DEMOCRITIAN EDUCATION:
THE WAY TO HAPPINESS THROUGH DIFFICULTIES
,200in &bapBoc a&in maviwv“ (Democr. frg. 216 D-K12)

The salvaged fragments of ethical thought of Democritos are
sufficient to demonstrate the topicality and the realism of his educatio-
nal views. We must concentrate our attention, in our present study only
on three points:

a) the value and necessity of education
b) the principal characteristic of it, and
c) its basic end.

Can we say, first, of all, that Democritos recognizes any ability
to be trained in man? What, however must man be taught, since in
fact, as Democritos says ,,We know nothing and the truth is to be found
in the depths of reality“? (Fr. 117).

This extract, which has much occupied the researchers of Demo-
critos gnosiology, is now undoubtedly seen to refer to knowledge pro-
ceeding from the senses. Democritos is not unaware of the importance
of the information and knowledge gained by us through the senses. How-
ever, he expresses great doubt asto whether they are wholly valid.
This is because he wants to discriminate between the knowledge coming
from the senses and yvnoinv yvounv, the ,,pure knowledge* which is
a product of mental process; that is, the theory of truth which can be
reached dearly and completely when the interference of the senses is
kept to a minimum.

We may now examine the strength and the value which he as-
cribes to the process of education. First he sees as the seat of Good
and Evil in Man, not the body, but the soul (extr. 170, 171, 159, 187, 37).

He believes in the value of education because it can act upon the
soul, on which depends the happiness or unhappiness of man on earth.
Education he emphasizes, changes a man, it tranforms him (ef. 33).
However above all, it offers man, the most valuable gift, happiness.

The most important characteristic of Demo-
critian education is the acceptance of difficulty asa
unique and wonderful means of education. The great number of re-
maining fragments dealing with this subject show the importance which
our philosopher gave to the education which comes after difficulties
and obstructions. This importance becomes even clearer when we rea-
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lize that these particular extracts are almost the only ones which refer
clearly and directly to the training of young people.

Many extracts refer to the belief that wisdom and knowledge
give protection against mistakes. Thus the extracts 54 and 76, ascri-
bed to Democratis, speak of misfortune, which becomes teacher to
infants and foolish men. In extracts 178, 179, 182 he speaks of the
pedagogic benefit proceeding from labour and suffering, and only
from these.

TGO PéV KOAG Xprjdata toic movolg 1 pdabnoig éEepyaletal,
1@ 35 alopd aveu movwy alTtopata Kapmolton (Fr. 182)1

Democritos has observed that

BEwTikw¢ pn  movelv maide¢ dAvievteg o0Te  ypAuuat’ v
paBolev 00TE POUCIKAY 00UTE Aywviny o005 Omep PAMOTO TV OPETAV
OLVEXEL, TO aideioBar* paAa yap €k TOUTWV QIAEL yiyveaBal i a1dqc“2

So Democritos believes in
a) The importance and ethical value of exercise generally. Exercise
carried out with diligence makes up for natural lacks. He points out
that more

,[MAéovec €€ aoknaolog ayaboi yivovtal ) and @uoioc” (Fr. 242)3

b) The inseverable connection between education and exercise. Whatever
good is attained by education, is attained with difficulty. Neither
the training of the spirit, nor of the character, nor of the body can come
without difficulties (cf. 179). With certainty he maintains that

Lavtwv  KaKlotov 1 elmetein mondebool TV VEOTNTA* OUTH
yap €otiv N tiktel TA¢ noovac taltog, €€ WV R KOKOTNG yivetal®
(Fr. 178)4.

The above views present us with an opportune question: Does
the modern tendency of education (to be paedocentric and attractive)
serve the purpose of education and allow the creation of dynamic and
good human beings?

Democritian ,,Doric* paedagogy is, according to this view the
forerunner of the pedagogy of the French philosopher of our century,
ALAIN, the pedagogy of the joy which comes from creative labour.
In ,,Propos sur I’éducation” he writes: ,,No experience develops a hu-

1 ,,Education attains good results through hard work, whereas ugly things
grew up alone, without labours* (182 ex) (See also Fr. 108).

2 ,,Children who show excessive laziness and avoid hard work can learn
neither reading, nor music nor athleticism, nor that which is the foundation of
apetny that is, the feeling of shame. Because shame is developed by exactly these
practices (Fr. 179).

2 ,People become good through training, than because of natural inclina-
tion* (Fr. 242).

4 »The avoidance of facing up to difficulties is the worst way to educate
young people, for this avoidance gives berth to the pleasure from which evil comes*

(Fr. 178).
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man better than the discovery of the higher pleasure, of which he would
always have remained ignorant if he had not first experienced a little
difficulty.. . First of all, you must know boredom. That is why we
cannot make the child taste science, and the arts, as he would sugar-
ed fruits. Man is formed through labour; in order to experience real
pleasures, he must win them, must deserve them. That is the Law"“5

These views of Democritos and ALAIN could form the keystone
of every educational effort in every age. They do not recommend the
rigid rule of the teacher, but the labour and pain which are chosen and
accepted by the learning subject, and which, as Eastern philosophy
accepts, hold the key to all real discovery. We see, for example the
youth of today as victims, (as are we all) of the western world, a deve-
loping society of plenty. They are in the greatest danger of not deve-
loping to the full their psychosomatic energies, because they are not
called on, not obliged by their environment, to do so. From an early
age they are affected by the modern effort to lessen work and worry,
with the well-known valuable consequences, but also with many un-
pleasant results.

Also, young people are in danger because ease does not develop
shame (modesty) as Democritos says above. The sense of shame, a
necessary jewel for every man, fortifies virtue. This view of Democri-
tos on the ethical training of the young is both vitally important and
has contemporary value. It has always been known that in the ancient
Greek world, Excellence in every kind of exercise was the product of
hard work. Hesiodos points out that ,the sweat of excellence has al-
ways been prescribed by the Gods*. And Aristotle in the hymn of dpetr
says: ,,Virtue produced by much labour to human beings“.

The obtaining of excellence presupposes struggle and ambition
for distinction. In the ,Protagora“ Socrates teaches that virtue can
be taught. But what, knowledge and education does not presuppose
the subject’s respectful recognition of his own ignorance? In other
words, is it possible to learn truth without the reverence for truth?
(In Greek mythology A1d&¢ is presented as the nurse of the Goddess
of wisdom, Athena).

So in our modern age the preservation of Aidw¢ would be the
only thing which could lead the liberation of contemporary youth to-
wards ApeTn.

These views of Democritos should not be considered as back-
ward-looking or against progress, or recommending an educational
system which is cruel. We will see that the philosopher of Abdira is
talking of labours voluntarily undertaken by the pupil. Ex. 181 is quite
clear:

»Kpeiowv em’ opetiv  Qofeital MPOTPOTIV XPWHEVOC Kai AGyou
melbol Amep vouwI Kai avayknt . . .“6.

5ALAIN, Propos sur I’6ducation, PUF, Paris 1961, p. 10.

6 ,,Whoever uses in teaching excellence exhortions and persuasion with lo-

gical arguments, will be shown to be a better teacher than him who uses compulsion
and rules* (Fr. 181).
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In the case where an individual choses willingly and with plea-
sure the way of toil to lead to his proper education; whether he
succeeds, or hopes that he will succeed in gaining what he seeks, the
labour is enjoyable to him.

And now what is the purpose of education
according to Democrito s?

We see the pedagogic credo of our philosopher directed towards
the attainment of three targets:

The approach to Truth, the service of individual and community life,
the attainment of happiness. Our purpose in this study is to examine
the last of them.

If education does not help a man to find happiness, if it does not
have this as its basic purpose, then it is not really of service to man. As
we know, however, happiness for Democritos has a meaning depen-
dent on the respect for pétpov and the avoidence of excess.

The concept of ,,metron® is especially dear to Democritos. He
says:

»1he animal, when it has need of something,

knows how necessary this thing is. A man, however he
has need of something, does not know

the extent of his need” (Fr. 198).

In spite of being adult he desires without measure a thing suited
only to small children. Therefore he is unhappy and even the pleasant-
est things become bitter to him (Fr. 233).

The ,ebe0tw” is a subtle state of the soul because it is supported
by the human being’s distinguishing of desires (In Stog, Il, 7, 3).

This ability to distinguish will produce a reasoning hierarchy in
the individual so that he will stay with the mean and not cling to transi-
tory things. Thus he will preserve calmness of soul, he will enjoy what
he has, and at the same time be uncorrupted by grieving for what he
hasn’t got.

In order for a man to be rendered happy, therefore, his educa-
tion must arm him with the essential means.

a) To remove himself from transistory pleasures.

»APIOTOV QvBpaMWI* Tov PBiov dIAyely ¢ TAEIotg €0BUUNBEVTI
Kai éNaxiota GvinBévt. TolTo & Av ein, € Ti¢ un emi toi¢ Bvntoiol
TA¢ Ndovag moloito® (Fr. 189)7.

b) To occupy himself with whatever is worthwhile in life, what is
most essential, and not with a great variety of things:

,, TOV €0BupEioBal  PENNOVTO Xpr| U TOAAG TPAGOEIV PATE (dint
pAte &uvnt, undé doo’ v mpdooni, umép TE OUvaulvy aipgioBal AV
€0UTOU KO @UOIV GANG TOoOUTNV EXEIV QUAGKNY, WOTE Kai TAC TOXNG
wiBoAolong Kai &g 1O mA¢ov UMnyeopévne Tl OOKElv, KatatiBeabal,

7 . The best thing for a man is to spend his life with the greatest possible plea-
sure and the least possible displeasure.

One can attaint this if he does not see his pleasure in corruptible things (Fr.
189).
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Kai pi mAéw mpoodmntecbal Twv duvatwv. ‘H yap eboykin do@oAéote-
pov TNC peyaioyking” (Fr. 3)8.

Thus only when someone desires without , Hybris“ does he
enjoy happiness.

LAIKa10¢ €pwg dvuPpiokwg €picoBal Twv kaAwv* (Fr. 73).

In connection with this, GUTHRIE notes: ,The good eros“
which is j,a longing for what is fine without hybris“ is twin brother to
platonic eros9 For Democritos, wisdom, which exceeds the worth of
all else, is that which is accompanied by spiritual calm. ,,Wisdom accom-
panied by spiritual calm is worth more than every thing eise* (Fr. 216).

Consequently, the young man should have the conviction that
only by controlled use of his demands and cutting himself off from
what is unnecessary, will he find the happiness described by Democritos.

»AVOpwTolol yap €0Buuin yivetar petprotnT TEPYIOG Kai Biou
OUMUETPIN* TG 05 éMAeimovta Kkai OmepBAAAovIO  PETOTIMTEIV  TE
QINET Kai peydAag Kiviolag Eumoleiv Tt Yuxnr* ai 0%K PeYAAWV KIvoU-
peval Twv Yuxeéwv olte e0oTOBEEC eioiv oOTe €vBupol . . ,“ 16.

Familiarity with the ,metro“ source of happiness, is attained
by, behavior which is just towards all: towards himself, his fellow-men,
and God. Thus conscience is satisfied and remains at ease.

,,O Hév eubudog €1g €pya EmPepdpeVog dikala Koi VOUIPO Kai
umap Kai dvap xaipel Te Kai €ppwtal Kai avoakndrg €otiv*  6¢ 85 av
Kai oikng dAoynt kai ta Xpr) €ovia Kai pr €pdni Tto0TWI TAVIO Td
tololita dtepmein dtav Tev Avapvnadn Kai OEd0IKE Kai £€wWUTdV KaKi-
Zer (Fr. 174)1L

This small study, as the reader may already have understood, aims
to present two aspects of Democritian educational theory, that is, edu-
cation through difficulty and the pursuit of true happiness, both of
which have a vitally important message for the educators and the so-
ciety of today.

Patras. A. Cosmopoulos

8 ,,Whoever wants to be happy must not deal with many things, neither in
the private part of life nor in the sector of government, nor should he choose (to do)
acts which exceed his strength and his nature. He should be careful, so that, even
when good fortune appears to lead him to the most favourable <tuation, he will put
aside this chance, and not touch what is beyond his capabilities. What is well-filled
is more certain than that which is over-filled“ (Fr. 3). This reminds of MON-
TAIGNE who prefers ,la téte bien faite* to ,la téte bien pleine®.

9GUTHRIE (W. K.) A History of Greek P ilosophy, vol. Il, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press 1969, p. 490.

10 ,Men obtain happiness by moderation of pleasure and symmetry of life
waste and excess tend to change and to cause great movements in the soul. And the
souls which fave great changes are neither peaceful, nor happy (Fr. 191).

11 ,,He who has put his soul in order, because he directs his actions to works
which are just and lowful, both waking and sleeping, knows and feels strength and
is relieved of worries. However, he who does not value justice, and does not do what
should be done, finds this sort of thing a source of sorrow when he remembers it and
he is overwhelmed by anxiety and tortures himself* (Fr. 174).



