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“Gassendi and the Void” explores how Pierre Gassendi argued for the existence of a void in nature.  His intellectual model placed nearly equal weight on experimentation and the history of philosophy; thus he supported developments in physics such as the existence and implications of a void, by using the techniques of both the empiricist and the humanist.

Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) made critical contributions to the development of physics at the beginning of the scientific revolution.  He was recognized in his own time as a brilliant experimental physicist in astronomy, dynamics, optics and atomic theory.   However there were three abiding beliefs that Gassendi held which placed him out of step with most of the philosophers of his own and succeeding generations.  First, he believed that the book of nature could best be described by words, not mathematics.  Second, he believed that those words were best developed considering all past words spoken on any subject.  Third, he believed that physics and religion were part of one unified whole.  That is, he tried to reconcile the book of nature and the book of faith.  

The key for Gassendi was finding the correct philosophical framework within which to analyze both empirical and humanist data.  He discovered in Epicurus a system of logic, physics and ethics from which he could construct such a framework to support both empirical observations and Christian teaching.

Demonstrating the consistency of Epicureanism with Christianity was quite a challenge for two reasons.  First was the basic atheistic premise of Epicureanism, and the associated beliefs in ethics based on pleasure and the mortality of the human soul.  Second, Epicurean physics advocated physical concepts such as the eternity of the cosmos, the existence of other worlds in space and time, the existence of a void, and the atomic structure of all substances  which were sharply opposed to the prevailing Christianized Aristotelian physics.

Little previous research has examined in detail Gassendi’s efforts to reconcile empiricism and humanism; Epicureanism and Christianity.  Analyzing how Gassendi tried to use the Christian classics in support of his natural philosophy reveals some of the early signs of the fissures that were developing between science and religion.  For instance, on the one hand, Gassendi believed that we only know empirically through our senses.  On the other hand he tried to argue that the Bible was the word of God that could be completely trusted to be true in all things because of God’s absolute authority.  In astronomy, Gassendi supported the Copernican cosmology until the Church’s 1633 condemnation of Galileo.  At that point he moved to the Tychonian system as an alternative which was consistent with both Church teaching and empirical data.  

To justify his use of Epicurus, Gassendi had to refute the damaging ad hominem attacks against Epicurus that dated to antiquity.  He claims that the Church Fathers misunderstood and misinterpreted Epicurus, especially his ethics.  Gassendi asserted that Epicurus’s personal ethics had more in common with Christian ethics than many other ancient pagan philosophers.  Further, he observes that Aristotle also believed that the cosmos was eternal and that man did not have an immortal soul; once these Aristotelian errors were corrected, it was not an impediment to a Christian theologian accepting and using Aristotelian philosophy.  So, neither should he be prohibited from developing a natural philosophy based on Epicureanism as long as it was consistent with Christianity.  

Gassendi sets about establishing this consistency fundamentally by making God the author of the most objectionable Epicurean tenets.  For instance, he asserted that God created the atoms and gave them their motion and proclivity to combine in order to form other substances. Similarly, Gassendi asserts that God created man to seek pleasure.  
As an example of Gassendi’s approach consider his arguments that a void exists in nature, in opposition to accepted Church teaching.  The idea of a vacuum was disputed by the Aristotelian physics that had dominated European physics since the Middle Ages.  In rejecting the existence of a void, Aristotle (and the scholastics after him) also rejected the reality of infinite space and time.  This paper describes Gassendi’s use of Scripture and patristic authors in his efforts to substantiate an Epicurean notion of the actual existence of a void.  Based on the existence of a void, Gassendi was able to suggest that infinite space and time exist as entities distinct from material bodies and that they are eternal and exist independently of God.   
Gassendi points to three different classes of experiments that support his understanding of the void, space and time: chemical, barometric and dynamic.  But he juxtaposes these empirical arguments with arguments from Scripture (Psalms, Joshua, Revelation) and the Church Fathers (Nemesius, Irenaeus, Gelasius, and Augustine).  He also asserts that the scholastic theologians had accepted the eternity of essences, and therefore accepting the idea of eternal space and time should not be so objectionable.  Unfortunately to build his case from the Church Fathers, Gassendi is sometimes guilty of misquoting or quoting them out of context.

Gassendi uses his arguments on space and time as a bridge to his understanding of incorporeal substances (God, angels, human intellect) and corporeal substances (composed of atoms).  God creates incorporeal and corporeal entities in space and time.  Thus in Gassendi there are three classes of entities (space and time, incorporeal substances, and corporeal substances) each with its own ‘physics’ which can be understood both empirically and by properly understanding revelation and Church teaching.
Many of the most prominent philosophers and scientists of the next generation, Isaac Newton most notably, were deeply influenced by Gassendi.  But his influence outstripped his fame and his works.  Although used as a source for Epicureanism, for instance by Thomas Jefferson, his method of painstaking analysis of ancient authors was quickly left behind.  The style of the Christian humanist was not suitable to the new style of the scientist as it developed in the eighteenth century.  Gassendi’s emphasis on the nuance of words was replaced by an emphasis on the apparent certainty of mathematics as the best way to describe nature.  
