Did Democritus Think That Atoms Can Be Alive?

Post by “Cassius” of April 3, 2025 at 2:40 PM

In this week's Lucretius Today podcast (Episode 274), Cicero relates this about Democritus (the
underlined section):

Quote from Tusculan Disputations - Part 1 - Section XVIII

I will have nothing at all to do with that fortuitous concourse of individual light and
round bodies, notwithstanding Democritus insists on their being warm, and having
breath, that is to say, life. But this soul, which is compounded of either of the four
principles from which we assert that all things are derived, is of inflamed air, as seems
particularly to have been the opinion of Paneaetius, and must necessarily mount
upwards; for air and fire have no tendency downwards, but always ascend; so should
they be dissipated, that must be at some distance from the earth; but should they
remain, and preserve their original state, it is clearer still that they must be carried
heavenward; and this gross and concrete air, which is nearest the earth, must be
divided and broken by them; for the soul is warmer, or rather hotter than that air,
which | just now called gross and concrete; and this may be made evident from this
consideration,—that our bodies, being compounded of the earthy class of principles,
grow warm by the heat of the soul.

Thus the question in the title - Democritus did not apparently come up with the swerve, but did
he think that atoms can be alive?

| checked and I don't think we have made any effort to make up a chart of differences between
Epicurus and Democritus, and we need to develop one. If anyone already has one or knows of
links please post, and let's develop one. There seem to be many and deep differences and we
need to have this information readily available. Democritus was certainly a great man, but did
he fully break from supernatural religion? That, at the very least, needs to be something we are
very clear about.
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A good place to start would be 'Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker' (The Fragments of the Pre-
Socratics) by Hermann Diels (1903). This book would probably answer all your questions.
Unfortunately, it's never been translated into English. The good news is we have the next best
thing - 2 books by Kathleen Freeman:

1) 'The Pre-Socratic Philosophers; A Companion to Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker' (1946)
2) 'Ancilla to the pre-Socratic philosophers: a complete translation of the fragments in Diels,
Fragmente der Vorsokratiker' (1948)

1) is available on archive.org. If you have an hour or so to spare, read through pages 285-326.
The amount of information, heavily supported by testimonia and actual fragments, is all you
can wish for and then some more. The arrangement by subject-matter is also helpful to quickly
see similarities and differences between Democritus and Epicurus.

The Pre-socratic Philosophers : Kathleen Freeman : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming :
Internet Archive

Book Source: Digital Library of India Item 2015.276045dc.contributor.author: Kathleen
Freemandc.date.accessioned: 2015-07-29T20:12:21Zdc.date.available:...

archive.org

2) is not available on archive.org but it's digitally available at 'sacred-texts' website (link
below). The link will take you to the ancilla containing fragments of plethora of Pre-Socratics.
It's the only place online I'm aware of where all Democritus' fragments are available in English.

Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers Index | Sacred Texts Archive

Classical Greek and Roman texts including mythology, philosophy, and literature. Browse 92+
texts in this comprehensive collection.

www.sacred-texts.com
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