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Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 4

Democritus [b.460 BC]
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Democritus is associated with what is called ‘atomic theory’. This has a very modern ring to it. 

What does the term atomic theory suggest to you? 

In this way of picturing the world, there only two things to consider - atoms and ‘nothing’. The world consists of material made from atoms which is surrounded by nothing or space. These things called atoms are too small to see and are infinite in number. Within the emptiness of space, these atoms are constantly moving around. 

How did this theory explain the difference between things? Democritus said that atoms could arrange themselves in different ways and came in different shapes and that this accounted for the difference in the way things appeared. He also said that the hardness or softness of something depended on how densely its atoms were packed together. This theory is remarkable because it was designed to explain everything in the universe but just came out of Democritus’ head! He used no experiments at all. He did not weigh or measure anything. 

How do you think Democritus explained smell or sight using his atomic theory?
This theory is sometimes called a ‘materialistic’ theory. What do you think this means? 
How could processes of change in nature be explained by an atomic theory?
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