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Introduction

The papers contained in this volume span the forty years from 1967 to
2007, thus encompassing the greater part of my academic career, and in
their content they represent my main interests during that period. Though
a few of my published papers, particularly the early ones, are non-historical,
and though I have also written on the history of early modern philosophy,
specifically on the British Empiricists (see list of publications), most of my
work has been in ancient philosophy. Within that broad rubric, I have
focused on one principal and two subsidiary areas. The principal area is
the ethics and moral psychology of Plato and Aristotle, with a particular
concentration on pleasure and desire, but extending to moral epistemology.
The subsidiary areas are first ancient atomism, both that of the fifth century
bc (primarily Democritus) and Epicureanism, and secondly Socrates. Of
the nineteen papers reprinted here twelve deal with ethics and moral
psychology, four with atomism, and three with Socrates.

I hope that a word of explanation of this spread of subjects will not
be inappropriate, since I think that the explanation may be of some
theoretical interest, beyond the purely biographical. Those who work in
ancient philosophy are in my view always subject to, and are to various
degrees conscious of two conflicting pressures, on the one hand to relate
their studies to philosophical issues current at the time of writing, and
on the other to relate the work of the ancient philosophers whom they
study to the wider intellectual and cultural background against which those
philosophers operated. On the one hand, why study ancient philosophers,
as distinct from dramatists or historians, unless one is interested in the
questions which those philosophers discussed? And if one is interested in
those questions themselves, surely one must have some interest in seeking
the answers to them. On the other hand, studying the work of any
philosopher is an attempt to understand that philosopher’s thought, which
requires detailed attention to the concepts in which it was framed, the
language in which it was expressed, and the issues to which it was directly
addressed. That is to say, study of a philosopher is inseparable from study
of that philosopher’s intellectual world, and the more remote that world is
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from our own in time and in cultural presuppositions, the more demanding
that study is likely to be. These pressures are potentially in conflict, since
the fascination of either is capable of leading to the neglect, or even to
the extinction of the other. Ideally, all one’s work should do justice to
both, but in practice one or other is likely to predominate in a particular
piece of work, and the question of how much weight is given to each in
a single work calls for non-codifiable, Aristotelian-style discernment. It is
the Heraclitean tension between these demands which gives the practice
of the history of philosophy its occasionally exhilarating and invariably
demanding character.

These general considerations combine with some aspects of my personal
biography in explaining the range of topics which dominate this volume.
As a student of Classics at Edinburgh in the 1950s I had found my interests
captured principally by the abstract speculations of the Presocratics and
Plato (we studied virtually no Aristotle or later Greek philosophy) and had
decided in consequence to widen my knowledge of philosophy by reading
Greats at Oxford. As a pupil of R. M. Hare at Balliol I was immersed willy-
nilly (though it was not in fact uncongenial to me) in moral philosophy
and the debates about its foundations which raged between Hare on the
one hand and Philippa Foot and Elizabeth Anscombe on the other. I was
impressed by Anscombe’s argument that progress in moral philosophy was
impossible without a more adequate moral psychology, and in particular
that pleasure was a central concept badly in need of elucidation. I was
also inspired by work being done at that time on pleasure and related
concepts by Ryle, Kenny, and others to venture my own contribution,
which led to my first published article. But at the same time I felt that
proper understanding of pleasure itself required examination of the history
of treatments of the concept, in which the Greeks were of course the
pioneers. Hence I wrote my B.Phil. thesis on Plato’s treatment of pleasure,
beginning with a brief survey of pre-Platonic discussions, including that of
Democritus.

The B.Phil. thesis eventually led on to my commentary on Plato’s
Protagoras in the Clarendon Plato series and to The Greeks on Pleasure, co-
authored with Justin Gosling. Some items in this volume are direct spin-offs
from those larger works. Chapter 6 is a shortened version of part of a chapter
of The Greeks on Pleasure, and chapters 14 and 15 are reconsiderations of
discussions respectively in that work and in the Protagoras commentary,
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involving in each case some change of mind. Chapter 3 uses the Protagoras
together with other texts to further the discussion of akrasia, a topic to
which I had been introduced by Hare in the context of tutorial discussion
of prescriptivism, and which I had pursued in reviewing his Freedom and
Reason. A central theme in chapter 4, on the Euthyphro, is the application
to that dialogue of the interpretation of the theory of the unity of the
virtues which I had maintained in the Protagoras commentary. Chapter 16
uses the Protagoras in a different way, in making a direct comparison, with
some philosophical implications, between the treatment of wisdom and
courage in that dialogue and Aristotle’s handling of the same topics in the
Nicomachean Ethics. Chapter 7, while making use of some textual material,
is more directly philosophical than many of the other historical pieces, in
that I there urge the philosophical thesis that in at least some cases the
enjoyment of sensations is integral to the enjoyment of activity.

I have indicated how some of the pieces in this volume arose from my
prior philosophical preoccupations. Another important stimulus throughout
my working life has been tutorial teaching. I deplore the dichotomy
between teaching and research which is taken for granted in so much
modern academic life, with its assumption that research alone constitutes
serious academic activity, while teaching is an unrewarding chore to be
hurried through with the mind in neutral. In my view teaching, especially
by the tutorial method, is, or at least should be, an active and cooperative
exploration of problems, in which the teacher is continually stimulated to
reassess the subjects taught, and that process of exploration naturally leads
to ideas which are subsequently developed for publication. While I should
not be so absurdly vain as to suggest that my own teaching has always
realized that ideal, I know that some of the pieces published here develop
thoughts which originally came to me, or were suggested by others, in the
context of teaching. That is true of the central themes of chapters 4, 5,
and 18, and of some of the key ideas in chapters 8, 9, 10, 12, and 13. In
general, the working out of my understanding, such as it is, of the ethics
and moral psychology of Plato and Aristotle has been for me inseparable
from my constant re-engagement with the major texts in the annual round
of teaching.

The subsidiary areas show the same interpenetration of philosophical
preoccupations and input from teaching. I have mentioned that my early
investigations of ancient treatments of pleasure included Democritus, and
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I lectured on him in the 1960s. Another stimulus was tutorial teaching
on Locke, which strengthened my interest in the ancient antecedents
of the corpuscular philosophy of the seventeenth century. These factors
combined to lead immediately to my discussion of the relation between
Democritus’ ethics and his physical theories (chapter 1) and eventually to
my commentary on Leucippus and Democritus in the Phoenix Presocratics
series, of which the essentials are published here in chapter 11. An incidental
product of this interest was my examination of Epicurus’ doctrine that all
appearances are true (chapter 2), which I revisited both in discussing the
Epicurean treatment of pleasure in The Greeks on Pleasure and in elucidating
Democritus’ epistemology in the commentary; in chapter 2 I make use
of texts of Hume and Locke in interpreting Epicurus. Considerably later,
tutorials on De rerum natura III provoked the comparison of the treatments of
death and dying by Lucretius and Democritus which appears as chapter 18.
I originally approached Socrates, as almost everyone does, in the context
of the ethical discussions of the early Platonic dialogues (chapter 9). A
subsequent invitation to contribute a volume to the Past Masters series led
me to set the Platonic figure in a wider historical context and to give some
consideration to Socrates’ historical legacy; those aspects are represented by
chapters 17 and 19.

In terms of the contrast between conceptual and historical interests drawn
above the chronological arrangement of the chapters, taken as a whole,
manifests a certain shift in emphasis from the former in the direction of the
latter. That was certainly not the result of any conscious methodological
decision. It simply shows how my way of approaching the subject developed
over the years, which may itself reflect developments in the subject as a
whole, and consequently in the influences on me. As indicated above, I do
not believe that there is a right way of pursuing the subject. In any case
such a shift is a matter of degree. Granted that I may have become over
the years somewhat more sensitive to historical considerations I hope, and
believe, that I have not lost sight of the conceptual problems which focus
our historical studies.

The chapters of this volume are reprinted substantially as they originally
appeared, subject to the following modifications: (i) the style of citations
has been changed where necessary to ensure consistency throughout the
volume; (ii) a few additional footnotes have been inserted, usually to
provide cross-references to other chapters. In the few instances in which
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I have wished to record a change of mind, or have added references to
material which has appeared since the original publication, I have appended
an ‘Afterword’ to the text of the chapter. Two chapters were originally
published in languages other than English. Of these, the original English text
of chapter 12 was translated into German by Regine May, with additional
input from Anselm Müller, for delivery in a lecture series in Munich in
2000. I made some changes to the German text, chiefly in the form of
additional footnotes, for the published version, and what is printed here is
my retranslation of that version. Chapter 16 was also written in English,
for a conference in Naples in 2002, and was translated by Silvia Casertano
for inclusion in the conference proceedings. Subsequently I delivered
the English version at various venues, including Oxford, St Andrews, the
University of Texas at Austin, and Cornell, and made some changes in
the light of the discussions on those occasions. The version printed here
includes those changes.

In conclusion I thank all those colleagues and pupils who have con-
tributed over the years to the work which is presented here. Though
individual contributions can be identified only rarely (as signalled in the
acknowledgements in individual chapters) their cumulative influence has
created the intellectual environment without which that work would not
have come into existence. As far as this volume is concerned I should like
to thank the editorial staff of the Oxford University Press, and especially
Peter Momtchiloff for his constant help and encouragement.

C. C. W. T.



1

Pleasure, Knowledge,
and Sensation in Democritus

While historians of philosophy, ancient and modern, have generally and
rightly considered the main interest of Democritus to lie in his metaphysics
and epistemology, the bulk of the fragments of his writings deal not with
these but with ethical topics. It is, therefore, of obvious interest to enquire
what connection, if any, may be discerned between the ethical writings and
the main body of the atomistic system. Further, this enquiry, as undertaken
by modern critics, has produced considerable divergence in its results. Thus
on the one hand A. Dyroff¹ was unable to see any connection at all, while
C. Bailey² is content with the conclusion that the ethical doctrine, which
was in itself in no sense a coherent system, had only a loose connection
with the main atomistic theory. In contrast, P. Natorp³ held that the ethical
theory is closely integrated with the cosmological, a view which has been
developed with impressive erudition by G. Vlastos.⁴ In this paper I attempt
to show that while there certainly exists a close connection between the
two main strands in Democritus’ philosophy, the exact nature of that
connection has not been adequately outlined by either Natorp or Vlastos.
To be more precise, their mistake seems to me to lie in looking for the
connection in some description of the ultimate end of human action as
conceived by Democritus, rather than in the relation of his accounts of
moral and of theoretical knowledge.

Natorp’s account presents an extremely Platonic picture of Democritus.
He calls attention to those fragments, e.g. 37⁵—‘He who chooses the
goods of the soul chooses the more divine; he who chooses those of

¹ Dyroff [1899], 41 ff. ² Bailey [1928], I. iii. 9–10.
³ Natorp [1893], ii. 3. ⁴ Vlastos [1945/6].
⁵ The numbering of fragments is that of DK.
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its dwelling-place chooses human things’—and 187, where the soul is
ranked above the body, and also to those, e.g. 189, 233–5, where the
characteristically bodily pleasures, particularly eating, drinking, and sex, are
denigrated on the grounds that a life given over to them ends by bringing
more pain than pleasure, and that in any case these pleasures are inherently
unsatisfactory, in that the satisfaction they give is only temporary, while
the distress of e.g. hunger constantly recurs. His conclusion from this is
that by his advice to seek happiness by cultivating the pleasures of the soul
rather than those of the body Democritus is recommending that one should
devote oneself to the highest activity of the soul, the study of the nature of
things. And since the nature of things is revealed in the cosmological theory
of Leucippus and Democritus, the link between atomic physics and ethics
is simply that it is in the study of the former that man achieves his highest
good. In drawing this conclusion Natorp puts considerable emphasis on
a passage of Cicero (De fin. V. 8. 23; DK 68 A 169), where Democritus
is described as having altogether withdrawn from worldly concerns ‘quid
quarens aliud nisi vitam beatam? quam si etiam in rerum cognitione
ponebat, tamen ex illa investigatione naturae consequi volebat, bono ut
esset animo. ideo enim ille summum bonum εὐθυμίαν et saepe ἀθαμβίαν
appellat, id est animum terrore liberum.’ Now this passage seems to me to
say no more than that Democritus himself studied the nature of things with
a view to achieving that freedom from anxiety which, according to Cicero,
he identified with man’s highest good; there is no suggestion here that he
thought that that was the only way of achieving it. Natorp’s reliance on this
passage seems misconceived for a further reason; he maintains, rightly, as
I hope to show later, that for Democritus εὐθυμία consisted not simply in
freedom from disturbance but in pleasure unalloyed by any pain or unease,
and that the study of the universe was the best sort of activity because the
pleasure which one derives from that study is the best sort of pleasure. Yet
this passage says explicitly that for Democritus the ultimate end was just
to have one’s mind free from fear, and that the point of investigating the
universe was not that it is pleasant, but simply that it gets rid of anxiety.
If he is to retain his general conception of εὐθυμία, Natorp must hold
that here Cicero misrepresents Democritus in an important particular. But
it then seems that he is hardly justified in using this passage as the sole
evidence for a conclusion about the nature of εὐθυμία. Natorp’s conclusion
does not seem to me to be supported by any of the fragments; one might
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indeed claim that by ‘the goods of the soul’ in fr. 37 Democritus means
cosmological speculation, but there seems no reason to suppose that the
phrase must refer to that rather than to a quiet conscience (fr. 174) or to
the joys of friendship (frr. 98–9). The two passages which Natorp himself
cites both seem to give very doubtful support. The first is fr. 194,

αἱ μεγάλαι τέρψεις ἀπὸ τo~υ θε~ασθαι τὰ καλὰ τ ~ων ἔργων γίνoνται,

which he takes in the sense ‘Great joys come from contemplating the
wonderful works of nature’, i.e. from looking at the constitution of the
universe as revealed by the atomic theory. But this is surely an extreme-
ly far-fetched sense for the phrase τὰ καλὰ τ ~ων ἔργων. It seems more
plausible to translate the whole ‘Great joys come from contemplating fine
deeds’, perhaps in the sense that one source of pleasure is the knowledge
that one has acted well (cf. fr. 174). Alternatively, the passage might be
taken to refer to the pleasure of looking at works of art. The second passage
is fr. 112,

θείoυ νo~υ τὸ ἀεί τι διαλoγίζεσθαι καλόν,

which Natorp takes to mean that it is the mark of the splendid or ‘god-
like’ intellect always to be thinking out scientific problems. This looks
like a simple case of over-translation; the verb seems to have the quite
unspecific sense of ‘consider’ or ‘think about’, which gives a sense which
is both perfectly satisfactory and more in line with the general run of the
fragments, viz. that it is a mark of the fine mind always to be thinking about
something fine, as opposed, presumably, to mulling over such squalid topics
as wine or chorus-girls. These fragments, then, do not support Natorp,
nor, as far as I can see, do any others. Further, one fragment at least might
reasonably be taken to contradict his theory, fr. 65,

πoλυνoΐην, oὐ πoλυμαθίην ἀσκέειν χρή,

which might be taken to say that for the good life one does not need formal
learning, as one presumably would in order to master the atomic theory,
but practical intelligence.⁶ Yet it would clearly be wrong to put too much
weight on a single isolated sentence; it is sufficient to say that not only does
Natorp’s view have no support in the fragments, but that from them there
may just as plausibly be derived support for a directly contradictory theory.

⁶ On the distinction between νo~υς and πoλυμαθίη (the latter covering cosmological speculation as
well as historical and mythological learning) v. Heraclitus DK 22 B 40.
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Vlastos’ theory has the advantage over Natorp’s of a much more intimate
dependence on the texts, both of the fragments and of the secondary
authorities. He begins by citing texts from the Hippocratic corpus to
show that some medical theorists regarded psychical states, both normal
and abnormal, as causally dependent on bodily states, and in particular
on the dispositions of the elements composing the body. Then, drawing
attention to the atomistic view of the soul as a physical structure which
moves the body by virtue of the particularly dynamic character of the fiery,
spherical soul-atoms,⁷ he suggests that in Democritus’ theory the causal
dependence is reversed, states of the whole organism being dependent
on the physical constitution of the soul. In particular, the ultimate end of
human conduct, which as well as εὐθυμία Democritus is said to have called
εὐεστώ, ἀταραξία, and ἀθαμβία, was a particular physical state of the soul,
in which the atoms were in the proper arrangement, not subject to any of
the violent physical disturbances consequent upon the intense stimulation
afforded by sensual pleasures. Many of the terms in which the ethical
theory is expounded or described refer directly, according to Vlastos, to the
physical theory. Thus εὐεστώ, literally ‘well-being’, means ‘having one’s
essential nature (ἐστώ) in a good state,’ that nature being one’s soul-atoms
in the surrounding void. Then Diogenes Laertius’ description of εὐθυμία as
the state καθ’ ἣν γαλην ~ως καὶ εὐσταθ ~ως ἡ ψυχὴ διάγει,⁸ means the state
in which the soul remains physically undisturbed like a calm sea. Again,
fr. 191, which says that εὐθυμία comes from moderation in pleasure and
balance (συμμετρίη) in one’s life, is taken in a physical sense. This fragment
goes on, ‘Excess and deficiency tend to change and cause considerable
movement in the soul, and souls which are subject to movement over
a large interval are neither stable nor happy’; according to Vlastos the
description is a literal account of physical motion. The striking fr. 33,

ἡ διδαχὴ μεταρυσμo~ι τὸν ἄνθρωπoν, μεταρυσμo~υσα δὲ ϕυσιoπoιε~ι,

also fits Vlastos’ theory neatly; in imparting new thoughts to the mind
teaching actually alters the physical pattern of the soul-atoms by providing
new physical stimulation (for this account of thought v. Ar. Meta. � 5,
1009b7 ff.; DK 68 A 112), and thus literally fashions a new ϕύσις for the
individual. For Vlastos, as for Natorp, fr. 187,

⁷ Ar. De an. 404a5 ff.; DK 68 A 101. ⁸ IX. 45; DK 68 A 1(45).
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ἀνθρώπoις ἁρμόδιoν ψυχ~ης μ~αλλoν ἢ σώματoς λόγoν
πoιε~ισθαι,

is a key slogan of Democritus’ ethical programme, but the slogan is
understood in a quite different sense. According to Vlastos, the λόγoς
here referred to is a theory about the nature of the soul, of which his
own atomic theory is of course the best example. Vlastos’ account also
dovetails Democritus’ theory of knowledge neatly with the physical and
ethical theories. Fr. 69 says that for all men the same thing is good and true,
while what is pleasant is different for different men. This gives an obvious
parallel with the famous fr. 125,

νόμῳ χρoίη, νόμῳ γλυκύ, νόμῳ πικρόν, ἐτεᾗ δ’ ἄτoμα καὶ κενόν.

What truly exists is atoms and void, while such qualities as colour,
sweetness, and in general secondary qualities are mere shifting appearances.
Pleasantness is ranked with the latter, as it obviously varies from person to
person, while the good is independent of all changes in the perceiver or
the environment. But we do not have a mere parallelism, for the good is
identical with the real;

ἀνθρώπoις π~ασι τωὐτὸν ἀγαθὸν καὶ ἀληθές.

The good is εὐεστώ, the real stuff of the soul, viz. atoms and void, in
the proper arrangement. The process of discovering the real nature of the
world and that of discovering the ultimate end of human conduct is one
and the same, that of penetrating the shifting screen of phenomena to the
underlying reality.

Vlastos’ account has very considerable attractions. Not only does it
tie together a number of apparently disparate elements in the tradition,
but it systematically applies to the ethics conclusions which follow from
or are at least consistent with the materialistic premisses of Democritus’
cosmology. If he was a consistent materialist he must have held that all
introspectively observable psychical states are at least causally dependent
on physical states of the organism conceived as an aggregate of atoms in
the void. Further, though not required by the theory, the suggestion that
mental disturbance is produced by violent physical motion of atoms in the
soul and happiness by a calm and settled state of the atoms would be a
plausible hypothesis for an atomist. Again, Aristotle’s statement in Meta. �

5 (v. supra) that for Democritus thought was identical with sensation and
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sensation with qualitative change suggests that Vlastos is right in his claim
that according to the theory teaching operates by changing the disposition
of the atoms in the soul. So if Vlastos had been content to advance his
thesis as a conjectural account of what Democritus may have held, if he
applied his principles without inconsistency, it could have been accepted
as providing a useful insight into the possibilities of the atomic theory.
Unhappily, however, he went further, claiming to find in the texts explicit
support for the contention that Democritus in fact made the link between
ethics and physics which his investigations had shown to be possible. Here
his contention becomes unacceptable, for his interpretations of the crucial
texts are in almost every case highly dubious and in some cases clearly
impossible.

The corner-stone of Vlastos’ account is his analysis of the meaning
of the word εὐεστώ, which is given by Diogenes Laertius,⁹ Stobaeus,¹⁰
and Clement of Alexandria¹¹ as Democritus’ synonym for εὐθυμία, was
reputed to be the title of one of the ethical works,¹² and also occurs in
a single fragment, no. 257. Starting from the etymology of the word as
εὐ + ἐστω, literally ‘well-being’, Vlastos draws attention to the use of the
simple ἐστώ by Philolaus¹³ and the compound ἀειεστώ by Antiphon,¹⁴
where ἐστώ has the sense of ‘being’ or ‘substance’, and concludes that
‘To an atomist ἐστώ can mean only one thing; atoms and the void’.
Hence for Democritus εὐεστώ means having the atoms and void of one’s
soul in the proper arrangement. Besides the passage of Philolaus quoted
by Vlastos, and its citation by Photius as a Pythagorean name for the
dyad,¹⁵ ἐστώ occurs uncompounded only once, in a passage of Archytas
preserved by Stobaeus.¹⁶ In Philolaus it has the sense of ϕύσις or oὐσία,
while in Archytas it has the sense of the Aristotelian ὕλη, being contrasted
with μoρϕή and with the efficient cause of change. Vlastos’ interpretation
requires that the element ἐστώ should be used by Democritus in the
compound εὐεστώ in one or other of these senses; to this suggestion there
are serious objections. Firstly, the uncompounded word is not attested for
a writer in any dialect other than Doric. To this Vlastos might reply that he
does not have to claim that Democritus, writing in Ionic, used the Doric
ἐστώ as a technical term, but merely that he took over the sense of the

⁹ IX. 45; DK 68 A 1. ¹⁰ II. 7. 3i; DK 68 A 167. ¹¹ Strom II. 130; DK 68 B 4.
¹² DL IX. 46; DK 68 A 33. Acc. Diogenes the title Eὐεστώ did not appear in Thrasyllus’ catalogue.
¹³ DK 44 B 6. ¹⁴ DK 87 B 22. ¹⁵ LSJ s.v. ii. ¹⁶ I. 41. 2.



pleasure, knowledge, and sensation 7

word as used in Doric philosophical writing to give a special sense to the
standard Ionic εὐεστώ; the tradition¹⁷ of his association with Pythagoreans
and with Philolaos in particular might be held to support this. Yet if this
is to be more than an interesting, but unverifiable, hypothesis it must
have some independent support; Vlastos’ attempt to provide this by his
citation of Antiphon clearly fails, for his use (presumably a coinage) of
ἀειεστώ confirms what is apparent from the standard uses of εὐεστώ, that
when compounded in Attic and Ionic ἐστώ has the sense not of ϕύσις
or ὕλη but of ε

~
ἰναι. ’Aειεστώ is being for ever, just as εὐεστώ is being

in a good state. So far, then, from its being the case that ‘to an atomist
ἐστώ can mean only one thing; atoms and the void,’ it appears that to
Democritus, as much as to anyone else writing in Ionic, ἐστώ as an element
in compounds would most naturally have the sense of the verbal substantive
‘being’, which is no more to be taken to refer to atoms and void than,
say, the noun ‘running’, even though everything which is and everything
which runs are alike composed of atoms and void. Further, εὐεστώ is a
perfectly standard fifth-century word for well-being or prosperity;¹⁸ its use
by Democritus as a synonym for εὐθυμία would not seem to call for the
slightest special explanation. Vlastos’ account of the meaning of εὐεστώ
must, then, be regarded as an unsupported conjecture which on ordinary
scientific principles of simplicity it is safest to reject. It would be justifiable
to reverse this verdict only if the other passages cited by Vlastos, or any
other evidence, provided positive grounds for doing so.

In fact most of the passages quoted by Vlastos give no independent
support to his conjecture; since they may be understood without reference
to that conjecture they support it only if one has already decided on
other grounds to adopt it. Thus there is little independent probability in
Vlastos’ analysis of Diogenes’ description of εὐθυμία as a state in which
γαλην ~ως καὶ εὐσταθ ~ως ἡ ψυχὴ διάγει. From its original Homeric sense
of ‘well-built, firmly-based’, describing the sort of building not liable to be
shaken by e.g. earthquake, εὐσταθής comes to have the regular sense of
‘tranquil’ or ‘settled’, in application to the weather, constitutions of states,
bodily conditions or states of mind; similarly, γαληνής has regularly the
metaphorical sense of ‘gentle’ or ‘calm’ in application to mental states.¹⁹
Admittedly, in fr. 191 Democritus says that excess and deficiency of pleasure

¹⁷ DL IX. 38. ¹⁸ LSJ. ¹⁹ LSJ s.vv.
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impart large movements to the soul, which prevent it from being εὔθυμoς .
Prima facie this seems to support Vlastos, and to suggest that the passage
of Diogenes should be taken in a corresponding sense, but closer attention
to the wording of the fragment indicates a different conclusion. ‘Excess
and deficiency’, says Democritus, ‘tend to be variable and to impart large
movements to the soul; and souls which are moved over large intervals are
neither stable nor happy.’ Vlastos interprets this as saying that souls whose
atoms are in violent motion are not stable, but surely ‘souls which are
moved over large intervals’ is a very odd way of describing souls in that
state. A soul in such a state is not itself moved over a large interval any more
than a city is when all its citizens run about the streets. One might regard
this simply as a pettifogging objection, on the ground that Democritus
clearly means ‘souls whose atoms are moved over large intervals’, but that
notion too seems to fit very oddly into the general context of the atomistic
account of the soul. On this account, the unhappy soul is distinguished
from the happy one by the fact that its atoms move over greater intervals.
But since according to atomic theory all atoms are in perpetual motion²⁰

and soul-atoms are the most mobile of all,²¹ it is hard to see why in terms
of the theory the fact that in some mental states the soul-atoms move
further than in others should be supposed to make the crucial difference
between well-being and misery. Again, since all atoms are in constant
motion, one atom could be said to move further than another only in
the sense that it moved further in one direction before colliding with
another atom. So excess and defect of pleasure must be supposed to space
the atoms out more widely, so that each atom can travel further without
hitting another. There seems to be neither any independent ground for
the suggestion that anything like that was supposed to happen, nor any
obvious reason why an atomist should assume that it must. Of course,
none of these considerations show that it is impossible for Democritus to
have believed something like that, but they show that what purported
to be an obvious and illuminating interpretation of fr. 191 involves a
good deal of unsupported and somewhat implausible reconstruction of the
Democritean view of the soul. It would be simpler to treat the spatial terms
in the fragment as metaphorical, taking μεγάλας κινήσιας as meaning
‘movements from one extreme to the other’, and interpreting the passage

²⁰ Ar. De caelo, 300b8–10; DK 67 A 16. ²¹ Ar. De an. 405a11–13; DK 68 A 101.
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as a whole as follows, that a soul which oscillates from one extreme of
the pleasure-distress scale to the other cannot be stable, just as a pillar
which shakes about, or weather which changes very rapidly, are not
stable.

Other passages cited by Vlastos are equally problematical. Unless one is
already convinced of the truth of his theory, there is small temptation to
understand fr. 187,

ἀνθρώπoις ἁρμόδιoν ψυχ~ης μ~αλλoν ἢ σώματoς λόγoν
πoιε~ισθαι,

in the required sense, viz. ‘It is fitting for men to devise a theory of the soul
rather than of the body’. It seems much better to translate ‘It is fitting for
men to pay more attention to the soul than to the body’, a rendering which
not only gives a standard sense to λόγoν πoιε~ισθαι + gen., while Vlastos’
suggestion would seem to require λόγoν περὶ τ~ης ψυχ~ης πoιε~ισθαι, but
also fits more naturally the rest of the passage, ‘For perfection of soul
remedies bodily defects, but strength of body without intelligence does not
make the soul any better’. Nor does Vlastos’ interpretation of fr. 69,

ἀνθρώπoις πᾶσι τωὐτὸν ἀγαθὸν καὶ ἀληθές · ἡδὺ δὲ ἄλλῳ ἄλλo,

fare much better. His suggestion is that since what is real is atoms and void
(fr. 125), and what is good for man is obviously εὐεστώ, we are here told
that εὐεστώ is identical with some state of atoms and void. But every state
of atoms and void that obtains is true for all men, while on Vlastos’ theory
not every state is good. Thus there is no simple identity between what is
real and what is good. But in any case the sense of the passage requires that
the good and the true should be, not the same as one another but the same
for everyone, as opposed to the pleasant, which varies from one individual
to another. As far as the logic of the passage goes, this would leave it quite
open for the good and the true to be two distinct entities, which both
have the property of being the same for everyone, as e.g. red and green
are the same for everyone while undeniably different from one another.
This passage seems, then, as barren as the others of support for Vlastos’
theory.

This leaves us, finally, with fr. 33,

ἡ διδαχὴ μεταρυσμo~ι τὸν ἄνθρωπoν,μεταρυσμo~υσα δὲ ϕυσιoπoιε~ι,



10 pleasure, knowledge, and sensation

interpreted by Vlastos as saying that teaching alters the physical config-
uration of the soul-atoms and thus creates a new ϕύσις , ‘configuration’
being equivalent to ‘pattern’ or ‘arrangement’. The difficulty here is that
ῥυθμός appears rarely if ever to have the sense of ‘spatial pattern’; apart
from its central senses of ‘rhythm’ and ‘time’, its most common uses are
equivalent to ‘condition’ and to ‘shape’.²² More importantly, it was in the
latter sense that it was used as an atomistic technical term, meaning the
shape of the individual atoms, while the word for their arrangement was
διαθιγή.²³ It would, then, be highly inconsistent for Democritus to use the
verb μεταρυσμόω with the sense of change in the spatial ordering of atoms.
Furthermore, consistently with the technical atomistic usage, the ordinary,
literal meaning of the verb is either generally ‘to change’ or particularly ‘to
change shape’, not ‘to rearrange’. Moreover, like the English ‘re-form’, the
verb has a common use in the sense of ‘amend’, with particular reference
to conduct, which is exactly what is required in this context. If Vlastos is
unwilling to accept that, he must hold that Democritus is here using the
verb in a technical sense inconsistent with his own standard terminology,
or that the verb does have the sense of physical reshaping. The former
alternative is clearly undesirable, as the interpretation was originally held to
be necessary to account for traces of the terminology of the physical theory
in the ethical fragments. But if the latter alternative is accepted, the fragment
must be taken to say that teaching changes the physical shape of the person
taught. Clearly on the normal sense of ‘shape’, viz. the visible outline of
a body, that doctrine is very implausible; while that is of course not to
say that Democritus cannot therefore have held it, it seems perverse to
attribute it to him on the strength of a fragment for which a commonsense
interpretation is available. But to try to evade this conclusion by positing
some special sense of ‘shape’, something like ‘structure’, is in effect to revert
to the first alternative. Instead of being forced to an interpretation of the
fragment by the sense of the words, one is positing unattested senses for the
words in order to fit an already accepted interpretation. It is much simpler
to take the fragment as enunciating the truism that nature and teaching
are not altogether different, since teaching changes a man’s character etc.,
and in so doing makes his nature anew. The sense is thus akin to that of
the traditional saying²⁴ ‘Habit is a second nature’, which no one has been

²² LSJ. ²³ Ar. Meta. 985b4 ff.; DK 67 A 6. ²⁴ LSJ s.v. ἔθoς .
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inclined to take in the sense that habit rearranges the physical elements of
the human organism.²⁵

To sum up, Vlastos’ detailed investigations do not provide any significant
degree of confirmation for what may reasonably be conjectured about
Democritus’ view of the connection between his ethics and his cosmology
as a whole. In particular, he does not add anything to the probability, which
is on general grounds of consistency very considerable, that in atomistic
theory all mental states, including εὐθυμία, are causally dependent on the
shape and disposition of the atoms and void which are the ultimate physical
constituents of the human person, a complex of body and soul. His claim
to produce evidence of the sort of physical state on which εὐθυμία was
held to depend is clearly unfounded.

Other suggestions, of a like degree of plausibility, may readily be made,
e.g. that εὐθυμία depends on a physical state in which the soul-atoms
move in regular motion at moderate speed, in contrast with a state of
violent sensory or other stimulation, in which they are subject to fast and
irregular motion, confirmation for this being sought in the steadiness and
placidity which characterizes the εὔθυμoς ,²⁶ and which is appropriate to
one whose soul is in the former state. But all such speculation is clearly
without foundation; we just do not know what, if anything, Democritus
said about the physical state of the soul of the εὔθυμoς , nor how such a
view, supposing him to have had one, related to his teaching as to how
εὐθυμία ought to be attained. It would seem that we must accept this
agnostic conclusion as the last word on the subject, were it not that some
features of Democritus’ ethical writings show an interesting parallelism with
his epistemology. Some of these features are indeed noticed by both Natorp
and Vlastos, but tend to become obscured in the hunt for the nature of
εὐθυμία. It seems useful, then, to attempt to isolate this parallelism from the
rest of their theories, with a view to delineating it as precisely as possible.

This parallelism is best illuminated via consideration of the fact that
both the ethical and the epistemological theories contain prima facie
contradictions. The contradiction in the ethical theory is put into the
sharpest focus by the juxtaposition of fr. 74,

²⁵ For retractation of this criticism see appendix to chapter 11 of this volume.
²⁶ e.g. frr. 3, 191.
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ἡδὺ μηδὲν ἀπoδέχεσθαι, ἢν μή συμϕέρῃ,

with fr. 188,

ὅρoς συμϕόρων καὶ ἀσυμϕόρων τέρψις καὶ ἀτερπίη.

The latter tells us that the criterion of whether or not something is useful
is that it is pleasant, i.e. presumably that something is useful if and only if
it is pleasant. The former, however, says that some things may be pleasant
but not useful, which is a direct contradiction of our interpretation of
fr. 188. This contradiction is to be resolved by regarding each of these
fragments as dealing with a different aspect of pleasure; 74 is about the
particular action or experience, whose pleasantness or unpleasantness may
be considered without any consideration of its place in the broader context
of the life of the individual, including its effect on the pleasantness and
unpleasantness of other things. 188, on the other hand, is concerned with
the pleasantness or unpleasantness, not of the single action or experience,
but of one’s life considered as a whole; the criterion of whether something
is useful or harmful is whether it is likely to make one’s life as a whole
more or less pleasant, which now allows one to see fr. 74 as consistent with
188, in that something may obviously be pleasant in itself and yet tend
to make one’s life as a whole unpleasant. The sense in which I speak of
the pleasantness of one’s life as a whole is the familiar one in which one
speaks e.g. of enjoying one’s life at university, or finding married life very
pleasant. The relation of this kind of enjoyment to the enjoyment of the
particular activities and experiences composing the whole is complicated;
on the one hand it is clear that in order to have this ‘overall’ enjoyment
one must enjoy a considerable proportion of the particular activities etc.
which make up one’s life, while on the other ‘overall’ enjoyment is not a
simple summation of particular enjoyments, since one does not necessarily
increase one’s ‘overall’ enjoyment by increasing the number or intensity of
one’s particular enjoyments. Even leaving aside questions of satiety, from
the fact that one enjoyed each of twenty strawberries it does not seem to
me to follow that one’s enjoyment of the dish would have been greater had
it contained another one, even though, had there been another one, one
would have enjoyed it too. If this principle holds for such a simple contrast
as that between the enjoyment of a dish and the enjoyment of the individual
parts of the dish, it seems more obviously to hold the more complicated the
context becomes into which the particular enjoyment is fitted. ‘Overall’
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enjoyment is determined not simply by the number and intensity of one’s
particular enjoyments, but also, in some way which is unclear to me, by the
weight or value which certain particular enjoyments assume in one’s life as
a whole. Despite the evidence of the doxographical tradition represented
by Diogenes,²⁷ Cicero²⁸ and Strabo,²⁹ which I judge to have been unduly
influenced by Epicureanism, this idea of overall enjoyment seems nearer
to the sense of εὐθυμία than mere tranquillity. For that view of εὐθυμία
allows us to account for sayings which are quite anomalous on the ‘pure
tranquillity’ view, e.g. fr. 200,

ἀνoήμoνες βιo~υσιν oὐ τερπόμενoι βιoτ~ῃ,³⁰

and the very striking fr. 230,

βίoς ἀνεόρταστoς μακρὴ ὅδoς ἀπανδόκευτoς

where the word ἀνεόρταστoς suggests that feasting and merry-making
and all the usual accompaniments of a religious festival (ἑoρτή), have a
place in the good life. This view has the further advantage of being able
to accommodate those fragments (e.g. 3, 174, 215) which stress the role of
freedom from trouble and fear in the good life, for it is obvious that fear
and worry prevent one from enjoying life. It also enables us to give a good
account of two fragments which we may consider as expanding the advice
of fr. 74 to avoid harmful pleasures, firstly fr. 71,

ἡδoναὶ ἄκαιρoι τίκτoυσιν ἀηδίας ,

and secondly fr. 72,

αἱ περί τι σϕoδραὶ ὀρέξεις τυϕλo~υσιν εἰς τἆλλα τὴν ψυχήν.

We have here two related reasons for avoiding such pleasures, firstly that
they cause positive distress (e.g. a hangover), and secondly that they distract
one from the kind of activity which produces εὐθυμία (including the
pursuit of moderate pleasures, fr. 191). We are thus able to attribute to
Democritus a doctrine which is not only consistent but which gives a good
explanation of the relevant fragments, that while the worth of individual
pleasures is judged by a further criterion, that criterion is provided by
pleasure itself.³¹ It is in this sense, I suggest, that we should interpret the
testimony of Stobaeus³² that εὐθυμία is produced by the distinguishing

²⁷ IX. 45; DK 68 A 1(45). ²⁸ De fin. V. 8. 23: DK 68 A 169.
²⁹ I, p. 61; DK 68 A 168. ³⁰ Fr. 204 is a variant of this. ³¹ See McGibbon [1960].
³² II. 7. 3i; DK 68 A 167.
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and differentiation of pleasures, and is the finest and most useful thing for
men. While the differentiation of pleasures is of course the task of practical
intelligence, the standard by reference to which they are distinguished from
one another is their contribution to the overall enjoyment of life. As the
most useful thing this provides the criterion for the assessment of the value
of particular pleasures (fr. 74), and as the finest thing it provides the supreme
criterion of the moral worth of actions.³³

The contradiction in Democritus’ epistemology is essentially the diffi-
culty that troubled Russell,³⁴ viz. that while all knowledge of the external
world is derived from sense-perception, the evidence of perception itself
forces us to the conclusion that perception cannot be relied upon, from
which it seems to follow that no knowledge of the external world is
possible. This difficulty is vividly expressed in fr. 125, where Galen first of
all quotes the familiar rejection of sensory information,

νόμῳ χρoίη, νόμῳ γλυκύ, νόμῳ πικρόν, ἐτε~ῃ δ’ ἄτoμα καὶ κενόν,

and then gives the reply which Democritus puts into the mouth of the
personified senses,

τάλαινα ϕρήν, παρ’ ἡμέων λαβo~υσα τὰς πίστεις ἡμέας καταβάλλεις ;
πτ ~ωμά τoι τὸ κατάβλημα.

Now in what sense is the atomic theory based on empirical evidence?
Certainly not in the sense that the atoms themselves, and a fortiori their
numbers, movements, shapes, and dispositions, are observable entities. Yet
there are two important ways in which the theory does depend on empirical
observation. Firstly, the starting point of the theory was the attempt to
account for the diversity of phenomena without either succumbing to the
Eleatic elenchus or getting involved in logical difficulties about qualitative
differentiation such as vitiated the similar attempt of Anaxagoras. To this
end the atomists developed an elaborate system of explanations of physical
phenomena by correlation with various dispositions of variously shaped
atoms in the void. But unless one knows enough about the external
world to be able to say what it is that is thus correlated with microscopic
events, this procedure is obviously absurd. Aristotle emphasizes this point in

³³ While this view enables e.g. fr. 207 to be seen as an application of the hedonistic criterion, it is
unlikely that Dem. applied it with perfect consistency (see. frr. 194, 174).

³⁴ An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, London, 1940, introduction p. 15: ‘Naive realism leads to
physics and physics, if true, shows that naive realism is false.’



pleasure, knowledge, and sensation 15

discussing Leucippus;³⁵ in contrast to the Eleatics, who held that perception
is altogether illusory and that the only source of knowledge of the world
is consideration of the logic of the verb ‘is’, Leucippus claimed to have
a theory which agreed with the data of perception, and which accounted
satisfactorily for such basic features of the world of sense as coming into
being, ceasing to exist, motion and the multiplicity of particular things.
Secondly, the atoms themselves and their motion and interaction were
described in terms whose primary application is to the macroscopic world
revealed to the senses, not only in that such adjectives as ‘round’, ‘sharp’,
‘impenetrable’, and ‘regularly-moving’, which derive their sense, directly
or indirectly, from the world of experience, were applied to them, but that
the mechanical processes observed to govern the macroscopic world were
assumed to operate in the microscopic world also, e.g. the assumption that
in the original cosmic whirl the larger atoms would collect together and the
smaller apart from them depends on the assumption that their behaviour
reproduces that of grains in a rotating sieve,³⁶ while the whirl was conceived
on the analogy of an eddy of wind or water, in which the lighter atoms are
thrown out to the circumference, while the others remain in the centre.³⁷
Unless, therefore, the atomic theory admitted sense-perception as a source
of knowledge at least to the extent necessary to give a sense to its central
concepts and to establish the facts which grounded by analogy its main
hypotheses about the microscopic world, it was bound, as Democritus
clearly saw, to refute itself.³⁸

One response to such a situation would be to relapse into complete
scepticism, and a number of fragments might be taken to suggest that
Democritus did indeed do so, e.g. fr. 117,

ἐτε~ῃ δὲ oὐδὲν ἴσμεν. ἐν βυθ ~ῳ γὰρ ἡ ἀλήθεια,

and frr. 6–10 preserved by Sextus Empiricus,³⁹ of which the most striking
is no. 7,

δηλo~ι μὲν δὴ καὶ o
~
ὑτoς ὁ λόγoς, ὅτι ἐτε~ῃ oὐδὲν ἴσμεν περὶ

oὐδενός, ἀλλ’ ἐπιρυσμίη ἑκάστoισιν ἡ δόξις .

Yet to regard Democritus as a sceptic is to ignore the evidence of the
same passage of Sextus that he thought that he had found a way out of

³⁵ GC 325a23 ff.; DK 67 A 7. ³⁶ Fr. 164.
³⁷ Ar. De caelo 295a10–12; cf. DL IX. 31; DK 67 A 1.
³⁸ See von Fritz [1938], 19–30. ³⁹ M VII. 135–40.
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his difficulties in the distinction between σκoτίη and γνησίη γνώμη, the
former being equivalent to ordinary, empirical observation of the world,
while the latter is a theoretical account of things which supplements the
inadequacy of the senses.⁴⁰ This has generally been taken, as indeed it
is by Sextus, as showing that in the last resort Democritus rejected the
senses as unreliable and thought that a true account of things could be
given only by pure reason. We should thus have to interpret him, not as
having believed that he had escaped from his own dilemma, but rather,
after the manner of Wittgenstein in the Tractatus, as having consciously
published a theory containing its own refutation. This interpretation is,
however, open to objection on the grounds that it not only ignores certain
evidence of Democritus’ views on knowledge and perception, especially
that of Sextus himself and of the catalogue of Democritus’ works given
by Diogenes,⁴¹ but also that it involves misinterpretation of the crucial
fr. 11.

To take the latter point first, the fragment presents a contrast, not
between knowledge and ignorance, but between two sorts of γνώμη, of
which the function of the superior is not altogether to discredit the other,
but rather to supplement its inadequacy. It is when the senses are unable
to proceed below a certain level of discrimination (ἐπ’ ἔλαττoν), and
one needs a more precise method of investigation (ἐπὶ λεπτότερoν < δέῃ
ζητε~ιν >), that γνησίη γνώμη takes over. The trouble with the senses,
according to this fragment, is not that they induce one to take illusion for
reality, but that they give only a superficial account of the nature of things,
as opposed to that insight into their real (i.e. microscopic) nature which
the atomic theory provides. Now it is very probable that, like Eddington
in his introduction to The Nature of the Physical World (London, 1935),
Democritus at times used language indicative of a confusion between on
the one hand the contrast between the view of the world given by common
observation and that given by scientific investigation and on the other hand
the quite distinct contrast between the real world and an illusory one. We
can, nonetheless, find evidence that he did hold, perhaps with less than
perfect consistency and clarity, that the senses did give correct information
about the world, and further that their role was in some way central in his
theory of knowledge.

⁴⁰ Fr. 11. ⁴¹ IX. 45–9; DK 68 A 33.
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The evidence from Sextus comes from the same passage. After quoting
the fragment running νόμῳ γλυκύ etc., he continues, ‘And in the work
entitled Kρατυντήρια, although he had undertaken to assign to the senses
control over belief, nevertheless he is found to condemn them,’ illustrating
this by citing another sceptical fragment, no. 9. So one of the themes of
that work was to show that the senses had in some sense the last word in
the acquisition of knowledge. The title of this work is significant; it would
appear to mean literally either ‘strengthening, establishing securely’, or else
‘getting control’, while in the catalogue given by Diogenes the title has a
note to the effect that it was ‘critical of what had been said before’. Two
interpretations of this seem possible, either that it was a work of criticism of
his predecessors, or else that it consisted of criticism of his own doctrines;
to a work of the former character a title with the sense of overthrowing
or refuting would appear more appropriate, while a work establishing
one’s own views by criticism of one’s earlier writings might well be called
‘Strengthening Arguments’. In a work of either kind the vindication of
the senses could naturally play an important role, either against the Eleatic
attack, as in the work of Leucippus referred to by Aristotle,⁴² or against
what he may have come to regard as somewhat misleading overstatements
in his own works. In any case, the significance of this work for the present
argument is that Democritus held the doctrine of the supremacy of sense-
perception with sufficient confidence to use it in criticism either of himself
or of others.

Yet how could that doctrine be consistent with the general principles
of atomistic epistemology, and in particular with the contrast between
γνησίη and σκoτίη γνώμη? I suggest that the complete story is as follows.
We begin with the commonsense picture of the world, in which the
information provided by the senses is accepted without question. Various
considerations, including Eleatic puzzles about plurality and about coming-
to-be, and perhaps also considerations of the subjectivity of such sensory
data as tastes and colours,⁴³ lead to dissatisfaction with this picture. A
theory of the basic constitution of things is then developed which, taking
the commonsense picture as its starting point, remedies its deficiencies by
showing (a) how the phenomena simply presented by the commonsense

⁴² DK 67 A 7.
⁴³ Sext. PH II. 63; DK 68 A 134: Theophr. De sens. 63; DK 68 A 135.
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picture are explained and (b) how the difficulties of that picture are
eliminated by the postulating of certain fundamental entities and natural
laws. Yet though these fundamental entities are unobservable, or at least
unobserved, this second, scientific picture of the world is still ‘under the
control of the senses’, in two ways. Firstly, since one of the purposes of
the theory is to explain the phenomena, any failure to take account of
any phenomenon or set of phenomena counts against the theory, either
in the sense that it is insufficiently general or, more seriously, that it is
directly falsified. Secondly, since the behaviour of the fundamental entities
is assumed to be governed by the physical laws of the phenomenal world,
any explanation which required a breach of those laws, as discerned by
sensory observation, would be illegitimate. Yet clearly, in carrying out
this ‘controlling’ function the senses are subject to the familiar weaknesses
which are the product of the dependence of the observer on the physical
environment, and hence the theory as a whole can be asserted with only
that degree of confidence which those weaknesses allow. This, it seems to
me, is the explanation of how it is that Democritus, in maintaining the
‘control of the senses over belief ’, can yet be represented as ‘condemning’
them. For this condemnation comes to no more than this, that we can never
know anything with absolute certainty, but only what changes according
to the interaction of the atoms within and external to us.⁴⁴ The point of
this is not to deny altogether the possibility of knowledge, still less to refuse
to recognize sense-perception as a source of veridical information; rather
it is to point out the necessary limitations of knowledge which depends
ultimately on that source.

It is here, I think, that we have the explanation of the apparent
inconsistencies in Aristotle’s account of Democritus’ epistemology. At
De an. 404a 27 ff.⁴⁵ and again at Meta. � 5, 1009b 12 ff.⁴⁶ he says that
Democritus held that all sensation is veridical, while in the immediately
preceding sentence of Meta. � he cites Democritus as saying that either
nothing is true or that it (i.e. presumably everything) is unclear to us. In
themselves these remarks might be taken to describe the same sceptical
position, viz. that since there is no criterion of truth by which the data
of sensation can be assessed, one may say indifferently that nothing at all
is true or that whatever is given in sensation is true. Democritus’ position

⁴⁴ Fr. 9. ⁴⁵ DK 68 A 101. ⁴⁶ DK 68 A 112.
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would then be the same as that of Protagoras.⁴⁷ This cannot, however,
be an adequate picture; not only do both Sextus⁴⁸ and Plutarch⁴⁹ say
that Democritus argued against Protagoras, but Aristotle twice refers to
Democritus in GC in a way inconsistent with this interpretation. The first
passage is that already referred to,⁵⁰ in which Leucippus is credited with
the construction of a theory which reconciled the phenomena revealed by
perception with the logical requirements of Eleatic monism; it is reasonable
to assume that, while crediting Leucippus with the invention of this theory,
Aristotle means here to describe Democritus’ views also, since at the
beginning of the chapter the theory later outlined as that of Leucippus is
introduced as that of Leucippus and Democritus. The second passage,⁵¹
referring explicitly to both, says that since they held that all perception
is veridical, they developed their theory to account for the fact that the
data of perception are often contradictory. We can now see how they
could combine belief in the truth of their theory with the doctrine that
‘truth is in the appearances’, viz. by the belief that conflict between the
data of perception could not be resolved by showing that one perceptual
judgement was truer than another, but only by showing how each of
the conflicting perceptual claims arose from the interaction of the atoms
of the observer and of his environment. Every individual has his own
commonsense picture of the world, none of which is truer than any other;
the only intersubjectively true picture is the scientific one, which can
however claim to be true only insofar as it provides an explanation of
every commonsense picture, an explanation moreover which depends for
its verification on the same potentially conflicting data of perception. The
theory is ‘under the control of the senses’ in that it ultimately relies on
empirical confirmation, while at the same time being required to explain
all sensory phenomena, none of which can be regarded as more veridical
than another. Yet if no empirical judgment is truer than any other, there
can be no empirical confirmation of any scientific theory. There is thus a
fatal inconsistency in the theory,⁵² of which Democritus may perhaps have
been at least dimly aware.

The parallel with the treatment of pleasure should now be clear. In
discovering the truth about the world the unreflective man naturally

⁴⁷ Philoponus In De an. p. 71, 19 ff.; DK 68 A 113. ⁴⁸ M VII. 389; DK 68 A 114.
⁴⁹ Col. 1108f; DK 68 B 156. ⁵⁰ 325a23 ff.; DK 67 A 7.
⁵¹ 314a21 ff.; DK 67 A 9. ⁵² Cf. Theophr. De sens. 69; DK 68 A 135.
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assumes that its nature is completely revealed by sense-perception; in the
sphere of action his natural impulse is to pursue whatever is immediately
pleasant. In each case, however, a rational theory intervenes, showing in the
first case that the sensory picture of the world is not completely satisfactory
and in the second that a life spent in the pursuit of every immediate
pleasure will become unliveable. Yet in neither case is the original impulse
so much abrogated as developed to embrace the insight of the new theory.
In the cognitive field sense-perception finds its place in controlling the
explanatory functioning of the theory in the ways sketched above, while
in the sphere of action pleasure gains its position as the criterion of right
conduct when its sense has been widened from the enjoyment of a particular
action or experience to the enjoyment of life as a whole. Like Vlastos, I see
confirmation of this parallelism in fr. 69,

ἀνθρώπoις π~ασι τωὐτὸν ἀγαθὸν καὶ ἀληθές. ἡδὺ δὲ ἄλλῳ ἄλλo,

which I, however, interpret in a rather reduced sense. The essential points
seem to me to be, firstly, the contrast between qualities inherent in an object
irrespective of the observer and those which vary in different observation-
situations (the νόμῳ–ἐτε~ῃ contrast), and secondly, the conjunction in the
first clause of ἀγαθόν and ἀληθές , the objects respectively of practical
activity and of cognitive reasoning. The thought appears to be this, that
in the practical and theoretical spheres the same contrast applies between
the state of affairs as immediately (and misleadingly) apprehended and the
true state of affairs which can be grasped only through reflection, and
that the man who takes immediate pleasure as the only or the chief guide
to action is making the same sort of mistake as the man who takes the
commonsense picture of the world as revealed by the senses as adequate. If
we bear in mind the close association on the part of some earlier thinkers
of pleasure and pain with αἴσθησις ⁵³ (probably undifferentiated between
the senses of ‘perception’ and ‘sensation’), this parallelism will not seem
particularly far-fetched. A similar strain of thought may be discerned in the
Phaedo, especially at 81b–83d, where bodily pleasure and sense-perception
are inextricably interwoven; the effect of relying on these is that one comes
to believe that the things which cause pleasure and pain are ‘clearest and
truest’ (83c7), and thinks that ‘whatever the body says is true’ (d 6); in

⁵³ Theophr. De sens. 16; DK 31 A 86 (on Empedocles & Anaxagoras).



pleasure, knowledge, and sensation 21

contrast, philosophy, in freeing the soul from the tyranny of the body,
shows that ‘investigation by means of the eyes and ears and the other senses
is full of deception’ (a4–5). For Democritus, the unreflective man believes
that whatever αἴσθησις tells him, whether that this apple is sweet or that
the pleasure of drinking is worth pursuing, is true. Rational reflection,
however, shows that one should rely, not on any αἴσθησις , but (a) on
perceptual judgements which verify the atomic theory, and (b) on the
overall enjoyment of one’s life. The parallel must not be pressed too far,
since it also appears that Democritus held, inconsistently with the above,
that every perceptual judgement was true, whereas there is no indication
from the ethical fragments that he held that every judgement of the worth
of an individual action was in the same way true. The ethical theory is
therefore saved, perhaps by its very lack of sophistication compared with
the physical theory, from the self-refutation to which the latter eventually
succumbs.

Further confirmation of this parallelism may, I suggest, be derived
from the remarks on criteria with which Sextus closes the account of
Democritus to which we have already referred.⁵⁴ Citing as his authority a
certain Diotimus,⁵⁵ he says that Democritus recognized three criteria:

τ~ης μὲν τ ~ων ἀδήλων καταλήψεως τὰ ϕαινόμενα − − − ζητήσεως

δὲ τὴν ἔννoιαν − − − αἱρέσεως δὲ καὶ ϕυγ~ης τὰ πάθη.

The first clause gives exactly the sense outlined above; ‘the conception
of things unseen’, i.e. a theory of the unobservable ‘real nature’ of things,
is judged adequate or inadequate according to its ability to account for
sensible phenomena. The πάθη, by which is apparently meant pleasure
and distress, are the criteria of choice and aversion in that Democritus’
practical theory is a hedonistic one. Finally (following the hint given by
Sextus’ reference to Plato, Phaedr. 237b7–c1) the criterion of the worth of
an investigation is one’s conception of the nature of its object. The other
two criteria represent the application of this methodological principle to
theoretical and practical investigations respectively.

Our conclusion, then, is that the view of Dyroff and Bailey that there is
no connection, or only a loose connection, between Democritus’ physical
and ethical theories cannot be upheld. On the other hand, the attempts of

⁵⁴ DK 68 A 111. ⁵⁵ See DK c. 76.
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Natorp and Vlastos to locate the connection in Democritus’ conception of
the good for man, while not without inherent plausibility, appear not to be
substantiated by the evidence cited in their support. Rather the connection
is that both theories may be regarded as examples of an epistemological
method in which unreflecting reliance on the data of sensation is replaced
by reliance on a rational theory, which yet depends on sensation in that
(a) the physical theory is subject to empirical verification and (b) the good
for man is identical with pleasure in the sense of the enjoyment of life.

Afterword pp. 10–11 For an illuminating discussion of Democritus’ clas-
sification of the properties of atoms and of the terminology in which he
designated them see Mourelatos [2005].
p. 14 ‘logical difficulties about qualitative differentiation such as vitiated the
similar attempt of Anaxagoras’. In Taylor [1997], ch. 6, pp. 213–15, I argue
that in fact Anaxagoras’ physical theory allows him to give an adequate
account of the qualitative differentiation of physical types.




