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Greece and Western Asia Minor




In a goal-less caucus race,


Atoms rush through empty space


Or a lunatic dervish dance


From whose whirling, by mere chance


Order somehow comes to birth –


Sky and stars, and this green earth.


Living forms of every kind,


Till at length emergent mind


Gleams for a little while, and then


Things collapse to chaos again.


Old Democritus, how he laughed –


Scheme that’s both sublime and daft.


from Laughing Philosopher/Weeping Philosopher


by John Heath-Stubbs
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Given the uncertainty of our evidence for the dates of the Presocratic philosophers, this time line is only approximate.
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A BRIEF LIFE AND TIMES



In principle, the matter of which the cosmos is composed is now scientifically established. Yet probably not many people know that, when scientists recently reported the discovery of the ‘top quark’, they were announcing the completion of a project initiated by the ancient Greeks. One person who would have known that is the late Nobel laureate Erwin Schrödinger:


Matter is constituted of particles, separated by comparatively large distances; it is embedded in empty space. This notion goes back to Leucippus and Democritus, who lived in Abdera in the fifth century BC. This conception of particles and empty space is retained today … and not only that, there is complete historical continuity.1


Even Schrödinger, though, did not get it all quite right. In Greek atomon meant etymologically an entity that could not be cut or divided, a-tomon. The indivisibility could notionally have been conceptual rather than physical, but in at least some accounts of Democritus’ theory the atoma in question are described in physical terms as ‘full’ (D/K A44, 45, 46).2 If there is any one thing that marks the crucial discontinuity between the ancient Greek enquiry into nature and modern scientific theory and practice, it is the splitting of the atom, by Cockcroft and Walton in Cambridge in 1932, and the discovery through experiment of subatomic particles.


That Democritus lived in the fifth century BC is, however, as certain as any proposition about the past can be. Yet despite his clearly justified fame in antiquity – Aristotle, his pupil Theophrastus, Epicurus, his companion Metrodorus and the leading Stoics Cleanthes and Sphaerus all devoted treatises to his work – his life is to us practically a closed book. Diogenes Laertius, who compiled a compendious Lives of the Ancient Philosophers in the third century of our era, did his best, but the result was inevitably as jejune and unauthoritative as the available materials.3


Democritus seems to have lived to a good age by ancient standards, perhaps from about 460 to 385 BC. This was long before Greeks had developed the interest in biography that culminated around AD 100 in Plutarch’s Parallel Lives of great Greeks and Romans. Democritus lived, moreover, in Abdera, not in Athens, the then centre of the Greeks’ and the world’s intellectual universe that his younger contemporary Plato (c. 427–347 BC) described patriotically as the ‘city hall of Wisdom’. Abdera was a settlement on the northern shore of the Aegean, founded by Ionian Greeks from Teos in Asia Minor in about 540 BC. By the time of Demosthenes (384–322 BC) it had acquired an opposite reputation for stupidity and foolishness, unjustly no doubt. At any rate, here Democritus was born and is said to have held public office, a report possibly confirmed by coins bearing the legend ‘in the term of Democritus’ and dated around 414 BC. Unlike his fellow northerner Aristotle (born 384 BC), Democritus did not choose to emigrate southwards to Athens. He did, however, like his compatriot and older contemporary Protagoras, visit the violet-crowned city. His reception was in his own alleged words jarringly different: ‘I came to Athens and no one knew me.’ That was presumably after the circulation there of at least some of his writings in the later part of the fifth century, but before the establishment in the early fourth century of Greece’s first permanent schools of higher learning, those of Isocrates (436–338 BC) and Plato.


Democritus had a reputation for conducting extensive travel outside as well as inside Greece. One late source drawn upon by Diogenes Laertius has him travelling not only to Egypt to visit the priests and learn geometry – that was more or less de rigueur – but also to Persia, to Babylonia (to visit the Chaldaeans) and down as far as the Red Sea. Another source reported his alleged claim that ‘he would rather discover a single causal explanation [aitiologia – perhaps a word actually coined by Democritus] than become Great King of Persia’ (D/K B118). That remark would very likely have been based on first-hand experience of the mighty Persian Empire, which had been founded in c.550 BC and stretched ultimately from the Punjab to the east Mediterranean. On the other hand, the recent historical novel that gave Democritus a Persian connection by marriage was rather stretching the point.4


Nevertheless, to give Democritus an oriental connection is not only politically correct in terms of today’s academic discourse but also accurate in intellectual-historical terms. Early Greek science did develop and flower in close association with and sometimes strict dependence on ideas that reached Greek thinkers from the Middle East, especially Babylonia, Persia and Egypt. On the other hand, the Greeks non-mythical, non-religious enquiry into nature was their own invention. It was concerned at first to discover what the non-human cosmos was made of, rather than how or why it was the way it was.5


The intellectual breakthrough is generally supposed to have been launched in Ionia, part of western Turkey today. The earliest great name on record is that of Thales, a regular member of the Greeks’ own list of Seven Sages. He hailed from Miletus, as did Anaximander and Anaximenes; Xenophanes was from Colophon, and Heraclitus from Ephesus. Together, the careers of these men spanned the sixth century BC, by the end of which Greek Ionia was a part of the Persian Empire. Between them, they speculated on the ultimate constituent of matter, predicted eclipses, discovered and correctly interpreted fossils, drew a map of the world, and denied that the cosmos had been created, even by gods.


The suspension of belief in the divine, or at any rate the removal of the divine as conventionally (mythically) conceived from explanatory hypotheses, was a crucial move common to them all – regardless of their own personal religious beliefs and practices. Just how extraordinary that move was requires firm emphasis. The claim attributed to Thales himself that ‘everything was full of gods’ was a notion on which ordinary, non-intellectual Greeks habitually acted and around which indeed they organized much of their daily life. Yet from Thales onwards for the next couple of hundred years the distinction and separation of what we would call religion and science were vital to the intellectual project of the enquiry into nature. That was perhaps the essential core of what is sometimes referred to as the Greek Enlightenment.


Plato, almost inevitably, begged to disagree. And it is thanks chiefly to Plato that the scientists and philosophers known collectively as the Presocratics, of whom Democritus was the last, have almost without exception not survived to address us in their own right. For it was a major part of Plato’s purpose, showing himself in this respect at any rate fully representative of the agonistic or competitive character of all ancient Greek intellection, to put out of court and drive from the market all earlier philosophers apart from Socrates – or at any rate his representation of ‘Socrates’. This aim he achieved with near-total success. Of Protagoras, for example, we have just six, mainly very short examples of what may have been his ipsissima verba; in fact, he is paradoxically best known through the Protagoras, the Socratic dialogue Plato named after him. As for Democritus, Plato notoriously fails altogether to mention either him or his writings, though (especially in the Timaeus) he arguably betrays knowledge of them, if only indirectly. And although we have many more than six ‘fragments’ attributable to Democritus – almost 300 in all, the two main ancient collections together comprising some 200 – they are still few and rather lamentable when set beside the huge list of complete works attributed to him that Diogenes Laertius dutifully lists.

OEBPS/9781780221571_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781780221571_oeb_002_r1.jpg
" Y ——





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/9781780221571_oeb_003_r1.jpg
THRACE






OEBPS/9781780221571_oeb_004_r1.jpg
10NIA

GREECE

maLy-
siciLy

BC

p





OEBPS/9781780221571_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
PAUL CARTLEDGE

Democritus






