Sedley: "Epicurus' Refutation of Determinism"

Post by “Cassius” of June 3, 2020 at 10:38 AM

Moderation comment that hopefully isn't necessary here: Theo raised a general point about use
of the word "emergent" that should be addressed. However as a caution as the thread
continues, please let's try to keep the discussion focused around the arguments raised by
Epicurus and Sedley in the article. A back and forth repetition of the general arguments used in
the debate over "free will" won't be as helpful as if we read and discuss the points in the article.

Another aspect of this discussion that IS relevant is the physics observations on the relationship
between the eternal properties of the atoms themselves vs the qualities of the bodies which
arise from combinations of atoms and void. This is discussed in book one of Lucretius and
probably elsewhere too:

[420] All nature therefore, in itself considered, is one of these, is body or is space, in which all
things are placed, and from which the various motions of all beings spring. That there is body
common sense will show, this as a fundamental truth must be allowed, or there is nothing we
can fix as certain in our pursuit of hidden things, by which to find the Truth, or prove it when 'tis
found. Then if there were no place or space, we call it void, bodies would have no where to be,
nor could they move at all, as we have fully proved to you before.

[431] Besides, there is nothing you can strictly say, “It is neither body nor void,” which you may
call a third degree of things distinct from these. For every being must in quantity be more or
less; and if it can be touched, though ne'er so small or light, it must be body, and so esteemed;
but if it can't be touched, and has not in itself a power to stop the course of other bodies as
they pass, this is the void we call an empty space.

[439] Again, whatever is must either act itself, or be by other agents acted on; or must be
something in which other bodies must have a place and move; but nothing without body can
act, or be acted on; and where can this be done, but in a vacuum or empty space? Therefore,
beside what body is or space, no third degree in nature can be found, nothing that ever can
affect our sense, or by the power of thought can be conceived. All other things you'll find
essential conjuncts, or else the events or accidents of these. | call essential conjunct what's so
joined to a thing that it cannot, without fatal violence, be forced or parted from it; is weight to
stones, to fire heat, moisture to the Sea, touch to all bodies, and not to be touched essential is
to void. But, on the contrary, Bondage, Liberty, Riches, Poverty, War, Concord, or the like,
which not affect the nature of the thing, but when they come or go, the thing remains entire;
these, as it is fit we should, we call Events.

[460] Time likewise of itself is nothing; our sense collects from things themselves what has
been done long since, the thing that present is, and what's to come. For no one, we must own,
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ever thought of Time distinct from things in motion or at rest.

[465] For when the poets sing of Helen's rape, or of the Trojan State subdued by war, we must
not say that these things do exist now in themselves, since Time, irrevocably past, has long
since swept away that race of men that were the cause of those events; for every act is either
properly the event of things, or of the places where those things are done.

[472] Further, if things were not of matter formed, were there no place or space where things
might act, the fire that burned in Paris' heart, blown up by love of Helen's beauty, had never
raised the famous contests of a cruel war; nor had the wooden horse set Troy on fire,
discharging from his belly in the night the armed Greeks: from whence you plainly see that
actions do not of themselves subsist, as bodies do, nor are in nature such as is a void, but
rather are more justly called the events of body, and of space, where things are carried on.
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