponding vonTév, which is a proposition. I think this
characterizes more than just Stoic usage. The Stoics seem to
have thought that sense impressions are transformed into
propositions by a kind of automatic translation (cf. D.L. VII 49).
A Aoyt povraoia (and such, it seems, were all human goavraoic,
cf. D.L. VII 51) is one “in which what is presented can be shown
forth in speech” (S.E. M VIII 70)*. So there must be a one-to-one
correlation between sense impressions and propositions such that,
for the most part, it is sufficient fo consider only the propositions.

Perhaps gavracied were thought of as a kind of mental image
that goes into words. One has only to read the British Empiricists
to realize that the transition from mental images to meanings of
words may seem to be an easy one.

Epicurus does not explicitly distinguish between an impression
and the proposition which expresses it. However, his use of “true”
and “false” with regard to «dofnois seems to have the same
background. In contrast to the Stoics, he seems to have suggested
that our perceptual judgements are sometimes interpretations
rather than translations. But this does not necessarily imply that
he thought there could not be a (correct) translation.

If there is anything wrong with these theories, it does not seem
to be the view that perception involves conceptualization or
classification. No doubt what we can perceive depends on what
1 For this translation ¢f. A. A. Long, Language and Thought in Stoicism, in:

A. A. Long (ed.), Problems in Stoicism (London 1971) 82.

i
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we can say we perceive. The mistake seems to lie in the assumption

that there is something there to be translated: translation can only
work between linguistic items, and what we receive through our
senses does not seem to be of this kind. Our impressions do not
completely determine the outcome of the process of verbalization.
I'm afraid Epicurus, like his contemporaries, still thought that
they did.

Lastly, it should be noted that the proposed interpretation,

‘apart from vindicating Epicurus, also trivializes what seemed to

be a rather provocative epistemological thesis. To say that all
sense impressions are “true’” in the sense of having real causes in
the external world would — at that time at least — have appeared
as a perfectly harmless statement. What Epicurus is made to say
i5 just that the senses provide a way of getting into contact with
reality — which does not imply anything about how they do this,
or how this kind of experience might lead us to find out truths
about the world. :

On the other hand, if dAnfé can be understood to mean “‘true”,
the thesis is obviously important. If we can say that the senses
provide us with indubitably true propositions, we do indeed have
good reasons to rely upon them as the foundation of our knowledge.

Thus it seems at least worth investigating whether Epicurus’
dictum cannot after all be interpreted as a statement about the
truth or falsity of certain propositions. As regards the first
argument — that Epicurus did not hold all perceptual judgements
to be true — de Witt and Rist do not seem to have seriously
considered the possibility that cdofnois might not include every-
thing that could pass for a sense impression. If there was a
restriction on what could be called an oiofnois, then perhaps it
might have been possible for Epicurus to say that they are all true
without having to accept contradictory propositions as true.

111

In order to give an interpretation along these lines, I should like
to turn to another question, which does not seem to be answerable
by an interpretation of our dictum alone: how did Epicurus arrive
at his thesis ?

There seem to be two possibilities here: either he reached it
ﬂﬁmugh an analysis of perception, which convinced him that all
*ense impressions — or those of a certain kind, perhaps, to which

-
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he then chose to restrict the term oiodnois — must be true; or his
injtial arguments for the thesis were independent of such analysis,
and the analysis was developed later to defend the thesis against
obvious objections.

T think that the second view is correct. In the following I shall
try to reconstruct the argument which, I think, led Epicurus to
adopt his rather uncomfortable epistemological position.

The clue to our question seems to lie in an argument which is
given some prominence by Cicero, who quotes it four times (: de
fin. I 19, 64; ND I 25, 70; Luc. 25, 79 and 32, 101). According to
this argument, knowledge through perception is possible only if
all sense impressions are true, Cicero mostly states this in negative
form: if any sense impression is false, nothing can be known (by
perception) (so Luc. 32, 101: si ullum sensus visum falsum est,
nihil potest percipi). In a similar version the argument also occurs
once in Epicurus, K.A. KKIV: “If you reject any ofiofnois without
qualification . . . you will by your foolish opinion disturb all others
with it, so that you will reject the criterion altogether”. Neither
Epicurus himself nor Cicero tell us in the respective passages how
Epicurus arrived at this argument. It does not seem difficult,
however, to find the requisite premisses in Epicurean writings.

The first of these is: I) All knowledge must ultimately be based on
sense perception. I do not think one needs to adduce evidence to
show that Epicurus held this view — which, by the way, seems
to have been surprisingly uncontroversial among the Hellenistic
schools.

The secand premiss is more difficult: IT) All sense impressions
have the same status with respect to their reliability. Epicurus
uses this in D.L. X 32 (wdocag yap rpootyopey), and Plutarch
emphatically attributes it to him several times (adv. Col. 1109 B;
1121 D, E; 1124 B; cf. also Lucr. IV, 498). Finally, it is obviously
presupposed in the passage from K.A. quoted above: for if to reject
one sense impression is to “‘disturb” them all; this can only be be-
cause they all have the same status.

Nevertheless one would like to know why Epicurus held this to be
true. We seem to find no arguments for this premiss in Epicurean
sources — but then it should be remembered that 11 played an
important role in the arguments of the Sceptics against the
reliability of sense perceptiom. Sextus has quite a battery Of'
arguments to support it (appended to each of the ten ““tropes
in PH 1), but these could of course be of later origin. A brief version
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“‘,E,f such an argument is, however, to be found already in Aristotle’s

treatment of Protagoras’ doctrine, Met. T b, 1009a 38: “And
‘gimilarly some have inferred from observation of the sensible world
the truth of appearances. For they think that the truth should
got be determined by the large or small number of those who
bold a belief, and that the same thing is thought sweet by some
when they taste it, and bitter by others, so that if all were il or
a1l were mad, and only two or three wereell w or sane, these would
be thought ill and mad, and not the others. -

_ And again, they say that many of the other animals receive im-
pressions contrary to ours: and that even to the senses of each
individual, things do not always seem the same. Which, then, of

. these impressions are true and which are false is not obvious; for

the one set is no more true than the other, but both are alike. And
this is why Democritus, at any rate, says that either there is no
truth or to us at least it is not evident™ 5.

This is, of course, the old argument from contrary sense im-
pressions. It seems that Epicurus’ teacher Nausiphanes might
have argued in a similar way, since Seneca reports him as saying
that “ex his quae videntur esse nihil magis esse quam non esse’”’
{Sen. ep. 88, 43; frg. B 4 in Diels-Kranz).

We may safely assume that Epicurus knew these arguments, and
lis adoption of II shows that he attributed some weight to them.

The third premiss is not used explicitly, but it is, I think, implicit
in the universally recognized postulate that anyone who wants to
claim that knowledge is possible must be able to provide a
“eriterion of truth”. The third premiss, then, is: I1I) Knowledge
must be based on propositions (impressions) that are known to
be true.

With these three steps we have reached Epicurus’ argument.
From I and TII we can infer that some sense impressions must be
known to be true. Il says that they must either all be taken as
true, or all as false. Hence if there is to be any knowledge, all
sense impressions must be (known to be) true.

Now obviously this argument can be used in either of two ways:
1 establish a sceptical conclusion, or to infer Epicurus’ thesis,
that all sense impressions are true. The Sceptics, as is well known,
used the argument from contrary sense impressions to show that
they cannot all be true, and that, therefore, knowledge is im-

R = » . - .
Ross’ translation. (The Works of Aristotle translated into English, VIII,
20d edn. Oxford 1928.) :
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possible. Epicurus, on the other hand, wanted fo maintain that
knowledge was possible, and thus found himself saddled with the
thesis that all sense impressions are true. So Cicero is likely to be
right in his remark that our thesis was among the implausible
doctrines to which the Epicureans subscribed because they thought
that their rejection would have even less acceptable consequences
than the paradoxical theses themselves. (ND I 25, 70. Cicero’s
other examples are the spontaneous swérve of the atoms and the
denial of the law of excluded middle.)

Now we have seen already that Epicurus, unlike Aristotle’s
Protagoras, did not want do deny the law of non-contradiction,
If his thesis is as closely connected. with Sceptic arguments as
I have supposed, he must have tried to refute the argument from
contrary sense impressions by showing that the alleged comira:

dictions were only apparent. And this is indeed What we find him

_doing. Of course he also tried to find independent arguments for his
thesis, but those of them that survive (e.g. apud D.L., X 32, and
S.E., M VII 203205, discussed above) are so weak that it is hard

to believe that they could have been his reasons to adopt the thesis
in the first place. ‘

Two versions of his defence have been preserved in our sources —
the first is given by Lucretius and in part by Plutarch, the second
by Sextus. They are indeed mostly treated as one by commentators,
but I think it is important to see that they are different and even
incompatible, :

Agcording to Plutarch, Epicurus explained the apparent contra-
dictions between perceptual judgements containing what one
would now call secondary quality-predicates by pointing out tha:
they are often too general. If we fill in the necessary qualifications.
the contradictions disappear. Thus we should not say ‘“wine heats
the body”, but rather “wine heats such-and-such a body”, which
will not be contradicted by the statement that wine cools such-and-
such a (different) body. Similarly, “this is cold” should probably
be replaced by “‘this feels cold to me now”, etc. To explain these
phenomena, Epicurus could of course use Democritean atomism
(for these points cf. Plut. adv. Col. 1109 B—1110 E)

With regard to certain optical illusions on the one hand — the |

stock examples are of course the oar in water and the distant
tower — and plain perceptual error on the other (like mistaking
a statue for a man) he developed his well-known theory of error
According to this theory, the supposed false sense impressions
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are not really sense impressions at all, but rather opinions made
up by the mind by adding to or subtracting from the content of the
original impression. Error arises when the modified impression is
taken to be the original4. Thus the opinion that the oar is bent
would presumably arise from “subtracting” the fact that the
oar is seen through water, and the tower case can be explained
by saying that the mind adds to an incomplete or blurred im-
pression, thus transforming it into that of a round tower. The
“"additions” come, as appears from D.L. X 81, from memory —
that is, an incomplete image is “filled out” as it were and then
assimilated to others to which it is in fact not similar?s,

If one attends closely to what is given or

senses (O wapdv)?® such error can be avoided: as Lucretius

¥ The fullest statement of this doctrine is in Lucr. 1V, 462—468. In other places
it is summarized as “distinguishing opinion (86€c) from what is evident
(fvépyer)” (Cic. Luc. 14, 45; S.E. M VTIT 63, cf. Lucr. IV 467—8) or “‘what
is present” (1 Topdv) from “what awaits confirmation” (T mpoouévor; K. A.
XXIV). That 6 mopdv and tvépysix go together appears from D.L. X 82 (ad
Hdt): mwpoosktéov . . . wdom i) Tapolon kb’ EkaoToy THV KprTnpieov évapyei.
This seems to have led de Witt (IL cit.) )_and Long (Hellenistic Philosophy,

“present” to the

London 1974, 22) to think that only “clear™ sense impressions are reliable.

Long then points out that Epicurus did not say how we are to distinguish

“clear’” from ‘‘unclear”’ impressions. The reason for this is, I suggest, that
Epicurus did not think that some were clearer than others (cf. Plut. adv. Col.
1121 D—E) — they were all equally évopyeis, though some were more infor-
mative than others. There might be some justification for this view: On a
clear day, I can clearly see a tower from two miles, but I get more information
if I look from fifty feet.

% These memory images are the wpoAyesis; cf. A. A, Long, Aisthesis . . . {above,
1. 8) 119--122,
There must also have been some general restrictions on what could come
within the range of the semses. Both Diogenes (X 81) and Lucretius (v
486—496) report an argument to the effect that different senses cannot
refute one another because they have different objects — the objects being
?b\iously Aristotle’s “‘proper sensibles”. Lucretius also makes the point that
Judgements of identity cannot be made by the senses — they must come from
the intellect (IV 379—385).
This need not mean, however, that aioBnois was restricted to judgements in
ternfs of proper sensibles. An ““image” does not usually consist of one proper
Sensible at a time — it must be a complex made up of such sensibles. It is
Possible that Epicurus called complex impressions pavrocic, while ofobnois
Was in a terminological sense restricted to proper sensibles. If so, he did not
?‘1‘,"33'5 adhere to these terminological distinctions. Now a complex impression
5. as much “given” as a simple one. It seems possible that the obscure
Cxpression gavTaoTikn EmPoAf Tis Siavoias was used to denote the grasping
d classifying of the content of a complex impression, cf. KA. XXIV: 76
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points out (IV 360—363), the image of a distant square tower may
be similar to that of a round tower, but still it is not exactly like
that of a round tower seen clearly from near by. Hence the im.
pression only warrants a more guarded statement, e.g. “this
looks like a round tower” — which is true, and does not contradict
“this is a square tower” .

This type of explanation may not be successful in all cases — ag
Cicero says (Luc. 15, 81), to explain why the senses deceive us is
not to show that they tell the truth, but only that they don't
tell a falsehood without a reason — yet it seems that Epicurus
insisted that it must in principl

is present” from the "additions of opinion” and thus to arrive ata

e8 be possible to distingu.ié._liﬂf\‘v"hat

ition_which is i

_propositi rue and consistent with all others. As
Tucretius puts it in a famous passage (IV 500—506), it is better
to give a faulty explanation (of an optical illusion) than to shake
the foundations of our life and safety.

But then Epicurus’ interpretation of the traditional &Aoyos —
his doctrine of the senses being incapable of memory and of adding
or subtracting anything — comes to look less like the foundation
of a new theory and more like a defence of the thesis that all
sense impressions must be true.

Sextus’ account (M VII 206—210) is simpler and more radical,
but not more helpful. According to him, what is perceived is not,
as one tends to assume, an external object, but the atomic film or
image which reaches the sense organ. Thus contradictions between

sense impressions cannot arise, because in fact each observer
“perceives” a different object; and with respect to these objects,

il sense jmpressions are true. Error arises only from the mistaken

Trapby may be given by efodnes, wadn, or PUYTOOTIKT EmPoit) Tiis Brewoics
This would of course explain why later Epicuteans added powTaUTIKY #miPolT.
to the criteria. : ‘

17 For the weaker statements based on faint or distorted impressions, cf. Plut
adv. Col. 1121 C: Aeydvrowy kepmruioedi gavraoiay Aeppévey, gl 5% xopmuhes
torl, iy Tpooaogaivestion Ty Sy pnd’ 671 TTROYYVUACY, AN &t payTaokS
Tepl oy Ked TUTGpE aTpoyyvlosibis yEYOvE.

18 “For the wise man”, as Cicero says (Luc. 14, 18). In epistemological contexs
the wise man seems typically to be invoked to indicate that the question is net
one of fact, but of principle. Thus Cicero repeatedly says in the Lucullus 1‘3“3‘
the wise man is “the subject of all this discussion” (18, 57; <f. 20, 66; 33, 102
36, 115). This serves to bring out the point that the question is not, €.g., whethe
we do usually succeed in distinguishing two very similar objects, but whethe
this can in principle be done.

[
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‘, ’:assumption that the same object has been perceived in different

cases-
~ Now while this theory effectively refutes the argument from

contrary sense impressions, it has the obvious flaw of making it
impossible to arrive at any truth about external objects on the

“Pasis of sense impressions. This was seen by Plutarch, who attacks
“the Epicureans for taking this way out in cases of perceptual
error. If all sense impressions are to have the same epistemological
status, he argues, then it is not to be seen why some of them should:
justify assertions about external objects, others not. To be con-
gistent, the Epicureans ought to have adopted the Cyrenaic position
and said that only the affections of the senses can be known, while
pothing can be said about their causes in the external world.
But this, as Plutarch emphasizes, they certainly did not want to
do (cf. adv. Col. 1121 B—D).

1 we do not want to charge Epicurus with inconsistency, as
Plutarch does, we must conclude, 1 think, that be did not hold
both of the rival theories outlined above at the same time. I should
suggest that the “sense datum” theory -of Sextus, which does not
appear_in Lucretius, was a Tater development, probably derived
from._Epicurus’_own_explanation of the tower case. A statement
ke “this looks Like a round tower” may be taken either as a guarded
statement about a material object, or as a description of a sense
datum?®, In Lucretius’ version of the error theory, it should be
the former; in Sextus’ version it is obviously the latter. But what
appears at first sight as an elegant solution of all problems in fact
subverts the entire theory. It is, as Crombie has said in a different
context, “one of those superficially clinching arguments which a
philosopher is sometimes tempted to throw in for good measure,
thereby spoiling his case’’??. The fact that the theory does not seem
W be known to Lucretius? indicates perhaps that it was not
Epicurus’ own invention, but a — rather infelicitous — “addition”
of later Epicureans.

We can now return to our initial question concerning the inter-
Dretation of ““All sense impressions are true”. The discussion of

® For this point, and a modern discussion of what is “given’ in sense perception,
. cf. e.g. A. Quinton, “The Problem of Perception’, Mind 64 (1955), 28—51.
. -;:Il Exgmina.tion of Plato’s Doctrines, II (London 1963), 282.
Assuming that Lucretius was mostly using Epicurus’ own works, rather than
later Epicurean sources. Cf. Bailey's introduction to: Lucretius, De Rerum Natura,

vol. 1, 2nd edn. Oxford 1950, 22—28.
¥ Areh, Gesch, Philosophie Bd, 59
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Epicurus’ defence against the argument from contrary seng
impressions has shown, 1 hope, how Epicurus wanted this to b,

understood. It obviously does not mean “All perceptual judge. |

ments are true”. Nor does it mean “All sensation are real”. Nor |
again, that all sense impressions are accurate reports of sense daty {

What it means can perhaps be put this way: “All proposition: §
expressing_no_more nor less than the content of a given sens §

impression are true.”.

Tf this interpretation of Epicurus’ dictum is correct, Epicuny |
can perhaps be seen as the first in a long tradition of empiricis;
philosophers who tried to analyse sense perception in the hope ¢
finding an infallible foundation for knowledge. True, the 1dea tha;

“the mind interprets rather than_ translates what is given to th
“senses_was not entirely new - that point had been made b
Plato in a passage of the Theactoius (184 B— 185 E) whic
Epicurus probably knew?®?; but within the framework of a mete
physics that Epicurus was not willing to accept. So he has at leas:
the merit of having adapted Plato’s suggestion to an empirids
theory. And if his way out proved, in the end, to be as much of ¢

blind alley as the Btoics attempts to specity the conditions unde

which . sense_ Tmpression is_cataleptic’, it 15 perhaps @ mor

interesting one. For once we can say, I think, that Epicurus learnt’

Plato’s Jesson better than his respectable neighbours, the Stoics®.

22 Apart from general plausibility, two things seem to indicate that Epicurus knes
the Theaeietus: a) Lucretius repeats Plato’s point (185 A—B) that identiz
cannot be judged by the senses (IV 381—5884); D) there is a striking similarit:
between Epicurus’ terminology and Plato’s language in a passage (179 Q =
which Plato concedes that there might be something to the view of those wit
say that sense reports of ‘‘present affections” (Td opdv K0T éfos) ar

dvapyels and instances of knowledge (Bmorfjpor). No doubt other paralle:
could be found. The raost plausible interpretation seems to be that Epicurs
used Plato’s argnments against the cognitive value of sense perception in hit
own attempt to show its infallibility. :

* This paper is based on lectures given at Stanford University in the spring ¢ !
1974. T should like to thanl the philosophy department at Stanford, and especially
the students of my class, for giving me the opportunity of organizing my though

and presenting them to a critical audience. 1 am grateful also to Professor Gz

ther Patzig, Professor Charles H. Kahn, Dr. Wolfgang Carl, Dr. Jiirgen Spruit

and George Striker for a number 'of valuable critical comments on the mant”

script.
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Termini Obliqui and the Logic of Relations
by Paul Thom (Canberra)

WMedieval theories of ‘oblique syllogisms’ rep?esent a g‘em.line
gevelopment of the Aristotelian logic, and contain the beginmings
of a formal logic of relations. An 'thque’ syllogism 1s one contain-
fng an oblique term, i.e. a term in some grammatical case other
than the nominative, €. g.: :

: nem videt asinus Omne risibile videt hominem

Wyllum homi
Nullum 7

Nullum risibile est asinus

{i4) Part 111a, ch. 9, 11. 27—28), in other words:
No man [is such that] Everything that laughs
an ass sees [him] sees a man

Nothing that laughs is an ass

e term “man’ is in the accusative in both its occurrences here.)

The oblique propositions with which Ockham deals contain a

verb plus two terms, one in the nominative and the other ’in an
oblique case. If the verb is “‘is’’ the oblique term cannot be in the

accusative case, but may be in other oblique cases:
This foot is Mary’s {for Mary etc.).

Propositions of this kind contain no explicitly relational exprqssiop,
but can be seen as being implicitly relational (Some rgla.txon is
asserted to hold between the foot and Mary, whether 1t be the

relation of belonging or something else.) So Ockham is dealing with

propositions which explicitly or implicitly contain relational ex-

pressions.

Given that a relational espression is flanked by (at least) two
terms, an Aristotelian like Ockham is faced with the problem which
of these terms to treat as subject. He always treats the first term
2s subject., This is not an arbitrary decision designed to force rela-
tiona] propositions into the subject-predicate mould. He does not
treat the first term as subject because it comes first, but rather
adopts the convention that whatever is subject shall be put first.
And the reason why a given term is subject is, not that it appears
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