Innovations/Updates in Epicurus Philosophy

Post by “Joshua” of April 18, 2026 at 4:18 PM

Excellent question, Matteng!

Regarding the fourth criterion of the canon, | will simply point the way to Prof. David Glidden's
Epicurean Prolepsis. It won't furnish any answers, but in it he does attempt to explain why the
question itself is extremely confusing, and why we should tread carefully.

Regarding the passage you have quoted from Hiram's essay, we have direct evidence of this
method in the Letter to Pythocles:

Quote

[95] for in our own experience we see many things which shine by their own light and
many also which shine by borrowed light. And none of the celestial phenomena stand in
the way, if only we always keep in mind the method of plural explanation and the
several consistent assumptions and causes, instead of dwelling on what is inconsistent
and giving it a false importance so as always to fall back in one way or another upon
the single explanation. The appearance of the face in the moon may equally well arise
from interchange of parts, or from interposition of something, or in any other of the
ways which might be seen to accord with the facts.

[95] kal yap map’ AUIY Bewpeltal MOAAX PEV €€ EaLTOV EYovTa, MOAAX 68 &’ £TépwV.
Kal o00&v éunodooTtaTtel TWV év TOIC HETEWPOLC PaLVOPévWY, €dv TG ToD mAgovayod
TpoOmoL &l pvApny €xn Kol Ta¢ dkoAo0BoLG abTolC boBéoelc Gua Kal altiag ovvBewWpPh
Kal un dvapBAénwv sic ta dvakdiovba TadTt’ OYKOl HaTaiwe Kal Katappénn &AAOTE
GAAWC €Ml TOV povayov Tpdmov. 1 & Eugeaoclc tod mpoownov €v abTH dovaTtal PEv
yiveoBal Kal Katd mopoAAaynv HEp®V Kal Kat EmmnpooBétnow, Kal dool mot’ Gv
TpOMoL BewWpPOVTO TO GOUPWYVOVY TOIC ALVOUEVOLG KEKTNUEVOL.

The word translated as method in this passage is tpdénog, trope, or way. The way of manifold
explanation; when confronted with a strange new phenomenon (gawopévwv), one should begin
be considering the various natural hypotheses (0moBéoelc) or potential causes (aitiag) that
might possibly have given rise to the phenomenon. These potential explanations must
harmonize with sense perception, and also with known facts. All of this is in contrast to the way
of the single explanation, which constitutes an arbitrary selection of one possible explanation to
the exclusion of all others.

It's important to remember that the purpose of this exercise is not to develop a robust or
rigorous scientific explanation for every phenomenon. The purpose is to eradicate fear. For
example; are bolts of lightning hurled down by Zeus in order to punish hubris, as in the myth of
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Phaeton? There is no reason to think so; that is just one possible explanation, and that
particular explanation isn't even a good one. As Lucretius notes (book 2, line ~1100),
thunderbolts are often seen to strike the temples of Olympian Zeus himself. The explanation, in
other words, does not accord with known facts.
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