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ON THE CONCEPTION OF POVERTY
IN DEMOCRITUS

The issue of poverty (neviz) recurs frequently enough in the extant
fragments of Democritus to hold that it was a considerable ethical con-
cern for the atomist. As the atomist himself argued (B 291), to bear pov-
erty well is a significant portion of displaying sound ethical judgment
(owyposivr)'. An inquiry into Democritus’ presentation of and solution
to the issue of poverty is, then, an enterprise of interest in itself and as
part of a general understanding of the ethical position described and
promoted by the atomist. In this paper. I will first look at the position
of the concept of poverty in Democritus’ ethical thought. Having estab-
lished the place of poverty in the overall system, I will attempt to recon-
cile certain contradictions which seem to occur in Democritus’ stance on
poverty with regards to the importance of material poverty and to the
advisability of advocating situational change.

There are five fragments in which the concept of poverty is deployed
or analyzed by Democritus. The most clearly definitive statement we re-
ceive on poverty is given in B 283 where we read:

Poverty (wevin) and wealth (xAoitec) are names for want (évéeing) and fulfil-
ment (xépow ). He who lacks (& évééwv) is not rich. He who does not lack (6 p
Evbéw ) is not poor-,

In the above passage. poverty is made a strongly relative concept. No
particular external criteria are made available for assessing poverty. Rather,

1. Unless otherwise stated all fragment and testimomnial references are to H. DreLs and W.
Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, vol. 2, 6th edn., Berlin, Weidmann, 1952, section
68. Invaluable assistance in interpretation is given by making reference to the modemn Eng-
lish translations of C. C. W. TAvLOR, The Atomists: Leucippus and Democritus. Fragments,
Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1999, and the older but still valnable K. FREEMAN,
The Pre-Socratic Philosophers: A Companion to Diels Fragmente Der Vorsokratiker, Ox-
ford, Blackwell, 1946, The recent modern Greek translation 1s also haghly useful: H. DmErs
and W. Kranz, Oi [Tpoowxpatol: ol uaptogies xai ta aroordouara, Topos f§ (amodoon
B. Kyrkoz), Abnva, Exdooewg IMamadnuea, 2007,

2. The translations provided are the author’s own, though they owe much to the readings
of the sources listed immediately above.
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it is related to the individual and whether he finds himself in a state of need
(Eveera) or satisfaction (udooc). Poverty and wealth are hinked concepts for
Democritus, the one showing the other. He engages in a powerful effort to
wrest their meanings away from the common understanding of the terms
His aim is to provide a new understanding of poverty and wealth that is
measured according to the individual ethical agent and has to do with an
equation between desire (smmilupfio) and its possible fulfilment (xdpoc).
Hence he arguesin B 284:

If you do not desire (émidupénic) much, but little will seem much. Small desires
(6pefic), then, make poverty (reviny) equivalent to wealth (wAehtun F,

Here Democritus effects a transformation of terms. The evervday view
of wealth is that of crates of talents, golden tripods, marble palaces, etc.,
in which it is imagined one would find great satisfaction. Once the mate-
ral means of determuning the cntena of poverty and wealth is removed
and satisfaction (x6p0c) is taken as our marker, then holding limited de-
sires will make becoming wealthy a much more realizable task. We have
but to change our desires away from unattainable ends to a more imme-
diately available set of objects.

Just as much as the possibility of living a wealthy life in poverty is
raised by Democritus, so too does he point out the possibility, given the
relative nature of the concepts, of living a life of poverty while being em-
pirically wealthy. He argues:

The desire (6pctic) for money, if not limited (6pifntar) by satisfaction (xépwt),
is far worse than the most terrible poverty (neving éoydtng). For the greatest de-

sires (p,élf,m!Ec &pE’EEt:] create the grcatest lack lf[.LE'l:mﬂ:; evielac). B 219

Here Democritus uses the desire for money as a characteristic exam-
ple of a desire that does not find an object 1n the world which is capable
of providing it with satisfaction. It is one of the ‘greatest desires’ which,
lacking a satisfactory object, creates the greatest lack in the desiring
agent’. Thus, the atomist repaints the picture of an individual whom we
might naively take to be wealthy, the great merchant or tyrant, depicting
their state as precisely the reverse of what we would have thought. They
may not live a life of matenal poverty and vet their life i1s poor to them

3. I render both entdupdw and épefic as desire i a verbal and noun form respectively.
6peEic may be thought to have a shightly negative connotation, as opposed to £ mdupie, but
1s more or less translatable by the same English term. For Democritus both émidupie and
6pebic would seem to be neutral terms until they are encountered in excess or deficiency.
The use of different terms seems more to add colour to the remark than to illustrate a crisp
terminological distinction.

4. Democritus does not make explicit the argnment of why the desire for wealth is the para-
digmatic insatiable desire, Presumably the argument is that material wealth m 1ts abstract form,
ie. money, forms an infimite set which 1s an improper object to hold as a pragmatic end.
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and unsatisfactory. It is likely an argument like this that underpins the
following passage:
Poverty (mevin) in a democracy (év fmpompatin) when compared with what
goes by the name of happiness (kaAcopévne edbapoving) in a tyranny (mwapi Toic
Guvda ot ) 1s as preferable as freedom (EAzuilepin ) is to slavery (Goukeing). B 251

While this has often been read as a political statement®, the themes of
poverty and wealth in this passage seem just as, if not more, important.
Here we revert to the common notion of poverty as a material depriva-
tion and compare it to its opposite: that which is conceived as happiness
in the tyrannical state. The concept of well-being in the tyrannical state is.
no doubt. an inversed image of material poverty: wealth, power and the
other great desires of B 219. It is in this sense that poverty in a democ-
racy, which otherwise might have many faults, is so obviously preferable
to the happiness of the tyrants The tyrant’s supposed wealth is a mirage.
His is a clear example of seeking power for power’s sake and wealth for
wealth’s sake. He has no other end and he appears to be accomplishing
it. Yet, the greater his accomplishment, the more he will desire’. The ty-
rant is in fact enslaved to a desire that creates a lack which he cannot
fulfill. The attainment of power does not give satisfaction but breeds the
desire for greater power and the worry of the loss of it. The point of this
passage is not that democracy is a preferable system but that the concep-
tion of happiness of the tyrants is so flawed and counterproductive that
even actual poverty in a democratic state is a better practical condition
to be in than to have the so-called wealth of the tyrant.’

A summarizing statement with regards to the issue of poverty is given
by Democritus in B 286:

5. 1 have translated #uvaotelx as tyranny in the modern sense. It refers to a group of
oligarchic rulers who exercise power arbitranly for their own personal enrichment. These
would be our modem tyrants and despots, For a good discussion of the term, ¢f. G, I D.
AaIDERS, The Political Faith of Democntus, Mnemosyne, 3, 1950, p. 304 n.10.

6. CL. C. BAnEy, The Greek Atomists and Epicurus: A Study, New York, Russell & Rus-
sell, 1964, p. 211, Also consider, G. 1. D. AALDERS, op. cit., pp. 302-313. Aalders also treats the
fragment as primarily a pohitical statement which fits into a political programme against
extreme forms of government, a motif that does fit well with Democritus’ overall ethics as
we will present them in this work,

7.Cf. Nic. Eth., A 5,1096 a 6-11 where Anstotle discards the pursuit of wealth as candi-
date for the ultimate good since it i1s a forced life, Wealth cannot form an end in itself but is
always for something else. If it was for itself, it would be unending, But finite man cannot
obtain the infinite.

8. So we may have here at least a backhanded compliment for democracy. Despite all its
faults, democracy 1s conducive to more reasonable desires than the most unreasonable of
forms of government: tyranny.
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Happy (eotwyc) is he who, with a medium level of possessions (éxt petpiow:
yofuacty), is satisfied (eddupedpevac), discontent (Gustuyrnc) is he who, with
much, is dissatisfied (6uodups dpevac),

If we take poverty and wealth as relative concepts having to do with
the ability of our desires to find reasonable satisfaction in the world.
then the happy man will have possessions enough to match his modicum
of desires. Wealth. in the naive sense of the accumulation of goods. will
be seen not as a blessing but as a curse. Though there is a surfeit of goods
available to the rich man of avarce, he will not be capable of truly enjoy-
ing his goods or his life. Insofar as it is from his wealth that he aims to
take happiness. his desires will always exceed the capacity of the world
to provide adequate pleasures for them. Such 1s Democritus’ basic posi-
tion on poverty as we find it in the fragments.

Thus all sounds, as Barnes once put it, like a «moderately coherent plan
of life»’, but where in Democritus’ ethics does this position on poverty fit?
Arguably. it sits very near the core of hus ethical thought indeed. The long-
est remaining passage of Democritean ethical thought is contained in B
191 which contains a reasonably complete elaboration of what Democn-
tus took to be the best life. The best life comes from having moderate de-
sires and a balanced life. This protects the soul from defect (éAAzinov) or
excess (Omep3diiov) which causes it harm. Fragment B 3 supplements this,
giving the causes of imbalance in ethical life as the defect or excess of de-
sire in relation to the pragmatically attainable given the circumstance of
one’s capacities (oOvapug, wiarg) and of prevailing conditions'. The para-
digmatic example of the type of desire that leads on to excess causing
harm to the soul is to wonder at (Soupalew) and envy (Cnisiw) the ma-
tenially nich and powerful (Syovieg vt poaxoplépevor), while the motion
that brings the soul back into balance by re-establishing realistic desires is
to compare one's condition with that of the less fortunate, the matenally
poor (txAomweénvieg), thus revalonzing that which one actually has and
allowing one to set up reasonable expectations with regards to it. Put an-
other way, in face of the situation of lack, the correct solution is the lower-
ing of expectations, through tempenng the sting of one’s own lack against
the lack of those less fortunate than oneself.

Seen in light of this key ethical statement. it is clear why the issue of
poverty is so central to Democritus’ ethics Wealth and poverty both
threaten the balance of the soul which lies at the core of the good life.
Being able to understand and manage these limit cases, which threaten
the viability of the good life with extreme excess on the one hand and

9.). BARNES, The Presocratic Philosophers, London, Routledge and Paul, 1982, p. 423.
10. On the necessity of recognizing the pragmatc limnations of given conditions, cf B 289,
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extreme defect on the other, is the basic test for the viability of Democri-
tus’ ethical system. His description of the management of poverty and
wealth is consistent with his central ethical statements. It attempts to
guide the individual ethical agent away from a perception of poverty
and wealth as static. objective criteria and, instead. to see them as rela-
tive poles of an encounter between ethical subjectivity with certain dis-
positions, on the one hand. with a pragmatically given situation. on the
other. His normative prescription attempts to protect the illiquid, but
not truly poor, individual from perceiving a lack that is not present and
to disrupt the tendency of the materally rich to create for themselves a
lack where there is already the basis of a reasonable satisfaction. In es-
sence, he attempts to transmute the characteristic excess/deficiencies of
these extremes towards a moderate middle that will bring satisfaction to
both potentials of the human condition. In the hght of the central ethical
principles which we have thus far attributed to Democritus, his views on
poverty look consistent with his central ethical programme.

However. the analysis of this position would be incomplete without
bnnging it 1nto its seemung contradiction with other basic ethical tenets
which Democritus holds. The atomist is commonly known for his meta-
physical theory which, as presented to us by Anstotle, appears to be a
form of immanent materialism. Essential to this materialism is a com-
mitment to staying true to the appearances’. Expressed in his ethical
thought, the interest of the atomist in the immanent appearance of good
to man led him to strongly criticize those ethical positions which would
deny the good of the present life for the sake of some transcendental
metaphysical or mystical ideal (cf frs B 199-206, 297). He is thus also
identified with a form of hedonism, in that he takes pleasure as a meas-
ure of the good, a thesis verified in his own words (B 188:¢f. B 4).

In consequence with this fundamental philosophical commitment to
the immanent world, he 1n fact charactenzes actual matenal and socal
goods as making up a real part of the genuine good life, since they form a
basic category of our actual existence'”. There are many fragments which
support this conclusion. Evaluating restraint and hunger, Democritus ar-
gues that they have a valuable place 1n human life, though they cannot
be its only mode of expression for one must also know how to spend (B

11. Anstotle presents Democritus’ thought piecemeal in his metaphysical and physical
investigations. In De Anima, A 2,404 a (=68 A 101) he tells us that, for Democritus, truth
1s in the appearances. The appearances are to be explained by the physical principles of at-
oms and void, as described in Metaphysics, H 2, 1042 b, Frustratingly for the study of Dem-
ocritus’ ethics, Aristotle makes no reference to Democritus in his ethical studies

12, This point has been strongly made by M, N, Morality and Self-Interest in Protago-
ras, Anfiphon, and Demeocritus, Leiden, Brill, 1985,
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229). Moreover, wealth and its proper distribution play an important role
in the smooth functioning of social life (B 282, B 255). Indeed, he goes
on to support that life ought to be crowned with parties and enhanced
by the expernence of rarefied pleasures (B 230, B 232). Even moderation.
the level-headed virtue par excellence, does not seem divorced from, but
rather is promoted as a source and support for, finding pleasure (B 211).
Finally, his cntique of the stingy. who foolishly work like bees hoarding
a wealth they will never spend, clearly shows his commitment to valuing
the pleasures of the here and now (B 227). With so much evidence in its
favour, one must come to the conclusion that for the atomist goods can-
not be rendered entirely subjective according to the disposition of the in-
dividual. Some situational ground of real goods must be available for the
individual 1n order for a good life to be possible. To put it plainly, poverty
wouldn’t be an issue if there wasn’t an actual hardship to some real situ-
ation and actual goods wouldn’t be desirable if they weren’t in some way
part of the overall good.

It is also a consequence of this immanent perspective on ethical life,
that a change in the actual situation of a man, and not just his disposi-
tion, could, 1n theory, restore the balance of his desires to actual avail-
able pleasures. Logically, not only by decreasing desires in proportion to
pleasures, but also by increasing available pleasures in relation to desires
might a balanced life be restored. An individual actively taking control
of and modifying the real material conditions of his life should be able
to better it by increasing the amount of available pleasures Democri-
tus, in fact, makes suggestions to this effect in the case of situations like
bad health (B 234). Here he notes the irony of those who pray for good
health when it is always and only they who have the power (é0vapic) to
bring about this change. Their prayerful disposition is contrasted with
their woefully inadequate actions. The message seems to be that, in cer-
tain situations, we always have the power to make our lives better and
this is done not by changing dispositions, e.g. lowering expectations of
health, but by changing one’s actual situation’. One is left to wonder,
then, especially when the Democntean metaphysics suggests such a mal-
leable world™, why the atomist recommends a seeming quietist position

13. 1t is true that in this case agamn the role of desire (¢ mdupix) i1s highly important. The
cause of illness 1t 1s suggested, 15 intemperate desires. The point remains that these intem-
perate desires are not to be fixed by good mientions but by a physical transformation of
the situation. The individual must literally become a better person via exercise, better diet
and so on, all of which requires an active working to change actual conditions in the world.

14. The world is so malleable, in fact, that Anstotle suggests in Gen. corr., A 2, 315bl1-15
that in Democritus’ system even the change of a single component in the whole can trans-
form the nature of an object entirely. Both tragedy and comedy, he notes, are made up of
the same letters.
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to the poor man in the face of his poverty instead of recommending he
take practical political action to better his lot by adjusting his given situ-
ation (e.g. political constitution).

In summary, Democritus seems open to the objections both (a) that his
account of poverty does not properly address the actual material lack inher-
ent in poverty — he focuses too much on the mental suffering of the nch and
not so poorly off rather than on the seemingly more pressing evil of the real
suffering of the actual materially poor - and (b) that he overplays the dispo-
sitional response to poverty when a situational change to actual conditions
would accomplish equally good results in banishing poverty — he focuses
too much on making do with and not enough on making up for poverty.
With regards to (a), his position heads towards an asceticism of the cynic
type while with regards to (b), it heads towards a reactionary quietism.

In the second half of this paper. I will propose a defense of Democri-
tus’ position, from within his own system of thought, which makes sense
of his seeming ignoring of real material poverty as an actual evil and his
emphasis on change of disposition as the best path for dealing with pov-
erty. To do so, I suggest that we must first turn to the theoretical under-
pinnings of the picture of the best life which is found in Democritus, so
that we can look at his conception of the good more closely. This is im-
portant since, if he is not simply in contradiction, he must hold a concep-
tion of the immanent and attainable good which is compatible with and/
or explains his lack of interest in material poverty and lack of enthusiasm
for social change.

Long ago Taylor pointed out the analogy which can be drawn between
Democritus’ epistemology and his ethics”. In the search for truth, there
is a building movement from simple sensory truths towards an uncover-
ing of the principles of series of appearances’. The seeker of knowledge
first encounters the world naively through the senses. The senses give ac-
cess to the appearances which are themselves glimpses of the truth and
point to a truth beyond themselves'. But the evidence available to the
senses of phenomena are infinite and contradictory®. This causes our na-

15, Cf. C. C. W. TAvLOR, Pleasure, Knowledge and Sensation in Democnitus, Phronesis, 12,
1967, pp. 6-27.

16. The key passage for this interpretation is B11. Here Democritus famously speaks of
the dark (oxetly) and genuine (ywoiy) tools of knowledge, by which he means the senses
and the mind, Though the senses are criticized as dark when without mind, the mind too
comes up for critique in B125 where the senses in turn warn mind that, should it overthrow
them, it too will fall.

17. This is another sense which we should keep in mind of the statement attributed to
Democritus by Diotimus in SExTus Emp., Math. 1,7, 140 (=68 A 111) that «<appearances are
a sight of the unseen» (v adfhwy xotorflewe Té pourvdpeva).

18. CL Aristong, Gen. corr., A 2,315b 10-11 (=67 A 9).
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ive approaches to the world to break down. That the world is available
to be known at all is thanks to our senses (B 125). It is only thanks to the
mind, however, that we are able to see beyond the immediately present
to come to an understanding of its cause, piecing together the contradic-
tory evidence and making sense thereof (B 11). Knowing the world, then,
is a dialectic between perceiving, conceiving, testing and re-conceiving,
Sometimes our theory may over-reach the phenomena, sometimes it
might under-reach them; always we strive for it to be true by the light
of reason while fitting to what 1s shown. The immediately true is some
phenomenon, the ultimately true are the principles that explain them.
Starting from a naive perspective we develop progressively better cor-
relations of our conceptions to the phenomena.

Some similar pattern can be seen taking place in the relation of man to
world as ethical being. Here, though. one does not approach the world for
knowledge and truth, but for pleasure and the good. The world as good is
first available to the individual through pleasurable appearance given to
desire””, These pleasures reveal some actual good (B 188; cf. B 4) but are
contradictory and offer glimpses of a greater good. Ethical man looks for
the good which appears beyond the given good (B 74). The good comes to
us in the first place, because we are desining beings who take pleasure in
simple things. But we are not limited to the immediate pleasure. Ethical
mindedness seeks the cause of the good, the pattern and principles which
stands behind and makes possible particular goods The immediately good
is some pleasurable thing now, the ultimately good are the principles that
ground these pleasures. Sometimes our sounding out of ethical principle
may exceed and sometimes fall short of the phenomena (B 233); always
we seek to accord it to the greatest range of phenomena. Starting from a
vulgar perspective we progressively adjust our ethical attitude to create a
greater correlation of our desires to the available phenomena.

Up to here we should be in broad agreement with Taylor but with re-
gards to what follows from and is discovered by this investigation of the
good, I will argue for another interpretation. Taylor following, though
limiting Vlastos’ claim. interprets B 69 to give an intellectualist account
of Democritus’ ethics™:

For each man the good (dyadov) and the true (aAndéc) are the same (Twitév);
although their pleasures (764 ) differs the one from the other.

19. Democritus sometimes illustrates things with the crude, but effective, succinciness of the
later Cymics. The world s a place in which desire i1s aroused and accomphished. Paradigmatically
he says: «Scratching themselves men take pleasure just as they would mn love makings (B 127).

20. Tav10R, op. cit., p. 25.
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This tightly packed sentence, lacking its original context, is very diffi-
cult to interpret. Nevertheless, it has been reasonably used to support the
thesis that Democritus views the ethical activity as an exercise in practical
reason that replaces immediate notions of the good, this pleasure here and
now, with a rational theory of the good which provides a better account of
the good for the individual, a better correlation between what one desires
and what is possible. In the case of Vlastos this would be a strong account.
The atomic theory is not just a metaphysical but an ethical model, which
provides the true picture of how one should act*’. Taylor proposes a lighter
interpretation suggesting the outcome of the rational 1nvestigation of the
good results in a moderate hedonism that provides a prudential theory for
living the most pleasant life. For both scholars, Democntus’ good is seen as
a rationalized principle of pleasure. Vlastos’ intuition that Democritus is
offering something stronger than a reasonable hedonism seems sound, but
to identify the atomic theory with a theory of the good, as we shall see 1im-
mediately below, seems incorrect. Taylor’s argument, which maintains the
importance of pleasure as the criterion of determining the good, seems in-
dispensable but lacks a convincing picture of what the good is in Democri-
tus beyond prudent pleasures.

I propose that, in order to approach this problem again, we suspend
the idea that Democritus identifies the notion of truth with the good. We
might then pose the following question: When Democritus investigates
the world as a knowable object and for the sake of truth, he arrives at the
principles of atom and void as the ground of these appearances; when,
then, he investigates the world as a desirable object and for the sake of the
good, what principles does he find as the ground of these appearances?
Posing the question this way is beneficial, because it helps us rule out oth-
erwise attractive possibilities for what constitutes the good in Democritus.

It would seem to immediately rule out that good finds its ulimate ground
in the universe or cosmos taken from the objective point-of-view. Consid-
ered according to its truth, the world lacks in virtually any qualities whatso-
ever. Democritus is categorical on this point. «by custom (vépuwe) sweet, by
custom bitter, by custom hot, by custom cold; in reality (:t=7) atoms and
void» (B 9). Qualities are by custom. They do not belong to the reality of
atoms and void. This world, even in itself. has virtually no qualities. Of the
two primary principles the one is devoid of any quality at all. Void is just ex-
actly the absence of quality. Atoms are charactenzed by the most abstract of
qualities: shape (puopéc), position (tpory;) and arrangement (Grodhyy))=. Of

21. G. ViLastos, Ethics and Physics in Democritus, The Philosophical Review, 54,1945, pp.
3 78-391,
22. Cf. SmvrLictus, Commentary on the Physies, 28,15 (=68 A 38).
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these. shape is the seemingly strongest quality. since it belongs particularly
to the individual atom, while the other qualities are really only relational. A
case could be made that shape itself 1s a relational quality, since atoms form
an infinite series and the particular shape of an individual atom is entailed
by its membership in that series Even the formation of a cosmos 1s no sign
of the good, but a process entailed by the infinite combination and recombi-
nation of atoms across infinite fime~, The conung to be of life within the cos-
moi can be understood according to universal processes of the meeting of
like to like (B 164), and individual hife forms can be understood qua appear-
ance with regard to their shape and colour including man himself (B 165).
Goodness, unlike the truth of atoms and void, has quality. It has a character.
a imber, a depth. a feeling. It is quality par excellence. But the real as real for
the atomist is just the eternal shuffling of the atoms, the so-called qualities
an illusion. Democritus argues that, while we might attribute goodness or
badness to some object, that which is good now is not absolutely so but only
relative to my disposition and situation. Water is useful and ‘good’ for man
until your drowning init (B 172, B 173). In reality, however, all remains atom
and void in truth and so-called qualities are to be attnbuted to custom and
custom alone. In the world considered according to its objective content. we
will look in vain for the good or signs thereof.

Another candidate for grounding the good would be the individual. De-
mocritus’ fragments show a strong concern with the individual and the im-
portance of their agency in the ethical process In many fragments it would
appear the good must be enacted by and for an individual™. This has led
scholars such as Voros to attribute a Kantian-like position to Democn-
tus”. The self becomes the giver of good to himself. Towards solving the
apparent contradictions in Democritus’ ethics as outlined above, this has
a certain attractiveness as a theory. Following this direction of thought, we
can present Democntus as an idealist thinker who attempts to divorce the
ethical agent as much as possible from actual need and to internalize all
ethical agency. The ethical achievement of the good would, then, be availa-
ble to the philosophically well-adjusted individual who takes pleasure only
in higher abstract goods and is not significantly harmed by a lack of real
goods or by poor soaal situation™. This is a picture towards which scholars.

23. Cf. ARISTOTLE, Physics, B 4,196a 28, and Psevpo-PLUTARCH, fr. 179,72-3 (=68 A 39).

24.Cf. especially the senes of fragments B 264, B 244 B 80, B 60,

25. Cf. F. K. Voros, The Ethical Theory of Democritus: On Duty, Platon, 26,1974, pp. 113-
122,

26. Fragments like B 146 suggested this alinost Anistotelian view. We get here a picture not
unlike the picture of the best life described in Polisics, H 3, where the individual or state leads
the best life by iving an active life, m which practical activity can be taken to be «thoughts and
contemplations which are mdependent and complete in themselves- (transl: Benjamin Jowett).
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such as Farrar, have tended in their descriptions™. I believe, however, that
Procopé’s objection to this position is sound. When we witness Democri-
tus’ description of the self, we do not see the individual creating the good
ex nihilo for himself. Rather, we see him internalizing the notions of the
good which are prevalent and available in his own society™. This is espe-
cially clear in fragments like B 174 and B 262. What is ethically nght must
be exercised by the individual but the individual is not the source of this
good. Rather each individual is the place of its application.

This leads us to the best candidate for standing as ground and princi-
ple of the good: society and, particularly, its nomoi. The above quoted B
9 has already given us the clue to our solution. Above, we saw this frag-
ment as it is normally read: as the fundamental critique of vain custom
by the atomist theorist who has discovered the truth. If we re-approach
the fragment, though, and read it again not with regards to the quest for
the truth but with regards to the quest for the good, another interpreta-
tion of the statement appears. In truth all may turn out to be atoms and
void but through custom the world shows otherwise. It appears bitter
and sweet, as full of flavour and colour and life. This may not be the be-
ing of the appearances or how they are as far as we can theorize them. It
is, however, their aesthetic meaning to the observer, to the particular en-
tity that is there to perceive and interact with the appearances: man, The
appearance according to custom is how we live the appearances. Why?
Man is a social animal, as Democritus argues:

Custom (véyroc) wills to benefit (edepyeteiv) the life of men. It can do so when
men will to undergo the good (mdoyetv eb). In being convinced by custom, men
are shown their very own virtue (apetiv). B 248

Man does not find himself first and foremost within a meaningless
and hostile universe of atoms and void, but primarily it appears to him
as pleasurable and good. These latter qualities are a function of custom
(véponc) in which man always, already and more primarily, finds himself
The activity of seeking the wider good in the appearances leads one on
to the investigation of the values and virtues of one’s society. Herein, one
does not find the empty truth of atoms and void, but the good which is

27. As Farrar argues, «For Democritus, order and well-being both depend primanly upon
each mdividual's capacities, whatever lus external condition» (C. FARRAR, The Origins of
Demaocratic Thinking: The Invention of Politics in Classical Athens, Cambridge, Cambndge
U.P., 1988, p.233).

28. As Procopé puts it, arguing against Natorp’s Kantian interpretation of uifhc and B
264, «You will be your own policeman. But this does not mean that you are your own law-
giver... there 1s nothing said here about determiming, the badness or mmpropriety of your
actions. The standards of propnety, of good and ewl, are not in question=, Cf. J. F. PROCOPE,
Democritus on Politics and the Care of the Soul, The Classical Quarterly, 39,1989, p, 324,
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man’s particular virtue. Custom separates man from nature, red in tooth
and claw, or atoms and void, keeping each from doing as he would, but
rather binding him to its good (B 245). Objects in themselves are with-
out meaning: but normal human being never encounters objects in them-
selves. Rather, we encounter objects as full of value, as layered into a se-
ries of hierarchically more valuable values. Human being lives in these
values because of its particular nature. Man is educated in his society
and, as Democritus argues:

Nature (piotg) and education (G ) are similar, Education transforms (e tapu-
ouei) a man and as he is transformed (j.etapuopeion ) so is his nature remade (puote-
ol ). B 33

So man lives a second nature of culture. This has become his proper
nature”, This pleasure of sweetness that one values now is valuable in
itself and yet not absolutely. It is valuable as part of a pleasant hife: a life
that values sweetness, defines it as such and rewards the individual who
follows the highest values (virtues) with what i1s sweet. There would be
no good but for the fact of the birth of the individual into a community
of value. This community of value, for Democritus, is the polis, valuable
before all else (B 252). The polis safegnards the customs that define the
good. These customs cannot be assigned a reality in truth but they open,
for the individual, the world as good.

If the above analysis of the principle of the good in Democritus holds.
and it is the nomoi of society which are the final principles of the good,
then we are able to provide an answer to the problems we encountered
with Democritus’ treatment of poverty above.

What we have already said solves the problem of the lack of empha-
sis on the evils of material poverty in Democritus. First, he could con-
tend that it is a mistake to attempt to measure the good according to a
material standard. This is the category error of both the greedy (B 219)
and the gluttonous individual (B 235). While simple material pleasures
are signs of the good they are not the good itself, which is, rather, to be
found in the societal virtues framing them. Of course, matenal goods are
actually necessary for the continuance of any society, but he need not fo-
cus on this fact. The fragments take for granted a functioning polis so-
ciety. To function would mean to accrue the necessary material means
for its members, as defined by their common values, and to ensure the
enfranchisement of its members to manage and partake in these means
His ethical theory does not stretch beyond this to the slave class which

29, Democritus could have served as a better saint for the Cynics, had it not been so clear
in his thought that man 1s no simple beast who should shed culture in order to refine virtue.
Culture 1s our virtue,
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he excludes from ethical consideration (B 270). It would follow from B
191 that, for Democritus, a polis which let matenal differences between
its citizens grow to too great an extreme would be subject to the same
types of excess and defect to which the individual soul is prone. That is
to say it would risk its own destruction. Fixing such problems is a matter
of politics, e.g. careful changes to constitutions, and not of personal eth-
ics. It is within this frame that we should read one of Democritus’ only
practical political recommendations. When he recommends that the rich
should be willing to extend loans to the poor (B 255), he is not suggest-
ing a systematic programme of wealth redistribution but, rather, a logical
re-balancing of resources to re-establish a mean which is to the benefit
of all. The functioning polis is man’s buffer against basic material want
and. so long as it persists, frees the individual from the concern of genu-
ine material poverty.

This interpretation of Democritus’ 1nvestigation of the good also
solves the problem of why he does not propose practical measures
to change the structure of the world or society, in order to achieve the
good of the individual. Custom is some established pattern and group
disposition towards the good. It arranges the world 1n a certain way and
is disposed to a world which has a certain shape. The effort to change
a general situation or disposition i1s dangerous, because 1t threatens the
very foundation of what we take to be the good. It is only on the basis of
some custom of the good being thus and not otherwise that we are able
to strive for the good at all. We should. thus, trust the tried and tested,
not just anything new that comes along (B 67). We should, further, obey
the laws, the ruler and the wise (B 47). By changing the basic composi-
tion of the actual world situation to which this notion of the good is re-
lated, we risk undermining our own good (B 224). For Democritus, those
who advocate situational change seem to be inspired by envy/jealousy.
They would have that which others have which has been denied to them,
though their allocation of goods should already be reasonably sufficient.
Nor can there be any ‘growing the pie’. That would distort the world of
goods 1n relation to which custom has evolved. So to attempt to change
the situational composition of a society 1s to nsk the breakdown of no-
mos and thus to encourage civil war (otdotg). In that event, man is ex-
posed to the state of nature once again. the worst of calamities for all
involved (B 249). Civil war is a loss for all involved that deprives each
of the greatest goods (B 250), which are the result of living within the
spirit of the law (B 245). The exercise of comparing oneself to those who
are worse off 1n life is a much safer practice. It 1s supposed to reinvigor-
ate the actually existing goods of one’s life in a society that genuinely
does offer the possibility of meaning to the individual while avoiding the
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danger of tampering with the fundamental nomoi from which one’s good
arises. This is not meant as a quietism though. Society and its custom
are seen as the ultimate ground of the good and each citizen has a place
within society which offers him a reasonable portion of that good, should
he stand in appropriate and reasonable relation to the given.

In Democritus, then, poverty is a lack of proportion between desires
and available pleasures. Such feeling of lack creates an imbalance in
the soul which is against the interest of living a good life. Democritus
grounds the good in customs and values. The nomoi of society are the
principles that give the meaning of good to appearances which, from a
theoretical point-of-view, they lack in reality. Men live thanks to nomoi
which bind them together as a socially cohesive group holding the same
values For this reason, gross material poverty does not concern Democ-
ritus over much, for he assumes that a society, by definition. would not
allow its members to fall into this condition. Additionally, it suggests to
Democritus that efforts at situational change. modifying the shape of a
present society are, at best, last resort measures. It is far preferable to
adjust our personal disposition, by reducing our desires and becoming
satiated with that which is already available to us, than to attempt situ-
ational change. The latter threatens to undermine the composition of our
present society which is the very basis of our perception of the good. B
69, which calls the good and the true the same for all men, though their
pleasures differ, remains cryptic. Perhaps, on this reading, we might re-
store it to say that the truth, as atoms and void, and the good. as nomoi,
are the same for all men, but each will live a different life and face dif-
ferent conditions of pleasure and unpleasure. One can best find one’s
way with regards to the truth by adopting the theory of atoms and void.
One can best live a good life by exploring and then heeding the nomoi
of one’s own city. This is the same for all men, though their customs and
good be radically different.

(. BRUSEKER
(Athens)
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HEPI THE ENNOIAY THE IIENIAX S TON AHMOKPITO
[Tegihmym

To agbpo avto eEeraler Tv Evvowa Tig meviag oty Tt mooPlnpotikn Tov A
poxpitov. H Beom pov eivar dn & grhdcogpog meguopiler Ty Evvowr Tijg meviag, mpo-
KEWEVOD VO EX(POAOEL Ja Oyear avapeoa oty emiBupio xal ot Bewmormx) moay-
paromotnor e ot dwbéopes anolavoes. H avorro petguoopot tdy mboviy
vreQPoldv TOD TAOUTOV ®al THE meviag maller onpavikd poko otr] duaTrgnor TG
OUVOMXTS 2idvag ToD dowtov Piov ordv Arpuoxoito, mob cuviotatal axoifds oty
toogportio. Tdv Ndovav. H mevia dvryetomileron alitega, xal & aowrog Piog ém-
Sunretal 6pBOTEQM, e TV TUYHOWON THS KOTAOTAONS TOU AvBommon pe Exeivous o
Bolorovrouw o& SewvoTepn Béon dumd Tov 1810 ®al, Dotega, pé TV vioBeTnom Evog urgob
GoBoD Poouwdy EmBuKDY OV PIToQoTY Vi, iavoromBoty pé Subéoyes dmokay-
oeig. 210 devrego oo Tov agbgov, Swrrvrmvovtal o evotaces mog TT) yevixr) Oe-
OO THES Teviag Amd Tov Anpoxowo: (a) ot dev Evduapegetal doreta i Tic dvoro-
higg THe Vhxtic meviag =al (P) o dév dvayvwpiler Tov mBavo pdho Thg alharyic Ty
cuvBnurdv (g andavimon oty mevia. H dmoyn pov 2IveLL OTL 1} Beon Tob Anuoxoitov,
ToVAayIWOTOV Pe Tovg diwovs Tov dgovg, wrogel va. Brootnory Bel. Kal yud va 1o dmodel-
Ew, vrootilm Ot O Anuoxgirog, Telxd, EVIacoel TO Rako JjL 08 [ ROOUOAOYIXT
Becgnon, otrte oy mpocwmixt] TPw] Tov »wabe dvBowrmov, dlha otobs vopous Tig
wowvavias, Av it 1) Aoy eival OwoTr), TOTE PITOQOTUE VO VITEQAOTIOTOUE TOV
Anpdxgito gvavnia otig do nagamavae xamyogies. T tov Atopwoti) gkdcogo, 1)
ouppeToyT] 08 pio ebouBuT rowvwvia £E dpwpod dopakilel Eva pepido Ghixot Thov-
TOL Iaevob v vrroomoiEel Ty AEwmoem) Safiwon Evog dvBommou, Evi ol ATopures
mpoonabeies va petaPhnBei v dopr) Tig kovaving, yud va EEumtnoeTr|oeL TO TEOCWHO
Spelog, VITOORATTTOUY TOVS VOROUE, Ol OTOIoL oUVIOTOUV T1] Pacixn mpoimobean ya
TIV EmitevEn ToU ®ako,

George BRUSEKER
(Mropo. Avva TaTzh)



