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The Chaironeah, PIutarcH (erAlgravingA, Lédnard Gaultiér, d.1641)

PLUTARCH YV

On superstition: peri deisidaimonias
Introduction

In this essay, Plutarch contrasts atheism, which is seen as a foolish intellectual error,
with deisidaimonia (‘fear of divinities’, cf. Desdemona), a far more serious mistake
because of the emotional trauma and abject terror it brings with it. The word
daiménmeant originally ‘one who allots’, so also ‘luck, destiny’ and one’s personal
guardian angel. That seems harmless enough but Plutarch’s point is that fearof
such an entity reduced one to jabbering helplessness. As Plutarch says at the start
of this essay ‘He who fears god fears everything—earth, sea, air, heaven, darkness,
light, sound, silence, dreams’. Even death brings no relief, for that too is full of
monstrous terrors.

For Plutarch, a palpably decent and fair-minded man, whatever one believed
about death—how could one be certain?—the one thing you could rely on was the
fairness and goodness of god. So da/moneswere nothing to be feared. That general



belief, of course, left him with a lot of work to do in making sense of the massive
heritage of Greek myth and legend. He turned, as most thinkers did, to allegory:
myths were not factual statements but sources from which ‘one must adopt from
each whatis appropriate, on the principle of /ikeness'. This made it possible to
integrate myth with philosophy, in which morality, propriety and reason held sway.
Return to that, and superstition would be no more.

There is something of an intellectual battle behind all this. Epicurus’s gods
were indifferent to mankind, and were therefore nothing to fear. Plutarch’s
theology asserts that the gods are indeed nothing to fear but far from being
indifferent, are kindly and good.

Thejoy of sleep

166B But the comedian, not unpleasantly, said somewhere to those that adorned
their beds with the ornaments of silver and gold:

‘Since the only thing the gods have given us free is

sleep, why do you make that so costly for yourself?
166C It is also possible to say to the superstitious: ‘Since the gods have bestowed
sleep on us, as a rest and a forgetting for our sorrows, why will you make it a
continual, painful torture, your wretched soul being unable to fly to any other
sleep?

166B AAN’ 6 ye KWHIKOG 0UK And®G ElpnKE TIOU TIPOG TOUG Katayxpuoolvtag ta
KAwvidla kai katapyupolvtag
O TL Movov NUiv TTpoik Edwkav ol Beol
UTtvov, Ti To0to TTOAUTEAEG CAUTE TIOLELG;
166C €071 ¢ Kal Ttp0Og TOV delatdaipova eittelv ‘6 Tt Tov UTtvov ol Beol ARBnV kKak&v
gdooav npiv kal dvdmauaoty, ti Tolto KOAAoTPLOV 0AUTE TIOLELG ETTILOVOV Kal
oduvnpov, tNg aBAiag PuxAig eig AAAov Uttvov attodpdval pn duvapévng;’

Bad dreams
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166C Heraclitus said there is a world in common amongst the awake; but each of
the asleep are retired into their own private world. But for the superstitious there is
no world either in common with others or in private to himself; for awake he does
not use his reason, nor asleep is he free from his fears; but his reason sleeps, his fear
is always awake; there is no escape, no relocation.

166C 0 ‘HpAKAeLTOG (oL TOLG EypnyopocLy Eva Kal KooV KOGHoV gival, Tv 6
KOLLWUEVWVY EKaaTov gig idlov avaotpe@eabal. 1o &¢ delaidaipovt kovog oUdelg
oUd’ 16106 £0TL KOOHOG: OUTE yap EYpNyopwS TG POVOUVTL Xpital oUTE KOLUWHUEVOS
amaAAdttetal To0 TapATTovtog, AN OVELPWTTEL LEV O AOYIOUOG, Eypryope &' O
@OoPog aci, puyn & oUK E0TIV OUOE HETACTAODIG.

166C Polycrates was a formidable tyrant at Samos, and so was Periander at Corinth;
but166D no man ever feared them when they had relocated to a free, democratic
city. But he that dreads the rule of the gods as a grim, implacable tyranny, where
should he move to, where flee, what land, what sea should he find where god is
not? Cowering in what corner of the world and hiding yourself from view there,
miserable creature, will you believe you have evaded him?

166C v oPepog €v Zapw MoAukpatng tupavvog, fv év KopivBw Mepiavdpog, AN
166D 0Udelg €oeito TOUTOUG PHETAOTAS £i¢ TTOALY EAeUBEpav Kal
dnuoKpaToupEVNV. 0 6€ THV TGV Bedv ApxnVv WG TUpavvida @ofolpevog okuBpwTtnv
Kal amapaitntov, ol LETAOTH, Ttol uyn, Ttoiav yiv dBeov elpn, Ttoiav Bakacoay;
i Tl Katadug 1ol KOGHOU HEPOG Kal ATTOKPUPAG GEAUTOV, () TAAQITIWPE, TILOTEUCELG
OTLTOV B0V ATTOTIEPEUYAG;

Fearful visions

Zdzistaw Beksinski (Polish, d. 2005)

166D There is a law for slaves, despairing of their freedom, to demand a sale, and to
change for a kinder master. But superstition grants no change of gods; nor could he
find a god he would not fear, that dreads his own and his ancestors’ guardians, that
quivers166E at his saviours and trembles in terror at gentle gods, from whom we
ask wealth, plenty, concord, peace, and guidance to the best words and actions...
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166D £otl kal douAotg vopog, Edeubepiav amoyvolol, tpdoty aiteloBal kai
deomoTnV HeTaBAAAeLY ETTiEIKETTEPOV. 1] O Oelaldatpovia Be®@v aAlaynv ou
Sidwatv, oUd’ Eativ eupelv OV oU ofroetal Beov 0 YooUpevog TOUG TTATPWOUS
Kal yeveOAiloug, 0 @pittwv T0UG166E cwthipag kai Toug peIAtioug TpEwy Kal
dedolkwg, Ttap’ wv aitoupeba Aoltov eUTtopiav eiprjvnv opovolav 6pBwatv Adywv
Kal Epywv TV APIOTWV...

Hell

Zdzistaw Beksifiski

166F Why speak at length? ‘The termination of life for all mankind is death’. But not
of superstition; it extends those limits beyond the grave, making fear longer than
life and attaching to death the thought of never-ending evils and when there is an
end to troubles, appearing to be the beginning of troubles that never cease.

166F Ti 01 pakpa Agyely; ‘TiEpag €oti toU Biou Ttdatv avBpwTtolg 6 Bdvatog.’ thg o€
detotdatpoviag oud’ oUtog, AAN UTtepBArAel Toug Opoug éTtéketva Tod iy,
Hakpotepov tol Biou Totolioa Tov ofov kai cuvdTmtouoa 16 Bavatw Kakdv
éttivolav aBavatwy, kai 0Te Ttavetal paypdtwy, dpxeobat bokoloa pn
TIAUOUEVWV.

167 Some deep gates of hell open up, rivers of fire all together and offshoots of the
Styx combine; darkness is filled with ghastly, fantastic spectres, offering up
dreadful visions and piteous cries, judges and tormentors, pits and caverns,
groaning with countless evils. So does wretched superstition, with its excessive
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efforts to avoid everything suggestive of horrors, fail to see how it exposes itself to
the very horrors of every description that it is trying to escape.

167 "Aldou TIveg dvoiyovtal TtuAal Babeial, kal Ttotapol tupog ool Kal ZTuyog
ATIOPPRYEG AVAKEPAVVUVTAL, KAl 0KOTOG EUTTITIAQTAL TTOAUPAVTACTWY EI6WAWY
TV, XAAETIAG PEV OYELG OIKTPAG OE PWVAG ETILPEPOVTWY, dlkaoTtal 6€ Kal koAaotal
Kal xdopata kal puyol pupiwv Kak@v yéovtes. oUTtwg ) kakodaipwv delaidatpovia,
T TIEPLTTA TtPOG attav 1o dokolv devov eUAaBeia, AavBavet eauthv uttofaiouca
Ttavtoiolg 6eLvolg.

Distorted vision

Zdzistaw Beksinski

167 Atheism is attended with none of this. True, such incomprehension is
dangerous: to be blind and to see amiss in matters of such167B importance is a
great misfortune for the soul, as if it has been deprived of the most enlightened and
authoritative of its many eyes, the knowledge of God. Yet the emotion associated
with this [i.e. superstition] (as has been said) is ulcerous, disordering, and instantly
overwhelms one’sjudgement...

167 ToUTwV OUSEV Tf) ABEOTNTL TIPOTETTLY, AAN' 1} HEV Ayvola XAAETT Kal TO Ttapopav
167B kal tupAwttelyv Ttepi tnAkalta cup@opd Peyain Yuxng, WoTep OPUATWY
TTOAAGV TO (pavotatov Kal kuplwtatov aneofeopévng tnv tol Beol vonaotv. tautn 6
10 EuTabEég, WoTep ipntal, Kal EAKDOES Kail TapakTIKOV Kai KatadedouAwUEvoy
g00Ug TIpOTEDTL T 60N ...
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Atheism

Richard Dawkins

167D Well then, does not the experience of the atheist as against the superstitious
rest on the following difference? Atheists see no gods at all, the superstitious
believe that they exist and are evil; the former overlooks them, the latter judge
their kindness as terror, their paternal affection as tyranny, their benevolence as
cruelty, and their slowness to anger as savagery and brutality.

167D i 0Uv; oU dokel ool Kal T0 TGV ABEwv TIpOG Toug deloldaipovag tabog Exetv
Totautnv dlaopdy; ol eV oUY Op@OL Toug Beoug TO TTapdTay, oi O€ Kakoug
UTTApXELV Vouidouaty. ol HEV Ttapop®aty, ol 6 do§aldouat pofepov TO eUEVEG Kal
TUPAVVIKOV TO TIATPLKOV Kai BAaBepov 10 kKnOeUOVIKOV Kal TO AURvITov dyplov gival
Kal BnpLiddeg.

Jove

167D Again, they believe workmen in copper, stone, and wax when they make the
gods in human shape; for so they form, draw and 167E worship them. But they
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despise philosophers and statesmen presenting the majesty of god accompanied
with goodness, magnanimity, kindliness and concern.

So the one has no sense of or belief in gods that can help him, and the other
feels dread and fear in the face of the gods that can help him. In a word, atheism is
an absolute insensibility towards the divine, with no concept of the good; while
superstition is a multiplicity of impressions, imagining the good to be evil...

167D €ita yaAkotuTolg pev mteiBovtal kai AtBo§oolg kai knpotAdaotalg
avBpwtopop@a t@v Be@v ta €i6n Ttololol, kai totalta TAdTtouot kai 167E
Kataokeuddoual kal Ttpoakuvolol: @IA0CGO@wV &E Kal TIOALTIK®V Avop®dV
Kata@povolaly, ATodelKVUVTIWY TV ToU B0l oepvoTnTa HETA XpNOTOTNTOG KAl
Heyalo@poaouvng Kal eupeveiag kai kndepoviag.

Tiepieativ oUv Tl pév avaloBnaoia kai atmiotia tdv wEeAoUviwy, Toig O&
Tapaxn Kai @ofog tpog ta weeholvta. kail OAwg 1 pev abedtng dmdbela tpog to
Belov €0t un vooloa 10 ayabov, ) &€ deloidatpovia TtoAuttdbeta kakov 1o ayadov
uttovoodaod. ...

Lamentation

S e

167F Come now, first examine the atheist on matters undesired by him and
recognise the attitude, if he is a reasonable sort of man, of one who handles his
current situation in silence, and provides himself with remedies and palliatives. But
if he is overwrought and lives off his nerves, 168 [his attitude is of one who] directs
all his complaints against fortune and chance, crying out that nothing happens in
accordance with justice or as a result of providence, and that all human affairs are
confused and disordered, chaoticand irrational.

167F @épe O Tip@TOV €V 101G AOUANTOLG OKOTIEL TOV ABeov Kal katapdvBave thv
dtaBeaty, v TdAa PETPLOG, XPWHEVOU OLWTL TOlg TtapoUot kai Ttopidovtog aut®
BonBeiag kal tapnyopiag, av & duoopi kai Ttepttadi, tdvtag £l trHv 168 TUxNV
Kal 10 aUTopaTov AtepeldOEVOU TOoUG 0OUpOUG Kal fodvtog wg oudev Katd diknv
0Ud’ €K Ttpovoiag AAAA TTAVTA CUYKEXUUEVWG KAl AKPITWE PEPETAL KAl TAPATTETAL TA
TV AvBpwTIWV.
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All his own fault

168 This is not the way of the superstitious; but if the tiniest thing goes wrong for
him, he sits himself down, constructing on his grief a vast mountain of intractable,
inescapable calamities, loading on himself terrors, fears, suspicions, and upheavals,
lacing everything with howls and groans. He blames neither man, nor Fortune, nor
the 168B times, nor himself, but lays it all upon god, and from there he says thata
demonic flood of disaster is coming pouring down at him; and thinks of himself as
one not only unfortunate but a human hated by the gods and being punished and
giving satisfaction and suffering fittingly, and all his own fault.

168 10U 6¢ deloLdaipovog ouy 0UTog O TPOTIOG, AAN €l Kal LIKPOTATOV AUTE KAKOV TL
OUUTIETITWKOG €0TLV, AAAa KABNTal tdbn xaAema kai peydAa kat ducamdAlakta ti
AUTTN TTPOCOLKOSOUGV, Kal Ttpogep@opiV aut® deipata kai @ofoug kai uttoyiag
Kal Tapaydg, avti Opnve kal tavti otevayud kabamtopevog: oUte yap Avlpwrov
oUte TUXNV oUTE Kalpov oUTe €auTOV AAAA 168B TtavTwy Tov B0V aitidrtatl, Kakeibev
ETU AUTOV NKeLvV Kal eépeaBal pedpa datpoviov Atng @naoi, Kal wg ou SUGTUXNG WV
aA\a Beopiong tig avBpwttog UTto TGV Be®@v KohdleaBal kal diknv didoval kai tavta
TIAOYELV TIPOCNKOVTWG Ol aUTOV oleTal.

The calm atheist

Paul Henri Tiry, an 18" C atheist
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168B When the atheist falls sick, he reckons up and looks back on his excesses,
binges, irregular habits, periods of extreme hard work, or unaccustomed changes of
airs and places, and likewise his failings in public administration, and loss of
popularity in the eyes of the mob or in disrepute with a superior he searches for the
causes in himself and those about him, and asks,

Where have | crossed the line? What have | done wrong?

What should | have done, but did not?

168C But for the superstitious man, all weakness of body, loss of money, deaths of
children, and failures and dereliction in public life, are said to be ‘strokes of god’ and
‘assaults of an evil power’...

168B voodv B’ 0 dBeog EkAoyiletal kai AvappvioKkeTal TTANopovag autol kai
oilvwoelg kal ata&iag mepi diattav A kOToUG UTtepBaAlovtag f petaBoAag dépwv
anBeig kal TOTIwV, ETIEITA TIPOOKPOUOTAG £V TIOALTEIALG Kal TIEPITIETMV Adoialg TTpoOg
oxAov f dlaBolaic tpog nyepova tnv aitiav €€ autol kal TV Ttepl aUTOV OKOTIEL

TR TtapePnv; Ti & €peda; ti Lot d€ov oUK ETeNETON;
168C 1) 6¢ OeloLdaipov cwpatog aAppwaotia tdoa Kai xpnpdtwy aroBoAn kal
TéEKVWV Bavatol kal Tepl ToAtikag pd&elg duonpepial kai amoteUelg Anyal Beol
Kal TtpoofoAal daipovog Agéyovrat ...

171 Moreover, the atheist is in no way responsible for superstition; but superstition
both provided the source from which atheism began and once it began, gives it its
cover, nota true or noble one but not short of a degree of justification. For it was not
through any fault that atheists found in the heavens or stars or the seasons of the
year or in those revolutions of the moon or motions of the sun about the earth ‘that
make the day and night’, nor yet by observing any mistake or disorder either in the
breeding of animals or the production of fruits, that they so made the case for
godlessness in the universe,

171 kai pnv o ABeog detoidatpoviag oldap ouvaitiog, r) 6& delatdatpovia th
aBeodtnTL Kal yeveaOal tapeoyev apynv kat yevopevn didwatv dmoloyiav, ouk
AANBR pev oUdE KaAnyv, TipoPATEWS € TIVog 0UK Apolpov olaav. ou yap €V oupave
TL LEUTITOV 0US’ €V AOTPOIG OUS €V WpalS H TIEPLOSOIG TEANVNG A KIVATETLV NAIOU
TePL YAV, NUEPAG Kal VUKTOG SN Loupyols, f Tpo@ais {wwv ) KapTiV YEVETEDL
TIANUUEAEG KAl ATAKTOV EVIOOVTEG 0UTwWG ABedTnTa ToU TTAVTOG KATEYVWaay,
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The nightmare

Henri Fuseli (1781)

171 but it was the absurd activity and fanaticism arising out of 171B superstition, its
words, gestures, magic, magian doctrines, processions around cities, drummings,
filthy purifications, foul purgations, and her barbarous and criminal penalties for
and abuse of priests—it was these that gave occasion to many to affirm that it
would be better if there were no gods at all, than that they should exist and accept
all such stuff and rejoice in it, gods so degrading, so petty and so easily offended.

171 AAAa tAg detotdatpoviag Epya Kal tadn katayeAaota, Kai pnpata katl Kivpata
171B kai yonteial kal payeiat kai reptdpopal kat tupTtaviopol kai akabaptot pev
kaBappol puttapal & ayveiat, fapBapol 6€ kai Ttapavouol Ttpog iepois KoAaopol Kal
TipoTtnAakiopoi, tadta Sidwalv éviolg Aéyelv wg Ui givat Bsoug dpetvov A givat,
totalta pev dexopévoug TolouTolg O€ Xaipovtag, oUtw 6 UBpLotdg, oUtw O
LLLKPOAOYOUG Kal HIKPOAUTIOUG.

Next week: a period of reflection in which to recover from the above. Bellaria LXV/
will appear on 5 August 2021, a one-off on the Olympic Games.
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