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Thanks to Don for this link, which appears to have a lot of good information in it!
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1. Tue EpicvreaNs anD GEOMETRY

“Not even the belief in a minimal unit is worthy of natural scientist,
and indeed Epicurus would never have held it if he had preferred
lo leam geometry from his associate Polvaenus instead of making
Polyaenus himeelf unlearn geometry,”

(Cicero, De finibus 1 20)

That Epicurus believed in a minimal unit of measure out of which not only atoms
but also all larger lengths, areas and volumes are composed, is nowadays widely
accepted; and most would alzo agree that it is not merely a physical minimum,
contingent upon the nature of malter, but a theoretical minimum, than which
nothing smaller is conceivable! Others hoth before and since Epicurus have
heen seduced by similar theories without being led to reject conventional geo-
metry. Yet this is precisely the penalty which a theory of minimal parts should
carry with it, for one of its consequences is to make all lines integral multiples
of a single length and therefore commensurable with each other, whereas the
incommensurability of lines in geometrical figures had been recognized by
(Greek mathematicians since the fifth century. Moreover the principle of infinite
divisibility lay at the heart of the geometrical method commonly called the
‘method of exhaustion’, which was fruitfully developed by Eudoxus in the
fourth century.

What litle evidence survives for the Epicureans’ attitude to geomelry presents
a coherent picture, Epicurus himself is only known to have written about geo-
metry insofar as it affected the structure of atoms? But in the years 311/0-
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Here's the point that appears to me to behind everything:
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2. THE CYZICENES

It was not, I imagine, with a heavy heart that Epicurus resolved to strike geo-
metry from his school curriculum. To see why, one need only read Plato’s
prospectns for higher education in the .-hratlcmj.', in Book VII of the pruf_lffr',
where the various branches of mathematics — arithmetic, plane and solid geo-

metry, astronomy, and harmonics — are commended for their ability to draw

the mind away from the I:hanging world towards the contemplation of an un-

changing reality. This document * might have prompted any materialist philo-

sopher to think twice about the eduecational value of pure mathematics. not-
withstanding its obvious uses as an applied discipline.

Given that the only "unchanging reality" in Epicurean terms is at the level of the atoms and
void, and that's clearly NOT what Plato was taking about, the contention that our attention
should be drawn away from the world around us to "an unchanging reality" that does not exist
-- those are fighting words, and a very damaging thing to teach to children or adults! So | would
fully expect Epicurus to want to upend the entire issue by drilling down to separate what might
be helpful in geometry from what would be a damaging fiction.

https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/2559-sedley-article-epicurus-and-the-mathematicians-of-cyzicus-1976-on-
the-issue-of-e/?postiID=18362#post18362 3



https://www.epicureanfriends.com/wcf/attachment/2804-pasted-from-clipboard-png/
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/2559-sedley-article-epicurus-and-the-mathematicians-of-cyzicus-1976-on-the-issue-of-e/?postID=18362#post18362
https://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/2559-sedley-article-epicurus-and-the-mathematicians-of-cyzicus-1976-on-the-issue-of-e/?postID=18362#post18362

