Study Questions
The Infinite 395H
Topic  2


Zero’s Paradoxes

Please turn these in Friday, April 25, but you should read Parmenides, Zeno and Russell this week to prepare for class, and Owen next week.  See the Syllabus for details on the readings.

Parmenides

Read Parmenides Poem.  It is short and a classic if quite foreign and obscure.

1. Parmenides’ poem is famous a one of the starting points of philosophy.  It does not just assert a “profound” claim about the fundamental nature of reality, it argues for it.  It is the argument that makes it philosophy – Parmenides tries to convince you he is right by an appeal to reason.  Try your hand a philosophical commentary.  Try to formulate what his main thesis is and the main outline of his argument.

 Zeno.   Read the fragments of Zeno.

Russell.  

2. According to Russell, Zeno really has three arguments: The Dichotomy and Achilles (which are essentially the same), the Arrow, and the Stadium.  Briefly sketch the argument of each, showing how each in its different way reduces to the absurd a thesis that time, space, or motion exists.  

3. Russell “corrects” each argument by an appeal to modern mathematics.  Explain what mistake, according to Russell, each makes.

4. Russell says there are some genuine and some sham difficulties with the concept of “the infinite”.  Sketch what he thinks are two real ones, and one that is a sham.

Owen.  This is a more professional and therefore somewhat more difficult essay.  Try to read it for understanding.  That is, read it to see if you can follow what he is saying.  It is a good exercise in reading philosophy.

5.  Owen says the arguments are organized around a dilemma (A1 or A2), and that they each assuming one “horn” of the dilemma attempt to reduce to the absurd an assumption that magnitude is divisible.  State the dilemma and sketch how each is alleged to lead to an absurdity.

6. On pp 155 and 156 Owen remarks on the Greek view that location (place) is defined relationally in terms of what entity something is near to or in.  Sketch Aristotle’s account of the place of a point on a line.  How does this differ from modern explanations?
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