
Episode 260 - The Universe Is Infinite And Eternal
And Has No Gods Over It
Post by “Cassius” of December 22, 2024 at 9:07 PM

We had good recording today, and I hope to get this one issued by midweek. However, from the
editing I have done already I have to take a tangent:

I know we've discussed this before, but it seems to me that there is a very important parallel
between Epicurus' analysis of atoms and pleasure.

First, Epicurus' method of reasoning in physics is based on facts derived from the senses, but it
is ultimately logical in the way it uses those observations:

Quote

Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus 41—2 (1) Moreover, the totality of things is infinite. (2)
For that which is finite has an extremity, and that which is an extremity is viewed as
next to some further thing. Therefore having no extremity it has no limit. And not
having a limit it would be infinite [literally 'unlimited'] and not finite. (3) Indeed, the
totality of things is infinite both in the number of the bodies and in the magnitude of
the void. (4) For if the void were infinite but the bodies finite, the bodies would not
remain anywhere but would be travelling scattered all over the infinite void, for lack of
the bodies which support and marshal them by buffering. (5) And if the void were finite,
the infinite bodies would not have anywhere to be.

Epicurus builds logical theories on the evidence that is existing. He take the evidence and
applies logic to deduce a high level conclusion about what "must" be. He isn't primarily talking
anything that we would today consider to be chemistry or physics after 2000 years of applied
study of details.

He's talking something more important than any set of sensations: he's talking about how to
take sensations to reach conclusions. He's talking in an "If A + B = C then If C - A must equal B"
kind of way. He could just as well be talking about monkeys or bananas as atoms or planets.
The logical truth of the formulation applies at all levels.

To continue.... the universe is (1) bodies and (2) space --- nothing else:

Quote from Letter to Herodotus
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Moreover, the universe is bodies and space: for that bodies exist, sense itself witnesses
in the experience of all men, and in accordance with the evidence of sense we must of
necessity judge of the imperceptible by reasoning, as I have already said....

[40] And if there were not that which we term void and place and intangible existence,
bodies would have nowhere to exist and nothing through which to move, as they are
seen to move. And besides these two, nothing can even be thought of either by
conception or on the analogy of things conceivable such as could be grasped as whole
existences and not spoken of as the accidents or properties of such existences.
Furthermore, among bodies some are compounds, and others those of which
compounds are formed.

This means that EVERYTHING is composed of bodies made of atoms and space. Sure there are
innumerable types of bodies moving through innumerable areas of space -- but at the highest
level of analysis, besides these two - bodies and space - nothing else is conceivable.

In ethics, Epicurus is transferring that kind of analysis to "feeling." He is stipulating that ALL
feelings are ultimately reducible to either pleasure or pain. Besides the two categories of
feelings -- pleasure and pain -- nothing else is conceivable because that is the way we have
defined the playing field. We frequently gloss over the question of whether he was right to do
this - right to divide every feeling into pain and pleasure, but Epicurus feels himself justified in
doing so in the same kind of way he is justified in dividing every thing into atoms and void.
That's philosophy more than it is an applied science - it is the assignment of a definition to a
word.

Epicurus was making a statement about pleasure ("where there is pleasure there is no pain")
that is absolutely true within the Epicurean framework of there being only two feelings,
pleasure and pain. This is highly parallel to making the statement that "where there is an atom
is no space." That is absolutely true within the atomist framework, but ultimately it is a
deduction, not an observation that is validated directly by the senses.

Such a high a level of abstraction helps us tremendously in understanding how pleasure can be
seen as absence of pain, and pain can be seen as absence of pleasure. In the same way we can
consider all of nature to be divided between atoms and space: we can consider an atom to
mean the absence of space, and space to mean the absence of body in that location.

But those are high level abstractions! We deduce them to be true based on the evidence of the
senses, but they are deductions, not particular sensations. To take "absence of pain" to refer to
a particular type of pleasure would be as absurd as taking "absence of space" to refer to a
particular type of body. Neither describe actual sensations!

High level abstractions have very important uses, but they tell you absolutely nothing further
about the particular pleasure or the particular body being described. We have to stop at the
limit of what is being asserted, and not make the mistake that we are asserting something
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more than logic can conclude. Logic cannot tell us what experience is most pleasant to us in
every respect, but only in the respect that what we are talking about is "pure" and
"unadulterated."

If this perspective is correct, as I think it is, then in referring to "absence of pain" Epicurus and
Torquatus were talking about pleasure in general rather than describing a particular type or
experience of pleasure. Logic cannot fully describe a particular pleasure or a particular atom.
Logic can only give us what we put into it, and in the expression "pleasure is the absence of
pain" we have put nothing into it other than the principles that (1) one is desirable and the
other undesirable, and (2) the existence of one is to the exclusion of the other. At the end of
the analysis we have principles, not descriptions of specific pleasures or specific atoms.

It is impossible that Cicero did not realize this, and that's why DeWitt was justified in indicting
Cicero for acting maliciously. (Dewitt's accusation, without looking it up, was to the effect that
Cicero could not have misrepresented Epicurus so effectively had he not understood Epicurus
so well.)

Cicero knew that Epicurus and Torquatus were speaking at the level of the general (pleasure as
an abstraction), but Cicero refused to let Torquatus explain the difference between the general
and the particular. Torquatus was allowed no real opportunity to explain that connection.

Cicero thereby led his readers to think that "absence of pain" was meant as a description of a
particular experience rather than an abstraction. Cicero rightly understood that readers who
were not already familiar with Epicurus would fail to see through the deception. And Cicero
encouraged his readers not to try to understand Epicurus. After all, as Cicero said, if he himself
(Cicero) could not understand Epicurus' meaning, how could anyone else expect to?
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