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In some places Democritus does away with the sensory appearances, and says that none of them
appear in reality but only in opinion, and that what is real in things is that there are atoms and
void. For he says ‘By convention sweet and by convention bitter, by convention hot, by
convention cold, by convention colour; but in reality atoms and void.’ That is to say, the sensible
qualities are conventionally considered and thought to exist, but in reality they do not exist, but
only atoms and the void.
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‘For by convention colour, by convention sweet, by convention bitter, but in reality atoms and the
void’ says Democritus, who thinks that all the perceptible qualities are brought into being,
relative to us who perceive them, by the combination of atoms, but by nature nothing is white or
black or yellow or red or bitter or sweet. By the expression ‘by convention’ he means
‘conventionally’ and ‘relative to us’, not according to the nature of things themselves, which he
calls by contrast ‘reality,” forming the term from ‘real’ which means ‘true’. The whole substance of
this theory is as follows. People think of things as being white and black and sweet and bitter and
all the other qualities of that kind, but in truth ‘thing’ and ‘nothing’ is all there is. That too is
something he himself said, ‘thing’ being his name for the atoms and ‘nothing’ for the void.
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For he says that Democritus’ statements that colour and sweetness and the compound and the
rest are by convention, but the void and the atoms in reality contradict the senses, and that
someone who abides by this theory and applies it would not consider that he is a man or that he
is alive... For what does Democritus say? That an infinite number of atomic, undifferentiated
substances, incapable of affecting or being affected, travel about, scattered in the void. And
whenever they approach one another, come together or get entangled with one another, these
collections appear as water, fire, a plant, or a man. Everything consists of the atoms, which he
calls ‘forms,” and there is nothing else. For there is no coming to be from what is not, and nothing
could come to be from what is, since, because of their solidity, the atoms neither are affected nor
change. Hence no colour comes into being from colourless things, nor any nature or soul from
things which can neither affect nor be affected.



