General Identification of the Argument in "On
Methods of Inference"”

Post by “Cassius” of October 28, 2020 at 10:03 PM

Elayne and i have been having some discussions which | think are going to lead back to the
material in "On Methods of Inference" ("OMOI") and | would like to tackle the task of identifying
"Just What Is The Argument Presented in On Methods of Inference?" In other words, before
getting into the details, can we at least begin to get a handle on what the argument was about?

The primary source material | have found most helpful on OMOI is the book by Phillip and
Estelle De Lacy. Their introduction and their endnotes are extensive and | think bring some
degree of clarity to a very complex topic, but even with all those notes is difficult to get a
handle on what the issues were, and what the Epicurean position was on those issues. So in the
following excerpts and comments | am going to try to make a start at grasping the big picture,
and | hope others will see what they can do to help.

First, | think | have identified two key paragraphs in the introduction which purport to be a
summary of the main issues of the work. Unfortunately the meaning of the terminology in them
about "contraposition" and "common and particular signs" is not immediately clear, but at least
this gives us a place to start. In the end, it appears to me that we're ultimately after a formula
by which we can decide how to attack things for which there is no direct evidence. In other
words - in legal terms - we are talking about the proper method of using circumstantial
evidence, and when (if ever) it is possible to state a conclusion with confidence based on
evidence that is only circumstantial. This material, and the excerpts that follow, begin on page
13 of the text.
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Philodemus, the only process of inference through signs which
the Stoics accept as valid is the method of contraposition.
The rational character of this method is revealed in the Stoic
distinction between the common sign and the particular sign.
The common sign exists whether the unperceived object which
it signifies exists or not; hence it is not a reliable basis of
inference. The particular sign, on the other hand, exists only
when the unperceived object exists, in such a way that if the
existence of the object signified is denied, the existence of the
sign must be also. Thus particular signs, which provide the
only reliable grounds for inference, are established through the
purely formal test of contraposition.!t

14 PmiopEMus: On METHoODSs oF INFERENCE

The Epicurean position, on the other hand, is that the
relation between sign and thing signified is learned only from
perception, through the method of induction or analogy. Un-
less a constant connection between objects has first been
established by perception, the Stoic test of contraposition is
not possible. According to the Epicurean method we infer
the nature of unperceived objects by analogy with the objects
in our own experience. The Epicureans agree with the Stoics
in rejecting inference from common signs; yet they differ in
saying that particular signs——i.e., signs that cannot exist if
the unperceived objects which they signify do not exist—do
not have a logically necessary connection with the objects
that they signify. In place of logical necessity the Epicureans
use inconceivability as a criterion of the particular sign. An
inference from signs is valid if it is inconceivable that the sign
exists when the thing signified does not. Inference based on
inconceivability, according to the Epicureans, 15 as valid as
inference based on contraposition. But inconceivability is
an empirical criterion, based on past experience; hence infer-
ence from particular signs may be empirically derived.®

This brief statement indicates the basic difference between
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| am going to read more and enter more comments on this thread, but if someone already has
a command of this material and wants to try to shortcircuit the need for a deep dive into this
subject, please feel free to jump in and save us all some time!

Failing that, | think this is an issue that underlays a great deal of Epicurean philosophy, and
explains how it differs from competing philosophies, and also probably explains how different
people who consider themselves to be within the Epicurean tradition can find themselves
reaching different conclusions based on much the same evidence. | don't want to distract
@Susan Hill from her current project, but | think the issues involved here are going to have a
deep impact on how we should understand the conclusions of Epicurus on divinity as well as on
many other matters.

So from here let's go further and see what we can read from the signs.
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