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Was Democritus a sceptic? To be consistent, should he have been? 
 
Before addressing Democritus’ alleged scepticism, we must provide some background to 
his primary doctrine, namely atomism1; that all that exist are atoms and the void.  
 
The atomists were responding to the Eleatics (Parmenides, Melissus & Zeno) who were 
deemed to have shown that change is impossible and who contrasted the certainty of 
rationalism (how things must be) with empirical uncertainty (how things seem). The 
atomists’ project was to reconcile the plurality of experience, with its apparent change 
and motion, with this teaching2.  
 
Their solution was to posit unchanging primary things that explain the phenomena by 
their combination into aggregates and their dissolution therefrom. These primary things, 
rather than being stuffs, as earlier philosophers had supposed, were individuals; namely, 
atoms, which are indivisible3. They posited an infinity of these atoms because they 
needed to explain an infinity of phenomena4.  
 
Atoms possess shape, size and weight, together with spatial ordering and orientation. 
They are unobservable5, so their basic characteristics have to be assigned a priori. What 
is observable is their aggregation into bodies. They move in the void - empty space, 
argued to be infinite in all dimensions.  
 
Evaluation of the evidence for Democritus’ scepticism 
 
I will simply assume for the time being that scepticism involves doubt about knowledge 
claims. After assessing the evidence, I will consider the matter further and decide in what 
sense, if at all, Democritus was a sceptic. 
 
There seem to be two responses to the textual evidence, and both accept an element of 
scepticism in Democritus’ thought. The first, exemplified by Taylor, limits scepticism to 
the reliability of sense perception, hoping to maintain a unified theory that escapes 
incoherence. However, the second, exemplified by Barnes [1982], takes Democritus to be 
a more thoroughgoing sceptic, which makes his atomic theory without foundation.  
 
The following texts suggest that Democritus thought that reality is totally inaccessible: 
 
 
 

Sextus Empiricus6 

                                                 
1 For Democritus’ atomism in general, see Aristotle On Democritus, as quoted in Simplicius’ Commentary 
on Aristotle’s On the Heavens 294.30-295.24 (Barnes [2001] p.206). 
2 Aristotle, On Generation and Corruption 324a35-325a31 (Taylor [1999],  p.181).  
3 See Aristotle’s On Generation and Corruption 316a13-b16 for the arguments for this.  
4 See Simplicius’ Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 28.15-27 (Barnes [2001] p.208).  
5 “So small that they escape our senses”. Simplicius.  
6 Against the Mathematicians VII.136-140 (Barnes [2001] p.224-5). 
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B6 And a man must recognise by this rule that he is removed from 

reality.  
B8 Yet it will be clear that to know how each thing is in reality is 

baffling.  
B10 That in reality we do not know how each thing is, or is not, has been 

shown many times.  
 
Diogenes Laertius7 

 
B117 In reality we know nothing – for truth is in the depths.  
 

However, the following, quoted by Sextus and others, claims that our senses merely 
misrepresent reality: 
 

B9.1  By convention sweet and by convention bitter, by convention hot, by 
convention cold, by convention colour: in reality atoms and the 
empty.  

 
Democritus was probably the first philosopher to distinguish primary from secondary 
qualities, making the latter observer-dependent. Our senses present a certain aspect to us 
(colour etc), but in reality there are only atoms and the void (neither of which has 
secondary qualities). We do indeed incorrigibly see something as, say, yellow, but any 
thought that it actually is yellow is incorrect. Any yellowness is a fabrication of our 
perceptual system.  
 
B9.1 and B117 provoked ancient charges of scepticism for “doing away with qualities”8. 
Nevertheless, there is a tension between the sceptical passages that claim we know 
nothing, and the claim for the reality of atoms and the void. 
 
There are two passages from Sextus that try, somewhat obscurely, to ease the tension by 
drawing a radically sceptical conclusion from a premise about the mechanism of 
perception. The first is: 
 

B7 This argument too shows that in reality we know nothing about 
anything, but our belief in each case is a changing of shape.  

 
While the interpretation of B7 is obscure, both Taylor and Barnes agree that it’s talking 
about sensory-belief-formation. According to Democritus, we don’t connect directly to 
the outside world. We are doubly distanced from reality – phenomenologically because 
things look different to how they are, but also causally because we perceive atomic 
aggregates by the physical intervention of other aggregates. Our knowledge is mediated 
by the causal process whereby we receive the appearances. The atomic aggregates affect 

                                                 
7 Lives of the Philosophers IX.72 (Barnes [2001] p.210). 
8 Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers IX.72 (Barnes [2001] p.224). 
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us by emitting films of atoms from their surfaces and sensory states result from the 
interaction of these films with our sense organs’ atomic structures.  
 
Taylor translates B7 as “…each person’s opinion is something which flows in” and 
restricts scepticism to sensory beliefs. Barnes [1982], however, understands B7 as “belief 
is a rearrangement of our constituent atoms” and, noting the conclusion of an argument, 
supposes Democritus to argue against any causal theory of knowledge. Belief can’t 
amount to knowledge because it’s no more than a rearrangement of our cerebral atoms.  
 
In my view, supposing Democritus to argue for scepticism on the basis of a causal chain 
is unjustified, given the atomists’ insistence that understanding be based on causation. 
While Democritus denied purpose in the natural world, putting everything down to 
mechanistic necessity9, he took the very nature of explanation to derive from necessity 
and cause. Nothing occurs by chance, but everything proceeds according to strict 
necessity, caused by the interactions of atoms in the void, going back to infinity10. The 
text of B7 doesn’t force Barnes’s interpretation, which is inimical to Democritus’ general 
scheme. While secondary qualities aren’t in the atoms, Democritus isn’t denying that 
perception is a reliable process whereby we can know the primary qualities of bodies.   
 
The second “tension-easing” text is: 
 

B9.2  We in reality know nothing firmly but only as it changes in 
accordance with the condition of the body and of the things which 
enter it and of the things which resist it.  

 
Barnes understands Democritus to argue that, since we perceive via the mechanism of a 
film of atoms from the object impinging on our sense organs, perception can only take 
place at the expense of a change in the object of perception. Therefore we can never 
perceive things as they are. He backs this up by analogy with Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
principle: the act of observation disturbs the object of observation.  
 
This seems unfair to Democritus, who is only talking about the remoteness of perception. 
We don’t perceive the object itself, but the atoms emanating from it. The focus of the 
argument isn’t on this inaccessible object but on the atom-film and the sense organs it 
impinges on. Democritus’ arguments about secondary qualities would work just as well if 
he assumed reflected light rather than atom-films. Macroscopic objects are not seriously 
disturbed by light-beams and it is possible that they would not seriously be diminished by 
the loss of atom films either. Though a rose’s smell fades as it loses its pollen, its smell is 
not deceptive at any particular time. It tells us that there is a body there such as to 
produce this particular sensation of smell in us.  
 
Scepticism or Theoretical Realism? 
                                                 
9 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals 789b2-3 (Taylor, p.185). 
10 Taylor, p.186, argues that Democritus accepted the Leucippus fragment, “Nothing happens in vain, but 
everything for a reason and by necessity”, interpreted as meaning that there has to be a sufficient reason 
explaining the phenomena, not that they have a purpose. 
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There are two possible conclusions from the fact that honey tastes sweet to the healthy 
and bitter to the sick. The first is the sceptical conclusion that we can’t know whether the 
honey is sweet or bitter. However, Democritus claims to know that honey itself is neither 
sweet nor bitter11.  
 
Sextus admits that “it is only the senses which (Democritus) explicitly attacks”, and that 
it’s he himself who understands Democritus to “do away with” all forms of apprehension. 
He then quotes Democritus as distinguishing two forms of “knowledge”: 
 

B11  Of knowledge there are two forms, one genuine and the other dark. 
To the dark belong all these: sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. The 
genuine, separated from this <…>  when the dark can no longer see 
more finely or hear or smell or taste or perceive by touch, but to a 
finer degree <…>. 

 
This contrasts “dark” knowledge provided by the senses with “genuine” knowledge 
provided by the intellect, concerned with things too refined for the senses to perceive. 
 
Hence, the “sceptical” passages suggest not scepticism but theoretical realism12. The 
character of the world isn’t revealed by perception, but nor is it inaccessible. It’s revealed 
by theory, which starts from perceptual data and explains the data as arising from the 
interaction of two worlds of imperceptible atoms: those in bodies and those in our 
sensory apparatus.  
 
We need to make a distinction along Empiricist / Rationalist lines. Democritus agreed 
with Melissus & Parmenides that things can be known a priori. Democritus accepted their 
arguments that there is no ultimate change, but found the need to explain the change & 
plurality in the phenomena, rather than simply rejecting it as illusory. For this we need 
motion, and for motion, we need void for things to move into. We retain constancy from 
the Eleatic view by having unchanging atoms, but circumvent Parmenides’ argument that 
what doesn’t exist can’t be conceived of by having the void exist just as much as the 
atoms. It is empty, but is not “nothing”. 
 
The Complaint of the Senses 
 
We still have a problem. Galen13 records the Complaint of the Senses:  
 

B125: … he had the senses reply to the intellect as follows: Poor thought, 
do you take your warrants from us and then overthrow us? Our 
overthrow is your fall.  

 

                                                 
11 Sextus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism I.213-4, (Taylor, p.192). 
12 See Taylor, p.192. 
13 On Medical Experience, (Barnes [2001] p.209). 
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Because the atomic theory takes perceptual data as its starting point, we can’t get started 
if the senses are altogether unreliable. Barnes thinks Democritus had no answer to this 
reductio argument, which makes atomism without foundation. While Democritus was 
honest enough to admit this impasse, his philosophical reputation is dented by his failure 
to find a way out. Taylor, however, while admitting this as a difficulty for Democritus, 
argues that it mustn’t be taken as his reductio of his own theory. 
 
Aristotle claims14 that the atomic theory starts from sensory data because its aim is to 
save the appearances, explaining all sensory data as appearances of an objective world. 
The theory has to save all the appearances, and explain why the honey tastes bitter to the 
sick as well as sweet to the healthy. Neither has priority and all contribute to the theory.  
 
This is close to, but distinct from, relativism, a view held by Protagoras and other 
Sophists, that all opinions or perceptions are equally valid. Democritus was in opposition 
to Sophistic relativism15, according to which there’s nothing more to reality than 
phenomenalism and reality just is the sum total of equipollent experiences. For 
Democritus, the gap between reality and appearance is essential to explain why 
equipollence isn’t inconsistent with objectivity.  
 
We lack the context of the quotation in B125. Taylor thinks that it may be a warning not 
to take the appearance-reality gap to mean the abandonment of sensory evidence. 
Democritus is right that if we treat sensory data as totally unreliable, we have no basis for 
theory. Instead of abandoning the senses, we need the appearances to provide the data to 
be explained.  
 
Conclusion – was Democritus a sceptic? 
 
In the ancient world, there were two main sceptical schools. Firstly, Academic sceptics 
(Platonic philosophers) denied that we have empirical knowledge and claimed all 
genuine knowledge to be a priori. Sextus16 associated Democritus with Plato in rejecting 
knowledge acquired by the senses. Only intelligible things are real – for Plato the Forms, 
for Democritus the atoms. Secondly, Pyrrhonian Sceptics withheld assent from all non-
self-evident propositions, casting the net of non-self-evidence very widely17. We have 
seen that Democritus was a sceptic in the first sense, though not in the second. 
 
In modern analytic philosophy, Scepticism is an epistemological matter. It is concerned 
with the scope of our knowledge and the sceptic either denies that we know all or any of 
what we think we know or (better) challenge us to justify our claims to know18. Again, 
Democritus was a sceptic in the first sense, in that he denied that our senses give 
knowledge of things in themselves, but was not interested in methodological scepticism, 
the second sense.  
                                                 
14 In On Generation and Corruption, 315b6-15 & 325a24-26 (Taylor, p.193).  
15 See Plutarch, Against Colotes 1108F-1109A, (Barnes [2001], p.226).  
16 Against the Mathematicians VIII.6-7,56 (Taylor, p.192). 
17 See Klein [2001]. 
18 Grayling [1999a], p.44. 
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There is also a usage of “sceptical” which is more metaphysical in tenor. The person 
who’s “sceptical” about the existence of angels isn’t usually taking the agnostic position 
that we can’t know whether they do or don’t exist, but is claiming that we can know (or 
at least be confident) that they don’t.  
 
In this sense, Democritus was sceptical that secondary qualities inhere in bodies. He 
claimed to know that our senses misrepresent reality, which we only know about from 
theoretical considerations. Hence, his scepticism is only “scepticism”. 
 
Scepticism in the analytic sense is consistent with a variety of metaphysical positions, 
though the greater the scepticism, the less tenable any claims about “reality” become. 
Claiming that there is a reality “out there”, but one from which we are cut off, so that we 
can never know it, invites the excision of such a “reality”. However, the realist position, 
maintaining that there is an evidence-transcendent reality independent of the observer, 
can be supported by rationalism – the claim that we can know some things a priori.  
 
The question is whether Democritus’ “scepticism” should have been taken further. If all 
our evidence for the external world is mediated and insecure, how can Democritus justify 
his physical system? This is indeed posited as an argument to best explanation, but if 
what is to be explained is too uncertain, the argument has no purchase.  
 
As presented by Taylor, Democritus’ view of perception approximates to that of 
scientific realism. Hence, the argument seems to come down to whether realism is a 
tenable position. Instead of adopting a foundationalist approach, that demands certainty 
in the perceptual foundations, from which we can deduce other knowledge, we have a 
coherentist approach where the data supports the theory that in turn supports the data. 
The theory provides a good explanation of why sensory data is unreliable, though we 
must not push this unreliability too far, or we have no data to explain.  
 
My conclusion is to side with Taylor against Barnes. To answer the question, Democritus 
was a sceptic, in the sense of denying that the senses reliably present reality to us. 
However, he did not, and ought not to have, taken this scepticism so far as to undermine 
his atomic theory19. 
 

                                                 
19 Word count: 2,613 including 114 for the question (11), bibliography (88) & this footnote (15). 
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