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1. His character can be seen from his writing. (DL 9.38)

δη
�
λ�ν δ �ε κ 	ακ τω

�
ν συγγραµµα� των ��ι�ς 	ην.

2. Men remember one’s mistakes rather than one’s successes. . . . (fr. 265)

θρωπ�ι µεµν �εαται µα
�
λλ�ν �η τω

�
ν ε 	υ

�
πεπ�ιηµ �ενων.

Research into the life and work of Democritus, best known of the Greek
atomists, is sadly hampered by the one-sided nature of his extant writings;
a fair amount of his ethical work remains, but his scientific theories are
known only from secondhand sources.1 The relationship between his work
and his biography, therefore, can only partially be recovered, although the
secondary sources do, in many cases, amply reveal the biographical mind
at work. We begin with his early life.
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DATE, TEACHERS, AND
PHILOSOPHICAL RELATIONSHIPS

Democritus himself gives us some indication of his age and era. In his
Lesser World System, Democritus says he was forty years younger than
Anaxagoras, giving himself a birth date of about 460–57 BCE. This agrees
with the Eightieth Olympiad birth date given by Apollodorus and is
generally accepted.2

Democritus is almost universally regarded as a native of Abdera,3 and
his father’s name is given as either Hegesistratus, Athenocritus, or Dama-
sippus.4 From the biographies, we can infer that, as usual, his father was a
man of wealth and influence, further said to have entertained Xerxes (DL
9.34–36). Traditionally, it was through his family friendship that Democri-
tus received his early training; the biographers tell us that Xerxes left
behind Magi and Chaldaeans who taught Democritus astronomy and
theology. The story seems to have originated with Valerius Maximus for,
although Diogenes Laertius in making the statement (9.34) refers his
readers to Herodotus, he gives no specific citation.5 The passages of
Herodotus generally thought germane are 7.109, which discusses Xerxes’
route toward Greece, including Abdera, and 8.120, which speaks of Xer-
xes’ possible return route to Persia, again through Abdera. Perhaps
Diogenes Laertius assumes that it was during one of these marches that
Xerxes left the Magi and Chaldaeans behind in the household. However,
the dates are rather problematic, given that Xerxes’ war on Greece is
dated to 480 BCE; given Democritus’ accepted birth date (460–57 BCE),
the Magi and Chaldaeans would have had to linger in the household some
twenty-five years for Democritus to have benefited by their presence.6

There is, in fact, little support for the story of Democritus’ eastern tutors,
especially when, as we will see, they are used to support questionable
stories of Democritus’ magic powers. Furthermore, the tradition of teach-
ers from the east amounts to a general topos common in the lives of the
philosophers, in which east meets west. In the life of Pythagoras, for
example, Diogenes Laertius, discussing Pythagoras’ travel and education
(8.3), states that after a sojourn in Egypt, Pythagoras visited the Magi and
Chaldaeans. This reoccurring topos, of archaic philosophers who learn
from eastern wise men, is also seen in the life of Thales, Plato, and Pyrrho,
among others. It should be regarded not as biographically true, but rather
as anecdotally popular, part of the larger east-west topos common in the
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lives of the philosophers, although more applicable for some philosophers
than for others.7

We have little reliable information about Democritus’ training or teach-
ers, although Diogenes Laertius gives us a wealth of information on these
subjects, albeit in confused and confusing fashion. Summarily put, from
Diogenes Laertius we have reports that Democritus was a student of
Leucippus (9.34), of Anaxagoras (9.24), of Pythagoras or of “Pythagore-
ans” (9.38), and of Oenopides (9.41), whom “he mentions.”

Diogenes Laertius, with his vague allusion to Oenopides, immediately
alerts us to the characteristic methodology of biographers and their
sources, which is to invent a relationship between their subject and any
person mentioned in the subject’s work, as we saw for Empedocles and his
“student” Pausanias.8 As we will see, the dangers of this method increase
when forgeries and false attributions of the subject’s work abound, as they
do for Democritus.9 In the works of Democritus now considered genuine,
however, there is no mention of Oenopides. The tradition of Oenopides
as Democritus’ teacher, therefore, may have originated with a pseudo-
Democritean text that mentions Oenopides, just as the name of Plato’s
teacher, Dionysus, was derived from the pseudo-Platonic Amatores, which
mentions Dionysus as a teacher.10

Conversely, the identification of Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher
may reflect a different direction in methodology and in the biographical
tradition that exists for Democritus. In the biographies, Oenopides is
frequently linked with Pythagoras, whose astronomical and mathematical
theories he is said either to have stolen or to have agreed with.11 One
source links Pythagoras, Oenopides, and Democritus as philosophers who
traveled east to gain mathematical and astronomical knowledge, particu-
larizing the east-west topos in the lives of these three philosophers, ex-
plaining the identification of Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher in Diog-
enes Laertius, and linking three philosophers not usually associated, by
their eastern travels.12 The other similarities in the lives of Pythagoras and
Democritus that result from the use of Pythagoras’ life as model for Demo-
critus are discussed later in this chapter.

Another philosopher “mentioned” by Democritus, according to Diog-
enes Laertius, was Protagoras (9.41). Elsewhere, Democritus is said to be
Protagoras’ teacher: as the story goes, Democritus was so taken with
Protagoras’ skills as a porter that he adopted Protagoras as a student.13 The
association of Democritus and Protagoras probably stems not from philo-
sophical similarities or shared doctrines, but from shared citizenship, as
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both were from Abdera.14 It was not uncommon in the biographies for the
fame of one citizen to reflect upon a fellow citizen, as indeed we saw in the
shared fame of the fellow Sicilians Empedocles, Hieron, and Theron.15

Otherwise, the account of a student-teacher relationship between Demo-
critus and Protagoras has little to recommend it.

As Diogenes Laertius continues his account, he tells us that Democritus
also mentions Zeno and Parmenides and their doctrine of the One. He
explains that “they were the most talked about people of his day” (9.41).
Typically, it is their notoriety, and not their philosophy, that Diogenes
Laertius emphasizes. Such notoriety, if it did exist and was of interest to
Democritus, would rest in their philosophical doctrine of the indivisible
One, which neither comes into being nor changes, a belief that other
philosophers, including atomists such as Democritus, would henceforth of
necessity address.16 If Democritus did indeed mention Zeno and Par-
menides, either personally or as the spokesman of the Eleatic school associ-
ated with them, those remarks are now lost to us. We can only posit their
philosophical influence on Democritus as on other philosophers of the era.
There is not, however, any necessity, other than biographical, to adduce a
personal relationship between them, as does Diogenes Laertius.17

However, Diogenes Laertius’ account still functions usefully as an ex-
ample of biographical method in general and of the topos in which philo-
sophical influence is elaborated into a personal relationship in particular.
For in the next report, we find that Anaxagoras is also mentioned as one of
Democritus’ teachers and that this relationship is also complicated by a
series of overlapping biographical conventions. As we begin to separate
teachers and biographical traditions, we find that several variations of the
student-teacher topos exist in the life of Democritus for several different
reasons. So far, we have seen that mentioning someone (and, as we will see,
not mentioning someone) was acceptable grounds for assuming personal or
professional relationships (Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher, for example)
that shared citizenship could be elaborated into a student-teacher relation-
ship (Democritus as Protagoras’ teacher), and that a student-teacher rela-
tionship could be inferred from philosophical beliefs or reactions to other
philosophical beliefs (e.g., Democritus’ atomic theory in reply to Parmen-
ides and Zeno on the doctrine of the indivisible One becomes a biographi-
cal tradition of Parmenides as Democritus’ teacher).

Many of these relationships, as noted, are introduced by vague phrases,
such as “others mention” or “it is said,” and here too, we find Diogenes
Laertius using similar phrasing. Diogenes Laertius tells us that Democritus
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“met” Anaxagoras and Leucippus, two philosophers who, again, are not
usually associated by location, dates, or philosophical beliefs.18 Anaxag-
oras, unfortunately, is notoriously hard to date and cannot be ruled out on
chronological grounds alone, although I follow Kirk and Raven19 in assign-
ing him dates of ca. 500–428 BCE, with a floruit of ca. 480 BCE, which
places his birth date roughly forty years after that of Democritus. So while
it is not chronologically impossible for the two to have met, there is no
real evidence for it, even if we assume, as many do, that Democritus
traveled to Athens at least once (a rather dubious fragment, discussed
later in this chapter, states that “I came to Athens and no one knew me.”)
Furthermore, the association of Anaxagoras with Leucippus in Diogenes
Laertius’ account leads us to believe that the impetus behind reports of a
meeting are philosophical in nature, rather than personal, a meeting of
minds rather than of persons. With this meeting, we have representatives
of the philosophers and philosophies most concerned with a response to
the idea of the Eleatic school. Anaxagoras, according to the extant frag-
ments of his work we now possess, responded to Parmenides and the
Eleatic school, as did atomists such as Democritus and Leucippus, but in
rather stronger terms. Anaxagoras challenged the Parmidean doctrine of
the indivisible One by positing an indefinite number of elemental ingredi-
ents or “numberless seeds.” Furthermore, this last phrase, if it belongs to
the vocabulary of Anaxagoras himself (or to scholastic periphrasis, i.e.,
the scholiast on Gregorius Nazianzenus who preserved the argument20),
may have suggested use of the characteristic atomic vocabulary to the
biographers and thus strengthened the notion of an association between
Anaxagoras and Leucippus to combat the Parmenidean doctrine of the
One. However, Anaxagoras’ reputed relationship with Democritus, as we
will see, is not an easy one to catalogue.

In any case, Diogenes Laertius so often introduces his less credible discus-
sions of students and their teachers by alleging that one philosopher
“heard” or “met” or “followed” another that his phrasing supports the
notion that such relationships should be understood as one of intellectual,
rather than personal, influence. The motives behind establishing such a
relationship, as we have seen, are variable.21 They may be purely biographi-
cal, an honest attempt to identify the subject’s teachers or students22 or they
may be doxographical, an attempt to establish chronological and philo-
sophical links between generations and schools of philosophers, to, as
Fairweather has it, “replace the complications of historical reality with a
semblance of order.”23 Here, Democritus chronologically and philosophi-
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cally follows Anaxagoras, as Protagoras follows him. Such reports may,
however, be an attempt to exalt or diminish one philosopher at the expense
of another, as the report that Democritus derived his philosophy from
Pythagoras seeks to exalt Pythagoras at the expense of a diminished Democ-
ritus.24 Or the report may attempt to defame both parties, often by the
suggestion of a rather more intimate relationship between the two, as in the
case of Plato and Aster, a student of astronomy.25 Elsewhere, the report of
one philosopher as the student of another is used specifically to refute some
aspect of either philosopher’s work.

The last motive is part of a larger biographical topos, that of the feud or
contest. Feuds, literary, philosophical, or intellectual, exist as far back as
the lives of Homer and Hesiod. They are often supported by false or
suspicious evidence, such as the Certamen or Contest between Homer and
Hesiod or the letters between Thales and Pherycedes;26 by confronta-
tional anecdotes,27 as in the several personal scenes of confrontation
recorded for Plato and Aristippus; or by the many reported instances of
book burning and charges of plagiarism that occur in the biographies as,
for example, in the many reports of Plato’s philosophical thefts from
Pythagoras, works which he then claimed as his own.28 Within the frame-
work of the feud, different schools may feud against each other, using a
representational spokesman, or the feud may represent doctrinal differ-
ences between philosophers that have been elaborated into personal,
hostile relationships.29

This latter example seems to have occurred in the reported feud between
Democritus and Anaxagoras, to which Diogenes Laertius devotes a special
section (9.35). After introducing Anaxagoras as Democritus’ teacher,
Diogenes Laertius questions that report: How, he asks his readers, could this
be the case, when Democritus criticized Anaxagoras for having a “spite”
against him because Anaxagoras did not “take” to him? Philosophically
speaking, Democritus’ resolution of the Eleatic controversy in ways differ-
ent from Anaxagoras30 would, biographically, account for the feud between
them, just as his reworking of Pythagorean theory to resolve that contro-
versy would account for the tradition of his study with Pythagoras.31

Diogenes Laertius’ hesitation to accept the tradition of Anaxagoras as
Democritus’ teacher rings true, even if his reason (spite) does not. The
tradition is not any more convincing to the modern reader: Diogenes
Laertius could not reconcile rumors of their personal enmity with a student-
teacher relationship; we cannot imagine a student-teacher relationship
based either upon a feud or upon a philosophical response to theory.
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What we have seen, so far, is the biographical danger of one philoso-
pher meeting or mentioning another. Democritus meets Anaxagoras and
Leucippus and becomes their student; he mentions Oenopides and be-
comes his. As it turns out, however, not meeting or not mentioning a
philosopher is an equally hazardous experience, at least in the biographi-
cal world.

For between Diogenes Laertius’ discussion of Democritus’ relationship
with Anaxagoras in 9.34–35 and his discussion of Democritus’ relation-
ship with Oenopides, Protagoras, Parmenides, and Zeno in 9.41–42 come
several anecdotes that deal with the relationship between Democritus and
Plato. It quickly emerges that their relationship is one of hostility, even
bitterness. Citing Aristoxenus as his source, Diogenes Laertius tells us that
Plato wanted to collect all of Democritus’ work to burn it. Diogenes
Laertius further tells us that there is “clear evidence” for Plato’s hostility,
which he finds in the fact that, although Plato speaks of almost all the
early philosophers, he never mentions Democritus. To clarify matters and
to further emphasize his point, Diogenes Laertius (9.40) tells us that, in
fact, Plato deliberately excluded any mention of Democritus so he would
not have to match wits with Democritus, the “prince of philosophers.”

Such rivalry between philosophers, explicit in the later statement about
matching of wits, is a common topos in the biographies, and Plato is quite
often at the heart of them. The feud between Plato and Democritus, in
truth, greatly resembles that between Plato and Xenophon and is a common
feature of both their biographies. In Diogenes Laertius, the two are charac-
terized as bitter rivals, and, as here, evidence for their feud is found in the
fact that neither philosopher mentions the other. The report of their rivalry
and hostility was treated so seriously that some of each man’s work was
taken as a critical, philosophical response to the other. Xenophon’s Cyro-
paedia, for example, was considered to have been written to criticize Plato’s
Republic.32

Should we find it odd or telling that Plato fails to mention Democri-
tus? Not at all, according to Riginos, given the different interests of the
two philosophers.33 Riginos attributes the report of their rivalry in Diog-
enes Laertius to the “malicious fabrications” of Diogenes Laertius’ source,
Aristoxenus, a malice that traces back to the feud between Plato and
Aristippus and their rival theories on the highest good.34 Their feud,
then, originates in intellectual or philosophical differences that were then
elaborated into personal quarrels and vendettas. Plato’s desire to burn
Democritus’ books is a striking example of a further elaboration of the
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topos, an attempt to give it concrete, physical form. However it is by no
means unusual in feuds of this sort. For although few books, if any, were
actually burned, the biographers give us a wealth of philosophers reput-
edly driven to this extreme: Aristotle wanted to burn Plato’s works,
Protagoras wanted to burn Plato’s and Democritus’ work, and the Athe-
nians wanted to burn his.35

In the life of Democritus, Plato is thwarted in his desire for a book
burning by the Pythagorean philosophers Cliteas and Amyclas, who argue
not in terms of right and wrong, but of utility. There is no use in burning
the works, they declare, because they have already been widely dissemi-
nated and discussed. Their intervention and the fact that it is Pythagore-
ans who intervene introduce a further, doxographical, almost genealogi-
cal, aspect to the feud. Democritus’ use of Pythagorean theory (which
amounts to a biographical vindication of Pythagoras, if a slight diminish-
ing of Democritus) perhaps led later Pythagorean writers to anecdotally
claim and defend Democritus while addressing the famous feud between
Plato and Pythagoras. Plato was often accused of stealing Pythagorean
theory and presenting it as his own. Their rivalry often led to anecdotal
confrontations between the two schools, usually informed by later literary
and philosophical attempts to prove Plato as good or as competent a
philosopher as Pythagoras.36 Plato’s desire to burn Democritus’ work em-
phasizes the tradition of Plato’s jealousy of Democritus, as does the “evi-
dence” found in the fact that Plato never mentions him.37

In short: in biographical terms, Democritus could not have been
Anaxagoras’ student because he criticized Anaxagoras, but he could have
been a Pythagorean, because he admired Pythagoras. In fact, another
source, Thrasyllus, rather wistfully remarks that, had it not been for chro-
nological differences, Democritus could have been Pythagoras’ student.
(Apparently, there were some chronological problems that not even the
biographers could explain away.) In the case of Oenopides and Plato, we
find reasoning of a similar sort: Democritus could have been the student of
Oenopides because he mentions Oenopides; he engaged in rivalry with
Plato, because Plato does not mention him. So bitter was their rivalry, so
intense was Plato’s jealousy, in fact, that Plato had to be restrained from
burning Democritus’ work by certain Pythagoreans, who may have been
defending Pythagoras or at least attacking Pythagoras’ rival (Plato) by
defending Plato’s enemy (Democritus). Protagoras, sometimes presented
as Democritus’ student, at other times wished to burn Democritus’ work
too, for reasons as yet unknown. In conclusion, we may simply say that, in
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discussions of philosophical succession and relationships between philoso-
phers, the more sensational the account, the better, as far as the biogra-
phers were concerned. The most we can hope for as readers is a hint here
and there of the philosophical influence one philosopher’s theories had
upon another, and even that is too often colored by sensationalism to be
truly helpful. But it does make for a good read.38

Having finished the reports of Democritus as the student of Anaxag-
oras, Pythagoras, Pythagoreans, and Oenopides, we are left only with the
tradition of Leucippus, whom Democritus is also said to have met, as his
teacher. Given what we know of the work and chronology of these two
early atomists, this is the only tradition that makes sense, and only if, once
again, we understand “teacher” to mean intellectual and philosophic influ-
ence. Leucippus, a slightly older contemporary of Democritus, whose
floruit we date to ca. 440 BCE, is almost universally regarded as the
originator of atomic theory, expounded in the work known as the Greater
World System and perhaps elaborated by Democritus in his own Lesser
World System. Leucippus too was forced to respond to the Eleatic ques-
tion, specifically on the existence of change and movement, which he
found in the arrangement and rearrangement of atoms, and which ac-
counts for change in the greater world. Leucippus and Democritus are
mentioned almost in the same breath by ancient writers, and it is hard
indeed to distinguish between the two in terms of their contributions to
atomic theory. It is perhaps only by chronology that Leucippus, as the
elder, is thought to be Democritus’ teacher. The relationship between the
two, if indeed it existed, is now impossible to comment on.

TRAVEL AND FAMILY

Democritus, according to Diogenes Laertius, purposefully continued his
education through travel.39 By tradition and according to Diogenes Laer-
tius, Democritus traveled extensively: to Egypt, to learn geometry; to the
Red Sea and Persia, to learn from the Chaldaeans; to India, to learn from
the gymnosophists; perhaps even to Ethiopia, for studies unspecified. Al-
though travel, especially to the east, is a standard part of the biographical
scheme for philosophers, Democritus’ travel is unusual in its extent.40

When one turns to Democritus for work that might reflect his travel, we
predictably find several statements, or at least titles, to support his charac-
terization as world traveler.
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3. I, of all the men during my time, have traveled most on earth, and
inquired into things most distant, and have seen the greatest number of
climates and lands, and listened to the greatest number of learned men,
and in compositions to display my findings, no one has ever surpassed me,
not even those called Arpedonaptae in Egypt. With these, I lived some
eighty years on foreign soil. (fr. 299)

ε	γ �ω δ �ε τω
�
ν κατ	 ε	µαυτ ��ν 	ανθρ �ωπων γη

�
ν πλε�ιστην ε	πεπλανησα� µην

�ιστ�ρ �εων τ �α µ �ηκιστα κα�ι 	α �ερας τε κα�ι γ �εας πλε�ιστας ε	ι
�
δ�ν κα�ι λ�γ�ιων

	ανδρω
�
ν πλε�ιστων ε	π �ηκ�υσα κα�ι γραµµ �εων συνθ �εσι�ς µετ �α 	απ�δε�ι�εως

� 	υδε�ις κ �ω µε παρ �ηλλα�εν � 	υδ	 ��ι Α	ιγυπτ�ιων καλε ��µεν�ι 	Αρπεδ�να� π-
ται� σ �υν τ�ι

�
ς δ	 ε	π�ι πα

�
σιν ε	π	 �ετεα † �	γδ �ωκ�ντα ε	π�ι �ε�ινης ε	γεν �ηθην	.

4. On Meroe. (fr. 299a)

Περ�ι τω
�
ν Μερ ��η

5. Circumnavigation of the ocean. (fr. 299b)

	Ωκεαν�υ
�
περ�ιπλ�υς

6. An account of Chaldaea. (fr. 299d)

�αλδαι�κ ��ς λ ��γ�ς

7. An account of Phrygia. (fr. 299e)

Φρ �υγι�ς λ ��γ�ς

Here, one thinks, is proof of Democritus’ extended travel, although
Diogenes Laertius (9.49) is oddly hesitant in introducing it, remarking,
“Some include as separate items in the list of his works the following
(citations 3–7) from his notes.” In fact, these particular fragments come to
us from work now considered doubtful if not downright spurious and are
not part of the work considered genuine.41 Of the entire (genuine)
Democritean corpus, a collection of some 298 fragments, only two speak
of travel to foreign lands and only in the most general, axiomatic manner.

8. Life in a foreign land teaches self-sufficiency, for bread and a mattress of
straw are the sweetest cures for hunger and fatigue. (fr. 246)
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�ενιτε�ιη !�ι�υ α 	υτα� ρκειαν διδα� σκει� µα
�
"α γ �αρ κα�ι στι! �ας λιµ�υ

�
κα�ι

κ ��π�υ γλυκ �υτατα 	ια� µατα.

9. To a wise man, the whole earth is open. For a good soul, the entire
cosmos is his native land. (fr. 247)

	ανδρ�ι σ��ω
�
ι πα

�
σα γη

�
!ατ �η� ψυ$η

�
ς γ �αρ 	αγαθη

�
ς πατρ�ις �� � �υµπας

κ ��σµ�ς.

Citations 8 and 9 are, as stated, considered genuine; need they, how-
ever, speak of or from personal experience? An argument might be made for
the personal validity of citation 8 although its moral, like that of citation 9,
is gnomic in nature, a universal and timeless reflection not tied to specific
location, time, or event. However, the evidence of the spurious fragments,
taken with the genuine ones, suggests a different conclusion, that state-
ments and fragments had to be found (or produced) as evidence for Democ-
ritus’ travel since it did not exist in his genuine work. We could, of course,
accept all the fragments as genuine proof for the tradition of extensive
travel, although few scholars have been willing to do so. If we reject the
fragments, may we not also reject the tradition that they support?42 To my
mind, the tradition of extensive travel is as doubtful as the spurious frag-
ments and exists only as examples of biographical and methodological
elaboration of the biographical tradition for Democritus, couched anecdot-
ally and by topoi such as travel to the east.

The topos of travel, especially that of travel to the east, surfaces here in
the life of Democritus in the form of concrete anecdotes, those that give
body and substance to some facet of the subject’s work. Such anecdotes
are by no means uncommon and often function in just this circular man-
ner, as we see in the life of Solon. First, biographical inferences are drawn
from Solon’s extant work, for example, when Solon speaks of himself as a
defender of Athens. This statement and its inferences then establish and
strengthen the tradition of Solon as a democratic reformer. Next, the
biographers attribute to Solon specific political actions and reforms. Fi-
nally, they support those attributions by reference to the original work
from which the statement and the inferences were drawn.43

My argument here, concerning Democritus’ travel and the false frag-
ments that support it, is that the biographical process may also function in
reverse. That is, the tradition may generate the text, rather than the text
the tradition, as usually happens. We have seen at least one instance of
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the phenomenon, in the life of Heraclitus.44 There, the biographers began
with a strongly established tradition of Heraclitus’ misanthropy inferred
from the genuine fragments, a few of which specifically mentioned the
Ephesians. So strong and accepted was that tradition that a pseudo-
Heraclitean fragment scolding the Ephesians crept into the accepted text
and was, for many years, accepted as genuine.

This is the case also for Democritus and the false fragments that speak
of his travel. The fragments are used to support the tradition of that travel.
The methodology is the same, but a part of the puzzle, the origin for the
tradition of the philosopher’s extensive travel, is missing. A topos, after
all, cannot be inserted into a life at random. The explanation, as always, is
to be found in the subject’s (genuine) work.

Turning to those genuine extant fragments of Democritus’ work, we are
immediately struck by a paradoxical contrast between our view of the
work and that of ancient authors’. While modern scholars accepted De-
mocritus as the author of the Lesser World System, Leucippus is considered
the author of the slightly earlier Greater World System. The exact oppo-
site, however, was true in the ancient world; Diogenes Laertius and An-
tisthenes both speak of Democritus as the author of the Greater World
System.45 The ancient attribution results from another tendency of biogra-
phy, which is to make the elaborator or perfector of a system or theory its
inventor. Since Democritus perfected and elaborated Leucippus’ atomic
theory as set forth in the earlier Greater World System, he was credited
with its authorship as well.46

At this point, a further pre-existing and well-established topos of biogra-
phy comes into play, the philosopher who travels to pursue his education
and training. The tradition of the travelling philosopher had become a
standard part of the philosophical biography and could be drawn upon at
will to round out a subject’s life. Given this topos and the titles of the
Greater and Lesser World System, the biographical conclusion was obvious.
Biographers and commentators began with the attribution of the Greater
World System to Democritus, an attribution which rests upon the topos of
perfector as inventor. Then, since according to the biographical mind, a
philosopher’s work always reflects personal experience, Democritus must
have had experience with the greater world and then, like all philoso-
phers, according to another topos, he must have traveled. In fact, he must
have traveled more and indeed traveled the known world, as the title of
his work implies. (One cannot, of course, write a work called the Greater
or even the Lesser World System unless one has traveled that world.) And



106 D E AT H B Y P H I L O S O P H Y

surely there must be more statements or titles to support the notion of
travel. These are indeed found in citations 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. Where do these
spurious fragments come from? Simply from the biographical desire to give
concrete form to philosophical theory, so often observed in the anecdotes,
characterizations, and even text. In short, the tradition and the spurious
fragments illustrate, quite wonderfully, the circular thought and logic of
biographical methodology: the transformation of philosophical thought
into physical reality has occurred by transforming the “author” of the
Greater World System into a world traveler, with works and an autobio-
graphical statement to prove it.

From travel, we turn to Democritus’ family background. From Diogenes
Laertius’ account, we learn that the philosopher comes from a well-to-do,
politically prominent family, as is usual in the biographies.47 What is
unusual is his account of the division of Democritus’ paternal estate.

10. Being the third son, Democritus possessed his share of the family
property. Most say he chose the smaller fortune, which was in money, for
travel; besides, his brothers were crafty enough to see that this would be
his choice. Demetrius estimates Democritus’ share at over one hundred
talents, the whole of which he spent. (DL 9.35–36).48

τρ�ιτ�ν τε ��ντα 	αδελ� ��ν νε�ιµασθαι τ �ην � 	υσ�ιαν� κα�ι ��ι µ �εν πλε�ι�υς �ασ�ι
τ �ην ε	λα� ττω µ�ι

�
ραν ε�λ �εσθαι τ �ην ε	ν 	αργυρ�ιωι, $ρε�ιαν �ε$�ντα 	απ�δ-

ηµη
�
σαι, τ�υ

�
τ� κ 	ακε�ινων δ�λ�ιως �υπ�πτευσα� ντων. �� δ �ε ∆ηµ �ητρι�ς �υπ �ερ

ε�κατ ��ν τα� λαντα� �ησιν ε	ι
�
ναι α 	υτω

�
ι τ �� µ �ερ�ς, &α πα� ντα καταναλω

�
σαι.

The first point to note about this anecdote is its etiological aspect; it
does not simply support the tradition of extensive travel, but explains how
travel was possible from a practical point of view.49 Next, Democritus, as
noted, comes from a privileged background. In the anecdote, he properly
relinquishes both money and position for the sake of his work and re-
search through travel. However, the anecdote cannot, strictly speaking,
be identified as the usual topos of the philosopher’s disdain for wealth,50

since he does accept his share of the estate. Rather, his practical and
research-oriented acceptance of the means to travel, are the concrete
embodiment of sentiments expressed in his work.

11. He who chooses the values of the soul chooses things more divine, while
he who chooses those of the body, chooses things more human. (fr. 37)
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�� τ �α ψυ$η
�
ς 	αγαθ �α α�ιρε ��µεν�ς τ �α θει ��τερα α�ιρ �εεται� �� δ �ε τ �α σκ �ηνε�ς τ �α

	ανθρωπ �ηι�α.

12. Fame and wealth without understanding are not secure possessions.
(fr. 77)

δ ���α κα�ι πλ�υ
�
τ�ς �ανευ �υν �εσι�ς � 	υκ 	ασ�αλ �εα κτ �ηµατα.

13. Evil gains bring loss of virtue. (fr. 220)

κακ �α κ �ερδεα "ηµ�ιαν 	αρετη
�
ς � �ερει.

14. Hope of evil gains are the beginning of loss. (fr. 221)

ε	λπ�ις κακ�υ
�
κ �ερδε�ς 	αρ$ �η "ηµ�ιης.

Another fragment speaks even more specifically to the situation at hand
and further illuminates the anecdote. Here, Democritus talks about family
finances and the problems entailed in settling an estate; the biographers,
of course, took the statement as autobiographical.

15. For children, it is most necessary to divide property as far as possible,
at the same time, to attend to them, so that they don’t do some ruinous
thing, from having it in their hands. For they become more miserly and
more acquisitive, and compete with each other. And payments made in
common don’t distress as much as individual ones, nor the income cheer,
but far less so. (fr. 279)

τ�ι
�
ς παισ�ι µα� λιστα $ρ �η τω

�
ν 	ανυστω

�
ν δατει

�
σθαι τ �α $ρ �ηµατα, κα�ι 'αµα

ε	πιµ �ελεσθαι α 	υτω
�
ν, µ �η τι 	ατηρ ��ν π�ι �εωσι δι �α $ειρ ��ς �ε$�ντες� 'αµα µ �εν

γ �αρ π�λλ ��ν �ειδ ��τερ�ι γ�ιγν�νται ε	 ς τ �α $ρ �ηµατα κα�ι πρ�θυµ ��τερ�ι
κτα

�
σθαι, κα�ι 	αγων�ι"�νται 	αλλ �ηλ�ισιν. ε	ν γ �αρ τω

�
ι �υνω

�
ι τ �α τελε �υµενα

� 	υκ 	ανια
�
ι 'ωσπερ 	ιδ�ιηι � 	υδ	 ε 	υθυµει

�
τ �α ε	πικτ �ωµενα, 	αλλ �α π�λλω

�
ι �η

�
σσ�ν.

Democritus’ father, alas, seems to have acted without the benefit of his
son’s advice, and Democritus’ prediction has come true. In the anecdote,
his brothers have become more miserly and acquisitive; their “craftiness”
manifests the truth of Democritus’ statements.51 The brothers’ anecdotal
greed was suggested to the biographers, no doubt, by those of Democritus’
statements that address enmity within the family.
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16. The hatred of kinsmen is far more painful than that of strangers. (fr. 90)

�η τω
�
ν συγγενω

�
ν �ε$θρη τη

�
ς τω

�
ν �	θνε�ιων $αλεπωτ �ερη µα� λα.

17. Not all relatives are friends, only those who agree about what is
advantageous. (fr. 107)

� �ιλ�ι � 	υ πα� ντες ��ι �υγγεν �εες, 	αλλ	 ��ι �υµ�ων �ε�ντες περ�ι τ�υ
�
�υµ� �ερ-

�ντ�ς.

In the anecdote about division of the estate (citation 10), the biographers
show Democritus tricked and cheated out of his fair share by his brothers.
This suggests not only his brothers’ guile, but a certain impractical, ab-
stract, or vague trait in Democritus’ character; he did, after all, let himself
be cheated, even if for a more glorious, less mercenary, end. These traits
are brought out even more strongly in the next anecdote, which is also set
among his family.

18. Democritus was so industrious that, appropriating a little house in the
garden, he shut himself away there. Once, although his father led in a bull
for sacrifice and tied it up in that very spot, Democritus was not aware of it
for a considerable time, until his father, rousing him for the sacrifice, told
him about the bull. (DL 9.36)

λ �εγει δ �ε '�τι τ�σ�υ
�
τ�ν 	η

�
ν �ιλ ��π�ν�ς, 'ωστε τ�υ

�
περικ �ηπ�υ δωµα� τι ��ν τι

	απ�τεµ ��µεν�ς κατα� κλειστ�ς 	η
�
ν� κα�ι π�τε τ�υ

�
πατρ ��ς α 	υτ�υ

�
πρ ��ς θυσ�ιαν

!�υ
�
ν 	αγαγ ��ντ�ς κα�ι α 	υτ ��θι πρ�σδ �ησαντ�ς, �ικαν ��ν $ρ ��ν�ν µ �η γνω

�
ναι,

'εως α 	υτ ��ν ε	κει
�
ν�ς διαναστ �ησας πρ��α� σει τη

�
ς θυσ�ιας κα�ι τ �α περ�ι τ ��ν

!�υ
�
ν διηγ �ησατ�.

This industry or zeal for research and work is remarked upon several
times in the biography. Diogenes Laertius takes the anecdote of citation
18 from Demetrius of Magnesia, and follows it with a second story from
the same source.

19. It seems, Demetrius says, that Democritus went to Athens and was not
eager for recognition, because he despised fame. And he knew of Socrates,
but was not known to him, for as he says, “I went to Athens and no one
knew me.” (fr. 116 ap. DL 9.36)
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δ�κει
�
δ �ε, �ησ�ι, κα�ι 	Αθ �ηνα"ε ε	λθει

�
ν κα�ι µ �η σπ�υδα� σαι γνωσθη

�
ναι

δ ���ης κατα�ρ�νω
�
ν. κα�ι ε	ιδ �εναι µ �εν Σωκρα� τη, 	αγν�ει

�
σθαι δ �ε �υπ	

α 	υτ�υ
�
� “ 	η

�
λθ�ν γα� ρ, �ησ�ιν, ε	ις 	Αθ �ηνας κα�ι ��υτις µε �εγνωκεν.

The connection between the two anecdotes is not immediately apparent
and Diogenes Laertius’ pairing of them has been criticized; his life of
Democritus has been singled out as rambling and disjointed. Mejer de-
scribes it as “a series of excerpts: although the Life is rather long, it does
not give a continuous biography of Democritus, but goes from one self-
contained section to another . . . and it is not unreasonable to assume that
this life, if any, illustrates Diogenes’ working method and ability as a
writer.”52 Elsewhere, unkind remarks have been made about “that scrap-
book that goes by the name of Diogenes Laertius.”53 While it is true that
Diogenes Laertius seems quite often to lump his material together without
discernible connection (the pairing of citations 18 and 19 would seem to
prove that point), the charges are not always justified. In this instance at
least, Diogenes Laertius may have been guilty of a logical, connective
lapse or, on the other hand, he may have assumed a better informed
readership than he now possesses. The connection between the two anec-
dotes does, in fact, exist; we must simply turn to another source, Valerius
Maximus, to find it. When this source speaks of Democritus’ visit to
Athens, he speaks not of Socrates and whether or not the two philoso-
phers knew or knew of one another.54 Instead, he tells us that Democritus
was so busy with philosophical study and research that he forgot he was in
Athens at all; the same scholarly zeal that led Democritus to overlook the
bull in his garden study has led him to forget his situation in Athens as
well. The point of both anecdotes, and Diogenes Laertius’ joint presenta-
tion of them, is the philosophical devotion to work that precludes ordi-
nary life and its mundane urban and rural realities. That the two anec-
dotes immediately follow Diogenes Laertius’ story of the division of the
estate further establishes Democritus’ impractical or naive character. His
use of them is neither random nor sloppy, but purposeful and associative;
they further flesh out the character of Democritus as presented in the
initial anecdote.55

Diogenes Laertius continues his exploration of the single-minded and
intellectually zealous Democritus in his next passage, which introduces
material from Thrasyllus to put forth his own estimation of Democritus’
scholarly traits.
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20. “If the Rivals is the work of Plato,” Thrasyllus says, “then Democritus
would be the unnamed character, different from those associates of
Oenopides and Anaxagoras, when they talk with Socrates about philoso-
phy, to whom he says that the philosopher is like the pentathlete. And he
truly was a pentathlete in philosophy, for he had [trained in] not only the
natural sciences and ethics, but also mathematics and the regular subjects
and was an expert in arts.” (DL 9.36)

ε�ιπερ ��ι 	Αντεραστα�ι Πλα� των ��ς ε	ισι, �ησ�ι Θρασ �υλ�ς, � �υ
�
τ�ς �αν ε�ιη ��

παραγεν ��µεν�ς 	αν �ωνυµ�ς, τω
�
ν περ�ι *	ιν�π�ιδην κα�ι 	Ανα�αγ ��ραν

'ετερ�ς, ε	ν τη
�
ι πρ ��ς Σωκρα� την ��µιλ�ιαι διαλεγ ��µεν�ς περ�ι �ιλ�σ�� �ιας,

+ωι �ησ�ιν, �ως πεντα� θλωι �ε�ικεν �� �ιλ ��σ���ς [Anterast. p. 136A]. κα�ι 	ην
�ως 	αληθω

�
ς ε	ν �ιλ�σ�� �ιαι π �ενταθλ�ς� τ �α γ �αρ �υσικ �α κα�ι τ �α 	ηθικ �α

� �ησκητ��, 	αλλ �α κα�ι τ �α µαθηµατικ �α κα�ι τ� �υς ε	γκυκλ�ι�υς λ ��γ�υς, κα�ι
περ�ι τε$νω

�
ν πα

�
σαν ε	ι

�
$εν ε	µπειρ�ιαν	.

Democritus’ intellectual industry and training seems to have made
quite an impact upon all the biographers; the last three citations and their
various authors all emphasize this trait. Turning to Democritus’ work, we
find several fragments that speak of the development of character, wis-
dom, and virtue through discipline, devotion, and application.

21. Toils undertaken willingly make the endurance of those done unwill-
ingly easier. (fr. 240)

��ι ε�κ� �υσι�ι π ��ν�ι τ �ην τω
�
ν 	ακ�υσ�ιων �υπ�µ�ν �ην ε	λα�ρ�τ �ερην παρασ-

κευα� "�υσι.

22. Continuous labor becomes easier through habit. (fr. 241)

π ��ν�ς συνε$ �ης ε	λα�ρ ��τερ�ς ε�αυτ�υ
�
συνηθε�ιηι γ�ινεται.

23. More men become good through practice than through nature. (fr.
242)

πλ �ε�νες ε	� 	ασκ �ησι�ς 	αγαθ��ι γ�ιν�νται �η 	απ �� � �υσι�ς.

There is, of course, a price to be paid for the eulogy that Democritus
almost universally achieves for his intellectual effort. Three of the anec-
dotes gently satirize his devotion to work by presenting its absurd conse-
quences: Democritus, through his zeal to travel and study, accepts a lesser
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share of the inheritance, does not notice he is sharing quarters with a bull,
and forgets that he is in Athens.56 Democritus, even for a philosopher, is
unusually absentminded. His much praised intellectual zeal also allows the
biographers to elaborate in their anecdotes on a favorite biographical
topos, that of the absentminded philosopher.

This topos is widely used to characterize philosophers as unworldly,
impractical, distracted men whose great knowledge has no practical
grounding and that, in fact, often leads to absurd and sometimes danger-
ous situations: Thales falls into a well while gazing at the stars; engaged in
the same pursuit, Anaxamines falls to his death.57 And while the topos
doubtless originates from the more hostile tradition of biography, the tone
is satirical rather than condemnatory. At times it is a tone of affection or a
gentle mocking, a far cry from a philosopher covered with dung.58 Hap-
pily, these anecdotes are balanced by those of the philosopher’s revenge,
in which these great and impractical thinkers turn their knowledge into
practical, material gain. Both Thales and Democritus are to confound
their (biographical) critics by turning their abstract meteorological knowl-
edge into concrete gain: they predict a bumper crop in olives, monopolize
the presses, and corner the market in olive oil.59 For all scholars who have
fallen, at least metaphorically, into wells and over cliffs, the revenge is
sweet indeed.

Democritus’ absentmindedness, presented here as the result of his schol-
arly zeal, places him into more serious difficulties when he returns from his
travels, however. As Diogenes Laertius tells us, the problems begin when
Democritus returns to the family estates.

24. Antisthenes says that, returning from his travels, Democritus lived in
a desperately poor way, because he had used up all his property. He was
kept, during his poverty, by his brother Damasus. . . . According to exist-
ing law, no one who had squandered his inheritance could receive burial
within his homeland. Antisthenes says that Democritus, hearing this, and
to avoid becoming vulnerable to jealous and slanderous people, read to
them the Greater World System, which surpassed all his other works. He
was honored with five hundred talents and not only with that, but with
bronze statues also and when he died, they buried him at public expense,
having lived over a century. (DL 9.39–40)60

ε	λθ ��ντα δ �η �ησιν α 	υτ ��ν ε	κ τη
�
ς 	απ�δηµ�ιας ταπειν ��τατα δια� γειν, 'ατε

πα
�
σαν τ �ην � 	υσ�ιαν καταναλωκ ��τα� τρ �ε�εσθα�ι τε δι �α τ �ην 	απ�ρ�ιαν 	απ ��
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τ 	αδελ��υ
�
∆αµα� σ�υ . . . ν ��µ�υ δ �ε ��ντ�ς τ ��ν 	αναλ �ωσαντα τ �ην πατρ �ωιαν

� 	υσ�ιαν µ �η 	α�ι�υ
�
σθαι τα�η

�
ς ε	ν τη

�
ι πατρ�ιδι, �ησ�ιν �� 	Αντισθ �ενης,

συν �εντα, µ �η �υπε �υθυν�ς γενηθε�ιη πρ ��ς τινων �θ�ν� �υντων κα�ι συκ��αν-
τ� �υντων, 	αναγνω

�
ναι α 	υτ�ι

�
ς τ ��ν Μ�εγαν δια� κ�σµ�ν, &�ς �απα� ντων α 	υτ�υ

�

τω
�
ν συγγραµµα� των πρ� �ε$ει� κα�ι πεντακ�σ�ι�ις ταλα� ντ�ις τιµηθη

�
ναι� µ �η

µ ��ν�ν δ �ε, 	αλλ �α κα�ι $αλκαι
�
ς ε	ικ ��σι� κα�ι τελευτ �ησαντα δηµ�σ�ιαι τα�η

�
-

ναι. !ι �ωσαντα �υπ �ερ τ �α ε�κατ ��ν �ετη.

The anecdote continues to elaborate on the theme of absentminded-
ness introduced by Diogenes Laertius earlier, for Democritus’ devotion to
work, travel, and study have once again led him into a perilous, and this
time potentially humiliating, position. This anecdote introduces another
variant of the topos, in which the consequences of the philosopher’s ideas
rebound against him to devastating effect. Not only is Democritus reduced
to depending upon his brother, he may even be denied proper burial for
having wasted or squandered his inheritance, which mocks Democritus’
words of warning (citation 15) on the perils of inheritance. Other frag-
ments warned of the evils of money for its own sake and advised the laying
up of spiritual, rather than material, gain. Democritus’ words have now
rebounded upon him with a vengeance.61 Other of his fragments tell of
the danger good men encounter from lesser, envious men and the proper
response to them.

25. When lesser men find fault, the good man makes no reply. (fr. 48)

µωµε�µ �ενων �λα �υρων �� 	αγαθ ��ς � 	υ π�ιει
�
ται λ ��γ�ν.

26. It is better to question one’s own mistakes than those of others. (fr. 60)

κρ �εσσ�ν τ �α �	ικ �ηι�α ε	λ �εγ$ειν �αµαρτ �ηµατα �η τ �α �	θνει
�
α.

27. The law would not prevent each man from living according to his
inclination, unless individuals harmed each other; for envy creates the
beginnings of strife. (fr. 245)

� 	υκ �αν ε	κ �ωλυ�ν ��ι ν ��µ�ι "η
�
ν 'εκαστ�ν κατ	 	ιδ�ιην ε	��υσ�ιην, ε	ι µ �η 'ετερ�ς

'ετερ�ν ε	λυµα�ινετ�� �θ ��ν�ς γ �αρ στα� σι�ς 	αρ$ �ην 	απεργα� "εται.

Democritus’ strictures against the envious and the unjust have obvi-
ously come home to roost. Worse, he is made to betray his own notion of
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the good man (citation 25) by responding to the threat. He does manage,
however, to act in accordance with his notion of the intelligent man, as
the following shows.

28. It is the work of intelligence to guard against a threatened injustice,
but the mark of insensibility not to avenge it when it has occurred. (fr.
193)

�ρ�ν �ησι�ς �εργ�ν µ �ελλ�υσαν 	αδικ�ιην �υλα� �ασθαι, 	αναλγησ�ιης δ �ε [τ ��]
γεν�µ �ενην µ �η 	αµ �υνασθαι.

Democritus manages to defeat the unjust, the unscrupulous, and the
jealous, yet in a way that negates much of his ethical code, not least his
philosophical insistence upon the spiritual and ethical, rather than the
material, world. Much that is negative is implied here: Democritus’ squan-
dering of his inheritance (itself a standard topos of abuse62), his panic at
the possibility of prosecution, the “selling” of his greatest work in return
for legal and material considerations, and, as we will see, an unseemly
concern for the disposition of his physical remains. Yet, in another sense,
we see again that the absentminded and impractical philosopher has
managed to turn his abstract thought into concrete gain, with here even a
promise of posthumous honors.63 This latest anecdote, then, falls ulti-
mately into the larger, more favorable tradition of biography and the
tradition of the philosopher’s revenge. But here too we must note the
unusual emphasis on financial details that plague all these anecdotes and
Democritus’ biography in general.64

No other early philosopher is so burdened with anecdotes that revolve
around his financial state; certainly, no other philosopher accepts money in
return for his philosophy, as does Democritus for the reading of “his” work.65

The biographers might be able to accept Democritus’ inherited wealth as an
explanation for his extended travel (a squalid means to a noble end) and he
does, after all, mention estates and their division in his work in statements
that beg for autobiographical interpretation. What the biographers cannot
accept, however, is a philosopher openly concerned with finance, a con-
cern indicated in the fragments previously mentioned. Democritus’ practi-
cal and, to us quite proper, concern for finance, inheritance, and income,
runs counter to the well-established biographical notion of noble poverty
(rendered even more noble since it occurs by choice and not necessity, as in
the life of Heraclitus and Empedocles). Democritus, in his work, does not
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display the traditional contempt for money the biographers demanded from
their philosophers, but a rather more commonsense approach to the matter,
which apparently the biographers found both notable and impossible to
forgive. In citation 24, therefore, he is punished by threats of ostracism and
public disgrace, a pariah’s death, an expatriate burial, and prostitution of his
philosophical work. It is a minor triumph, indeed, when the favorable
tradition buys him rescue, when his abstract knowledge turns practical and
allows him revenge over his enemies.

The next anecdote reveals more about Democritus’ reputation as a
philosopher than his family, although it too takes place in connection
with his brother Damasus. While reporting Antisthenes’ account of De-
mocritus’ life after traveling, Diogenes Laertius interrupts his account to
include certain other events that took place at or about the same time.

29. Because Democritus foretold certain future events, his estimation rose,
and finally he was held by the people as worthy of the honors of a god.
(DL 9.39)

�ως δ �ε πρ�ειπ �ων τινα τω
�
ν µελλ ��ντων ε 	υδ�κ�ιµησε, λ�ιπ ��ν ε	νθ �ε�υ δ ���ης

παρ �α τ�ι
�
ς πλε�ιστ�ις 	η�ι �ωθη.

Diogenes Laertius does not, at this point, tell us what those predictions
were, but we may assume that they were of benefit to the whole commu-
nity, since it was the whole community who honored him. Hicks suggests
that “future events” were weather or seasonal predictions, in which case
they could then be those same predictions that allowed Democritus to
corner the olive market.66 On the other hand, a similar group of stories,
not mentioned by Diogenes Laertius, suggests other predictions and other
reasons for honor.67

In the first, Democritus (once again) resides with his brother Damasus as
the time for harvest approaches. Noting the unusually hot and heavy wind,
Democritus urges Damasus to harvest his crops immediately. Damasus fol-
lows his advice and saves his harvest just before a terrible storm breaks. In a
second story, Democritus’ hometown of Abdera is beset with plague and
Democritus, by charming the wind, cleanses the city.

While the predictions made in either story could be enough to increase
Democritus’ reputation and therefore lead to public honor, the first story
refers to benefits conferred only upon his brother, while the second speaks
of benefits for the community. Predictions such as these, while common
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in the biographies,68 are unusual in their implications; the ability to con-
trol the elements suggests contact or control of higher, more divine
spheres. When such actions benefit an entire community, as here, they
elevate their subject to divine status.

Such status is clearly implied in the second story. By charming the
winds and averting plague, Democritus saves the townsfolk and receives
divine honors from them in return.69 Two almost identical stories occur in
the life of Empedocles. In one he stops the winds destroying the harvest
and saves the crop, receiving the title “wind-stayer” for his actions;70 in
the other, he averts plague from the town and is worshipped as a god for
his actions.

Both Empedocles and Democritus receive their honors in very like
circumstances and after very similar feats, the redirection of natural ele-
ments. Those who control the elements by their knowledge of the ele-
ments were regarded as having contact with suprahuman forces. By their
suprahuman powers they were a step closer to the divine than were other
members of the community. The transformation of the philosopher into
the semidivine prophet or magician appears early and often in the lives;
their meteorological knowledge is translated by popular imagination into
control of divine forces, the philosophers themselves into suprahuman
beings possessed of divine wisdom and power.71 In the lives, they are
described as wizards, magicians, or wind-stayers; the latter was a sect
thought to possess the power to stay, lull, and redirect the winds. Men in
this sect were thought to often use their powers to avert plagues.72 The
divine honors the philosophers receive indicate both the power associated
with their study of the elements and their own power over them.

These latter two anecdotes form the background of posthumous honors
as reported by Diogenes Laertius, associated by its placement with Democ-
ritus’ threatened status brought on by the squandering of his inheritance
and with his ultimate triumph over the envious and unjust. All these
anecdotes, then, indicate the topos of the philosopher’s revenge, in which
Democritus turns his intellectual labors to practical advantage, and are
related to concrete displays of alleged impractical wisdom. Due to his
remarks on finance and especially inheritance, they have a familial and
economic setting; we see the production of standard biographical topoi in
a particularly Democritean light.

With this story, and hints of Democritus’ divine or magical status, we
leave behind his financial and family life and turn to other aspects of
the philosopher, beginning with his biographical character. Yet, since
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character, like so much else in life, is defined by death, we must first see
how Democritus’ biographical character led, inevitably, to his biographi-
cal death.

DEMOCRITUS’ ATOMIC CHARACTER

Up to this point, we have reviewed incidents that, while recording Democ-
ritus’ zeal for work, were intended primarily as examples of his attendant
absent-mindedness. Now, however, we come to a set of stories in which
his biographical character is made to illustrate different facets of atomic
theory. We begin with two curious anecdotes in Diogenes Laertius, taken
from Athenodorus.

Democritus the Visionary Philosopher

30. Athenodorus in the eighth of his Walks relates that, when Hippoc-
rates came to see him, Democritus ordered milk to be brought and, having
inspected it, pronounced it to be the milk of a black she-goat which had
produced her first kid; which made Hippocrates marvel at the accuracy of
his observation. (DL 9.42)

�ησ�ι δ� �Αθην 
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ι-

�ειαν α �υτ�υ
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31. On the first day, Democritus greeted a maid servant who was in
Hippocrates’ company with, ‘Good morning, maiden,’ but on the second
day with, ‘Good morning, woman.’ As a matter of fact, the girl had been
seduced in the night. (DL 9.42)
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�
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�
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�
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�ρη τη
�
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In the first anecdote, Democritus’ pronouncement is the result of his
perceptive powers; it is his careful, visual inspection of the milk that
leads to his analysis. In the second, no particular sense is singled out for
his perception. While we can hypothesize that a single glance sufficed for
his statement or that some unspecified sense was at work, we can safely
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conclude that it was his extraordinarily acute perception that fascinated
the biographers. Specifically, Democritus’ theory of vision fascinated the
biographers and led to several anecdotes that display or discuss it, for it
was the single most controversial and discussed aspect of atomic theory
generally. Democritus’ theory of vision does not now exist, save in various
summaries and commentaries, the most detailed of which occurs in Theo-
phrastus.73 Briefly, we may say that, for Democritus, vision consists of a
flowing-in of atomic particles that interact with the eye and is, like other
atomic sense perceptions, subjective.74

The atomic theory of vision, whatever its origin, is almost completely
identified with Democritus. It should not surprise us, then, when we find
several anecdotes that refer to Democritus’ vision, as in the anecdotes
mentioned here. However, vision is not the only aspect of Democritus’
work involved here. Equally important is Democritus’ reputation for re-
search in anatomy and, in particular, in physiology; his work in reproduc-
tion and embryology were perhaps as well known as his theory of vision.75

Although these works also no longer exist, they are known to us in some
detail, again through commentaries.76 The most impressive aspect of his
work, to his biographers, was the great amount of close and careful observa-
tion Democritus devoted to his scientific works. His powers of observa-
tion, combined with his legendary zeal for work and his theory of vision,
have become concretized in the anecdotes here, in greatly simplified and
comic form. It is hardly surprising, then, that one anecdote revolves
around the reproductive system of a goat and in the other, that of a
woman, that both result (perhaps) from visual observation in the presence
of the physician/scientist Hippocrates.77

Another anecdote, which Diogenes Laertius does not include, comes to
us from Plutarch and brings together Democritus’ fascination with natural
phenomena and its causes, another woman, and honey, in which Athe-
naeus78 says Democritus, “ever delighted.”

32. It seemed that Democritus was nibbling a cucumber and because its
juice seemed like honey, he asked the serving woman where she had
purchased it. When she replied that it came from, ‘some garden,’ Democri-
tus, rising up, commanded her to lead him there and to point out the
place. The woman was amazed and asked why he wanted to do this. ‘I
must find out,’ he said, ‘the cause of its sweetness and I will find out by
observing the spot.’ The woman, smiling, said, ‘Sit down. I accidentally
put the cucumber in a honey-pot.’ And he, aggrieved, said, ‘Go away. I
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will apply myself to the problem nonetheless, and seek its cause’ as though
there existed some native and innate sweetness to the cucumber. (Plu-
tarch quaest. conv. 11.10.2 � DK 68A17a)
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Democritus’ scholarly industry, already the focus of several earlier anec-
dotes, is once again emphasized here, but the primary aim is to mock the
philosopher, and especially his powers of observation and the theory of
vision generally, by a rebound anecdote, a popular form that ironically
illustrates what happens when a philosopher follows his own theories too
strictly.79 Democritus’ childish insistence on pursuing his inquiry without
cause satirizes his character and his scholarly practices and theories. His
desire to “observe” the garden emphasizes the primacy of the theory of
vision while it mocks Democritus for his failure to see the obvious. The
object of his inquiry, the sweetness of the cucumber, recalls his interest in
natural science; the presence and answer of the serving woman under-
scores the ludicrous manner in which he acts.80 His obsession with causal-
ity perhaps originates in scholarly discussion, such as we find in Theo-
phrastus. In a discussion on Democritean causes, Theophrastus’ frustration
becomes increasingly evident and finally erupts into questions such as why
bitter juices become sweet.81 Democritus’ theories on taste were, after
vision, perhaps the most widely discussed of all theories of sense percep-
tion. A controversial fragment suggests that

33. Sweet exists by convention, bitter by convention, heat by convention,
cold by convention, color by convention; but atoms and the void exist in
truth. (fr. 9)
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The biographers, given Democritus’ theories of subjectivity in sense
perception generally and on taste specifically, transform the theory into
concrete form in citation 33.82 Equally important to Democritus’ bio-
graphical tradition was citation 34, in which the senses threaten their
revenge for an existence ruled by intellect and theory.

34. Wretched mind, after receiving your knowledge from us, do you try to
overthrow us? The overthrow will be your downfall. (fr. 125)

τα
 λαινα �ρ 
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�
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This revenge of the senses, along with atomic theory of vision, is respon-
sible for another anecdote, one that seems to have been widely known in
the ancient world, that Democritus blinded himself. Although again not
included by Diogenes Laertius, it occurs in Cicero, Aulus Gellius, Hi-
merius, Tertullian, and Plutarch.83

All sources agree that the blinding was voluntary and self-performed.
Aulus Gellius reports that Democritus set up a bronze mirror and reflected
the sun into his eyes, thereby destroying his sight. Plutarch disagrees with
the method, although he gives none himself, but agrees with Aulus
Gellius’ imputed motive, that Democritus wanted to free himself from the
snares of the body as a further step towards pure knowledge. Cicero seems
to agree with this motive, as does Himerius; neither mention method.
Tertullian, without discussing method, expands upon motive: Democritus
could not look upon women without experiencing a disturbing desire. He
thereby acknowledged the weakness, and corrected it.

In view of the great interest and discussion accorded Democritus’ theory
of vision, we must expect an anecdote which refers so specifically to eyes
and to sight. That Democritus’ scholarly devotion reoccurs is only to be
expected. However, the brutality of the act comes as a surprise, especially
given the usually positive, even affectionate tone that informs Democritus’
life. The anecdote, while reported by authors in various tones of humor or
admiration,84 still is punitive in motive and hostile in origin, uncommon in
the life of Democritus although not in the lives of the philosophers gener-
ally.85 This particular example of the use of the punitive anecdote probably
stems from Democritus’ claim to have understood the mechanics of sight;
his devotion to work, carried to an absurd, obsessive extreme, is also
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ridiculed and rebounds upon him. The denial of physical satisfaction is the
biographical correlation of those fragments that refer to the importance of
intellectual rather than physical satisfactions and of the importance of
moderation in all things.

35. Coition is a slight apoplexy. For human gushes forth from human and
is separated by having torn apart with a kind of blow. (fr. 32)

 υν�υσ
ιη �απ�πλη 
ιη σµικρ 
η� ε� 
εσσυται γ �αρ �ανθρωπ�ς ε� �ανθρ 
ωπ�υ
κα�ι �απ�σπα

�
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�
ι τινι µερι� 
�µεν�ς.

36. People get pleasure from scratching themselves, the same sort of
pleasure people get from love making. (fr. 127)

 υ 
�µεν�ι �ανθρωπ�ι �ηδ�νται κα
ι σ�ιν γ
ινεται �απερ τ�ι
�
ς �α�ρ�δισια
 ��-

υσιν�.

37. It is hard to fight desire; control is the sign of a reasonable man. (fr.
236)

θυµω
�
ι µα
 �εσθαι µ �εν �αλεπ 
�ν� �ανδρ ��ς δ �ε τ �� κρατ 
εειν ε �υλ�γ
ιστ�υ.

38. It is characteristic of a child, not a man, to desire without measure. (fr.
70)

παιδ 
�ς, � �υκ �ανδρ ��ς τ �� �αµ 
ετρως ε�πιθυµει
�
ν.

39. Violent desire for one thing blinds the soul to all others. (fr. 72)
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�
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�
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The “violent desire” of which Democritus speaks in the last fragment was
taken quite literally by the (hostile) biographers; the idea of blinding and
of uncontrollable desire and its sexual expression suggested to the biogra-
phers a philosopher who blinded himself to do away with temptation and
to further his spiritual or intellectual, rather than carnal, knowledge.86

Women in this anecdote, as in so many others, are the embodiment of
physical desires against which the wise man must fight a never ending
battle. They symbolize, like excessive eating or drinking, a potential lack
of moderation necessary to the pursuit of pure wisdom and serenity.87 And
Democritus, by such a wildly immoderate act, is paid back for all his
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comments on the subject,88 and his physical senses, ignored, invalidated,
and despised by him, according to popular interpretation, here take their
revenge. We have, then, a distinct example of the hostile tradition of
biography, in which the philosopher’s theories and statement violently
rebound upon him. Happily, the favorable tradition offers at least a partial
rescue, and Democritus’ act of self-mutilation, by his apologists, is given
an admirable, even honorable, motivation.

Democritus the Mad Philosopher

We have, in preceding sections, examined anecdotes that characterized
Democritus as an absentminded, intellectual zealot; in them, his intellec-
tual devotion led him to overlook a bull sharing his quarters, to forget
being in Athens, and to squander his inheritance. In the following anec-
dotes, intellectual zeal is again emphasized, but given a rather different
twist, one that suggests madness.

The tradition of Democritus’ zeal and training, which so impressed the
biographers, is explicitly commented on in that anecdote (citation 20)
that compares Democritus to a pentathlete. In it, Thrasyllus’ characteriza-
tion comments upon Democritus’ prowess in all fields of philosophy and
knowledge (in the natural sciences, in ethics, and mathematics, in the
arts, and so on.) Thrasyllus describes Democritus’ program as �ασκει

�
ν,

which most often indicates athletic training, but which can also be used
for the development of intellectual skills. Democritus himself is one of the
first authors to use �ασκει

�
ν in this manner in those fragments that speak of

the importance of discipline and application, and it is used at least twice
in descriptions of Democritus himself.89 It also introduces Antisthenes’
description of Democritus, in a brief excerpt given in Diogenes Laertius.

40. He would train himself, says Antisthenes, by a variety of means to test
his sense-impressions, by going off into solitude and frequenting tombs.
(DL 9.38)

�ησκει δ 
ε, �ησ�ιν �� �Αντισθ 
ενης [FHG III 173 n.], κα�ι π�ικ
ιλως δ�κι-
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�
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ι�ων.

In the anecdote, as in the earlier one that speaks of Democritus as
pentathlete, the characterization of Democritus as absentminded (a char-
acterization which usually occurs in connection with a family member) is
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lacking. Instead, we read of a solitary Democritus who frequents tombs
(ε�ρηµα
 �ων ε�ν
ι�τε κα�ι τ�ι

�
ς τα
 ��ις ε�νδιατρ
ι�ων) to test his sense percep-

tions (δ�κιµα
 �ειν τ �ας �αντασ
ιας).90 Hicks’ translation in citation 20,
however, depends first upon his sense of �αντασ
ια and, more important,
upon an overly generous interpretation of Antisthenes and the biographi-
cal tradition that underlies the anecdote.

To properly understand the anecdote, we must, then, begin with
�αντασ
ια and its wide range of meanings. Generally, a �αντασ
ια is an
appearance or presentation to consciousness, whether immediate or in the
memory, whether true or false. In its most technical use, �αντασ
ια means
simply a visual image (Aristotle de anim. 492a2); �αντασ
ια thus denotes
the representation of appearance or images primarily derived from sensa-
tion, almost the equivalent of α!ισθησις, perception (428a6), or more
simply, the faculty of imaginations (425a5). Less scientific meanings were,
however, popular and widely used also; �αντασ
ια often simply means
appearance and/or ghost or apparition (Aristotle Mir. 846a37; Lucian
Demon. 25).91 If we follow Hicks in the citation here, the anecdote simply
refers once more to Democritus’ intellectual zeal and rigorous training
program. Democritus trains himself to test his sense impressions (his
�αντασ
ια) or perception (his α!ισθησις). In this interpretation, the tombs
and solitude become mere incidental details. Details such as this, how-
ever, are never incidental and when explored, reveal more fully the bio-
graphical mind and tradition at work. When, for example, we turn to
Democritus’ text, we find the following explanatory remarks made by
Sextus in his commentary on Democritus and atomic theory, and in
particular on fragment 166, in which he says:

41. [Democritus states that] certain images visit men [some beneficial,
some harmful. He prayed] to meet with fortunate images. (fr. 166)
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�
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�
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τυ�ει
�
ν ε�ιδ 
ωλων.

Sextus continues his commentary with the following explanation:

42. These images are large, extraordinarily so, and they are destroyed with
difficulty but not indestructible, and they foretell the future to men,
coming to them as visual images and as voices. For this reason, the
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ancients, taking this visible manifestation of the god, (thought it to be a
god,) when it is rather, that that (which has an indestructible nature, is
divine.) (Sextus adv. math. 9.19 � DK 68B166)
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In the first citation then, Democritus, according to Sextus, believed
that images (ε�ιδωλα) visit men. Some were harmful, some helpful, and
Democritus prayed to meet the helpful kind only.92 In the following
citation, Sextus further explains that, because of the way these images
manifested themselves to humans (in visual images or as voices) and
because of their perceived mission (to foretell the future), ancients such as
Democritus confused appearance and reality, confusing manifestations or
appearances of the gods with the gods themselves ( ��θεν τ� 
υτων α �υτω

�
ν

�αντασ
ιαν λα� 
�ντες ��ι παλαι��ι �υπεν 
�ησαν ε�ι
�
ναι θε 
�ν).

The setting of the anecdote, and the statement that Democritus went
to tombs to test his sense perceptions cannot, then, be incidental, espe-
cially when compared with earlier, more typical anecdotes, in which the
setting is social or familial. And although we have seen allusion to Democ-
ritus’ theory of vision in these other anecdotes, the specific mention of
tombs here suggests a different, although perhaps related, biographical
reference to Democritus’ work, according to the principles of biographical
invention outlined so far.

In fact, listed among Democritus’ works is a treatise entitled, “On the
Next World,” that Athenaeus mentions as one of the works that Democri-
tus read to escape persecution.93 A pseudo-Hippocratic letter also says that
Democritus wrote a work on the next world which was, according to this
author, “full of images.”94 Philodemus says that the book was about death,
specifically that corruption and decay destroy even beauty and strength;
his moral is that one should not grieve at the thought of a poor tomb,
since death destroys all. Proclus, on the other hand, tells us that the book
discusses those who appear to be dead and who come to life again, people
who have fainted or had seizures, and so on.95

We have, then, not one but several references to Democritus, death,
and tombs. The letter makes explicit reference to Democritus’ active
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investigation into the “other world.” Antisthenes tells us that Democritus
goes off in solitude to investigate among the tombs.96 Sextus suggests that
Democritus mistakenly believed the images to be truly divine, charged
with foretelling the future.97 Divine or not, they were certainly from
another world, and Antisthenes tells us that Democritus was investigating
it. Democritus is in the tomb, in short, proving his atomic theory, but as it
pertains to death, by attempting to see and to investigate the ghost,
�αντασ
ια or ε!ιδωλα, of those who have died. Antisthenes’ aim, in fact, is
not to praise Democritus for his intellectual zeal, but to satirize him by
suggesting he was mad.98

In the Greek world, then as now, a preference for solitude is a sign of
eccentricity.99 In the biographical tradition specifically, only poets and
philosophers seek out the solitary state, and their solitude defines and
characterizes their intellectual and social alienation or otherness, their
eccentricity and sometimes madness a requisite of creativity.100 The grave
or tomb is a literary symbol that clearly indicates madness, as is a preoccu-
pation with death. Democritus, then, is depicted by Antisthenes in the
anecdote as more than eccentric, he is clearly mad.101

With this, the anecdote as a whole makes sense, even to its details. We
find the usual allusion to Democritus’ training,102 but in a context that
allows for specific biographical reference to Democritus’ work and the
works and beliefs traditionally attributed to him. Democritus wrote about
the next world, about tombs and deaths; he is in a graveyard, among the
tombs. He wrote that the air was full of images and prayed to see benevo-
lent ones, which he investigates and actively seeks out as part of his
intellectual program. Like other (mad or eccentric) philosophers, Democ-
ritus chooses to be alone; his solitude emphasizes both his alienation from
the mundane human world and his link with the divine and creative one.
Like other philosophers, and like the poets, he is touched with a divine
madness.

In short, Hicks, as I have argued, was misled in his interpretation and
translation of the anecdote by an overgenerous view of Antisthenes and
the biographical tradition and so views the anecdote as a scientific or
neutral commentary. A less objective and more accurate translation
would be “Democritus trained himself to make tests about ghosts, some-
times going off by himself and hanging around in tombs.” Solitude and
tombs, to Diogenes Laertius and to Antisthenes, have no neutral, much
less positive, connotation.103 In later times, of course, the image of the
philosopher and the tomb or its symbols has a slightly different force,
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although it remains a favorite topos of pagan and Christian writers alike:
acceptance of death through close contemplation of its symbols, the motif
of memento mori. But for Antisthenes, as for the biographers, Democritus’
solitude in the tomb, looking for ghosts, is the mark of a madman.

Antisthenes’ and Diogenes Laertius’ original readers would, no doubt,
have caught the allusion to this madness, although it has nearly been lost
for us. In the next anecdote, however, the allusion is impossible to miss.
Not contained in the life by Diogenes Laertius, it too survives in a series of
pseudo-Hippocratic letters.104

The anecdote begins with a desperate request from the people of
Abdera to Hippocrates. Democritus, they say, is mad and only Hippoc-
rates, greatest of all physicians, can cure them. The people of Abdera
insist that Democritus’ madness is the result of his too great wisdom and
detail his symptoms, which include indiscriminate laughter, insomnia,
and solitary habits, strange ideas such as investigations into the other
world, and a belief that the air is full of images.105 Hippocrates is quite
doubtful about their conclusions, yet, after an exchange of letters, comes
to Abdera and a meeting between physician and philosopher takes place.

The meeting shakes Hippocrates profoundly. He finds Democritus
alone in a clearing, surrounded by the dismembered limbs of dissected
animals, barefoot, dirty, pale and unshaven, dressed in coarse and filthy
clothing.106 Hippocrates, however, can rationalize all these symptoms of
insanity as the result not of madness but of genius: the need for solitude
springs from a dedication to research and scholarly investigation precludes
all other concerns.107

All symptoms except the disquieting laughter, that is, for Democritus’
laughter, besides being indiscriminate, also suggests sadism, moral de-
pravity, and pure madness, and this Hippocrates cannot rationalize or
explain away. Democritus, however, explains to Hippocrates that the physi-
cian’s analysis is based upon an erroneous assumption, which he explains as
follows. Democritus’ laughter does not arise from two categories of things as
Hippocrates believes, things that are good and bad as they affect the human
condition, such as a wedding or a death, but from a single thing, hu-
man nature itself. When Hippocrates then resists this pessimistic view of
human nature and life, Democritus becomes furious and bursts into a con-
demnation of them. When his tirade ends, Hippocrates is convinced not
only of Democritus’ sanity, but of the moral rightness of his view, and even
thanks Democritus for having taught him the truth.

Democritus’ bitter and misanthropic tirade has long been recognized as
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a Cynic diatribe; the views expressed are but a reworking of Cynic philoso-
phy and have nothing to do with the ethical system as preserved in
Democritus’ work.108 The meeting itself is representational, one that
brings together representatives of famous schools or contrasting views,
ways of life, or characters, such as the meeting between Solon and
Croesus.109 As far as Democritus’ characterization is concerned, the sa-
lient point of the meeting is that his devotion to work (his intellectual
zealotry, in fact) has driven him crazy. His madness is expressed in his
belief that the air is full of images, his investigation into the other world
(he is once more surrounded by death), and his solitude.

The madness engendered by his study was alluded to in the previous
anecdote; here it is made explicit. The more favorable tradition presents
Democritus as absentminded as the result of his studies; the more hostile
one says that they have driven him mad. That both traditions draw upon
the same text and the same type of interpretation (an autobiographical
reading of philosophical statements) is made obvious in the small details of
the conversation between philosopher and physician. For while they talk,
Hippocrates complains to Democritus that the mundane world has de-
prived him of the peace and tranquility necessary to the scholar; specifi-
cally, he has had to waste his time with land problems, children, money
troubles, diseases, and death. Democritus, of course, has triumphed over
these trivial problems: he chooses travel over property, advocates adoption,
scorns (or squanders) money, and is soon to triumph over death itself.110

Hippocrates admits that, even before he met Democritus, he had believed a
lack of concern for the practical world to be the sign of a genius, when it
denotes devotion to one’s work, and he departs convinced that Democritus’
course has been the wiser one.111

The investigations into the other world, here specifically called the
nether world of life after death, and Democritus’ preoccupation with
death, afterlife, and their symbols, present in both anecdotes, offer further
proof of Democritus’ madness. Like the tradition of that madness, they
develop, in part, from the atomic theory of death. The emphasis on tombs
resurfaces in the next anecdote, in which the Democritean or atomic
theory of death, which makes mourning a laughable convention, paves
the way for a story of reanimation.

43. Democritus of Abdera, when Darius was grieved at the death of his
beautiful wife, could say nothing to console him. He promised that he
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would bring the departed woman back to life, if Darius were willing to
undertake the means necessary for the purpose. Darius commanded him to
spare no expense, but to take whatever he had to make good his promise.
Democritus, waiting a little while, said that everything he needed he had
obtained, except for one thing that he himself could not obtain, but
which would, perhaps, not be hard for Darius, the king of all Asia, to find.
Darius asked him, what is this great thing that would yield itself to be
known only to a king? In reply, Democritus said that if he, Darius, would
write the names of three people who had never grieved on the tomb of his
wife, she then would be constrained, by the law of ritual, to return. Darius
then was at a loss, finding no one to whom it had not befallen to suffer
some grief, whereupon Democritus, laughing in his customary way, said,
‘Why, then do you, oh strangest of men, weep without restraint, as if you
were the only one to have suffered, you who cannot find a single person,
of all those who ever lived, who are without their share of sorrow?’ (Julian
Ep. 201 b–c � DK 68A20)
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The anecdote contains a mass of detail helpful in tracking the biographi-
cal mind at work. Democritus’ propensity for tombs returns here as a
leitmotif to the larger theme of death and the afterlife. According to
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Philodemus, Democritus wrote about tombs, and more specifically that,
since death was a great void, it was foolish to concern one’s self with the
richness of beauty of one’s tomb. This, Philodemus explains, was partly
because physical strength and beauty died also.112

A telling remark, as is the fact that Darius’ wife has no name in the
story and is referred to simply as beautiful or “the beauty.”113 Significant,
too, is the use of δυσωπει

�
ν by both Philodemus and Julian. In Philo-

demus, it refers only to the state of distress brought about by the sight of
decay and putrefaction; in Julian, to the constraint laid upon the dead
person’s shade to return when properly summoned.114 Darius’ faith in
Democritus’ power to return the dead further alludes to the reputation of
Democritus’ work on the next world. Philodemus tells us it discusses the
manifestations of physical death, while Proclus states that it was a discus-
sion of counterfeit death and means of revival from them. Proclus’ descrip-
tion is the more rational counterpart of the biographical tradition that
speaks of restoration of the dead by philosophers. He explains such cases
of revival, ανα�ι 
ωναι, as recovery from faints or from blows; in Julian’s
letter, Democritus promises to ανα�ι 
ωσασθαι Darius’ wife. In Democri-
tus’ case, belief in this superhuman power is strengthened by the atomic
theory that underlies the issue, that the death of the soul, like that of the
body, is not instantaneous.115 Although the theories themselves are lost,
later authors comment on his belief that the body retains, for some little
while, both life and perception.116 Life that remains dormant yet still
animate in a seemingly lifeless body can be rekindled, brought back, if one
understands and thereby controls the forces of life and death. Empedocles
brings back the woman Pantheia; Pythagoras travels freely between our
world and the next; and Democritus is asked to bring the dead back to
life.117 Like Empedocles, Democritus was thought to control the elements
and in particular the winds; his ability to control and direct the elements
gives him superhuman power, translated here into the ability to control
and direct the forces of life and of death.

In the last two anecdotes, a curious trait of Democritus has twice been
mentioned, his tendency to laugh. The people of Abdera characterize his
laughter as indiscriminate and Hippocrates as sadistic and depraved; De-
mocritus’ laughter in Julian’s letter mocks the futility and absurdity of
Darius’ request. At best, his laughter there can be called indiscriminate or
inappropriate; at worst, it partakes of the sadism and depravity noted by
Hippocrates. But however we take it, that laughter is part of a larger
biographical tradition, examined in the next section.
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The Laughing Philosopher

Democritus the Laughing Philosopher was a character widely known in
the ancient world, and several sources discuss Democritus’ tendency to
laugh on any and all occasions.118

44. That man laughed at everything, on the grounds that there was rea-
son for laughter in every human affair. (Hippolytus Refut. 1.13.2 � DK
68A40)
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45. Heraclitus . . . was always weeping, miserable about everything. . . .
Democritus, on the contrary would always laugh. . . . What is the source
of this passion? Everything was laughable or lachrymose. (Seneca de ira
2.10.5)

Heraclitus . . . flebat. . . . Democritus contra auint numquam sine risu in
publico fuisse. . . . ubi istic irae locus? Aut ridenda omnia aud flenda sunt?

Democritus’ characterization as the Laughing Philosopher comes, of
course, from his work;119 biographically speaking, it is a concrete and
caricatured expression of his theory of ε �υθυµ
ια or “tranquility” or more
popularly, “cheerfulness.” Diogenes Laertius, who distinguishes Democri-
tus’ ε �υθυµ
ια from Epicurean �ηδ�ν 
η defines it as a state in which:

46. The end of action is tranquility, which is not the same as pleasure, as
some have mistakenly said, but a state in which the soul continues calm
and even, undisturbed by any fear or superstition or other emotion. This
Democritus calls well-being (ε �υθυµ
ια) and many other names. (DL 9.45)
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The only other name Diogenes Laertius gives us is ε �υεστ 
ω, well-being;
other sources speak of �αθαµ�
ια, lack of wonderment, and �ατα
 ρα��ς, tran-
quility or freedom from disturbance. But the doctrine of Democritean
“cheerfulness” seems to have been confused by many ancient authors with
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the equally misunderstood Epicurean concept of �ηδ�ν 
η, in which �αταρ 
ια,
tranquility, played an important part.120

All these terms should be taken, of course, as states of the soul rather
than the body.121 However, �ηδ�ν 
η, in popular terms, came to be under-
stood as the pursuit of pleasure, as hedonism. Democritean tranquility,
first misrepresented as cheerfulness, was further associated with the popu-
lar notion of Epicurean hedonism. The confusion, in light of Democritus’
obvious valuation of spiritual over physical pleasure, seems absurd, until
we remember the debasement of Epicurean philosophy to simple hedo-
nism. Nor should we underemphasize the “common tendency to associate
Democritus with Epicurus,”122 or a biographical system that equates De-
mocritus with Epicurus, cheerfulness with hedonism. From these, it is a
small step to the Laughing Philosopher, especially if the characterization
is presented by the Cynic philosophers who represent the laughter as a
valid philosophical response to the absurdity of human nature.123

The biographical tendency for caricature and simplification helped, of
course, with the confusion of philosophical terms and doctrines.124 Cicero
seems to have been the first to characterize Democritus as the Laughing
Philosopher; the characterization was soon to take its sharpest form in
representational anecdotes that pair and contrast Democritus and Heracli-
tus as Laughing and Weeping.125 Previously we saw that Heraclitus’ tears
and Democritus’ laughter were presented as opposite moral and philosophi-
cal responses by Sotion; the two philosophers themselves, however, were
not emphatically contrasted.126 It was Sotion’s student Seneca who first
presented the contrast between the two philosophers themselves and who
made their tears and laughter indicative of their philosophical systems.127

This theme was to enjoy great popularity in the Roman world, although
with variable motives and implications. Seneca presents the contrast sev-
eral times in his work; his sympathies, like those of his fellow Stoics, lay
ultimately with Democritus and laughter, while Heraclitus is ultimately, if
gently, ridiculed for his tearful response to the human condition.128 There
is a suggestion too, on Seneca’s part as on Hippocrates’ anecdotal one,
that Democritus’ laughter was sadistic since inspired by human misery and
vanity, further implied in Juvenile’s brief portrait of Democritus.129 It was
Lucian, however, who was to give the greatest comic expression to the
theme, which by his day had become a contrast between philosophical
schools, in his Vitarum Auctio, the Auction of Doctrine.130

Here, Zeus with the help of Hermes, auctions off ten philosophers who
represent ten important philosophical schools. The auction is nearly over;
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Heraclitus and Democritus remain to be sold.131 Zeus then decides to sell
them as a pair; their opposition, symbolized by their tears and laughter,
makes them a single unit. In the excerpt that follows, both philosophers
exchange words with a potential buyer:

47.
Buyer: Zeus! What a difference is here! One of them does nothing but

laugh, and the other might be at a funeral, he’s all tears. You there!
What’s the joke?

Democritus: You ask? You and your affairs are one big joke.
Buyer: So! You laugh at us? Our business is a toy?
Democritus: It is. There’s no taking it seriously. All is vanity. The mere

exchange of atoms in an infinite void.
Buyer: Your vanity is infinite, you mean. Stop that laughing, you fool.

And you, my poor man, what are you crying about? I must see what to
make of you.

Heraclitus: I am thinking, my friend, upon human affairs, and well may I
weep and lament, for the doom of all is sealed. Hence my compassion
and sorrow. For the present, I think not of it; for the future—the future
is all bitterness, conflagration and destruction of the world. I weep to
think that nothing abides. All things are whirled together in confusion.
Pleasure and pain, knowledge and ignorance, great and small; up and
down they go, the playthings of time.

Buyer: And what is time?
Heraclitus: A child, and plays at knuckle bones and blind man’s bluff.
Buyer: And men?
Heraclitus: Are mortal gods.
Buyer: And gods?
Heraclitus: Immortal men.
Buyer: What’s this? Riddles? Nuts to crack? You’re a very oracle of

obscurity.
(Lucian Vit. Auct. 13–14)132

In the dialogue, two men and two entire philosophical systems are
reduced to caricature and quotation; Democritus’ response is incessant
laughter and atomic commentary on the human state, while Heraclitus
weeps without ceasing, refers to the final conflagration of the human race,
and tells riddles.133 The satire depends greatly on atomic and Heraclitean
theory, to the point of echoing individual vocabulary and style.134 In so
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doing, it encapsulates the biographical method, using dialogue rather than
anecdote to illustrate the characteristics of its subjects by the illustrative
paraphrasing of their work.135 Democritus’ theory of ε �υθυµ
ια is part of his
doctrine of moderation and his corresponding insistence on intellectual or
spiritual pleasure, expressed in laughter. True ε �υθυµ
ια or spiritual tranquil-
ity leads one to proper conduct, intellectual, physical, and moral, not to
the inappropriate and malicious laughter that the dialogue suggests. Misin-
terpretation of the doctrine leads to a characterization of Democritus as a
contemptuous man, given to laughter and to ridicule, as Heraclitus’ sober
statements lead to his characterization as gloomy and weeping.136 The
tendency to simplify and to give philosophical thought concrete form and
expression result in our Laughing and Weeping Philosophers; a taste for
representational meeting, especially in the contrast of opposing schools of
philosophical thought, leads to their meeting on the auction block.

Among the Tyrants

The philosopher-tyrant topos, as noted earlier, is a constant of philosophi-
cal biography.137 For Democritus, we have more than a single incident
that illustrates this theme, for Democritus not only advised Darius but also
was educated by Xerxes’ wise men. In the close of Julian’s letter, discussed
in citation 43, we find thoughts instructive for interpretation of the topos
as a whole, although the letter is formally addressed to Julian’s correspon-
dent: “even though it was necessary to say these things to Darius, a
barbarian and a man without education, you, being Greek and a man who
truly honors education, must find relief in yourself.” (Julian Ep. 201 b–c �
DK 68A20).

Although this thought is not explicitly formulated elsewhere, it shapes
and informs all such encounters between all philosophers and all tyrants.
Tyrants, like women, children, and slaves,138 serve as foils for the philoso-
pher in a particularized way to contrast Greek intellectual achievement
and cultural pride by the tyrants lack of intellectuality and culture. Their
lavish wealth and grandeur, rejected by the philosophers to a man, are
ever set in contrast to the simple intellectual life chosen by the philoso-
phers.139 The tyrants’ very desire for knowledge is a source of ridicule, and
their lavish offers to the philosophers, their promises of a life of ease and
extravagance in return for wisdom, are always refused.140

The biographers were irresistibly drawn to the contrast offered here:
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the philosopher, unconcerned with temporal affairs with which the tyrant
must, of necessity, concern himself incessantly.141 Tyrants often symbolize
the greatest temporal authority, yet seem always to lack spiritual or intel-
lectual authority, while the reverse is true for the philosophers. Philoso-
phers were often characterized as vague or absentminded, with a mind
above the more base and practical aspects of life, while tyrants are men of
immense worldly power. The tyrant exults in unlimited power; philoso-
phers are ardent democrats who refuse even hereditary kingships and who
fight for freedom and constitutional powers. The tyrants’ power extends to
the power of life and death. Philosophers, who share these powers through
their knowledge, use them only to restore life, never to take it away.
Biographers, then, were inevitably attracted to the literary opportunities
offered by such dramatic contrasts, although an even greater contrast
underlies their anecdotes, that between barbarian and Greek.

The eternal, and to the biographers inherited, conflict between east
and west, or barbarian and Greek, is the factor that underlies and drives
these anecdotes. Greek philosophers, via the biographers, pit their intel-
lectual powers and achievements against the wealth and temporal power
of the tyrant and always win, their triumph an intellectual analogy to the
Parthenon centauromachy and amazonomachy that symbolize the tri-
umph of the rational and civilized west over the irrational and barbarous
east. The tyrants, although wealthy and possessed of great power, are
foolish, uneducated, and ineffectual; the philosophers, although without
power or material resources, are educated, cultured, and intellectual. The
anecdotes reveal, as Stuart has it, the “advantages of sobriety over excess,
simplicity over luxury, justice over injustice.”142 In such anecdotes, figures
like “the king of Persia” come to represent effeminate extravagance and
slavery; representational meetings as early as Solon and Croesus in He-
rodotus show the Greek scorn and hatred for those who would enslave
them.143 The early poets and philosophers who fraternize with tyrants are
censored for doing so. The archaic philosophers reject them to a man.144

The anecdotes that speak of Democritus and tyrants indicate a midpoint
in the tradition: he fraternizes with and educates the tyrant, as do later
philosophers such as Plato, but ridicules and frustrates him as do the
archaic philosophers. Democritus, because of a biographical tradition,
perhaps, that speaks of greater contact with the east, becomes the personi-
fication of the philosopher who ridicules the tyrant. Or perhaps, once
again, a philosophical statement paved the biographers’ way.
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48. [Democritus said that] he would rather discover a single cause than be
the king of Persia. (fr. 118)
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Having examined the biographical evidence for Democritus’ character,
we now turn to that aspect of his life that best illustrates philosopher and
philosophy, his death.

THE DEATH OF DEMOCRITUS

After the anecdotes that tell of the meeting between Democritus and
Hippocrates, Diogenes Laertius gives us his own epigrammatic version of
the death of Democritus.

49. Who, indeed, was so wise, who wrought so vast
a work, as all-knowing Democritus achieved?

Who, when death appeared, kept him three days,
and with the hot steam of bread, entertained him. (DL 9.43 �

AP 7.57)
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Diogenes Laertius fleshes out these bare details with a story taken from
Hermippus and Hipparchus.

50. When he was now very old and near his end, his sister was vexed that
he seemed likely to die during the festival of the Thesmophoria and that
she would be prevented from paying fitting worship to the goddess. He
bade her to be of good cheer and ordered hot loaves of bread to be brought
to him every day. By applying these to his nostrils, he contrived to outlive
the festival; and as soon as the three festival days had passed, he let go his
life from him without pain, having then, according to Hipparchus, at-
tained his one hundred and ninth year. (DL 9.43)
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Democritus, like many other philosophers, achieves a ripe old age in
spite of the many obstacles put before him.145 Typically, for Democritus,
his family is once more a limiting or destructive factor in his life: his
brothers had conspired to cheat him, now his sister objects to his dying.
Note that it is not his death itself that disturbs her, but only the timing of
it. If Democritus dies according to his schedule rather than hers, she will
be unable to attend the festival. To appease her, Democritus temporarily
wards off death by inhaling hot bread vapors for the prescribed time and
dies in rather boring fashion for such a colorful figure. But as usual, the
details, which seem so incidental, add up to a characteristically illustra-
tive death, in which atomic theory and even bread and women have their
appointed place.

We begin with the festival of the Thesmophoria, which celebrated the
mysteries of the Two Goddesses, Demeter and Kore, and which repre-
sented a rare occasion of freedom for Greek women. During the festival, a
woman could legitimately, with full civic and religious sanction, escape
the confines of husband, home, and children.146 The ritual activities and
offerings associated with the Thesmophoria suggest fertility as well as
rebirth. The festival lasted for three days and excluded men and walking
children. Sexual abstinence was required of the women participants for
the full three days of the meeting, and other pleasures were curtailed; the
women camped, without beds or tables, and the whole of the second day
was spent in fasting, mourning, and prayer. A feast and sacrifice crowned
the third day, which was also an occasion for women to indulge in ritual
verbal abuse of each other and also, occasionally, of men. In literary
representations of the festival, hostility toward men becomes the principle
purpose and activity of the festival. As depicted by comic authors such as
Aristophanes, men were captured and threatened with castration.147 The
sheer mention of the Thesmophoria, then, would be enough to conjure up
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the slightly ridiculous image of hostile women, bent on some form of
emasculation. Democritus’ sister, by her desire to attend, is clearly a
woman of that sort, as her peevish response to her brother’s impending
death so clearly demonstrates.

And Democritus, despite his many charms, could never be accused of
an enlightened view of women. On the contrary: in his work he spoke not
only of the liabilities of family relationships in general, but specifically of
the problem of women in such relationships.

51. A woman must not practice argument. For this is dreadful. (fr. 110)

γυν �η µ �η �ασκε	ιτω λ 	�γ�ν�δειν ��ν γα	 ρ.

52. The brave man is not only he who overcomes the enemy, but who is
stronger than pleasures. Some men are masters of cities but enslaved to
women. (fr. 214)

�ανδρει
�
�ς � �υ �� τω

�
ν π�λεµ	ιων µ 	�ν�ν, �αλλ �α κα�ι �� τω

�
ν �ηδ�νω

�
ν κρ 	εσσων.

�ενι�ι δ �ε π�λ	ιων µ �εν δεσπ 	�"�υσι, γυναι��ι δ �ε δ�υλε 	υ�υσιν.

53. To be ruled by a woman is the final outrage for a man. (fr. 111)

�υπ �� γυναικ ��ς �αρ εσθαι �υ�ρις ε�ιη �αν �ανδρ�ι ε�σ α	 τη.

Indeed it is for Democritus. His sister practices her argument to some
effect and even rules his life and the time of his death, although he does
not suffer, or does only symbolically, the male fate generally considered
worse than death. On the other hand, the three days of fasting presents no
problem to the philosopher who advocated moderation.

54. Luck provides a rich table, wisdom an adequate one. (fr. 210)

τρα	 πε"αν π�λυτελ 	εα µ �εν τ 	υ η παρατ	ιθησιν, α �υταρκ 	εα δ �ε σω�ρ�σ 	υνη.

55. Thrift and fasting are beneficial, so too expenditure at the right time.
But to recognize it is characteristic of a good person. (fr. 229)

�ειδ 	ω τ�ι κα�ι λιµ ��ς  ρηστ 	η� ε�ν καιρω
�
ι δ �ε κα�ι δαπα	 νη� γιν 	ωσκειν δ �ε

�αγαθ�υ
�
.

The table, in the form of hot bread vapors, is adequate to keep Democri-
tus alive, and perhaps it is the right time for fasting. Even so, the broad
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circumstances of the anecdote suggest a classic case of death by rebound,
in which the philosopher’s statements have fatally come back to haunt
him.148 However, Democritus’ cheerful acceptance of his sister’s domestic
tyranny is also significant; his serene acceptance of her demands echoes
his remarks on proper behavior for the elderly.

56. A pleasant old person is one who is agreeable and serious of speech.
(fr. 104)

γ 	ερων ε�υ αρις �� α�ιµ 	υλ�ς κα�ι σπ�υδαι 	�µυθ�ς.

57. Strength and beauty are the virtues of youth, while moderation is the
flower of old age. (fr. 294)149

�ισ �υς κα�ι ε �υµ�ρ� 	ιη νε 	�τητ�ς �αγαθα	 , γ 	ηρα�ς δ �ε σω�ρ�σ 	υνη �ανθ�ς.

Democritus’ mildness toward his sister, like his cheery acceptance of
her demands in the face of his death, stem equally from this theory of
ε �υθυµ	ια as from atomic theory. Democritus gives us his own views on life
and death, which we see clearly reflected in the anecdote.

58. [To live badly is] not to live badly but to spend a long time dying.
(fr. 160)

� �υ κακω
�
ς "η

�
ν ε�ι

�
ναι, �αλλ �α π�λ �υν  ρ 	�ν�ν �απ�θν 	ηισκειν.

59. People are fools who live without enjoyment of life. (fr. 200)

�αν� 	ηµ�νες �ι�υ
�
σιν � �υ τερπ 	�µεν�ι �ι�τη

�
ι.

60. People fleeing death pursue it. (fr. 203)

�ανθρωπ�ι τ ��ν θα	 νατ�ν �ε 	υγ�ντες δι 	ωκ�υσιν.

61. Fools long for life because they fear death. (fr. 205)

�αν� 	ηµ�νες "ωη
�
ς ��ρ 	εγ�νται [γ 	ηρα�σ] θα	 νατ�ν δεδ�ικ 	�τες.

62. Fools, fearing death, want to live to be old (fr. 206)

�αν� 	ηµ�νες θα	 νατ�ν δεδ�ικ 	�τες γηρα	 σκειν ε�θ 	ελ�υσιν.

Democritus, demonstrably not a fool, neither flees death nor pursues it;
his philosophy, both physical and ethical, precludes such notions. But he
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does, to appease his sister, delay it, either by recourse to hot bread vapors,
as Diogenes Laertius relates, or by smelling honey, as a variant source
describes.150

Honey, as we have seen, played an important part in Democritus’ life.
Honey, synonymous with sweetness in the ancient world, was used to
symbolize Democritus’ theory of subjectivity in taste, a theory that moved
later commentators to such fury. The importance, and controversy, of the
theory is further seen in two anecdotes that connect honey and death, in
the variant death described here, and in a source that says Democritus
advocates not cremation of the corpse but mummification by means of
honey.151 Interesting, all three are further linked by either the presence of
women or death, and all three demonstrate biographical method, which
transforms abstract philosophical thought into concrete, simplified form.

That Democritus could keep death at bay for a full three days is hardly
surprising; he was, after all, another of those philosophers credited with
control of the elements, especially wind or air. The significance of the
vapors, whether bread or honey, however, is a point crucial to our decod-
ing of the anecdote. For the death as presented by Diogenes Laertius is a
satirical transformation of Democritus’ philosophy and in particular the
atomic theory of respiration. We have not, of course, any of his own words
on the subject, but we do possess comments by later authors on Democri-
tus’ theories of life, breath, and soul.

63. For according to him, the spherical atoms, which from by nature can
never remain still, being moved, tend to draw the whole body after them
and thus set it in motion. (Arist. de anim. A2.406b15 � DK 68A104)

κιν�υµ 	ενας γα	 ρ �ησι τ �ας �αδιαιρ 	ετ�υς σ�α	ιρας, δι �α τ �� πε�υκ 	εναι
µηδ 	επ�τε µ 	ενειν, συνε� 	ελκειν κα�ι κινει

�
ν τ �� σω

�
µα πα

�
ν.

According to Aristotle, the atomists regard respiration as characteristic
of life; as the surrounding air compresses the body and begins to expel
those atoms that give movement. Because they themselves are never
without motion, a reinforcement of these atoms coming in from outside,
in the act of respiration, is required. They prevent the expulsion of inte-
rior atoms by counteracting the compressing and consolidating force of
the outside, and bodies continue to maintain this resistance.152 For Democ-
ritus in particular, Aristotle further tells us that,

64. Democritus says that among animals that breathe, there is a result of
their breathing, and alleges that it prevents the soul from being crushed
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out . . . he identifies the soul with the heat, regarding both as first forms of
spherical particles. He says, therefore, that when these particles are being
crushed by the surrounding air, which is pressing them out, breathing
intervenes to help them. (Arist. de resp. 4.471b30 � DK 68A106)

∆. ��θι µ �εν ε�κ τ#η$ς �αναπν� �η
�
ς συµ�α	ινει τι τ�ι

�
ς �αναπν 	ε�υσι λ 	εγει,

�α	 σκων κωλ 	υειν ε�κθ	ιλ�εσθαι τ �ην ψυ 	ην� � �υ µ 	εντ�ι �ως τ� 	υτ�υ γ� �ενεκα
π�ι 	ησασαν τ�υ

�
τ� τ �ην � 	υσιν � �υθεν ε�ιρηκεν . . . λ 	εγει δ� �ως �η ψυ �η κα�ι τ ��

θερµ ��ν τα �υτ 	�ν, τ �α πρω
�
τα σ 	ηµατα τω

�
ν σ�αιρ�ειδω

�
ν. συγκριν�µ 	ενων

� �υ
�
ν α �υτω

�
ω �υπ �� τ�υ

�
περι 	ε �ντ�ς ε�κθλ	ι��ντ�ς, �� 	ηθειαν γ	ινεσθαι τ �ην

�αναπν� 	ην.

Democritus, like other atomists, taught that life was maintained in the
body by breathing.153 In Aristotle’s comments, we see that the soul atoms
and “heat” (particles of air outside the body) share a spherical, similar
form. The soul atoms are especially small and quick and therefore in
constant danger of being breathed out. The external air, however, is also
made up of soul and mind atoms that, when breathed in, create and
maintain a pressure that keeps the internal soul atoms from being exhaled.

Respiration, then, is a necessary condition of life, for when respiration
ceases, the tension keeping the soul atoms inside the body ebbs, and the
soul atoms, without this tension, slip outside the body and scatter into the
air. Death occurs when respiration ceases and the soul atoms are breathed
out.154 Democritus, of course, knows that he has nothing to fear from
death, since his soul atoms will simply scatter on the four winds. But he
also knows that as long as he can keep “feeding” these souls atoms with
“hot” vapors, they will not disperse and he will not die, at least until the
festival is over. Democritus uses his knowledge of the mechanics of life
and death to maintain, and then to end, his life; his death, like his life,
becomes an act of will.

Throughout, we have seen the enormous industry and determination
that Democritus brought to both his emotional and his physical life. The
biographers, if satirical in their interpretations, were accurate in their
knowledge and application of Democritus’ philosophy; his actions, absurd
and laudable, are the product of the soul’s control over the body, the
intellect’s control over the emotions. And this continues to the end:
Democritus’ death is deliberate, the result of rational thought and deci-
sion, not one of physical necessity. Democritus often spoke of the neces-
sity of intellectual control over those of the senses; the following frag-
ments emphasize his hierarchy of body and soul.
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65. Happiness and unhappiness are the province of the soul. (fr. 170)

ε �υδαιµ�ν	ιη ψυ η
�
ς κα�ι κακ�δαιµ�ν	ιη.

66. It is right that men should value the soul rather than the body; for
perfection of soul corrects the inferiority of the body, but physical strength
without intelligence does nothing to improve the mind. (fr. 187)

�ανθρ 	ωπ�ις �αρµ 	�δι�ν ψυ η
�
ς µα

�
λλ�ν �η σ 	ωµατ�ς λ 	�γ�ν π�ιει

�
σθαι� ψυ η

�
ς

µ 	εν γ �αρ τελε 	�της σκ 	ηνε�ς µ� θηρ	ιην ��ρθ�ι
�
, σκ 	ηνε�ς δ �ε �ισ �υς �ανευ

λ�γισµ�υ
�
ψυ �ην.

Citation 66 reminds us of the tradition that Democritus blinded him-
self in an effort to perfect the soul by correcting the body. Or, as Lucretius
suggests, with the waning of his once dominant intellectual powers, De-
mocritus preferred to disregard his still powerful physical body and commit
suicide. As in the last anecdote, his death by suicide would be a conscious
act. That the soul or mind has this directive quality155 is made clear in
citation 66, as in citations 37, 38, and 39, which speak of the necessity to
control one’s desires which if uncontrolled, blind the soul. Citation 65
expresses Democritus’ belief in a higher sphere of existence, where pure
thought and an inspired soul transcend the usual human boundaries,
where the mind and soul guide, evil is an impossibility, and life an interpre-
tation of the good. In death as in life, Democritus’ actions are dominated
by his intellectual will; his intellect, guided by the soul, remains “calm and
strong, undisturbed by any fear or superstition.” Truly, nothing in his life
became him like the leaving of it; his death is the finest example of his
philosophy.

Diogenes Laertius rounds off his life of Democritus with a discussion of
his theories, a short précis for the principles of atomic theory, a bibliogra-
phy of Democritus’ work, and a list of other men with the same name, as is
usual in his lives. Our chapter on Democritus, world traveler, madman,
wondering visionary, poet, scoffer, miracle worker, blind, cheerful, and
always laughing, ends also. On the third day, the festival over, the loaves
no longer fragrant, Democritus happily lets go his soul and rests, free from
family, money troubles, and the satire of biographers, becoming another
benevolent image of which the air was full.




