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Infinity, or the boundless, is be
yond the minds of most men . The con
cept has ex isted for centuries, over 
which many men have tried to propose 
theories. Relat ing each of these the
ories, one may get an idea of what in
f inity ent ails. 

The original symbol for inf inity, 
which is used today, is the lemniscate 
or co • This symbol was introduced in 
t he seven t eenth century, and appeared 
on the j uggler or mangus card of the 
t arot cards. One of the main concepts 
of infinity is its endlessness, and 
this is why the lemniscate is used. 
One can travel around its periphery 
endlessly. The quabalistic symbol 
associated with this part icular card 
was the Hebrew let t er aleph or H • 
George Cantor, founder of the modern 
mathematics theory of the infini t e, 
used the symbol xo ( aleph-null ) to 
stand for the first infini t e  number. 

The Greeks used the term apeiron 
t o  descri be their concept of the inf i
nite . The word literal ly meant un
bounded and eventually came to de
scri be general things such as disorder 
or the extremely complex. Thi s apei
ron may have no finite def init ion. 
For many Greek mathemat ici ans, the 
concept of apeiron was unacceptable, 
even in the simplest form of a decimal 
expansion on the simplest number. 

Blaise Pascal once described his 
feel ing of being overwhelmed by the 
i nf in i t e :  
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When I consider the smal l span of 
my life absorbed in the eternity 
of al l time, or the smal l part of 
spac e which I can touch or see en
gul fed by the inf inite immensi ty 

of spaces that I know not and that 
know not me; I am frightened and 
astonished to see me here instead 
of there • now inst ead of 
t hen. 

Aristot le be lieved that "being in
f inite was a pri vat ion, not a perfec
t i on, hut the absence of a limi t • "  He 
saw that aspects of the world are 
apeiron - t hat t ime will not end, 
space is inf initel y  di visi ble, and 
t hat a line contains an infinite num
ber of points. Aristot le invented the 
idea of pot ential and actual inf inity.  
He proposed that the set of natural 
numbers is potent i al ly inf inite in 
that it has the abi li ty to go on for
ever, yet it is not act ual ly inf inite 
because it  does not exist as a f in
ished thing . 

Many men have expressed their be 
liefs of the inf inite. Plut inus be
lieved God to be inf inite. St. Au
gust ine added that God was not only 
inf inite but could also think infinite 
t houghts. However, lat er medieval 
t hinkers di d not go so far as to be
lieve that God was inf in i t e .  Alt hough 
He has unlimi t ed power, He does not 
have the abi lity to create an unlim
i ted thing. (A " t hing" cannot be un
limited, as it takes on the def init ion 
of being limited by nature. ) 

A problem was brought to t he at
t ention of mathematicians concerning 
t he infinit ies of the world. On one 
hand, it  would seem that G od, being 
inf ini t ely powerful, should be able to 
get an inf in ite number of angels to 
dance on the head of a pin, for exam
ple. On the other hand, it  would seem 
t hat, in a created world, no act ually 



infinite collection of angels could 
exist. Infinity appeared to be a self
contradictory argument. A line with a 
length twice that of another line 
would appear to have a larger infinity 
of points than the smaller. Yet a 
point on the smaller line would cor
respond with the point on a larger 
line, proving that infinity can be 
equal and different at the same time, 
which, in fact, seems to contradict 
logic. 

Galileo Galilei offered that the 
smaller length could be turned into 
the longer length by adding an infi
nite number of small spaces. Galileo 
realized that there were problems with 
his solution, for the human mind can 
only think in finite terms. He stated 
that while looking at most natural 
numbers, many of them will not be per
fect squares; thus, there must be a 
smaller set of perfect squares than 
natural numbers. There exists a para
dox, however, that every natural num
ber is the square root of a larger 
natural number. It would therefore 
seem that there are as many perfect 
squares as natural numbers. Galileo 
stated that: 

We can only infer that the total
ity of all numbers is infinite and 
that the number of squares is in
finite • • •  ; neither is the number 
of squares less than the totality 
of all numbers, not the latter 
greater than the former; and fi
nally, the attributes "equal," 
"greater, " and "less" are not ap
plicable to the infinite, but only 
to finite qualities. 

It is essentially impossible for 
the finite being to contemplate the 
infinite. If a man were asked to cal
culate the largest possible number im
aginable, this would, of necessity, be 
bounded by the finite period of his 
lifetime. On his deathbed, a large 
number would probably have been 
reached. As he gasped his last breath, 
an observer could merely add one and 
would start at that point. 

Lucretius, in his theory De 
Rerum Natura, suggested : "Suppose 
for a moment that the whole of space 
were bounded and that someone made his 
way to the uttermost boundary and 
threw a flying dart , "  He then went on 
to consider that the dart could go 
past the boundary or it - would stop. 
In either event, infinity is demon
strated . There is either a boundary 
stopping the dart, in which case there 
is something or someplace beyond, or 
there is no boundary, allowing the 
dart to continue upon its inf inite 
path. 

In more recent history, the tradi
tional scientific view of infinity 
might be challenged by the so-called 
"big bang" theory. Such a theory is 
now widely accepted. However, such 
theory tends to suggest a beginning 
and an end. With the acceptance of 
the big bang theory, scientists now 
contemplate what was before the bang, 
and what will happen at the end of 
this universe. One answer that has 
been suggested is that the universe is 
an oscillating system, which endlessly 
expands and contracts to infinity. 

It seems that the more common view 
of infinity is that of a series of 
numbers having no end. In fact, in
finity has an equal place at or before 
the beginning of things. It is impos
sible to state the smallest or first 
number. Numbers are either inf inites
imally small, or large, or somewhere 
in between. The paradox stated by 
Zeno seems to show that one can never 
leave the room which one is in. This, 
of course, is clearly ridiculous sub
j ect to the acceptance or otherwise of 
the "Rerkelian theory of existential
ism ,  Zeno reasoned that in order to 
reach the door, one must first cross 
hal f the distance there. This would 
leave half the room to be crossed, hut 
first one would have to cross half 
that distance, and so on. The modern 
answer to the paradox is to say that 
the sum of the infinite series 1/2 + 
1 /4 + 1/8 • • • = 1. Even so, this is 
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not perfectly satisfactory. The para
dox can be put i.n a different way. In 
a practical world, we say that a num
ber with a decimal expansion of .99999 
is the same as 1 ,  It can be put this 
way : 

lOK 9. 999 ... 
- K = . 9999 • •  

9K = 9 

K = 1 

Thus, we have the practical answer 
as compared to the theory of Zeno who 
regarded space as an undivided whole 
that cannot be broken down into parts , 

If one were to take Zeno ' s  paradox 
literally, any counting in whole num
bers ( for example, 1 , 2, 3) would be 
impossible. If the average man on the 
street were asked to count to infin
ity, he would say that it is impossi
ble. If he were accommodating, he 
might start counting for a day. Per
haps he would get up to 170,000. But, 
he would be unaware of Zeno's paradox. 
I suspect he would start counting with 
number one , In order to get to one, 
he would first have to pass O. S and, 
thus, would never "leave the room. " 
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It is  always interesting to con
sider the combination of random and 
infinity. In the unbounded time of 
infinity, literally anything is 
pos sible , 

It has been said that if a group 
of monkeys were given an English  dic
tionary, the monkeys would eventually, 
by random chance, utter the entire 
works of William Shakespeare in the 
exact order in which they were writ
ten. In the absence of infinity, such 
would not be probable. 

If we add to this theory the addi
tional fact of human intelligence, it 
would be reasonable to conclude that 
man will learn all the secrets of the 
universe, including the mystery of in
finity, within infinity. 
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