David Sedley: "Epicurus On Dialectic" (With Lots of
Discussion of the "Bat Riddle")
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Attached to this message is an article by David Sedley
that contains a lot of interesting information about
Epicurus' views on "dialectic" (presumably referring to
"logic" - or as Sedley says "syllogistic, definition, division,
partition, the resolution of sophisms and logical
principles governing the assignment of truth and
falsity").

Sedley is one of my favorite living writers on Epicurus. |
am posting this without studying the article in full but |
feel sure that the analysis here will be helpful to our topic

in this forum on the Epicurean Canon of Truth. The views of Epicurus on the use of some
aspects of logic are complex (or at least seem to appear that way to us today) and this is an
important topic for understanding Epicurus' view of truth.

Sedley develops this discussion through reference to "the Bat Riddle":

Quote

The Bat Riddle

At the end of Republic book 5, Plato’s Socrates argues that scientific knowledge
(epistémé) focuses on Forms, while sensible particulars are the domain of unstable
‘opinion’ (doxa). For example, while Beauty (the Form) corresponds to pure ‘being’ and
can therefore be known, ‘the many beautiful things’ no more are beautiful than they
are not beautiful and therefore cannot be known. Down to this point, the antithesis has
been argued only with regard to pairs of opposite predicates - beautiful/ugly,
large/small, double/half and so on. But in the closing remarks of the discussion Glaucon
hints at its broadening so as to cover substances too:

‘It's like the double meanings at feasts’, he said, ‘and the children’s puzzle about the
eunuch, his shooting the bat - their puzzle about what he did it with and what the bat
was on. For these too [i.e., the cases of opposites] are ambiguities, and it is impossible
to think reliably of each of them as either being or not being, or as both, or as neither.’

More quotes of interest:
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One may detect here in Epicurus a general distrust of argument-
analysis. How do we know it is a sophism? Less because of any lack of
formal soundness than because we already know, prag,rnatically. that its
conclusion is not one that we can live with.** Ar least on this evidence,
epilogismos seems to be Epicurus’ favoured way of dispensing with formal
dialectical reasoning.™
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which we must take stage by stage. First of all, Epicurus denies the
universal validity of RCP, using the following formulation: ‘I is false thar
thing ( E: a) is true or false as asserted or negated.” Note that this

ity from being properties of affirmations

and negations, as they were for the Peripatetics in (2), to being propertics

of ‘things, or, as he calls them in the next senténce, existi thin

properties belonging to things in virtue of how they are spoken of. The
idiosyncratic usage is another mark of the passage’s fundamental authenti-
city. It strikingly recalls Epicunu r:purl:r:d analvs::-, of ‘true’ and ‘false’:
Whar i is true is that which i is thar whi
ies in a correspondence
it_attaches primarily to the things them-
selves, in virtue of the way ¢ e* are spoken of, and not to the statements, in
virtue of the way things are. |his view of truth, as something observable in
external tFings, in turn reflects Epicurus’ radically empiricist insistence, as
reflected in a well-known passage of Lucrerius,** that truth is a concept we
learn by experiencing instances of it in the ww.rt:nrh!.__L

In that last footnote 44 Sedley is referring to this following passage from Lucretius, here
translated by Martin Ferguson Smith:
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470 ble, they do not even know whether knowledge of the impossibility of
knowledge is possible, since, on their own admission, they know noth-

26, 462—468: Cf. 379--386 and scc nole there.

Book l'our 113

ing.?7 Against such people, who have planted themselves with their head
in their own footprints,® I disdain to argue. However, if | were to
concede that they do have this knowledge, 1 would put the following
guestions to them. Since they have never before encountered anything
truc, how do they recognize knowledge and ignorance? What has given
them their conception of truth and falschood? What proof have they that
the doubtful differs from the certain’?

You will find that our conception of truth is derived ultimately from
the senses, and that their evidence 1s unimpugnable.®® You see, what we 480

This article by Sedley contains extensive discussion of Epicurus' view of the Platonic /
Aristotelian "Bat riddle" about the implications of referring to bats as birds. It seems to me that
all of this is a good example of how Epicurus was deeply concerned about refuting word games,
and this would then constitute a prime example for the argument that the "limit of pleasure" /
painlessness terminology was intended as a specific logical rejoinder to the anti-Pleasure
argument in Plato's Philebus (just as Epicurus was responding to this argument in Plato's
Republic, per Sedley), and not (as it is used by Stoics/Neo-Epicureans today) as a full and
complete definition of the goal of human life.
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To wnswer this difficuliy. It seems 10 me, we have 10 asmme thar the

il i ) A moniursl pesdisg of tha
argument s as follows. ifsc knowledge canmoc be had of perceived
particulars or nypes, hecause thiy are inesericably conoest-dependent in a
wary that skes their predicaiies umtsble,. Whsover pencival when or
type is beauniful, large or doable in one comest will uen om o be ugly.
small or hall in arcds concer, Such predicacions of seraible inema: ame
therelure condemeed 1o bring at once e sl fbie (daey both e and
nor'l. Hence scientific knewledge mus msiead hove o s objeos)
E!E-.Ilphh. conneer-free conceprs, kingds or clases which do nee admir of
v change aml coukd mot b siherwise tom shey are: accomling e Flaim's
wn metsphysios, these are minscemdent Porrs. 5o i, o reassasblyd
convencional reading of Mare's sesr. However, whar Maro then may be
chouphe o di by having Glasenn compare che har riddle is hine thas the
same anighsis berween conesi-dependent and comer-liee ilems i
genenlizable 1w a compechensive range of narl genen. such as bind.
wond and wnng, oven though thew, unBke the origirally died iteme, do
it have oppesies” Whether pastice is a sione and whsaher fenne is
wond. will depend on the conoes*® in which each is being used or
oharvnl.*” Hesee che quantibicd "All fennel i wod” ol omess = bl
since, dlihough dried fennel & wood, frshly o s & ser (An emier
examiple for us might be bamboo.) Bur the unquamified ‘Fennel k& wood

andd “Fennel is-no wond ', much ke Arimocls’s "Man iz whin’ and 'Man w-

And always remembering that the Randians' favorite, Aristotle, was essentially in the same
camp as Plato, here we see that Epicurus objected to both:

The idea of exrmading IR o s as wll
s pain of oppmin, showld be acorpable in principle o she Peipaneics
sy, il (as wee will ser comfEmnlp they ane lui..lng with Mane in this dehais
eeen o they ar asumed not i endere Mam's theory of sreseendent
Ferme, they wnkd ai kent hmadby agree with him tha e micthesl of
casnnomic diviios has @ i suhjoer maner nm penrived parsicabes, bur
macllvenlly sumaible prners and spevioc ' We will soe s in wiion 1,
that s well an the Regmtde Epicurus had Plans's Moo in bis sighis: the
P, choaribad in the beter dialugue, ol ‘dividing spovios by spovios ai the
wuturad feinis umr ofEy ... Bavipen s Sefien ||| wiguravl, withoui
Arying b ek any fpari like a baal cook’ (360e1-3], mldr.uh.h:h furthecr
il e the afedised Plaonic methisd o which Epirus & eeacting.

Epiciirs himself has no plice in his amology foe innelligible genes and
speries. Scientific knowledge can have o is objecr nodisg bur dhe world's
specific oooupanes, especially s these we the primary boos of mehe
Hence the Repaiic 5 argument, onge it hid been esended oo geseric
mems like bind and some, will have sepresenced a real challenge for hime
suggesting tha o Mable genus—spedies nxonomy is posible. And, as we
leamn from or nest. his resporse wis oo bine che buller and accepe just thare
such msonomy is not a dependable method of analysis.

Thar Epkcuinis |s argaing againa Plare s made unambiguom. Bur in
doing s he is. equally dearly, reponed & deploying curent Peripaseric
werminakogy. Moreover, as we will see confirmed shordy, specific coneem

And this shows that Platonic-Aristotelian connection, which would suggest that the Epicurean
line about walking around endlessly prating about the meaning of "the good" was aimed as
much or more at Plato than at Aristotle:

'Peripatevics’ Fram perjparern. ‘oo walk'. The formulation echoes a radition
belonging to Alexandrian Meoplaronism, according wo which "Peripaserics”
s in rrJ|l|:r beer the mame of the endere Platonie sohowsd, dierived froem

Maio's practice of walking while doing philosophy, but when Plaw's

immodiate beins switched to the name ‘Academic” the Arstoteliam alone
were left with the ride “Peripatetics”.** This i recognizably a few trovaro
stary designed 1o Bvour the harmony af Pl snd Aristade by making
Plats himself the original Perspatetic.”™ The peecise wording chosen is
hardly likely ra derive from the early third-cennary s context we are now
considering, bur rather from Sikeliotes” Alexandrian Meopluoniss sources.
Mevertheloss, the formala is neended a5 a way of referring 0 the carly
Peripatetics. themsehves datable 1o che lare fowrth and early chind cenmaries
ni:. Moreower, it s s:rilu'ug thar somee bkind of Plamonic—Asioonelian
syneretism is implied not only by this hybrid e tha Sikeliowes adopes
for the school bar also by the philosophical confrontation an which he
informs ws.*' We have already seen the Epicureans repomed as arguing
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There is important information in this article too about Epicurus' arguments against
determinism:
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