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Abstract

Images of the World: Cosmology and Rhetoric in Plato’s Timaeus and Laws

by
Daniel Esses
Doctor of Philosophy in Classics

University of California, Berkeley

Professor G.R.F. Ferrari, Chair

Scholarship on the Platonic cosmologies generally focuses on what philosophical doctrines
we can extract from the accounts of the gods and the cosmos featured in the late dialogues,
especially the Timaeus. Such work aims to unearth what Plato really thought about the
gods and their identity and what his perspective was on the origins of the natural world. In
contrast, this dissertation investigates Platonic cosmology as a flexible rhetorical form that
he used for various purposes in different contexts. Without denying the philosophical core
and significance of the cosmologies, we can account for significant differences between
them by examining how they speak to their target audiences’ particular perspectives and
needs. I devote my analysis to two dialogues in particular: the Timaeus and the Laws.
These two dialogues, especially the Timaeus, are the ones scholars tend to single out as the
best representations of Plato’s natural philosophy and theology. The scholarly consensus
seems to be that these are the dialogues one should focus on in order to understand what
Plato really thought about the gods and the cosmos. Furthermore, their cosmologies are
most often interpreted as self-standing and it is generally more difficult to see what
particular role they play within their unique dramatic context. Focusing on the Timaeus
and the Laws is necessary for showing how cosmology plays a distinctive persuasive role
even in dialogues where that is not made explicit or especially clear.

The first chapter focuses solely on the Timaeus, especially the opening exchange that
precedes Timaeus’ cosmology. The opening exchange between Socrates, Timaeus and
Critias raises a set of specific problems that Timaeus’ cosmology later addresses. Timaeus
presents a mythic cosmology in part because myth is a powerful protreptic resource that
can orient non-philosophers toward a more philosophical viewpoint. In this case, Critias is
a quasi-philosopher who stands to benefit from such a reorientation. Unlike his
companions, Critias is more interested in politics—especially Athenian politics—than
philosophy. Furthermore, Critias’ framing of his story about Athens’ victory over Atlantis
reveals him as rather naive. Critias is under the spell of his childhood myths, which portray
Athens as a god-beloved, extraordinary polis. One of the aims of Timaeus’ cosmology is to
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deliver the philosophical challenge Critias’ perspective calls for. Timaeus’ unconventional
deities, as well as his views on human nature and our place in the cosmos, are especially
well suited to turn someone like Critias toward philosophy.

The second chapter discusses the gods of Timaeus’ cosmology and compares Timaeus’
theology with the Athenian Visitor’s in the Laws, especially book X. It starts with an
examination and comparison of how Timaeus and the Athenian position themselves vis-a-
vis traditional religion. The different levels of deference to tradition that they show are
explained by reference to their differing rhetorical and political agendas. Timaeus suggests
that the traditional gods are less important and more difficult to understand than those
deities his account focuses on, such as the Demiurge, to prompt Critias and others like him
to see the traditional gods so important to them in a new light. The Athenian, by contrast,
is more protective of the traditional pantheon and casts himself as a defender of established
religious and cultural forms, even though his theology in book X focuses on vaguely
identified celestial movers. His aim is not to challenge but to preserve piety in the ideal
city he is designing. A detailed examination of Timaeus’ novel deities—the Demiurge, the
cosmos, and their subordinates—follows. The way Timaeus’ theology casts the Demiurge
and his creations as benefitting all humans alike while also remaining for the most part
uninvolved and distant from human affairs stands in contrast with Critias’ focus on Athena
and her special bond with Athens. The Athenian’s conception of the gods’ relation to
humans is notably different: though, unlike Timaeus, he does not describe the gods
carefully designing our souls and bodies, he is more invested than Timaeus is in the notion
that the gods pay attention to human affairs and punish wrongdoers. This is because he is
presenting a theology to support civic religion and he recognizes that fear of the gods’
wrath plays a major role in maintaining obedience to the laws.

The third chapter addresses the different perspectives on the polis and human society that
Timaeus and the Athenian represent in their cosmologies and what that can tell us about
the relationship between philosophy, cosmology and politics. On the one hand, Timaeus
encourages us to think of our ultimate end as being completely independent of our political
and social identity and affiliations; the conception of human happiness he advances within
his cosmology is surprisingly apolitical. On the other hand, the Athenian endorses a view
of human happiness and fulfillment in which the polis plays an indispensable role. It is
fitting, therefore, that while the city is mostly absent from Timaeus’ cosmology, the
Athenian’s invests justice in the polis with cosmic significance. Whereas Timaeus’
avoidance of the political is part of his strategy to turn people like Critias toward a less
parochial, more cosmopolitan perspective, the Athenian’s attention to the city’s
significance for both the individual and the cosmos is in keeping with his use of cosmology
as a supplement to civic religion. The ways the Timaeus and the Laws use cosmology
complement one another: though they present philosophy and its relation to our happiness
and ultimate end in a different light, taken together they illuminate philosophy’s
indispensability for proper political engagement and its longing to reshape the political
realm.
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Introduction

The past two decades have seen a resurgence of scholarly interest in Platonic
cosmology and theology.l There is broad agreement among scholars of various stripes that
interpreting what Plato’s dialogues say about the natural world and the gods is crucial for
understanding their author’s philosophical outlook. Given the tremendous volume of work
on Plato’s cosmologies, it may appear that this issue has been fully explored. It seems
unlikely that any exciting new research on Platonic thought could emerge from further
consideration of such a widely discussed dimension of the dialogues.

But there are good reasons to continue examining and reflecting on these ostensibly
well-worn topics. For all the work that has been done on Platonic cosmology and theology,
there is no consensus on the right interpretation of Plato’s natural philosophy and his views
about the divine. Who or what is god for Plato? Was the creation of the cosmos a distinct
event taking place at a particular time or has the natural world always been ordered as it is
now? Is the source of this order a transcendent intellect that belongs to the intelligible
realm, or the immanent rational soul of the cosmos itself? These are the questions that
absorb most students of this facet of Plato’s thought, and the literature features a host of
powerful arguments for and against various answers to them. The reconstruction of Plato’s
beliefs about such matters remains contested in spite of the abundance of sophisticated and
detailed interpretations.

What makes settling on the right reading of Plato’s cosmology and theology so
difficult is that Plato himself never seems to settle on a single, unified view of the cosmos
and the gods. His apparent spokesmen say different things about these matters across
various dialogues, and Plato offers no guidance for how we should make sense of these
inconsistencies. There is no wide agreement about how to interpret Plato’s cosmology and
theology because the dialogues present no such thing as a unified cosmology or theology.
There are undoubtedly significant points of agreement across all of Plato’s cosmologies,
especially in the notion that some rational deity—rather than blind chance or necessity—
orders and governs the natural world. The goodness of the god(s) is also taken as axiomatic
throughout the dialogues. But none of this is ever laid out in a systematic way, and the core
ideas are developed differently in each occasion. A few basic points aside, inconsistency
and disunity characterize Platonic cosmology and theology.

The present study has developed in part as an attempt to account for such
inconsistency and disunity. While most of the scholarship seems animated by a desire to
unearth the systematic core that underlies all of Plato’s cosmologies and tends to explain
away divergences between cosmologies, my aim is to focus on these and reveal them as
philosophically significant. Plato changes what his characters say about the cosmos and the

! The numerous commentaries, monographs and edited volumes focusing on cosmology
and theology published within this period include: Sallis 1999; Zeyl 2000; Kalkavage
2001; Laurent 2003; Reydams-Schils 2003; Natali and Maso 2003; D. Miller 2003;
Johansen 2004; Karfik 2004; Robinson 2004; Carone 2005; Bordt 2006; Mayhew 2008;
Mohr and Sattler 2010; Broadie 2012; Gordon 2012; Lefka 2013; Van Riel 2013; and
O’Meara 2017. A plethora of chapters, articles and dissertations on Platonic cosmology
and theology, too many to list here, have also appeared in this period.
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gods from one dialogue to another not because he is either confused or constantly changing
his theories, but rather because cosmology is an adaptable form of discourse that can play a
persuasive role in a variety of contexts and in the service of various ends. Like every other
aspect of Plato’s writing, the cosmologies ought to be examined in light of the dramatic
context in which their author embeds them. Recognizing the cosmologies’ rhetorical
dimension will allow us to gain a better understanding of why they diverge from one
another. Though the dialogues that feature cosmological discourses—the Statesman, the
Timaeus, the Philebus, and the Laws—are not as vividly dramatized as Platonic favorites
such as the Republic and the Symposium, they are dramas nonetheless and reading them as
such can shed light on their content. My aim in the following pages is to implement this
approach to Platonic cosmology and demonstrate its capacity to yield fresh insights.

I limit my examination to only two of the four dialogues that prominently feature a
cosmology: the Timaeus and the Laws. There are two related reasons why I restrict the
scope of my investigation. First, these two dialogues, especially the Timaeus, are the ones
scholars tend to single out as the best representations of Plato’s natural philosophy and
theology.2 The consensus is that these are the dialogues one should focus on to understand
what Plato really thought about the gods and the cosmos, while the Statesman and the
Philebus contribute little more than some helpful details and clarification.” Second,
because the Timaeus and the Laws tend to be seen as containing more transparent
expositions of Plato’s views about the cosmos and the gods, their cosmologies are most
often interpreted as self-standing and it is generally more difficult to see what particular
role they play within their unique dramatic context. The cosmologies of the Statesman and
the Philebus, by contrast, are more clearly flagged as advancing the inquiry they are part
of: in the Statesman, the Eleatic Visitor explains quite directly that he has presented his
myth of the cosmos’ cycles to show that the god, not human statesmen, should be regarded
as a genuine herdsman of men (see esp. 274e1-275c7); in the Philebus, Socrates launches
into his cosmological excursus to illuminate his fourfold ontology of the limit, unlimited,
mixture, and cause, and to reveal reason as the highest form of cause (see esp. 30d6-€3).
An exploration of how cosmological content responds to dramatic context is less essential
for the Statesman and the Philebus because they orient our reading of their cosmologies
more clearly than the Timaeus and the Laws do. By focusing on the Timaeus and the Laws,
I can show how cosmology plays a distinctive persuasive role even in dialogues where that

* Cornford (1937), for example, is simply titled Plato’s Cosmology, even though it is a
commentary solely focused on the Timaeus. Similarly, Johansen (2004) is titled Plato’s
Natural Philosophy even though it features minimal discussion of dialogues other than the
Timaeus. Though the cosmology of Laws X has not received the same level of attention as
the Timaeus, it has its partisans: for example, Jirsa (2008) 240, following Solmsen (1936)
218 and Naddaf (2004), claims “one could hardly find a better place to search for Plato’s
views on gods and divinity” than Laws X.

> Hackforth (1945) 37-58, for example, makes ample use of the Timaeus cosmology to
elucidate the cosmological passage in the Philebus. Menn (1995) and Mohr (2005)
reconstruct Plato’s theology and cosmology mainly from the Timaeus while using the
Statesman and the Philebus to fill gaps in the Timaeus’ treatment and clarify its doctrine.
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is not made explicit. Furthermore, I can show that cosmology is put to contrasting and
complementary rhetorical ends in these two dialogues.

My discussion proceeds in three chapters. In the first, I focus solely on the
Timaeus, in particular the opening exchange that precedes Timaeus’ cosmology. Though
recent scholarship on the dialogue increasingly recognizes the philosophical relevance of
the Timaeus’ frame and finds thematic continuity between it and Timaeus’ cosmology, my
view is that the opening exchange between Socrates, Timaeus and Critias raises a set of
specific problems that Timaeus’ cosmology later addresses. I begin by challenging the
widespread assumption that the Timaeus, unlike most Platonic dialogues, represents a
conversation solely among philosophers. Timaeus presents a mythic cosmology in part
because myth is a powerful protreptic resource that can orient non-philosophers toward a
more philosophical viewpoint. In this case, Critias is a quasi-philosopher who stands to
benefit from such a reorientation. Unlike his companions, Critias is more interested in
politics—especially Athenian politics—than philosophy. Furthermore, Critias’ framing of
his story about Athens’ victory over Atlantis reveals him as rather naive. Critias is under
the spell of his childhood myths, which portray Athens as a god-beloved, extraordinary
polis. Even if he seems completely unaware of it, myths are very important for Critias and
he takes very seriously how they portray deities such as Athena. So Critias is not simply a
political man; he stands for a form of Athenian piety and confidence in the city’s
superiority, moral and martial, that would be at home in not only the Periclean era but also
the early fourth century. This type of partisanship is an intellectual blind spot that can lead
to catastrophe. One of the aims of Timaeus’ cosmology, I argue, is to deliver the
philosophical challenge Critias’ perspective calls for. Timaeus’ unconventional deities, as
well as his views on human nature and our place in the cosmos, are especially well suited
to turn someone like Critias toward philosophy.

In the second chapter, I discuss the gods of Timaeus’ cosmology and compare
Timaeus’ theology with the Athenian Visitor’s in the Laws, especially book X. I begin
with a discussion of Timaeus’ position on traditional gods such as Athena and Poseidon.
Then, I compare his stance toward the traditional pantheon with the Athenian’s and discuss
how their differing rhetorical and political agendas motivate their contrasting approaches.
Timaeus suggests that the traditional gods are less important and more difficult to
understand than the deities in his account, such as the Demiurge, to prompt Critias and
others like him to see the traditional gods that are so important to them in a new light. The
Athenian, by contrast, is more protective of the traditional pantheon and casts himself as a
defender of established religious and cultural forms, even though his theology in book X
focuses on vaguely identified celestial movers. His aim is not to challenge, but to preserve
piety in the ideal city he is designing. Following the discussion of these contrasting
approaches to the traditional deities, I examine in detail Timaeus’ novel deities: the
Demiurge, the cosmos, and their subordinates. Timaeus’ gods, I argue, reflect distinctly
philosophical values and a vision that can serve as a powerful counter to Critias’
parochialism. In particular, the way Timaeus’ theology casts the Demiurge and his
creations as benefitting all humans alike while also remaining largely uninvolved and
distant from human affairs stands in contrast with Critias’ focus on Athena and her special
bond with Athens. Last, I turn to the Athenian’s theology. Even though he portrays the
gods in fundamentally the same way as Timaeus does, particularly with respect to their



nature and activities, his conception of their relation to humans is notably different from
Timaeus’. The Athenian does not describe the gods carefully designing our souls and
bodies, but he is more invested than Timaeus in the notion that the gods pay attention to
human affairs and punish wrongdoers. This is because he is presenting a theology to
support civic religion and he recognizes that fear of the gods’ wrath plays a major role in
maintaining obedience to the laws.

In the third chapter, I address the different perspectives on the polis and human
society that Timaeus and the Athenian represent in their cosmologies and what that can tell
us about the relationship between philosophy, cosmology, and politics. First, I discuss the
contrasting viewpoints on human happiness and our ultimate end that Timaeus and the
Athenian advance in their cosmologies, focusing mainly on how they conceive of the
contribution our social environment makes to our achieving happiness. On the one hand,
Timaeus encourages us to think of our ultimate end as independent of our political and
social identity and affiliations; the conception of human happiness he advances within his
cosmology is surprisingly apolitical. On the other hand, the Athenian endorses a view of
human happiness and fulfillment in which the polis plays an indispensable role. It is fitting,
therefore, that while the city is mostly absent from Timaeus’ cosmology, the Athenian’s
invests justice in the polis with cosmic significance. I argue that whereas Timaeus’
avoidance of the political is part of his strategy to turn people like Critias toward a less
parochial, more cosmopolitan perspective, the Athenian’s attention to the city’s
significance for both the individual and the cosmos is in keeping with his use of cosmology
as a supplement to civic religion. I end with a reflection on how the Timaeus’ and the
Laws’ uses of cosmology complement one another: though they present philosophy and its
relation to our happiness and ultimate end in a different light, taken together they
illuminate philosophy’s indispensability for proper political engagement and its longing to
reshape the political realm.

The arguments of my dissertation are, of course, difficult to make in the abstract.
Those who incline toward skepticism of rhetorical readings of the cosmologies are unlikely
to find the general outlines of my analysis in this introduction convincing on their own. My
task and hope in the chapters that follow is to offer a detailed and convincing examination
of the cosmologies that demonstrates the benefits of my approach.



Chapter 1: Timaeus’ Cosmology as Protreptic and Provocation

In this chapter I build my case for a rhetorical reading of the Timaeus’ cosmology.
First, I consider the cosmology’s status as a pi6os—a myth—to show that it is not a
specialist-oriented discourse but one that is made to appeal to a wide audience. This appeal
is one of many indications that the Timaeus is not, as much of the scholarship suggests, a
dialogue between accomplished philosophers only. Next, I examine Socrates’ unusual
loquacity in the dialogue as another sign that the 7Timaeus does not present a
straightforward exchange between philosophers: Socrates’ surprising break from his
preferred question-and-answer form does not suggest like-mindedness among the
dialogue’s participants. Instead, I argue, it suggests Socrates’ unwillingness to provoke or
challenge his interlocutors directly. The truncated version of the Republic that Socrates
presented on the day prior to the conversation of the Timaeus, which retreats from that
previous work’s most radical proposal, philosopher-kings, also suggests Socrates is
holding back in the Timaeus.

The reasons for Socrates’ strange conduct become clearer when we take a closer
look at his interlocutors in the 7imaeus, particularly Critias. As he introduces his fantastic
tale of ancient Athens’ victory over Atlantis, Critias gives readers several indications of his
naiveté and unphilosophical perspective. Most importantly, Critias is: a) devoted to the
civic myths of his childhood, though he does not seem to understand their status as myths;
and b) convinced that his native city, Athens, enjoys a unique relation with the goddess
Athena that makes its potential for virtue unparalleled. I end the chapter with a sketch of
how Timaeus’ cosmology addresses the problems displayed by Critias, which I develop in
the subsequent chapters.

i. Who is the Target Audience of Timaeus’ Cosmology?

In scholarship on Platonic cosmology, it is a widespread commonplace or
assumption that the Athenian’s arguments in Laws X are a more exoteric and accessible
version of Plato’s natural philosophy, while the Timaeus presents a more esoteric and
demanding discourse on the topic.* There is much to recommend this view, and it must be
at least partly right. To begin with, Plato seems to encourage such an approach by the
noticeably different ways he presents the rhetorical and dramatic situations of these two
dialogues. The Athenian’s arguments and incantations in Laws X are directed at impious
youth within Magnesia and developed in the presence of the decidedly unphilosophical
Cleinias and Megillus. By contrast, Timaeus delivers his cosmogony before an audience
that, according to Socrates, shares a similar background in philosophy and politics “by
nature and upbringing (puoel kai Tpo@t))” (19e8-20al).

Once we turn our attention to the content of Timaeus’ speech, its core assumptions
and methodology seem to confirm that its primary intended audience should be

*E.g. Hackforth (1936) 6; Moreau (1939) 56-59, 84; Vlastos (1939) 78-79; Brisson (1974)
56; Carone (1994) 275, 295-296; Menn (1995) 17-18, 36; Kahn (2013) 214-219.
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philosophically advanced.’ In this dialogue Plato appears not to be holding back in any
way, lending credence to the view that Timaeus’ account represents the author’s true
thought about the origins and structure of the physical world with unparalleled accuracy.
By comparison to what we find in Laws X—or in any other Platonic dialogue, for that
matter—the Timaean cosmology comes off as undeniably sophisticated and esoteric.

However, we should be careful to recognize that the relatively esoteric nature of
Timaeus’ account does not necessarily make it either primarily intended for an audience
familiar with Platonic philosophy or a transparent exposition of Plato’s doctrine. Timaeus’
cosmology does contain, of course, much material that would appeal almost exclusively to
a very learned and philosophical audience. But there are good reasons to also see it as
designed in such a way as to challenge and affect even those who are strangers to Platonic
philosophizing. In particular, the account’s mythic form and its protreptic potential suggest
that its notional audience is not restricted to accomplished philosophers.

(o) Timaeus’ uGBog

Let us consider first why it matters that Timaeus’ cosmology is a ui8os, a myth.°
No feature of the speech is as significant for appreciating its potential popular appeal. By
that I do not mean that myth inherently has low cognitive or philosophical value. What

> This is made clear already in Timaeus’ proem, where he uses the familiar Platonic
distinction between what always is and what comes into being to argue that the cosmos has
been generated (27c1-29d3). He also essentially assumes that its creation is the work of a
benevolent divine craftsman. No such metaphysical distinctions can be found in Laws X,
and there the Athenian does not take it for granted that the world is under the care of gods,
but labors to prove it. Furthermore, Timaeus discusses explicitly the method that ought to
guide the study of causes in nature, indicating that he sees cosmology as a special
discipline governed by specific norms and standards of argument and research. Indeed, he
demonstrates the application of such a methodology to a wide variety of natural
phenomena, which are discussed in far greater detail within his account than they are in
any other Platonic discourse. Within these very detailed discussions we find Plato, via
Timaeus, engaging with the physical theories of his predecessors with a depth unparalleled
in his oeuvre. Last, Timaeus’ focus on the mathematical structures at the heart of cosmic
order involves complex mathematical theory and likely reflects the interests and concerns
of Plato’s affiliates in the Academy. Since Plato’s students and collaborators would have
recognized their own intellectual concerns reflected in the lengthy technical mathematical
discussions in Timaeus’ cosmology—discussions that would very likely confound or repel
a lay audience—we would be justified in assuming that they would have been an important
target audience for the account. By contrast, in the Laws the Athenian includes no
advanced or technical material at all in his arguments. These arguments do not even
presuppose the very basic education in astronomy that the Magnesians would receive in
their youth (cf. VII. 820e8-822¢9).

% Burnyeat (2005) presents a compelling case for reading Timaeus’ cosmology as a myth.
See also Johansen (2004) 48-68.



makes myth important, rather, is its power as a rhetorical tool, a means of guiding non-
philosophers (including philosophers-to-be) toward the truth.” As Socrates puts it in the
Republic, myth is a crucial instrument for “molding (TrA&tTewv)” the souls of the young in
such a manner as will enable them to behave virtuously when they mature (11.420¢2-5). In
the Statesman, the Eleatic Visitor describes rhetoric as a craft that enables statesmanship to
govern because it possesses “the ability to persuade the crowd and the mob (rAr}6ous Te
kai &xAov) by the telling of myths rather than instruction (Si&x puboAoyias dAA& pr) dikx
didaxris)” (303e10-304d2). Myth’s power lies in its persuasiveness and its ability to work
on the non-rational aspects of our nature.

There are several distinctive features of myth that render it singularly effective in
shaping or altering people’s perspectives without appealing to their rational side. But the
following are especially worth noting in this context: first, myth is poetic and inherently
pleasant to hear, charming its recipients at an aesthetic level; second, it belongs most
properly to the domain of religion, as it narrates the actions of divine or semi-divine beings
and vividly portrays their character and power. This gives myth distinctive emotional
force, as it shapes and elicits in its audience the most fundamental forms of awe, fear and
hope.®

These features of mythic discourse are undeniably present in Timaeus’ cosmogony.
With regard to the aesthetic appeal of the account, we should note that Timaeus’
descriptions of the Demiurge, the Receptacle and the various stages of the cosmos’
construction rely heavily on metaphorical and imagistic language. These descriptions are
far removed from a plain mode of exposition, and Timaeus’ presentation shows a
preference for poetic and rhetorical beauty over directness.” Timaeus’ aim is not to present
these entities or principles in the most transparent and accurate manner possible. The
religious and emotional force of Timaeus’ account, in turn, hardly needs to be argued for:
as a narrative about the origins and activities of a host of deities, as well as how humans
relate to these deities, it is at least partially meant to cultivate a deep sense of awe in its
recipients and mold their desires and aspirations. By presenting his cosmology as a myth,
then, Timaeus endows it with features that are characteristic of exoteric or popular, not
esoteric philosophical discourse. In other words, the choice of a mythic mode of exposition
suggests that Timaeus does not intend his account of cosmic origins to be interesting or
relevant only to advanced philosophers.

This argument—that many key features of Timaeus’ discourse are specifically
designed to appeal to a wide and likely non-philosophical audience—does not deny that
much of the material that Timaeus includes in his account would most likely be of interest
to especially erudite recipients. Like any genuinely philosophical myth, Timaeus’
cosmogony is a ToikiAos Adyos, a variegated and polymorphous discourse designed to

7 On this facet of Platonic myth, see Morgan (2000) 164-184; Nightingale (2002);
Collobert (2012) and Most (2012).

¥ Here I essentially follow Brisson (1998) 75-85, though he emphasizes the effects of myth
on the appetitive part of the soul specifically.

? Scholars who emphasize the poetic elements of Timaeus’ cosmology include Shorey
(1901); Cornford (1937) 31-32; Hadot (1983); Miller (2003) 21-22; Pender (2010); Regali
(2010) and Sedley (2010).



engage virtually every aspect of our nature, from the lowest to the highest.'® It operates at
different levels at once. Its contents and form are designed to challenge and educate
philosophers and non-philosophers alike. The recognition that much of Timaeus’ account
seems purposely aimed at a specialist audience, then, is compatible with the notion that
much of it is also designed to move a non-philosophical audience and somehow
reconfigure their perspective on the cosmos. In a sense, then, the cosmology of the
Timaeus is both exoteric and esoteric; it represents a complex philosophical vision, but it
does not lose sight of the needs and psychology of a wider public.

It might be objected that, even though the link between the mythic form of
Timaeus’ account and its potential to appeal to a non-philosophical audience is plausible, it
is not necessary, so that there may not be as much purpose to the formal characteristics of
the cosmology as I claim there is. The account may exhibit features characteristic of
exoteric philosophical discourse, but it could still be primarily or even exclusively intended
for an audience of expert philosophers. It is, after all, reasonable to suppose that Plato was
too brilliant a writer to present his deepest cosmological insights in dry expository prose,
without any rhetorical or poetic embellishment. Furthermore, we could see the richly
imagistic language Timaeus often resorts to as an interpretive challenge specifically
devised for an audience of philosophers. Many of Plato’s followers in the Academy seem
to have taken Timaeus’ language as such a provocation, since they thought stripping away
the mythic elements of Timaeus’ cosmology was necessary for retrieving Plato’s genuine
cosmological teachings.'' Given the readiness with which many of Plato’s earliest
interpreters read past the more poetic elements of Timaeus’ cosmology without ascribing
to them, as far as we know, any special function or significance, the ostensibly exoteric
dimension of the account may not be particularly relevant for understanding the dialogue’s
intended audience.

I agree that it is practically inconceivable that Plato would have presented any kind
of teaching in a straightforward but dry treatise. And his followers in the Academy may
well have been right to demythologize the Timaeus. It is certainly possible that Plato
actually expected his students to look beyond and discard the mythic elements of Timaeus’
account, though that can be no more than a conjecture.

All the same, even if several of the earliest interpreters of Timaeus’ cosmology
responded to its form in a way that was appropriate for them as philosophers, that does not
mean that their response is the only one that it is the text’s purpose to elicit. What we know
of the immediate reception of the Timaeus is obviously valuable evidence for
understanding what value it may have had for a philosophical audience, but there is no
compelling reason to grant this audience interpretive monopoly over the text.'> Though
reading past Timaeus’ imagistic language may be a perfectly adequate philosophical

' See Phaedrus 277b5-c6 on moiiAot Adyor, together with Rowe (1986) and Nightingale
(1995) 133-171.

" For sympathetic discussion of the immediate reception of the Timaeus, see Dillon (1997)
and (2003).

"2 Indeed, these readers appear to have met with criticism from at least one of their
contemporaries: in de Caelo 279b33-280a10, Aristotle rejects the claim that the temporal
generation of the cosmos (presumably in the Timaeus) is merely a didactic device.
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response to it, it also behooves us to reflect on the power his images have as images to
affect those who are susceptible to myth’s charms.

(B) Protreptic in Timaeus” Cosmology

The cosmology’s mythic form aside, the way it makes the case for the
philosophical life as the path to genuine happiness closely aligns it with proptreptic
discourse, which “exhorts its audience to adopt one way of living that leads to a specific
kind of happiness and dissuades them from alternative ways of living which are
detrimental to that happiness.”'” Protreptic, of course, aims to win over those who have not
yet committed themselves to philosophy—potential rather than actual philosophers.

First, we should consider how Timaeus’ explicit claims about what philosophy and
science can contribute to our lives constitute precisely this kind of exhortation. At 46¢e7-
4703, for example, Timaeus asserts that sight has been given to us to fulfill “a function of
supreme benefit (uéyroTov ... eis cpeAiav €pyov),” since it allows human beings to
contemplate the motions of the celestial bodies. This led to the development of “number,
our awareness of time, and investigation of the nature of the universe (&pi16uodv, xpdvou d¢
gvvolav Tepi Te Tis ToU TavTos puoews Critnotw),” which have yielded “philosophy, a
good greater than which none either has or will ever come to our mortal race as a gift from
the gods (ptAocopias yévos, ol peillov ayabdv oUt’ NABev oUTe fjEel ToTE TS BunTd
Yével dcopnBev ek Becdov).” Why are philosophy and the contemplation of celestial motions
so valuable? For Timaeus, studying the order of the heavens is the only means by which
we may establish rational order within ourselves (42c4-d2, 47b7-c4, 90c7-d4). Without
these studies, we may be unable to lead a truly rational life. Such a life includes behaving
in accordance with reason and, more importantly, the proper care and nourishment of our
rational faculty. The philosophical study of nature simultaneously forms our whole
character and develops our rationality, making it the highest form of self-care and the only
path to the best life available to us. Near the end of his speech, Timaeus even encourages
us to think of our rational faculty as a “guardian spirit (daiucov)” each of us has from god
(90a3-4). If someone dedicates their life to the pursuit of wisdom and truth, it is
“absolutely necessary (Tm&oa avaykn)” that he will share in immortality to the extent that
a human being can “and, since he is constantly tending to his divine part and keeping well
ordered the spirit that lives with him, be exceptionally happy (&Te &¢ ael BepatevovTa TO
Betov ExovTd Te aUTOV €U KEKOOUNUEVOV TOV daipova oUvolkov EQUTE, DIapepdvTLds
eudainova eivat)” (90b6-c6, cf. 68e6-69a5). Whoever comes to have a properly ordered
rational faculty is not only supremely happy, but actually “reaches the goal of the best life
offered to humans by the gods, for both the present and the future (TéAos éxelv ToU
mpoTeBévTos AdvBpcdTOIs UTTO BeddV ApioTou Biou pds Te TOV TapOVTA Kai TOV ETTEITA
Xpovov)” (90d5-7).

In these passages, Timaeus is clearly advocating for philosophy conceived in a
distinctive way, as a specific course of study that transforms one’s character and
perspective on the world. Against the grain of contemporary appraisals of astronomy and

3 Collins (2015) 39.



the other exact sciences, which regarded such learning as either useless or useful only to
the extent that it could sharpen our intellectual and discursive abilities,'* Timaeus affirms
that it is the highest activity for a human being, that no one is happier than those who
dedicate their lives to understanding the cosmos. It is unlikely that Timaeus casts
philosophy as such a supremely beneficial undertaking simply to congratulate or confirm
the choice of those who, like him, have already chosen to devote their lives to study.
Rather, Timaeus’ rhapsodic presentation of the philosopher’s achievement must be aimed
at those who can be persuaded, but are not yet convinced, that nothing is as advantageous
as philosophical inquiry. If parts of Timaeus’ cosmology seem primarily designed to
inspire potential students to dedicate themselves to the study of nature, its notional
audience must include potential converts in addition to specialists."

Since trying to dissuade one’s audience from pursuits other than philosophy is
almost as important an element of protreptic discourse as positive advertising, we should
also take into account how Timaeus attempts to dissuade.

About those who neglect their rational faculty and surrender to their appetites or
ambitions instead, Timaeus says that they can think only mortal thoughts, becoming as
mortal as a human being can become (90b1-5). This is a fairly mild claim, given that it
presents non-philosophical ways of life as inferior only because they cannot immortalize
us. Non-philosophers miss out on something wonderful, but there is no indication that they
suffer greatly on account of this.

Of far greater apotreptic force are Timaeus’ descriptions of the post-mortem fate of
non-philosophers’ souls. Men who do not lead rational and virtuous lives, he claims, would
be first reincarnated into women, and if they fail to desist from vice then “they would keep
on changing (&ei petaPalol) into a beastly form (6ripeiov pUow) resembling their
character and never gain a respite from their toils (Trévcov)” until they established rational
order in their lives (42b5-d2). Timaeus provides a fuller picture of what happens to souls
after death at 90e3-92c3, where it is clear that only philosophers escape karmic demotion
when their lives are over. Though the main point of these passages is presumably to
explain how women and nonhuman animals came into being, the possibility of punitive
reincarnation should also inspire fear in non-philosophers and impel them to try to
cultivate their rationality. By affirming that the consequences of living philosophically or
otherwise extend beyond death, these passages could play a significant role in dissuading
Timaeus’ audience from underestimating the value of philosophy. Timaeus gives his

'* Xenophon’s Socrates is mostly skeptical of the value of natural inquiry and recommends
pursuing geometry and astronomy only to the extent that these may prove useful in
practical undertakings such as land management and travel (Memorabilia 1.1.10-16,
IV.7.2-8). In the Antidosis, Isocrates claims that although most people think that geometry
and astronomy are completely useless, his own position is that they genuinely benefit their
students by sharpening their minds, thus serving as a propaedeutic for the study of rhetoric
(261-76). Natali (1987) offers a useful overview of the variety of opinions concerning the
usefulness of natural research and the exact sciences in classical Athens.

"> T am not the first to recognize the protreptic value of Timaeus 89d2-90d7: lamblichus
uses this passage in his Protrepticus (30.13-30.19); and Gaiser (1959) 213-214 includes it
in his survey of protreptic in Plato.
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audience reason to think that neglecting philosophy necessarily is detrimental in the long
run even if he does not offer a clear description of the unhappiness that afflicts non-
philosophers.'® Parts of his speech, then, exhibit both the exhortatory and the dissuasive
facets of philosophical protreptic.

Timaeus presents a forceful case for philosophy as the most—if not the only—
choiceworthy way of life. Considering that this is a message that accomplished
philosophers would not need to hear, it is difficult to believe that his speech is meant to
appeal to them alone. Together with the cosmology’s mythic form, this strongly suggests
that Timaeus’ account anticipates a wide and diverse audience rather than an exclusively
philosophical one, the difficulty of some of its content notwithstanding.'’

(Y) To Whom Does Timaeus Address his Cosmology?

Why, then, does Plato have Timaeus present his cosmology to an internal audience
that seems to consist entirely of philosophers? One possible explanation for this
incongruity is that Plato does envision a fairly wide audience for the Timaeus, even if it is
supposed to represent an exchange between accomplished philosophers. It makes sense,
one the one hand, to have Timaeus speak to such an audience within the dialogue, given
that much of his cosmology is difficult and likely beyond the ken of laypersons. On the
other hand, Plato must have Timaeus convey his understanding of the cosmos in a way that
can move a wide audience, even if it seems out of place within the context of the dialogue,
because his potential readership is naturally more diverse than any private meeting could
be. Thus, the cosmology’s mythic form and its protreptic potential may have nothing to do
with the dialogue’s internal dynamic and rhetorical situation, reflecting only Plato’s
writerly awareness of the various types of recipients his published work can encounter.

Another possibility, which I favor, is that Timaeus does not even address an
exclusively philosophical audience within the dialogue itself. If this is so, those features of
his cosmology that target lay recipients might represent an attempt on Timaeus’ part to
orient one or more of his interlocutors toward a philosophical perspective or insight that
they lack. Such skepticism about what the dialogue’s surface tells us about its characters
may seem unnecessary, and this is a genuine difficulty of an interpretation along these
lines. Nevertheless, the dialogue does give us several reasons to entertain such doubts. This
matters greatly for what we make of Timaeus’ cosmology: our assessment of what
shortcomings or misconceptions his interlocutors exhibit should not only bolster our notion

19 Cf. the discussion of how the myths of judgment in the Gorgias, the Phaedo, and the
Republic give us different reasons to recognize injustice as detrimental to our happiness in
Annas (1982).

7 Would the more technical parts of Timaeus’ cosmology scare away or bore to tears
recipients less interested in mathematics than members of Plato’s Academy? Not
necessarily. Whereas it would be more difficult for them to understand what Timaeus is
talking about, they might still find his expertise impressive and captivating. Undoubtedly,
the Timaeus has fascinated and moved many a reader with a fairly weak grasp of geometry
and ratio theory.
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that it is designed to appeal to an audience that includes non-philosophers, but it should
also help us understand more precisely what it can offer such an audience (aside from
encouragement to take up natural philosophy).

In the sections that follow, I discuss how the frame of the Timaeus suggests that the
dialogue does not represent an exchange between philosophers only, in spite of Socrates’
collective description of his and Timaeus’ interlocutors as philosophers “by nature and
upbringing” (19e8-20al). First, I focus on the conceit of the “feast of speeches,” prominent
as it is in the dialogue’s opening pages. This figure marks Socrates’ exchange with his
companions in the Timaeus as special, something quite unlike the kind of conversation he
usually prefers in Plato’s dialogues. It is the first sign, I argue, that Socrates’ interlocutors
perhaps do not think of philosophy in the same way as he does. Second, I turn to Socrates’
summary of his contribution to the feast, a noticeably truncated version of the discussion
he reports in the Republic. Paying special attention to the parts of the discussion of the
Republic Socrates has omitted from his speech, I contend that the summary at the
beginning of the Timaeus suggests that Socrates is not as ready to propose and explore
radical, provocative ideas in this dialogue as he is when conversing with Glaucon,
Adeimantus and the rest. Next, I turn to Critias, whose concerns and outlook are
foregrounded through a significant portion of the dialogue’s frame (20d7-27b6). In
agreement with many recent interpretations of the Timaeus,'® I argue that Critias displays
some deeply unphilosophical traits. I certainly do not see him as an enemy of philosophy,
but I take him to mirror certain features of conventional Athenian thought that are at odds
with the Platonic philosophical perspective. Above all, Critias comes off as naive: he is
given to idealizing his native city and, with a childlike trust in its civic mythology,
imagines that it enjoys a special relationship with Athena. He stands for the type of person
who is susceptible to the mythic charm of Timaeus’ cosmology and most needs the
philosophical reorientation it can provide. After examining the Timaeus’ rhetorical
situation in this chapter, in subsequent ones I discuss how Timaeus’ cosmology offers
Critias—and readers of the dialogue who are like him—a more philosophical yet
accessible perspective on the nature of the gods and humans’ place in the cosmos.

ii. The Feast of Speeches

What does Socrates think about his interlocutors in the Timaeus? To get a sense of
this, we must pay attention not only to how he describes them but also to how he talks to
them. Socrates’ very first lines in the dialogue, where he describes his interlocutors as “my
guests yesterday and hosts today (fuiv ... Tév x0s pev daitupdveov, Ta viv d¢
goTiaTopwv)” (17al-3), suggest he is addressing them in an unusual manner. Timaeus
echoes Socrates’ opening lines enthusiastically at 17b2-4, when he tells him that since he
and his companions “were entertained by you with fitting hospitality yesterday (x8¢s uo
ooU EevicbévTas ois Nv mpétmov Eeviols)” they are now eager “to feast you in return

'8 E.g. Ferrari (1995) 396-397, Reydams-Schils (2001), Miller (2003) 21, Howland (2007),
Broadie (2012) 116-172. Welliver (1977) is an early, if somewhat idiosyncratic, exponent
of this view.
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(&dvtageoTiav).” He reveals immediately afterward that Socrates entertained him and his
companions with a speech, which they will repay by discussing the subjects he has
assigned to them (17b5-6). The conceit of the ‘feast of speeches’ recurs several times
throughout the dialogue’s opening pages (19c1-3, 21al-3, 27a2-3, 27b7-8), clearly
marking that Socrates’ exchange with his interlocutors is special.

The figure of the verbal banquet illustrates what makes this give and take so
remarkable. Plato’s readers should be aware that he has Socrates and others use this figure
of speech in several other dialogues to characterize various forms of verbal displays. In
Gorgias 447a3-6, Socrates and Callicles refer to Gorgias’ rhetorical demonstration as a
“feast (Eoptr}).” As the dialogue unfolds it becomes increasingly clear that Socrates is not
particularly impressed or interested in that kind of entertainment. Along similar lines, at
Phaedrus 227b6-7 Socrates asks Phaedrus if Lysias “feasted (eioTia)” his guests with
speeches. Subsequently he endeavors to release Phaedrus from the spell of the meretricious
words that entertained him earlier. In another example, from the Republic, it is
Thrasymachus rather than Socrates who introduces his figure to describe the misuse of
language. Having become frustrated with what he perceives as Socrates’ disingenuous
manipulation of the discussion, Thrasymachus gives up the exchange, telling him “Have a
feast of the argument! (eUcoxoU ToU Adyou)” (1.352b3-4, cf. 354a10-1 1)." In all of these
works, banquets of words are consistently contrasted with genuine, probing philosophical
dialogue. That Socrates should so gladly participate in one is exceptional, a striking
deviation from his usual conduct.*’

Of course, this feasting is in important respects unlike those that the other dialogues
cast a negative light on. Given the philosophical depth of Timaeus’ speech at least, we can
rest assured that Socrates has not developed a newfound fondness for empty display
pieces. It would be wrong to ignore, however, that the hospitality gifts Socrates and his
companions exchange are, as monologues, closer in their form to rhetorical performances
than they are to philosophical dialogue. ' It is definitely strange for Socrates to be eager to
participate in such an exchange, even if with bona fide philosophers, as it is not customary

' A further occurrence of the figure does appear at Lysis 211¢10-d1, but it is not as
relevant. It is Ctesippus, not Socrates, who uses feasting language, and it is to complain
about being excluded from the conversation Socrates is having with Menexenus and Lysis.
It does not appear to imply any substantive criticism of the conversation itself.

2% Although it is true that Socrates’ unusual behavior can be seen as Plato’s way of
announcing that in the Timaeus and its projected sequels he is experimenting with a new
type of literary production, I find it hard to believe that it is no more than that. Even if we
take the Timaeus and the Critias as Plato’s literary experiments, it should be appropriate
and productive to interrogate their worth and shortcomings from a philosophical
perspective, evaluating them by the standards suggested established by Plato’s previous
output and situating them within his overall philosophical vision.

*1'Schoos (1999) also treats the ‘feast of speeches’ figure as a red flag of sorts and
discusses some of the same evidence from Plato’s other works. I do not agree with his
conclusion, however, that this raises doubts about the status of Timaeus’ account.
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for him to either deliver speeches of his own or receive others’ speeches without asking
any questions.”

(o) Can Monologues Be Socratic?

Concerning Socrates’ role as a monologist, we should first of all point out that
throughout the Platonic corpus he does make the occasional uninterrupted speech.
Monologue is certainly not anathema to him.>® Nevertheless, Socrates’ speeches are always
somehow embedded in a searching question-and-answer conversation. They always appear
in a setting where their smooth, uninterrupted flow stands in stark contrast with the uneven
rhythms of Socrates’ questioning, which is full of false starts and new beginnings and often
fails to reach a satisfying conclusion. This contrast is obviously formal, but it is substantive
as well: whereas someone delivering a speech has full control and knowledge of what he
will say, Socrates’ interrogation of his interlocutors is characterized by an errant openness,
as its direction depends on the answers they give no less than his own commitments.
Whereas monologue is an effective means of setting forth definite views on a subject,
questioning makes such views its starting point and aims to test their truth. Of necessity,
the monologist cannot address as attentively the needs and opinions of his interlocutors as
the philosophical questioner can. Whether a philosopher engages with his interlocutors via
monologue or Socratic dialogue, then, makes all the difference, as these embody two very
different—if not opposing—notions of the one’s intellectual status and achievement.**

Many of Plato’s dialogues reveal that Socrates thinks of himself as a questioner
rather than a speechmaker, and that this is central to his conception of his own practice as a
philosopher. None, perhaps, does so in as arresting a manner as the Theaetetus, where
Socrates describes himself as a practitioner of the art of intellectual midwifery. As he
describes his craft, Socrates denies having any wisdom of his own. While he knows how to
deliver other people’s ideas and “test (Baocavilev)” those ideas for truth, of his own
condition he says: “I am barren of wisdom and the charge that many have leveled against
me, that I question others but do not reveal any views about anything because I have
nothing wise to say (aUTos 8¢ oUdev atmopaivopal Tepl oudevos diax TO UNdEv ExEIV

*? Consider Phaedrus’ remark in the eponymous dialogue when Socrates pauses during his
first speech on love: “Without a doubt, Socrates, an unusual verbal fluidity has taken hold
of you (TTapa TO eicoBods elpord Tis oe eiAngev)” (238¢6-7). As someone who is familiar
with Socrates, Phaedrus is surprised that he has launched into a continuous speech to rival
Lysias’.

¥ Socrates does profess to be unable to make or follow long speeches at Protagoras
335c1-6, but he is clearly exaggerating there.

** For a stimulating reflection on the philosophical significance of questioning and
openness, see Gadamer (2004) 355-363. Dixsaut (2013) offers a stimulating account of the
kinship between philosophy and digression as transcending the distinction between
monologue and dialogue. On the literary significance of the Platonic Socrates’ questioning,
see Stokes (1986) 1-36; on disunity and irresolution in Plato’s dialogues, see Cotton (2014)
225-262.
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oco@odv), is true” (150b9-c7). To some degree, this is too strong a formulation to fit
Socrates’ conduct throughout all of the dialogues, as he does sometimes reveal his
opinions to his interlocutors.” But he never presents those opinions as authoritative or
wise, nor does he engage others in dialogue so as to reveal his convictions to them.
Socrates never starts a discussion from what he thinks, and it is only the context of
examining or challenging others’ opinions that he expresses or endorses definite views. His
unflagging interest in what others have to say suggests that his refusal to claim genuine
wisdom is sincere, and so does his preference for short questions and answers over long
speeches. It is strange, therefore, that the Timaeus shows us a Socrates who is happy to
entertain an audience that is potentially wiser than him with a speech. Even if we surmise
that Socrates has found an extraordinarily appreciative audience in Timaeus and the others,
it still seems farfetched that their receptiveness would draw him out of his usual humility
and reticence.

(B) Does Socrates Appreciate Others’ Speeches?

Socrates claims at 20b1-4 that his interlocutors’ eagerness to hear him speak about
politics was not the only reason he did so: “when you asked me to discourse about matters
of political organization (Uucov deopéveov T& mepi Tijs ToAiTeias SieAbeiv), I indulged you
eagerly (Trpobuncos éxapilounv) because I knew that, should you be willing, nobody else
would deliver a more adequate follow-up speech (Tov é€fis Adyov oudéves &v Undov
£8eAdvTov ikavdoTepov amodoiev).” The follow-up speech Socrates wants to hear from
his companions should portray in motion the city whose structure he described on the
previous day, “competing in a contest with other cities for the prizes cities tend to compete
for (&0Aous ols éALs &aBAel, ToUTous autnv dycwvilopévnu Tpds méAels &AAas)” by
conducting a war and dealing with other cities in a manner that would reflect its education
(19¢2-8). Socrates does not really explain why he does not deem himself “able to praise
the city and its men fittingly (Tous &vdpas kai v méAw ikavdds éykwuidoat),” but he
suggests that what sets him apart from his interlocutors is his lack of political experience
(19d1-20b1). Socrates’ unusual loquacity, it seems, is motivated by a desire to hear in
return the kind of speech his current company is uniquely capable of producing.

And yet, for Socrates to want to listen to others discourse at length is, as [ have
already pointed out, no less unusual than his own willingness to do so. The apparent
explanation the Timaeus offers for Socrates’ readiness to deliver a speech to his
interlocutors ultimately raises more questions than it answers. Socrates’ usual commitment
to interrogation not only leads him to avoid, for the most part, giving speeches in his own
voice, but it also entails a preference for hearing people give answers to his questions over
being their passive auditor.

Two passages from the Protagoras are especially instructive on this issue. First,
there is Socrates’ criticism of the public orators (Snuryopot):

%> On the continuities between Socrates’ midwifery and his conduct elsewhere in the
Platonic corpus, see Burnyeat (1977).
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el 8¢ emavéportd Twvd T, cdoep BiPAia oUdtv Exouoiv olUte amrokpivachal oUTe
auTol gpéobat, GAN’ &y Tis Kal OUIKPOV ETTEPCITTON TL TAV PBEvTwY, OoTEP
T& xaAkia TANyévTa pakpodv el kai amoTeivel éav un emA&BnTai T, kai ol
priTopes oUTw, OHIKP& EpwTNBEVTES BOALXOV KaTaTEIVOUSL TOU Adyou.

If someone asks one of them a question, they can neither answer nor ask questions
of their own, just like books. If someone questions even a small part of what they
have said, orators behave just like bronze bowls, which when struck ring for a long
time and go on until someone stops them. Being asked a little question, they go off
on a long-distance speech. (329a2-bl)

A few pages later, Alcibiades levels similar but more pointed criticism at Protagoras
himself, whom he accuses of “spinning out a lecture (uakpov Adyov amoTeiveov) for each
question, beating back the arguments and not consenting to be accountable (ékkpouUcov
Tous Adyous kai ouk €0¢Acwv Biddval Adyov), delaying (&mounkuvawv) instead until most
of the listeners have forgotten what the question was about (¢mA&BwvTtal epi dTou T
gpcoTnUa fv)” (336¢5-d2). Taken together, these passages suggest that Socrates’
misgivings about oratory are grounded on the notion that a proficient rhetorician can use
his skill to evade accountability to his audience and conceal from them that he does not
fully understand what he is talking about. Speeches can all too easily become tools for
protecting a deceptive appearance of wisdom and authority.”® Recognizing this is crucial
for someone with a genuine desire to learn, as it enables him to see that verbal fluidity is
not a marker of wisdom and speeches can conceal as much, and sometimes more, than they
communicate. It does not behoove a philosopher to be a neutral, unsuspecting consumer of
speeches.

The point here is not that people who make speeches do not have anything
thoughtful to say, or that it is impossible to learn anything at all by listening to them. The
idea that rhetorical skill and wisdom are separable is not to be confused with a claim that
the two are mutually exclusive. Rather, the point is that we cannot learn from a speech by
simply listening to it. We must interrogate it or the person delivering it to make sure that
whatever truth we find in it is not illusory. This is the stance we should adopt toward every
speech, regardless of our prior estimation of the speaker. The risk of deception or
misunderstanding is intrinsic to the monologue form itself. Wise people certainly can make
speeches, but their audience will not learn from them without asking questions. Indeed,
within the process of questioning we also test our own comprehension of what we have
heard, as respondents may confirm or challenge our interpretations. Questioning is the
appropriate response to every speech, and it should not be seen as merely a means for
drawing out potential charlatans. As Socrates puts it in the Hippias Minor, it is especially
people who appear to be wise that he is interested in questioning (369d2-e2, cf. 372a6-c8).

*® The Protagoras is not the only dialogue that suggests this much. Indeed, this is precisely
what Socrates criticizes Polus for at Gorgias 448d1-e4, and his instructing Gorgias to give
the briefest possible answers to his questions at 449b4-8 is meant to forestall any recourse
by Gorgias to rhetorical razzle-dazzle.
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(v) Explaining Socrates’ Newfound Appreciation of Speeches

Socrates has a strong preference for question-and-answer conversation that is
rooted in his conception of himself as a learner and a lover of wisdom. There is, then, no
obvious or easy way of squaring the inquisitive Socrates we are familiar with from Plato’s
other dialogues with Socrates as we find him in the opening pages of the Timaeus, where
he is eager to hear a series of speeches. We cannot appeal to the unusual receptiveness and
philosophical background of Socrates’ interlocutors in the Timaeus, since that should
amplify rather than dampen his interest in posing questions to them. At the same time, we
should not simply see Socrates’ newfound thirst for speeches as inexplicable or
unmotivated, giving up completely on the question of whether the Socrates of the Timaeus
can be harmonized with the Socrates of the other dialogues. Rather, we should scrutinize
what Socrates says and attempt to better understand the dramatic and rhetorical situation of
the Timaeus.

Even if it is not particularly helpful to know that Socrates speaks at length in order
that his interlocutors may repay him with speeches of their own, what kind of speech he
wishes to hear from them is significant. His request is that they complete what is ostensibly
his political vision by portraying his ideal city in action and eulogizing it duly (19¢2-d2).
This is very strange: not only does Socrates essentially lecture his interlocutors, but he is
also confident that they will find his claims agreeable enough to produce the follow-up
speech he wishes to hear. A Socrates who is willing to offer a positive vision of the ideal
polity and is also confident that a group of men who have political experience and
philosophical interests of their own will find it compelling is the opposite of the Socrates
who claims to have no wisdom to share. What could motivate Socrates to abandon his
usual humility for such remarkable assuredness? Why would he see his interlocutors as
candidates to celebrate and enhance his apparent political vision instead of partners for
learning and discovery through questioning? This seems even harder to explain than
Socrates’ newfound desire to give and listen to speeches.

If Socrates can so confidently assign his interlocutors topics for their speeches and
expect them to complement and celebrate his political vision, their attitude toward him
may be more than merely receptive. His request for a follow-up speech suggests that he
does not expect them to want to pose questions or challenge him about his claims from the
previous day. The atmosphere between the interlocutors is one of unanimity, rather than
friendly openness. Nowhere else in the Platonic corpus do we find characters in such close
agreement with Socrates as we do in the Timaeus. Socrates is portrayed conversing with
very receptive interlocutors elsewhere, such as Glaucon and Adeimantus in the Republic
and Simmias and Cebes in the Phaedo, but they still demand clarifications and further
arguments from him frequently even if they enjoy listening to what he has to say.

Perhaps this is to be expected if Socrates is indeed speaking with an unusually
philosophical group. In dialogues like the Republic and the Phaedo, Socrates’ interlocutors
challenge and ask him questions because their grasp of the arguments is not on the same
level as his, so we should not expect characters whose intellectual profile resembles
Socrates’ more closely to talk to him the same way. The unfamiliar atmosphere of
unanimity that the first pages of the 7imaeus project could therefore be read as support for
the idea that this is a gathering of philosophers only. Yet Socrates’ interlocutors in the
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Republic and the Phaedo do not ask questions simply because they cannot follow Socrates.
They also ask questions because he constantly provokes them to reflect on the arguments.
That is to say, receptive interlocutors like Glaucon demand explanations from Socrates
because of both their inability to follow him on certain points and his own efforts to inspire
in them concern for the arguments.

Another possibility is that in the Timaeus Socrates avoids the more provocative
approach he adopts in other dialogues because at least some his interlocutors are,
regardless of their eagerness to hear what he has to say, unlikely to respond well to his
questioning. In spite of Socrates’ labeling them all as philosophers, some of them may be
less interested in a genuinely philosophical perspective than his interlocutors in the
Republic and the Phaedo.

We cannot decide this either way based on the evidence cited thus far. The feasting
motif suggests cordiality and harmony between the participants rather than the kind of
estrangement we might expect if they did not share the same perspective. Socrates’ desire
to hear a speech from his interlocutors is also difficult to explain if he has reservations
about them. Yet all of this is so unusual that our suspicion is warranted—if not
demanded—Dby the text. The exchange between Socrates and his interlocutors in the
Timaeus raises pointed questions about the possibility of philosophical exploration in the
absence of searching questions. In doing so, it invites us to think carefully about how the
speeches and exchanges the dialogue contains may not only contribute to such exploration
but also fall short of it in some respects. Rather than take everything the Timaeus presents
us with at face value, we ought to interrogate it with an eye to how it reflects a peculiar
rhetorical context and agenda.

In the next sections, I examine further evidence that the dialogue presents Socrates
and Timaeus speaking in a context that places significant constraints on them. First, I
consider Socrates’ summary of his speech from the previous day (17¢6-19b2), arguing that
this noticeably selective outline of the Republic points to the specific concerns and
limitations of at least one of Socrates’ interlocutors. Socrates and Timaeus, I claim, face an
audience that is far more interested in politics than they are in philosophy. Then, I examine
how Critias exemplifies such an outlook and its shortcomings.

iil. Socrates” Summary

As any reader familiar with Plato’s work will notice, the superlatively virtuous city
that Socrates describes in Timaeus 17c6-19b2 closely resembles the utopia he and his
companions construct in the first half of the Republic.”’ Indeed, the similarities are so
strong that many readers, including some in antiquity, have interpreted Socrates’ summary
in the 7imaeus as an indication that the speech with which he entertained his companions
on the previous day must have been the report he gives in the Republic.™®

" Bockh (1807) 189-197 and Archer-Hind (1888) 56-60 catalogue the correspondences
(and some divergences) in their commentary on the passages in question.

*® The earliest instance of a reader making this inference is to be found in Proclus’
Commentary on the Timaeus (1.8.30-9.13 Diehl). Modern commentators who assume that
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That interpretation, however, becomes more difficult to maintain when we begin to
reflect on all of the material from the Republic that is completely missing from Socrates’
summary in the Timaeus.” The search for a definition of justice; the account of the soul’s
structure and the effects of justice and injustice on it; the idea that philosophers should rule
and the discussion of their advanced education; and the explorations of corrupt regimes are
all missing. Whereas Proclus, the earliest exponent of such a reading we know of, does not
even remark on the selectiveness of Socrates’ synopsis, modern scholars who agree with
him on the dialogue’s dramatic date have attempted a few explanations for it. Some (e.g.,
Archer-Hind) have focused especially on the absence of the discussions of the forms and
the philosophers’ education that occupy the middle books of the Republic, claiming that
Plato does not refer to them in the Timaeus because they no longer reflect his views. But
such an explanation is based on too crude an understanding of Plato’s philosophical
development and too naive a hermeneutic to be satisfactory. Others (e.g., Taylor) have
offered the more sensible argument that Socrates only summarizes the material that is
directly connected to the follow-up speech he wishes to hear. The purpose of the summary
is to bridge the political theory of the Republic and the narratives of the Timaeus and the
Critias, and no discontinuity is implied if it includes only as much as it needs for that
purpose.

It is plausible that the kind of follow-up speech Socrates demands in the 7Timaeus
would not be an adequate sequel to the discussion of the Republic taken as a whole. Yet
neither Socrates nor his interlocutors indicate that their recollection of the previous day’s
discussion is selective in any specific way. In fact, at 17b8-9 Timaeus explicitly asks
Socrates to review what he said “from the beginning (¢€ &pxiis),” which suggests a
comprehensive rather than a selective summary. At 19al-b2, when at the end of the
recapitulation Socrates asks Timaeus whether “we are still missing something that was said
(T TGOV pnbévTeov) and is being omitted (cos dmoAerrduevov),” Timaeus claims that
nothing has been omitted since “these were the very things that were said (aUT& TalT fv
T& Aexbévta).” Given that Socrates’ summary is bookended by statements about its
completeness, it is far more natural to regard it as a representation of the preceding day’s
proceedings that is accurate and complete. The synopsis is not incomplete, but the account
itself must have been, at least when compared to the full text of the Republic. The
conversation of the 7Timaeus does not follow the Republic readers are familiar with, but a
significantly truncated version of it.

Indeed, what institutions would make for the finest city is only one of several
important topics that dialogue touches on. Within Socrates’ conversation with Glaucon and
the others, the exploration of political structure is subordinated to the investigation of the

type of dramatic continuity between the Republic and the Timaeus include Archer-Hind
(1888) and Taylor (1928), among others. See Ausland (2000) 196 n. 45 for a list of
scholars in this camp.

%% Another problem is that the Republic and the Timaeus seem to take place during festivals
that are months apart in the Athenian calendar, as Cornford (1937) 4-5 points out. Though
I am inclined to agree with Cornford on this matter, I think that the mismatch between
Socrates’ summary in the Timaeus and the content of the Republic is enough to establish
that he is not recapitulating his report in that dialogue.
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soul’s internal order and how justice and injustice affect it.** This is not to say that in the
Republic Socrates is uninterested in politics—the lengths to which he takes the discussion
of the ideal city’s institutions strongly suggests the opposite. But Socrates’ introducing the
construction of an exceptionally virtuous city as a resource for thinking about moral
psychology—rather than a matter that should be explored for its own sake—indicates that
in that dialogue he is not exclusively, and perhaps not even primarily, interested in political
institutions. Socrates’ exclusive focus on politics in the discussion that he summarizes in
the Timaeus, as well as his request for a follow-up speech, is therefore surprising. For even
if his selectiveness in that discussion helps to contextualize the narrative that will exhibit
the martial prowess of his city, this suggests an interest in politics that is more focused but
less enriched by other, more fundamental concerns than it is in the Republic. The backdrop
of the Republic may encourage us to see the Socrates of the Timaeus as pursuing a more
specific and circumscribed goal, but it also hints that he is somehow avoiding more
fundamental philosophical questions.

(a) A Major Omission: Philosopher-Kings

Perhaps nothing suggests as strongly that in the Timaeus Socrates has taken a less
daring path than in the Republic than his leaving philosopher-rulers out of his description
of the ideal city. The omission is poignantly highlighted. Consider his remark when he
touches on his proposals for the sharing of spouses and children at 18c6-8: “This is easy to
remember, given the strangeness of what was said (ToUto pév Six Tnv anbeiav Tév
AexBévTteov eupvnuoéveutov).” This is the only point in his entire summary where Socrates
mentions the unfamiliar nature of the ideal city’s institutions, a major theme of Republic V.
There, Socrates addresses the outlandishness of his proposals through the conceit of the
three waves of paradox: these threaten to overwhelm the argument with ridicule, each
being more daunting than the previous (V.457b7-d5, 472al-7, 473c6-9). The elimination
of private families corresponds to the second wave, as it comes after the arguments for
equality in education and occupations for women and men but before those that advocate
philosophical rule. By having Socrates single out the absence of private families among the
guardians as an especially unusual, and thus memorable, proposal while saying nothing
about philosopher-rulers, Plato makes it quite clear that Socrates did not present to his
interlocutors in the Timaeus the most paradoxical of the Republic’s measures. Furthermore,
since the institution flagged as unusual in the 7imaeus summary is only the second most
unusual of Socrates’ proposals in the Republic, there is a suggestion that, relative to his
approach in the Republic, in the Timaeus Socrates is not just being selective—he is
actually holding back.

Here we must consider what leads Socrates to introduce the notion of philosopher-
rulers in the Republic and some key points he makes while discussing the idea. First, we
should bear in mind how strong a relation Socrates establishes between this final radical

3% In particular, the analogy of the large and small letters suggests that the political inquiry
is undertaken to understand the effects of justice and its opposite (I1.368c4-369a10, cf.
1V.434d2-435a3).
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proposal and the ones that precede it: until philosophers assume political power, he claims,
the constitution he has been discussing with his companions “will never arise to the extent
that it can and see the light of the sun (ur} oTe ... puij Te eig TO SuvaTtov kai eéds NAiou
1®n)” (V.473c11-d2, cf. VIL.540d1-541b1). Within the argument of Republic V, the idea
that philosophers should rule is not just another odd proposal. It is the essential measure;
without it, all the other measures would amount to little more than wishful thinking. Its
outlandishness is both called for by and helps to justify Socrates’ recommendations for the
guardians’ lifestyle and education, giving the argument coherence and unity it would lack
otherwise. Socrates’ omission of philosopher-rulers, then, must indicate more than mere
selectiveness on his part—it suggests an avoidance of questions about the practicability of
the ideal city and the wide gulf that separates the philosopher’s perspective from that of
most people.

The introduction of philosopher-rulers is not just meant to explain how the
perfectly just city could come into being. As the most formidable wave of paradox, it raises
further and deeper questions of its own about philosophers’ relation to the realm of
politics. Socrates’ defense of this thesis spans more than two books, wherein he offers
several arresting descriptions of what it means to live and think like a philosopher. Even if
it emerges as a kind of digression, this portrait and defense of the philosopher is the heart
of the Republic. Without it, that work would not be the provocative meditation on the
transformative effect philosophy can have on individuals and cities that it is. Socrates’
omission of any discussion of philosopher-rulers, then, indicates an avoidance of questions
beyond what the ideal city must be like. His deepest thoughts on the best way of life
available to us and the place of political service within it are also left out. As much as
Socrates’ summary in the Timaeus recalls the Republic, it also denotes a retreat of sorts
from that dialogue’s most provocative and fundamental insights.

(B) Why the Philosopher-Kings are Missing

Socrates’ avoiding discussion of philosopher-kings tells us something about the
audience he faces. Much of what Socrates says in his discourse on the philosopher in the
middle books of the Republic may be more unsettling than obvious to some of his partners
in the Timaeus. Recall that he collectively describes them as men who are both
philosophical and political “by nature and upbringing” (19e¢8-20al). By contrast, one of the
major themes in Socrates’ account of the philosopher’s nature and education in the
Republic is how deeply alienated he must be from the world of politics, especially in cities
as they currently are. From one dialogue to the other, then, Socrates’ thoughts about the
relation between philosophy and politics appear inconsistent. Given how forcefully the
Timaeus claims the Republic as its backdrop, it is unlikely that this is simply a matter of
Plato’s development. If we pay close attention to Socrates’ claims in the Republic, we can
see that they would be off-putting to those who think of themselves as both philosophers
and politicians, and therefore inappropriate in the context of the Timaeus.

First of all, consider Socrates’ articulation of the paradox of philosophical rule:
cities will have a genuine reprieve from their troubles only when philosophy and political
power are united “and the many natures of those who nowadays (viv) pursue these
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separately (xcopis) are prevented by force from doing so (¢€ Gvdykns admokAeiofcdow)”
(V.473c11-d6). Here Socrates marks the ideal of philosophical government as the complete
opposite of the current state of things, where a career in politics seems to exclude a life of
philosophy and vice-versa. Part of an explanation of why philosophers are not at home in
politics emerges at V1.487c4-d5, when Adeimantus challenges Socrates’ idea that
philosophers would make the best statesmen by reference to how they appear to most
people:

Sool &v ¢t prthocopiav dpuricavTes ur ToU Temadelodan Eveka aydpevor véol
SvTes ATMaAAGTTWYTAL, AAAE HAKPOTEPOV EVBIATPIYWOIV, TOUS pEv TTAeioTOUS
Kal Tavu AAAOKSTOUS Y1y VOUEVOUS, (Vva Ui} TTAUTTOVT|POUS EITICOMEY, TOUS &
EMIEIKECTATOUS BokoUvTas SHwS TOUTS Ye UTTO ToU EmTNdeUHaTos oU oU
ETMAIVETS TTAOXOVTAS, AXPHOTOUS Tals TOAES! Y1y VOUEVOUS.

Everyone who pursues philosophy—not those who dabble in it while they are
young as part of their education and eventually abandon it, but the ones who spend
a long time in it—most of them become misfits, not to say utterly vicious, and even
the ones who seem most reasonable, under the pressure of the study you commend,
become useless to their cities.

Socrates’ response acknowledges and elaborates on the general public’s hostility toward
philosophers, even as it endeavors to illustrate how misguided it is (V1.487d6-489c10).
Socrates broaches the resentment philosophers face again at several points in the
subsequent arguments (V1.493e2-494a10, 496¢5-dS, VII.516e8-517a6, 517d4-e2),
sometimes even alluding to his own trial and death. Socrates appears to speak primarily
about Athens here, but his comments are broad enough to suggest that virtually all cities
are hostile to philosophers. For Socrates’ interlocutors in the 7Timaeus to have somehow
managed to overcome such an obstacle and make themselves useful to their cities seems
miraculous, if not dubious, in light of this background.

The public’s hostility is only one facet of philosophers’ estrangement from politics
in the Republic. Philosophers also shun political engagement because they have a dour
view of its effect on one’s character. According to Socrates, the goals and values that
prevail in the world of politics are essentially antithetical to those by which philosophers
live: when people endowed with a philosophic nature enter politics, they are corrupted by
the mob mentality that prevails in that realm and end up superlatively vicious characters
instead of upright philosophers (V1.492a1-495b6). Involvement in politics demands
internalizing the values of the many, which is necessarily incompatible with the pursuit of
wisdom. A genuine philosopher, Socrates elaborates, can recognize “the madness of the
majority (Téov ToAAGV ... TNy paviav)” and see that “nobody (oudeis) does anything
sound (Uy1gs), as it were, in the administration of public affairs,” consequently avoiding
government to stay unsullied by lawlessness and injustice (V1.496c6-e2). He emphasizes
that this is a universal problem when he claims: “not a single constitution from among
those current (undepiav TGV viv) is worthy (&fiav) of the philosopher’s nature”
(VL.497b1-2). Indeed, even in the ideal city philosophers will not gladly labor in politics,
because they regard ruling “not as something that is fine (kaAdv T1), but as compulsory
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(&dvaykaiov)” (VIL.540b2-5, cf. 520e2-3). The background of the Republic, then, both
raises questions about how Socrates’ interlocutors could have managed to become
involved in politics and makes it difficult to imagine their motivations for doing so.

The incompatibility of the philosophical and political lives is a major theme in
Socrates’ discussion in the Republic, and it is difficult to square with his suggestion in the
Timaeus that his interlocutors have significant experience in both. As I have already
remarked, it is unlikely that this merely reflects a change in Plato’s political philosophy.
Socrates offers his interlocutors in the 7imaeus a radical and challenging image of the ideal
city that in most respects resembles that of the Republic. What Socrates avoids is focused
commentary on the education and perspective that define the philosopher. The reason for
this is that Socrates’ interlocutors in the Timaeus seem to consider themselves
philosophical, though their primary interest is politics—this is, after all, what they want to
hear him talk about. They may be philosophers according to a broader, less precise
conception of philosophy than the one Socrates develops in the Republic. Without
espousing a restrictive definition of what it means to be a philosopher, Socrates can appear
more sanguine about political engagement. More importantly, though, a direct discussion
of what makes one a philosopher may be too contentious a topic for a group of men who
deem themselves philosophical without necessarily agreeing about what that means. The
Socrates we find in the Timaeus does not disagree with the Socrates from the Republic: he
simply faces a different audience.

We should recognize, however, that Socrates’ interlocutors in the Timaeus are quite
different from one another. Timaeus in particular seems to be a philosopher very much
after the model offered in the Republic, since his speech includes manifestly Platonic
metaphysics and reveals how well versed he is in the mathematical studies appropriate for
a genuine philosopher. That Socrates regards him as a true and accomplished philosopher
is apparent in his emphatic praise of his achievements. Timaeus not only “is from Locri, a
city in Italy governed by excellent laws (eUvoucotaTns)” and “has occupied the most
important offices and positions of honor (Tas peyioTas ... dpxdas Te kai Tiuas) in the
city,” but he has also, in Socrates’ opinion, “attained the summit in all of philosophy
(pthoocopias ... e &kpov amdons eEArjAubev)” (20al-5). Socrates does not say anything
that suggests that we should regard Timaeus with suspicion; in fact, he vouches for his
philosophical credentials. Timaeus’ political service is still striking in light of the
Republic’s depiction of politics as completely inhospitable to philosophers, but Locri’s
excellent constitution may be far more agreeable to a philosopher than most, thus allowing
Timaeus to be an exception to the rule. There are good reasons, then, to regard Timaeus as
a philosopher not in only a vague sense, but according to a conception that is basically the
same as the one Socrates promotes in the Republic. Socrates refers to him as a philosopher
most likely because he truly regards him as one.

Timaeus, though, is not the only character Socrates addresses in the dialogue, and it
is noteworthy that Socrates talks to him and about him in a distinctive manner. At the very
opening of the conversation, Socrates addresses only Timaeus directly, reviewing the
previous day’s discussion specifically with him. It is not clear why, but Socrates may
somehow be closer to Timaeus than he is to Hermocrates or Critias, even if Timaeus is
only a visitor in Athens. Furthermore, whereas Socrates commends Timaeus’
achievements unambiguously, what he says about Critias and Hermocrates is vague. When
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it comes to their achievements, Socrates does not sound as confident as he does in
Timaeus’ case. Of Critias, he says only that “all of us in this city must know that he is not
unpracticed in the subjects we speak of (TTou TavTes oi T8¢ {opev oUdevos 1dicoTNV dvTa
v Aéyouev);” of Hermocrates, he says that the many people who bear witness that “his
nature and education are suitable for all these matters (TTpds &mavta TalT eval ikavrv)”
must be trusted (20a6-b1). Even if it would be somewhat perverse to doubt Timaeus’
intellectual achievements, the way Socrates describes his two other interlocutors fits nicely
with the idea that they are philosophical only in a broad sense.

We may doubt, then, that Critias and Hermocrates are full-fledged Platonic
philosophers. They are the ones whose interest is in politics rather than the whole of
philosophy. Hermocrates, of course, does not say anything of substance in the dialogue’s
frame (though his presence in the dialogue is, as I argue later, significant). Critias, on the
other hand, dominates the dialogue after Socrates’ request for a follow-up speech and
before Timaeus’ monologue (20d7-27b6), which allows us to examine his character and
concerns. Not only does he have precisely the kind of narrative Socrates wishes to hear,
but he is also eager to present it to the group as his contribution to the feast of speeches.
Critias is perfectly content to keep the exchange’s focus on utopian politics; this, it seems,
is what he truly enjoys hearing and talking about. Socrates’ selective discussion from the
previous day may be taken to reflect and to an extent be adapted to Critias’ specific
interests. What motivates Socrates to take such an approach is unclear, but the way Critias
introduces his account suggests that advancing a distinctly philosophical vision is not what
he is enthusiastic about. His interest in political discussion is not properly philosophical,
and the narrative he is eager to present is one he has a particular personal attachment to,
which he values for reasons that do not qualify as theoretical. In the following sections, I
explore Critias’ understanding of his story and its significance to illuminate the specific
type of perspective he represents. I argue that his is a markedly unphilosophical viewpoint,
and that what first appears as an interest in politics on his part is ultimately an inability to
transcend the constraints his native city and sense of civic identity impose on his thinking.

1v. Critias

Who is Critias? As soon as he is named, we wonder whether he is the same Critias
who was Plato’s uncle and a leading member of the ruthless Thirty Tyrants. Indeed, a
number of scholars identify Critias in the Timaeus with the tyrant.’' Yet many have also
resisted this identification, mainly on the grounds that it poses significant problems of
chronology: to put it in the simplest terms, the Critias of the Timaeus sounds too much like

3 Again, Proclus is the earliest representative of this view whose work has been preserved
(I1.70.20-71.15 Diehl). Modern proponents include: Rosenmeyer (1949); Vidal-Naquet
(1964); Gill (1977) 295; Clay (1997); Dusani¢ (2000) and Johansen (2004) 33 n. 19, 196.
It should be noted that even though these scholars agree about Critias’ identity they do not
necessarily agree about its significance.
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an old man to be plausibly identified with the eventual tyrant.** I am inclined to think that
Plato leaves Critias’ exact identity indeterminate on purpose, that Critias stands for, as
Sarah Broadie puts it, “a fusion of several generations of historical Critiases, or ... an
intergenerational abstraction, a sort of daimén of the house.”> The Critias of the Timaeus
both recalls and resists identification with the Critias of the Thirty; he invites our suspicion
but does not allow us to easily peg him as a villain. To grasp what he ultimately represents,
we have to pay close attention to what he says. Critias’ words, I argue, suggest a
personality that is naive and enthralled by civic and familial traditions (rather than the
emulousness and arrogance the tyrant Critias displays in the Charmides).

(o) Critias’ Notion of Truth

Consider, first, how Critias introduces his story: it is “an account that is very
unusual, but absolutely true (Aéyou pdAa ptv atédmou, Tavtdmaci ye unv &Anbods)”
(20d7-8). The key terms here are Adyos and &An6ris. In the subsequent pages Critias
insistently remarks on his narrative’s status as a Adyos rather than a pG6os on account of
its historical veracity. Scholars have found in Critias’ emphasis on the literal truthfulness
of his narrative an indication that he does not quite understand Socrates’ request, which
makes no reference to truth.** This strikes me as a reasonable interpretation, but I would
add that this mistake is very informative about Critias’ character. To begin with, Critias’
conception of truth, which presupposes that only what exists in time and space is real, is at
odds with Socrates’ and Timaeus’ metaphysical commitments. More importantly, though,
Critias’ insistence on the historical truth of his account, rich as it is in content that is better
suited for myth and poetry than historiography, highlights his uncritical and naive stance.
Regardless of his meticulous attention to the story’s transmission, a nod to historical
research and method, Critias is a man under the spell of the myths of his childhood, which
portray Athens as a god-beloved and extraordinary city.

What is Critias’ conception of truth, and how is it not properly philosophical from a
Platonic perspective? To understand this, we must focus on the distinction he draws
between Adyos and pibos, as well as how his notion of what kind of knowledge he thinks
is most worth having shapes that distinction. Consider, first, Critias’ narrative of Solon’s
trip to Egypt. When Solon reached Sais, he says, he wanted to learn from the city’s priests
about “antiquities (T& TaAaik),” so he began talking to them “about the most ancient of
our traditions (Tév Tide Ta dpxaidTaTta)” (21e7-22a6). Critias refers to Solon’s
narration of the ancient accounts as “myth-telling (uuBoAoyeiv)” accompanied by
“genealogical reconstruction (yeveaAoyeiv)” and an attempt “to reckon the time (TtoUs

32 Burnet (1914) 338 n. 1 seems to be the earliest proponent of this view. Those who
follow him include: Taylor (1928) 23; Cornford (1937) 1-2; Welliver (1977) 50-57 and
Lampert and Planeaux (1998) 95-100. For a balanced discussion, see Brisson (1998) 27-
29.

33 Broadie (2012) 153.

** E.g. Gill (1977) 289-291; Osborne (1996) 185; Reydams-Schils (2001) 43-48; Johansen
(2004) 27-29, 45-46; Broadie (2012) 161-163.
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Xpovous apiBueiv)” that has elapsed since the events portrayed in the myths (22b1-3).
Solon’s enthusiasm for antiquities has a certain charm and is commendable as a display of
intellectual curiosity. But the intellectual work he engages in seems shallow by comparison
with philosophical inquiry, which is aimed at determining how we should live rather than
the identity of our most remote ancestors and how long ago they lived.” Solon, the man
responsible for importing Critias’ story from Egypt to Greece, comes off as somewhat
naive, a fairly uncritical enthusiast of historical reconstruction.

Of course, Solon is only one character in Critias’ account of the story’s
transmission. We should not readily assume that his perspective and Critias’ are the same.
Perhaps Critias has a more sophisticated outlook. Indeed, he reports the criticism of
Solon’s historical knowledge voiced by one of the Egyptian priests, who were responsible
for the preservation of Critias’ account in the first place. The priest’s criticism, however,
raises questions of its own. According to the priest, Greeks have childlike souls “because
in them you do not have a single ancient belief drawn from a long-standing tradition (3¢’
apxaiav axonv TaAaiav 86Eav) or any knowledge that has become hoary with age
(L&BNua xpdvew TToAdv)” (22b4-8). Egyptians, by contrast, possess knowledge of the
most ancient events:

Soa 8¢ 1) Tap’ UMV 1) Tide 1 kai kat’ &AAov TéTov v akorj ouev, el Tov T
KaAov ij péya yéyovev 1j kai Tva Siapopav &GAANY €xov, TAvTa Yeypaupéva ek
TaAaioU TRd’ €oTiv v TOTS igpols Kai oecwouéva.

All of the events we know of by report—whether they have occurred among you,
here or elsewhere—anything noble or of significance or distinguished in some
other way that has happened, are all recorded in writing in our temples and
preserved from ancient times. (23al-5)

The priests are no less guilty than Solon is of fetishizing antiquity, and the longevity of
their traditions makes them even more zealous in their devotion to it. Whereas Solon’s
childlike eagerness to learn bears some resemblance to philosophical wonder, the
Egyptians’ proud confidence in their knowledge is the opposite of that.”® Critias’ belief in
the historical veracity of the ancient story he intends to retell suggests that he accepts and
shares the Egyptians’ confidence in their traditions, and that he shares their and Solon’s
enthusiasm for the antique.

The priest’s ideas about myths and their significance are also troubling. According
to him, Solon’s genealogies “hardly differ from children’s myths (TTaidcov Bpaxy Tt
Srapépel uUbwov),” given that they are based on a very incomplete grasp of past events
(23b1-6). The priest’s understanding of myths as both a means of representing what one
does not have direct knowledge of and a narrative form that is especially suited for

3 Cf. Theaetetus 174e5-175b4.
3% Critias’ Egyptians are exactly what in the Phaedrus’ myth Thamus fears they will
become after the invention of writing: they appear and fancy themselves wise without

actually being so (275a6-b). For a far more positive (but, in my view, mistaken) appraisal
of Solon and the Egyptians, see Capra (2010) 208-209.
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children overlaps with some of Plato’s thinking on the matter. But there is a deeply
unPlatonic strain to the priest’s position as well. The priest (like Solon, though he is more
sanguine) seems to assess the value of myths based on how well they represent what
happened long ago. The educational, soul-forming power of myth is not something he
seems particularly interested in or even aware of. This is especially clear in the priest’s
exegesis of the myth of Phaethon, who scorched the earth’s surface when he attempted to
drive Helios’ chariot: “This is told in the form of a myth (uiBov ... oxfiua éxov Aéyeta),
but the truth (T 8¢ &An6¢s) is that there is a deviation of the celestial bodies that move
around the earth and as a consequence of that destruction by great fires on the earth
recurring in long intervals of time (d1& pakpdv xpdvwv yiyvouévn TGV ET yTis Tupl
TOoAAG pBopd)” (22¢6-d3). For the priest, the way to get at the truth behind a myth is to
identify what events it may depict, replacing mythic accounts of those events with
scientific ones. Whatever truth he finds in the myth is strictly factual, as if the purpose of
this type of story were simply to convey information about past events. Since scientific
inquiry and ancient records are more reliable sources than myths, it is easy for the priest to
dismiss the latter as fit for the childlike and unknowing.

From a Platonic perspective, myths do not reveal the truth of particular events, but
rather illuminate in various ways humans’ position in the cosmos. This is apparent in
Plato’s use of myth throughout his works, but it emerges with special force in Socrates’
criticism in the Phaedrus of intellectuals who, like Critias’ Egyptians, offer scientific
explanations of myths. He has no time for such interpretations of myths, he says, because
he is far more interested in learning about himself, “whether I am a beast more complex
and furious than Typhon or a simpler and more peaceful animal sharing naturally in a
divine and humble lot” (229¢1-230a6). Socrates dismisses approaching myth as a source of
information about historical events because truth about particular facts is neither what
myths should convey nor what he finds most valuable. As his reference to the monstrous
Typhon here and his mythic palinode later in the dialogue show, myths are true insofar as
they can illuminate who we are and what our place in the world is. For Socrates, we should
not approach myths with the clinical detachment of the demythologizers: the best way to
interpret myths is by taking them to be above all about ourselves.’” With their antiquarian
focus on particular events and persons, Critias and his sources seem completely indifferent
to myth’s power to illuminate our condition.

This may seem like too harsh an assessment of the type of knowledge Critias and
his Egyptian priests value so highly. Though the wisdom they hold dear is different from
the wisdom a Platonic philosopher pursues, must we regard the two as incompatible? My
point is not that a philosopher in the Platonic mold should be indifferent to historical
inquiry and knowledge of particular events, and I take it that the study of history can
indeed be incorporated into philosophical learning. Critias’ story in particular depicts a
series of supposedly historical occurrences and supports the general notion that orderliness
and restraint are advantageous while greed and ambition are ruinous. This general point is,
of course, perfectly at home in Platonic ethics. Nevertheless, in Critias’ (and his sources’)
eyes, that is not where the story’s truth lies. Just as the truth of Phaethon’s story amounts to

3" For my understanding of Socrates’ position in the Phaedrus 1 am indebted to the
analyses in Griswold (1986) 36-44; Ferrari (1987) 10-12; Werner (2012) 30-43.
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what it tells us about a meteorological event, rather than a lesson about the consequences
of ignoring our limitations, likewise the truth that the priest and Critias identify in the
Atlantis tale is mere factual accuracy. While there is nothing intrinsically wrong with
valuing factual accuracy, Critias and the priest seem unaware of a different, deeper
standard of truth, and that is what sets them apart from the Platonic philosophical
standpoint. Critias is, as far as we can tell, incapable of conceiving of any truth or reality
beyond the empirical. He thinks that the accuracy of our thought and words depends on
their corresponding to particular beings or events, rather than the transcendent principles
underlying these. This does not reflect the idea of truth we would expect of a Platonic
philosopher.’®

Critias’ insistence on his story’s veracity makes him seem naive more than
anything else, not unlike the childlike Solon he tells his companions about. His description
of the effect the narrative had on him when he first heard it and continues to have on him
now is especially telling: “I heard it then with much pleasure and amusement (peT
ToAATs 8ovijs kai Taidids), and the old man told me about it eagerly, since I asked him
again and again, so that the story has remained within me like the burnt-in designs of an
indelible painting (cdoTte ofov éykavpaTta AVekTTAUTOU Ypa@iis EUHOVE Hot YEyovey)”
(26b7-c3). Critias is not attached to the story because he finds in it any deep philosophical
significance or lesson. Rather, the reason why Critias has retained the story so well for so
long lies in the pleasure he felt when he first heard it. As a child, Critias would not have
been capable of grasping the story’s deeper meaning,” so it was not a rational motivation
that led him to memorize it. The simile he uses to describe how the story has stayed in his
mind throughout his life underscores that his memory is a passive medium that has been
etched on, which suggests the very opposite of a dynamic and evolving understanding of
what the story is about. Even listening to Socrates seems not to have provoked Critias or
revealed anything new to him; it has simply transported him back to his childhood and
motivated him to retrieve as precisely as possible the story he heard then.

3% Cf. Reydams-Schils (2001) and (2011); Miller (2003) 21; Broadie (2012) 163.
According to Johansen (2004) 35-45, Critias makes up the story for the occasion and does
not actually believe in its truth. Though Critias does appear to admit that he is improvising
at Critias 107d9-el, in the Timaeus he comes off as absolutely committed to his story’s
factual accuracy. I agree with Broadie (2012) 148 that Critias comes off as far more
thoughtful in the Critias than he does in the Timaeus and find her suggestion the two
dialogues present different facets of the same character plausible. It is also possible, as
Reydams-Schils (2001) 45-46 points out, that Plato has Critias assume different poses in
the two dialogues and his claims to be improvising in the Critias are a pretense motivated
by his rivalry with Timaeus. Ultimately, only the side of Critias that actually appears in the
Timaeus should affect our reading of the dialogue, and the Critias’ incompleteness makes
it difficult to grasp the meaning of the whole sequence and the Timaeus’ place within it.

% Cf. Republic 11.378d7-el.
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(B) Critias, Historiography and Myth

Critias’ naiveté makes it difficult to see him as a genuine philosopher, but the
dialogue also provides us with some evidence suggesting that he has genuine intellectual
concerns. Though he is not a distinctly philosophical voice within the Timaeus, Critias
could be a representative of the historian’s point of view, as Broadie suggests.*’ There is,
of course, the emphasis on historical veracity I have already discussed, but that is not the
only way in which Critias echoes distinctly historiographic concerns and standards. To
begin with, his talk of “the city’s ancient deeds (TTaAai& épya) that have vanished owing
to the passing of time and the destruction of men (Vo xpdvou kai pBopds avBpcdTTeoV
neaviopéva)” (20e5-6, cf. 21d5-7, 22b6-c3) clearly reflects worries about the accessibility
of events that took place in a remote past and without a reliable historical record.*' The
Egyptians, by contrast, have written records of ancient events (23al-5, 24al, d7, el, 27b4),
and they are the ultimate source of his account. This portrayal of Egypt as a store of
invaluable information about the remote past clearly recalls Herodotus’ treatment of that
civilization and his interrogations of the priests at Memphis and the wise men of Thebes
and Heliopolis—though we should note that, unlike Solon and Critias, Herodotus takes
care to present himself as more than an uncritical reporter of the Egyptian traditions.** We
may even hear echoes of Thucydides’ dedication to precise reporting when Critias
mentions Solon’s desire to learn the details of the account “with accuracy (31" axpiPeias)”
and the Egyptians’ promise to satisfy it (23d1-4, 23e6-24a2).” At several points and in
many ways, then, Critias sounds just like a historian.

That resemblance, however, does not indicate that Critias thinks like a historian or
represents historical writing in the style of Herodotus or Thucydides. For although Critias’
talk of written records and accurate reporting suggests the methods of historical research,
the credulousness with which he accepts the historical verity of his account belies his
apparent interest in source criticism. By his own account, Critias is convinced of the
story’s veracity because it made a powerful impression on him as a child—not because he
has thought carefully about its sources and transmission. It is quite unlikely that as a boy of
ten he was able to ask his grandfather kinds of questions a genuine historian would pose to
his sources, even if he was eager to imbibe every single detail of the account. The kind of
trust that Critias places on a cherished story from his nonage implies the very opposite of

* Broadie (2012) 120-121, 148, 150-153. It is worth pointing out that Broadie bases her
positive appraisal of Critias on how he appears in the dialogue named after him, which she
regards as quite different from how he comes off in the Timaeus.

*1' Cf. Herodotus, Histories 1.5.3-4; Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War 1.21.

* For Herodotus’ treatment of Egypt, the entire second book of his Histories is of course
relevant, but I1.3-4, 51-59 and 99-143 are especially significant for the portrait of Egypt as
a source of Greek culture and historical information.

* For Thucydides’ influential valorization of &xpiPeia, see his History of the
Peloponnesian War 1.22.1. For a succinct discussion of the intellectual context,
significance and influence of this passage, see Marincola (1997) 63-86; see also Crane
(1996) 34-74 for a discussion of the contrast between Thucydides’ axpiPBeia and
Herodotean and Hippocratic claims of precision and accuracy.
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the critical approach to evidence characteristic of the Greek historians. His remarks on the
story’s pleasantness stand in especially sharp contrast with Thucydides’ denigration of
accounts that are delightful to hear as opposed to those that are austere but useful (1.22.4),
but it is difficult to imagine even Herodotus as capable of such unexamined confidence in
any traditional story.** Critias’ way of presenting his story is so different from how
historians present their material that it is quite farfetched that Plato could have envisioned
his Critias as a representative of their enterprise.

The content of Critias’ story is also in key respects quite unlike what we find in
Herodotus or Thucydides. Most strikingly, traditional Olympian deities have a much more
considerable role in Critias’ story than they do even in Herodotus, who shows unusual
interest in myth and theological speculation for a historian. First, Critias has no problem
reporting that the founder (&pxnyos) of Sais and the first Athens was Athena (21e4-6).
The Egyptian priest elaborates on this when he explains the similarities between the social
arrangements still observable in Sais and those of the earlier Athens. Aside from a brief
remark giving the goddess credit for the cities’ mastery of the art of war (24b4-7), the
priest makes a bolder, more sweeping claim:

TaUTnv oUv 81 TéTe oUutracav Thy diakdounaotv kai ouvtagiv 1) Beds TpoTépous
Uuas Slakooprioaca KaTgkIoey, ekKAeEauévn TOv TOToV év O Yeyévnobe, Thv
eUKpaoiav TV PV €V aUTed KaTidoboa, OTI pPOoVIHWTATOUSs &udpags oicol
&te oUv prAomdAends Te kai PrAScoPos 1) Beds oUoa TOV TPOOPEPECTATOUS
auTi) HEAAovTa ofoev TéTov &udpas, ToUTov EKAeEapévn TTPEITOV KATCKIOEV.

This whole social order and structure the goddess established for you first when she
founded your city, after she chose the spot where you were born with special
attention to the temperate climates there, which would bring forth men of
outstanding wisdom. Yes, being herself a lover of wisdom and a lover of war, the
goddess chose the place that would yield men most like herself, and founded a city
there first. (24c4-d3)

According to the priest, Athena did far more than found ancient Athens: she was also
essentially the Athenians’ mother and educator. He even refers to the earlier Athenians
explicitly as the goddess’ “offspring and pupils (yevvnuata kai Todevpata)” (24d5-6).
What is most remarkable here is that Critias and the priest essentially treat Athena
as the one fundamental cause for the original Athens’ extraordinary success. From social
structures to climate, every condition that enabled the ancient Athenians to become
supremely virtuous was either chosen or devised by Athena herself. Even if the priest says
that the Athenians improved on Athena’s laws and thus contributed to the conditions of
their success, he downplays their effort and merit by adding that this is “just as one would
expect (kabamep eikds)” from men so closely related to the gods (24d3-6). Athena planned
with the utmost care for the Athenians to become virtuous, so we can fairly say they were

* Corcella (2006) offers a useful overview of how skepticism and the concern for the
proper method for reconstructing the past are defining features of historiography as a
genre.
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destined to prove extraordinary. Focusing as much as he does on Athena’s actions and
decisions, the priest encourages viewing the Athenians’ outstanding deeds more as effects
of her providential care than the product of their own, freely chosen desire to excel. With
Athena playing such a crucial role, Critias’ story clearly emphasizes divine agency in
history.” Even if the story about Athens’ defeat of Atlantis is about human action, the men
it depicts enjoy a proximity to the gods both in their character and as their nurslings that
makes them seem superhuman in comparison with later generations. Critias’ narrative
describes events from a stage of human history that seems quite different and distant from
the one he and his interlocutors inhabit.*®

By contrast, Herodotus and Thucydides focus on recognizably human characters
and actions, either excluding or pushing to the background divine or heroic interventions.
In Thucydides’ work, of course, the gods are notably absent and exert no influence on
human affairs.*’ Furthermore, in his so-called Archaeology (I.1-23) he dismantles the
notion of a bygone age of heroes, arguing that Greece’s original inhabitants were
comparatively weak and poor.*® Herodotus shows greater interest in myth and theological
speculation than Thucydides, but he too emphasizes human responsibility and avoids
discussing the actions of the gods or their supposed offspring.*’ Given how significant a
role Critias lets the gods play in his account, he does not appear to share the historians’
interest in exploring how distinctly human choices and motivations determine historical
events. Although it focuses on the defeat of a great empire just as the works of Herodotus
and Thucydides do, Critias’ story does not offer the analytic perspective on the growth and
downfall of civilizations that we find in their histories.”® On numerous counts, then, Critias

* The gods remain very much at the fore in the Critias narrative of how Athens and
Atlantis came into being. Even Atlantis’ downfall is explained by reference to the
(inevitable) dilution of their divine pedigree and Zeus’ decision to punish the resulting lack
of order (121a7-c5).

* 1t is worth pointing out, as I discuss below, that Critias nevertheless insists on
identifying the ancient city with the current Athens and regarding its citizens as real
Athenians (20e4-5, 21d4-7, 23b6-c2, cf. 26¢7-d5, 27a2-b6). Cf. Ferrari (1995) 396-397,
who contrasts Critias’ idolatry of the past with the Statesman’s placement of the golden
age in an altogether different cosmic cycle.

*" This is not to say that Thucydides has no interest in religion as a social phenomenon, but
simply that his explanations never involve divine causes. Furley (2006) offers a thorough
discussion.

* See esp. 1.3 and I.11. Crane (1998) 125-134 offers a lucid analysis of Thucydides’
claims and their intellectual context.

* On stories about the gods, see esp. I1.3.2. I am persuaded by the discussions of the gods
and divine causes in Lateiner (1989) 64-67, 189-210. On the gods’ children and the distant,
heroic past, see esp. 1.5.3, [11.122.2 and VI1.53.2. As Baragwanath (2012) shows, Herodotus
is not only aware of the epistemic inaccessibility of the remote past, he also illustrates the
ways in which the historical actors he is concerned with shape and use stories about the
heroic past to suit their particular needs.

*% Even if Herodotus and Thucydides do not offer the same diagnosis of imperialism, both
their texts evince a clear interest in accounting for the growth and decay of societies as a
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is too dissimilar from intellectuals like Herodotus and Thucydides to serve as their
representative.

Insofar as Olympian, anthropomorphic gods and their children are at the center of
the drama of Athens and Atlantis, Critias’ story is much closer to the Homeric epics than it
is to historiography.’' It is exactly what Critias refuses to call it: a myth. Critias’ careful
recounting of how the story has been preserved and transmitted does not make its content
any less fantastic and implausible. Though his language occasionally recalls that of
rigorous historical research, he shows none of the historians’ interest in reconstructing past
events on the basis of what is probable. If anything, Critias’ nods in the direction of
historiography make it all the more noticeable that he can be so credulous and take so
seriously what Herodotus and Thucydides would regard as a fanciful tale.

Rather than representing a historian’s perspective, Critias stands for a certain
susceptibility to myth, notwithstanding his ostensibly negative stance toward some stories.
Even if he seems completely unaware of it, Critias is someone for whom myths are very
important and who takes very seriously how gods like Athena and Poseidon are portrayed
in the stories of his childhood. For Critias, what makes the story so appropriate for the
occasion is not necessarily its veracity, but the fact that it celebrates Athena: by recounting
it, he can indulge Socrates “and at the same time praise the goddess justly and truly, as if
by signing a hymn, on her festival (kai Trnv 8edv Gua év Tij TavnyUpel dikaiws Te Kai
aAnbcds oldvmep UpvoivTas tykwmdlew)” (21al-3). If Critias makes Athena responsible
for the conditions that enabled the ancient Athenians to attain the peak of virtue, that is not
simply meant to reveal that he is too reliant on myth to be a proper historian. Rather, it is
part and parcel of the piety that motivates him to repay Socrates with a speech that will
honor their city’s patron goddess.

Although Critias’ reliance on hallowed traditions and his conviction in the verity of
patently mythic material appears naive, to regard him as merely uncritical is too one-sided
and negative. In a more positive vein, we can appreciate his attachment to tradition and
myth as a feature of his piety. This is not to deny that Critias is in important respects too
credulous. The point, rather, is that his credulity is not mere stupidity, as it is intimately
connected to how Critias conceives of the gods and his obligations to them. Though Critias
is undeniably invested in myths because they are the stories that gave him great pleasure
and captivated his imagination when he was a child, the reasons for their enduring
significance in his life go beyond that: these stories also shape his religious outlook, his
ideas of what goods the gods bestow upon us as well as how we should honor and express
our gratitude to them.

general phenomenon. Lateiner (1989) 211-227 provides a useful overview of Herodotus’
analytic concerns, including a comparison with Thucydides’ project.

°1 Cf. Gill (1979) 75. Capra (2010) takes the Timaeus and the Critias as Plato’s attempt to
rewrite both Homeric and Hesiodic epic on a massive, ambitious scale, but he is not as
interested in Critias’ appropriation of historiographic language and ideas.
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(7y) Critias’ Athenian Piety

How, then, does Critias think about the gods, especially Athena, and why does that
matter? As discussed above, Athena plays a major role in Critias’ Egyptian tale as the
founder and benefactress of both ancient Athens and Sais. These cities owe Athena their
existence as well as their excellent laws, their military prowess and their love of wisdom.
Insofar as he focuses on a deity’s beneficence and providential care for humans, Critias’
outlook seems completely in harmony with Platonic thinking about the gods. Yet his focus
on Athena’s beneficence should be taken to reflect conventional Athenian piety rather than
a philosophically grounded conviction in the goodness of the gods. Athena, of course,
played a prominent role in Athenian civic mythology as the city’s benefactress and
protectress. To begin with, Athena was the foster-mother of the mythical common ancestor
of all Athenians, Erichthonius, who had been born from the Attic soil itself.”* Athena was
therefore seen as a maternal figure for the whole of Athens, a deity with an ongoing
commitment to the city’s safety and wellbeing. This view of her is attested in Athenian
literature from the archaic and classical periods. There are, first of all, the following verses
by none other than Solon:

NUeTEéPN B¢ TTOAIs KaTd ptv Aids oUtroT” dAeiTal
afoav kai pakapwv Becdv ppévas abavatwv:

Toin yap ey &bupos émiokomos oRpinoTaTen
TTaAA&s ABnvain xeipas UtepBev Exer

“Our city will never be destroyed according to Zeus’
dispensation or the designs of the blessed immortals;

for such a great-hearted guardian, born of a powerful father,
Pallas Athena, keeps her hands over it ...” (fr. 4 West 1-4).

A choral passage from Aeschylus’ Eumenides also describes the Athenians as under the
constant protection of Athena:

XAlPeT’, AOTIKOS Aecds,
{kTap fjuevol Aidg
Tapbévou pilas pilol,
CWPPOVOUVTES €V Xpdvwol®
TTaAA&Bos & UTtd TrTepols
évtas aleTal TP

“Farewell, people of the city!

You sit beside Zeus’

virgin daughter, loving and being loved by her,
keeping a sound mind through time;

>2 For a succinct yet thorough overview of the ancient sources on Erichthonius, his central
role in Athenian autochthony myths, and the frequent but erroneous identification of him
with Erectheus, see Shear (2001) 55-60.
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and as you stay beneath Pallas’ wings
her father respects you ...” (997-1002)

The image of Athena these poets advanced also featured prominently in Athenian temples
built after the Persian Wars, when confidence in the goddess’ favor seems to have been at
its peak.” Critias” Athena, then, is very much in line with traditional and contemporary
Athenian views of the goddess.

To be sure, Critias’ story is Plato’s invention, not a genuine Athenian civic myth.
Additionally, very few people are familiar with the story in the dialogue’s fictional world.
Nevertheless, Critias’ account echoes real Athenian mythology quite clearly even when it
diverges from it. For example, by harping on Athena’s role as the founder of the original
Athens, Critias’ story clearly diverges from real Athenian lore. But it does so in a way that
fully conforms with widespread notions of the goddess as a kind of parent figure to the
city. Critias’ identifying the whole of the original Athens, instead of a first Athenian king
like Cecrops or Erichthonius, as autochthonous is also distinctive. Yet here again we find
agreement amongst the differences: as with Erichthonius, Athena “nurtured (¢8peyev)” the
first Athenians (23d7). Furthermore, when Critias’ Egyptian priest says that Athena
founded Athens “after she received your seed from Earth and Hephaestus (éx s Te kai
‘Hopaiotou 16 omépua mapaiaPBoioa upcdv)” (23el-2), he is clearly alluding to the myth
of Erichthonius’ birth from Hephaestus and the Earth after the former’s failed attempt to
rape Athena. Although Critias’ story is more than a mere rehashing of Athenian myths,
then, it is nevertheless very much a variation on themes from these myths. Even if Critias’
story diverges from Athens’ mythic repertoire in several regards, it still displays a
fundamentally traditional perspective on Athens’ origins and relation to Athena.

It may be objected that Critias’ Athena is far more philosophical than she is in
Athenian myth, since in his story she founds an Athens that matches Socrates’ ideal polity
and is described as “a lover of war and a lover of wisdom (piAomdAends Te kai
PIASoopOs)” (24c7-d1), just like Socrates” guardians.’ Critias’ view of the goddess
appears to harmonize Socrates’ philosophical outlook with Athenian traditions: ostensibly,
her role in Critias’ story lends Socrates’ political vision greater authority than it would
otherwise have, so that we could see Critias as modifying Athenian mythology in the
service of a philosophical ideal. It is not quite accurate, however, to see Critias’ portrayal
of Athena as simply augmenting the authority of Socrates’ discourse. If Critias is
genuinely committed to the truth of his account, he cannot see Socrates’ discussion as
simply a philosophical investigation. For Critias, the superiority of the constitution
Socrates described was already established because Athena bestowed it upon the original
Athenians millennia ago. When Critias speaks of Athena as the original source of the
constitution Socrates outlined, the implication is that he—along with anyone who finds his
story convincing—should regard Socrates’ words as a sacred text of sorts, a faithful
representation of the gift the goddess herself gave Athens long ago. The perspective

>3 Herington (1963) tracks the role of Athena in Athenian literature and cult during the
archaic and classical periods.

>* Johansen (2004) 38-39 claims that Plato appropriates the figure of Athena to represent
his own philosophical ideals here, but that strikes me as an overstatement.
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toward Socrates’ ideal polity Critias promotes through his story is not merely supportive,
but rather one of unquestioning acceptance. Regardless, then, of how Critias’ Athena
suggests that he is quite friendly to philosophy, it also raises some doubts about how
reflective he is and, more generally, about the possibility of putting conventional Athenian
piety in the service of philosophy.”

Despite all that sets Critias’ story apart from real Athenian myths and traditions, it
still adheres to conventional Athenian ideas about Athena and her relationship with
Athens. The particular myth Critias is entranced with may differ from the mythology
common to the rest of Athens, but the impact on his outlook is the same: no less than any
other Athenian, he is confident that his city shares a unique bond with the goddess. This is
evidenced not only in the content of his story, but also, of course, in his eagerness to join
his fellow Athenians in celebrating Athena during her festival. The unfolding festival must
be more important to Critias than it is to any of his interlocutors, as he is the first one to
mention it. He feels a much stronger obligation to honor Athena than any of them,
including Socrates. Unwilling to let the plan of the feast of speeches interfere with his
intention to celebrate the goddess, he brings the ostensibly philosophical banquet in line
with the civic festivities: as he sees them, both Socrates’ and Timaeus’ accounts function
as preludes to his own encomium (26¢7-dS5, 27a2-b6). Critias’ commitment to taking part
in the city festival is notable, and it underlines how seriously he takes his identity as an
Athenian and Athens’ relation to Athena. He does nothing to set himself apart from his
fellow Athenians and their communal worship of Athena. What we first identified as
Critias’ interest in politics is ultimately a desire to glorify his native city.

(&) The Festival and Its Significance

Unfortunately, the Timaeus does not make the precise identity of the festival clear,
and there is scholarly disagreement about which festival the dialogue refers to. Proclus
again offers the earliest commentary we have on this issue. Thinking that Socrates’
interlocutors in the Timaeus are his (unnamed) audience in the Republic, which takes place
on the day after the Bendideia, he proposes that the festival in question must be the lesser
Panathenaia, “since it was celebrated around the same time (Trepi TOvV alTov xpdvov) as
the Bendideia” (1.83.25-27 Diehl, cf. 1.26-10-20, 85.26-30). This, however, cannot be
right: the Bendideia took place on Thargelion 19 and the Panathenaia, both the Lesser
(yearly) and the Greater (every four years), on Hecatombaion 28—over two months apart

>3 Cf. Broadie (2012) 160: “[G]iven what Critias independently knows about the divine
foundation of the original Athens, he is in a position to be aware that entering into the
Socratic reasoning would be a way of seeing something of Athena’s mind. But either he is
aware of this but not interested, or he is not aware of it. And if the latter, this can only be
because he is not on the lookout for such insights; but that, again, is the mark of a mind for
which they hold no interest.”
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from each other.’® As it is highly improbable that Plato was confused about the Athenian
festival calendar, the dramatic date of the Timaeus must be placed either immediately after
the Republic or during a Panathenaic celebration, but not both.

Scholars who agree with Proclus about the relative dates of the 7Timaeus and the
Republic think the problem can be resolved by identifying the Timaeus festival with a
different celebration, the Plynteria, which Proclus confused with the Panathenaia.’” This is
not, however, an entirely satisfactory solution. First, the Plynteria would have taken place
soon after the Bendideia, but not soon enough: the festivals were six, not two, days apart.’®
More importantly, it is probably mistaken to place the 7imaeus immediately after the
Republic, given how narrow in focus Socrates’ summary in the 7imaeus appears when we
compare it to the broad-ranging discussion of the Republic. While it is possible that
Proclus confused the Plynteria and the Panathenaia, his identification of the latter festival
as the background for the Timaeus may be well taken.

Indeed, if we are not committed to the idea that the Timaeus should be assigned a
dramatic date immediately after that of the Republic, it is perfectly acceptable that its date
coincides with a Panathenaic celebration. And the more we consider the character of the
Panathenaia, the likelier it seems that this is the festival in question. Proclus’ likening
Critias’ story to the Panathenaic peplos is particularly illuminating:

&AAos olv oUTos TETAOS UTE aUToU TTOAEHOV EXCV, £V (D VIKGOIV of TPOPIUOL
Tijs ABnvas, dvdyetal Tij Bed, doTep ekelvos 6 Tév TTavadnvaicov mémAos éxel
Tous [NMyavTtas vikewpévous Ud 1Y ‘OAupTricov Beddv, kal Uuvos amodidoTtal i
Becd Sikalos kai dAnbris:

This, then, another peplos that features a war, in which Athena’s nurslings emerge
victorious, is being dedicated to the goddess, just like the peplos from the
Panathenaia features the Giants being defeated by the Olympian gods, and it is
offered to the goddess as a just and true hymn. (1.85.12-16)

There is, of course, no mention of Athena’s peplos within the Timaeus. Regardless of that,
the parallel Proclus identifies can shed light on the nature of the Panathenaia as well as
what makes Critias’ story an appropriate offering. First of all, the scenes embroidered on
the peplos that the Athenians dedicated to Athena every Greater Panathenaia illustrate the
festival’s primary mythic aition: supposedly, the Panathenaia was first celebrated by
Erichthonius to commemorate Athena’s victorious role in the Olympians’ battle against the

>® Cornford (1937) 5 points this out. Modern scholarly reconstructions of the Athenian
festival calendar, such as Mommsen (1898), Mikalson (1975) and Parke (1977), support
Cornford’s judgment.

°TE.g. Taylor (1928) 45; Festugiére (1966) 121 n. 2 and Hadot (1983) 116-117.

>¥ For a judicious discussion of ancient evidence for dating these festivals, see Mommsen
(1898) 488-99.
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Giants.” To celebrate Athena’s feats in the Gigantomachy was to affirm her role as a
defender of the cosmic order and a punisher of hubristic violence. It was important for the
Athenians to honor Athena’s achievement not only because of their special, quasi-familial
connection with her, but also because of the paradigmatic value of her conduct. Consider
the following lines from Aristophanes’ Knights:

eUAoyTtioal BouAduecba Tous TaTépas UV, ETL
&vdpes Noav Tijode Ths yTis &Elol kai ToU mémTAov,
oiTves meCais HAXAIOIY €V TE VAUPAPKTL OTPATE
TavTaxoU VIKQVTes del TS’ ékdounoav TOAw:

We wish to praise our ancestors, since

they were men worthy of this land and the peplos,

who in battles on foot and in naval expeditions

always and everywhere emerged victorious and honored our city. (565-68)

Being ‘worthy of the peplos’ is clearly a civic ideal here. Furthermore, the reference to
military feats makes it clear that those who lived up to that ideal were men whose conduct
in war was analogous to Athena’s in the Gigantomachy. In their defense of Athens and
Greece against foreign invaders, especially the Persians, the Athenians could see a
reenactment of the Olympians’ vanquishing of the chaotic Giants. According to David
Castriota, moralizing representations of the Gigantomachy were widespread in fifth-
century Athens because they were an especially effective means of signaling “that the
Olympians had always supported and inspired the Athenians in their righteous struggles
against arrogant lawlessness and disorder.”®® As a narrative of how the Athenians defeated
the greedy and hubristic Atlantids, Critias’ story fits this general pattern perfectly: even in
the very remote past the Athenians were behaving like the gods’ surrogates in the human
realm, acting in a manner worthy of Athena herself. Though it celebrates an Athenian
victory, it serves as a hymn to Athena herself because this human victory should be
understood as an imitation of her own achievement.

The Panathenaia, then, leads us back to the deep influence myth has on Critias.
Like his fellow Athenians, Critias takes myth as his framework for making sense of both
his city’s origins and its role in the world. In addition to being Athena’s descendants, the
Athenians are her surrogates in the human realm, following her example and counting on
her support. Like Athena, the Athenians are naturally brave and warlike. Their martial feats
have similar cosmic implications as her defeat of the Giants: chaos and violence must yield
to lawful order. Critias’ pious reverence toward Athena is thus inextricably bound to his
adoration of his city and ancestors. This is why he finds it appropriate to exalt her by
celebrating them. Although Critias’ entrancement with the stories of his childhood marks
him as uncritical, it also underpins his love of Athens and his confidence that it is a city

> The festival was not, as many modern scholars tend to affirm, a celebration of Athena’s
birthday. See Vian (1952) 246-259; Shear (2001) 31-42; Parker (2005) 255, 268;
Sourvinou-Inwood (2011) 271-280.

69 Castriota (1992) 142.
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favored by as powerful a goddess as Athena. This kind of attachment to one’s native city is
not a vice in any straightforward sense—we could even say that no political community
could dispense with it. Critias’ earnest patriotism is not to be dismissed, or even
recognized as an unambiguous flaw. Though he lacks the intellectual acuity we might
expect from a philosopher, Critias’ heart may be in the right place after all.

But Critias is not just in love with his native city, he also idealizes it. He is
enthused with a fantastic Athens, rather than Athens as it really is. His viewpoint is more
closely aligned with Athenian ideology than philosophical critique, in spite of the
correspondences between his ideal Athens and Socrates’ utopia. As I argue in the next
section, Critias’ encomium to the original Athens features unmistakable echoes of
contemporary Athenian panegyric oratory, casting the city as extraordinarily virtuous in
much the same terms. Although Critias locates his version of Athens in a remote past, he
demonstrates a confidence in Athens’ superiority, moral and martial, typical of not only the
Periclean era but also the early fourth century. The presence in the dialogue of
Hermocrates, who led the defeat of Athens’ most ambitious attempt at expansion during
the Peloponnesian War, serves to remind readers of the contradiction between Athens’
idealized self-conception as a liberator and the realities of its imperialist ventures.
Hermocrates reminds us of the darker side of the idealization Athenians like Critias
displayed; he helps us recognize Critias’ form of patriotism as a significant intellectual
blind spot.

v. Athenian Ideal and Reality
() The Significance of Critias’ Idealized Athens

Critias clearly extols an ideal Athens rather than the real one. It is less clear,
however, why he chooses to extol an Athens so different from the one he lives in. Nicole
Loraux, for example, sees Critias’ encomium as a philosophical subversion of the fairly
self-congratulatory patriotism evidenced in panegyric and other genres of political speech,
especially the funeral oration. According to her, through Critias Plato eulogizes his ideal
polity from the Republic in order to illuminate “the gap that separates deserved from
erroneous praise, even when they are strangely similar.”®' Kathryn Morgan takes a similar
approach, arguing that Critias’ story features panegyric commonplaces so prominently
because it is to serve as a charter myth for helping Athens reform itself in the image of
Plato’s ideal.®” In this interpretation, Critias’ praise of Athens is part of Plato’s rhetorical
strategy for making a wider Athenian public more amenable to his politics.

These interpretations are unsatisfactory for several reasons. First, both assume that
Critias speaks from a genuinely philosophical perspective and advances Plato’s political
agenda. As I have already argued, though, there are good reasons to resist identifying
Critias as a philosophical voice within the dialogue.

11 oraux (2006) 376-377. Cf. Rowe (1999) 272-277; Johansen (2004) 38-39.
62 Morgan (1998).
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More significantly, Critias’ Athens’ finest moment, the single-handed defeat of
Atlantis, is virtually identical to one of the real Athens’ most celebrated achievements, the
repulse of Darius’ invading army at Marathon in 490 BCE. As Sarah Broadie points out, if
the one achievement that is singled out to demonstrate the superiority of a city organized
like Socrates’ ideal is recognizably copied from Athens’ known historical record, that
actually makes it more difficult to establish that model’s superiority to Athenian
democracy.® Critias even describes his Athens’ magnificent deed in terms that closely
echo panegyric accounts of Marathon. Consider, for example, the following claims
Isocrates makes in the Panegyricus: generally speaking, throughout their history the
Athenians have endured many great and terrible trials, “some on behalf of their own land
and some for the freedom of others (Tous pev UTEp Tris aUTAV Xwpas, Tous &’ UTEP TTs
TGV EAAwv EAeubepias)” (52); at Marathon in particular, instead of waiting for other
Greeks “they made the shared war their own and faced those who despised the whole of
Greece with only their own force (Tov kowov TéAepov i8iov Tomodpevol TPos Tous
amdons Tijs EAAGSos kaTappovrioavtas &mivteov Thv oikeiav SYvauiv éxovtes)”
(86).%* Critias’ Athens likewise fought Atlantis “at times as a leader of the Greeks, but at
other times, when the others deserted it, by necessity on its own (T& pév Téov EAAjveov
Nyouuévn, T& 8" auTr) povwbeioa e avaykns TGV &AAwv dTooTavTwv)” (25b7-c2).
Emerging victorious, “it prevented those who had not yet been subjugated from being
enslaved (SiekcoAucev BouAwbijvat) and generously set everyone else free (Tous &°
&AAous ... apbdvaos dmavTas NAeuBépwoev)” (25¢4-6). Clearly, the terms with which
Plato has Critias frame his Athens’ outstanding achievement highlight the similarities
between that victory and the real Athens’ stand at Marathon, making it difficult to tell why
we should regard the earlier Athens as superior.

Since panegyrics celebrating Athens’ successes in the Persian Wars were a staple of
the Panathenaic festival, the context in which Critias delivers his eulogy to the ancient
Athenians would also make the parallels clear. As Proclus states, it is notable that Critias
does not mention the Persians at all while praising Athens, “even though many were
certainly accustomed to talk incessantly in their Panathenaic speeches about the Persian
army and the Athenians’ victories by land and sea (TToAAGV youv eicoBSTeov v Tols
TTavabnvaikois Adyolis &vw kai k&tw Tov TTepoikdov oTdAov Bpuleiv kal Tag
Abnvaicov vikas kaTd Te yijv kai kata 0dAattav)” (1.172.1-5). This difference aside,
for Proclus Critias’ encomium and ordinary panegyrics follow a very similar scheme,
revealing the same truth and complementing one another in glorifying Athens:

g¢rel 8¢ O TTepoikds oTdAOs ATd Tijs AvaToAiis émml Tous "EAAnvas copurifn kai
SlapepdvTws ABnvaious, auTds &To Tiis SUoews eiofyaye TOV ATAQVTIKOV

% Broadie (2012) 142-144. 1 take it that this claim is not dependent on Broadie’s argument
that the 7imaeus needs to be read as taking place in an alternate reality where the battle of
Marathon never happened (129-140), which I do not find persuasive.

%% This vision of Athens as unique in its willingness to take risks on behalf of the rest of
Greece is typical of funeral oratory as well, and Critias could be taken to be echoing this
genre as well. Walters (1980) offers a penetrating discussion of this feature of funeral
orations and its significance.
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ToAepov, v’ hoTep Ek kévTpou THy ABnvaicov TéAw Becoprions TO £’ ek&Tepa
BapPBapikov &TAKTWS KiIvoUuevoy cwdpovifouoav.

Since the Persian expedition set out to attack the Greeks, and especially the
Athenians, from the east, he introduced the war with Atlantis from the west, so that
you may see the Athenians’ city chastening as if from the center the barbarians
advancing in a disorderly fashion on either side. (I.172.10-14)

Even though Proclus is inclined to see Critias’ story as a philosophical improvement on
conventional panegyrics, he also acknowledges that these accounts of Athenian victory
over the Persians convey essentially the same message as their philosophical counterpart.
For him, the Atlantis story and traditional accounts of Athens’ repulses of Persian forces
complement one another. Taken together, they offer a compelling vision of the Athenians
as the protectors of order in the human realm.

Comparing Critias’ story with the conventional accounts it resembles is necessary
to grasp the story’s full meaning, and it also shows that these accounts have their own
philosophical value. Though Proclus offers too charitable an appreciation of Athenian
panegyric, it is noteworthy that he ultimately emphasizes the parallels between their
representation of Athens and Critias’ and does not identify any substantive differences.

It is unlikely, then, that Critias’ story is somehow supposed to compete with the
panegyrics it closely echoes. Even if the Athens Critias wishes to praise belongs to the
remote past and is quite unlike the Athens he lives in, his purpose is not to detract from the
contemporary Athens’ glory by comparing it with its fantastic former self.®® In fact, an
important reason why Critias is so enthusiastic about his story is precisely that it is about
Athens, his own city.®® Before saying anything about how the city he intends to speak of
resembles Socrates’ ideal polity, he announces that his speech will describe the marvelous
ancient feats “of this very city (Tfjo8’ ... Tfis MéAews)” (20e4-5, cf. 21d4-7). Regardless of
the time elapsed and the differences between the earlier and the current Athens, Critias’
repeated use of the vivid demonstrative 118e suggests that the latter can still regard the
former’s deeds as its own. And the original and the contemporary Athens share more than
just their geographic location. The Egyptian priest tells Solon:

T6 kK&AAIoTOV Kai EPIoTOV YEvos " AvBpdTToUS £V Tij XOpQ TTap’ UHiv oUk
{oTe yeyovds, €€ cv oU Te kai Taoa 1} TOALs E0TIv T& vV UHGY, TreptAelpBévTos
TOTE OTMEPUATOS BpaxEos ...

You do not know that the finest and noblest among human races lived in your land,
and from them you and your entire city now are descended, since a few of their
offspring survived. (23b6-c2)

%5 Critias 110e4-111d8 may be adduced as evidence that Critias does think that Athens is
now but a shadow of its former self. Note, however, that Critias’ comments there are
restricted to the quality of the soil and that he is confident that even the Athens’ current
land is outstanding in its ability to feed humans and beasts.

% Cf. Broadie (2012) 163-164.
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The implication is that, regardless of how much Athens has changed, all current Athenians
are entitled to regard those who defeated Atlantis as their ancestors. They can feel pride in
being the victors’ descendants. Furthermore, as he introduces his story, Critias never
contrasts the greatness of the ancient Athens with the state of current Athens. Though he
certainly dwells on the similarities between the earlier Athens and Socrates’ model city,
Critias’ focus is on celebrating his city’s valor rather than lamenting the transformations it
has undergone. Critias, then, both emphasizes the persistence of Athens’ identity through
millennia and forgoes directly contrasting its ancient and current incarnations. In light of
this, it is implausible that what motivates him to recount the story is the conviction that
Athens should strive to become more like Socrates’ ideal polity. Rather, Critias seems
most interested in honoring Athens for what it once was, regardless of its current character
and circumstances.

If Critias intends to praise a remotely ancient Athens, it is not because his purpose
and outlook are all that different from conventional panegyrists’. Even if more traditional
encomia of Athens do not necessarily reach as far back into the past as Critias does, they
too show a preference for dwelling on Athens’ glorious past. Rather than acting as a
critique against this common way of idealizing Athens, Critias and his story represent an
exaggerated version of it. In spite of his story’s strangeness, the vision of Athens that
Critias presents ultimately magnifies a fairly widespread tendency to celebrate the city as
extraordinarily virtuous through a selective retelling of its history. No less than any
ordinary panegyric, this story would easily satisfy a popular audience’s desire to hear their
city and its achievements praised, and it would be just as effective in confirming their
perception of Athens as uniquely altruistic and brave. Rather than challenge the stories
Athenians liked to hear about their own virtue, it would complement them.

(B) Hermocrates as a Warning

Does Plato give any indication that there are significant problems in this tendency
to idealize Athens and its past? The presence of Hermocrates of Syracuse, who should
remind readers of Athens’ catastrophic Sicilian expedition of 415-413 BCE, clearly points
us in this direction. In Thucydides’ History, Hermocrates not only successfully leads Sicily
in resisting Athens’ attempt to conquer the island, but he also comes off as an especially
acute critic of Athens’ imperial designs and misleading rhetoric. Consider the cynical,
albeit accurate, assessment he offers of the growth of Athens’ power after the Persian
Wars:

NYEUOVES Yap YEVOUEVOL EKOVTV TGV Te cdoveov kai doot &Td 6PV Noav
EUppaxol s et Tol Mridou Tipcopia, Tous pgv AirootpaTtiav, Tous 8¢ e’
AAAAous oTpaTevely, TOIS 8 Cos EKAOTOIS TIVd elXOV aiTiav eUTTPeTT
ETMEVEYKOVTES KATEOTPEWYAVTO. Kai oU Trepl TTjs EAeubepias &pa oUTe oUTOLl TGV
EAAvwov oUB’ oi “EAANves Tiis tautdov 16 Miidw avTtéoTtnoav, mepl 8¢ ol pgv
opiow A& ur) éxeive kaTadouAddoews, ol & et SeodTou peTaf oAl ouk
&EUVETWTEPOU, KAKOEUVETWTEPOU OE.
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Yes, when [the Athenians] became leaders with the consent of the Ionians and all
the allies who were their colonists with the purpose of punishing the Mede, they
made all of them their subjects, accusing some of desertion, others of fighting
against each other, and still others of whatever specious charge they could level in
each case. And it was neither for the sake of the Greeks’ liberty that these men
fought the Mede, nor did the Greeks fight for their own freedom; the Athenians did
it to enslave the Greeks to themselves instead of him, and the Greeks to change
their master for one wiser, but wiser for worse. (V1.76.3-4)

As Hermocrates sees it, after the Persian Wars Athens’ self-presentation as the liberator of
Greece was a pretext for advancing its own imperial designs. In reality, Athens was the
very opposite of what it pretended to be, resembling the Persians—and, in Critias’ story,
Atlantis—more than its former self. Although Hermocrates offers no such analysis in the
Timaeus, which presumably takes place several years before the Sicilian expedition, the
dialogue’s earliest readers would have been familiar with his role in thwarting that
campaign.

Hermocrates does not need to say anything of substance in the Timaeus to serve as
a reminder of one of Athens’ most reckless and catastrophic military undertakings. His
mere presence points to concrete Athenian moral and strategic failure, marking how
fantastic and unreal Critias’ vision of Athens is. As a reminder of how readily our
infatuation with our ancestors’ achievements can help justify wrongdoing—or at least
distract us from recognizing wrongdoing for what it is—Hermocrates’ presence allows
readers of the Timaeus to see a certain tragic irony in Critias’ ideal Athens. With the help
of historical developments Critias himself could not be aware of, Plato’s readers would be
able to recognize the pitfalls of his proclivity for dwelling on an ideal past.

(7y) Critias as a Type

Critias is not just a non-philosophical character. He articulates an outlook that,
while apparently benign in some respects, ultimately nurses potentially catastrophic
delusions. His perspective therefore calls for philosophical challenge and reorientation,
even if he is not a straightforwardly morally dubious character. Whatever may be wrong
with Critias, he does not come off as an out-and-out imperialist, and I doubt that the
Timaeus is designed as an intervention in Athenian foreign policy specifically.®’ Rather,
Critias’ problem is that in his devotion to Athens and his confidence in its exceptional
status he seems either unwilling or unable to attend to his city’s current condition and
policies. Though it may seem perverse to fault Critias for his patriotism, we must
recognize that Critias’ attachment to his native city leaves him without the resources to
distance himself from the fictions Athens tells about itself and examine their political uses
and effects. This is a form of powerlessness, a fundamentally passive way of belonging to
the city. It is not unique to Critias, of course, and that is why he is a significant character:

%71t is possible, nevertheless, that the work subtly echoes (without actually entering) mid-
fourth-century debates about Athenian imperialism, as Morgan (1998) 114-118 argues.
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in his comfortable embeddedness in his native city and its institutions, Critias exemplifies
what from the Platonic perspective is a widespread, universal problem. Through Critias we
can see that the civic myths and rites that establish concord in a city by molding citizens’
souls can render them all too docile and trusting. His intellectual shortcomings ultimately
reflect the tendency and power of civic mythologies and institutions to confine citizens to a
blinkered, complacent view of their city. What people like Critias need is to recognize this
confinement for what it is. They need an opportunity to examine their city from the
outside. The risks of going without such a challenge are great, as Hermocrates’ presence
reminds us.

If Critias represents a perspective that calls for a philosophical challenge, however,
why does Socrates fail to engage him directly? For one thing, an outright challenge or
refutation likely would not have a salutary effect on someone like Critias, given how
deeply seated his attachment to his city and its myths is. A direct challenge would also be
out of place in the congenial atmosphere of the feast of speeches. More importantly,
Socrates may not be in the best position to formulate the kind of challenge Critias needs to
hear: in his own way, he too is quite attached to Athens and takes his identity as an
Athenian seriously.®® Socrates does nevertheless offer Critias a subtler provocation by
responding with ironic enthusiasm for his story. Since his turn in the feast of speeches has
already passed, there is not much that he can do. If anyone is to challenge Critias, it must
be Timaeus, and Socrates’ irony may well be an invitation for him to do precisely that. In
the next section, which concludes this chapter, I examine Socrates’ response to Critias and
reflect on why Timaeus is in an ideal position to orient Critias toward a more philosophical
perspective. Some aspects of his cosmology, I argue, may be especially provocative for
someone in Critias’ position. My project in the next two chapters is to discuss these
features of Timaeus’ cosmology in depth.

vi. Responding to Critias

Nothing would better confirm my claim that the opening pages of the Timaeus
present Critias as someone whose perspective calls for philosophical challenge than
Socrates or Timaeus somehow formulating such a challenge. Neither of them, alas, does
this in an evident or unambiguous manner; if anything, Critias’ interlocutors seem to
welcome his story with warm enthusiasm. When we take a close look at the precise
wording of Socrates’ response, however, we can detect some irony in his endorsement of

% An especially forceful expression of this can be found in Apology 29¢6-31¢3. As
Schofield (2006) 26 points out, Plato’s portrayal of Socrates in both the Apology and the
Crito suggests “Socrates never questioned his own identity as a citizen of Athens, and
never conceived that that identity could be challenged or compromised by his
philosophical activity.... If he cannot continue philosophizing as a citizen of Athens, he
cannot continue philosophizing.”
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the story and see that he may not be as satisfied with it as he pretends to be.®” This is how
Socrates reacts when Critias asks whether the story is to his liking:

Kai tiv’ &v, & Kpitia, pdAAov avti ToUtou petaAdPBoiuev, 8 Ti) Te Tapovor)
TTjs 0eoU Bucia di&x v oikeldTnT &v Tpémol pdAloTa, Té Te Wi TAacbévta
nGBov GAN’ &ANBivov Adyov elval Taupey & Tou. TS yap kai méev &AAous
AVEUPT|OOUEV APEUEVOL TOUTWV; OUK E0TIv, AN’ &yadi] TUxm xpn Aéyew ptv
Unas, gué 8E auTi TAV XBEs Adywv viv fouxiav &yovta dvtakouel.

Well, Critias, what account could we take up instead of this one? It would be quite
appropriate for the festival of the goddess unfolding now on account of its
connection with her, and its being not a fabricated myth but a true account is all-
important, I suppose. How, then, and where will we find other speeches if we give
these up? There is no way, but you should all speak in good fortune and I, in return
for yesterday’s discussion, should keep quiet and listen. (26e2-27al)

Taken by itself, this sounds like a ringing endorsement, but once we reflect on Socrates’
words in the context of his earlier request and Critias’ description of the story their irony
becomes apparent. Consider, specifically, Socrates’ emphasis here on both the story’s
appropriateness for honoring Athena and its historical veracity: although in his request for
a follow-up speech Socrates makes no mention of the festival or historical truth, Critias
takes very seriously his account’s historicity and its connection to Athena when he
introduces it. When Socrates expresses his approval of the story, he does so in terms that
are Critias’ rather than his own. Instead of remarking on how Critias’ narrative will satisfy
his desire to see his ideal city in motion, Socrates simply repeats the criteria by which
Critias judges the story to be worth telling. His enthusiasm here is not sincere: it mirrors
Critias’ eagerness back to him with a bit of exaggeration. In spite of appearances, Socrates
and Critias do not see eye-to-eye about the kind of story the present situation calls for.

Not surprisingly, Critias gives no indication of noticing the irony in Socrates’
endorsement. This is just as well: the feast can go on without disturbance and Socrates can
stay within his assigned role as auditor. Socrates knows that it is his turn to fall silent and
therefore he cannot discuss the suitableness of Critias’ story with him, so he calls attention
to Critias’ odd framing of his story in a subtle, indirect manner that is unlikely to register
with him. This is not to say, however, that Socrates ironizes here only for himself.
Although Socrates does not yet know that Timaeus will be the next to speak, he is probably
the one Socrates hopes will hear his gentle sarcasm. Timaeus is a consummate philosopher,
so he should be as capable as Socrates of orienting Critias toward a more critical and
genuinely philosophical perspective on his native city. Confident in Timaeus’ ability to
hear his irony and respond to Critias in a suitable manner at some point in the feast,
Socrates can stand back and keep quiet without worrying that Critias” Athenocentric
worldview will go unchallenged. Socrates may even be eager to see how Timaeus responds
to Critias in his speech. His preference for question-and-answer exchanges aside, Socrates
may be able to learn much by listening to Timaeus as he navigates the complex rhetorical

% Other scholars have found irony in Socrates’ response to Critias’ story, including;
Reydams-Schils (2001) 47; Johansen (2004) 45-46; and Broadie (2012) 161-163.
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situation of the feast. At least part of what motivates Socrates to participate in this unusual
exchange must be that he gets to watch a philosopher who is—especially in his dedication
to astronomy and the scientific study of nature—very different from him at work.

Does Timaeus hear Socrates? Does his speech include any material that will
challenge Critias’ perspective on Athens and the world? Timaeus does hear Socrates, |
think, and his speech is in many respects ideal for orienting someone like Critias toward a
more philosophical understanding of the world, the gods, and humans. Of course, his aims
in presenting his cosmology extend beyond offering Critias suitable intellectual
provocation: the monumentality and comprehensiveness of Timaeus’ account enable it to
transcend the particular context in which he presents it.

All the same, we should not ignore how appropriate Timaeus’ cosmology is for
turning the likes of Critias toward a philosophical perspective. To begin with, in its form
Timaeus’ cosmology is, as I discussed at the beginning of this chapter, a myth. Generally
speaking, myth is the most effective form of discourse for communicating philosophical
insight to a wide, non-specialist audience. Within the particular context of the Timaeus,
Critias is childlike and susceptible to the charms of myth, so we can imagine that the
cosmology will dazzle and move him.

The content of Timaeus’ speech obviously matters greatly as well. As I discuss in
the next chapter, Timaeus frames the greater part of his account of how the cosmos came
into existence specifically as a theology, discussing various gods’ natures and their
contributions to cosmic order. The deities he focuses on are not traditional Olympians like
Critias’ Athena, but a fairly unconventional set that includes the famous Demiurge and the
cosmos itself. Timaeus’ gods embody various philosophical and ethical ideals, so that his
discussions of their characters and activities seems especially well suited to turn someone
like Critias toward a more sophisticated conception of divinity. Perhaps most importantly,
Timaeus presents his audience with gods whose relations to human beings should
challenge the traditional views of divine solicitude and favoritism exemplified in Critias’
views of Athena and her relation to the Athenians.
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Chapter 2: Tradition, Innovation and Divine Care in the Timaeus and Laws
Theologies

In this chapter, I discuss the gods of Timaeus’ cosmology and compare Timaeus’
theology with the Athenian Visitor’s in the Laws, especially book X. First, I examine what
Timaeus says in his cosmology about traditional gods such as Athena and Poseidon. Then,
I compare his stance toward the traditional pantheon with the Athenian’s and discuss how
their different approaches reflect their differing rhetorical and political agendas. Following
this comparison, I offer detailed examination of Timaeus’ novel deities: the Demiurge, the
cosmos, and their subordinates, considering each of their natures, activities, and relations
to human beings of each of them. Timaeus’ gods, I argue, reflect distinctly philosophical
values and a vision that can serve as a powerful counter to Critias’ parochialism. After my
discussion of Timaeus’ gods, I turn to the Athenian’s theology. Even though the Athenian
portrays the gods in a similar way as Timaeus does, particularly with respect to their nature
and activities, his conception of their relation to humans is notably different from
Timaeus’, especially with regard to how the gods supervise human affairs. I argue that the
reason for these differences also lies in the two characters’ confronting very different
audiences and pursuing different goals with their cosmologies.

1. The Philosophers and the Traditional Pantheon
(o) Timaeus and the Traditional Pantheon

Throughout most of his cosmology Timaeus speaks of gods who do not belong to
the traditional pantheon. The two most important gods he discusses, the Demiurge and the
cosmos itself, are quite unlike the gods of poetry or cult.”” They are noticeably different
from Critias’ Athena. It is not clear, however, what Timaeus makes of the conventional
pantheon and what relationship, if any, he sees between his gods and traditional deities.
Generally speaking, Timaeus’ focus on a set of gods that is different from those featured in
Critias’ story need not imply a substantive disagreement between them: since they tell
different types of stories, their focus on different gods may be just a matter of genre. Gods
like Athena and Hephaestus are appropriate characters in an epic-style narrative about a
heroic past, but the Demiurge and the astral gods would be out of place in such an account.
Likewise, Athena would not have anything to do prior to or during the physical world’s
creation. It is possible, then, that Timaeus holds the traditional gods in the same esteem as
Critias does and his account is not really meant to challenge ordinary conceptions of
divinity.

We can get a better sense of whether this is the case by examining Timaeus’
explicit comments about the traditional gods and how he explains their marginal position
in his cosmology. Aside from brief remarks on the Muses as the source of harmony at

70 Lefka (2013) 80-90, 434-441 interprets the Timaeus as suggesting that the cosmos itself
should be identified with Ouranos, but no other scholar identifies the cosmos with a
traditional deity.
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47d2-7, all of Timaeus’ commentary on the conventional pantheon is contained in the
following passage:

Tepl 3¢ TGOV &AAwv Saipdveov eiteiv kal yvéovat v yéveow peilov i kab’
Nuéas, melotéov 8¢ Tols eipnkdoiv Eutrpoacbev, ékydvols pev Becdv oUow, cog
Epaocav, capdds dé Tou Tous Ye auTdV Tpoydvous eiddoiv adUvaTov obv Becdv
TAIOIV ATMOTEIY, KaiTep &VeU Te eIKOTWVY Kal avaykaicwv &modeifecov Aéyouo,
&aAN’ o5 oikela paokovTwv atayyEéAAew émopévous TE vOU TOTEUTEOV.
oUTes oUV KT EKElvous TUIV 1] YEVEDIS TrEPT TOUTWV TAV Beddv ExETw Kai
Aeytobo. IMMjs e kai Ovupavou maides Wreavds Te kai TnbUs eyevéobnv,
TouTwv d¢ Odpkus Kpdvos Te kal Péa kai oot HeTa ToUTwv, ék 8¢ Kpdvou kai
‘Péags Zeus "Hpa Te kai mavTes doous iopev adeApous Aeyouévous autdov, ETi Te
ToUTwv &AAous ékydvous.

Concerning the other gods, it is beyond us to know and describe their origin, but we
should believe those who have spoken before us, who were descendants of the
gods, as they claimed, and surely knew their own parents. It is impossible, then, to
distrust the children of the gods, even though they speak without likely or
conclusive proofs. No, we should follow custom and believe them, seeing as they
claim to be reporting family matters. Let us thus accept what they say about the
origins of these gods and report it. Ocean and Tethys were the children of Earth and
Heaven, and from them were born Phorcys, Cronus, Rhea and the others who were
with them. And from Cronus and Rhea were born Zeus, Hera and all the gods we
know are called their siblings, and from them still others are descended. (40d6-
41a3)

Immediately afterward, Timaeus makes the following distinction between the celestial and
the traditional gods: the former “revolve conspicuously (TrepiroAoUowv pavepdds)” while
the latter “appear only to the extent that they wish (paivovtal kaf’ doov &v £6éAwov)”
(41a3-4). This passage implies that, notwithstanding the traditional gods’ absence from his
cosmology, Timaeus still recognizes their divinity and gives them a place in his pantheon.
Yet there is some ambiguity in Timaeus’ expression of deference to traditional theogonies,
and the traditional deities’ status within his pantheon is unclear. Most of the dialogue’s
interpreters regard this passage as a bit of playful ironizing.”!

Before addressing the question of whether Timaeus is being serious in the passage,
it should be made clear that his claims are not restricted to any specific tradition’s account
of divine origins, but apply to all established mythic theogonies.”> Though Timaeus’
allusion to the divine parentage of those who spoke about the births of the other gods can

! Major commentaries that find irony in this passage include: Archer-Hind (1888) 136-
137, Taylor (1928) 245-247, Cornford (1937) 138-139, and Brisson (1974) 105. Karfik
(2004) 139-145 and Sedley (2010) 247 n. 3 are notable dissenters. Without weighing in on
this debate directly, Lefka (2013) 434-450 joins the latter group in emphasizing Plato’s
reverence toward traditional cult and deities.

72 Cf. Taylor (1928) 246, who claims “Timaeus is thinking more of Orphicism than of
anything else.” Cornford (1937) broadly follows Taylor’s approach.
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be taken as a pointed allusion to Orpheus and Musaeus, who claimed such parentage, the
brief genealogy he offers at 40e5-41a3 is especially reminiscent of Hesiod, who did not.”
Timaeus offers a composite image of theogonic mythmaking, meant to recall an entire way
of thinking about the gods rather than a specific representative of it. Additionally, though
Timaeus’ remarks may apply specifically to mythic genealogies like Hesiod’s or Orpheus’,
that does not mean that they have no bearing on popular or civic religion.”* It is ultimately
irrelevant that Athena and other gods that were central to Athenian cult, for example, go
unmentioned in Timaeus’ brief genealogy, given that it focuses on the eldest and most
prominent members of the traditional pantheon and is presented as no more than an
outline. The kind of deities whose origins Timaeus declines to discuss in his account can
include all familiar figures from popular mythology.

The scope of Timaeus’ remarks at 40d6-41a3, then, covers not just theogonic
poetry, but all myths about the gods of established Greek religion. This is the closest
Timaeus gets to offering direct commentary on popular conceptions of the gods and piety.
If this passage really were completely ironic, we could see it as a thorough dismissal of
popular Greek thinking on the gods. How we interpret it stands to shape our entire
understanding of Timaeus’ stance to customary Greek worship, so it is crucial to consider
why so many scholars deny its seriousness.

The most forceful and detailed argument in favor of the ironic reading, which is
worth quoting at length, is Taylor’s:

This passage is purely, though politely, ironical. Note the emphasis laid on the
statement that, not to speak of conclusive proofs (avaykaial amodeigels), the
persons who supply the information have not even eikéTtes Adyou for their
statements, the sarcastic use made of the obviously false assumption that a man
must know who his father was, the reminder that if we let the stories go
unchallenged it is only out of a good citizen’s respect for ‘usage’ (éTropévous TG
véuw moTeuTéOoV), and, on the top of all this, the emphasis laid a second time on
the point that the genealogy given is only what someone else has said (kat’
gkeivous, e3). (245)

Taylor makes at least two strong points. First, he is right that Timaeus’ argument for
trusting earlier stories about the gods is terribly weak: claims about divine parentage are
obviously not unassailable. Second, although Timaeus encourages us to believe the
established myths, he nevertheless makes it clear that they fall short of his own standards
of probable storytelling. Timaeus’ respect for traditional accounts seems half-hearted, if
not entirely feigned. At the same time, Taylor’s qualifying Timaeus’ claims as “purely ...
ironical” and “‘sarcastic” seems too one-sided and exaggerated. A written text cannot
convey sarcasm unambiguously. It is also difficult to understand why Timaeus would want

73 See Pender (2010) 225-226 for a discussion of the Hesiodic echoes here. Along similar
lines, Sedley (2010) 247 n. 3 refers to 40e5-41a3 as “an outline synthesis of Hesiodic and
Orphic theogony in five generations.”

7 Taylor (1928) 246 and Cornford (1937) 139 argue for a strong distinction between
Timaeus’ genealogy at 40e5-41a3 and popular religious beliefs.
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to be seen as simply mocking old stories about the gods. Furthermore, in order to plausibly
ascribe such noticeable sarcasm to Timaeus, Taylor has to assert, on thin grounds, that
Timaeus’ irony is aimed mainly at Orphic theogonies and has no bearing on popular
religion. Though the ironic reading has much going for it, it has significant shortcomings
as well.

Do alternative interpretations of Timaeus’ comments on the traditional deities fare
better under scrutiny? The most thorough argument in favor of taking 40d6-e4 at face
value is that offered by Filip Karfik, who raises several valid points.” Karfik points out
that an ironic reader of our passage cannot avoid the conclusion that Timaeus thinks that
only the cosmic deities he discusses in his account are true gods, while traditional deities
are unworthy of the title. Denying the reality of the established gods is something Plato
carefully avoids throughout his works, so it would be very strange for him to adopt such a
radical position now. Regardless of whatever religious innovations his characters advocate
for, they never push for wholesale replacement of established deities and forms of worship.
For Karfik, the traditional deities count as genuine gods and have a place in Timaeus’
pantheon. Their place in his pantheon is likely lower than that of Demiurge and celestial
gods, who are the genuinely older divinities, but that is never stated outright. What matters
most for Karfik, then, is that Timaeus does make room for the traditional deities in his
pantheon, even if he leaves their status within it undefined.

Karfik’s strongest point is that having Timaeus deny the existence of established
deities would be out of tune with the respect toward traditional religion that Plato’s
characters tend to show. At the very least, Timaeus’ deference to tradition has to be
believable, and therefore cannot be obviously sardonic. We should note, however, that
Karfik does not address the strongest claims Taylor makes in favor of the ironic reading.
Even if we deny that Timaeus is actually attacking conventional religion at 40d6-e4, it is
still difficult to see him as wholeheartedly endorsing it. Timaeus’ argument for believing
the old myths remains unsatisfactory, and he does not make much of an effort to convince
us of the old stories’ truth. His pointing out that the established myths lack plausible
arguments also undermines their credibility, making it clear that they have nothing to back
them except the weight of tradition. Though Timaeus seems to accept their authority, he
cannot help but admit that the old stories are not as believable as his own. To advance a
likely cosmogonic myth, Timaeus does not need to reject conventional ideas about the
gods and their birth, but he cannot genuinely incorporate them into his account either.
Timaeus ultimately makes very little room for traditional deities in his account in
comparison to the place he gives the Demiurge and his creations. Karfik may be right that
the gods of popular religion do have a place in Timaeus’ cosmic scheme, but his emphasis
on Plato’s ostensible religious conservatism prevents him from fully appreciating what a
provocative, innovative step Timaeus takes in having his cosmic gods eclipse the
traditional pantheon.”

Ultimately, Timaeus’ stance toward the gods of popular religion is more
complicated than either the ironic reading or its critics suggest. Rather than deny or

7> See Karfik (2004) 139-145.
76 Cf. Lefka (2013) 431-434, who stresses Plato’s notion of a single divine nature as a
revolutionary feature of his theology.
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question the existence of the traditional gods, Timaeus suggests that they are less important
and more difficult to understand than those he focuses on. Though he does not poke fun at
established conceptions of the gods, he clearly implies that his own theology is more
credible and that the gods he describes are worthier of his audience’s belief and attention.
He respects tradition enough not to criticize it directly, but not enough to let it have the last
word about the nature and identity of the gods. Timaeus’ comments on the traditional
pantheon assure his audience that his gods are not meant to replace the old ones without
concealing how innovative his theology is. In mentioning the trust owed to the old myths,
Timaeus’ aim is not to tell us what he (or Plato) believes or not, but to make it clear that
one need not abandon those myths to accept his account. That would make his theology
easier to accept for anyone who regards the traditional gods as very important. This applies
to Critias in particular, but Timaeus’ cosmology should affect and challenge anyone whose
piety is informed by custom and traditional myths.

(B) The Athenian Visitor and the Traditional Gods

Comparing Timaeus’ approach to the traditional pantheon with the Athenian
Visitor’s in Laws X can help us better understand how much a Platonic character’s
perspective on the matter depends on the dramatic and rhetorical context he is operating in
and his aims. Unlike Timaeus’ cosmology, the Athenian’s is addressed at an audience that
consists mainly of the traditionalist Dorians who will populate the city he has been
designing, rather than Athenians like Critias who, although not quite philosophical, are
friendly toward philosophy.”” I argue that the different choices Timaeus and the Athenian
make in presenting their cosmologies, including how they speak of the traditional
pantheon, have a lot to do with the type of interlocutors and audience they face.

The Athenian presents his cosmology at a fairly advanced point of his conversation
with Kleinias and Megillus, two old Dorians from Crete and Sparta who want to hear his
thoughts about good political institutions and laws. After a long discussion of how serious
crimes like temple robbery and murder will be dealt with in Magnesia in book IX, the
Athenian turns in book X to what could embolden people to commit such transgressions:
impiety (885b2-9). Impiety is the social ill his cosmology is meant to remedy. This is the
problem that motivates his discussion of the gods and their role in the cosmos.

Unlike Timaeus, the Athenian does not present a single, continuous myth. Instead,
he presents a set of arguments and semi-mythical ‘incantations’ (émepdai) designed to
counter various forms of impiety. A remarkable feature of the Athenian’s arguments and
incantations in Laws X is their vagueness about the gods’ number and identity. There is no
figure comparable to Timaeus’ Demiurge in the Athenian’s cosmology, even if he does
briefly and mysteriously refer to an unidentified god who cares for the whole universe and
arranges all things with a view to its safety and excellence (903b4-6; cf. 902e4-7). In the
first set of arguments the Athenian presents, which are supposed to prove that the gods

77 For discussion of the Laws’ dramatic context, see: Pangle (1980) 379-396; Nightingale
(1993); Welton (1995); Bobonich (1996); Gill (2003); Miller (2013); Munn (2013); Salem
(2013); C. Zuckert (2013); and M. Zuckert (2013).
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exist, he focuses mainly on ‘soul’ (wuxr)) in the abstract: soul is self-moving motion, the
eldest of all things and the primary cause of all motions (892a2-b1, 896a5-b3). When soul
joins with ‘reason’ (voUs), it guides everything the best way possible, and it is the best soul
that supervises the whole cosmos and guides its regular motions (897b1-c9). Only after
establishing that soul must be responsible for the sun’s and the other astral bodies’ regular
motions does the Athenian claim that “the soul or souls (Wuxn ... fj wuxai)” behind these
motions should be identified as god(s) (899a7-b9). It is unclear whether the Athenian
thinks that each celestial body moves itself and has its own soul or is moved by a single
soul that encompasses the whole cosmos and governs its motions by itself, which makes it
difficult to tell whether he speaks of a single god or many. He does not, at any rate, refer to
the cosmos or the celestial bodies as distinct, identifiable gods the way Timaeus does. As
the Athenian switches back and forth between referring to one or many souls and a single
or many gods, the gods’ number and identity do not appear particularly important to him.

This is not to deny that the Athenian’s theology agrees with Timaeus’ on
fundamental points: both of them see the heavens’ regular motions as the work of at least
one rational soul and regard the whole cosmos as beautifully ordered by a providential
deity. But since the Athenian does not clearly single out, as Timaeus does, a Demiurge or
cosmic soul, it is far less pressing for him to explain how his cosmic deities are different
from and related to the gods of myth and cult. Thus, his cosmology mostly avoids
comment on the traditional gods’ status and place in the cosmos, with the exception of a
few references to Hades and the Olympians’ justice (904d1-2, €3, 905b1). Essentially all of
the Athenian’s opinions about the Olympians and other traditional gods are found outside
of his cosmology. As we examine what the Athenian says about the traditional deities
elsewhere, we will have a better understanding of why he avoids exploring their relation to
the cosmic gods in his cosmology.

The Athenian refers to traditional gods and traditional religion in an unambiguously
positive and reverential tone throughout the Laws. At the very beginning of his
conversation with Kleinias and Megillus, he acknowledges that both of his interlocutors’
native cities accept individual gods as their laws’ authors—Zeus for the Cretans and
Apollo for the Spartans (1.624al-5). Though he invites critical reflection on potential flaws
in the Dorian law codes, the Athenian never seriously challenges or undercuts his
interlocutors’ piety. In fact, he seems to cultivate and take advantage of their piety at
various points in the dialogue when he suggests that their conversation is inspired and
guided by some divine power (e.g. I11.682¢10, IV.722¢6-7, VII.811c6-10). The Athenian’s
approach strongly suggests that he regards piety as indispensable for maintaining a deep
appreciation of the law and lawmaking.

Aside from how he talks to his interlocutors, the Athenian’s designs for the
religious and communal life of the utopian colony Magnesia also showcase his awareness
of traditional religion’s importance. In his imagined first address to the colonists who will
comprise the first generation of Magnesians, the Athenian stresses the inseparability of
piety and righteousness, enjoining his addressees to honor not only the Olympians, but also
the gods of the underworld, spirits, heroes and their living parents (IV.717a3-b6). As for
the Magnesians’ rituals, temples, and to what gods these will be dedicated, the Athenian
affirms that the ultimate authority will be the hallowed oracles of Delphi, Dodona, and
Ammon (V.738b5-c7, V1.759¢c6-d1, VIII.828al-5). In addition to temples and cults
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established after the founding, any local cults that survive from ancient times should be
integrated into the city’s religious life (VIII.848d2-5). And, besides the temples to
Olympians like Zeus, Hestia, and Athena to be built throughout Magnesia, the city itself
will be divided into twelve parts, each of them dedicated to an Olympian god (V.745b3-
e2). On the whole, then, the Athenian appears far more appreciative of traditional views of
the divine than Timaeus, notwithstanding their agreement on the basics of cosmology.

Indeed, although the Athenian gives voice to an undeniably philosophical
perspective throughout most of the Laws, he is also at pains to cast himself as an enemy of
change and innovation. His deference to tradition on religious matters is only part of the
generally conservative approach he adopts throughout the conversation. This approach is
most evident whenever the Athenian refers to Egypt’s supremely rigid culture as a model
to follow. He first praises the Egyptians in book II, commending them for their millenary,
unchanging standards of artistic composition, which have prevented the corruption that
comes from a pleasure-driven pursuit of musical innovation (656d5-657b8). (By contrast,
the state of the arts throughout most of Greece is lamentable: there, people do not resist the
urge to chase after exciting new musical forms [658e6-660c1]). In book III, the Athenian
presents ceaseless innovation in the arts as the main cause of his own city’s moral decline:
as he sees it, contempt for established musical norms in the theater led to disregard of all
other standards and authorities (700a7-701c4). In his treatment of children’s play in book
VII, he claims “there is no greater ruin for a city (roAet AcoPnv ok efvai peilewo)” than a
successful innovator in this area (797b8-c4). Immediately afterward, he makes a general
case against change, describing it as “an extremely risky thing (TToAU opaAepcdTaTtov)” in
virtually every realm (797d9-e2). As a consequence, fixity and stability should be among
the good legislator’s primary objectives:

ols yap av EvTpapadoiv vopols Kai KaTd Tiva Beiav eUTuxiav akivintot
YéveovTal Hakpddv Kai ToAAGY xpdvaov, cos undéva éxelv pveiav undt akorv
ToU ToTe &AAwS aUTd oxelv fj kaBdep viv Exel, oéReTal kai poPeiTal T&oa 1
Wuxn TS TLKIVETY TEOV TOTE KABeoTOTOV. Unxavnv d1) del TOV vopobétnv
EVVOETY audBev yé mobev SvTiva TpdTov TouT éoTat T TOAEL

Whenever the laws in which people have been brought up go unchanged over a
long span of time on account of some divine good fortune, so that there is no
memory or rumor of things ever having been different from the way they are now,
then the whole soul feels reverence and is afraid of altering any of the things
established in the past. Indeed, a lawgiver ought to conceive of some means,
however he can, that somehow his city will obtain this. (798a8-b6)

The means, according to the Athenian, is one used by the Egyptians: making musical and
choral forms sacred to the gods (798e4-799b8). The Athenian consistently decries cultural
change as a corrupting force and urges his audience to follow the Egyptians in legislating
against innovation and bolstering people’s pious aversion to novelty. For him, cultural
rigidity and piety are bound together in a feedback loop: on the one hand, making norms
and institutions sacred to the gods leads people to accept their authority and validity,
guaranteeing their staying power; on the other hand, when these norms and institutions are
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recognized as stable and enduring, it makes people more reverential and pious and more
convinced of their elders’ and the gods’ authority.

The Athenian’s cosmology in Laws X must be interpreted in light of his deep
appreciation of cultural fixity and piety as sources of moral order. It is, after all, precisely
because believing in the gods as prescribed by the laws is indispensable for righteous
citizens that the Athenian fights various types of impiety. As Kleinias puts it, a persuasive
case for the gods’ existence and goodness would constitute “the finest and best prelude to
all the laws (&Tm&vTeov TGV véuwY KAAAIoTSOV Te kKai &ploTov Trpooiutov)” (X.887b8-
c2). What the Athenian says throughout book X is supposed to bolster and support his
prescriptions from the preceding (and the following) books, including his prescriptions for
Magnesia’s religious practices. Thus, even though the Athenian is in broad agreement with
Timaeus on matters of cosmology, his entry on the subject aims at the opposite of
theological innovation.

Indeed, the Athenian’s odd choice of a fairly sophisticated philosophical
cosmology to defend traditional religious forms is more a reflection of the types of attacks
on religion he seeks to counter than a testament to his own desire to turn ordinary
Magnesians toward a philosophical understanding of divinity. As he sees it, what he and
his interlocutors should worry about is not just a casual disbelief in the gods’ existence, but
the rejection that results from exposure to modern doctrines (886a6-e2). These doctrines
identify natural processes as the product of chance, rather than divine guidance, and see the
gods and moral values as nothing more than a man-made fiction (889b1-890a9). If he is to
refute the atheists, the Athenian must offer an alternative to their natural philosophy;
defending traditional religion on its own terms is not an option for him. That the Athenian
has to resort to philosophical cosmology to defend established religion reveals how
vulnerable to critical engagement the conventions he seeks to protect ultimately are. His
(and Plato’s) choice, however, is to emphasize the importance of defending these
conventions, avoiding an explicit acknowledgment of their weakness in the face of
aggressive scrutiny.

We can grasp more clearly now why the Athenian is essentially silent on the
traditional gods when he presents his cosmology: an explicit attempt to explain what the
relation between traditional gods and his celestial mover(s) might call attention to the
paradox of his defending the old religion by means of a newfangled theology.

This sense of paradox is not, of course, universal among readers of the Laws.
According to Glenn Morrow, one of the dialogue’s most influential interpreters, the
Athenian’s cosmic theology is perfectly compatible with the fundamentally traditional
religion he prescribes for Magnesia. For Morrow, Plato is transparently reforming and
revitalizing the established forms of Greek civic religion, and his aim is to “enlarge or
enrich current religion by directing attention to other manifestations of the divine than
those usually recognized in worship.””® Under this reading, the book X cosmology and the
Athenian’s prescriptions for Magnesia’s religion are not in tension, and the former
straightforwardly supports the latter. In defense of Morrow’s portrayal of the Athenian as a
religious reformer, one may point to various aspects of Magnesia’s religion that are
genuinely innovative, especially the Athenian’s stress on the celestial bodies’ divinity and

78 Morrow (1960) 447.
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his suggestion that a public cult be established for them (VII.821a2-d4) and his call for a
joint cult of the Sun and Apollo (XII.945¢4-946d6).”

Yet in spite of these moments that suggest a harmonious fusion between the old
and the new, between traditionalism and the philosopher’s natural religion,* Morrow’s
reading has its shortcomings. First, we should note that Morrow’s casting the Athenian as a
religious innovator does not sufficiently acknowledge the Athenian’s consistent self-
presentation throughout the dialogue as an enemy of change. In other words, Morrow fails
to ask the following questions: If some key aspects of the Athenian’s vision for Magnesian
civic religion are undeniably novel, why is he so invested in projecting an image of himself
as a traditionalist rather than a reformer? Why is the Athenian not more transparent about
his desire to reshape civic religious practices and beliefs? Perhaps one could answer such a
line of objection by pointing out that: a) there is no need for the Athenian to highlight what
is innovative about his approach when it would be fairly obvious to anyone familiar with
Greek religious practices; and b) the Athenian is not dissembling in any way when he casts
himself as a traditionalist because, when it comes to the formal aspects of civic cult, he
very much is one—as Morrow puts it, what the Athenian seeks to transform is the spirit of
civic religion, pouring “new wine into old bottles.”™'

Such responses, however, fall short as a defense of Morrow’s interpretation. First,
while it is true that the novelty of the Athenian’s proposals would be self-evident to anyone
familiar with traditional religion, the discrepancy between his innovative efforts and his
professed traditionalism is still jarring. After all, the Athenian never offers a clear
explanation of why reform is necessary for certain aspects of civic religion but ruinous for
others. Furthermore, Morrow’s distinction between the external, formal side of Magnesian
religion and its internal, conceptual side may be unsustainable and overstate how well
integrated the Athenian’s innovations are with the traditions he adopts and defends. To
what extent, we may wonder, do ordinary Magnesians, who worship the same way most of
their fellow Greeks do and know little of astronomy and theology, have a particularly
philosophical conception of the divine? To be sure, they will adhere to the Athenian’s
moralizing vision of the traditional pantheon, but it is unlikely that they will be generally
more astute on theological matters and more attuned to the philosopher’s focus on the gods
as celestial movers. Indeed, outside of book X, the Athenian emphasizes not the gods’ role
and place in nature, but their supervision of human affairs and punishment of various types
of wrongdoing (e.g. IV.716a4-b5,IV.717c6-d6, V.729e2-730a9, VIII.842¢7-843a8,
IX.871b1-6, XI1.930e3-931e6). He never explains how the gods’ role as celestial movers
and their role as moral guardians are related. Whether and how ordinary Magnesians’ grasp
of divinity can be reconciled with his philosophical perspective is not self-evident. The
introduction of the joint cult of Apollo and the Sun toward the end of the dialogue
intensifies rather than resolves our doubts about the unity of Magnesian religion: though

7 Consider also his criticisms of old poets’ tales portraying the gods as immoral (e.g.
1.636¢7-d7, 11.672b3-c6, X11.941b2-c4), which recall Socrates’ suggestions for reforming
storytelling about the gods in Republic 11.

% For Dodds (1951) 220-221, whom Morrow and others follow, the joint cult of Apollo
and the Sun is the Laws’ clearest attempt to bridge these disparate perspectives.

*! Morrow (1960) 399-401.
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the cult indicates a nominal unification of astral and traditional worship, it leaves the
relation between the celestial and the Olympian pantheons ambiguous and obscure.
Though the Athenian tries to harmonize and integrate novel and traditional elements within
Magnesian religion, he is not as clearly successful as Morrow’s interpretation suggests.

More recent discussions of theology and religion in Magnesia are far more
sensitive to how the Athenian’s spirited defense of traditional religion throughout most of
the Laws is at cross-purposes with his theological musings in book X. What these
interpretations have to say about religion in Magnesia is also more useful for
understanding why the Athenian keeps traditional deities out of his cosmology. Jacob
Abolafia, for example, follows Dodds and Morrow in recognizing the cult of Apollo and
the Sun as an attempt to fuse traditional and novel strands in Magnesia’s religion, but he
acknowledges the tensions that make this fusion fraught and difficult: “The traditionalist
will never be able to truly see past the ‘mere reflection’ of reason in the public cult, and
must be prevented from backsliding into private religious superstition with threats and
coercion, while the scientifically minded man will tend to look past the false pretences of
the Olympian elements in the state.” There will be two different religious perspectives
within Magnesia, and even though they will come together in public rituals these
celebrations will not represent the same things to everyone. The solar cult is a genuine
attempt to join the traditional and the philosophical viewpoints, but the unification is only
partial as long as the differences between those perspectives exist and the cult merely
accommodates both of them with a mixture of traditionalism and symbolism. Ultimately,
the sun simply “points at a way of unifying, if never completely, these disparate threads
into the rope that might bind together a city.”*’

The difficulty of convincingly unifying the disparate threads of traditional religion
and cosmological theology is key for understanding why the Athenian avoids discussing
them together throughout the Laws. Though the Athenian presents his cosmological
arguments as a defense of the gods recognized by the laws, the theology he introduces in
those arguments may not be as compatible with the traditions he is defending as he
suggests. As Robert Mayhew points out:

As most people absorb the stories about the gods that they are raised on, and are
unlikely to challenge such beliefs (implied at 887c-¢), to expose citizens generally
to deep and difficult issues and questions on the cutting edge of Platonic
philosophical theology would not reinforce or solidify proper civic-religious
beliefs, but would in fact undercut them by casting doubt upon them or shrouding
them in obscurity.**

If the Athenian is unclear and leaves many questions unresolved in his theology, then, it is
likely because more clarity and precision would do more harm than good. Leaving the
identity of the celestial movers and their relation to traditional gods obscure allows the
Athenian to maintain the appearance that his theology and traditional religion are

82 Abolafia (2015) 391.
83 Abolafia (2015) 392.
% Mayhew (2010) 215.
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ultimately compatible. Since there is no genuinely rational, theological account of how
traditional deities are related to the celestial bodies and their souls, an attempt to clarify
this matter would come off as artificial and contrived. Calling attention to the gap between
the philosophical perspective and the popular one would not close that gap but widen it.

In the Laws, cosmology is deployed as a supplement to traditional religion, albeit
an awkward one, rather than as a subtle challenge—as it is in the Timaeus. Whereas
Timaeus is fairly clear about how innovative his cosmology is and what sets it apart from
traditional accounts of the gods, what the Athenian does is more complicated. On the one
hand, the Athenian offers an equally innovative cosmology and articulates a distinctly
philosophical perspective on divinity that is in many key aspects similar. On the other
hand, the Athenian offers this cosmology to protect Magnesia’s mostly traditional civic
religion, and his success depends on his audience not asking difficult questions about the
relation between the celestial movers in his theology and the Olympians and other
traditional deities worshipped in the city. Compared to Timaeus, the Athenian seems at
once more invested in the compatibility between the philosophical cosmology and ordinary
conceptions of the gods and more aware of what pulls these two perspectives apart.

The reason for their different approaches lies not only in their being two different
characters with different backgrounds and concerns, but also in the different rhetorical
contexts they confront. Timaeus speaks before an audience that, though not entirely
philosophical, is open to philosophy and its strange notions. The Athenian, by contrast,
addresses two old Dorians with little interest or background in philosophy, and his
cosmology is meant to be more or less intelligible to them and an entire city of people with
a similar background. It is not surprising, then, that the Athenian seems to recognize a
much wider gulf between his own perspective and ordinary Magnesians’ than Timaeus
sees between himself and people like Critias. More importantly, the Athenian presents his
cosmology for the benefit of all of Magnesia, while Timaeus offers his partly as a
philosophical protreptic targeting individuals like Critias. The Athenian, as we have seen,
is acutely aware of the importance of civic religion in keeping the citizenry virtuous and
law-abiding, and his primary goal in the dialogue is to devise the institutions that are
conducive to such a community. In light of this, it is fitting that he should cast his
cosmology as supportive of Magnesia’s civic religion even if the philosophical perspective
that informs it could challenge most Magnesians’ beliefs about the gods. Timaeus, by
contrast, is under no such constraints, and he uses his cosmology in part to challenge some
of the aspects of Athenian civic religion that have a grip on Critias. He is not entirely
indifferent to the considerations that guide the Athenian’s presentation, but he faces an
audience that should be more receptive to an innovative, philosophical perspective.

Having examined how their stance toward traditional deities sets Timaeus and the
Athenian apart, we can now turn to detailed analysis of their theologies. I start with
Timaeus, addressing the Demiurge, the cosmos, and the astral gods in sequence. This will
show what makes Timaeus’ theology challenging and how it might help someone like
Critias develop a better understanding of the gods.
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iia. Timaeus’ Gods—The Demiurge

In Timaeus’ cosmology, no god is more prominent than the Demiurge. Any
discussion of Timaeus’ understanding of divinity should therefore start with him and pay
special attention to his portrayal. Even though most scholarly discussions of the Demiurge
are centrally concerned with his ontological status and whether he can be identified with
other gods or principles in Timaeus’ cosmological scheme, I have no intention to address
these issues here.* My interest, rather, is in how the Demiurge appears on the surface of
Timaeus’ mythic cosmology and his function as a distinctive and central character within
it. It is as a mythic character, after all, that the Demiurge will have the most impact on
Critias and others with a similar perspective. In what follows, I discuss what Timaeus tells
us about the Demiurge’s character, his actions and his relationship with humans.

(o) The Demiurge’s Nature

To begin, let us consider what Timaeus tells us about the kind of god the Demiurge
is. His two salient traits are goodness and his rationality. To be sure, Timaeus tells us in his
proem: “to find the maker and father of this All is quite a task (épyov) and to announce
him to everyone after having found him is impossible (eupdvTa eis TaGvTas advvaTtov
Aéyew)” (28c3-5). But even if it is beyond our ken to understand what or who the
Demiurge really is, Timaeus’ detailed descriptions of his character and works certainly
encourage us to think of him as outstandingly good and rational. As I hope to show,
Timaeus’ characterization of the Demiurge reflects a distinctive philosophical conception
of divinity. Indeed, when we turn to the cosmos and the lesser gods, we will see that they
exhibit the same key characteristics as the Demiurge, though not always in the same way.

Timaeus offers more direct commentary on the Demiurge’s goodness than he does
on his rationality. The body of his cosmology begins with the following suggestive
description of the Demiurge’s nature:

Aéyopev 8 8 fvTva aitiav yéveotv kai TO Tav TOSE O CUVIOTAS CUVECTTOEV.
ayabos fv, ayabdd 8¢ oudels mepi oudevds oUdETOTE EyyiyveTal pBdvos:
ToUToU &’ £kTdS v TavTa 8T1 pdAioTa ¢BouArifn yevéobal TapamAroia
EQUTE.

Let us now state the reason why the framer of Becoming and this All framed them.
He was good, and in one who is good no grudgingness about anything ever arises.
Since he was devoid of this, he wanted all things to become as similar to himself as
possible. (29d7-e3)

The Demiurge’s defining characteristic is his goodness; it explains his every action and
decision throughout Timaeus’ cosmology. Specifically, the Demiurge’s goodness

% An especially influential discussion of the Demiurge’s identity, complete with critical
assessment of earlier perspectives, can be found in Menn (1995) 6-13.
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manifests itself as a complete freedom from grudgingness or ill will (pBdvos) and a desire
to make everything else as good as it can be. Timaeus goes beyond presenting his auditors
with the rudiments of a novel conception of divinity. He also encourages them to think of
goodness in a definite, somewhat unusual way. He does not, however, explain why we
should think of goodness as an absolute lack of grudgingness or what the implications of
such a view are; that is something we have to uncover ourselves.

The first thing we must bear in mind if we are to understand the precise character
of the Demiurge’s goodness is the broad semantic range of p8dvos, translated as
‘grudgingness’ above. Though it is very common—and often appropriate—to translate
PBdvogs as ‘envy’ or ‘jealousy’, the term can refer to a wider variety of states and
dispositions than this suggests.*® Aside from those who envy others’ luck or goods, anyone
who refuses to share their advantages with their peers or inferiors can be said to exhibit
@bovos. Plato’s Socrates even describes the refusal to indulge someone else or do them a
favor with the verb pBovécs throughout various dialogues.®” This is why ‘grudgingness’ is
a preferable translation for what the Demiurge lacks: the point is not so much that he feels
no jealousy or envy of others’ benefits, but rather that he has no inclination to keep his
goodness all to himself. According to Timaeus, being good entails actively giving of
oneself to others. Generosity is the defining mark of the good, and the Demiurge realizes
his goodness by giving of himself unstintingly.

Timaeus’ introduction of his god as completely ungrudging also invites contrast
between the ideal of divinity he is advancing and conventional views about the gods as
prone to pbdvos. % The idea of a pBovos Becdov, commonly translated as ‘jealousy of the
gods’, is widely attested in fifth-century Greek literature.* This customary translation,
however, is somewhat misleading. Though it is not always presented in the same way, this
notion never implies that humans can attain any sort of success or happiness that eludes the
god and thus stirs his envy. Rather, the point is that gods often refuse to let lesser beings
have a share of the loftiness and grandeur that belong to them—they are stingy rather than
generous. Gods, then, constantly strike down mortals who are too grand or prosperous. The
motive is not pure malice, however, but to remind lesser creatures of their vulnerability.
Divine ¢pBdvos is not just a destructive phenomenon, but it helps preserve balance and
proper limits in the natural order.

A key problem with portraying the gods as grudging is that it depends on what is
essentially a tragic, pessimistic vision. In this picture, the main difference between the
gods and us is that, while we are fundamentally vulnerable and limited beings, they are
not. We lack the power and stability that are proper to the gods, so that whatever happiness
we experience must be ephemeral. When the gods intervene in human affairs, most often
they make our weaknesses and limitations manifest instead of helping us overcome them.

% For detailed discussion of the significance of pBdvos, see Dickie (1993) and Hermann
(2003).

7 E.g. Apology 33a8; Gorgias 489a4; Hippias Minor 363c4, 372¢7; Protagoras 320cl;
and Republic 1.338a3.

% Hermann (2003) 69 notes this as well.

% See Roig Lanzillotta (2010) for a discussion of the concept and its historical
development.
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If we are not mindful of our limitations, the penalty could be ruin. Dialogues earlier than
the Timaeus indicate that such a view of the human condition is inimical to Plato.”
(Timaeus also, we will see, advances a more optimistic and grander conception of human
existence.)

If gods can become irritated at any apparent attempts to rival their grandeur and are
liable to begrudge mortal creatures their success it is because somehow this threatens to
obscure, perhaps even eliminate, the vast difference between mortals and immortals. This
is problematic insofar as makes the gods’ position appear somewhat vulnerable and
unstable: in spite of our relative lowliness, we can perturb the gods, who in turn appear
unduly insecure regardless of their tremendous power. This is an inconsistent and
potentially confusing image of the gods’ superiority over humans, one that projects all-too-
human characteristics onto them.

By presenting the Demiurge as completely free from ¢pBdvog, Timaeus is able to
articulate a more coherent notion of divine power. Able to give of himself freely without
suffering any diminution, the Demiurge seems more impressive and less human than his
grudging predecessors. Compared with Timaeus’ god, deities who find human success
irksome appear rather petty and harsh, traits that are unbecoming of a being supposed to be
vastly better than us. The Demiurge, then, exemplifies a more coherent ideal of divinity.
Through him Timaeus shows his audience that it makes the most sense to think of the gods
as our disinterested benefactors. We should reject the notion that the gods would have any
interest in disrupting our happiness.

Timaeus’ remarks on the Demiurge’s goodness go beyond explaining the origins of
the cosmos. In particular, his claim that the Demiurge is completely without pBdvog has
manifold resonances and implications. First, it orients us toward a specific conception of
goodness—being good entails giving of oneself freely. Second, it brings into sharp relief
the contrast between philosophical and popular understandings of what the gods are like.
Being completely ungrudging, the Demiurge appears more impressive and less
anthropomorphic than his resentment-prone forerunners. He embodies an ideal of divinity
that has been purged of inappropriate features and exhibits greater internal consistency
than traditional ones.

What about the Demiurge’s rationality? Timaeus does not address this feature of
the Demiurge’s character as directly, but we have good reasons to think that it is crucial.
To begin with, we should bear in mind that, as several scholars have pointed out, Timaeus
seems to suggest that the Demiurge is reason or intelligence (voUs) in a few passages
(39¢7-6,47e4, 48a2).”' Since the Demiurge’s precise identity is not my concern here, I do

% This is a key theme in Socrates’ discussions of poetry in the Republic (I1.376¢9-
II1.398b8, X.595a1-608b8) and his concluding myth of the afterlife (X.614b2-621d3). For
analysis of Plato’s repudiation of the pessimistic worldview he associated with Homer and
tragedy, see Halliwell (2002) 98-118.

1 On the Demiurge as voUs, see Hackforth (1936) and Menn (1995).
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not delve too deeply into these passages’ significance; what matters within the present
context is their signaling that the Demiurge is supremely rational.

Timaeus’ focus on the Demiurge’s craftsmanship, evidenced in the many names he
uses to refer to him and his work, can be especially helpful for understanding what makes
the god rational. The best known of Timaeus’ names for the Demiurge is, of course,
dnuioupyds, a fairly generic term for ‘craftsman’ (29a3, 41a7, 42e8). More frequently,
however, he uses the label 6 cuviotas (29¢1, 30b5, ¢3, 32¢7, 36d8), a term we can
translate as ‘framer’ or ‘joiner’. Similarly, the name 6 TekTaivopevos, used once (28c6),
refers to someone who works at carpentry or construction. These names alone encourage
us to think of the Demiurge as operating in a manner analogous, if not identical, to various
forms of human craftsmanship, especially those whose concern is to produce orderly
structures. Timaeus’ descriptions of the Demiurge’s work only reinforce this impression.
As Luc Brisson has shown, the god’s various creative acts are depicted in that plainly
recalls different types of handiwork: for example, the Demiurge works as a carpenter or
stonemason when he builds the cosmic body (31b4-32c4), and as a metallurgist as he
constructs the cosmic soul (34b10-36d7) and the immortal part of the human soul (41d4-
42e4).”* Timaeus’ point is that his god does not produce anything spontaneously or at
random, but operates consistently as an expert craftsman.

How is the Demiurge’s craftsmanship evidence for his rationality? From the
Platonic perspective, craftsmanship is fundamentally rational. To begin with, it involves
being able to give an account of one’s goal and the means for attaining it.”* A true
craftsman is in principle capable of teaching or explaining his goals and methods to anyone
who wishes to understand them. The rules he follows do not reflect his personal
inclinations or idiosyncrasies; they are based on universal principles, the forms. As
Timaeus points out, craftsmen create fine products by attending to the forms as they work
(2826-b2).”* Without knowledge of the forms, a craftsman will not be able to proceed with
an adequate conception of his goal. Furthermore, as Timaeus reminds us, the forms are
accessible to reason alone (28al1-2,29a6-7), so craftsmanship depends on reason.

Timaeus states in the proem that, being the best possible craftsman, the Demiurge
used the forms as his paradigm when creating the cosmos (28c5-29b1). He remarks on the
Demiurge’s intention to imitate the intelligible paradigm at several other points throughout
the cosmology (e.g. 30d1-31al, 38b6-c3, 39d7-e9). At the very least, then, the Demiurge is
just as capable of reasoning about the forms as the most expert human craftsmen. But his
attention to the forms is not the only evidence of the Demiurge’s rationality. We also see
him engaging in practical deliberation as he confronts the particular circumstances of each
task that he must complete to achieve his ends (e.g. 30b1-6, 32¢6-33b1, 33b4-7, 33d1-
34al). Practical reasoning is just as significant an element of the Demiurge’s rationality as
his cognition of the forms.”

°2 Brisson (1974) 36-50 offers a detailed discussion of these and other episodes, including
the operations of the lesser gods who imitate the Demiurge.

% This is Socrates’ claim at Gorgias 465a2-6.

% Cf. Cratylus 389a6-b6 and Republic X.596a10-b11.

%> On the Demiurge’s practical reasoning, see Burnyeat (2005) 156-164. Cf. Johansen
(2004) 69-86 and Powers (2013) 717-720.
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While being good moves the Demiurge to generate the cosmos, reason allows him
to discover the steps he needs to take in order to succeed in the task. Take, for example,
how the Demiurge determines that the cosmos as a whole should be a rational living being:

Aoyioduevos odv NUPIOKEY EK TV KT QUOIV SpaTV oUdty dvénTov Tol
vouv Exovtos dAov SAou kaAAov Eoecbai ToTe Epyov, vouv 8 al xwpis WuxTis
aduvaTov mapayevéohal Te. Sikx Br) TOV Aoytouov Tévde vouv pév év Wuxil,
Yuxmnv 8’ &v ouaT CUVIOTAS TO TT&V CUVETEKTAIVETO, 8Trws 8T1 KAAAIoTOV €l
KaTd guov &ploTtdv Te Epyov ATEIPYaAopéVos. oUTws oUv 81 KaTd Adyov Tov
elkOTa el Aéyev Tévde TOV kdopov Lidov Euyuxov Evvouv Te 1) dAnBeia Sik
TNV ToU Beol yevécHal Tpdvolav.

As he reasoned, then, he found that among naturally visible beings no work that is
without reason as a whole will ever be finer than one possessing reason as a whole,
and also that it is impossible for anything to acquire reason without a soul. So on
account of this reasoning he constructed the All by building reason in soul and soul
in body, in order that the work he was producing would be as fine and good as
possible by nature. This is the way, then, that, in accordance with our likely
account, we ought to say this cosmos came into being as an ensouled and truly
rational living being because of the god’s providence. (30bl-c1)

Starting from his desire to bestow as much goodness as possible on sensible reality, the
Demiurge reasons and comes to conclusions about how he might best accomplish this task.
The Demiurge’s rationality and goodness are not identical, but they complement one
another.”® On the one hand, if he did not wish to make perceptible reality good, the
Demiurge’s reasoning would have no motive or overarching goal. On the other hand,
without the ability to make rational determinations about how to reach his desired end, the
Demiurge would be unable to act on his wish in a structured, reliable manner, if at all. By
making the Demiurge a rational craftsman, Timaeus shows that the god’s generosity, i.e.
the manner in which he expresses his goodness, is not indeterminate and mysterious, but
unfolds in a structured and orderly fashion that is intelligible to other rational beings. This
can only strengthen conviction in the Demiurge’s goodness: if we can reconstruct in a
plausible manner how he acted on his desire to make all things good, then his benevolence
is all the more compelling.

Portraying the Demiurge as a craftsman, however, does have a potential setback:
the undeniably anthropomorphic bent of Timaeus’ descriptions of the Demiurge at work
seems to encourage us to imagine a god whose form and nature is much like our own. Why
does Timaeus describe the Demiurge in a way that might invite misunderstanding? There
are a few good reasons. First, by portraying the Demiurge at work as if he were just like
human craftsmen, Timaeus offers his audience an especially vivid account of how the
world has come into existence as a product of craft. Were Timaeus to proceed in a more
abstract, less anthropomorphic fashion, the rhetorical force of his cosmology would be

%® For discussion of various interpretations of this complementarity among ancient
philosophers, see Powers (2013).
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diminished. Second, as a mythic cosmogony Timaeus’ story belongs to a genre in which
anthropomorphic representations of the gods are perfectly appropriate. For how could an
engaging story about the birth of the universe and the gods do away with presenting the
divine in at least a partially human guise? If Timaeus’ account is to somehow compete
with or challenge traditional myths about the gods, anthropomorphism is a form of
inaccuracy he may not be able to avoid. Even if it can be misleading, then, Timaeus’
anthropomorphic portrayal of the Demiurge is productive from a rhetorical point of view,
and it is adequate for the kind of story he is telling.

It is ultimately more important to provide a compelling portrait of the Demiurge as
a good and rational god than it is to represent him with the utmost precision. Although the
Demiurge certainly exemplifies a philosophical conception of divinity, we must recognize
that Timaeus’ portrayal of the god is sensitive to rhetorical expediency and adapted to the
type of myth he is telling. This portrayal mediates, as it were, between the psychological
and rhetorical needs of a wide audience and philosophical insight on the nature of the gods.
It conveys what is most important about the god in a manner that should be intelligible and
compelling to most people. As we examine how Timaeus depicts other gods, especially the
cosmos, it will become even clearer that whereas goodness and rationality are central to his
conception of divinity, anthropomorphism is not.

(B) The Demiurge’s Work

Having concluded our analysis of the Demiurge’s nature, let us turn now to his
actions. First, consider the Demiurge’s imposition of order on sensible reality. According
to Timaeus, this is the Demiurge’s primary task, even while the god is creating several
divine beings, such as the body of the cosmos and its soul, the celestial bodies, and our
own immortal souls. He states it clearly after commenting on the Demiurge’s goodness:

BouAnBeis yap 6 Beds dyaba utv Tavta, pAatpov 8¢ undév elval kata SYvau,
oUTtw 8 mav doov fv SpaTdv TapaAaBcov oux fiouxiav &yov dAA&
KIvoUpevov TANUUEAGS kai ATEKTWS, eis TAEIY aUTO fyayev &k Tiis aTagias,
NYNOA&UEVOS EKETVO TOUTOU TTAVTLIS &HEIVOV.

For the god wished that everything be good and nothing be bad to the extent that it
is possible, so he took over everything that was visible, which was not at rest but
moving in a discordant and disorderly manner, and brought it into order out of
disorder, thinking that the former is altogether better than the latter. (30a2-6, cf.
53a7-b5, 69b2-c3)

Before anything else, the Demiurge concludes that perceptible being must be brought into
order. Everything Timaeus describes him doing afterward is part of this project. The
Demiurge does not create other gods simply because he wishes to, but because this is
something he needs to do if he is to produce the most beautifully ordered universe. Perhaps
this is why it is more appropriate to speak of the Demiurge as the other gods’ maker rather
than as their father: he seems to regard them not as his children, but rather as his products
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and his helpers for completing his project of a beautifully ordered whole. By portraying the
Demiurge as an expert craftsman, Timaeus is able to illuminate not just the god’s
rationality, but also that his main purpose is to establish order.

Furthermore, using intelligible forms as his model enables the Demiurge to fashion
an orderly cosmos (28a6-b2, 29a2-b1, 30c2-31al). Perceptible being ceases to move in a
disorderly manner because the Demiurge has it share in the stability of the eternal forms.
Whatever order and stability we find in perceptible reality is ontologically dependent on
the order and stability of the intelligible forms. This is, of course, a foundational claim of
Plato’s metaphysics. Timaeus’ presentation of the Demiurge’s work draws on and
advances a philosophical understanding of order and reality. His goodness and rationality
aside, the Demiurge is the ideal craftsman because, like a Platonic philosopher, he
understands both the difference between perceptible beings and the transcendent,
intelligible forms and perceptible beings’ dependence on the forms.

The details of how the Demiurge brings structure and stability into sensible reality
provide further evidence of the kinship between Timaeus’ god and Plato’s philosophers.
One of the most striking aspects of the Demiurge’s work is how much of it consists of
endowing perceptible reality with mathematical structure. When Timaeus describes him
creating the body of the cosmos, i.e. fire, air, water, and earth (31b4-32c4, 53a2-61c2), and
its soul (35a1-36d7), as well as arranging the planets to measure time (38c3-39¢2), he
invokes complex geometry and ratio theory. The Demiurge is an expert mathematician in
addition to being an expert craftsman. Here too he resembles a consummate Platonic
philosopher: as readers of the Republic remember, there Socrates recommends an extensive
mathematical curriculum for would-be philosophers as preparation to the study of the
forms (VIL.522b6-531e1).”’

Undoubtedly, there are some differences between Socrates’ discussion of the
philosopher’s mathematical education and the Demiurge’s use of mathematical structures
for imposing order on sensible reality. In Republic VII, the purpose of the would-be
philosophers’ study of mathematics is to help the soul transcend sensible reality and grasp
true being (525b5-c6). Furthermore, in that dialogue philosophical education culminates
with the dialectical investigation of the forms (531d7-532b2, cf. 540a4-8). In the Timaeus,
on the other hand, the Demiurge’s work consists of introducing being and intelligibility
into sensible reality, which leads him from cognition of the forms to mathematical
constructions. Socrates’ philosophers and Timaeus’ Demiurge proceed in opposite
directions: philosophers study mathematics to leave sensible reality behind, while the
Demiurge uses his mathematical knowledge to make that reality better.

Nonetheless, both Socrates and Timaeus clearly put great stock in mathematical
knowledge and emphasize its close association with knowledge of the forms. More
importantly, they both agree that nothing can be beautiful and good without being
proportionate, i.e. without exhibiting harmonious mathematical structure. Consider first
what Socrates says about harmonic theory, the final of the mathematical studies he

97 Philebus 55c4-59d5 is also instructive on this matter: there, Socrates affirms the
importance of measurement and mathematics for the arts and ranks various forms of
knowledge according to their precision and reliance on mathematics. For analysis of
Socrates’ ranking, see Miller (2010), esp. 84-90.
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recommends: it is “useful ... for the investigation of what is beautiful and good (xprioiuov
... PSS TNV ToU kaAoU Te kai dyabou Critnow), but useless if otherwise pursued
(&AAwos 8¢ peTadiwkduevov &xprnoTtov)” (VIL.531¢6-7). Studying pure ratios should
enhance one’s understanding of beauty and goodness.

Myles Burnyeat has argued persuasively that this is partly because fundamental
ethical and aesthetic concepts like unity and concord are also fundamental mathematical
concepts, so that “to study mathematics is simultaneously to study, at a very abstract level,
the principles of value.”® But it is also crucial that mathematical objects possess to the
highest degree possible the order and proportion that account for the beauty of sensible
particulars. Socrates’ remarks on astronomy are instructive here: though the celestial
bodies studied by current forms of astronomy are “the most beautiful and precise
(k&dAAioTa kai dkpiPéoTaTta)” among perceptible beings, they nevertheless “fall far short
of what is true (Téov 8¢ &Anbivddv oAU évdeiv),” since “possessing bodies and being
visible (o&ud& Te Eéxovta kai Spcdopeva)” they must “deviate (rapaAA&tTew)” from the
proportion and regularity of what is intelligible (VII.529¢7-530b4). As the would-be
philosopher’s understanding of proportion develops, he does not simply leave empirical
reality behind, but actually comes to know the most exact standards by which to make
sense of and judge the beauty of perceptible beings.

Timaeus fully agrees with Socrates that proportion is the cause of beauty and
goodness in perceptible beings. This is clearest when, prefacing his discussion of human
wellbeing, Timaeus makes the following axiomatic claim: “all that is good is in fact
beautiful, and what is beautiful is not without proportion (é&v 81} T6 &y abov kaAdv, TO
8¢ kaAodv ouk &uetpov)” (87c4-5). This principle underlies Timaeus’ elaborate
descriptions of the Demiurge imposing mathematical structure on sensible reality in order
to make it as beautiful and good as possible. Admittedly, Timaeus never says outright that
the Demiurge made sensible reality beautiful and good by imposing precise mathematical
structures on it, but he does come close at several points. For example, when he first
describes the Demiurge’s creation of fire, air, water, and earth, Timaeus explains the
relation between them thus: “the most beautiful bond is whichever makes itself and what it
binds together as much a unity as possible, and proportion naturally accomplishes this best
(Beopcov 8¢ kdAAoTos 65 &v auToOv Kai T& cuvdouueva &T1 pdAloTa €v Trolf, TouTo 8¢
Tépukev dvaloyia kdAAoTa amoTteAeiv)” (31¢2-4). Without proportion, the body of the
cosmos would lack the unity we assume it needs in order to be as beautiful as possible. The
Demiurge gives the soul of the cosmos an even more complex mathematical structure
(35b1-36b6), and its motions, which the celestial bodies trace, are characterized by
proportionality and regularity (36b7-d6, 38¢c5-39d7). Timaeus describes the cosmic soul,
with its mathematical structure and regular motions, as “the best (apiotn)” of the
Demiurge’s creations (37al-2). Timaeus has the Demiurge order perceptible reality using
mathematical structures because these constitute the best and finest kind of order.
Timaeus’ god understands order, beauty and goodness in much the same way as Socrates’
philosophers must learn to see them.

If the Demiurge made the universe by imitating intelligible forms and imposing
mathematical structures on it, no one understands its underlying principles better than

’® Burnyeat (2000) 76.

64



those who study mathematics and the forms, i.e. philosophers. Because of their experience
with mathematics and dialectic, philosophers like Timaeus grasp more fully than anyone
else the most basic principles of order and beauty, coming as close to a divine perspective
on reality as a human being can. Thus, through his portrayal of the Demiurge Timaeus
encourages his audience to recognize philosophy and astronomy as divine pursuits.

The Demiurge is also a model to the gods he creates. He is the oldest and most
powerful god, responsible for the others’ creation and capable—though he would never do
so—of destroying them (41a7-b6). His superiority over the other gods is especially clear in
his role as their instructor: after creating them the Demiurge has the other gods fashion
mortal creatures, explaining to them why this is their task and how they should complete it
(41b7-d3). He specifically directs them to imitate his work while they go about theirs
(41c5-6). When we study mathematics and the forms, it is not a second-tier god whose
viewpoint we approximate, but the god who, being responsible for existence of the
cosmos, outranks all other gods and is a venerable model even to them.

The Demiurge’s work is superior to and more fundamental than the other gods’.
Furthermore, the other gods rely on the Demiurge as their model, revealing his work as
exemplary. He embodies most perfectly and clearly what Timaeus thinks are the
characteristics and activities proper to a god. By having the other gods work specifically as
the Demiurge’s helpers and imitators, Timaeus encourages us to see him as a paradigmatic
god, the one that best illustrates what the gods must be like and what they should do. The
Demiurge’s auxiliaries are genuine gods, but since they produce works that are inferior to
the Demiurge’s and rely on his example and instructions, their goodness, rationality, and
contribution to the beauty of the sensible realm pale in comparison.

Timaeus’ casting the Demiurge as the other gods’ superior tells us something
important about the relation between his theology and conventional ideas about the gods.
The Demiurge clearly towers above the Olympians and other traditional gods, just as he
does over those gods he has created. When measured against the Demiurge, even Zeus may
seem small.”” Traditional stories may indeed tell of real gods, but they omit the most
powerful god, the one on whom the other gods depend both for their existence and for their
ability to act in a manner appropriate for them. Timaeus, by contrast, makes this god the
protagonist of his cosmology, offering a more accurate and authoritative account of the
nature and activities of the gods than any conventional myth could. Though Timaeus’ aim
is certainly not to outright replace traditional myths, by showing that the gods they depict
are secondary he presents an evident challenge to their authority. What the Demiurge does,
then, not only shows him to be a distinctly philosophical god, but also one that is above all
other gods, both the ones for whose existence he is directly responsible and the others who
appear in traditional myths.

What the Demiurge does not do is also significant. As mentioned above, the
Demiurge is not involved in the creation of mortal creatures, assigning it instead to his

% See O’Meara (2017) 27-39 for a discussion of the Demiurge as a philosophical Zeus.
Though O’Meara notes interesting Zeusian features in Timaeus’ characterization of the
Demiurge, I find his claim that the Demiurge is to be identified with Zeus unconvincing.
Timaeus resists this identification throughout the cosmology and leaves traditional
accounts of Zeus’ origins untouched.
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subordinates: after creating the other gods and instructing them on how to complete his
work, “he went on to abide in his own habitual nature (éuevev €v TG éautol KaTa TPOTTOV
fiBer)” (42e5-6).'" At one point, then, the Demiurge stops working and somehow
withdraws. If taken at face value, this is, as Sarah Broadie points out, a “very obvious
deistic touch.”'®" As Timaeus presents him, the Demiurge is not constantly at work on the
universe and does not play any ongoing role managing it or preserving its order, but simply
creates it once and for all. The Demiurge’s work is providential only in the sense that he
puts great forethought into creation; what happens afterward is not his responsibility.

In spite of the Demiurge’s great generosity, forethought, and power, his influence is
limited. Though the Demiurge has made the cosmos what it is, he is not on the hook for
everything that happens in it. He directed the lesser gods to create fallible and mortal
beings, but that was a choice imposed on him by his paradigm, which demands the
existence of such creatures. The Demiurge does not create the whole of us or the other
sublunary animals because this is work that he is, paradoxically, both incapable of doing
and too good for. Although in theory he could have used his power to make us better and
immortal, his overall project would have been the less beautiful for it; we are not what the
Demiurge simply wished we would be, but rather what we had to be in order for his work
to fully embody the intelligible paradigm it is based on. Our own defects and the evils that
arise from them do not detract from the Demiurge’s power or benevolence, which are in
full display on the heavens. The cosmos and the celestial bodies are the only work that is
fitting for a god of the Demiurge’s magnitude. Rather than lament our own flaws and
wonder whether things would be better for us if the Demiurge were somehow more
involved in our creation and our affairs, we should be grateful for what he did create and
marvel at his creation’s superlative beauty.

(y) The Demiurge’s Relation to Humans

On the whole, humans are a relatively small part of the Demiurge’s project and it is
not within his purview to supervise our affairs. The Demiurge’s work is obviously of great
benefit to us, since without an orderly universe it would be impossible for us to exist or
lead good, rational lives (47al-c4). But neither the cosmos nor the celestial gods were
generated for our sake. When it comes to the Demiurge’s main creative task, he is our

1% Divine withdrawal also occurs at Statesman 272¢3-5. Dillon (1995) shows that ancient

Platonists who resisted literal readings of the cosmologies found these passages similarly
problematic and subjected the god’s withdrawal in the Statesman to metaphorical
interpretations comparable to those they applied to the Timaean Demiurge’s act of
creation.

%1 Broadie (2012) 262. A multitude of interpreters deny that the Demiurge’s work has a
definite beginning or end, of course, from Xenocrates and Speusippus in the Old Academy
to modern scholars like Cornford (1935) 37-39, 203-210; Cherniss (1944) 421-431; Baltes
(1996); and Carone (2004). This alternative reading does not vitiate my discussion,
however, given that my focus is on the surface meaning of Timaeus’ cosmology and its
function as a myth.
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benefactor only indirectly—accidentally even. As Timaeus shows us his most important
god as primarily, if not exclusively, concerned with other gods, it becomes clear that our
role in the cosmos is ultimately minor. Our species’ importance should not be
overestimated.

A major qualification to Timaeus’ challenge to anthropocentrism should be added,
however, since he claims that part of us is in fact divine and created by the Demiurge
himself. He describes the Demiurge’s construction of our immortal, rational souls
immediately after reporting his instructions to the other gods:

TalT elme, kai TEAW Tl TOV TPSTEPOV KPATIPA, €V ¢ TNV TOU TAVTOS WUXT|V
KEPOVVUS EUIOYEV, T& TV TTPdohey UTTOAOITTa KATEXEITO HioY oV TPOTTOV Hév
Tva TOV auTov, AKpaTa 8¢ OUKETI KATE TAUTA oaUTws, AAA& SeUTepa kai
Tpita. ouotrioas 8¢ TO m&v SieTAev Yuxas ioapibuous Tols &otpols, Evelpév 6
EKAOTNV TPOS EKacToV, Kal EURIPAcAs g €5 SXNUA TNV ToU TavTOS UOIV
£de1&ev, vouous Te ToUs eipapuévous elTTev auTais, 8T yEéveots TPOTN UiV ECOITO
TETAYHEVT pia TT&o, iva prjTis EAaTToiTo UTT autou, déol 8¢ omapeioas auTas
Els T& TPOOTIKOVTA EKACTAIS EKaOTa Spyava Xpovwv pival {edwv TO
BeooePéoTaTov ...

He said these things, and once more into the bowl where he had mixed and
combined the soul of the All he poured the remainder of the previous ingredients.
He mixed them in in much the same way, though these were no longer pure in
absolutely the same way, but of second and third rank. And once he had put it all
together, he divided into as many souls as there are stars and assigned each soul to
one star. Having placed them on a carriage of sorts he showed them the nature of
the All and declared to them the foreordained laws: the same original birth would
be assigned to all of them, that none may be put at a disadvantage by him. Then,
after he had sown each of them into the appropriate instrument of time, they should
naturally become the most god-revering of animals ... (41d3-42a)

The Demiurge only makes one part of us, our rational souls, while leaving our bodies and
mortal soul-parts to his auxiliaries (41c6-d3). Insofar as the Demiurge has made a part of
us, we are akin to the gods, but insofar as it is only a part of us that he has made, we are
clearly inferior to them. We are neither completely divine nor completely mortal, but a
combination of both. Though we are animals, as “the most god-revering of animals” we
share a bond with the gods unparalleled among mortal creatures.

The Demiurge, we should note, makes part of us akin to the gods not only by
beings its creator, but also by his manner of creating it: when the Demiurge makes our
rational souls, Timaeus has him use the same mixing bowl and the same ingredients
(though of lesser purity) as he did for fashioning the soul of the cosmos. The Demiurge has
made our souls with the same care as his greatest work. Our inferiority to the Demiurge’s
other creations is in no way due to any neglect on his part. In fact, the Demiurge was so
generous that he made our souls akin to the perfect and supremely rational soul that
governs the cosmos. Thanks to the Demiurge, we have a divine origin and a special kinship
with the greatest of the gods whose motions we can observe.
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The Demiurge’s generosity toward us is also evident in how he prepares our souls
for embodied life. To be sure, the implications of some of the details of this preparation are
not entirely clear. It is hardly self-evident, for example, why the Demiurge must assign
each rational soul to a star and somehow plant the former into the latter in order to make
humans outstandingly pious. Instead of focusing on such strange details, however, it is best
to reflect on the Demiurge’s purpose in our passage and how his general treatment of our
disembodied rational souls is supposed to benefit us.'** First, we may liken the Demiurge’s
work throughout this process as akin to an educator’s. Both when he shows our souls the
nature of the universe and when he proclaims to them the laws that will shape their
incarnate existence, the Demiurge furnishes our souls with vital information. On the whole,
he takes care that we will be born with an innate familiarity with the heavens. Even his
sowing our souls in the stars conveys on a figurative level his commitment to making us at
home, as it were, in the celestial realm.

Timaeus does not clarify how the Demiurge’s lessons are supposed to have a
beneficial impact on our embodied lives, claiming simply that the god imparted them “in
order that he be without responsibility for any future wrongdoing on their part (fva T
gmelITa eln Kakiag Ek&oTwv avaitios)” (42d3-4). But it is unlikely that everything the
Demiurge does for our souls is only to preserve his guiltlessness. What Timaeus is telling
us, rather, is that the Demiurge has done everything in his power to enable us to lead good
lives as humans. This does not help us clarify how the Demiurge’s having taken our
disembodied souls on a tour of the heavens can possibly help us live well now; the
connection between the two is left for us to draw. Though Timaeus does not say so
explicitly, he suggests that our prenatal familiarity with the heavens enables—or even
predisposes—us to gaze at them and study their motions while living on earth. Given that
for Timaeus astronomy is supremely noble and conducive to happiness, if the Demiurge is
responsible for our ability to pursue this activity he truly has done everything in his power
to make life good for us. As he portrays the Demiurge’s treatment of our rational souls,
then, Timaeus reveals the god’s generosity toward us and grounds his claims about the
astronomy’s value in an account of our divine origin.

One last feature of this passage worth remarking on is that it portrays the Demiurge
as readying every soul for its future lives in exactly the same way, favoring none over the
others. According to Timaeus, the Demiurge has taken care that every human being should
benefit from his generosity in equal measure, having made no distinctions between their
souls as he prepared them. Thanks to the Demiurge, the possibility of cultivating wisdom
and leading truly happy lives is, at least in principle, available to all human beings alike.
We should therefore regard ourselves as fortunate for the treatment our souls received from
the Demiurge prior to embodiment, but not as any more fortunate than anyone else. To
adopt the Demiurge’s perspective means not only seeing all human beings as sharing a

192 My discussion here overlaps in significant ways with the analysis of this passage in
Broadie (2012) 38, 101-104, though Broadie emphasizes questions of agency and
individual responsibility.
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single purpose in life, but also recognizing that we all are just as suitably equipped to fulfill
it. It means, among other things, appreciating the unity of our species.'

On the whole, Timaeus’ portrayal of the Demiurge’s creation of our souls suggests
that the god is anything but indifferent toward human beings. But for all our appreciation
of the Demiurge’s generosity, we should also recognize how limited that generosity is. To
begin with, the Demiurge’s gift to human beings does not guarantee wisdom and
happiness, only the capacity to attain these. Unlike the astral gods and the cosmos, whom
the Demiurge crafted in a manner that ensures their eternal wisdom and happiness, humans
need to work toward such a state, our divine origin notwithstanding. Whether we benefit or
not from the Demiurge’s generosity is ultimately up to us, and our failures do not diminish
the value of his work. He is satisfied with having merely granted us the possibility of a life
that will honor our divine origin, and there is nothing at stake for him in whether we
succeed or not. Whereas it would compromise the beauty of the Demiurge’s whole project
if the other gods were somehow defective or unable to fulfill their purpose, our lesser
significance and inferior nature allow him to be content with making us perfectible rather
than perfect. Even if we should see the Demiurge as our benefactor, then, it remains
difficult not to regard him as unconcerned with our individual actions and fates.

Another factor that may limit our appreciation of the Demiurge’s generosity toward
us is that only a part of us, our rational soul, has any relationship with him. Timaeus
encourages us to identify with this part of ourselves only, but this is something that many
people will find neither easy nor true to their experiences. Furthermore, anyone who does
not feel the pull of astronomy as strongly as Timaeus does might scoff at the notion that we
are somehow naturally suited to pursue that kind of knowledge. Taking the Demiurge
seriously as one’s benefactor, then, requires both thinking of oneself in an unusual light
and being receptive to Timaeus’ idea that astronomy is necessary for human flourishing.
Although the Demiurge’s gift extends to all of mankind, it may be a gift that only
philosophers in Timaeus’ mold can take full advantage of. Many people would have
trouble seeing it as a gift at all. The image of divine care that Timaeus offers here could be
effective on an audience with at least some openness toward philosophy, but it would
hardly comfort those who are strangers to it.

We cannot doubt that, all things considered, Timaeus wants us to think of the
Demiurge as a good and therefore beneficent god, from whose work we benefit in several
ways. At the same time, Timaeus’ description of his work suggests that his primary
concern is creating the cosmos and the astral gods. His generosity extends to the human
realm, but only insofar as he is responsible for the conditions that enable us to develop our
rationality and lead good lives. The Demiurge takes great care in constructing our rational
souls and preparing them for incarnate lives, but Timaeus makes it clear that this happened
long before our individual births and before the Demiurge withdrew into inactivity. For all
that we owe the Demiurge, he is at this point a distant god, whose actions we can grasp

193 Zuckert (2011) 350 makes a similar point, highlighting the difference in perspective

from Socrates’ in the Republic: “[Timaeus’] argument may be good for establishing the
dignity, if not partial divinity of human beings in general; but if there are no natural
differences in intellectual talents, proclivities or potentials, there is no just basis for the
division of labor.”
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only through a reconstruction like Timaeus’. The god who is most active and prominent in
Timaeus’ account is least present in the universe we live in.

Of course, even without the Demiurge’s active involvement, the gods he has
created remain in the world and preserve its order. He is able to step back because the
cosmos and the other gods can continue his work variously and jointly. The gods the
Demiurge has created are no doubt his inferiors, but they are also able to care for
themselves and mortals without any ongoing help from him. Awesome as the Demiurge is,
he does not eclipse the other gods Timaeus discusses entirely. These other gods are
impressive in their own right, but they are also, unlike the Demiurge, gods whose natures
and activities we can—and, according to Timaeus, should—observe. Thus, even though
Timaeus’ focus throughout much of his cosmology seems to be on the Demiurge, we also
need to consider what he has to say about the other gods.

iib. Timaeus’ Gods —The Cosmos

Aside from the Demiurge, none of Timaeus’ gods is as important as the cosmos
itself: it comes into being first of all and it encompasses all other living beings, mortal and
immortal alike. The cosmos, furthermore, is the god Timaeus discusses in greatest detail,
even if the Demiurge plays the leading role in his cosmology. No discussion of Timaeus’
gods, then, can be complete without some detailed reflections on this deity, to which I now
turn. Once again, I divide my discussion into three main parts, focusing first on the
cosmos’ main characteristics, then on its activities and last on its relation to humans.

(o) The Cosmos’ Nature

Timaeus stresses that the Demiurge constructed the cosmos as a rational living
being, building both a body and a soul for it (30b1-c1). Since Timaeus discusses the body
of the cosmos before its soul, my own reflections on this god’s nature begin there as well.
First, consider Timaeus’ claim that when building the body of the cosmos the Demiurge
left no fire, air, water or earth outside of it for the three following reasons:

TPATOV UtV fva SAov 811 pdAiota Cédov TéAeov ék TeAEV TV HEPV &in,
TPOs B¢ ToUTOoIS £V, &TE oUX UTToAeAeinpéveov e v &AAo ToloUTov yévort &v,
€11 8¢ 1v” ayrpwv Kal &vooov 1), KATAVOV s CUCTATL CMaTL Bepud Kai
Yuxpa kal Tavh’ doa Suvdapels ioxupas EXEl TTEPIOTAUEVA EEwBev Kai
TpooTimTovTa Akaipeas AUel kai véoous yTipds Te ém&yovTa Bivelv Tolel.

First, that it may be as far as possible a whole living being, complete and made of
complete parts; second, that it may be one, since nothing was left out of which
another of its sort might come into being; third, that it may be ageless and free of
disease, since he realized that when hot or cold things or anything else that has
violent powers envelop a composite body from outside and collide against it they
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destroy it before its time and make it waste away by bringing diseases and old age
upon it. (32d1-33a6)

For Timaeus, the first thing the Demiurge did for the cosmos’ body was to ensure that it
would display three closely related features: completeness, uniqueness, and
incorruptibility. The combination of these features establishes the cosmos’ physical
perfection: there is nothing outside of it that can make it any more complete than it already
is, nor anything that can in any way threaten its integrity. Having nothing outside of itself,
the cosmos enjoys both absolute material completeness and invulnerability. It has the best
conceivable body.

Timaeus elaborates on the cosmos’ physical perfection when he describes the shape
the Demiurge gave it:

OXMHa B¢ EBIKEY aUTE TO TIPETTOV KAl TO OUYYEVES. TG B¢ T TTAVTA €v aUTEd
Cda mepiéxev uEAAovTt Lede TrpéTrov &v ein oxijua TO TePletAneos v aUuTed
TavTa OTéoa oXNHATA" B KAl OPaAIPOEIdES, EK HECOU TTAVTT) TTPOS TAS
TeAeuTds {oov améxov, kuKAOTEPES AUTO ETOPVEUOATO, TAVTWY TEAECITATOV
SHOOTATSY Te AUTO £EQUTE OXNUATWY, vopioas pupicy kdAAov Suolov
avopoiov.

He also gave it the shape that was appropriate and akin to it. The shape appropriate
for the living being that would contain all living beings would be the one that
encompasses all shapes: thus, he made it round and spherical, with all its extremes
equally distant from its center, the most complete of all shapes and most like itself,
thinking that what is similar is infinitely more beautiful than what is dissimilar.
(33b1-7)

Discussing cosmos’ spherical shape, Timaeus goes beyond his negative articulation of the
cosmos’ material completeness as having nothing outside of it and emphasizes that it
actually encompasses all other living beings within itself. Furthermore, the matchless
uniformity of the sphere gives Timaeus grounds to add superlative beauty to the attributes
that define the body of the cosmos. Last, by making the cosmos a sphere, the Demiurge
can have it constantly rotating in place, the form of motion “which is most closely
associated with reason and understanding (Trjv Tepi vouv kai pdvnoiv pdAiota oloav)
(31al-4). The constancy and uniformity of the cosmos’s spherical body match its
rationality, of which rotation in place is only a partial expression.'** Even if Timaeus’
procedure here is a bit opaque, his purpose throughout is undoubtedly to build his case for
the cosmos’ having a truly perfect body.

The last stage of Timaeus’ argument for the bodily perfection of the cosmos turns
on explaining why it has no use for the body parts that other animals, including ourselves,
commonly feature. Since it has no external environment, the cosmos has no need of eyes,
ears, a mouth, excretory organs, hands, or feet (33c1-d5). Here Timaeus does more than

29

9% Cf. Laws X.897d3-898b8. Lee (1976) offers a comprehensive explanation of why
rotation is the most rational type of motion.
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simply list which body parts the cosmos lacks; he is also pointing to the radical differences
between its body and our own. This contrast opens up an unusual viewpoint from which to
examine what we think of our bodily form. From this perspective, the complexity of the
human body is not so much constitutive of its beauty as it is an index of our incomplete,
needy nature. Timaeus has, of course, already mentioned that the Demiurge gave the
cosmos a spherical body and described it as singularly beautiful. We might think his
enthusiastic listing of the various body parts the cosmos does not share with us simply
follows from that. Yet the cosmos’ lack of such parts is significant in its own right. The
cosmos is without limbs and organs like ours because there is nothing outside of it. The
Demiurge exhausted all available material in building its body and decided that “being
self-sufficient it would be better than if it needed other things (aUTapkes Ov &uetvov
goeoBal uaAAov 1) mpoodets &AAcwov)” (33d1-3). A few lines later, Timaeus adds that the
cosmos is “able to keep itself company and lacking nothing else on account of its virtue, a
sufficient acquaintance and friend to itself (&1 &peTnv 8¢ auTov alTd duvauevov
ouyyliyveoBal kai oUuBevds £Tépou TTpoodeduevov, yvapipov 8t kai pilov ikavdds
auTov auTt®)” (34b5-8). Unlike the cosmos, we need both other things and other people.
By closely linking the cosmos’ lack of distinct body parts such as eyes and hands with its
perfect self-sufficiency, Timaeus invites us to see these parts as reminders of our own
neediness and our distance from a fully divine life.

Without explicitly foregrounding it, Timaeus’ description of the universe’s body
implies a sharp criticism of anthropomorphic conceptions of the gods. For Timaeus, those
who describe the gods as similar to us in shape could be taken to obscure the gods’
perfection and self-sufficiency, since such a physique would only befit them if they were
somehow as needy as we are. Although his own portrayal of the Demiurge and his helpers
is anthropomorphic in some regards, in his case this is clearly a poetic device that is
balanced by his markedly non-anthropomorphic presentation of the cosmos and the
planets. What Timaeus says about the world’s body, then, complements his portrayal of the
Demiurge by making it clear why we should not we should not imagine the gods—at least
the most powerful ones—as being similar to us in shape. If the cosmos is so perfect that it
has no use for body parts like our own, why should the Demiurge, a god of even greater
stature?

The cosmos’ body is second in importance to its soul, which allows it to live as a
perfectly rational god. Timaeus’ account of how the Demiurge built the cosmos’ soul is a
notoriously difficult stretch of text, so my discussion will pass over some of its more
difficult details. First of all, we should note that as an intricately proportioned mixture
(35a1-36b06), the soul of the cosmos has a rational, orderly structure. Second, because its
different circles move in accordance with a fixed set of ratios and it rotates unceasingly
(36b6-37€5), its motions are paradigmatically rational and consistent. Last, its rational
structure and motions enable the world’s soul to identify whatever it comes into contact
with without error. In a rather obscure passage, Timaeus suggests that about whatever it
chances upon, whether an intelligible or a perceptible entity, the world’s soul can articulate
what it is the same as and what it is different from and qualify its judgments about each
thing precisely and in relation to everything else (37a5-b3). From each encounter with a
perceptible being, a “true account (Adyos ... aAndr|s)” emerges, while “understanding and
knowledge (voUs émoTtnun Te)” result from judgments about intelligible objects (37b3-
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c3). The soul of the cosmos is an ideal knower, forming rational, correct judgments about
all beings.

Both the Demiurge and the cosmos, then, are paradigmatically rational, though in
different ways: whereas the Demiurge reasons about how to craft the finest possible
products, the cosmos moves in the way that is most appropriate for a rational being and
forms accurate judgments that have no apparent practical import. They present two
different faces of reason at work, complementing one another.

(B) The Cosmos’ Activity

What Timaeus says about the cosmos’ activity also complements his descriptions
of the Demiurge at work. To begin with, whereas the Demiurge imposes order on sensible
being, it is the cosmic soul’s responsibility to maintain that order for all time. Unlike the
Demiurge, the cosmos does not deliberate about how to make the world as beautiful as
possible. It simply moves as its structure and reason dictate. Yet these motions preserve the
constancy and regularity of the whole of physical reality. They do so, first of all, by
perpetually guiding the motions of the planets and stars, which the Demiurge has created to
mark time and make the cosmos “a moving image of eternity (eikco ... KivnTéV Tva
aiddovos)” (37d5). Without the regular, proportionate motions of the world’s soul, there
would be no measure of time and the Demiurge’s creation would not reflect the intelligible
model’s eternity. The soul of the cosmos thus cooperates with the Demiurge by enabling
him to introduce measures of time in the universe and preserving those measures
evermore. Because of the cosmos’ constant activity, the beauty and harmony of the
Demiurge’s work persist through all time without degrading.

The cosmos’ soul has a crucial cognitive function in addition to its role as an
orderly mover—though the relation between the two is unclear. Its unerring judgments do
not constitute the same type of knowledge as Timaeus ascribes to the Demiurge, but that
does not make them any less impressive. Though not in the same way, both gods can
access intelligible forms effortlessly and possess a comprehensive grasp of reality.
Timaeus’ description of what the cosmos does is therefore no less illuminating about what
a truly divine perspective on reality must be like than his portrayal of the Demiurge. In
both Timaeus develops powerful images of divine knowledge, sketching for aspiring
philosophers the type of understanding that they ought to imitate.

One major difference between the Demiurge’s and the cosmos’ activities is that the
former acts once and for all while the latter is unceasingly active. But even if it is
constantly active, the cosmos’ influence is in some respects quite limited, like the
Demiurge’s. First of all, the cosmos’ soul rules the whole universe in a circumscribed
manner: though its motions guide the celestial bodies and allow for order among mortal
creatures, it does not have a choice whether and how to perform this function. The cosmos’
soul does what the Demiurge has programmed it to do. It cannot modify its movements in
response to any particular events or out of concern for any of the cosmos’ occupants. It
cares for and benefits everything that exists within it, but it does so impersonally, without
attention to the wellbeing of anything or anyone in particular.
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() The Cosmos’ Relation to Humans

There is no indication that the cosmos’ care includes overseeing human affairs. In
the end, from the human perspective the cosmos is almost as distant a god as the
Demiurge. Like the Demiurge, the cosmos appears as a god who can neither make human
beings its primary concern nor intervene directly in their lives. Both of them benefit us
greatly by creating or preserving the conditions in which we can live and thrive, but neither
of them seems to do anything specifically for our sake. For Timaeus, it seems, being a god
of the highest order entails different forms of indifference to the vagaries of the human
realm. As we will see, this is a major point of divergence between Timaeus’ theology and
the Athenian’s, which emphasizes that the gods attend to human affairs.

To say that the cosmos is distant from us is not to say, of course, that it has no
significant relation with humans at all. In fact, there is more than one way in which each of
us either has or can cultivate a connection with the cosmos. First of all, the Demiurge
fashioned our rational souls out of the same materials and in virtually the same manner as
he did the soul of the cosmos. Qua rational and immortal beings, we share the same origin
with the soul of the cosmos. We are undoubtedly inferior to the cosmos, but we are
nevertheless its relatives, so to speak. Furthermore, we are the beneficiaries of the cosmos’
motions: without these we would not be able to live or have any order in our lives. Even if
the cosmos has no intention to benefit us, it is still appropriate that we should feel some
gratitude toward it. We are the cosmos’ kin and its beneficiaries simply by virtue of being
human.

Ultimately, Timaeus is most interested in the relation each of us can develop with
the cosmos by studying its motions. Even though our rational souls are made from the
same elements as the cosmos’, their resemblance to their divine sibling is (temporarily)
vitiated when they are first bound to a mortal body. Timaeus stresses how disruptive an
effect incarnation has on our souls (42a3-b2, 43a6-44b7). Studying the celestial motions is
the only way we can restore them to their pristine state (47b5-c4, 90c6-d7), so that it is
ultimately up to each of us to determine how much like the greatest of the visible gods we
are. When Timaeus speaks of the kinship between our souls and the cosmos’, he is not
simply making a point about our divine origin, but also—and more importantly—arguing
that each of us has the potential to become godlike in this life. He claims that if we take the
cosmos as our paradigm and assimilate ourselves to it as far as possible, we will attain the
best life available to us. The cosmos’ unvarying motions, then, can transform each of us
for the better, but only if we take the initiative and work at understanding them. By helping
us cultivate our rationality, the cosmos extends an invaluable benefit to us, but this gift is
ineffectual if we fail to take advantage of it. Though Timaeus does not ascribe any
intentions or wishes to it, he does give us reason to see the cosmos as our generous
benefactor, much like the Demiurge.

Timaeus encourages us to think of both of his leading gods as clearly on our side
when it comes to living in accordance with reason. Of course, neither the cosmos nor the
Demiurge feel affection or anything of the sort toward us, and their favor has a detached,
impersonal character. In spite of our connection with these gods, our individual fate is not
something they can worry about. From the cosmos’ perspective no less than the
Demiurge’s, human beings appear quite small. On the one hand, we should be grateful that

74



we enjoy such gods’ favor; on the other hand, we cannot forget that in their majesty they
remain aloof from our world and our choices. Regardless of the contrast between the
Demiurge’s idleness and the cosmos’ constant activity, then, their influence on human
affairs is comparably restricted.

iic. Timaeus’ Gods— Astral Gods and Auxiliaries

Timaeus also devotes a significant portion of his account to gods who, while not as
powerful as the Demiurge and the cosmos, are nevertheless more directly involved in our
lives. Timaeus may consider complete, embodied humans as the objects of the gods’
concern after all. Before we address these lesser gods’ relation with humans, however, we
need to specify who they are, what they are like, and their role in the universe.

(o) The Identity of the Auxiliaries

On the surface at least, Timaeus discusses two groups of gods who are somehow
subordinate to the Demiurge and the cosmos: the astral gods, i.e. the planets and the stars,
and the gods who continue the Demiurge’s work by creating mortal creatures. The identity
of the latter group, however, is not entirely clear. On the one hand, they seem to be
anthropomorphic gods, given how they fashion our mortal souls and bodies. Because of
this, it is possible that we are meant to identify the Demiurge’s followers with traditional
anthropomorphic deities like Athena, Hephaestus, and their ilk.'” On the other hand,
Timaeus does not name any of them and, uncharacteristically for such gods, has them
working as a unified collective where none plays a distinctive role. Furthermore, the
Demiurge addresses these gods as “works whose craftsman and father I am (cov éyco
dnuioupyds Tatnp Te épywv)” (41a7), an appellation that does not fit the gods whose
origins Timaeus explicitly refuses to discuss a few lines above at 40d6-7. Thus, we should
probably identify the Demiurge’s auxiliaries with the planets and the stars instead of with
traditional anthropomorphic gods.

Taking the astral gods as the creators of mortal creatures, though preferable, is
obviously not without its problems. It is difficult to see how the planets and the stars could
actually construct our mortal souls and bodies. To begin with, the celestial bodies, being
neither anthropomorphic nor craftsmen in any obvious sense, lack the organs and tools
they would need to fashion our bodies as Timaeus seems to claim they did. Furthermore,
the activities Timaeus assigns to the astral gods appear to be very different from, if not
incompatible with, fashioning mortal creatures as if they were craftsmen: they all move
along their orbit and revolve constantly, each “always thinking the same thoughts about the
same things (Tepl TGV aUTOV Ael T& aUTa EauTd diavooupévew)” (40a7-b4). The work
of the planets and the stars is constant rather than a distinct event. Furthermore, their
thinking focuses on eternal being instead of a creative act. Timaeus makes it difficult for us
to envision the astral gods as our creators.

1991 efka (2013) 129-138 suggests this as a possible reading.
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It is possible, as some interpreters have suggested, that Timaeus’ portrayal of the
creation of mortal beings, especially its anthropomorphism, is not to be taken literally, but
rather as a mythic representation of the essential role the celestial gods play in the genesis,
growth and nurture of earthly life.'”® This applies above all to the Earth, which Timaeus
calls “our nurse (Tpo@ov ... fueTépav)” and “the guardian and maker of day and night
(pUAaka kai dnuioupydv vukTos Te kai fuépas)” (40b8-c2), as well as the Sun, without
whose light and warmth no earthly being would be able to live. Under this reading,
Timaeus is not ultimately interested in whether and how humans were created or not, but
rather in how the gods make it possible for us to live and fulfill our natural purpose.

Yet Timaeus describes the creation of our mortal parts at such length and in such
detail that it seems quite unlikely that he expects his audience to look past creation as
though it were no more than a metaphorical veil. By having the gods design our bodies
such that we are best equipped to lead rational lives, Timaeus offers a far more compelling
illustration of their care than he otherwise could. Furthermore, that these gods care for us is
not just an artifact of myth for Timaeus. It is an idea he advances earnestly. Thus, even
those of us who suspect that Timaeus is not committed to a literal act of creation for our
species must acknowledge the didactic purpose of his narrating such an act. What this
portion of Timaeus’ account lacks in accuracy, it makes up for in how vividly it shows that
we have the gods to thank for our ability to live well. Although Timaeus himself may
believe that the Earth and the celestial gods care for and benefit us simply by enabling us
to feed ourselves and develop our rationality, such care would likely strike most people as
too impersonal and free from the concern befitting truly benevolent gods. By contrast,
Timaeus’ description of these gods as anthropomorphic craftsmen is likelier to inspire
gratitude among a wide range of listeners. To the extent that Timaeus’ identification of the
gods who fashion our bodies with the celestial gods would facilitate a more skeptical
reading of this part of his account, it would be self-undermining from a protreptic
perspective. By leaving the identity of the Demiurge’s imitators unspecified, Timaeus can
at once avoid undercutting the credibility of this section of his account and allow part of
his audience to recognize these divine craftsmen as the celestial gods’ mythic doubles.

(B) The Auxiliaries’ Nature and Activities

Thanks to their dual appearance, these gods resemble both the Demiurge and the
cosmos. First, as creators they clearly share the Demiurge’s generosity in their desire to
fashion the human body in a way that makes it possible for us to lead rational lives—
Timaeus even refers to sight and hearing as things that “have been gifted (dedcopriobat)”
to us by our creators (47al-d1). Like the Demiurge, they endeavor to make the whole
cosmos and its parts as beautiful and good as possible without standing to gain anything
from their work. Furthermore, as they go about their task Timaeus presents them operating
in essentially the same way as the Demiurge: the kinds of mortal creatures they create are
those contained in the intelligible model (39e6-a2, 41b7-c2), and they deliberate and make
choices to ensure that their product is the best possible (e.g. 74e10-75c7). Although

19 E g. Cornford (1937) 141; Carone (2005) 56; and Burnyeat (2006) 7.
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Timaeus does not have the lesser gods use mathematical structures, they imitate the
Demiurge’s craftsmanship faithfully and continue his project of bringing as much order as
possible into perceptible reality.

As celestial bodies, on the other hand, they resemble the cosmos’ more austere
perfection: Timaeus explicitly claims that “in imitation of the universe (T¢ ... mavTi
mpooeikalwv)” the Demiurge gave them spherical bodies (40a4). They too lack nothing
outside themselves and are completely invulnerable to external threats. Fittingly, they also
imitate the cosmos’ rationality in how they move and think, since they rotate in place and
are always thinking about the same things (40a8-b1). Furthermore, these gods’ movement
along their orbits not only displays their rationality, but it also makes visible the motions of
the cosmos itself and allows them to serve as the markers of time. They collaborate with
the cosmos in preserving its internal order and its resemblance to its eternal model.

(v) The Auxiliaries’ Relation to Humans

Though the celestial gods are like the Demiurge and the cosmos in key respects,
they do appear more attentive of human beings than either of their superiors. Consider, for
example, the contrast between how these gods design our bodies and Demiurge’s treatment
of our disembodied rational souls. Although both the Demiurge and his imitators are
impelled by the desire to equip us as well as possible to lead rational lives, they proceed
rather differently. The Demiurge, on the one hand, gives little thought to the challenges of
embodied life and cares for us only as discarnate intellects. His auxiliaries, on the other
hand, are aware of what life as a mortal being entails and endeavor to make our bodies a
suitable vessel for our minds (esp. 44d3-45a2, 69c5-70a2). Whereas the Demiurge cares
only for one part of us—admittedly, the most important part—his imitators care for the
whole of us.

These gods also have a more direct impact on our lives than the cosmos as celestial
bodies. To begin with, the brilliance of the planets and the stars makes it possible for us to
track not only their individual movements but also those of the cosmos as a whole. Thus,
they aid our endeavors to learn and imitate the revolutions of the whole universe and
restore rational order in our souls. For Timaeus, we can even think of the Sun as having
been brought into existence for this purpose:

va & ein pétpov tvapyés T1 Tpos GAANAa BpaduThiTi kai Téxel kai T& Tepl TS
OKTGY POPAS TTOPEVOITO, PGS O BeOS AVTWEY €V Ti) TPOS YTV SeUTEPQ TV
TEPLOBOV, & 81 viv kekArikapev fjAov, (va 8T1 udAioTa eis dmavTta paivol TdV
oUpavdv HeTAoXOo! Te aplBpol Ta L a dools v TTpootikov, uabdvta Tapa Tis
TauToU Kal Spoiov TePIPopas.

And in order that there be a clear measure of the relative slowness and quickness

with which they (i.e. the celestial bodies) traverse their eight orbits, the god kindled
a light on the second circle from the Earth, which we now call the Sun, above all so
that it might illuminate the whole sky and all the animals for which it is appropriate
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have a share in number by learning it from the revolution of the Same and the
similar. (39b2-c1)

Furthermore, as mentioned above, Timaeus refers to the Earth’s unique role in providing
us with a home and nourishment by referring to it as “our nurse” (40b8). Again, although it
is difficult to see the celestial bodies as specifically and purposely benefitting us, Timaeus
makes it clear that they play an active, indispensable part enabling us to live well (or at
all). Both as creators and celestial bodies, then, these gods benefit and care for human
beings more directly than either the Demiurge or the cosmos.

Aside from how the lesser gods continue and complement the work of the
Demiurge and the cosmos, they have a function unparalleled in what either of their
superiors does: they make sure that humans who have led unbecoming lives receive their
due after death by being reincarnated as different animals. The punitive dimension of these
gods’ work as creators is especially clear in Timaeus’ explanation of how aquatic animals
came into existence:

TO 8¢ TETAPTOV Yévos Evudpov YEyovey ek TGV HAAIOTA &vonToTATwY Kal
duabeoTdTwy, ols oud” dvatmvoris kabapds €T nEiwoav of ueTaTA&GTTOVTES,
s TNV Wuxnv UTo TAnuueAeias Taons akabdpTaos éxovtwy, AN &uTi Aetrtijs
kai kaBapds avatmvoris aépos eis UdaTtos Bolepav kai Pabeiav écocav
avaTveucty: OBev ixBuwv €6vog kal TO TV d0TPEWV CUVATIAVTWY TE Ooa
gvudpa yéyovev, Siknv auabias EoxdaTns EoxaTas oikrjoels eiAnxdTov.

And the fourth kind, which lives in the water, has come to be from the most
completely mindless and foolish men, whom those who were refashioning them
thought no longer deserved to breathe pure air because their souls had been
corrupted by every sort of wrongdoing. Instead of breathing fine and pure air, they
pushed them into the water to breathe in its depth and murkiness. From here all
fish, bivalves and other water-dwelling animals have come into being, acquiring
their extremely remote dwellings as punishment for their extreme stupidity. (92a7-
cl)

These gods’ care for human beings, it seems, is of a significantly wider scope than that
exercised by the Demiurge or the cosmos. Aside from creating and maintaining the
conditions that enable us to lead rational lives, they also judge our behavior. Human affairs
are undoubtedly of greater concern to the lesser gods than they are to their superiors.

At the same time, we should recognize that the gods’ aim in having defective souls
be reborn as lower animals goes beyond punishment. According to Timaeus, the gods
create the lower animals not just to penalize vicious human beings after death, but because
these animals’ existence is equally necessary as ours if the cosmos is to be as complete and
beautiful as possible. In the Demiurge’s instructions to his imitators, we find the directive
to bring into existence all mortal creatures (40b7-c2), but no mention of post-mortem
retribution. Exactly how these creatures are created is not of primary importance to him or
his helpers. Although the lesser gods are not indifferent to human affairs, their
punishments for us are a means of making the cosmos more beautiful, not a sign that they
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are somehow offended by human wrongdoing. We are the first and the finest of the
creatures these gods fashion, but we are also only part of their work and our failure is
something they count on in order to complete it. On the whole, then, Timaeus’ presentation
of the gods’ reincarnation scheme can both heighten and deflate our sense of their care: on
the one hand, they pay more attention to how each of us behaves than their superiors; on
the other hand, this attention does not register our success or failure as intrinsically
important.

Although according to Timaeus the Demiurge tasked his subordinates with “ruling
over mortal creatures and guiding them in the best and finest way possible (&pxev, kai
Kata dUvapv 8Tt kaAAoTa kai &piota TO BunTov SiakuPBepvav {dov)” (42¢2-3), their
influence on our realm is quite limited after all. We benefit greatly from their fashioning of
our bodies and their motions in the celestial circuits, but their primary concern is not to
provide for us but rather to establish or maintain the beauty of the whole cosmos. Their
care does, of course, make all the difference for us, since without it we would not be able
to choose and successfully pursue our own good. But the choice ultimately lies with each
of us, and none of the gods is responsible for what we do or what happens to us throughout
our lives. Though they are somehow vigilant of how each of us behaves in life, they do not
act on their knowledge by intervening in our lives. Instead, they pass judgment on each of
us once our lives have ended, a judgment that can only be fair if we are truly responsible
for our conduct. This is precisely what Timaeus emphasizes by not giving his gods an
active role in steering our lives, even if he encourages us to see them as our benefactors
and judges. They do just enough for us to admire, fear and feel gratitude toward them, but
not enough to compromise our self-determination.

On the whole, then, Timaeus is remarkably consistent in his presentation of the
various gods. All of his gods are paradigmatically good and rational, and they all play key
roles in making and keeping the physical world orderly and beautiful. We have all of them
to thank for our ability to live rationally, but none of them is close enough to us to
intervene in our affairs or play an active role in our search for wisdom. No matter how
generous Timaeus’ gods are, he is very clear that taking advantage of their gifts is
something that we are responsible for and ultimately does not affect the gods’ conduct or
outlook.'”” Timaeus’ theology highlights not only the superlative nobility of philosophy
and natural inquiry as activities, but also humans’ responsibility for their fate in spite of all
the gods do. Next, I discuss why this should matter for someone like Critias.

%7 The Eleatic Visitor’s cosmic myth in the Statesman offers a comparable vision of
human self-reliance in the contrast it establishes between our condition in the age of
Cronus and our current predicament (see esp. 2421d3-272a7, 273e6-274d8). See Miller
(2004) 49-53 on the political significance of the god’s absence, and Ferrari (1995) 396-
397, who draws a useful contrast between the view of divinity and history embodied in the
Visitor’s myth and the one Critias illustrates in his story.

79



iii. Timaeus’ Gods and Critias

As we approach the possible effect of Timaeus’ portrayal of the Demiurge and the
other gods on Critias and others who share his perspective, it is worth emphasizing first of
all that Timaeus presents his theology in the form of a myth rich in vivid descriptions and
poetic charm. As I argued in the previous chapter, Critias is someone who, even if he
claims to value factual or historical accuracy, is ultimately childlike in his susceptibility to
the pleasures of storytelling. By presenting a distinctly philosophical and unconventional
view of the gods and the cosmos within an epic of sorts that, though sometimes difficult,
rivals Critias’ in its poetry and grandeur, Timaeus makes such a view as appealing as it
could be to anyone who loves a good story. Ideally, then, Timaeus’ account should entice
someone in Critias’ position into at least taking an innovative theology seriously and
reexamining his views about the gods.

As for how the substance of Timaeus’ theology would challenge Critias and people
like him, that is not immediately evident and requires some interpretive work. Plato’s text,
of course, offers no clear evidence of Critias being provoked or jarred by what Timaeus
says. This could be taken to imply that there is no substantive disagreement between the
two characters and their visions are in perfect harmony with one another. Furthermore,
there seems to be some continuity between Critias’ understanding of the gods and
Timaeus’. First, in Critias’ account of ancient Athens’ origins in the Timaeus Athena plays
the role of a generous, rational creator comparable to the Demiurge himself, her product
being Athens’ “orderly arrangement and structure (diakdounow kai ouvtagv)” (24c4).
Critias also seems to echo Timaeus’ denial of divine p6évos in the Critias, where he
emphasizes that each Olympian received their earthly lot “without strife (oU kat’ é€pv)”
(109b1-5).'%” Judging from the surface of the text, at least, Critias should be receptive to
Timaeus’ theology and regard it as compatible with his own religious outlook.

It would be a mistake, however, to think that Timaeus’ portrayal of the gods cannot
reorient the perspective on the divine that Critias articulates simply because the tension
between them is not openly acknowledged. After all, Timaeus’ aim is not to attack
conventional piety and replace it altogether, and Critias is not being called to abandon any
of his beliefs about the gods or choose between Athena and the Demiurge. Rather,
Timaeus challenges Critias—and those of Plato’s readers who find their own perspective
reflected in Critias—to regard the gods that are most important to them in a new light.

108

(o) Timaeus’ Gods as a Challenge to Parochialism

Both Critias’ and Timaeus’ gods are dedicated to establishing order in the world.
Yet they operate on vastly different scales: Timaeus’ divine hierarchy assigns Athena,
Poseidon, and company a fairly low rank and makes their work appear comparatively
small. Consider that whereas Athena’s structuring of the Athenian polity is confined to a

198 Cf. Druart (1999) 164-168.
1% Brisson (2000) 229 treats this passage as a typical Platonic rejection of divine jealousy
or ill will.
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particular locale and historical epoch, the Demiurge’s ordering is on the largest possible
scale, a work superlatively beautiful and everlasting. As we saw in the preceding chapter,
when Critias first introduces his story Athena appears as the original the Athenians imitate
and represent in the human realm. Yet in the context that Timaeus’ cosmology provides we
can see Athena herself as an imitator (of the Demiurge) and her work as comparatively
limited in scope. Though she remains a goddess worthy of our reverence, in the
Demiurge’s shadow Athena loses much of her power as a paradigm.

In light of Timaeus’ cosmic theology, Critias’ focus on Athena is revealed as
somewhat parochial and partisan. He represents the gods’ role in our world in a manner
that, while suitable for a patriotic encomium, is clearly incomplete and shallow when
considered from the broader, cosmic perspective appropriate for a philosopher. Timaeus’
cosmology, then, is more than the prelude to his account that Critias expected: instead of
simply setting the stage for the confrontation between Athens and Atlantis, it provides a
background wherein this conflict appears less monumental and the work of Athena and her
ilk can be assessed more impartially. Instead of undermining Critias’ beliefs, Timaeus
discloses through his account a perspective from which Critias may be able to see what is
familiar to him in a new light and grasp its true measure. This is a challenge, but a subtle
one. It would not be appropriate for Critias to respond as if he were being refuted.

Showing Critias that the gods who are especially important to him are not as
significant from a cosmic perspective is not the only way Timaeus challenges the
parochialism of his worldview. Timaeus also introduces Critias to an understanding of the
relations between gods and humans that is very different from the one he articulates
through his story. As we saw in the previous chapter, in addition to seeing the Athenians as
Athena’s human representatives, Critias also thinks of them as her kin. In Critias’ story, the
original Athenians, from whom current Athenians are descended, were the children of
Hephaestus and Earth and Athena’s foster-children. Critias’ Athenians’ relation with the
gods is one of familial kinship, which explains the special care for Athens that the gods,
and especially Athena, have shown. The relation with the divine that Critias’ Athenians
enjoy is unique, a privilege they seem to share only with the Egyptians at Sais. By contrast,
Timaeus presents an image of our kinship with the gods that is far more abstract and
universal. To begin with, since the Demiurge and his helpers create human beings, they are
parents of sorts to each and every one of us. Furthermore, every rational soul has the
cosmos’ soul as its relative, both having been created by the Demiurge in the same manner.
Timaeus even claims that the motions that constitute our rationality are “akin (ouyyevels)”
to the thoughts and revolutions of the cosmos’ mind (47b7-c1, 90a5-7, 90c7-d1). For
Timaeus the most important aspect of our kinship with the gods is that we are, or at least
have the potential to be, rational, and the relation itself is hardly a familial or personal
bond. From his perspective, what matters most is not whether the Athenians or any other
group of humans have a special connection with Athena or another god. What matters,
rather, is that the Demiurge and his assistants have equipped a// humans with the capacity
to cultivate their rationality and become truly akin to the divine that way.

The care and generosity that Timaeus’ gods display toward humans far exceed
Athena’s in scope and importance. Unlike Athena, the Demiurge and company have no
favorites among us and have provided every one of us with what is required to lead a
genuinely virtuous and happy life. When we bear this in mind, whatever favor particular
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individuals or groups of people enjoy with other gods is ultimately secondary; after all,
what the gods Timaeus speaks of have done and can do for us is already enough for each
of us to be able to flourish as humans. Although Athena’s tutelage enabled Critias’ ancient
Athenians to achieve an extraordinary feat of courage, the rest of us have no good reason
to envy them: the best human life is available to us even without the help of a god like
Athena, thanks to the Demiurge, the cosmos, and the celestial gods. Once we come to see
ourselves as the kin of gods more important and powerful than Athena and understand the
implications of that, what is supposed to make the Athenians seem extraordinary appears
much less important. Whether Critias is right or not about the Athenians’ close bond with
Athena, for Timaeus the deeper truth is not that some of us are more god-beloved than
others, but rather that all humans are equally fortunate in our kinship to the cosmic gods
and the goods we receive from them.

(B) Timaeus’ Gods as Paradigms for Philosophers

Our relations to the Demiurge and the cosmos also matter more than anything else
for understanding how we ought to live. Becoming like them is more than the best we can
do: it is what the Demiurge and his assistants have designed us for, the end around which
we ought to structure our lives (90a2-d7). Timaeus even claims that those of us who fail to
cultivate our rationality as he recommends are punished after death by being reincarnated
into lesser, less rational creatures (42b3-d2, 90e6-92¢3). A life without philosophy and
natural inquiry is not just a wasted opportunity; it is actually the wrong life for a human.

Though Critias’ Athenians achieved a brilliant martial feat as Athena’s nurslings
and imitators, the divine paradigms Timaeus reveals in his account beckon us to lead lives
even better than these heroes’. Following Athena’s model, the ancient Athenians were
presumably philosophical, but they were also warlike, i.e. devoted to the pursuit of martial
prowess and glory (24c7-d3). Indeed, their magnificent defeat of Atlantis displayed—and
the telling of it celebrates—their warlike nature more than their philosophical side.
Although there is no self-evident incompatibility or tension between being warlike and
being philosophical, we should note that Timaeus’ gods, whose work embodies the perfect
rationality philosophers pursue, are not warlike in any way. The cosmos and the celestial
bodies in particular are models of peacefulness. It is difficult to see how warfare could be
on the agenda for anyone who wishes to imitate these gods. While the pure rationality
Timaean philosophers pursue consists of “thinking divine and immortal thoughts (ppoveiv
... abavaTa kal Beta)” by training one’s mind on the everlasting order of the cosmos’ soul
(90b6-c6), even in the best conditions politics and warfare are variable and messy affairs
that make our mortal imperfection especially evident. Someone whose goal is to think
divine thoughts may not be altogether averse to war or shrink from it in a cowardly
manner. But they should see war as a distraction from their true calling and should not
actively pursue it—or even relish it as an opportunity to distinguish themselves. Perhaps
the ancient Athenians were fortunate to have to battle Atlantis, as this allowed them to
make manifest their kinship with Athena by emulating her martial prowess. Nonetheless,
according to Timaeus’ conception of godlikeness, those who do not busy themselves with
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conflict lead more enviable—if not happier—Ilives. Admirable though Athena and the
Athenians may be, they do not represent accurately the best possible life for us.

It would be a mistake to envy the Athenians’ bond with Athena. Furthermore, their
feats do not represent the peak of human achievement and happiness. In our admiration for
the Athenians’ courage, we may come to overestimate war and mistake it for the noblest
human activity. Timaeus’ introduction of divine models that point us to a life of reason can
be considered, among other things, part of his attempt to correct such a misunderstanding.
True wisdom cannot focus on human affairs, but on divine beings. By the standard
Timaeus sets, Athena’s combination of intelligence and pugnaciousness comes to appear
like a lesser form of wisdom, one that is somewhat unbecoming of a deity and determined
by distinctly human problems. For him, wisdom entails assimilating ourselves to gods who
are actually quite different from us, with whom we have nothing in common besides our
rationality. As we train our thoughts on these gods and become like them, we do not
embrace our mortal imperfection, but rather flee it and, to a degree, overcome it. Even
though this is not achievement that would elicit praise from future generations or be
memorialized in a narrative like Critias’, according to Timaeus we should pursue it above
all else.

Timaeus’ illustration of the best life allows the tension between philosophy and
politics that the dialogue’s opening papers over to reemerge, albeit subtly and indirectly.
Although Timaeus, being both a natural philosopher and a statesman, seems to confute the
notion that someone dedicated to the pursuit of wisdom would slight political engagement,
his ideal of godlikeness suggests that he regards his astronomical inquiries as far nobler
than his work as a politician. He and Critias ostensibly lead very similar lives, but they
have a completely different perspective on their activities and their relative worth. In
Critias’ mind, on the one hand, the political has primacy: what matters most to him is his
identity as an Athenian and his native city’s accomplishments. His views on the gods are
informed by and reinforce his infatuation with Athens. Timaeus’ self-understanding, on the
other hand, transcends his civic identity, as it is grounded in his study of the cosmos and in
how he thinks of the gods responsible for its order. The true measure, the standard from
which we ought to get our bearings, is not the city, but the gods and nature.

Putting the city and politics first is Critias’ fundamental mistake, the root of his
parochialism. Timaeus does not say as much directly, but he points Critias and us in that
direction by presenting divine paradigms and an ideal of wisdom that are remarkably
apolitical. A key lesson Timaeus can teach Critias and anyone in a similar position is that
authentic self-knowledge demands that we go beyond the city’s confines and paradigms
and reflect on our position within a greater whole. Understanding our relation to the
Demiurge, the cosmos, and the lesser gods is crucial to that project, as is working to
become as much like them as possible. Such an orientation toward the world, rather than
clinging to what is familiar and conventional, becomes the true philosopher.

Timaeus’ theology is not just a philosophically grounded challenge to conventional
views of the gods: more importantly, it helps to advance a distinct vision of human nature
and purpose. For Timaeus, understanding what the gods are like and how they relate to us
is essential for grasping how we ought to live. His thoughts on this matter are ultimately
quite surprising given that the value of political engagement and action seems to be taken
for granted as the dialogue opens. Himself a participant in his native city’s political scene,
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Timaeus nevertheless suggests that civic engagement is neither the standard by which to
measure what life is best nor an essential part of it. I examine in greater detail Timaeus’
vision of our ultimate end and the extent to which he plays down the importance of social
relations and political institutions in our life in the next chapter. To conclude this chapter,
however, I address the Athenian’s theology, in particular his thinking about gods’ relation
to humans and why it differs in some key respects from Timaeus’.

iv. The Athenian’s Gods vs. Timaeus’

As we turn to the substance of the Athenian’s theology in Laws X, we should note
first of all that he is in fundamental agreement with Timaeus when it comes to the gods’
nature and their principal activities. Like Timaeus, the Athenian sees goodness and
rationality as essential and closely related aspects of divinity, and both of them see the
imposition of order at the cosmic level as the highest expression of the gods’ character.
This view is perfectly encapsulated at X.897c4-9, where the Athenian claims that the
motions and circuits of the celestial bodies are rational and bear witness to the care a divine
‘best soul’ bestows upon the universe. Nonetheless, significant differences emerge when
we compare how Timaeus and the Athenian discuss the gods’ relation with humans and the
extent to which the gods are concerned with or intervene in human affairs. The points of
divergence between the Athenian and Timaeus on our relation to the gods are worth
examining, as they can help us better understand the different rhetorical strategies and
goals of their cosmologies.

The Athenian’s position on the gods’ relations with humans is rather complex and
ambiguous: though the Athenian makes a spirited case for the notion that the gods care for
human affairs in book X (899d5-905c4), he also makes contradictory and unclear
comments on the matter throughout the whole of the Laws. Since it is reasonable to see the
Athenian’s comments throughout the conversation as a background for his more
sophisticated arguments, I discuss them and their implications first.'"°

(a) The Athenian’s Non-Cosmological Pronouncements on the Gods

The first direct comment on the god-human relation in the Laws occurs in the first
book, when the Athenian makes the following proposal: “Let us consider each of us living
beings a divine puppet, built either for their amusement or for some serious aim—which of
these, we do not know (Balua pev EkaoTov MUY 1ynowueda TG Cuowv Belov, eiTe cog
Taiyviov EKeiveov EiTE €O§ OTTOUDT TIVI OUVECTNKOS® OU yap d1) ToUTS Ye
Yryvwokouev)” (1.644d7-el). Here the Athenian suggests our relation with the gods is

"97 do not address in this discussion the Athenian’s myth about the rule of Cronus

(IV.713a6-714a2). The myth clearly differentiates between life under Cronus and our
current state, and it is what the Athenian claims his interlocutors and future colonists
should expect from the gods that is relevant to my discussion.
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inscrutable and mysterious. Whatever use the gods have for us is something we may be
unable to comprehend.

Granted, the Athenian’s puppet analogy introduces a discussion of the different
psychological drives that shape our conduct, not a detailed theology. Yet at a later point in
the conversation the Athenian reprises the idea and elaborates on it.''' While discussing
musical education in Magnesia, the Athenian unexpectedly asserts “the affairs of humans
are not worthy of seriousness, yet it is necessary to take them seriously: this is unfortunate
(T& TGV avBpdTwv Tp&yuaTa ey &Ans uev omoudiis ouk &ia, avaykaidv ye unv
omoudalev: ToUTo 8¢ oUk eUTuxEs)” (VII.803b3-5). Without any prompting from his
interlocutors, the Athenian explains his assertion with the following contrast between
divine seriousness and human play:

®Onui xpfivat 1O pev omroudaiov ommouddaletv, TO &t ur) omoudaiov ur, Uoel d¢
elvat Bedv pev méons pakapiou omoudiis &Elov, &vbpwtrov B¢, dTrep eiTTopE
gupooBev, Beol Ti Taiyviov elval yepnxavnuévov, Kai dvTws ToUTo auTolU TO
BéATIOTOV Yeyovéval TouTe 81 Belv TG TpdTep ouveTrdpevov kai mailovta
8T kaAAioTas Tadias TavT' &vdpa kai yuvaika oUTw diaPiddval, TouvavTtiov
1 vov SiavonfévTas.

I say that one must take what is serious seriously, not what is unserious. And the
god is deserving of all blessed seriousness, but humans—as we said earlier—are
devised as a sort of plaything of the god, which is really the best thing about us.
Thus, I think every man and woman should spend their lives in accordance with
this character, playing at the finest pastimes and thinking differently from how they
do now. (VII.803c2-8)

The reason why dance and music are so crucial a part of a good human life must be our
status as divine puppets: when we dance and sing, we embody in performance our
recognition of that status, which should make the gods propitious to us. Whereas the
Athenian hedged on the worth and seriousness of human life in his earlier description of us
as the gods’ playthings, here he states clearly that our life is trifling when we consider it in
light of the god’s magnitude. There is a wide, perhaps insurmountable gap between the
divine perspective on reality and our own. Although the Athenian offers no direct
comment on what that implies for whether and how the gods care for humans, it would be
natural to infer from these passages that the gods do not care much, if at all, about our
affairs. We are simply too small from their perspective.' >

"1t is also worth noting that there is ancient precedent for taking the comparison of

humans to puppets or playthings seriously: clearly echoing the Laws, Plotinus refers to
humans as living playthings and expands the analogy by likening embodied life to a
spectacle in his discussion of divine providence (Enneads 111.2.15).

2 According to Laks (2000) 268, this passage betrays “a degree of existential despair” on
Plato’s part. Cf. the heterodox and far more optimistic reading of the puppet analogy as a
figure meant to illustrate the importance of choreia and civic education offered by Kurke
(2013).
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Although the Athenian’s interlocutors seem unoffended when the Athenian first
likens us to divine puppets, this second, bleaker presentation of the idea draws a negative
reaction from Megillus. Before the Athenian can move on with his discussion of music, the
Spartan remarks: “You are thoroughly belittling our human race, Visitor! (mavtamaot T
TGOV AvBpcd TV Yeévos Nuiv, @ Eéve, Blapaulileis)” (VII.804b5-6). Megillus’ response
flags the Athenian’s musings on our insignificance as likely disturbing to pious, traditional
types, who prefer a more exalted view of humanity and favor gods who are not as distant
and indifferent as the Athenian seems to suggest. What the Athenian says next is
instructive: asking Megillus to forgive him, he explains he made his statements “while
looking away toward the god (Tpos ... TOv Bedv amdcov),” and offers Megillus to treat
humans “not as something trivial but, if it pleases you, as worthy of some seriousness (un
pavlov, €l oot pidov, omoudiis 8¢ Twos &Eiov)” (VII.804b7-c1). Though he
acknowledges Megillus’ consternation, the Athenian reiterates that those who focus their
thoughts on the divine will have trouble resisting the view that our race occupies a
relatively small position in the cosmic hierarchy. Rather than correct himself, the Athenian
simply offers to continue the conversation as though humans are important after all in
order to remain in his interlocutors’ good graces. Though the Athenian is unwilling to
defend his notion that attending to the god makes humanity seem paltry, he nevertheless
does not disavow it. As he grants Megillus that humans deserve some serious
consideration, the Athenian’s considered view remains opaque.

The Athenian’s treatment of human affairs as important and worthy of the gods’
attention is more than a concession to his interlocutors. In fact, he makes numerous
references to the gods’ justice and awareness of human wrongdoing throughout the
dialogue. Notable examples of this include: his assertion in his first speech to the colonists
that Justice metes out punishments for wrongdoers and often ruins entire cities and
households (IV.716b3-5), which is reminiscent of the description of divine punishment in
Hesiod’s Works and Days 238-241; his claim that Nemesis pays attention to how children
speak to their parents and punishes the insolent (IV.717c6-d5); his reference to Zeus
Xenios’ watching over the treatment of strangers (V.729e2-730a2); his mention of the
gods’ anger at those who move boundary stones (VIII.842e7-843a8); and his spirited
defense of stories that show the gods heeding and responding to the curses wronged
parents utter against their bad children (XI1.931b5-d3). In spite of his apparent suspicion
that human affairs are not very important, the Athenian is comfortable with the idea that
the gods take an interest in human behavior and actively punish wrongdoers.

Perhaps the Athenian is confused and clinging to irreconcilable views about the
gods, but there are good reasons to resist this conclusion. To begin with, the Athenian’s
various references to divine retribution closely reflect conventional beliefs and myths
about the gods’ justice, so they hardly qualify as clear statements of personal faith.
Furthermore, virtually all of his comments in this vein occur within preludes to Magnesia’s
laws or the laws themselves.'"” Their aim is not to make plain the Athenian’s theological
commitments, but to encourage traditional piety and fear of the gods among the
Magnesians. This is especially clear in light of the Athenian’s claim about the power of the

'3 Of the example passages cited in the preceding paragraph, only X1.931b5-d3 is not
embedded in either a prelude or a law.
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label “hateful to the gods™ (6eoptoris) when he discusses how best to prevent incest in
Magnesia: this word is capable of extinguishing the frenzied desires that lead to such acts,
and it will guarantee unanimous public abhorrence of whatever conduct it is attached to
(VIIL.838b7-e1). Whether the gods actually hate incest or not is irrelevant in this context.
What matters is that convincing people that engaging in certain acts will incur the gods’
wrath is the most effective means of keeping them in line. Given the Athenian’s conviction
that fear can be a powerful deterrent, it makes the most sense to see his numerous
references to the gods’ attention to various specific transgressions as part of his strategy to
ensure Magnesians are as obedient and virtuous as possible.

Overall, then, the Athenian’s comments on the god-human relation outside of his
cosmology do not yield a clear and consistent picture. On the one hand, the Athenian
seems to suspect that a wide gulf separates gods and men, that attention to the divine can
render human concerns trivial. On the other hand, he seems eager to convince the people of
Magnesia that the gods do pay attention to their actions and will punish any wrongs done.
There is a hint of a rift between how a philosopher sees the gods and our relation to them
and how he thinks most people ought to think of the gods, but no more than a hint. Even
though we should notice that the Athenian’s ideas about divinity do not match what he
envisions for the Magnesians, we are denied an explanation for why that must be so.

(B) The Athenian’s Cosmological Theology

The Athenian’s discussion of our relation to the gods within his cosmology can
help us understand why philosophers may be inclined to see this relation differently from
most people and whether it is possible to somehow bridge the philosophical and the
popular standpoints. In particular, the portion of the Athenian’s cosmology that makes a
philosophical case that the gods care about humans (X.899d5-905¢4) can illuminate how
the philosophical perspective can be compatible with traditional piety as well as what sets
this perspective apart.

First, let us consider why the Athenian argues that the gods give thought to human
affairs. There is a type of impiety, he claims, which acknowledges the gods’ existence but
cannot accept that human actions are of concern to them. As the Athenian imagines it, this
kind of impiety emerges from seeing the fortunes of wicked and unjust people “being
praised as happy in public opinion excessively and improperly (86Eais d¢
eUudaipoviféueval opoddpa AN’ ouk eupeAdds),” or from witnessing bad people amass
worldly success not in spite but because of their crimes (X.899d8-900a5). He foresees that
some people in Magnesia may become skeptical of conventional notions of divine
retribution and come to the conclusion that the gods’ justice is not reliable after all. The
arguments and mythic incantations he presents thereafter, then, should be seen as primarily
aimed at restoring people’s conviction that we live in a moral cosmos that does not let
wrongdoers go scot free. Here again, it seems, the task of philosophical cosmology is to
serve as a defense of traditional ideas about the gods.

What positive case for how and why the gods care for human affairs does the
Athenian make, then, and to what extent is it successful in putting the skeptics’ doubts to
rest? First, the Athenian explains why the gods cannot be neglectful of our affairs: they
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are, as established in the preceding arguments for their existence, fully just and virtuous
and in control of the cosmos, so that not even the smallest part of the whole is exempt from
their attention and care (X.900c8-903a8). In the course of this argument, the Athenian
presents his audience with reasons for thinking that the gods care for us, but, aside from
suggesting that they are able to do this easily (X.902e7-903a3), he does not provide any
details about the form their care takes. To complete his vision of divine care, the Athenian
switches from argument to incantation, presenting his audience with a bewildering
eschatological theodicy: in short, the gods who rule the world have ensured that the justice
and excellence of the universe are preserved by devising a system of karmic promotions
and demotions that directs transmigrating souls to better or worse places in accordance
with their deeds (X.903b4-905c4)."'* Although this scheme is a philosophical novelty, the
Athenian casts it as perfectly in line with traditional ideas of divine punishment: he
identifies the horrible paces to which unjust souls are sent with Hades (X.904d1-4, 905a6-
b2) and claims that this very system is what Homer refers to as “the justice of the gods
who hold Olympus (3ikn ... 8ecov ot "OAupTrov éxouo)” (X.904e3-4).

The Athenian’s ideas about divine vigilance and retribution are nevertheless not as
continuous or compatible with traditional views as he suggests. To begin with, in spite of
his allusions to Hades, the punishments the Athenian envisions here are rather different
from the ones he hints at in the preludes. For example, when the Athenian approvingly
cites the curses of Oedipus and other wronged parents and their fulfillment by the gods at
X1.931b5-d3, his aim is for the people of Magnesia to see the gods as prone to punish at
least some wrongdoers by leading them to personal misfortune or a violent death. Under
the scheme he presents in his argument against divine neglect, Oedipus’ sons would have
been punished for their misbehavior by being moved to a worse existence after death, not
by killing each other. These two types of punishment are not mutually exclusive, of course,
but the Athenian never explains how they complement one another. Throughout the
preludes and laws the Athenian presents the gods as keeping track of particular
transgressions and meting out punishments for individual acts such as the moving of
boundary stones or disrespecting one’s parents. Yet his eschatological vision has the gods
simply set up a somewhat mechanical system whereby people are punished after death
based on the quality of their entire life instead of specific acts.''”” In the system the
Athenian details the gods are not particularly attentive to human behavior and do not
intervene directly in our affairs. It is a system where, in contrast to the retribution the
Athenian alludes to in the preludes, divine justice is purged of the idea that our
transgressions anger or offend the gods directly. The Athenian’s gods ultimately care about
the good of the whole cosmos, not what humans do.

Indeed, at points the Athenian’s theodicy seems to encourage the notion that human
affairs are not that serious or worthy of the gods’ attention after all. First, the Athenian
opens his incantation on the gods’ justice by reproaching the impious for thinking that the
gods owe humans some type of special care:

14 The details of the Athenian’s reincarnation scheme are notoriously obscure. For more

detailed discussion, see Saunders (1973) and Mayhew (2008) 173-184.
"5 On this aspect of the Athenian’s eschatology, see Saunders (1973) and Nightingale
(1999) 322-323.
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K(Il'ITEp ']T(IVO'LlleO\) O\) ot 8¢ }\E}\T]eE\) Tl'Epl ToUTO aQUTO COS YEVEO[E gveka gkeivou
YIYVETC(l TT(XO'G O'ITCQS T] TCO TOoU 'ITC(\)TOS Bl(o U'ITC(pXOUGG EUSG[UO_)\) OUOIG OUX
£veka oou YlY\)OUE\)T], ou &' fveka ékeivou.

Even though you are an exceedingly small part, it has escaped your notice on this
very matter that all generation comes to be for the sake of this: that the universe
have a blessed existence; for it does not come into being for your sake, but you for
its sake. (X.903c2-5)

Though the Athenian later claims that the good of the cosmos and the good of each person
should somehow coincide (X.903d1-3), he never explains why. In the end, this part of his
case against skeptics of divine care is more about attacking these critics’ notions of what
good gods owe humans than offering a robust account of their care. In spite of his previous
suggestion that humans matter because we are “the most god-revering of all animals
(BeooeBéoTaTov ... MavTwv Cwwv)” and the gods’ possession (X.902b4-c2), the
Athenian now emphasizes how trivial and small we must appear from the gods’
perspective. He also speaks of the good of the whole cosmos in such a way that suggests it
is possible that what we regard as bad or evil serves the gods’ larger purpose and therefore
is good: toward the end of the incantation he chides his imaginary interlocutor for not
realizing that even wrongdoers make “a contribution to the whole (cuvTtéAeiav ... TG
mavTl)” (X.905b2-cl). Even in the incantation aimed at reassuring his audience that the
gods attend to human affairs the Athenian assumes that human and divine perspectives are
radically different. His gods, it seems, are somehow able both to become angry at our
misdeeds and to take advantage of them to maintain the excellence of the whole. The
Athenian offers no genuine explanation for why this is so.

The Athenian’s cosmology fails to resolve the tensions evident in his other
comments on the god-human relation; rather, it reproduces them. Although his theodicy
appears to create a bridge between a philosophical grasp of the gods’ activities and
traditional views of their role in dispensing justice, in the end his gods remain detached
from human affairs. Their almost mechanic system of punishments is hard to reconcile
with the furious interventions commonly attributed to them in myth. The Athenian invites
his audience to identify his novel scheme with traditional Olympian justice, but the
differences between the two cannot be denied. In his theodicy, the gods still have more
important matters than humans to focus on. That makes the Athenian’s vision all the more
difficult to reconcile with the common notion that our actions can elicit their anger. On the
whole, the Athenian strikes an awkward balance between defending traditional notions of
divine justice for the Magnesians and articulating a more philosophical understanding of
humans’ relation to the gods. What the Athenian thinks about the god-human bond or what
exactly he wants the people of Magnesia to think is ultimately not clear.
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(y) Contrasting the Athenian and Timaeus on the God-Human Relation

Timaeus’ portrayal of the Demiurge and other gods highlights their generosity and
how attentively they prepare humans for a rational life. Timaeus also casts his gods as
models to which humans ought to assimilate themselves. To a degree, elements of this
vision of the gods and their relation to us are also present in the Athenian’s account: his
gods are also generous insofar as they maintain the rational order of the cosmos and enable
us to live well, and they are also paradigmatic insofar as they embody rationality and
measure. But the Athenian clearly does not emphasize the gods’ care in constructing our
souls and bodies or their status as models of rationality the way Timaeus does. Indeed,
whereas Timaeus offers a vivid account of the care the gods put into creating our various
parts and thereby illustrates a vision of our ultimate purpose, the Athenian is noncommittal
and ambiguous about the aim the gods have envisioned for us. This is not to say that the
Athenian suggests our lives are meaningless, of course, but that Timaeus’ confidence in the
gods’ generosity toward us, as well as the clarity that lends to his vision of our ultimate
end, are lacking in the Athenian’s account. In this regard, at least, the Athenian presents
the gods as more detached from and indifferent to human wellbeing than Timaeus does.
The best most of us can hope for, according to the Athenian, is a life of obedience to the
law. There is no suggestion that the gods intend anything beyond that for us."'°

Aside from the issue of the gods’ purpose for us, however, Timaeus seems more
committed than the Athenian to viewing the gods as removed from our affairs. Recall that
Timaeus’ Demiurge withdraws once he has finished creating the other gods and the
immortal soul and cedes the supervision of the cosmos to his subordinates. The
Demiurge’s auxiliaries, in turn, do not have much of a role to play in our affairs beyond
their initial fashioning of our bodies and mortal souls and their administration of post-
mortem punishments. Timaeus” main focus is on the gods’ generosity toward humans
when they first put together the world and our souls and bodies, much less so on whether
they mind human affairs or somehow intervene in them. The Athenian, on the other hand,
both embeds traditional notions of divine vigilance and retribution into Magnesia’s law
code and devotes a significant portion of his cosmology to defending the idea that the gods
attend to human affairs. On the whole, the Athenian encourages his audience to see the
gods as playing a more active role in the world than Timaeus does, even if he is not
entirely clear about the ways in which their activity affects humans. Granted, the
centerpiece of the Athenian’s case that the gods care about human affairs is a quasi-
scientific eschatology with notable similarities to the punishment system Timaeus details at
the end of his cosmology.''” Nonetheless, divine punishment has a more dynamic function
in the Athenian’s presentation than it does in Timaeus’: whereas for the latter the gods
punish humans who fail to pursue wisdom in order to populate the cosmos with the other

1T agree with Klosko (2006) 222 that the Athenian’s description of humans as divine

playthings is of a piece with the psychological and ethical pessimism he exhibits
throughout the dialogue.

"7 Saunders (1973) 238-239 stresses similarities between the eschatologies and proposes
that the Timaeus eschatology is the basis for the one we find in the Laws. For a somewhat
more skeptical comparison, see Mayhew (2008) 178-182.

90



sublunary animals—presumably a goal that can be eventually attained—the former sees
continuous karmic transformation as the gods’ means of maintaining the excellence of the
cosmos—a process that is constant and ongoing (see esp. X.903d3-e1, 906a2-c6).
Although Timaeus’ gods do far more to establish the conditions that make it possible for
humans to lead rational lives, the Athenian’s gods seem somewhat closer to humans in
their sustained attention to how each of us lives.

To sum up: in some respects, for example in their care in fashioning our souls and
bodies, Timaeus’ gods appear closer to humans, while in other respects it is the Athenian
who envisions a closer god-human relationship, for example when he makes the case that
the gods pay attention to our actions. It is possible that these differences reflect
philosophical development on Plato’s part, but they may also reflect the differences in the
rhetorical settings that the cosmologies are embedded in and their function within those
settings. The cosmologies are aimed at two different audiences with different sets of needs,
and the god-human relation presented in each is meant to foster two different visions of our
purpose and potential.

As I have argued, one of the aims of Timaeus’ cosmology is to challenge someone
like Critias to adopt a more philosophical perspective on the gods and their relation to us.
While Critias takes Athena’s role as Athens’ patron goddess very seriously and sees his
city’s superiority as dependent on her generosity, Timaeus’ introduction of the Demiurge
and other gods and his emphasis on how they enable all humans alike to lead rational lives
offers Critias a less Athenocentric perspective. Furthermore, Timaeus’ portrayal of the
Demiurge and his assistants as somewhat detached after the act of creation allows him to
emphasize human responsibility, countering Critias’ focus on divine agency. It is our
responsibility, not the gods’, to cultivate our rationality and achieve happiness through
contemplating the heavens. Not only is this the highest human endeavor and our ultimate
end, but pursuing it also brings us closer to the gods and reveals our kinship with them. For
Timaeus, our relation to the gods enables us to transcend political boundaries and
appreciate the whole cosmos as our home.

By contrast, the Athenian’s primary aim is not to turn the people of Magnesia
toward a more philosophical understanding of divinity, but to allay the doubts of those
losing their trust in the city’s essentially traditional religion. Philosophical theology is
certainly a tool he avails himself of to achieve that end, but he keeps matters vague enough
to avoid directly calling attention to the gap between philosophical and traditional
theology. Though his views on divine punishment do not seem radically different from
Timaeus’, he stresses the gods’ attention to human affairs because he recognizes that fear
of the gods’ wrath and punishments plays a major role in maintaining obedience to the
laws. This is why, instead of focusing on what the gods have done to enable humans to live
well, he emphasizes their punishing anyone who behaves viciously and disobeys the laws.
In contrast to Timaeus’ gods, the Athenian’s care about whether we obey the laws or not
rather than whether we live an appropriately rational and contemplative life as humans. For
the Athenian, the city and our social environment are of much greater significance both for
the individual striving for excellence and happiness and for the entire cosmos. Whereas
Timaeus’ theology invites his audience to transcend the political in this life, the Athenian’s
makes the political an integral step on our soul’s cosmic path.
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Indeed, one of the more striking differences between Timaeus’ cosmology and the
Athenian’s lies in how they think of the contribution our political community and social
environment make not only to each person’s happiness but also to the good of the cosmos
as a whole. Their contrasting visions of our ultimate end and assessments of the city’s
ethical and cosmic significance, as well as how these fit together as parts of a unified
philosophical project, are my focus in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3: Soul, Cosmos, Polis—Two Perspectives in the Timaeus and the Laws

In this chapter, I address the different perspectives on the polis and human society
that Timaeus and the Athenian represent in their cosmologies and how they illuminate the
relationship between philosophy, cosmology and politics. I start with the contrasting
viewpoints on human happiness and our ultimate end that Timaeus and the Athenian
support in their cosmologies, focusing on how they conceive of the contribution our social
environment makes to our achieving happiness. On the one hand, Timaeus encourages us
to think of our ultimate end as being completely independent of our political and social
identity and affiliations. The conception of human happiness he advances within his
cosmology is surprisingly apolitical. On the other hand, the Athenian endorses a view of
human happiness and fulfillment in which the polis plays an indispensable role. It is fitting
that while the city is mostly absent from Timaeus’ cosmology, the Athenian’s invests
justice in the polis with cosmic significance. In each case, I argue, the speaker presents a
perspective on human happiness and the polis’ contribution to it that is adapted to the
dramatic and rhetorical context he confronts. Whereas Timaeus’ avoidance of the political
is part of his strategy to turn people like Critias toward a less parochial, more cosmopolitan
perspective, the Athenian’s attention to the polis’ significance for both the individual and
the cosmos is in keeping with his use of cosmology as a supplement to civic religion. I end
with a reflection on how the two cosmologies complement one another as parts of a single
philosophical project.

ia. Timaeus on Happiness

Though there is no detailed discussion of what human happiness consists of in
Timaeus’ cosmology, a clear and consistent conception of happiness emerges at two
distinct points of his presentation. The first is Timaeus’ claim that we must investigate
divine causes of order in nature “for the sake of acquiring a happy life, to the extent that
our nature allows it (kTrjogcos Eveka eUdaipovos Biou, kab’ doov MUV 1) puols
evdéxeTal)” (68e8-69a2). Studying nature on the model of Timaeus’ cosmology is a
requirement for those who wish for a genuinely happy life—and even that life is deficient
when compared to the gods’. Timaeus also touches on human happiness toward the end of
his discourse, in a passage I discussed in the first chapter: after describing our rational soul
as a guardian spirit within each of us, he affirms that pursuing wisdom allows us to share
in immortality and that the wise person, “since he is constantly tending to his divine part
and keeping well ordered the spirit that lives with him, will be exceptionally happy (&te &¢
aei Bepamevovta TO Belov ExovTd Te AQUTOV U KEKOOUNUEVOY TOV daipova cUvolkov
EQUTE, DlapepdvTaos eudaipova eivat)” (90b6-c6). Once again, the study of rational
order in the cosmos is at the very least a necessary condition for human happiness.
Timaeus does not say what contribution to our happiness political engagement and the
exercise of moral virtues like courage or justice make—what we ought to focus on above
all is becoming as rational as possible.

Timaeus’ brief comments on happiness do not fully reveal how apolitical his
conception of human fulfillment is or the extent to which, at least at the surface level, he
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encourages his audience to think of themselves as essentially asocial creatures. Indeed, this
is most evident not when Timaeus exalts the power and value of astronomical studies, but
at various points of his discussion of the teleology of our bodily and psychic parts. As he
presents the gods’ reasoning when they designed our bodies and souls, their singular aim
was that each of us should be able to restore our rationality through study. Our need to live
with other humans and form political associations played no role in their deliberations. As
we examine Timaeus’ discussions of our physiology and psychology in detail, it will
become clearer how consistently he downplays the social and political dimension of
human life. This elision of the political leads to a surprisingly lopsided, somewhat
unPlatonic perspective on human nature, but it is not without rhetorical upside: Timaeus’
account of human nature encourages his audience to think of themselves in abstraction
from their particular earthly environment and focus on their natural capacity for godlike
rationality. While not entirely accurate, such a perspective would be well adapted to
Timaeus’ aim of correcting the naive parochialism Critias exemplifies.

To make the case that Timaeus’ account of our nature and creation elides politics, I
examine three different aspects of his account: the intellectualist bent of his discussion of
the gods’ construction of our body and mortal soul; the narrow role he assigns the spirited
part of our soul in our lives, which is especially evident in his discussion of psychic
maladies; and the peculiar and idiosyncratic perspective on natural history and the
significance of civilized life his discussion of our fingernails reveals.

ib. Timaeus on the Human Body and Mortal Soul

For Timaeus, no fact about human nature seems more important than that each of
us most truly is a rational soul of mind. As he puts it at 90dS5, our disembodied rational
soul is “our ancient nature (Trv apxaiav euow)” (cf. 42d2). During our embodied
existence, we should identify ourselves with this nature and do everything in our power to
exercise it appropriately. We have already discussed in the previous chapter the relation
between this notion and Timaeus’ thinking about the gods’ paradigmatic nature and
activities. Now we turn to consider how his idea that we are essentially fallen intellects
who have to cope with embodiment shapes his discussion of the gods’ reasoning when
they designed our body and mortal soul. As Timaeus presents it, the gods’ main concern in
their creative endeavor was to provide us with the equipment to engage in this rational
activity. Even if embodiment significantly encumbers our rational soul’s proper activity,
Timaeus insists that every part of our mortal self has been designed for our mind’s benefit
as it copes with incarnation.

(o) Embodying the Rational Soul

Consider, first of all, Timaeus’ description of how the gods began to construct our
bodies:
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Tas pev 8n Beias mep1dBous dUo oloas, TO TOU TAVTOS OXUA ATTOUIUNOAUEVOL
TEPIPEPES SV, Eis OPAIPOEIDES ODNA EVEBNOAY, TOUTO & VUV KEPaAT|V
gmovopdCopev, 6 BetdTaTdy TE E0TIV Kai TGV v NIV TavTwv deomoTolv: ¢ Kai
Tav TO odua Tapédooav UTmnpeoiav auTé cuvabpoicavTes Beol,
KAaTAVOT|OAVTES OTL TTAOCOV OOAL KIVTOELS ECOIVTO HETEXOL.

The divine orbits, which are two, they bound into a spherical body in imitation of
the shape of the All, and this is what we now call our head. It is our most divine
aspect, ruling over every other part of ours. To it the gods then handed over as its
servant the entire body they had assembled, having decided that it would have a
share in all the motions that would be. (44d3-8)

Although Timaeus describes incarnation as leading to all sorts of disturbances and disorder
for our rational souls shortly before (42e8-44b1), here he emphasizes that our bodies
actually facilitate rather than fight against reason’s rule. Embodiment remains something
our mind has to cope with, being forced to take care of the body it inhabits instead of
focusing on its proper function exclusively. We are fortunate, however, that the gods
endowed us with bodies that, far from being mere obstacles to reason’s being in charge, are
suited for it. The gods decided to house our mind in a body that resembles the cosmos in its
sphericity, our head, so that its motions would be able to return to order.""® Further, they
gave us the rest of the body to assist and serve the head, not get in its way. According to
Timaeus, one who understands nature and the gods’ designs sees their body as an
instrument, rather than a prison, for their mind.!"

Timaeus’ description of our body as reason’s vessel or vehicle (&xnua), first
offered at 44d8-45a3 and repeated at 69c5-7, underscores its role as an instrument for our
immortal part as it copes with earthly life. As our mind’s vehicle, the body allows us to
move around our environment, something that is absolutely essential if we are to survive
and even flourish in our embodied state. Although sharing in kinds of motion other than
revolution in place sets us apart from the purely rational gods, we should nevertheless
appreciate the various kinds of motion available to us as enabling us to achieve a measure
of rationality within this life. If our bodies did not make it possible for us to engage in
activities other than studying the heavens and developing our rationality, we would not be
able to keep ourselves alive long enough to do even that. Somewhat paradoxically, being
able to move in a variety of ways and direct our attention to things other than the sky
makes it so that our lives can be more rational, not less. Understanding that study is our
natural end does not mean that we should regard what we do to stay alive as unfortunate
distractions; it is what we need to do in order to reach that end. Even those parts of our
bodies that are not directly involved in the exercise of reason are there to facilitate it.

'8 Contrast the elongated shape of wild animals’ heads at 91¢6-92a2, which reflects their
atrophied internal motions.

"% For a discussion of Timaeus’ thoughts on the body that includes comparison with other
Platonic dialogues, see Johansen (2004) 137-159.
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(B) The Mortal Soul’s Purpose

The gods also designed the mortal parts of our soul for the benefit of our rational
soul. According to Timaeus, the mortal kind of soul has “irresistible and terrible passions
within itself (dewa kai dvaykaia év éautdd Tadruata)” (69¢7-d1). Aware of this, the
gods structured this part of our soul so that it would not impede the exercise of our
rationality:

kai S Tabta 8n ogfduevol paively 16 Betov, 11 un T&oa Nv avdykn, Xwpis
g¢keivou kaTolkiCouov eis EAANY ToU ocopaTos ofknov 16 Buntdy, icbudv kai
Spov BloikoBouroavTes Tijs Te KEQaATs kai ToU oTrjfous, auxéva peTagy
TIBévTes, v’ €l xoopis.

On account of these [passions], because they were wary of polluting the divine
unless it were completely necessary, they housed the mortal part in a different
location in the body, separate from the other part—they constructed an isthmus and
boundary for the head and the chest, placing the neck in between, so that they
would be apart. (69d6-€3)

At first, the genesis of the mortal soul seems like merely an inevitable byproduct of
embodiment: this is the part of our soul that is subject to all the dreadful affections that
result from having a body. It would be a mistake, however, to infer from this that the
mortal soul has no positive role to play in our lives. Even if it is not part of the gods’
purpose that we have a mortal soul, they were nevertheless able to structure it in such a
way that it should support rather than hinder our pursuing a rational life. As Timaeus
emphasizes in this passage, the gods recognized that the mortal soul would impede
reason’s activity the least if it were to remain separate from it, and they designed our body
to ensure this. By placing our mortal soul away from our head, in our chest and abdomen,
the gods made it more difficult for its non-rational motions to disturb reason. It is a good
thing, then, that our soul is divided into rational and mortal parts. If the soul were
completely unified, reason’s capacity to rule the whole would be compromised by its
sharing in the mortal parts’ affections and motions.

Keeping reason separate from the mortal soul is not the only measure the gods took
to ensure that it is capable of ruling: they also divided the mortal soul into two parts, the
spirited and the appetitive (69e3-71e2). To understand how this arrangement facilitates
reason’s rule over the whole, it is best to start from what Timaeus tells us about the
appetitive part, even if he describes its construction last. What is distinctive about this part
is its irrationality and unruliness: Timaeus likens it to a “wild beast (Bpéupa &yprov),”
adding that it can disturb the other parts with its “noise and turmoil (86puBov kai Bonv)”
and is naturally unsuited to heed reason. The gods, of course, do not endow us with an
appetitive soul out of malice, but because being a mortal animal and needing food, drink,
and the like to survive entails being subject to the appetites. The lower part of our mortal
soul is neither good nor rational, but it is necessary (70d7-71a5). Spirit, by contrast, is the
better part of the mortal soul, capable of heeding reason and enforcing its commands
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against the mass of appetites. Timaeus even compares this part of the soul to a garrison
whose task is to protect the citadel of reason (69e5-70b3).

Though neither of the mortal soul’s parts is rational in a strict sense, the spirited
part is more rational than the appetitive: while the former can obey reason’s orders and
assist in their implementation, the latter’s natural tendency is to resist rational control. A
key function of the spirited part, then, is to mediate between reason and the appetites,
ensuring that the latter do not disturb or overthrow the former.'*’ The spirited part’s
location in the body reflects this unambiguously: residing in the chest, it remains close to
the head even if it is separate from it, but it is also directly above the abdomen, where the
appetitive part is located. The mortal soul’s internal division and its parts’ locations within
the body show that it is not enough for reason to be separate from the mortal soul if we are
to live rationally. It is also necessary that the better part of the mortal soul be closer to
reason than the worse part and help reason exert control over non-rational desires. Reason
has to be able to communicate somehow with the parts of the mortal soul, and it needs at
least one of them to be naturally receptive to its orders and able to bring the other in line
when necessary. For the person who is to live rationally, cooperation between the parts of
the soul is just as important as their remaining separate and not interfering with one
another’s work.

(y) Embodiment’s Peril and Ambiguity

In spite of Timaeus’ attention to how well designed our body and mortal soul are
for serving reason, he never abandons the notion that embodiment constitutes a fall from a
better state. Our mortal self remains distinct from and inferior to what each of us truly is,
and its potential as reason’s servant still falls short of the ideal condition in which our
minds found themselves prior to incarnation. While we inhabit our mortal bodies, we have
to live as mortal animals and attend to our bodily wellbeing, which makes a life of pure,
uninterrupted rationality impossible. Caring for our mortal parts is not something we can
flee, for we share with every mortal creature an innate desire to keep ourselves alive and
healthy. Timaeus even recommends that we care for our bodies appropriately and not let
them become warped by excessive study (87e5-88a7, 88c1-d1). Equipping us with the
desire for nourishment and health and the ability to satisfy it was therefore just as
important for the gods as making sure that our rational part would be able to operate with
minimal disturbance from the body.

From the point of view of a pure intellect, the problem with having a body is not so
much that this disturbs its natural order, but rather that a rational soul that finds itself in
such a body has no option but to value the things and activities that keep the body healthy
and alive. We cannot be indifferent to our mortal parts while we are alive, even if we
recognize that our true identity is different and independent from them. Still, we ought to
value our body’s integrity and wellbeing for the sake of living rationally, not because life

120 Cf. Brennan (2012) on how the spirited part should be understood as a response to the
introduction of the appetitive soul, a necessary bond between reason and the appetites that
makes their interaction possible.
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and health are independently good. Being in a mortal body forces reason to care about that
body’s wellbeing, but it should still regard the body as its instrument. The relative value of
bodily health and reason’s ability to operate is especially evident when Timaeus explains
why our heads are fragile instead of well protected:

T Yap €€ QuayKns Y1y VouEvTn KOl CUVTPEPOUEVT] PUOLs OUBAUT] TTPOCDEXETAl
TTUKVOY d0ToUV Kal odpka ToAANV dua Te auTols dEurikoov aicbnow. ydAiota
Yap &v aiTtd TAvTwv EoXEV 1) TTEpL TNV kepaAnv ovoTaots, eiTep Gua
oupTITTEW 1)BEANCATNY, Kal TO TGV QvBpcdTTwV YEvos capkwdn Exov ep’
EQUTES Kai Veupcddn kpaTepdv Te KepaAnv Biov &v SimAouv kai ToAAamAotv
Kai Uy1ewdTepov kai GAUTTOTEPOV TOU VUV KATEKTHOATO. VUV 8¢ TOls Tepl TNV
TIHETEPQV YEVEOIY Bnuioupyols, avaloyilopévols TOTepov TOAUXPOVICI TEPOV
XeTpov 1) Bpaxuxpovicotepov BEATIOV dTrepy doaivTo yévos, ouvédoev ToU
TAeiovos Biou, pauloTépou B¢, TOV EA&TTOVA AuEivova SvTa TTavTi TAVTWS
aipeTéov: 6ev 81 Haved pEv 60TR, captiv 8t kai veupols kepaAriv, &te oudt
KQUTTaS €xoucav, oU CUVECTEYQOoQV. KT TTAVTA oUv TalTa evalcOnToTépa
HEV Kal ppovitwTEpa, TTOAU 8¢ dobeveoTépa TavTos Avdpds TPOooeTEDN KepaAr)
OOUATL.

The nature which comes into being and is composed out of necessity does not in
any way allow for thick bone and abundant flesh to coexist with sensitive
perception—if these two characteristics were willing to come together, then the
structure of the head would have featured them most of all, and humankind would
have had a fleshy, sinewy and strong head and gained a life twice or many more
times as long and healthier and freer from pain than our current one. At this time,
however, when the craftsmen who were concerned with our generation were
deliberating whether they should make our race longer-lived and worse or shorter-
lived and better, they decided that the shorter life should be chosen, since it was
preferable to the longer but worse one for everyone and in every way. Thus, they
covered the head with thin bone and not, since it is without joints, with flesh and
sinews. So for all these reasons the head was attached to every man’s body being
more sensitive and intelligent but far weaker. (75a7-c7)

Unlike in any of the passages discussed so far, the gods face a dilemma here: should
humans lead longer and healthier lives or more rational ones? That they deliberate about
this at all suggests that a longer and healthier life is undoubtedly valuable for a mortal
creature, but their choice indicates that living rationally is preferable to merely living. For
all of the gods’ care in equipping us with what we need to nourish our bodies and keep
them healthy, they have designed us to be the most rational mortal being rather than the
healthiest and most resilient. Being alive and fit is good because it allows us to care for our
rational soul. Without being subordinated to that goal, it is essentially worthless. A life that
balances study and care for the body is preferable to one that is entirely dedicated to study
not because our mind and our body are equally important, but because neglecting our
physical welfare for the sake of study ultimately compromises reason’s long-term ability to
rule and make full use of its abode and instrument.
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Throughout his account, Timaeus offers a consistent, if fairly complex, perspective
on the human body and mortal soul. On the one hand, he presents embodiment as perilous,
a state in which our rational soul is forced not only to cope with a multitude of influences
that can throw it into disarray but also to care both for itself and the body to which it is
attached. On the other hand, Timaeus emphasizes that humans have the best possible
mortal body and soul, which will help reason regain its pristine order so long as they are
properly cared for. Even if attachment to a mortal body is not an ideal state, we are
fortunate that we can recover our rationality and let it guide our lives.

(&) Our Body and Our Celestial Origins

This ambivalent view of embodiment emerges again—albeit with an interesting
twist—in a striking image Timaeus introduces toward the end of his account:

TO 8¢ 81| TMepl ToU KUPLWTATOU TTap’ NIV YuxTs eidous SiavoeioBal el Tijde, cos
apa auTo Saipova Beds EKAoT BEédwokeY, TOUTO O B1) PAMUEV OIKETV HEV TIUCOV
ETT BKP TG OWUaTL, TPOs BE TNV £V oUpaved ouyyEvelav &t Yiis Nuds aipetv
@5 BvuTas PUTOV oUk Eyyelov AAA& oUpdviov, OpBdTaTa AéyovTes: ekelbev yap,
80ev 1) TTPCOTN THS WuXiis Yéveots Epu, TO Betov Trv kepaArv kai piCav fudov
AVaKPEUaVVUY opbol Tav TO odua.

And we should think about the most powerful part of our soul in the following way:
the god has given it to each of us as a guardian spirit, which we say resides in the
top of our body and lifts us toward what is akin to us in the sky and away from the
earth—for we are not earthly plants, but heavenly ones. Yes, we are absolutely
correct in saying this, since the divine suspends our head and root from where our
soul’s nature first emerged and keeps our whole body upright. (90a2-b1)

Reason should rule our lives; its origin is celestial; and our body is designed to help reason
approximate its original state—these familiar elements are all conveyed by Timaeus’
heavenly plant image. Our body’s upright posture is adduced as further evidence
supporting Timaeus’ claims about our origin and purpose, another sign that we enjoy a
special proximity with the gods and ought to live accordingly.

Yet this passage goes beyond the notion that our body is supposed to serve reason:
being upright is important not just because it facilitates our study of the heavens, but also
because it reminds us that our true and original home is above. Somewhat paradoxically,
part of what makes the human body a suitable abode for reason is that it points us back to a
former celestial bliss. We are at home in our bodies because they remind us that we are not
truly at home down here on earth. By likening our body to an upside-down plant, Timaeus
effectively combines the two contrasting strands of his vision of human nature, one
emphasizing reason’s celestial origin and the other our body’s aptitude for rational activity,
within a single image.

Even more important than the image’s economy are its implications for how we
should think about our earthly life. Our heavenly origin, according to Timaeus, pulls us
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away from the earth, i.e. away from what is close and familiar to us while we live down
here. The point of seeing ourselves as heavenly plants is to recognize that what we are
accustomed to recognize as our own is not so. Our concern with earthly matters alienates
us from what is genuinely proper to us.'>' Leading a fully rational life, then, demands that
we regard our bodies and our earthly environment in an unusual way. Whereas for most
people being firmly rooted in a particular land is fundamental to their sense of identity, for
Timaeus this is apparently irrelevant, since our metaphorical roots stretch upward rather
than downward. Timaeus’ thinking here is not simply different from conventional notions;
it is their complete opposite. With the heavenly plant metaphor, Timaeus goes beyond
commenting on how we relate to our environment and underscores how radical and strange
a perspective he offers on our nature. Not unlike Timaeus’ presentation of the paradigmatic
lives of the gods, this image calls into question the value of political engagement and
social ties: for what claims, if any, can our political community or social relations have on
us when we think of our terrestrial existence as an exile of sorts? Timaeus seems to
counsel detachment from these aspects of our life rather than investing them with new
meaning.

Overall, what the gods have designed us for and what Timaeus advises us to do is
to take care of our bodies and minds. It does not seem that we need a political community,
or any other people at all, in order to be able to do that. Besides the passages we have
already discussed, there are aspects of Timaeus’ treatment of the nature and purpose of the
spirited part of our soul and his discussion of psychic disturbances and illnesses that also
suggest a conception of human nature as essentially apolitical, even asocial. I discuss these
portions of Timaeus’ account in detail next.

ic. Timaeus on the Spirited Part and Psychic Maladies

The preceding section already touched on the basic aspects of Timaeus’
psychology: while embodied, our soul is tripartite, consisting of a rational, a spirited and
an appetitive part. This tripartition of the embodied soul obviously recalls Socrates’
account of the soul’s parts and their respective natures in Republic IV, VIII and IX. But
even though Timaeus and Socrates divide the soul into the same three parts, their analyses
are clearly different in focus: whereas in the Republic Socrates develops his psychology by
reference to ordinary feelings such as hunger, shame, and anger, and to the types of
experiences that give rise to them, Timaeus proceeds from the perspective of divine
craftsmanship. Furthermore, while Timaeus emphasizes our soul’s divine origin and
distinguishes between immortal and mortal parts, Socrates for the most part steers clear of
such matters.'** My focus here, however, is on the less obvious points of divergence in

121 Cf. Nightingale (2004) 141 on this passage as an example of Plato’s ‘rhetoric of
estrangement,” which “offers readers a radically new perspective on the world.”

122 In the Republic Socrates does suggest that the virtue of reasoning belongs to a divine
part of us at VII.518e2-3 and IX.590c8-d6 and talks of the soul’s kinship with the divine
and the accretions it takes on by coming to be in a body at X.611b9-612a6. But even
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how these two accounts present the spirited part’s purpose and character. The contrasts
between Timaeus’ treatment of the spirited part and Socrates’, we will see, can help us
appreciate the extent to which Timaeus presents a vision of human nature that elides social
life.

() Socrates’ and Timaeus’ Contrasting Views of the Spirited Part

First, we should consider how Socrates describes the spirited part in the Republic,
since this is the earlier and fuller account as well as the recognizable background to
Timaeus’ account. Since Socrates’ discussion of this part is wide-ranging and extends over
several books, it is not entirely easy to summarize it adequately. (Indeed, a few
commentators have even dismissed the notion of the spirited part as not seriously meant by
Plato.'**) Nonetheless, the most succinct and helpful characterization of this part of the
soul is probably Socrates’ suggestion that it always desires “dominance, victory and good
repute (TO KPATEIV ... kai vik&v Kai eudokipeiv)” (IX.581a9-10). Here Socrates covers the
main features at the core of the spirited part’s identity: it drives us to be assertive, even
aggressive, and prove our superiority, but it is also deeply invested in how we are regarded
by others. Given its sensitivity to external judgment as well as its tendency to pursue what
is honorable and flee what is shameful, a multitude of scholars have claimed that the
spirited part is fundamentally motivated by social, other-regarding concerns.'** It is
because we have a spirited part that we are able to form relatively stable communities. It is
also because of the spirited part that popular morality and respect for convention have a
firm hold on most of us. In the general picture of the spirited part advanced in the
Republic, its role and nature are intimately connected to the social dimension of our life.

As we have already seen, one of the spirited part’s functions according to Timaeus
is to mediate between reason and the appetitive part, serving as the reason’s ally. The idea
that spirit naturally sides with reason against the appetites appears in the Republic as well
(IV.440a8-441a3), so the two accounts clearly agree on that point. There are other respects,
however, in which Timaeus’ does not follow its predecessor as closely. It is worth pointing
out, first of all, that Timaeus devotes only a short part of his speech to the function of this
part of the soul. This is how he describes how and why the spirited part came into being:

gv 81| Tols oTrifeotv kal TE kahoupéve Bcopakt TO Tris Yuxiis BunTdv yévos
gvédouv. kai EeIdn TO PEV &UEIVOV aUTTs, TO B¢ Xelpov ETTEPUKEL, dloikodopoUal
ToU Bcdopakos av TO kUTOS, SlopilovTes ofov yuvaik&v, Thv 8¢ avdpdov xwpis
oiknow, Tas ppévas didppayua eis TO péoov auTAV TIBEVTES. TO UETEXOV OUV
Tijs Wuxris audpeias kai Bupol, prtAdvikov dv, KaTKIoav £y yUTEpw TiS

though Socrates anticipates Timaeus’ division of the soul into divine and mortal parts in
those passages, he never elaborates on reason’s divinity in detail.

123 E.g. Robinson (1970) 44-46, Penner (1971) 111-113.

Y E.g. Gosling (1973) 41-51; Cairns (1993) 381-392; Kamtekar (1998); Hobbs (2000) 1-
49; Burnyeat (2006) 9-13; Lear (2006) 115-121; Wilberding (2009); Brennan (2012);
Renaut (2014); Wilburn (2015).
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Yiyvetan mp&éis €Ecobev 1) kai Tis &MO TGV Evdobev €mbBupiddv, dEéws Sia
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Within the chest and the so-called trunk they bound the mortal kind of soul. And
given that one part of it was naturally better and another worse they built the
trunk’s cavity in sections, dividing it just like women’s quarters and men’s are
separate. Between them they placed the midriff as a partition. Then, that part of the
soul that shares in manliness and anger, which loves victory, they placed closer to
the head, between the neck and the midriff, in order that it may serve reason and in
alliance with it forcibly restrain all appetites whenever they altogether refuse to
obey reason and its citadel’s commands willingly. And they set the heart, the veins’
meeting point and the source of the blood that courses vigorously throughout the
whole body, in the guardhouse, so that, when the spirit’s force boils over at
reason’s announcement that some unjust act affecting them is unfolding outside or
even from the desires within, every sensitive part within the body may swiftly
perceive through every channel both its exhortations and threats, heeding it and
following it everywhere, and thus allow the best part among them all to lead.
(69¢3-70cl)

Most of this passage echoes points that Socrates makes in the Republic: that the spirited
part is somehow better than the appetitive; that it shares in manly courage, competitiveness
and anger; and that it is quick to respond to external threats—none of this should surprise
anyone familiar with the earlier account. Timaeus’ physiological focus, however, is
innovative: the details of the spirited part’s location in the body and the specific organs and
humors involved in its operations receive no attention in the Republic. Of course, this is a
departure in approach rather than a substantive disagreement, one that makes perfect sense
given that Timaeus, unlike Socrates, is a natural philosopher. Whether one has any idea or
not of what bodily processes underlie the spirited part’s affections has no obvious
consequences for how one thinks of its role and character.

Yet what Timaeus leaves out of his treatment of the spirited part is ultimately more
important than what he says. Even if Timaeus’ focus is different from Socrates’ in the
Republic, his discussion overlooks a fundamental aspect of the spirited part: its other-
regarding nature. Whereas the spirited part’s love of honor is central in the Republic
account, Timaeus makes no reference to honor at all.'® He does not address the extent to
which the spirited part’s desires and values are molded by social context, but envisions its

125 Cf. Zuckert (2011) 350: “Ironically, in light of the root of his name, Timaeus does not
appear to recognize a desire for honor.”
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role in our lives as strictly determined by our nature and design. This is especially clear in
how he treats the spirited part’s aggressiveness and quickness to anger: these emerge as
responses to threats to our bodily or psychic integrity, and their purpose is to help us stay
alive and rational rather than drive us to maintain or advance our social standing. Although
this naturalistic focus fits Timaeus’ overall orientation, compared with Socrates’ analysis it
presents too restrictive a view of the spirited part’s concerns and function.

A different passage outside of Timaeus’ discussion of the tripartite soul offers
further support for the idea that he significantly limits the spirited part’s role in our lives.
At 88a8-b2, Timaeus claims that two different types occur naturally among human beings:
“the one for nourishment, because of our body, and the other for wisdom, because of that
most divine element in us (81 odpa HEv TPoPT]s, dia d¢ TO BeldTaATOV TV €V NUTV
ppovnoews).” It is clear that the body’s desires are the kind we ascribe to the appetitive
part of the soul, and that the rational part is the one that is divine and pursues wisdom.
Timaeus’ suggestion that each part of the soul is responsible for a different set of desires is,
of course, consistent with Socrates’ claims in the Republic; his silence on the spirited part’s
desires, however, is notable and somewhat surprising. This omission suggests either that
this part of the soul has no desires of its own or that these desires are somehow not natural
and therefore less important than those of the other two parts. Presumably, for Timaeus
one could live well without necessarily caring for the spirited part and giving it what it
needs, i.e. making sure that others respect us and we are in good social standing. By
contrast, in the Republic those who dedicate their lives to the pursuit of wisdom are said to
regard the desires and pleasures of both the spirited and the appetitive part as necessary
(IX.581d10-e4). A complete life is one in which the spirited part’s desires given their due,
not neglected. Timaeus never directly contradicts Socrates’ earlier account or claim that
the spirited part needs no caring for at all, but his account clearly does not give its needs
serious consideration.

Timaeus’ relative neglect of the spirited part and its desires is understandable.
Overall, this approach fits nicely with the principal aim of his discussion of human nature:
to persuade us that our bodies and mortal souls are designed for us to lead the best lives
possible. If the spirited part has no concerns or needs of its own, that makes it easier to
present its primary function as making sure that the other parts are able to do their jobs
well. On this picture, our having a spirited part is undoubtedly good. Timaeus gives us no
reason to think that the spirited part could turn against reason and somehow make itself the
soul’s ruler. If the spirited part wants nothing other than to keep us alive and rational, its
function is to preserve our natural internal order, which only the appetites can subvert.
Thus, Timaeus makes psychic harmony appear natural and relatively easy to attain: reason
can always count on spirit’s help, and the appetitive part is always outnumbered. Our souls
have a low potential for conflict by design, a result of the gods’ providence when they
fashioned us. If psychic harmony should appear fragile and elusive, it could cast doubt on
the quality of the gods’ craftsmanship. As befits his generally optimistic approach, then,
Timaeus presents us with a model of the soul in which little can go wrong. Overlooking
certain aspects of the spirited part’s character allows him to do that.
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(B) Timaeus on the Psychic Maladies

Timaeus’ discussion of the soul’s diseases, which he accounts for solely by
reference to certain bodily conditions and disturbances, makes especially clear how narrow
a view of the sources of disorder in our lives he puts forth. At first, Timaeus seems to
suggest nothing more than that there is a special class of psychic maladies that result from
certain bodily states: he introduces his discussion as being about “diseases affecting the
soul on account of a condition of the body (T& [sc. voorjuaTta] ... mepl yuxmnv dix
owpaTos eEv)” (86b2), rather than about the soul’s diseases generally. Moreover, he
never denies that there are psychic disorders whose cause is not physiological. If we look
past how Timaeus introduces the discussion and focus on its contents, however, it is
striking to how wide a range of psychic disorders he assigns somatic causes. First, there is
his explanation of madness: someone who enjoys extreme pleasure or suffers extreme pain
and does everything in his power to pursue the one and avoid the other becomes incapable
of rational thought, as the ‘seed’ of his marrow becomes overabundant (86b7-d1). Timaeus
could easily claim that such madness is caused not just by a specific bodily condition but
also by having the appetitive part of one’s soul completely out of control. Yet he chooses
to emphasize the bodily cause over the psychic. The soul is not so much at variance with
itself as it is brought into disorder by the body.

As Timaeus moves on to offer a similar etiology for various other psychic
disturbances, his narrowly physiological approach becomes even more conspicuous:

Kail oxedov B mavTa OTooa 11dovdY AKPATEIX Kal SVEIdOS s EKOVTWVY
AéyeTal TGOV KAk, oUk 0pBads dveldileTar kakds HEv yap ekcov oUdsis, Sitx 8¢
TovnpPav EEIV TIva ToU CLOHATOS KAl ATTaIdEUTOV TPOPTV O KAKOS yiyveTal
Kakds, TavTi 8¢ TalTa exBpa kai &kovTl Tpooyiyvetal. kai T&Aw 81| TO Tepi
Tas AUTrag 1 wuxr) kata Tautd Sia oddpa moAAnv {oxel kakiav. dtou yap av i
TAOV OEEwV Kal TAV GAUKGY PAeyHETwY kai Gool Tikpoi kai XoAwdels xupol
KaT& TO oddpa TAavnfévtes €€ uev un AdPwotv dvatvorv, évtds 5t
eiAASpevol T &’ aUTdY aTuida T1 Tijs Wuxiis pop& oupueifavTes
AavakepaoBdOol, TavTodaTd voorjuaTa Wuxfis éutrolouct udAAov kai fTTov kai
EAATTW Kal TAeico, PSS Te Tous TpEels TOTTOUS EvexBEvTa Tijs Wuxiis, TPOs Sv
av EkaoT auTGV TTpooTiT T, TolkiAAel pév eidn SuokoAias kai SuocBupias
TavTodamd, ToikiAAel 8¢ BpacuTtnTds Te kai dethias, €11 8¢ Arjbns &ua kai
Suouabias.

Indeed, virtually all of the experiences that are spoken of in reproach as
‘succumbing to pleasures’, as if people were voluntarily bad, are incorrectly
reviled. For no one is willingly bad, but a bad man becomes bad on account of
some corrupt state of his body and because he has been brought without proper
education, and these adversities affect everyone against their will. And again, with
pains the soul likewise suffers much trouble; for whenever someone’s humors,
either those that are acidic or saline phlegms or any that are bitter and bilious,
wander along the body and, instead of finding a release to the outside, are pent up
within, they mix their vapor with the soul’s motion and become blended with it.
They produce manifold diseases of the soul, which vary in their intensity and
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frequency and, as they move into the soul’s three locations they yield all forms of
irritability and depression, of rashness and cowardice, and even of forgetfulness
and stupidity, depending on the part they happen to attack. (86d5-87a7)

First, note that although at the beginning of this passage Timaeus echoes Socrates’ belief in
the involuntariness of vice, his perspective on this notion is quite different: whereas for
Socrates what makes wrongdoing involuntary is that it is done in ignorance of what is
good,'? for Timaeus it is the state of our body rather than our beliefs that makes all the
difference.'”’ They agree that everyone naturally pursues what is good, but they diverge in
their diagnosis of what leads to moral failure. Indeed, in this whole passage Timaeus
hardly leaves room for any psychic disturbances or vices with causes that are not somatic.
His interest lies in the trouble the body causes the soul, not the soul’s internal dynamic and
its potential for instability. Rather than extensively cataloguing and explaining the soul’s
disturbances, Timaeus is directing our attention to how many of them result from bodily
conditions. Besides reflecting Timaeus’ natural scientific bent, this focus helps drive home
both the importance of caring for our body’s health and that simply being in a body—
rather than any feature of the gods’ design—threatens our soul’s natural order.

Shortly afterward, Timaeus acknowledges that our social environment can have a
negative impact on our psychic health, but in fairly restrictive terms. The problem with bad
constitutions, he claims, is that in these “no studies at all that could cure these ailments are
learnt from youth on (uaBrjpaTa undaui] ToUTwv laTika éK véwv navbavnTal)” (87a7-
b3). The failure of bad constitutions is a failure to provide their citizens with the kinds of
gymnastic and scientific training that helps us preserve our psychosomatic order. This
conception overlooks that some regimes are bad not simply because they lack the resources
to help citizens care for their souls but because their institutions foster instability and
disorder. Timaeus does not acknowledge here the active role constitutions play in their
citizens’ development by inculcating in them specific beliefs and values and the way cities
mold citizens’ souls to make them more or less receptive to reason. Even when he
examines factors contributing to psychic disorder from outside the body, Timaeus
maintains his focus on maladies of somatic origin. Our body’s potential to generate
disorder in our lives should concern us more than the risk of adopting false and harmful
beliefs.

There is no acknowledgement in Timaeus’ account of a source of disorder and
corruption that receives Socrates’ attention in the psychology of the Republic: a spirited
part that has not been properly educated. Whereas Timaeus presents the spirited part’s
service to reason as natural, Socrates claims that the soul’s middle part is reason’s ally
“unless it is corrupted by a bad upbringing (Eav un uTo Kakf]s Tpo@ils dapbapt)”
(IV.441a2-3). A bad upbringing can consist of inadequate forms of music and poetry or a
deficient exercise regime that lead the spirited part to become too aggressive or too soft,

126 See esp. Meno 77b7-78b2; Protagoras 358¢3-d4; cf. Gorgias 466b9-468e5. T am
persuaded by the general interpretation of these passages and Socrates’ paradox offered by
Segvic (2000).

127 Zuckert (2011) 349 also sees a significant contrast between how Timaeus and Socrates
think of psychic disturbances.
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but it can also include the absence of adequate role models, both in poetry and in real life,
to shape the spirited part’s self-image. The latter in particular is inextricably connected to
the political culture in which one grows up: what the people around us pursue as honorable
and avoid as shameful and how our city rewards and punishes those pursuits informs our
spirited part’s desires and aversions.'>* Socrates offers a vivid example of this in his
account of the timocratic man, who rejects his philosophical father’s example and devotes
himself to hunting and warlike activities because of the disrespect his father suffers at
home and among his fellow citizens (VIII1.548d6-550b7). Similarly, someone who has a
natural inclination toward philosophy and learning may have their character
catastrophically warped by an inhospitable civic setting, “just like an alien seed sown in a
different land is wont to be overtaken by local species and disappear among them (cooTrep
Eevikov oTrépua £v Y1 &AAR oTrelpdpuevov EEiTnAov is TO Emxcdplov PiAel kpaToUpEVOY
ievai)” (VI.497b3-5). In light of Socrates’ attention to how different political cultures can
foster grave psychic corruption and disorder by orienting our spirited part toward
inappropriate ideals, we can readily recognize how narrow Timaeus’ focus on the bodily
disturbances is. We can see, that is, that Timaeus mostly avoids considering how our social
and political context can shape our psyche’s order.

To sum up: Timaeus speaks about the spirited part of the soul in a manner that,
while familiar at first sight, suggests strongly that his analysis is guided by a distinctive
perspective on human nature. From this perspective, the social dimension of human life is
not as significant as our ability to restore our rational soul to its pristine state and keep both
our soul and our body healthy and harmonious. This perspective is in evidence not only in
Timaeus’ discussion of the spirited part, but also when he addresses the obstacles we face
in our efforts to live rationally and how to surmount them. Timaeus’ discussion of the
embodied human soul, from its structure to what makes it healthy or sick, largely takes it
in abstraction from its social needs and environment. This is consistent with how he speaks
of the gods’ priorities and reasoning when they fashioned our mortal souls and bodies,
which we discussed in the preceding section.

Before considering the implications of Timaeus’ consistent avoidance of the
political, I would like to examine one last passage from his account of how the gods
designed our body that fits this pattern. In this very strange passage, Timaeus relates the
gods’ reasons for giving human beings fingernails. It has not received much attention from
commentators, possibly because it is prima facie a rather embarrassing explanation of why
we have fingernails. The significance of this passage, however, lies not so much in the
explanation itself but rather the conception of our origins and relation to the lower animals
it encourages us to adopt. Here too, I argue, Timaeus hints that politics and communal
living are not fundamental aspects of our nature.

128 Hobbs (2000) 11-30 offers an especially lucid discussion of what the spirited part’s

education consists of.
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id. Timaeus on the Genesis and Purpose of Human Fingernails

Though Timaeus explains the existence and purpose of virtually every part of our
body and mortal soul by reference to how they equip us to live rationally, there is one part
of us for which he offers no such explanation: our fingernails. He describes their
production thus:

16 & v T Tepl ToUs dakTUAous kataTrAokr) ToU veupou kai ToU SépuaTtos
60ToU T, OUUHELXDEY €K TPIGOV, ATTOENPavVBEY EV KOOV CUUTTAVTWY OKANPOV
Yéyovev dépua, TOls HEV cuvalTiols TouTols dnuioupynbév, Tij 3¢ aiTiTATN
Slavoia TAV ETMEITA ECOUEVV EVEKA EIPYACHUEVOV. €S Y AP TTOTE £ GudpCdV
yuvaikes kail T&AAa Onpia yevrjoowTo, NTioTavto oi cuvioTAVTES TUGS, Kai BT
Kal Tijs TAV dvixwv xpeias 8Tt ToAA& TGV BpepudTov Kal i ToAAd
derjooito fdeocav, 66ev év avBpcdTols eUBUS Y1yvouévols UTTETUTTCOCAVTO TNV
TGOV SVUXWV YEVECIV.

And where sinew, skin and bone are interwoven in the fingers, a combination of
these three materials, a single hard skin dried out and composed of all of them,
came into being. With these auxiliary causes it was fashioned, but it was wrought
by the design that is most responsible for such things for the sake what would
happen in the future. For they who created us knew that eventually women and all
wild animals would come into being from men. And they understood that many of
these animals would need the use of nails for various purposes, which is why they
fashioned into human beings the rudiments of the nails right when they were born.
(76d3-e4)

Rather than give our nails a role as instruments we can use in our efforts to lead a rational
life, Timaeus accounts for their existence by referring to the gods’ plan for the creation of
all mortal species. We cannot understand their usefulness if we restrict our consideration to
human life, for it is only when fingernails belong to wild animals that they are able to serve
their genuine, natural purpose. As humans, it seems, we neither need fingernails nor have
any natural use for them.

Unfortunately, Timaeus does not tell us explicitly why he thinks nails are useful to
animals but not humans. Yet this is fairly easy to see: animals use their sharper, more
developed nails to defend themselves or to kill other animals they can eat, among other
things. For them, nails are weapons of sorts, without which they may not be able to
survive. Humans, on the other hand, can do without nails: we do not need to hunt and kill
other animals to survive, and we can fashion weapons, walls, and other artifacts to defend
ourselves. For Timaeus, then, humans by nature and design live in a way that makes
having such bodily equipment superfluous. Our bodies are adapted to a safe and civilized
way of life, and their design presupposes that we will not have to fend for ourselves in the
wild.

Why is this important and how does it fit together with Timaeus’ unusual
perspective on human sociality and community? First of all, Timaeus’ approach to
zoogony and anthropogony and how he conceives of the relation between the two is the
reverse of that commonly taken by natural philosophers of the period. According to
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philosophers such as Anaximander and Empedocles, humans were not the first animals to
have come into existence, but were preceded by lower species.'>’ While Timaeus
emphasizes how other mortal animals are degraded, demoted humans, most of his
predecessors and contemporaries stress that humans are in fact animals."*’ For some of
these thinkers, what sets humans apart from the other animals is that humans came together
to build and live in cities. Archelaus, for example, claims that after animals and humans
came to be, “human beings were differentiated from the rest and established rulers, laws,
crafts, cities and everything else (Siekpibnoav &vbpcotrol &md TV EAAwVY Kkai 1yepdvas
kal vépous kai Téxvas kai ToAets kal T& &AAa ouvéotnoav)” (DK 60A4.19-20)."*! For
him, humans are different from the other animals because we have fashioned civilized life
for ourselves, not because we are more intelligent or closer to the gods. Along similar
lines, Protagoras apparently argued that humans at first lived like wild beasts, framing our
species’ history as a movement from savagery to civilization. In the Platonic dialogue
named after him, he claims that the difference between primitive men and their modern,
city-dwelling descendants is so vast that comparison with the former would make someone
who is exceptionally vicious by current standards seem like a paragon of virtue
(Protagoras 327c4-d4). Lacking civic education and laws that would compel them to act
justly, the earliest men lived like the most savage of animals. On this view, being civilized
and tame is something humans achieved at a point in our history by means of specific
inventions and institutions, not a feature of our original nature. For us to be able to lead
recognizably human lives, our species had to overcome its original state. We have not
always been, as Timaeus would have it, the most god-revering and rational animals.

From the perspective of an Archelaus or a Protagoras, it would be possible to agree
with Timaeus that we currently have no particular need for our fingernails but see them as
a reminder of our primitive state prior to the emergence of civilized life. Such a perspective
would find Timaeus’ stance on our nature patently unhistorical. Assuming that humans
have never lived like wild animals and our lives have always been tame and civilized,
Timaeus appears unaware of how essential a condition living in a city is for our ability to
choose the kind of life he recommends. His assumption that a life dedicated to rational
contemplation has always been available to us makes the emergence of civilized life and
other technological developments seem trivial. For Timaeus, it appears, humans entered
the universe fully formed and ready to achieve their highest potential from the very
beginning, needing nothing beyond their natural faculties to develop their rationality.

' For Anaximander, see DK 12A10 and 12A30. For a cogent reconstruction of

Empedocles’ zoogony and anthropogony that includes relevant texts and translations, see
Sedley (2007) 33-52.

139 Campbell (2000) stresses that Timaeus’ anthropocentric zoogony inverts the standard
Presocratic scheme.

1 This is not to say that Archelaus is typical or representative of other natural
philosophers. As Betegh (2016) points out, incorporating an account of the origins of
society in his cosmology was likely his innovation and it would be mistaken to read this
kind of account into earlier thinkers. Nevertheless, Archelaus’ innovation is consistent with
the general principles espoused by his predecessors and could be regarded as taking these
principles to their logical conclusion.
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Timaeus’ gods not only designed us without explicitly considering our need for living as
members of a community, but also in such a way that we would at least in principle be able
to attain wisdom even if we did not associate with other humans.

What seems at first a strange and embarrassing passage is ultimately much more
than that. Timaeus’ thoughts about why we have fingernails are hardly crucial, but the
peculiar way he chooses to speak about their purpose reveals how distinctive a perspective
he presents. Timaeus could try to explain what use we could have for nails by referring to a
primeval past in which we lived like beasts—a past a few intellectuals of his time seem to
have considered a reality—but that would raise difficulties for his account. If he admitted
that at one point it would have been practically impossible for a human being to pursue the
kind of wisdom he celebrates, he would have a harder time arguing that this is in fact what
the gods have set as our ultimate goal. Moreover, it would be rather strange if the gods had
designed our mind and body so that we could dedicate our lives to studying nature but left
it to us to devise the conditions that would make that possible in practice. Most
importantly, though, Timaeus’ explanation here excludes the possibility that humans were
formerly savage creatures, who needed the influence of communal life to mature into our
true nature. If it was never necessary that we undergo such a radical transformation, then
being part of a structured society is not as constitutive of our nature as we would generally
think. This is, of course, of a piece with Timaeus’ persistent minimizing of how our social
environment shapes our lives.

ii. What Motivates Timaeus’ Avoidance of Politics and Sociality?

Our survey of Timaeus’ remarks on human happiness and the creation of our
bodies and mortal souls shows a lopsided focus on intellectual achievement. Timaeus pays
little attention to the social dimension of our lives, which is surprising for a variety of
reasons. First of all, Timaeus is by all appearances a Platonic philosopher, agreeing with
Plato’s several philosophical characters on key issues in psychology, epistemology and
metaphysics. But Plato’s other philosophers demonstrate a keen interest in how a city’s
culture and institutions affect its citizens’ endeavors to live well in several dialogues,
especially the Republic, the Statesman and the Laws. In this context of broad agreement,
Timaeus’ neglect of that entire aspect of our lives is particularly jarring. These dialogues
all suggest that understanding civic education and culture and reforming them on the basis
of philosophical insight is not something a complete philosopher should avoid. Though not
in the same way, each of these dialogues suggests that an accomplished philosopher goes
beyond caring for his or her own body and soul and is in fact best qualified to care for the
city as a whole. By comparison, Timaeus’ idea of the wise person appears deracinated and
egoistic: deracinated, because he sees the heavens as his true home and to that extent is
above human affairs; egoistic, because he need not concern himself with anything more
than taking appropriate care of his soul and body.

The Timaeus’ frame, of course, reminds us of Platonic philosophy’s concern with
politics and civic institutions: the clear allusions to the Republic and Socrates’ request for a
speech showing the ideal city in action suggest that the Timaeus is a sort of continuation of
rather than a departure from that previous work. Furthermore, the plan of the feast of
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speeches makes it so that Timaeus’ cosmology is framed by politics, as Critias’ fulfillment
of Socrates’ request will follow Timaeus’ account. In the dialogue’s setting, politics and
social institutions are not regarded as trivial at all. Everyone present is said to have
significant experience in politics, with Socrates as the sole exception. Timaeus in particular
seems to have taken politics very seriously, to the point of advancing to the highest offices
in his native Locri (20al-5). For someone whose perspective on human nature seems to
minimize the importance of politics and political engagement, Timaeus has a striking
record of public engagement. The content of Timaeus’ cosmology is undoubtedly in
tension with his career as Socrates describes it. Even more surprising than a Platonic
philosophical character minimizing the importance of politics is one with Timaeus’ career
doing it before the particular audience he faces.

Yet it is precisely because of the audience he confronts and the way politics
dominates their conversation that it is fitting for Timaeus to point to a perspective that
transcends politics in his cosmology. As we have argued, the dialogue’s opening reveals
Critias as embodying a naive parochialism that calls for philosophical correction. One of
the goals of Timaeus’ cosmology is to offer a corrective to the perspective on the world
Critias represents. In the previous chapter, we saw that Timaeus’ theology has the potential
to orient someone in Critias’ position toward a more philosophical perspective. Timaeus’
gods, i.e. the Demiurge, the cosmos, and the celestial bodies, are above traditional,
anthropomorphic deities such as Athena, and their favor and providence extend to all
humans alike. These gods are responsible for our existence and have provided us with
everything we need in order to lead the best life available, making any special favor we
may enjoy from traditional deities on account of our lineage or civic identity superfluous.

The way Timaeus’ discusses human happiness and the gods’ reasoning when they
fashioned us, inseparable as it is from his theology, also serves this reorienting function.
As the dialogue’s frame shows, Critias takes great pride in his identity as an Athenian
citizen and cherishes the stories and festivals that celebrate Athens’ values and virtues. For
him, one’s social and political environment is all-important; his sense of self and
perspective on the world are entirely dependent on the culture and institutions of his native
city. In other words, Critias is all too tied to his earthly environment, living and thinking of
himself as the opposite of Timaeus’ plant rooted in heaven. By inviting Critias and others
like him to think of themselves as having celestial roots, Timaeus challenges them to
consider their place in the world from a radically different perspective from the one they
are accustomed to. The way Timaeus talks about happiness and the purpose of the human
body and soul offers Critias types an opportunity to make sense of who and what they are
without reference to the particular social or political setting that is familiar to them. More
than that, it suggests to them that the only way they can truly understand their nature and
position in the cosmos is if they think of themselves in abstraction from their social
environment. Rather than indict Critias’ viewpoint or reveal its inadequacies directly,
Timaeus advances an alternative vision and makes it clear that those who ignore or resist it
end up alienating themselves from their potential as rational, semi-divine creatures. That is,
he provides Critias and others like him with reasons to grow dissatisfied with their narrow
perspective and strive to transcend it.

This aspect of Timaeus’ vision, however, could be problematic. As we have already
pointed out, Timaeus’ idea of the studious and happy individual comes off as detached and
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egoistic. If Timaeus’ account successfully stirs others to turn away from their earthly
environment to focus on nurturing their rational soul and preserving their psychic and
bodily health, it may end up fostering narrow self-concern. Since happiness does not seem
to demand that we concern ourselves with anything other than establishing and preserving
our own psychic and bodily wellbeing, it is unclear what reason we have to care for other
people. Perhaps the kind of forgetfulness of our social environment Timaeus promotes
could erode the commitment to the welfare of others that accompanies the type of partisan
devotion Critias exhibits. It is natural, after all, that the more we think of our own nature
and identity independently of our social setting, the less compelling our community’s and
our peers’ claims on us will appear. Regardless of the bliss that awaits us as we move
toward the godlike perspective Timaeus holds before us, we run the risk of losing
something crucial in the process.

Other parts of Timaeus’ vision, however, may promote active engagement with the
world. One of these is Timaeus’ portrayal of the Demiurge. Although he does not
explicitly present the Demiurge as a paradigm for humans to imitate or assimilate
themselves to, we have good reason to see this supreme deity in this way. Aside from how
the lesser gods imitate the Demiurge, his order-establishing work suggests that causing
things to be arranged in the best way possible is a fundamental aspect of rationality.'** On
this picture, it is not in reason’s nature to remain self-contained and jealously guard its
purity, as it were. Rather, its character is to apply itself to producing order where it is
lacking and improve whatever reality it confronts. For the individual person, this means
that if they become as rational as possible they will not be absorbed with keeping order
within themselves and nothing more, but also strive to create order in the world, including
among the people they encounter. If this is on the mark, then Timaeus’ godlike person
should be committed to improving his immediate surroundings, not be indifferent to them.
Such a person should be able to promote others’ good even if he is not particularly
attached to his familiar social and political environment.

Additionally, while our sense of kinship with our fellow citizens is diminished as
we adopt Timaeus’ cosmic viewpoint, a new understanding of our relation to others—
rather than simple forgetfulness and withdrawal—may develop. Recall some of the points
made in our discussion of how Timaeus’ gods relate to humans. First, the Demiurge is a
father of sorts to all humans alike: he created each of our rational souls and also provided
all of them with equal insight into the nature of the heavens and the laws of fate. Further,
we are all, as rational souls created by the Demiurge, related in exactly the same way to the
highest of the visible gods: the cosmos, whose soul was fashioned in the same manner as
ours. Last, the Demiurge’s helpers have endowed every one of us with the same
capabilities and tools to restore our rationality to its original state, following the
Demiurge’s example in extending their generosity toward all humans indiscriminately. For
Timaeus, every human being has a divine, celestial origin and is naturally at home in the
cosmos. Those who are moved by his account should come to think not only of themselves
as plants rooted in the sky, but also recognize that this applies to every person in the same
way. Timaeus provides us with a myth about our origins wherein we all share the same
divine parentage and original home, which ought to fundamentally alter our understanding

132 Cf. Mahoney (2005) 87.
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of our kinship with other humans. Although adopting the perspective Timaeus puts forth
may put distance between ourselves and the people we are used to seeing as our own, it
also enables us to see ourselves as sharing a deep bond with them and everyone else.

What Timaeus has to offer to take the place of our sense of belonging to a
particular community, then, is the opportunity to see every person as somehow our kin.
Perhaps this sounds too cosmopolitan for Plato to ring true, but it is ultimately a very
limited cosmopolitanism.">> Furthermore, a few passages elsewhere in Plato’s oeuvre point
toward cosmopolitanism, making Timaeus less of an anomaly. First, there is Socrates’
argument in the Republic that the ideal city’s soldiers should not treat other Greeks harshly
in war, since “the Greek race is kin and related to itself but foreign and alien to non-Greeks
(1O pgv EAANViKdY Yévos auTo auTd oikelov elval kal ouyyeves, TG 8t BapBapikéd
O0VeTdY Te kal AAASTpiov)” (V.470a9-471cl). On the surface, here Socrates appears to
advance a Panhellenic rather than a cosmopolitan vision: recognition of other Greeks as
kin is accompanied by the decidedly parochial perception of non-Greeks as natural
enemies. Yet within the Republic itself Socrates gives us the resources to recognize that we
are kin to the whole of humanity and his Hellenocentrism is a concession to the prejudices
of his time and audience. As Owen Goldin points out, when Socrates discusses philosophy
and the apprehension of the forms he never suggests that Greek cultural or ethnic identity
is necessary. For Socrates, truth is available to those who have the right education
regardless of gender, place, or time."** A clearer gesture toward cosmopolitanism appears
in Statesman 262c10-d, where the Eleatic Visitor asserts that separating Greeks from the
rest of the human race and lumping all non-Greeks together as if they were a natural kind
would be an improper division. The implication there seems to be that there are no natural
differences between Greeks and so-called barbarians. Though we should hesitate to regard
Plato as a genuine and full-fledged cosmopolitan thinker, some of his work attests to his
attraction to this ideal.

Timaeus in particular encourages us to think of the whole cosmos as our natural
home, but he seems to do so in order to advance what is primarily an intellectual rather
than an ethical ideal. The cosmos is not a community that encompasses and transcends
individual cities, and our earthly setting is too confining and needs to be transcended
primarily as an intellectual rather than an ethical horizon. Adopting the perspective
Timaeus advances need not engender in us a sense of duty to benefit the whole of
humanity, even if it does allow us to see that it is arbitrary to base our concern for others
on group affiliation or civic identity, which do not determine who we truly are.

Timaeus’ cosmic perspective is not conducive to full-blown cosmopolitanism, but
it may inspire a peculiar form of philanthropy. As we come to think and act like a god to
the extent that it is possible for a human, our aims should include promoting the good of
others not in an ordinary sense, but specifically insofar as they are rational, potentially

"> Cf. Howland (2007) on the cosmopolitan aspects of Timaeus’ account.

"** Goldin (2011) 268. Goldin also points out that Socrates’ guardians will never engage in
wars of aggression and will only encounter non-Greeks while defending their city, in
which case their regarding these foreigners as natural enemies will have only a positive

effect insofar as it will make them more defensive in the event of a foreign invasion (269-
270).
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godlike beings like ourselves. This is obviously different from the way most people see
themselves and each other, but that should not dissuade the godlike person from engaging
with others. Instead, he should recognize others’ errors about who they are and what is
good for them as a disorderly state he is extraordinarily well poised to restore to order. On
the one hand, awareness of his own capacity to benefit others in such a crucial way may
engender a sense of responsibility in the godlike person; on the other hand, he will be
aware that it is a limited responsibility, since each of us ultimately has to be a self-mover
when it comes to looking after our physical and intellectual wellbeing. Such a person will
understand, then, that he will have to treat others as self-determining agents rather than
passive subjects he can mold if he is to promote genuine order among them, and also that
his success in such endeavors is by no means guaranteed and depends on more than his
own efforts. In spite of his detachment from the particular social environment he lives in,
the person who strives for godlikeness may be better prepared to truly benefit others than
anyone else. Perhaps this is why Timaeus has devoted much of his life to political service:
he recognizes that, as someone whose own studies have allowed him to approach
godlikeness, he is more qualified to serve than most others.

Timaeus’ focus on intellectual achievement and avoidance of the political and
social aspects of human life may not be as escapist as it appears after all. Even if he
emphasizes individual intellectual flourishing, Timaeus’ perspective on rationality and its
origins has implications for how we regard and treat other people. Adopting that
perspective may even be necessary if we wish to truly grasp how to benefit others and
what the aims and limits of our engagement with them should be. By urging his audience
to focus on their rational soul and its heavenly origin, then, Timaeus gives them the
opportunity to develop an ethical outlook that is grounded in nature rather than particular
civic traditions and institutions. Partly as a counter to Critias’ partisan devotion to Athens,
Timaeus encourages us to think of our and others’ happiness as something we can and
should work toward independently of our native social and political environment. By
presenting a cosmology that makes the city inessential from the perspectives of both the
individual person and the cosmos, Timaeus can provoke Critias and others like him to
reassess their attachment to their community and ground their values in nature instead.
Though not explicitly anti-political, Timaeus’ cosmology suggests that regarding civic
traditions and institutions as the ultimate authorities on how we ought to live is mistaken.
This view presents a fitting challenge to someone with as blinkered a perspective as
Critias’, but it is not necessarily appropriate in every context and may pose problems of its
own. The Athenian’s approach in the Laws, which presents a completely different
perspective on our ultimate end and the city’s significance, will allow us to see that more
clearly.

Before turning to the Laws, however, it is necessary to counter some possible
objections to my interpretation of Timaeus’ rhetorical strategy and aims in eliding our
social nature. Though the preceding analysis assumes that Timaeus is for the most part free
to make certain choices in how he presents his material, the text may nevertheless be taken
to suggest that Timaeus’ presentation is to a large degree determined by the plan for the
feast of speeches Critias outlines at 27a3-b6: Timaeus will begin with the generation of the
cosmos and end with “human nature (&vBpcdmewov puow),” followed by Critias™ account of
the ancient Athenians. The gap between Timaeus’ account of human origins and Critias’
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narrative of ancient Athens that naturally accompanies the plan brings out Critias’
parochialism, but Timaeus is not responsible for it. The plan is Plato’s choice rather than
Timaeus’, and it is possible that the contrast between Timaeus’ perspective and Critias’ is
entirely of the author’s making. Timaeus may be simply presenting a cosmology that is
simply suitable for the feast of speeches, which we can only recognize as a challenge to
Critias’ parochialism because Plato has embedded it within the dialogue’s particular
context. Perhaps Timaeus avoids politics because the feast’s plan demands that he not go
further than human origins, not because he wants to counter Critias’ political focus.

Against this objection, I point out that even if Timaeus has to speak within a plan
where the contrast between his apolitical perspective and Critias’ parochialism will emerge
regardless of his account’s specific content, it can still be the case that he makes choices in
his account that are especially well suited to provoke someone like Critias. In particular,
nothing in the plan Critias announces demands that Timaeus include a strong protreptic
element in his account, describing the bliss we attain as we contemplate the celestial
motions. Timaeus does not need to emphasize our heavenly origin and what we should do
to restore our rational faculty to its pristine condition, but this is a theme to which he
returns repeatedly throughout his account. Though Timaeus would be able to offer a fitting
account of our origins without touting the benefits of philosophical astronomy, he chooses
to make it clear to his audience what they are missing as long as their attention is away
from the heavens. Plato’s framing of Timaeus’ cosmology is not solely responsible for its
appearance as a challenge to Critian parochialism.

Another point against this objection is that the plan for the speeches Critias
announces does not necessarily require Timaeus to end his account where he does and
leave a gap between it and Critias’ account. According to Critias’, Timaeus’ account is
supposed to end with human @uUois, a vague notion most translators render as ‘origins’ but
whose vagueness may be better captured by our choice of ‘nature’. The latter, of course,
implies far fewer restrictions on what Timaeus may cover in his account. Though it would
be unusual for a cosmology to address primitive humanity’s history and the emergence of
communal living, such an appendix would be warranted if Timaeus wanted to examine
sociality as an aspect of our nature and establish greater continuity with Critias’ political
narrative. It may well be Timaeus’ choice to present our nature in abstraction from social
and political realities, rather than something forced on him by Plato’s design or his
account’s genre.

Perhaps our argument that the constraints context and genre impose on Timaeus’
presentation are not sufficient to account for his apparent challenge to Critias’ parochialism
lets another line of objection emerge: if Timaeus is free to include in his account material
untypical of cosmologies, then why does he not challenge Critias with a broad, detailed
discussion of social psychology instead of presenting a cosmology and biology that avoid
the topic? A more direct account of what ails Critias and appropriate remedies, we can
suppose, would likely be more effective in provoking him to reflect on and transcend his
perspective. Yet Timaeus may have a few reasons to avoid such a discussion. First of all, it
would be hard to justify including a sophisticated account of how societal values and
beliefs are impressed on citizens—for example, of the sort we find in the Republic and the
Laws—in a cosmology. Although Timaeus could reasonably discuss humanity’s earliest
stages and the origins of political association within his cosmology on the grounds that
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they are part of our nature’s development, no such justification would apply to how cities
currently mold their citizens’ psyches. Though cosmology can be a flexible genre, a
detailed discussion of social psychology and civic education would be appropriate only in
more explicitly political forms of discourse.

This is not to say, however, that Timaeus’ relatively indirect approach is the
product of cosmology’s generic conventions: an advantage his strategy has over a more
detailed and direct approach is the way it encourages his audience to think of themselves as
celestial beings and consider their nature in abstraction from their social ambit. Rather than
directly criticize political structures and institutions, Timaeus simply orients his audience
toward what should be more fundamental concerns, revealing the highest human activity
and happiness as entirely disconnected from political realities. Even if Critias and others
like him will not find in Timaeus’ speech a direct challenge to their partisan viewpoint, the
cosmology’s pointed avoidance of politics has the power to provoke them to reflect
critically on their place within their city and the world.

Having accounted for Timaeus’ avoidance of politics and sociality in his discussion
of human nature and its likely motivations and aims, I can now turn to the Athenian’s
contrasting approach in the Laws. After examining and explaining the contrast between the
two cosmologies’ perspective on politics and community, [ will consider whether and how
these perspectives form part of a unified philosophical project.

iii. The Athenian on Happiness and the Polis

In the Laws, Plato has the Athenian present a conception of happiness and its
relation to our social and political environment that is markedly different from Timaeus’.
Even though the Athenian’s primary discussions of happiness are found outside of his
cosmology, we shall see that aspects of his cosmology reflect and reinforce the ideas about
happiness he presents elsewhere in the dialogue. First, I discuss the distinctly political and
civic understanding of happiness and virtue the Athenian articulates throughout the
dialogue. Then, I examine what role and position he gives the city in his cosmology and
how that fits the conception of happiness he advances in the dialogue’s other sections.

(o) The Athenian on Personal and Civic Happiness

Although the Athenian’s remarks on happiness are scattered throughout the
dialogue, they point to a unified and consistent vision. Rather than examine each relevant
passage at a time, I will focus on the different aspects of the Athenian’s notion of
happiness that surface frequently throughout the dialogue. For the purposes of our
discussion, one particularly striking and important feature of the Athenian’s position is that
he discusses what happiness is not only for individual people but for cities as well. At
several points in the conversation, the Athenian discusses individual and civic happiness
together, suggesting that happy cities and happy individuals exhibit at least some of the
same characteristics (e.g., [.628c9-el; 1.636d4-e3; V.742d2-743c4; VII.816¢1-d2). At
other times, he comments on civic happiness specifically, which he identifies as the
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legislator’s ultimate aim when devising laws (e.g., [.631b3-6; IV.718b2-5; V.743c5-6;
VII.806c3-7). The Athenian’s concern with civic happiness is hardly surprising given the
Laws’ focus on the nature and aims of legislation, but it does clearly set him apart from
Timaeus, whose perspective on happiness is apolitical and strictly focused on the
individual. While Timaeus presents a vision of what each of us can do to achieve our own
happiness irrespective of our particular circumstances, the Athenian is interested in what
makes entire cities and citizen populations happy.

The Athenian’s notion of what happiness consists of, for both individuals and
cities, appears typically Platonic: being virtuous, understood as possessing all four of the
cardinal virtues—courage, justice, wisdom and moderation—is at least necessary, if not
sufficient, for happiness (1.631b3-d2; I1.660e2-661e5; IV.715e7ft.; VII1.829al-3;
IX.870b6-7)."** Furthermore, though the good legislator’s ultimate aim is to make the city
as happy as possible, the Athenian often speaks of the legislator’s goal as fostering virtue
in the citizens (e.g. [.630c1-6; 1V.705d3-706a4; V1.770c1-771a2; XI1.962b4-963a9). This
suggests that the Athenian thinks that a city’s happiness follows naturally from its citizens’
being virtuous and happy and requires nothing more.

If we examine how the Athenian speaks of the citizens’ virtue more closely,
however, we can see, first of all, that his conception of virtue is not entirely typically
Platonic but quite distinctive in key respects. By focusing on what is distinctive in how the
Athenian speaks of virtue and virtuous people, we will be able to see that he thinks that: a)
a city’s happiness depends on the citizens’ being virtuous in a specific way; and b) citizens
depend on their city’s laws and institutions to attain the virtue and happiness proper to
them. The happiest possible city makes citizens whose virtue and activities conduce to its
happiness, while happy citizens achieve their happiness by acting in a way that leads not
only to their own but also to their city’s happiness. What is good for the city as a whole
coincides with what is good for individual citizens, and the former shapes the latter.
Though the contrast between the Athenian and Timaeus on the question of happiness was
already clear, it is even starker now.

One of the most distinctive aspects of how the Athenian speaks about virtue is that,
in spite of his insistence that the legislator ought to foster the whole of virtue and not just a
part of it (see esp. [.630d9-631b1), he singles out moderation (ccoppoouvn) as a
particularly important virtue."*® At II1.696b1-697b6, for example, the Athenian argues that
in a city honor should not be conferred on anyone who lacks moderation, even if that
person seems to possess other virtues. Although moderation by itself is not worthy of
honor, “but rather some sort of speechless silence (&AA& Tvos pdAAov dAdyou oryris)”
(696d11-e2), the Athenian claims that virtue needs moderation in order to be of maximal
benefit to us, and the soul and its goods should receive the highest honors “provided
moderation is present in it (ccoppoouvns UTrapxouons auTh))” (696e3-697b4). For the
Athenian, moderation is the crowning virtue, since without it all the other virtues are

133 For a discussion that casts virtue as both necessary and sufficient for happiness in the

Laws, see Annas (1999) 45-48. For a discussion of virtue as only necessary, see Bobonich
(2004) 210-215.

136 As Barker (1918) puts it, this virtue is “the mainspring of the Laws” (343-345). Along
similar lines, see North (1966) 186-196 and Stalley (1983) 54-56.
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worthless or incomplete, or the most essential virtue, without which the others cannot
come into their own and be performed properly.

Part of the reason why moderation is so important for the Athenian must be that it
is the virtue that consists of being properly disposed toward desires and pleasures. At
1.647d3-7, he suggests that one cannot become fully moderate “unless he has fought and
conquered the many pleasures and appetitive desires that spur shamelessness and injustice
(un ToAAais 8ovais kai embunials TTpoTpeTOUCals AVAIOXUVTEIY Kai ABIKETV
diapepaxnpévos kal veviknkaos).” Because this kind of mastery is so important, the
Athenian vigorously defends drinking parties, which test and help develop citizens’ ability
to resist pleasures, against his interlocutors’ skepticism (see esp. 1.649¢c3-650b4). Indeed,
the first and most fundamental step in acquiring virtue for him is developing the right
orientation toward different pleasures and pains in childhood (I1.653a5-c4). If our
pleasures and pains are not aligned with their proper objects in childhood, they will be
more liable to conflict with our reasoned judgment of what is right and wrong and
undermine our endeavors to live virtuously. Being moderate and in control of our desires
and pleasures entails a harmonious relation between our judgment and our non-rational
drives, which is essential for being able to consistently act in accordance with virtue.
Furthermore, since the moderate citizen for the most part desires and takes pleasure in
what he ought to, he does not have to continuously fight against desires that may prompt
him to transgress the law or harm others but is mostly free from them. Acting lawfully and
virtuously comes naturally to such a person. Hence the Athenian’s frequent use of various
forms of the doublet “moderate and just” (e.g. 1.632c6-7; IV.711d6-7; VII.808c5-6;
IX.870b7-c1): someone whom pleasures and desires cannot impel toward wrongdoing can
be counted on to respect his fellow citizens and the laws.

To fully understand the importance of moderation for the Athenian, however, we
have to look beyond the aspect of this virtue that involves our pleasures and desires and
examine its equally important religious dimension. Consider the following passage from
his imagined first address to Magnesia’s colonists:

Tis oUv &1 p&&is piAn kai dkdAoubos Bedd; pia, kai éva Adyov éxouoca
apxaiov, 8Tt TG utv Opoiw TO duotov ST peTpicd pilov &v ein, T& 8 &ueTpa
oUTe GAATjAo1s oUTe TOTs EUUETPOILS. O BT BedS TUTV TTAVTOV XPNHATWY UETPOV
av ein pdAoTta, kal ToAU paAAov 1 o Tis, cds pactv, &vBpwTos: TOV olv TG
ToloUT TPOOPIAT] Yevnoduevov, eis SUvauv 8Tt pdAiota kai auTov ToloUTov
avaykaiov yiyveobai, kai katd ToUTov 8r) TOV Adyov 6 HEv 0PV MUY
Becd pihos, Spolos ydap, 6 Bt ur ocppwv avduoids Te kai Sidpopos kai O
&3ikos, kai T& &AN” oUTeos KaTa TOv autdv Adyov Exel.

What kind of behavior, then, is dear to the god and follows him? Only one, in line
with the ancient proverb that ‘like is dear to like’—provided it is measured, since
things that lack measure are dear neither to one another nor to what is measured.
Verily, the god above all must be the measure of all things for us, much more so
than some man, as they say. So one who will become dear to such a character must
himself become such a person to the best of his ability, and based on this principle
the man who is moderate is dear to the god, since he is like him, while the
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immoderate and unjust is unlike him and at variance with him. The same applies to
other vices as well, based on the same principle. (IV.716c1-d4)

Though the whole of virtue brings us closer to the god and makes us resemble him, in this
passage the Athenian singles out moderation as especially godlike. One possible
explanation for this is that by maintaining order within ourselves and in our community we
imitate god’s activity as a cause for order or organizing principle within the cosmos as a
whole. Yet the Athenian’s proclamation that the god, not man, is the measure of all things
suggests that observing due measure and avoiding excess is about more than attaining
psychic harmony and vanquishing inappropriate desires and pleasures. Here the Athenian
rejects Protagorean humanism and its emphasis on human self-reliance in favor of
reverence toward divine authority.137 Being moderate, then, includes accepting god as the
measure of all things, i.e. recognizing his vast superiority and our own need for divine
guidance. Moderate citizens behave in a way that expresses their willingness to follow
god."*® They are, that is, profoundly pious.

Part of what makes the Athenian’s linking of piety and moderation significant is
that it further reveals how distinctly civic or political his conception of moderation—and
virtue in general—is. As I discussed in the previous chapter, for the Athenian piety is of
tremendous benefit to the city because it cements the citizens’ respect for laws and
institutions, preserving social cohesion and stability. Thus, the kind of moderation that the
Athenian suggests the good legislator should cultivate among citizens is one that is
particularly conducive to a stable and cohesive civic environment. Virtuous, moderate
citizens make themselves and their city happy not only by avoiding or keeping in check the
pleasures and desires that could bring them into conflict with their peers, but also by
accepting the divine authority of the laws and institutions to which they owe their virtue.
This is a perspective on virtue that looks beyond individual dispositions and actions to
dwell on virtue’s dependence on specific institutions as well as virtue’s role in preserving
these. Here the civic context is both necessary for virtue and happiness and something that
virtuous and happy people are deeply invested in and care about.

(B) The Athenian’s Unique Perspective on Rationality and the Law

For Timaeus, godlikeness involves recognizing the divine nature of our rational
faculty and restoring it to its original order by studying the motions of the celestial bodies
and the cosmos. His notion of godlikeness emphasizes each person’s kinship with the
highest gods and our ability to become even more like them by cultivating our rationality
through study. The Athenian, by contrast, sees godlikeness as a matter of being moderate
and pious, a key part of which is recognizing our inferiority to the god (see esp. VI.715¢7-

37 Van Riel (2013) 23-24 sees a similar relation between moderation and piety and the
rejection of Protagoras’ homo mensura doctrine.

138 Cf. Annas (2010) 89-90, who suggests that the Athenian’s valorization of humility and
meekness brings him surprisingly close to a perspective more typical of Judaeo-Christian
traditions than pagan ones.
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716a7, cf. X.903c1-5). Of course, the Athenian does seem to agree with Timaeus that our
rationality makes us akin to the gods when he refers to it as “the portion of immortality
there is in us (6oov év Nuiv abavaocias éveoTtt)” (IV.713e6-714a2). Nonetheless, he
emphasizes that we follow the god by obeying the laws that embody his rationality rather
than undertaking a lofty intellectual ascent, which clearly sets him apart from Timaeus.'*’
This obedience makes us godlike because it results in a commitment to maintaining order
in our city in a manner that mirrors and contributes to the god’s preservation of order in the
cosmos.'*’

Indeed, the Athenian seems to think obedience to the law will be the highest form
of rationality most citizens are capable of attaining. This, too, is part of the uniqueness of
his conception of virtue within the Platonic corpus. The Athenian agrees with other
Platonic characters that reason and its characteristic virtue, wisdom, are an essential part of
virtue by enabling us to determine and decide on virtuous actions (e.g., Laws 1.644¢e4-
645a4; cf. Republic IV .442c5-8). Nonetheless, while Socrates and Timaeus present reason
as a natural faculty each of us has and can nurture into its full potential, i.e. wisdom,
through specific studies (see esp. Rep. VII.522b3-535al; Tim. 90b6-d7), the Athenian
stresses rationality as a feature of the law, which can provide citizens with rational
guidance and shape their judgment.

The Athenian’s clearest statement of the law’s role in providing citizens with
rational guidance appears in the puppet analogy he uses to illuminate our psychology: out
of the many forces that pull us toward different types of action, he says, there is one that
we should always follow, “the golden and sacred pull of reason, also called the common
law of the city (Trjv ToU AoyiouoU &ywyrv Xpuoiiv kal iepav, Tiis TOAewSs KooV
vopov emkaioupévny)” (1.644e4-645a4). At 644d1-3 the Athenian suggests that reason is
called law only when it takes the form of a public decree, but as he elaborates his puppet
analogy, he seems to treat reason and the law as identical:

8etv 8 1) kaAAioTy &ywYij Ti ToU véuou aei ouAAapBavev: &te yap tol
Aoyiopol kahou pev dvtos, pdou 8t kai ov Biaiou, Seicbat UTMpeTdov avTou
TV Ay YNy, 8TTws &v év 1uiv TO Xpuoouv Yévos vika T& &AAa yévn.

We must always collaborate with the finest guidance of the law, for given that
reasoning is fine but also gentle and not forceful its pull needs help, so that the
golden string may conquer the others within us. (645a4-7)

139
140

For discussion of the law as reason’s substitute, see Renaut (2014) 301-306.

For a fuller discussion of ordinary Magnesians’ godlikeness, see Armstrong (2004) 180-
182. Note also that the select group of citizens who are in charge of Magnesia’s
government, whether we call them the Guardians of the Laws or the Nocturnal Council,
attain a higher, more theoretical form of godlikeness than the rest of the city. As the
Athenian points out near the dialogue’s end, these rulers must have mastery of arguments
concerning the unity of the virtues, the beautiful and the good, and the gods (esp.
XI1.964b3-968a4). On this group’s role and education, see Morrow (1960) 500-515;
Klosko (1988); Lewis (1998); Bobonich (2002) 391-395, 439-446.
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Similarly, at V.726a2-6 the Athenian claims that what is better within us, i.e. reason,
should rule what is worse and suggests shortly afterward that obedience to the laws is the
proper way to attain this (728a4-b2). To be clear, in these passages the Athenian does not
simply supplant our natural ability to reason with the law’s prescriptions and commands,
nor does he deny that we each possess such a faculty. Rather, he is giving the law an
indispensable role enabling reason to assert itself against non-rational desires and
determine how we act. Law, the Athenian is saying, plays an essential role establishing and
reinforcing the psychic order wherein reason is in control and virtue and happiness are
attainable. Law is identical with reason only insofar as it provides us with the content and
guidance reason needs to assert itself against our desires and choose the right actions. The
Athenian can treat the two as more or less identical because those are the aspects of reason
he is most concerned with. At II1.688a1-b4, he reiterates that a good legislator should aim
at the whole of virtue, adding also that one virtue is especially worthy of the legislator’s
attention: “‘the first and leader of the whole of virtue, that would be wisdom, reason and
opinion (TPOYTNV TNV Tfjs CUMTTAONS NYEUOVa APETT]s, ppdvnols &’ ein ToUTo Kai voUs
kai d6Ea).” For the Athenian, the citizens’ wisdom is not the same as that of philosophers,
as it consists mainly of sound moral judgment rather than intellectual achievement (see
esp. [I1.689c6-e2). Even in utopian Magnesia no more than a few citizens will dedicate
themselves to study and non-practical wisdom,'*' with most citizens receiving only
elementary lessons in mathematics and astronomy (VII.817e5-818b6). The wisdom most
citizens are capable of attaining and should aim at, in Magnesia and elsewhere, is the
wisdom that allows one to recognize and decide on virtuous courses of action, and this
depends on obedience to the law. For the Athenian, the highest form of rationality most
people are able to achieve is intimately bound up with their social environment and their
self-understanding as citizens.

To understand the Athenian’s unusual perspective on the laws as an essential
source of rationality, we have to take into account his dour outlook on human nature. At
IV.718d7-719a2, for example, he claims that people eager to attain virtue are quite scarce,
and that our natural inclination is toward vice. Similarly, at VI.766a1-4 the Athenian
asserts that a human being who receives the proper upbringing and education is wont to be
pious and gentle, while one who fails to receive such an education will end up “the most
savage of the creatures the earth begets (&ypicdTaTov, 6mdoa puel y1)).” Yet human
nature is such that even a social context conducive to virtue may fail to tame especially
harsh personalities, which makes measures against temple robbery and other crimes
necessary even in Magnesia (IX.853¢3-854a3). Besides these scattered comments, the
Athenian offers his clearest statement on why our weak nature demands that we
subordinate ourselves to the laws for rational guidance at IX.874e7-875d5, as part of his
discussion of laws concerning wounding and mutilation. There, the Athenian starts with
the claim that without laws humans would not be any different from the most savage
beasts, given that our nature is incapable of discerning what is best for the community as a
whole. The Athenian points out that there is, in theory, a better alternative to the rule of
law: government by someone who possesses knowledge of what benefits the city,

14! These are the members of the Nocturnal Council, whose role the Athenian discusses at

XII.651d3ff.
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EMOTHUNS Y&p oUTe vOUOS oUTe TAEIs oUdepia KpeiTTwov, oude BEls EoTiv vouv
oUdevos UTriikoov oudt oUAov aAA& TévTwy &pxovTa elval, Eavtep aAnBivodg
EAeUBepSs Te SvTeos 1) KaTa PUoL.

for there is no law or regulation that is superior to knowledge, nor is it appropriate
that reason be subordinate or a slave to anything, but instead rule everything, if
indeed it is genuine and truly free as befits its nature. (875c6-d2)

However, if a person who possessed such knowledge but lacked a perfectly moderate
character were to rule, his nature would impel him toward greed and ruin the whole city.
Furthermore, for someone to combine an understanding of what benefits a city with
genuine self-restraint is extremely rare; we can do without laws only in a fantasy. The
result is that we must rely on the second-best course of laws and regulation, “which
observe and discern what applies for the most part but cannot grasp every single case (& d1)
TO PEV €36 €Tl TO TTOAU 6pd kai BAéel, TO &' &t mav &duvatel)” (875d3-5). Here the
Athenian acknowledges that true wisdom and reason are superior to and transcend the
laws. Obeying the laws is more of a substitute for genuine moral knowledge than a
necessary condition for it. The problem is that such knowledge and the character needed to
reliably act on it are out of reach for the vast majority of people, making strict obedience to
the laws the best alternative.

The Athenian’s thoughts about the level of rationality most people are capable of
attaining and the importance of obedience to the laws shed light on his conception of
happiness. Further contrast with Timaeus is instructive here. First of all, we should note
that for the Athenian happiness depends on a form of wisdom and rationality that is less
theoretical, as it were, and does not demand the level and precision of study Timaeus
recommends. The Athenian differs from Timaeus in not making complex studies and high
intellectual achievement necessary for happiness. Though Timaeus presents the study of
nature as something we are all capable of in principle, the wisdom the Athenian claims will
allow citizens to attain happiness, which depends less on individual intellectual cultivation
and more on abiding by the wisdom embodied in legislation, appears to be a far more
attainable goal for the majority of people. At the same time, whereas Timaeus makes
attaining the wisdom that will make us happy a matter of exercising our natural capabilities
without any essential contribution from our civic context, for the Athenian civic context
has a crucial role to play in our becoming rational and happy. The form of rationality that
Timaeus encourages us to cultivate demands significant intellectual labor on our part, but
he does not make our success dependent on our external environment like the Athenian
does. In other words, while for Timaeus it is up to us to develop our rationality into its
proper form, for the Athenian most people can succeed only with the appropriate external
guidance, which the city and its laws ought to provide. Timaeus does not see the city
playing a particular role in our endeavor to reach our ultimate end and restore our rational
faculty to its adequate form. He even suggests that we may need to transcend our native
civic environment to reach the summit of rationality. The Athenian, on the other hand,
suggests that without cities and laws most people will end up savages and lack any
measure of moderation or wisdom. The city for him is therefore essential for establishing
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and disseminating wisdom and rational behavior among humans, without which happiness
would be entirely out of our reach. While Timaeus seems to think that the city is
inessential for human happiness, the opposite is true for the Athenian.

(v) The City in the Athenian’s Cosmology

Timaeus’ and the Athenian’s cosmologies clearly reflect the contrast in their
perceptions of the city and its contribution to human order and happiness. Timaeus’
cosmology, as we have seen, mostly avoids commentary on the political realm and even
suggests that humans do not need civic structures to attain the highest level of rationality
and happiness. The Athenian’s cosmology, on the other hand, reflects his understanding of
the city as an indispensable contributor to our happiness by investing the city and its justice
with cosmic significance.

Some readers have reached ostensibly the opposite conclusion about the Athenian’s
cosmology: according to Christopher Bobonich, for example, the cosmology is supposed to
show that we are not political animals by nature but have an ultimate goal that transcends
the city and political life. Virtuous souls are on an extended cosmic journey of which life
in the city is only a stage, to be superseded by a form of life that takes place outside a city
and includes a richer intellectual life than city-dwellers can attain.'** But while such an
interpretation correctly points out that the Athenian’s cosmology directs its audience’s
attention to a reality that transcends and is prior to the polis, his aim is not simply to reveal
the polis as merely a part of a greater whole or somehow diminish the importance of our
life within it. Although the Athenian does not explicitly discuss the city’s status within or
relation to the cosmos in his cosmology, the city is nevertheless a major presence in his
account of the natural world, which has as one of its principal aims to lend legitimacy to or
justify the city’s existence and practices.

Among the ways in which the city figures as a significant presence in the
Athenian’s cosmology are the many parallels and similarities between political and cosmic
structure the Athenian suggests. For example, the Athenian’s claim at X.903c1-5 that the
individual comes into existence in order to contribute to the whole cosmos’ happiness
(rather than the reverse) recalls, as Friedrich Solmsen points out, Socrates’ assertion in
Republic IV .420b3-421c6 that the happiness of the whole city counts for more than the
happiness or individuals or specific groups within it.'"*’ It appears that the Athenian’s
formulation of a cosmic teleology builds on a key feature of Plato’s political theorizing.

Of course, this parallel is compatible with a perspective that privileges the cosmos
rather than the city as our true home. Yet other more specific structural parallels between
cosmos and polis that emerge in the cosmology suggest the Athenian’s aim is not to
diminish the city’s significance but to augment it. As Sara Brill points out, the relation
between the soul that governs the cosmos and reason (vous, X.897b1-4) closely parallels
the relation between individual citizens and the city: just as the cosmic soul needs reason
as an ally and guide, so does the individual soul rely on the city’s laws, which embody

142 Bobonich (2002) 474, 478-479.
13 Solmsen (1942) 155-156.
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reason, as a source of order.'** The Athenian’s cosmology thus presents nature itself as the

basis for law’s supremacy and ordering role in the city. Rather than simply revealing the
cosmos as a prior and more fundamental whole than the city, the Athenian allows his
audience to recognize how the city mirrors and contributes to the order of the cosmos as a
whole.

Such mirroring is also evident in the parallels between certain aspects of civic and
cosmic topography the Athenian establishes with his portrayal of post-mortem punishment.
The god has devised a system to ensure that the vicious do not go unpunished and virtue
conquers vice at the cosmic level. It consists of souls’ being transported to better or worse
places according to their actions: while someone who is fully virtuous moves to a “holy
place (Témov ayiov),” those who are vicious move “the opposite way (émi TavavTia).”
This constitutes an adequate system of punishment because “you become worse when you
join worse souls and better when you make your way to better ones (kakico pev
Y1YVOUEVOV TTPOS TAS KAKIOUS WUXAS, AUEive BE TIPS Tas Aueivous TTopeuduevoy)”
(X.904d6-e7). As Trevor Saunders has pointed out, the Athenian’s cosmic punishment
scheme appears to turn into a quasi-physical process an established “social truism” he
alludes to earlier in the Laws: among the worst punishments wrongdoers bring upon
themselves is that they cut themselves off from good people and end up able to consort
only with other bad people (V.728b2-c8)."*® The Athenian, it seems, bases his portrayal of
how souls move through the cosmos on how people move and associate with each other
within the ordinary context of the city. At the same time, the penal system the Athenian
devises for Magnesia, especially the penalties the different types of impious characters
must pay, can be seen as adopting or reproducing certain features of the god’s cosmic
penology.146 As the Athenian discusses how to address the presence of such disruptive
characters in Magnesia, their being transported to a special location that adequately reflects
their character is central to their punishment or rehabilitation. On the one hand, those
whose impiety is simply an intellectual error and can be cured are to be imprisoned within
the city, being forced to converse with members of the so-called Nocturnal Council for
rehabilitation. On the other hand, impious people who are “beastlike (Bnpicodeis)” in
character are to be expelled to Magnesia’s countryside and forbidden from returning to
within the city’s borders even after death (X.908e5-909¢c6; cf. 905a6-b2). The
imprisonment of the impious mirrors their future, post-mortem demotion to worse places,
and the placement of good and bad characters in different locations creates a topographic
division within Magnesia that resembles that of the cosmos as a whole. This aspect of the
Athenian’s cosmology both casts the natural world as the basis for Magnesia’s practices
and reveals the extent to which political ideas may influence the image of the cosmos that
he presents. Although the cosmos is undeniably prior to and more important than the city,
the similarities between their structures and operations encourage a view of the latter as a

%4 Brill (2013) 198-199.
%5 Saunders (1973) 244.
146 Cf. Brill (2013) 202.
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genuine microcosm of the former rather than a stage we must ultimately transcend on our
way to a higher reality.'"’

Besides suggesting that there are certain key structural parallels between city and
cosmos the Athenian also—and perhaps more importantly—portrays order and virtue
within the city as an integral part of cosmic order and excellence. The Athenian’s
cosmology, that is to say, portrays cities as making an essential contribution to cosmic
order and happiness, without which the whole would undoubtedly be worse off. Some of
the evidence for this comes, once again, from how the Athenian speaks of the post-mortem
punishments and rewards. Yet what matters here is not where souls go after death, but the
kinds of behavior the Athenian claims the god chooses to reward and punish and why.
According to the Athenian, the god devises his system of post-mortem punishments in
order that each of the cosmos’ parts reside where “it may most easily and best secure the
victory of virtue and the defeat of vice within the All (vikéoav &peTriv, NTTwHEVNV B¢
Kakiav, &v TG TavTi Tapéxol HAAIoT &v kai pdoTa kal &pioTta)” (X.904b4-6). In order
to secure virtue’s victory within the whole cosmos, the god has determined that souls will
be relocated in accordance with how virtuous or vicious they are: the more virtuous a soul,
the better its post-mortem dwelling will be, while more vicious souls will be settled in
worse and worse places (904c6-e8).

The Athenian offers no indication in this incantation that he is using the terms
‘vice’ and ‘virtue’ in any different sense from how he uses them throughout the rest of the
Laws. We can assume, then, that the god rewards ordinary, civic virtue and punishes those
who act against it. As Richard Stalley points out, the Athenian’s eschatology stands apart
from other Platonic myths about the soul’s post-mortem fate in emphasizing the
importance of being just in a conventional sense rather than portraying philosophy as our
only salvation.'*® By focusing on how the god rewards civic virtue and conventional
justice rather than philosophical achievement, the Athenian is able to present his audience
with a vision that shows what is good for them individually as also benefiting the city and
the entire cosmos. In this vision, the gods recognize the virtue that individuals acquire and
enact within cities as beneficial for the entire cosmos and contributing to its overall
excellence, which is why they reward it. Furthermore, insofar as they educate people in
virtue and provide a context in which virtuous actions can be performed, cities make an
important contribution to cosmic order. A good city not only reflects order in the cosmos—
it is a genuine and necessary part of that order. Even if it points us to a nebulous
‘transpolitical’ reality superior to civic life, the Athenian’s cosmology nevertheless invests
the city with cosmic significance by revealing it as a key locus for the emergence of virtue
and order, which the cosmos’ overall wellbeing demands.'*

This view of the city as an essential contributor to cosmic order is supported by a
further claim the Athenian makes while arguing against those who believe that the gods
can be swayed by offerings from wrongdoers. At 906a2-7, he says:

"7 For further detailed discussion of the city-cosmos parallels in the Laws, see O’Meara
(2017) 117-134.

1% Stalley (2009) 204-205.

149 Cf. Carone (1994) 297 on Laws X: “Plato does not seem to think of the universe as a
complete whole unless we include human affairs as a central part of it.”
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ETEIST] YAP OUYKEXWPTIKAUEV IV aUTOTS elval utv TOv oupavdv ToAAGY
HEOTOV Ay abddv, elval 8¢ kai TGV évavTicov, TAeldvwv 8¢ TGV urj, uaxn o1,
papév, abdvatds €08’ 1) TolayTn kai puAakiis BaupaoTiis Seopévn, oupuaxol B¢
MUV Beoi Te ua kai daiuoves, MUels 8’ av KTHua Bedov kai Saipudveov.

Now, since we have come to agree with one another that the universe is full of
numerous good things and of the opposite as well—the latter, in fact, being greater
in number—we say also that this is an interminable battle that demands amazing
vigilance. But the gods and spirits are our allies, and we in turn are their property.

In this passage, the cosmic victory of good over bad, i.e. the overall excellence and
wellbeing of the entire world, appears far from certain, demanding significant effort and
commitment from both humans and gods. This differs from the Athenian’s preceding
arguments and myths, which portray the god as easily punishing wrongdoers and
establishing an order in the cosmos that ensures its overall excellence. The effect of casting
cosmic excellence as dependent on constant struggle is that it emphasizes even more than
the Athenian’s prior comments the gods’ dependence on humans and our endeavors to
cultivate order and virtue for achieving their ultimate goal. Furthermore, the Athenian’s
odd reference to humans as both the gods’ allies and their property suggests that our role in
the cosmic battle is essential even if we play a subordinate role in it. Though the Athenian
makes no explicit reference to political order and excellence here, cities undoubtedly play a
key role in the cosmic battle by promoting order among humans and enabling them to
become virtuous and advance the cosmic good. Once again, the Athenian’s cosmology
implicitly affirms the legitimacy and cosmic significance of social and political order.

If our analyses are correct, the Athenian’s cosmology does not simply encourage its
audience to transcend the political realm and place themselves within a greater whole.
Rather, the cosmology elevates the city, revealing its cosmic significance even if it never
explicitly refers to it. The cosmology does introduce its audience to a ‘transpolitical’ realm
that transcends the political reality they are embedded in, but it does not encourage them to
neglect or become detached from the latter. The appearance of this higher realm, the
greater whole of which the city is ultimately one part, adds to the significance of civic
order instead of diminishing it. This higher realm allows the audience to see the values and
actions their city praises and encourages as having a farther-reaching impact than they
previously assumed. In light of the Athenian’s cosmic picture, the city can be seen as
promoting not only its citizens’ and its own wellbeing, but also that of the cosmos as a
whole. This is a cosmology that should inspire or confirm the audience’s love of their city
and deepen their appreciation of it as a providing not only the citizens but also the whole
world with an indispensable good.

Although neither of them offers any explicit comment on the relation between the
cosmos and the city, the Athenian’s cosmology and Timaeus’ offer fundamentally different
perspectives on political order and its cosmic significance. Recall that Timaeus’
cosmology makes each human’s orderliness and happiness a matter of taking advantage of
the faculties with which the gods have equipped each of us. Irrespective of whatever
political context we happen to have been born in or belong to, it is within our power to
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cultivate our rationality and restore our souls to order. For Timaeus, we do not, strictly
speaking, need a city to achieve our ultimate end and it may even be necessary for us to
detach ourselves from our earthly context and come to see the cosmos as our genuine home
if we are to be happy. Furthermore, Timaeus presents the cosmos as a perfectly self-
sufficient living being, enjoying complete happiness without need for anything or anyone
else from the very beginning of its existence (7im. 33a6-34b9; cf. 68e3-4). He gives no
indication that either individual humans or entire cities can make any significant
contribution to the happiness of the whole. Overall, Timaeus appears uninterested in how
humans ought to act in order to contribute to the cosmos’ excellence, focusing instead on
how nature facilitates our cultivating rationality and achieving individual happiness. The
Athenian’s cosmology, on the other hand, suggests that the order and virtue that our
political environment fosters in each of us are both necessary for our individual happiness
and allow us to contribute to the cosmos’ overall excellence and happiness. For the
Athenian, the city is necessary not only for most people to achieve their own happiness but
also for the entire universe to be maximally virtuous and happy. The two cosmologies offer
sharply contrasting visions of the city and its importance for the individual and the cosmos,
with each of them reflecting or supporting a different conception of our ultimate end.

As I have already suggested, the different perspectives on the importance of the
city and our ultimate end that Timaeus and the Athenian present are adapted to the
particular rhetorical context each of them faces. On the one hand, Timaeus’ emphasis on
intellectual achievement and how we can attain it by turning our attention away from our
earthly context to the heavens can function as a counter to the parochialism and devotion to
Athens that Critias embodies. The Athenian, on the other hand, faces a very different
audience and his priorities in developing a cosmology diverge from Timaeus’: throughout
the dialogue he is concerned with discovering what institutions and beliefs foster virtue
and obedience to the law among citizens. It is fitting, therefore, that his cosmology endows
civic virtue and order with cosmic significance, as this would affirm citizens’ conviction
that they ought to pursue virtue and obey the laws.

iv. Why do Timaeus and the Athenian Present Contrasting Views on the Polis?

Our analyses suggest that key elements of each character’s cosmological vision are
closely adapted to the particular conception of happiness they advance and the particular
rhetorical context toward which they direct their cosmologies. Yet the question of why
Plato has Timaeus and the Athenian present meaningfully different cosmologies in
different rhetorical settings calls for further explanation. In this section, I discuss the
various purposes Plato’s presentation of divergent cosmologies in different dialogues
might serve and how they are both ultimately part of a unified philosophical project.

() Cosmology’s Adaptability to Different Rhetorical Contexts

There is no straightforward answer to the question of why Plato has his
philosophers articulate contrasting visions of the cosmos and its gods. Previous scholarship
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has not directly taken on this question, but its general trends can help orient our attempts at
explanation. Overall, earlier analyses point to two main ways of approaching the divergent
cosmologies. On one side, developmental readings of Plato’s cosmologies suggest that
differences between the cosmologies of the Timaeus and the Laws reflect the evolution of
Plato’s thinking on cosmological matters, particularly on how to account for evil and
disorder in a world created by a benevolent deity."*’ In such readings, the Laws takes
precedence over the Timaeus insofar as the former more accurately represents the views
and explanations Plato ultimately settled on. On the other side, numerous commentators
see the differences between the two cosmologies as reflective of the different contexts in
which they are presented. Whereas Timaeus confronts an audience with an active interest
in philosophical matters, which allows him to present a fairly sophisticated account of the
cosmos, the Athenian faces a decidedly less philosophical audience and must present a
cosmology that can appeal to them and to citizens who are for the most part innocent of
philosophy. For these scholars, Timaeus’ cosmology represents a more esoteric exposition
of Plato’s understanding of the natural world, while the Athenian’s is the more exoteric
display suitable for a popular audience and the political realm."”!

The latter camp of interpreters is likely correct in pointing out that the differences
between the cosmologies reflect variations in dramatic context rather than Plato’s
philosophical evolution. Nevertheless, their reading seems to me to fall short in some key
respects. First, though these interpreters acknowledge cosmology’s adaptability to different
contexts, they do not explicitly discuss it as a distinct form of discourse or acknowledge its
rhetorical potential. Though they are mindful of how dramatic context can affect the
presentation of cosmological ideas, their principal interest nevertheless lies in
reconstructing Platonic cosmological and theological doctrine. While these interpreters see
Plato’s philosophical characters in the dialogues as tasked mainly with presenting the
author’s ideas in a manner that is appropriate to their particular situation, my view is that
the audiences and interlocutors these characters face lead them to pursue specific rhetorical
goals in each dialogue. While interpreting each cosmology, we should pay attention to how
the dramatic context limits what each protagonist is able to say, but also possibly motivates
them to include or exclude, highlight or deemphasize specific ideas within their
presentation.

On my reading, the different contexts of the Timaeus and the Laws do not simply
determine how fully or freely Timaeus and the Athenian can present Platonic cosmological
ideas, but also how they aim to move their audience through the presentation of those
ideas. It is probable that, as a number of previous commentators suggest, Timaeus presents
the more detailed and sophisticated of the two cosmologies because he faces a more
receptive and sophisticated audience than the Athenian does. Nevertheless, as I have
already argued, even Timaeus’ relatively urbane audience—or at least part of it—stands to
benefit from a more fundamental and forceful philosophical challenge to their perspective

%0 For the most recent example of this type of interpretation, see Mason (2013) and

(2014). Cf. Solmsen (1936) and (1942) and Mohr (1978).

"I For a recent, lucid presentation of this perspective, see Kahn (2013) 214-219. Others
who share this view include Hackforth (1936) 6; Moreau (1939) 56-59, 84; Vlastos (1939)
78-79; Brisson (1974) 56; Carone (1994) 275, 295-96; and Menn (1995) 17-18.
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than the bare presentation of cosmological ideas could provide. Timaeus is responsive to
his particular audience’s needs and shortcomings, presenting his cosmology in such a way
that it can offer them an appropriate challenge. His cosmology therefore reflects the
context in which he presents it not only by featuring a level of detail and sophistication that
only a fairly receptive audience would tolerate, but also by addressing and challenging a
specific viewpoint represented by that audience. Along similar lines, what sets the
Athenian’s less elaborate cosmology apart is not only its accessibility to a wider, less
sophisticated audience, but also that it aims to confirm that audience’s commitment to
civic virtue. In both cases, then, context determines both how detailed a cosmology Plato’s
characters are able to present and the persuasive goal that their presentation serves.

The last point is key to understanding why Plato has different characters present
cosmologies in such different settings. By proceeding thus, Plato can show readers that
cosmology has potential as a rhetorical resource across very different settings and in the
pursuit of divergent goals. Whether one is looking to convince people who are friendly
toward philosophy or not, and whether the aim is to encourage them to transcend politics
or strengthen their devotion to their city’s wellbeing, cosmology may prove singularly
useful.

One could object, of course, that although the Timaeus and the Laws show us
cosmology being used to persuade people or convert them to a specific perspective, neither
dialogue gives us any clear indication that the cosmologies do in fact have this effect. We
would expect that the case for a specific form of discourse as a resource for persuasion
showcase it not only being deployed but succeeding as well. If, however, the Timaeus and
the Laws leave open the question of cosmology’s efficacy as a means of persuasion, this is
not because they are ultimately unconcerned with cosmology’s rhetorical function and
potential. Rather, it is because the case they make for cosmology’s persuasive power is
tentative and exploratory. Cosmology is not a magical incantation that can somehow
overcome all of the challenges that beset philosophical persuasion, but one of various tools
and alternatives available to philosophers as they grapple with those problems. The
Timaeus and the Laws explore possible rhetorical uses of cosmology without making any
promises as to its effectiveness. These dialogues advertise cosmology’s rhetorical potential
not by making any guarantees about its efficacy but rather by showing how adaptable it is
to different contexts and aims. This is but one of the ways in which both dialogues together
advance a distinctive, unified project.

(B) The Cosmologies’ Shared Philosophical Core and Their Accuracy

To claim that Timaeus’ and the Athenian’s presentations display cosmology’s
potential as a means of persuasion is not to say, however, that they are mere rhetoric and
aim only to persuade their target audience. Even though the two cosmologies’ serving
divergent functions in different settings results in significant points of contrast between
them, both of them are nevertheless based on the same philosophical core. That is to say,
both cosmologies convey genuine philosophical ideas, their rhetorical dimension and
function notwithstanding. At the heart of the cosmologies’ shared vision is the notion that
the natural world as a whole is a rational order fashioned or arranged by a benevolent deity
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that is supremely rational—if not reason itself. While the Timaeus presents this deity very
vividly as the Demiurge and the Laws features no more than a few nebulous references to
it (e.g., X.903d5-e1, 904a6-c4), the basic notion that a rational god is responsible for
cosmic order is one both dialogues share. Furthermore, according to both Timaeus and the
Athenian, a key feature of the cosmos’ orderly disposition is that it ensures that we will be
punished or rewarded after death for the conduct and lifestyle we choose. The cosmos is
not only a rational order, it is a just one as well. Granted, there are significant divergences
between what Timaeus and the Athenian claim is rewarded or punished at the end of our
lives—for Timaeus, rational contemplation and study are the key to a good post-mortem
fate, while for the Athenian simple virtue is sufficient—but once again both characters
agree on the basic idea: the universe is such that our ultimate fate will necessarily reflect
our character and conduct adequately. In spite of many significant differences, both
cosmologies are built on the same basic ideas about the natural world and divinity. Both
cosmologies are part of Plato’s effort to communicate some fundamental ideas about the
cosmos and the gods to diverse audiences.

These ideas about the cosmos and the gods are not merely a foundation on which a
rhetorical edifice is built; convincing their respective audience of these ideas’ truth is an
important element of the cosmologies’ persuasive task. In the Timaeus, the Demiurge’s
responsibility for the natural order and our ability to share in immortal rationality are
central to Timaeus’ attempt to convince Critias and others like him to look beyond the
confines of the city for the true measures of divinity and human happiness. In the Laws, the
Athenian’s arguments for divine control of celestial motions and the movement of souls
across the cosmos all undermine the impious doctrines he identifies as a singular threat to
moral and political order. Both cosmologies aim to persuade their audience of ideas that
are not only specifically beneficial to them and others in a comparable position, but also
grounded in a genuinely philosophical understanding of the gods and nature. Though the
cosmologies are adapted to appeal to specific standpoints and psychologies, their aim
obviously goes beyond simply reflecting those perspectives to themselves and includes
drawing audiences toward philosophy. Rhetoric does not exclude philosophy. It is possible
to see the cosmologies as exemplifying the various ends to which cosmology can be put
and at the same time recognize how they advance a philosophical perspective.

At the same time, the substantive divergences between the two cosmologies raise
the question of which of the two is more accurate. Reflecting on this problem can further
illuminate how the cosmologies complement one another. As I have already pointed out,
some scholars favor the Laws as Plato’s last word on cosmological matters, while others
regard the Timaeus as a freer and more transparent exposition of philosophical cosmology.
On the whole, the case for Timaeus’ cosmology as the more accurate representation of a
Platonic philosophical understanding of the cosmos is the stronger one. As Charles Kahn
emphasizes in his interpretation of the Timaeus, a notable feature of its cosmology is how
it extends the theory of forms to apply it to the natural world. Timaeus achieves this by
developing the notion of the Receptacle as the stable substratum of the phenomenal world
in which images of the forms appear and describing at length how mathematical structures
are the means by which sensible particulars participate in forms.'”> Unlike the Athenian in

152 Kahn (2013) 176-206.
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Laws X, Timaeus contributes to the exposition and resolution of key issues in Platonic
metaphysics. His cosmology therefore has more credibility as a means for Plato to refine
and expose one of the core features of his philosophical edifice. By showing a greater
interest than Laws X in displaying the continuity between metaphysics and natural
philosophy, the Timaeus better integrates different aspects of philosophical inquiry and
therefore better represents the Platonic philosopher’s synoptic perspective.

Beyond its sophisticated metaphysics, there are further aspects of Timaeus’
cosmology that favor regarding it as more genuinely philosophical than the Athenian’s.
First, Timaeus adopts a completely different approach to earlier philosophical inquiries
into nature and the cosmos: rather than dismiss his predecessors in natural philosophy as
noxious atheists, Timaeus appropriates or updates aspects of their accounts and
incorporates them into his own. Timaeus’ debt to earlier inquiries into nature is evident, to
the point that it is reasonable to regard it as either a kind of summa or a radical update of
this tradition.'” Second, Timaeus more openly acknowledges his account’s deficiencies
and internal contradictions than the Athenian does (see esp. Tim. 29c4-7), alerting his
audience that a measure of skepticism toward aspects of his account may be warranted. He
appears on the whole more self-critical and aware of his inability to render all aspects of
his thinking accurately than the Athenian, who pins his account’s shortcomings on his
audience’s inability to follow more sophisticated arguments (X.892d2-893a7) and proceeds
more dogmatically throughout.'>* Overall, Timaeus displays more epistemic humility and a
more Socratic spirit toward the material he presents than the Athenian, and this contributes
to his presentation appearing more genuinely philosophical. Last, as a protreptic Timaeus’
cosmology summons his audience to study the cosmos and practice philosophy far more
convincingly and directly than the Athenian’s does. While the Athenian’s end in delivering
his cosmology is to defend the city’s gods and preserve the religious sentiment that
sustains the citizens’ morality, Timaeus’ goal is to persuade Critias and others in a similar
position to look beyond the city and study the cosmos to become as rational and happy as
possible. The life toward which the Athenian calls his audience is one of obedience and
lawfulness; Timaeus, on the other hand, encourages his listeners to care for their immortal,
rational soul by taking up astronomy and philosophical cosmology. Of the two characters,
only Timaeus suggests to his audience that their salvation and flourishing depend on
exercising the part of themselves that thirsts for knowledge and understanding. Only
Timaeus uses his cosmology to explain and justify the philosopher’s love of wisdom and
commitment to study as essential to human happiness.

153 Lloyd (1968) and Menn (2010) are two notable accounts that focus on aspects of earlier

natural philosophical speculation that Timaeus incorporates into his cosmology. Cherniss
(1951) concludes with the suggestion that Timaeus’ cosmology gathers together and
transcends the disparate strands of Presocratic philosophy.

'>* For a discussion of the Athenian as a dogmatist, see Nightingale (1993) 294-296. For a
contrasting view, see Pangle (1980) 378-379.
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() Cosmology’s Political Dimension and the Promises of Philosophy

Though we have good reason to see Timaeus’ cosmology as a more accurate
representation of the Platonic viewpoint than the Athenian’s, it would be a mistake to
regard Timaeus’ cosmology as unqualifiedly superior. For the portrait of philosophical
study that Timaeus offers within his cosmology is ultimately one-sided and restrictive. In
Timaeus’ vision, the key benefit of studying astronomy and philosophy is that it allows
humans to transcend our earthly environment and mortal nature. The philosopher primarily
takes care of himself and works toward his own intellectual fulfillment and happiness. As I
have already suggested, there is a performative tension between Timaeus’ elevation of
intellectual development above all else and his own outstanding political career: while his
cosmology preaches withdrawal and devotion to the intellect, his life indicates that those
who cultivate their intellect still have a sense of civic duty, which Timaeus in particular
fulfills by ascending to Locri’s highest political offices. Politics, Timaeus’ life suggests, is
more than just a distracting turn away from divine, immortal things toward mortal matters.
By presenting a contrasting vision wherein politics and contemplating the cosmos appear
more compatible with one another, the Athenian’s cosmology could well function as a
useful supplement to the one-sided picture we find within Timaeus’ cosmology.

How the two cosmologies contrast with and supplement one another on the relation
between contemplation and politics is more instructive than what either of them would
suggest on its own. For each of them represents one of the key promises or aims that are
supposed to justify devoting one’s life to Platonic philosophizing. Timaeus, on the one
hand, celebrates philosophical cosmology and astronomy as means of personal liberation
and salvation; the Athenian, on the other hand, advocates for them as uniquely capable of
benefitting and saving the city. The former recommends study for our own sake, while the
latter shows its value to entire communities. Timaeus and the Athenian, that is, represent
two contrasting ways of answering the question of why cosmology and philosophy deserve
our attention and are worth pursuing. It is not clear that either alternative should take
precedence over the other, so it is fitting that Plato has his characters present both of them
for our consideration. The contrast between the two cosmologies on this point is instructive
because rather than definitively answer the question of why cosmology is worth pursuing it
invites readers to reflect on two alternatives and why they are in tension with one another.

As we reflect on these two alternative justifications of cosmology, we should note
that the tension between Timaeus’ explicit focus on study as key to individual self-care and
salvation and the Athenian’s polis-centric orientation reproduces a tension between
philosophical contemplation and political engagement that recurs throughout Plato’s work.
As early as the Apology, for example, Socrates casts himself at once as the god’s gift to the
city and as a quiet citizen who avoids political participation (30d6-31b5; 31d2-32a3).
Similarly, the Gorgias presents us on the one hand with a clash between the withdrawn
philosophical life, embodied by Socrates, and the active life of the ambitious politician,
Callicles, and on the other hand with Socrates’ claim that he is the only one in Athens who
attempts the genuine art of politics (521d6-8). In dialogues such as the Phaedo and the
Theaetetus, Socrates presents philosophy as entailing forms of withdrawal more radical
than avoiding politics: in the Phaedo, he famously affirms philosophy is the practice of
dying, since philosophers ought to take leave of their body and sense-perception to the
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extent that it is possible and focus on intelligible, imperceptible reality instead (esp. 64a4-
68b6; 82b10-84b7); in the Theaetetus, Socrates describes the philosopher as completely
estranged from and oblivious to the environment where his body happens to dwell, training
his mind instead on the study of nature and abstract entities (esp. 173¢7-175b6). Yet even
in these dialogues Socrates’ talk of the philosopher as far removed from ordinary reality
and practices is difficult to square with his concern for his fellow Athenians and his
vigorous advocacy of philosophical virtue.'>

The tension between political participation and philosophical contemplation is
famously a crux within the Republic, where Socrates presents philosophers as at once
uniquely capable of governing and reluctant to do so. Much like Socrates’ ideal
philosophers in the Phaedo and the Theaetetus, philosophers in the Republic are naturally
devoted to learning and train their minds on intelligible objects rather than sensible
particulars. Through their studies, they come into contact with a reality far more beautiful
than what the majority of people experience. As Socrates puts it, “they would not act
voluntarily, thinking that they have been settled in the Isles of the Blessed while still alive
(€kSVTES ... oU TTp&Eouaciv, 1y oUlEvOlL év HaK&pPwV vrjools (AovTes €T ameokiobat)”
(VII.519¢5-6). They appear to prefer study and withdrawal above all. Unlike in the Phaedo
and the Theaetetus, however, in the Republic Socrates argues that the very knowledge that
philosophers thirst for and that sets them apart from the mass of mankind is what makes
them especially qualified to rule (VI.500c2-d8; VII.540a4-b7). Thus, although
philosophers would rather avoid political service, they must be compelled to govern if the
city is to be as happy as possible.'®

Although in the Republic Socrates manages to present a twofold justification for
philosophy by casting it as promising both unparalleled happiness to individuals who
engage in it and a reprieve from evils to cities that come under its governance, he
nevertheless fails to adequately resolve the tension between philosophic withdrawal and
political engagement. His philosopher-kings pursue both learning and ruling, but
nevertheless regard the latter as a burden that detracts from their contemplative bliss. If
their case is representative, then philosophy cannot make both individuals and their city

'3 For discussions of the discrepancy between Socrates’ conduct and that of the

supposedly ideal philosophers he describes in the Phaedo, see Rowe (2007) 111-119;
Peterson (2011) 190-195. For analysis of the tension between the philosopher as described
in the Theaetetus digression and Socrates’ way of philosophizing, see Hemmenway (1990)
331-336; Rue (1993); Blondell (2002) 298-301; Peterson (2011) 59-89.

136 Whether philosophers need some form of external compulsion to take on the labor of
ruling in the ideal city is of course a controversial question in scholarship on the Republic.
For readings that deny that external compulsion is needed to get the philosophers to ‘return
to the cave’ and enter politics, see: Kraut (1973), (1991) and (1992); Waterlow (1973);
Cooper (1977); White (1979) 23-24, 193-195; Annas (1981) 267; Miller (1985); Reeve
(1988) 202-203 and (2007); Mahoney (1992); Shields (2007); and Silverman (2007).
Readers who take the need for compulsion more literally and emphasize it in their readings
include both Straussian interpreters, e.g. Bloom (1968) 407-408 and Rosen (2005) 280,
and, more recently, scholars in the analytic tradition such as Brown (2000) and (2004);
Sedley (2007b); and Buckels (2012).

132



supremely happy at the same time. Furthermore, though in the special case of the ideal
city’s philosopher-rulers justice demands that they obey the laws and reciprocate for the
education the city has given them by ruling, it seems that they would be under no
obligation to serve in unideal cities (and perhaps ought to avoid politics there altogether).
The conflict between contemplative withdrawal and political engagement in the Republic
thus raises two distinct but related questions: What activity or activities lead philosophers
to their superlative happiness? What is the proper way for philosophers to act and engage
with the world around them? Various answers to these questions about the relation
between contemplation and action in the philosopher’s life can be found in the scholarship
on the Republic and other dialogues.157 Our concern here, however, is to reflect on: a) what
the reappearance of the tension between contemplation and political engagement can tell us
about both the cosmologies; and b) how the cosmologies in turn can help us better
understand this tension and formulate possible responses to the questions it raises.

First of all, we should note that the cosmologies’ contrasting portrayals of the
relation between studying the cosmos and political participation suggest that cosmology is
analogous to the whole of philosophy, whose tense relation with political engagement is
illustrated in the other dialogues that I have mentioned. Like philosophers in the Republic,
astronomers and cosmologists in the Timaeus and the Laws are at once the most capable of
governing and most able to distance themselves from the earthly realm of politics. Though
it might appear reasonable to regard cosmology as simply an important part of a
comprehensive philosophical education, these dialogues present it as an image of sorts for
the whole of philosophy, a part that somehow takes the place of and represents the entire
discipline. It appears, therefore, that what these dialogues tell us about cosmology applies
to philosophy at large. Furthermore, that both cosmologies touch on the complex relation
between philosophical contemplation and political engagement shows Plato’s sustained
interest in addressing and raising questions about this relation until the very end of his
career. This is not to suggest, however, that the cosmologies somehow present Plato’s most
definitive words on the relation between philosophy and politics. Rather, they show a
readiness on his part to revisit the issue and continue to provoke his audience to reflect on
it.

7 While many commentators take the philosopher’s apparent preference for withdrawal
and otherworldliness at face value and accept that their ‘return’ to the realm of politics
entails some self-sacrifice, others suggest that the philosopher’s turn to action, which can
but need not include politics, somehow completes their philosophical trajectory and
augments the happiness they attain in contemplation. This question is naturally closely
related to the question of whether the philosophers are compelled to rule or not (addressed
in the preceding note). Scholars who favor a deflationary reading of philosophers’ being
compelled to rule emphasize how their contemplative activity necessitates engagement
with the world and is augmented or completed by it. On the other side, Straussian readers
who take compulsion literally claim that philosophers are in fact worse off if they
participate in politics, while more recent analytic interpreters who stress that the
philosophers must be compelled to rule add that philosophers are justly compelled and
benefit from obeying the city’s command.
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What, then, do the cosmologies help us see about the philosopher’s fraught relation
with politics? To start with, the contrast between how the two cosmologies approach
political engagement suggests that whether one emphasizes the philosopher’s alienation or
withdrawal from politics or his singular aptitude for governing may depend on the
protreptic aims one is pursuing. If Timaeus presents the study of the cosmos as an activity
that draws one away from politics and other earthly concerns, part of his motivation to
suggest this likely lies, as I have suggested, in his aim to provoke Critias to transcend the
limitations inherent in his devotion to politics and his native city. We can take a similar
approach to the Athenian’s effort to persuade his immediate audience and future citizens of
Magnesia that studying the cosmos will confirm their belief in the gods’ existence and
goodness: what prompts him to emphasize this may be his desire to show that genuine
philosophy does not pose a threat to political order but can in fact serve as its powerful and
indispensable ally. What changes from one dialogue to the next is not what Plato thinks
about the philosopher’s stance toward politics, but rather how each character decides to
represent this relation depending on their rhetorical strategy for advancing philosophy.
This should be true of every dialogue, not only the Timaeus and the Laws.

If these observations are on the right track, they can help us formulate some partial
answers to the questions raised by the tension between philosophy and politics as it
appears throughout Plato’s corpus. First of all, both Timaeus and the Athenian seem to
accept the idea that what makes philosophers singularly happy is engaging in
contemplation, though for the Athenian political engagement may make philosophical
types more godlike by allowing them to contribute to the world’s rational structuring. At
the same time, Timaeus and the Athenian can serve as correctives to the notion that the
philosopher’s natural preference is toward contemplative retreat. Both of these characters’
conduct suggests that philosophers ought not to withdraw from politics altogether and
should endeavor instead to bring philosophy to political power to the extent that it is
possible. Even Timaeus, whose cosmology describes the consummate philosopher as
withdrawing to study the heavens and neglecting mortal concerns, has enjoyed an
outstanding political career and advances philosophy’s cause before a political audience.
Though we do not know what motivates Timaeus or the Athenian to maintain their interest
in politics, their commitment to making politics more philosophical in the absence of any
external compulsion sets them apart from Socrates’ retreating philosophers in the Republic
and elsewhere.

With Timaeus’ and the Athenian’s different uses of cosmology, Plato offers readers
concrete examples of the philosopher’s natural inclination to intervene in politics and make
it more rational. Even if they face very different audiences and constraints when presenting
their cosmic vision, both Timaeus and the Athenian use cosmology to address different
political problems and orient political figures toward a more philosophical understanding
of cosmos, city and soul. Though each of them presents philosophy and its relation to our
happiness and ultimate end as humans in a different light, both illuminate philosophy’s
indispensability for proper political engagement and its longing to reshape the political
realm in their use of cosmology. What each of them claims explicitly as the ultimate end
for humans reflects their dramatic context and protreptic aims above all; it is what both
characters exemplify in action that tells us more about how Platonic philosophers should
think about their calling and how contemplation and politics form part of it. Neither
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Timaeus nor the Athenian shows us how to dissolve the tension between philosophical
contemplation or study and politics. They do show us, however, that philosophers can—
and should—Ilabor to combine philosophical reflection and political participation
notwithstanding the uneasy relationship between the two. While other dialogues may point
us to a similar conclusion, what sets apart the Timaeus and the Laws is that they show
cosmology and its rhetorical potential as one of the various means available to
philosophers who aim to make their perspective influential in the realm of politics. Both of
these dialogues offer vivid examples of how the Republic’s philosopher-kings may put
their knowledge and ambitions into practice. They also show how such interventions, even
if they fall short of the work of ruling, can benefit a variety of civic audiences, from open-
minded philosophical dilettantes like Critias to Dorian traditionalists like Kleinias and
Megillus.

For all the contrasts between them, then, there are a number of ways in which the
cosmologies of the Timaeus and the Laws work as complementary parts of a single
philosophical project. First, they both display and invite reflection on cosmology’s
rhetorical adaptability and its potential for advancing a variety of protreptic goals. Second,
they are both useful as representations of Plato’s effort to transmit basic principles of
philosophical cosmology to a wide audience, regardless of which of the two turns out to do
this more accurately. Third, the cosmologies’ different perspectives on the relation
between philosophical study and political engagement echo and develop earlier Platonic
reflections on the philosopher’s fraught relation to politics. Last, they suggest cosmology
itself may play a role overcoming the tension between philosophical reflection and
political intervention, insofar as it can enable philosophers to make citizens and the polis
more rational.
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Retrospective Epilogue

I would like to take stock now of what this dissertation has sought to achieve. In the
first chapter, I presented a novel reading of the Timaeus’ dramatic frame and its
significance for our interpretation of the dialogue’s cosmology. I began by showing that
the Timaeus does not represent a conversation between like-minded philosophers but rather
includes a variety of perspectives, of which at least one, Critias’, displays some distinctly
unphilosophical traits. I am not the first to single out Critias as a problematic presence in
the Timaeus, but I have offered a unique perspective on the specific problems he raises and
why they matter for our interpretation of Timaeus’ cosmology. What makes this
interpretation unique is its focus on Critias’ stance toward his strange tale about the ancient
confrontation between Athens and Atlantis as well as his perception of Athena and her
relation to the Athenians. Critias is problematic because he thinks of himself as an
Athenian above all else and is unduly devoted to his native city and its patron goddess,
Athena. Since Plato has Critias’ narrative and his political perspective frame Timaeus’
cosmologys, it is fitting to reflect on how, if at all, the two are related. Although Timaeus
does not offer a direct rebuttal of Critias’ Athenocentrism, the views on the nature of the
gods and humans’ relation to divinity, the cosmos and the city that he advances in his
cosmology have the potential to remedy Critias’ ailments. The first chapter’s primary
contribution, then, lies in its identifying a particular set of problems raised by the dramatic
frame of the Timaeus and to show that even the sophisticated and detailed cosmology
presented in that dialogue works as a response to particular rhetorical and political
exigencies. This chapter set the stage for the rhetorical analysis of the Timaeus’ cosmology
in the two subsequent chapters by illuminating the peculiar rhetorical context and problems
Timaeus faces when he presents his vision of the cosmos.

In the second chapter, I undertook a detailed examination of the theological content
of the cosmologies in both the Timaeus and the Laws. First, I assessed how Timaeus and
the Athenian Visitor speak about the traditional Greek pantheon and its relation to the
philosophical pantheon peopled by celestial and cosmic gods. I showed that each of these
characters places his theology in a different relation to traditional stories and opinions
about the gods: on one hand, Timaeus signals respect for the traditional pantheon without
concealing what sets his own perspective on the gods apart from received opinion; on the
other hand, the Athenian is at pains to cast himself as a defender of established traditions
and opinions while nevertheless advancing their reformation and gradual alignment with
philosophical theology and celestial worship. Both characters’ stance toward traditional
religion is complex and ambiguous, and in each case this complexity and ambiguity reflect
the speaker’s effort to adjust a philosophical approach to divinity to the distinct concerns
and needs of their target audience: while Timaeus can afford to be more direct about the
differences between his and the traditional views of the gods because Critias is a relatively
urbane Athenian who is interested in philosophy, the Athenian must cast himself as a
staunch traditionalist to make his theological innovations palatable to the old-fashioned
Dorians who would people the city he is designing.

After addressing how Timaeus’ and the Athenian’s positions on traditional deities
differ, I undertook an examination of the positive theology that each character advances. I
divided this examination into three parts: a) what the speaker says about the gods’ nature;
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b) what he says about their activities and role in the cosmos; ¢) what he says about their
relation to human beings. On the gods’ nature and activities, we found that Timaeus and
the Athenian are broadly in agreement with one another, casting the gods as supremely
good and rational beings responsible for the beautiful and harmonious order of the natural
world. There is less agreement between Timaeus and the Athenian when it comes to the
gods’ relation to humans, however. For Timaeus, the gods’ generosity toward and care for
humans lies mainly in their enabling us to live as semi-divine rational beings, whether
through their original creative work—the Demiurge’s case—or their constant orderly
motions—the case of the cosmos as a whole and the other celestial deities. Timaeus’ gods
embody a philosophic ideal of contemplative rationality; it is ultimately up to us to
embody this ideal and lead the best, most rational the life that the Demiurge and his
assistants have put within our reach. Neither the Demiurge nor the lesser gods have an
active role steering our lives or affairs—they are essentially distant or absent from the
human realm. This is the opposite of the image of the gods the Athenian advances in the
Laws: for him, it is essential that the citizens for whom he is legislating believe that the
gods pay attention to human matters and resolutely punish those who transgress against the
laws. Quite unlike Timaeus, the Athenian aims to reinforce his audience’s confidence in
vigilant and caring gods. That is because the Athenian’s goal is to put religion and
theology in the service of public morality and civic virtue, while Timaeus’ theology is
consistent with a protreptic that encourages focus on oneself and each person’s capacity for
contemplation, for the sake of urging Critias and others in a similar position to transcend
the views on happiness and divine care promoted by their native polis. The two characters
take somewhat divergent positions on the gods’ involvement in human affairs to fit the
particular rhetorical situation and problems they face. At the same time, even the Athenian
casts the divine perspective as radically unlike the human viewpoint and casts some doubt
on the gods’ solicitude for lesser creatures in his more plainly theological pronouncements.
This suggests that, if there is such a thing as a genuine Platonic position on the gods’
character and relation to humans, that position is likely closer to Timaeus’ vision when it
comes to the gods’ distance from humans. Timaeus’ theology not only responds to the
specific problems raised by his particular internal audience, then, but in its fullness of
detail and greater emphasis on contemplation and rationality it also offers a more
genuinely philosophical perspective than the Athenian’s. Overall, this chapter serves to
show both: a) the extent to which for Plato theology is an adaptable for of discourse that
should respond to a variety of rhetorical situations and goals; and b) how, notwithstanding
its adaptability and rhetorical uses, theology nevertheless always builds on core
philosophical principles that can be found across different versions.

In the third and final chapter, I examined the contrasting perspectives on the cosmic
significance of the polis and human sociality that are advanced in Timaeus’ and the
Athenian’s cosmologies. On one hand, Timaeus discusses human happiness and our
ultimate end as being completely independent of our political and social identity and
affiliations. His views on human psychology and on the highest, noblest activity we can
engage in are surprisingly apolitical. In his cosmology, the polis does not appear to make
any contribution to either individual human wellbeing or the beauty and overall happiness
of the cosmos. On the other hand, for the Athenian the city plays a necessary role in the
attainment of both human happiness and cosmic order. In each case, I argued, the
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cosmology presents a perspective that has been adapted to the specific dramatic and
rhetorical setting the philosopher faces: Timaeus’ avoidance of the political fits his strategy
to orient Critias and others like him toward a less parochial and more cosmopolitan
perspective, while the Athenian’s casting of the polis as indispensable for order at both
cosmic and personal levels suits his deployment of cosmology to bolster civic religion and
obedience to the laws.

Yet the two cosmologies’ contrasting perspectives on politics and sociality are
more than a reflection of the differences in the rhetorical contexts in which they are
delivered and the different goals they pursue. There is not only contrast between the
cosmologies of the Timaeus and the Laws, but complementarity as well. For reading the
two cosmologies side by side as parts of a single philosophical project can shed light on
cosmology as a form of discourse and its relation to philosophy as a whole. First, Plato’s
choice to put cosmology to such divergent uses in the two dialogues under discussion
displays cosmology’s versatility and potential as a rhetorical form: no matter the specific
way a philosopher wishes to intervene in civic religion and politics, cosmology may prove
especially useful to him. That is not to say, however, that cosmology is merely a rhetorical
tool. As we have already stated, the two cosmologies ultimately share core philosophical
ideas. In the contrasting political uses to which cosmology is put in the Timaeus and the
Laws we see not only the form’s rhetorical adaptability, but also a reflection of
philosophy’s own ambivalence toward the political realm. Philosophy’s ambivalence
results from two competing desires: on one hand, philosophy yearns to transcend politics
and orient itself toward a greater and more stable whole than the city can possibly be; on
the other hand, it recognizes that this very yearning for transcendence puts it in a uniquely
suitable position to transform politics and human affairs for the better. We see indications
of this ambivalence throughout Plato’s corpus, most notably in the Republic.

For Plato, then, the detailed cosmologies of the Timaeus and the Laws are not only
rhetorical experiments, but they are also an occasion to revisit a problem that preoccupied
him throughout his career. While in their contrasting perspectives the cosmologies of the
Timaeus and the Laws recall the tension between philosophic withdrawal and political
engagement we see elsewhere in Plato, in the end both cosmologies ultimately demonstrate
how such a form of discourse offers philosophers an opportunity to mediate between their
longing to transcend politics and their desire to make politics more philosophical.
Cosmology affords philosophers a way of intervening in politics without becoming fully
immersed in the challenges of governing, but also a manner of thinking about reality and
nature that has a unique potential to reform political life after their principles.
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