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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy (1946; hereafter History) provides
a model for some of the significant features of the present work. Like Russell’s
more general history, our history of Western philosophy of religion consists prin-
cipally of chapters devoted to the works of individual thinkers, selected because
of their “considerable importance”. Of course, we do not claim to have provided
coverage of all of those who have made important contributions to Western phil-
osophy of religion. However, we think that anyone who has made a significant
contribution to Western philosophy of religion has either seriously engaged with
the works of philosophers who are featured in this work, or has produced work
that has been a focus of serious engagement for philosophers who are featured in
this work.

Like Russell, we have aimed for contributions that show how the philosophy of
religion developed by a given thinker is related to that thinker’s life, and that trace
out connections between the views developed by a given philosopher and the
views of their predecessors, contemporaries and successors. While our primary
aim is to provide an account of the ideas, concepts, claims and arguments devel-
oped by each of the philosophers under consideration, we think — with Russell
— that this aim is unlikely to be achieved in a work in which “each philosopher
appears as in a vacuum’.

Again like Russell, we have only selected philosophers or religious writers who
belong to, or have exerted a significant impact on, the intellectual tradition of the
West (i.e. western Europe and the Anglo-American world). We realize that this
selection criterion alone excludes from our work a number of important thinkers
and religious groups or traditions, such as: Asian philosophers of religion, partic-
ularly those representing such religions as Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism
and Taoism; African philosophers of religion; and individuals, texts and traditions
emanating from indigenous religions, such as those found in the native popu-
lations of Australia and the Pacific Islands. Clearly, the non-Western world has
produced thinkers who have made important, and often overlooked, contributions
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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

to the philosophy of religion. We have decided, however, not to include any entries
on these thinkers, and our decision is based primarily on the (admittedly not
incontestable) view that the Asian, African and indigenous philosophical and
religious traditions have not had a great impact on the main historical narrative
of the West. It would therefore have been difficult to integrate the various non-
Western thinkers into the five-volume structure of the present work. The best way
to redress this omission, in our view, is to produce a separate multi-volume work
that would be dedicated to the history of non-Western philosophy of religion, a
project that we invite others to take up.

Where we have departed most significantly from Russell is that our work
has been written by a multitude of contributors, whereas Russell’s work was the
product of just one person. In the preface to his History, Russell claimed that:

There is ... something lost when many authors co-operate. If there is
any unity in the movement of history, if there is any intimate relation
between what goes before and what comes later, it is necessary, for
setting this forth, that earlier and later periods should be synthesized
in a single mind. (1946: 5)

We think that Russell exaggerates the difficulties in, and underestimates the bene-
fits of, having a multitude of expert contributors. On the one hand, someone who
is an expert on the work of a given philosopher is bound to have expert knowledge
of the relation between the work of that philosopher, what goes before and what
comes after. On the other hand, and as Russell himself acknowledged, it is impos-
sible for one person to have the expertise of a specialist across such a wide field.
(Indeed, while Russell’s History is admirable for its conception and scope, there is
no doubt that it is far from a model for good historical scholarship.)

Of course, Russell's worry about a multiplicity of authors does recur at the edito-
rial level: the editors of this work have no particular claim to expertise concerning
any of the philosophers who are featured in the work. In order to alleviate this
problem, we invited all of the contributors to read drafts of neighbouring contri-
butions, acting on the assumption that someone who is an expert on a particular
philosopher is likely to have reasonably good knowledge of contemporaries and
near contemporaries of that philosopher. Moreover, each of the five volumes comes
with an expert introduction, written by someone who is much better placed than
we are to survey the time period covered in the given volume.

Obviously enough, it is also the case that the present work does not have the
kind of narrative unity that is possessed by Russell’s work. Our work juxtaposes
contributions from experts who make very different theoretical assumptions,
and who belong to diverse philosophical schools and traditions. Again, it seems
to us that this represents an advantage: there are many different contemporary
approaches to philosophy of religion, and each of these approaches suggests a
different view about the preceding history. Even if there is “unity in the movement
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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

of history”, it is clear that there is considerable disagreement about the precise
nature of that unity.

Although our work is divided into five volumes — and despite the fact that we
have given labels to each of these volumes - we attach no particular significance to
the way in which philosophers are collected together by these volumes. The order
of the chapters is determined by the dates of birth of the philosophers who are
the principal subjects of those chapters. While it would not be a task for a single
evening, we do think that it should be possible to read the five volumes as a single,
continuous work.

* %

Collectively, our primary debt is to the 109 people who agreed to join with us in
writing the material that appears in this work. We are indebted also to Tristan
Palmer, who oversaw the project on behalf of Acumen. Tristan initially searched
for someone prepared to take on the task of editing a single-volume history of
Western philosophy of religion, and was actively involved in the shaping of the
final project. He also provided invaluable advice on the full range of editorial
questions that arise in a project on this scale. Thanks, too, to the copy-editors
and others at Acumen, especially Kate Williams, who played a role in the comple-
tion of this project, and to the anonymous reviewers who provided many helpful
comments. We are grateful to Karen Gillen for proofreading and indexing all five
volumes, and to the Helen McPherson Smith Trust, which provided financial
support for this project. We also acknowledge our debt to Monash University,
and to our colleagues in the School of Philosophy and Bioethics. Special thanks
to Dirk Baltzly for his suggestions about potential contributors to the volume on
ancient Western philosophy of religion and for his editorial help with the chapter
on Pythagoras.

Apart from these collective debts, Graham Oppy acknowledges personal
debts to friends and family, especially to Camille, Gilbert, Calvin and Alfie. N. N.
Trakakis is also grateful for the support of family and friends while working on
this project, which he dedicates to his nephew and niece, Nicholas and Adrianna
Trakakis: my prayer is that you will come to share the love of wisdom cultivated
by the great figures in these volumes.

Graham Oppy
N. N. Trakakis
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ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION:
AN INTRODUCTION

George Boys-Stones

The ‘philosophy of religion’ is unusual as a branch of philosophy in foregrounding
the question of whether it has a legitimate object of study to start with.! At the
same time, this question makes it programmatic for philosophy as a whole. Either
philosophy will be, in the end, opposed to religion, and defined in some measure
by that opposition (as a rational or scientific outlook is opposed to, and defined
by its opposition to, fideism, perhaps), or else it will turn out that religion is what
frames and gives meaning to the human pursuit of knowledge.

Both of these outlooks have their adherents; and (what is evidence for the
programmatic force of the question) on each is built a foundation myth for phil-
osophy as a whole. The most potent and influential is surely the version based in
the essential antagonism of religion and philosophy. According to this view, ‘phil-
osophy’ finds its origins in a historical movement premised precisely on the rejec-
tion of ‘religious’ ways of thinking, a rejection traced to sixth-century Ionia and
the revolutionary figure of Thales.

There is no denying the powerful appeal this narrative makes to the imagina-
tion. But it is by no means obviously right. An equally strong body of opinion
holds that one can see far greater continuity between ‘religious’ thought and the
origins of ‘philosophical’ thought: that the philosophical tradition never set out
to construct itself in opposition to religion at all. Indeed, in some versions of this
view, the very idea that it might have done so is unintelligible; ‘religion’ was not
then, even if it is now, the kind of thing to which philosophy could have objected.
If this second kind of view is right (as I shall go on to argue), then instead of
asking from the beginning about the tools developed by philosophy to handle reli-
gious claims, the first question a study of the philosophy of religion in antiquity
has to address is how philosophy ever came to have a critical interest in religion at

1. My thanks to Barbara Graziosi for invaluable comments on earlier drafts of this chapter,
which was also improved in the light of comments from two anonymous readers.

1



GEORGE BOYS-STONES

all. This, I shall argue, is the question that provides the context for discussing the
development of the particular themes, arguments and strategies that have come
to characterize the subject.

PHILOSOPHY VERSUS RELIGION?

One of the main reasons for doubting that philosophy was born in the rejection
of religious belief is the well-established fact that pre-Christian religion was not
defined in terms of belief to begin with. Religion was constituted for its partici-
pants not by dogma, but by involvement in rituals and customs (and these were
prescribed more by time and place than by personal or tribal affiliation): by a
life lived within certain systems of imagery and iconography. Ancient religion
has been aptly described, then, rather as a language of sorts than as a creed (e.g.
Gould 1985; cf. Burkert 1985: 54): a way of referring to the world (or some aspect
of the world, or the world under some particular description), not of specifying in
terms that could be translated into secular language what one has to think about
it. This is not to deny that particular views about how the world operated could be
associated, more or less commonly, with particular aspects of religious behaviour
(although Most [2003: 303] does deny it; cf. by way of contrast Harrison [2008]).
But it is to deny that the panoply of ancient religion included any mechanism to
determine such associations. The ancient world knew no scriptural revelation, no
line of prophets, no Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Priests, whose
function was largely confined to the performance of ritual, claimed no authority
as intermediaries for the divine; while Oracles, which did, were careful to avoid
any comment on ‘theological’ questions such as what ‘gods” were, or how they
were to be conceived (cf. evidence in Fontenrose [1978]). Homer and Hesiod
achieved wide currency in Greece as reference points for the subsequent mytho-
logical tradition, and were even credited with establishing the standard Greek
pantheon, along with the genealogy and iconography of its members (Herodotus,
Histories 2.53; cf. Burkert 1985: 120-22). But if they were important sources of
imagery, they were not taken to be ‘biblical’ authorities for its use. In any case, the
continued existence and tolerance of variant accounts ensured that people were
quite capable of making the distinction between what one had to think about the
gods and what Homer or Hesiod said about them.

None of this is, as it happens, especially controversial for historians of religion.
Its consequences, however, are uncomfortable for many historians of philosophy.
For if Greek religion does not determine the beliefs of its participants, then it is
hardly meaningful to talk (as, recently, did e.g. Hussey [2006]; cf. Roochnik 2004:
12-17) about religious ‘patterns of thought’ or ‘patterns of belief” put to bed by the
philosophical revolution conventionally associated with Thales in the sixth century
BCE. Thales and his successors might have developed new models of analysis, and
attempted to explore more critically the basis for received assumptions; they might

2



ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION: AN INTRODUCTION

have used these approaches and models to suggest new explanations for phenomena
previously thought inexplicable. One might — one should - consider their work
foundational for philosophical methodology. (This is, as I mean it, a trivial truth:
for it is only to rehearse the fact that it is in this work that the self-consciously philo-
sophical tradition of later centuries identified its intellectual roots.) But to see them
as rejecting a specifically ‘religious’ outlook is to project back onto them a debate
that no one had any thought - or motive - to formulate.

It might be objected at this point that my original characterization of the differ-
ence between ancient and modern religious belief suggests too sharp a division:
that, just as the average modern Christian is less bound by conciliar edict, so
the average ancient Greek was more heavily influenced by Homer than I have
suggested. Even if I am right to say that we should not talk of ancient religious
belief as something sanctioned and defined, according to such an objection, it
is enough to allow that particular views were more or less commonly associated
with particular religious expression (as I have done) to make it legitimate to talk
about a religious ‘way of thinking’ It is this that people have in mind when they
talk about a worldview that is inherently ‘chaotic’ (in the manner apparently envis-
aged by Hussey [2006: 12]) or unstable (cf. discussion in Rowe [1983]), or which
surrenders the world to irrational forces (e.g. Vlastos 1975: ch. 1). It is this that is
challenged by the work of Thales and his successors.

As a matter of anthropology, the nuance is welcome. But the objection misses its
mark if the ‘religious way of thinking’ identified by it fails to attain normative status
in the culture. As long as it remains merely a way of thinking with the language
of religion, there will be (and it will be understood that there is) clear distance
between what one says of the thought and what one says of religion, considered
as the language that happens to be used for the expression of that thought. And
we know that the supposedly ‘chaotic’ form of religious thinking failed to attain
normative standing: we know this because the thinkers supposed (under this very
theory) to be on the attack employ the same language without hesitation or ques-
tion themselves (cf. Burkert 1985: 306). Until the atomists, all of the early cosmolo-
gists used such language to characterize the principles of a world that remained for
them, as it famously was for Thales, “full of gods” (11 A 22 DK [= Diels & Kranz
1951-2]).2 Nor is there anything to suggest that their use of this language is ironic
or polemical, for its use is untempered by anything that could seriously be taken
as criticism of the religious context from which it is drawn. Occasionally, it is
true, reservations are expressed about particular religious practices; but even these
presuppose the perspective of the religious insider. Far from attacking religion,
they question activities and attitudes that risk bringing it into disrepute.

My claim can be mostly clearly illustrated by considering two figures who might
seem to be the most obvious counter-examples to it: Xenophanes and Heraclitus.

2. All translations are my own.
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These thinkers are often characterized in the literature as critics, at least of tradi-
tional Greek piety, and perhaps of religion in general. But a closer look will show
that such a stance can only be found in them by systematic application of the
prejudicial assumption that ‘religion’ (or anyway Greek religion) is incompatible
with rational thought about the world. That this is a prejudicial assumption in the
case of Heraclitus at least is clear from the fact that the evidence is amenable to a
precisely contrary interpretation. Adoménas (1999), for example, has argued that,
so far from setting himself up as a critic of traditional religion, Heraclitus actu-
ally sees it offering support to his own metaphysics. What is certainly true is that
we should not confuse Heraclitus’ negative attitude towards the views held by the
ignorant in their approach to religion with his attitude towards religion itself. For it
is precisely personal attitude, not religious practice, that Heraclitus most often has
in his sights: “They pray to these statues: one might as well converse with houses,
as long as one knows nothing about the gods and heroes” (22 B 5 DK [part]; cf.
27, 86, 128). What is under attack here is not prayer to statues, but ignorance. The
thought is exactly paralleled by B 107, where Heraclitus speaks of eyes and ears as
things that are similarly said to be no good without intelligence, which is, of course,
not an invitation to think that Heraclitus disapproved of eyes and ears in general.

Heraclitus does occasionally - but very occasionally — address particular reli-
gious practices: “If it was not for Dionysus that they held their procession and
sang in praise of the genitals, it would be a most shameless thing” (22 B 15 DK; cf.
5, 127; perhaps 14). But the qualification here is all-important: if it was not done
for Dionysus. Sardonic remarks about how bizarre we would consider such prac-
tices in any other than their proper context cannot be taken as a criticism of them
when performed in the appropriate time and place. If they could, then, again, by
parity of reasoning we should have to conclude from B 58 that Heraclitus disap-
proved of the medical art tout court as well: for it is perverse, as he says there, to
pay physicians for cautery and surgery when we would normally do anything to
avoid getting burned or cut.

Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that Heraclitus is capable of expressing
himself in terms of conventional piety, with which he obviously feels completely
at home (e.g. B 24, 79, 83, 92, 93). Indeed, what might really strike us about even
the so-called ‘critical’ pronouncements is the religious justification he gives for the
criticism (esp. e.g. B 14, 27, 86).

The same can be said for Xenophanes. His negative remarks are far fewer than
one would believe from the attention they have attracted, and far more carefully
circumscribed. Like most of the supposedly ‘critical’ fragments of Heraclitus, they
attack individuals, not their religion (21 B 1, 11, 12 DK, with Graziosi 2002: 60);
like all of them, they are themselves concerned with upholding standards of piety.
Xenophanes’ famous remarks on the cultural relativity of religious iconography;,
which are frequently adduced as damning indictments of traditional religion, are
in fact perfectly neutral in tone: “If oxen or horses or lions had hands, if they could
draw and make things with their hands as men do, horses would make images of

4
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gods like horses, oxen like oxen. They would fashion for them the bodies that they
themselves had” (B 15 DK; cf. 14, 16). Such fragments do no more than point out
that other peoples do, and other species might, depict their gods in other ways.
They no more imply a criticism of traditional religion than if they had observed
that the Greeks talk about the gods in Greek while Thracians and Ethiopians
(who figure in B 16) use different languages for the purpose, namely their own.
(If horses and oxen had the power of speech they would, of course, talk of them
in Horse and Ox.) Commentators can turn these fragments into criticism only on
the back of an assumption that the Greeks allowed no gap between the nature of
divinity and the possibilities for its artistic representation. This would in any case
be a bold assumption. The fluidity of the gods” representation within the Greek
tradition makes it wholly untenable.

In general, then, there is no evidence at all that philosophy began with a move-
ment opposed to ‘religious’ ways of thinking: none that it was, at least through the
sixth and fifth centuries BCE, even an option. The continuity of language, on the
other hand - and, one might add, of topic (the Milesians thematized the ‘origin,
arché, of things and their generation just as much as Hesiod or the Orphic cosmo-
gonies; cf. West 1983: chs 3—4; Clay 2003: 2-3) - suggests that there might be a way
of understanding the new cosmology as a development of religious expression.

But this, now, might seem an odd claim to make, even on my own account. For
I have been careful to divorce religious forms, conceived as a kind of language,
from opinions that might or might not have been associated with them in the
minds of religious practitioners. The language of cosmology, on the other hand,
more clearly does express particular views about the cosmos. What sense does it
make, then, to connect the latter with the former? To answer this question, I take
my cue from Plato and Aristotle, to whom we owe the self-conscious construc-
tion of philosophy as a distinct intellectual tradition. For they ask a pertinent
question when they ask why it is that human beings engaged in (what they are
defining as) ‘philosophy’ to begin with. It was not because there was any compel-
ling need for it: “That it is not a productive art is clear right from the first phil-
osophers. For then as now men began to do philosophy from a sense of wonder
... (Aristotle, Metaphysics A.2, 982b11-12; cf. Plato, Theaetetus 155d, with Snell
1953: 38). Both Plato and Aristotle do, as a matter of fact, believe in the prac-
tical benefits of philosophy, which both make essential to happiness. But neither
traces his intellectual roots to the early students of human well-being (Solon, for
example, or Theognis). Both rather trace them to the ‘physicists, the students of
nature; both explain the characteristically philosophical impulse as a response to
the wonder of the universe.> And what is really striking about the word that both

3. Natural philosophy might be turned to use as well, of course. The story is told, for example,
of Thales predicting a bumper harvest and establishing a profitable monopoly on the olive
presses. But it is told precisely to dissociate philosophy from the utilitarian considerations



GEORGE BOYS-STONES

use in this context — thauma - is its conventional association precisely with reli-
gious experience.!

It seems to me entirely credible, and much more consistent with the evidence
than any alternative, that archaic Greek religion had a role to play as a ‘language;
not least because, whatever else it expressed for the individuals who engaged with
it, it expressed a sense of ‘wonder’ at the world, a sense (of ‘awe’?) not captured for
its users in the quotidian language of opinion and practicality. Similarly it seems
that Plato and Aristotle are fundamentally right to think that philosophy (i.e. what
they themselves define as such) is an extension of this response: a version of it
that becomes doctrinal in seeking to pin down what the ‘wonder’ consists in, how
the cosmos conceived as ‘wonderful’ operates. This is why philosophy retained
at its core the language particular to that sense of wonder: the language, that is,
of ‘divinity’. It is also why the very idea of an attack on ‘traditional religion’ - or,
indeed, a defence of it — could only arise within a relatively well-developed philo-
sophical system. For such an attack must be premised, not on the idea that tradi-
tional religion is a stumbling block to rational understanding, but on the reflective
conclusion that it is superfluous: that the ‘wonder’ of the cosmos is not ‘out there’
to express at all.

CONSENSUS AND ‘EXPERIENCE’: CLASSICAL ORIGINS

The centrality of ‘religious’ language to cosmology remained quite unquestioned
until the fifth century BCE, and the emergence of a raft of thinkers of whom we can
take Protagoras and perhaps Democritus to be representative.” Democritus, as it
happens, recognized the existence of “gods”, or anyway of entities that explain why
people think there are gods (68 A 74-9 DK). To this extent, he accepts the validity
of religious language. But Democritus goes against the consensus of preceding

that might have been, but were not, its inspiration. See Aristotle, Politics 1.11, 1259a5-18
(=11 A 10 DK).

4. Cf. Homeric Hymn to Demeter 240-41; Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 84-90, 205; Pythagoras
58 C 6.30-31 DK (“Disbelieve nothing wonderful [thaumaston] about the gods, or doctrines
concerning the gods”). Likewise of nature conceived as divinely ordered: e.g. Empedocles 31
B 35.17 DK; Galen, On the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body iv, 358 Kithn (= Arnim 1903-5
[hereafter SVF] 2.1151); Philo, On Rewards and Punishments 33 (SVF 2.1171). Likewise too
in arguments from design: Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.99, 115. The associa-
tion between wonder and religion is recognized even by atheists: see Euhemerus, quoted at
Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.17.

5. Gerson (1990: 27) suggests that there is no theology in Parmenides, since he identifies
reality with thought. But Parmenides certainly uses the language of religion (28 A 20, 30—
31, 33,37 DK; B 1, 12-13) and Kingsley (1999) is right to remind us that Parmenides was
himself a priest. (Kingsley is able, in fact, to read his poem as precisely a record of religious
experience.)
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generations in refusing to use this language to describe the originative material
that forms the bedrock of his cosmology. Democritean atoms are, in fact, perhaps
the first example of a material principle not so described. The ‘gods’ of which he
speaks exist at a level of the universe whose reality is secondary and derivative
(cf. B 9, 125), which in Democritus’ terms means not really real at all. So, while
there is room to think that the language of deity has some residual role to play
in describing the human experience of the cosmos, it is for the first time possible
to conduct scientific cosmology without it. This is a significant development. To
present a cosmology without religious language is not to say plainly what others
had said metaphorically. It is to deny something that others asserted or assumed
about the cosmos.

One can see more explicitly a similar development in the work of Democritus’
older contemporary Protagoras, who began his provocative book On the Gods
with these words: “About the gods I have no way of knowing that they exist or
do not exist, or what they look like. There are many things that prevent me from
knowing: the obscurity of the subject, and the brevity of human life” (80 B 4 DK).
This is not, of course, atheism, although some in antiquity took it to be so (Sextus
Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.55-6). Protagoras does not deny the existence
of the gods. But it would be ingenuous to see this programmatic statement as
merely cautious agnosticism. The philosopher who began another of his books
with the famous claim that “Man is the measure of all things” here too suggests
that the existence of the gods makes no difference to one’s experience of the world.
So there is a denial here: a denial that religious language adds anything at all, that
it has meaningful content of its own. The universe will end up looking the same
whether one calls its originative matter or structuring forces ‘divine’ or not.

It is against this background that we need to understand the first arguments
adduced in favour of the existence of god. For these arguments, I suppose, are not
intended only as vindications of belief, but, just as importantly, are meant to estab-
lish to an audience who could conceive of a world without it that ‘god-talk’ has
purpose and content that are not covered by other areas of the language. One of
our earliest pieces of evidence for the form taken by these arguments comes from
a dialogue by Plato, and looks back, perhaps, precisely to the time of Democritus
and Protagoras a generation before him. In the course of a discussion of the
importance of religious belief, one of the participants in the dialogue, Clinias,
offers what must have been the stock theistic response to the threat of atheism:

cLINIAS: Well, my friend, it seems fairly easy to show that people who
say that there are gods are telling the truth, doesn’t it?

ATHENIAN: How?

cLINIAS: First there is the earth and sun and stars and everything, and
the seasons that are so well arranged and divided into years and
months. Then there is the fact that everyone, both Greeks and non-
Greeks, reckon that there are gods. (Laws 885e—886a)

7
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Clinias’ two arguments resonate through much of the subsequent history of the
philosophy of religion. The first of these is a simple form of the so-called ‘argu-
ment from experience. Clinias’ claim seems to be that there is obviously something
about the heavenly bodies that justifies the use of religious language about them.
The second, an argument from consensus, is presumably meant to undermine the
idea (which is in fact identified as the central plank of the atheistic thesis at 889¢)
that since religious language is merely conventional, the very gods it describes
must be human fictions as well. (Such an argument is attested for Critias [88 B
25 DK].) It does this by showing that religious language cuts across all cultural
boundaries by which the merely conventional is normally identified.

The reply of the Athenian (who is unnamed, but often assumed to represent
Plato himself) is instructive for us in the weaknesses it identifies in these argu-
ments. He denies first of all that universal consensus (in Clinias’ form of it) bears
much weight. This is partly because the consensus would have to take account of
the immorality associated with divinity by some of the most influential voices of
his own tradition (Laws 886b-d; at the front of his mind are Homer and Hesiod,
of course). But it is also because the Athenian himself explicitly recognizes that
the use of religious language is not in itself any guide to the beliefs underlying it.
The fact that people use the language of religion is not proof that they need it, that
they have in mind something for which they could not have used other words. In
fact the Athenian’s response at this point converges with his objection to the argu-
ment from experience. For all that argument does is identify items in the cosmos
that the atheists already know about. Applying religious language to them cannot
elevate their status:

You and I, when we talk about proof that there are gods, adduce these
very things, the sun, moon, the stars, the earth, as themselves gods
and divine entities. But anyone who listens to these wise men [i.e. the
atheists] will say that they are just earth and stones, incapable of any
interest in human affairs, however we dress them up with persuasive
language. (886d-¢)

In Plato’s assessment, it seems, these first forays into the definition of deity
through argument are not really equal to the threat of the determined materi-
alist. Nevertheless, it is possible for us to glean something important from what
Clinias has tried, and some confirmation of the idea that the philosophical recep-
tion of religious language answers to a sense of wonder in the face of the world.
Clinias’ argument from experience asserts his sense that there is just something
about the world that elicits more in response from us than mere earth and stones
would. ‘God’ is not displacing nature here, but apparently naming some aspect of
it. Indeed, this is Clinias’ problem: challenged by the atheist, he has nothing new
to show. A useful analogy is with the ‘other minds’ problem. Confronted with
other human beings, one feels that one can know (experience, sense) the presence

8
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of minds and selves that are qualitatively comparable with one’s own. Yet if one
were asked to demonstrate that that there is a mind there, that things would look
and feel very different if the person were an insentient machine, that would be
very difficult. Wherever one points, it seems to be the machine one finds.

The analogy that exists between the ‘other minds’ problem and Clinias” sense of
god did not elude Plato, for it is in effect the basis for his own improved demon-
stration of the existence of god. To cut short what is in the exposition a rather long
argument, and one that purports to show rather more than this by the end, Plato
argues (891e-899¢) that corporeal entities in general, although capable of transmit-
ting motion, are not capable of initiating it, unless they are endowed with that self-
moving principle we call ‘soul’ In the case of the cosmos too, then, its motion must
be due to the presence of incorporeal, self-moving soul. (In fact this is especially true
of the cosmos as a whole, since there is no other, corporeal entity to which it could
conceivably owe its motion.) The cosmos, in other words, manifests the attribute of
life - and, Plato adds, for its orderly nature, rational life at that (cf. 898c).

This argument builds on Clinias’ sense that there is something (something
‘wonderful’?) about the world that is not explained by a list of its material parts, and
it does so by identifying a plausible candidate for the something else that is needed to
explain it. That ‘something’ is, he suggests, qualitatively identical to the principle of
‘life’ that we identify in living creatures within the cosmos (895¢). No wonder, then,
that most people recognize the existence of ‘gods’ (It turns out at 887c—888a that the
Athenian is not altogether above an appeal to consensus after all.) The activity of the
divine is evident, at least to perception informed by reason.

This debate marks an important moment for philosophy, as well as for the
philosophy of religion. For an argument over whether the language of deity is
a proper part of philosophy ultimately opens the way for philosophy to develop
as a tradition distinct from religious discourse in a way that might bring the two
into conflict. So it was, no doubt, part of Plato’s own intention, in defining phil-
osophy as a skill with its proximate roots in the work of the early Ionians, to steal
a march on the atheistic tendencies to which that work had latterly given rise by
insisting on its inherently religious character. Plato’s Socrates, poster-boy of subse-
quent philosophical enquiry, traces his beginning in philosophy to an encounter
with the divine (Apology 21b), and sees his philosophy as divine service (cf.
Phaedo 60e-61b; Euthyphro 13d) and himself as divine intermediary (Symposium
203a; cf. 219¢; Hunter 2004: 84; Bussanich 2006). The end of his work is vari-
ously conceived in terms of ‘purification’ (e.g. Phaedo 66b-67¢), afterlife (Apology
40e-41c) or assimilation to god (Theaetetus 176a-b). This language is no acci-
dent: Plato quite deliberately shapes his philosophy as a religious pursuit, a way
of celebrating the gods (cf. esp. Nightingale [2004] on Plato’s appropriation of the
word ‘theory), theoria, from the context of participation in religious festivals). I
have discussed above already how he, and after him Aristotle, orient it towards the
wonder of the universe. Philosophy might be distinguishable now from religion,
but in Plato’s terms it is its heir, not its other.
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CONSENSUS AND EXPERIENCE IN HELLENISTIC PHILOSOPHY

Plato’s approach to divinity plays down the consensus argument in favour of a
strengthened version of the argument from experience, which asks us to see the
incorporeal conditions of order within the perceptible world. This, of course, is
all of a piece with his wider belief in an incorporeal realm by which the world
of the senses is structured. But one did not have to believe in such a realm to
believe in the reality of the divine, as we can see from Plato’s empiricist successors
in the Hellenistic era: the schools of Epicurus and the Stoics. Both of these schools,
though, found it necessary to strike a different balance between the descendents
of Clinias’ two arguments (the argument from experience and the consensus
argument). Both were committed to the view that any real entity is corporeal and
so, in principle at least, perceptible; both, then, steered away from the road on
which Plato started towards private inference as a way of shoring up the experience
of the divine, and towards a greater emphasis on the argument from universal
consensus.

The more extreme of the two schools in this sense is the Epicurean, which privi-
leges the consensus argument absolutely over any consideration drawn from private
speculation about the cosmos:

Epicurus alone saw, first, that there must be gods because nature itself
impresses an idea of them in the minds of all. There is no people,
no race of men, that lacks some untutored “preconception” of the
gods — what Epicurus calls a prolépsis ... If everyone’s nature agrees
on something, it is necessarily true; so we must admit that there are
gods. And since there is almost unanimous agreement on this, among
the uneducated as well as philosophers, we say that it is also agreed
that this preconception ... is such that we think the gods blessed and
immortal. (Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 1.43-5)

It will be observed that this version of the consensus argument differs from
that of Clinias in one significant respect. While Clinias argues that Greek and
non-Greek alike believe in the existence of gods, that is, that there are gods,
Epicurus’ claim is that there is universal consensus both that gods exist and that
they are blessed and immortal. Epicurus, in other words, does not invoke a second
strand of argument to explore what the gods are like: the kind of consideration
that Clinias’ argument from experience was supposed to provide. It is possible to
doubt that this is the safest way of developing the argument from consensus: the
more one claims consensus about, the more likely it is that the consensus does not
really exist (cf. Plutarch, On the Contradictions of the Stoics 38). In fact, it has even
been suggested, with some plausibility, that Epicurus himself did not think that
consensus actually existed: only that it would do in an ideal world (Obbink 1992).
But if this is the claim, why make anything hang on it at all?
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Epicurus’ position is an unusual one, for it will turn out that, whatever he
thinks the gods are, he is sure that they have no role to play in a cosmology. (In
fact he thinks that the slapdash organization of the cosmos amounts to something
like an argument against the cosmological involvement of any intelligent being;
Lucretius, On the Nature of Things 2.167-82, 5.195-234.) Yet unlike Protagoras,
for example, he takes seriously the phenomenology of religious ‘experience’. He
has a good reason to do so: as an empiricist, he will find the fact that people have a
sense of deity all the more striking precisely because there is reason to believe that
the gods are not active in the world.

Epicurus, then, has to provide an account of god that gives empirical content
to religious experience without deriving that content from humanity’s immediate
cosmic environment. This, surely, is why he insists that a full characterization
of god can be given by the consensus argument without further appeal to our
experience of the natural world. It may also be why he insists on the idea that the
experience of deity is of something tranquil and immortal: after all, nothing in our
experience of the natural world is immortal; and nothing tranquil would want any
part in it (Letter to Herodotus 76-7).

His conclusion is that, if the experience of god is real, then it must be direct:
parallel to, not derived from, our experience of the world. His distinctive epis-
temology comes in very handy at this point to explain how this might work.
According to Epicurus, absolutely any thought, whether based in sensory percep-
tion or dreams or imagination, involves the interaction of the atoms that consti-
tute our minds with delicate “films’ (eidola) of atoms thrown oft by real objects
in uncountable number. The idea is that in ordinary waking life our experience
is dominated by more substantial films from relatively close objects that come
through the sense organs. But if we shut this ‘noise’ out, and especially when we
are asleep, we become sensitive to the much finer films from more distant objects
that do not need the grosser portals of the senses. (In principle, we become open
to films from objects all over the universe: they move very quickly, and are too
fine to meet effective obstruction; and this is how we can experience images of
anything we care to imagine.) Clearly, Epicurus argues, if we have a concept of god
it is because there are films representing gods that we perceive (in sleep or imagi-
nation), and objects producing these films. Because we perceive them directly in
this way, they need not be integral parts of our cosmos, but might (as Epicurus in
fact thinks) be outside it.°

Whether Epicurus’ position carries any water is a moot question. Indeed, it
has been a moot question since antiquity whether it was even offered in good
faith: many have supposed that the argument was a sop to conventional piety

6. We are, of course, capable of imagining fictions: this happens, according to Epicurus, when
we encounter a confusion of films, as when those of a man and a horse strike us as a
‘centaur’. But such confusions do not force themselves on people’s minds in all parts of the
world as films of tranquil and immortal beings do. Consensus heads off the objection.

11
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from an atheist pure and simple. What is certainly true is that the Epicureans
were an irritation to conventional theists. Even if their belief in god was genuine,
their justification for it paradoxically (and, no doubt, infuriatingly) removed god
from relevance to philosophical enquiry (cf. perhaps Sextus Empiricus, Against
the Professors 9.58). The Stoics, by contrast, brought the argument from experi-
ence back to bear on the question and, by blending it in their own way with the
consensus argument, hoped to provide an account of god that would vindicate his
active role in the cosmos even while satisfying the demands of strict empiricism.

The way the Stoics went about this was to start their version of the consensus
argument without the claim that there is consensus over the existence of god, let
alone over his nature. In fact they explicitly deny that there is consensus at this
point (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.61; Cicero, On the Nature of the
Gods 2.12-13). They start their version of the argument, rather, with the observa-
tion that everyone has a concept of god. In other words, the Stoics address not a
shared belief as evidence for shared experience of something real in the world, but
a shared concept.” Furthermore, the Stoics claim that the concept they are talking
of is simple, somewhat in the way that the concepts of ‘red’ or ‘hard’ or ‘good’
might be thought to be simple. The concept of god is not, for example, a concept
of ‘god as good’. One might think of it as something like an irreducible concept of
the ‘numinous,, or the wonderful, perhaps. In any case, this radical simplicity guar-
antees that the concept cannot be the product of imagination: that is, the combi-
nation or manipulation of pre-existing concepts. One could no more invent this
concept in imagination than one could think up a new primary colour.

But how did we acquire this concept if we have never had a sensory encounter
with god? The answer to this takes us back to the argument from experience,
which the Stoics use to suggest that we have had direct sensory experience of god;
in fact we are perceiving god all the time as we encounter the natural world:

Cleanthes, of our school, said that four causes explain the formation of
concepts of gods in the souls of men. The first cause, he said ... arose
with foreknowledge of the future; a second we derived from the wealth
of benefits that can be seen in the moderation of the climate, the fertility
of the earth, and in an abundance of other benefits; the third lies in
things that strike terror into our souls: lightning and tempest, rain-
storm, snow, hail, devastation, pestilence, the movement and groaning
of the earth; showers of stones and showers as if of blood; landslides
and crevices that suddenly open up in the ground; unnatural prodigies,

7. This position is not uncontroversial, since our evidence (Cicero and Sextus as cited) also
characterizes the argument as one from agreement in the existence of god. But my view is
that it is easier to explain this as a loose characterization of the argument in what is after
all, in both cases, a polemical context, than to explain by any other means the insistence
apparent in both passages on the role of the concept in the argument.

12
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human and animal, lights in the sky, and those stars that the Greeks call
‘comets’ ... The fourth and most important cause is the regularity of the
movement and revolution of the heavens, the orderliness of the sun,
moon and stars. It is enough to see it to know that it is not accidental.
(Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.13-15; cf. also

SVF 2.1009-10; Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.60)

As a matter of Stoic doctrine, the whole world is pervaded by god in a way that
means that god is directly perceptible in all of it; but at times, when faced with
moments of natural beauty, or awe, or power, or orderliness, we need to use terms
that go beyond the impersonal vocabulary of agriculture or spectrum analysis.
Again, we see here ‘god’ being used of that aspect of the world corresponding
to our sense of wonder. And, not to make too much of this too quickly, it is not
absurd to assimilate this sense to the idea that the world possesses something
like a personality. Certainly the Stoics go on to argue that ‘god’ is an intelligent
and benevolent force. Indeed, they apparently claimed that god’s philanthropic
benevolence is as nearly inseparable from our concept of him as any other quality
(Plutarch, On the Contradictions of the Stoics 1051D-E, 1052B).

But the further away we now get from the bare concept, the more justification
these claims for his character will need. Later I shall turn to one way in which
the Stoics among others tried to provide it, and a form of argument that became
increasingly central to theological development. First, though, with some sense of
‘god’ as a personality emerging from our cosmological work, it is worth pausing
to consider the implications this had for ancient ethical thinking.

ETHICS AND ESCHATOLOGY

I have described the roots of ancient ‘philosophy’ as a sort of development of
ancient religion, not its nemesis: an extension of the attempt to use religious
language and imagery that is understood to be ‘conventional’ (that is, culturally
specific) in elucidating the underlying nature of things. I infer some extra support
for this way of looking at things from the fact, to which I alluded earlier, that
the thinkers identified within the later tradition as pioneers of philosophy, the
Ionian cosmologists, were not known for their interest in ethics. This is striking
because one area on which it is clear that religion in the pre-philosophical world
was widely understood to have some bearing was precisely the area of human
conduct. The gods were everywhere invoked to exact revenge, to guarantee oaths,
to reward the beneficent, to purify and forgive the venial. There is, furthermore,
a wealth of evidence for reflective interest in issues of justice and morality among
writers of the archaic period, Hesiod not least among them. A tradition founded
on the rejection of ‘religious’ or ‘mythological’ patterns of thought would surely
be forced to confront the implications for human life of such a revolution. Yet it
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is not really until Empedocles that we find the development of ‘ethical’ themes
within a clear theoretical framework as part of the cosmological tradition;
and the first major cosmological thinker who also wrote systematically on the
subject was Democritus, who, as we have seen, actually went further than any
of his predecessors (and most of his successors) in marginalizing the relevance
of religious language. If the Ionians were ‘rejecting’ religion, in short, they ought
to have had more to say about ethics. Their silence on the matter suggests their
acceptance of both ethical conventions and associated religious language. The
question for us, again, becomes why the tradition ever came round to subject it
to analysis at all.

The answer to this question must presumably be that the enquiry into nature
(into the world conceived as wonderful and intriguing) at some point stumbles
on ways of thinking about the world that throw light back on to the enquirer;
human beings encounter in the world something that ‘mirrors’ or comments on
their nature in a way that causes reflection on the adequacy of conventional social
obligations. This might be by the discovery that cultural convention has no under-
pinning in nature whatsoever (such an extreme conventionalist position might
be thought to lie behind the speculation of Democritus); but it might, conversely,
be by uncovering something in one’s investigation of the cosmos suggesting that
nature itself supplies a normative basis for action that supplements or even contra-
dicts local convention. One can see how this might happen as the divine forces
that animate the cosmos become increasingly clearly understood (and not merely
depicted) as persons of a sort, with ‘intentions’ for the way the world should be. In
this case, it becomes increasingly natural to ask where we stand on their activity:
how we ourselves would like the cosmos to be, and what we might be able to do
about it. This may be something we can see in Empedocles. Empedocles’ cosmos is
constituted by four elements, themselves designated as gods (namely, Zeus, Hera,
Aidoneus and Nestis; 31 B 6 DK), which are organized by the additional forces of
Love and Strife. Love and Strife represent very different ‘intentions’ for the world:
Love aims to unify the disparate elements; Strife aims to tear them apart (B 17).
Oddly enough, both are ruinous to the cosmic order when they predominate: Love
makes the cosmos a homogeneous sphere; in Strife the elements are separated
beyond fruitful interaction. Nevertheless, Empedocles is clear that our preference
should be for the actions of Love. His thought, perhaps, is that Love as the force
that keeps elements in combination is reflected in the force (or daimon as he calls
it) by which we are united and maintain what integrity we have as living, organic
creatures. What is clear, in any case, is that this partisan affinity with Love is at the
centre of our being (in one fragment, B 128, we are told that Aphrodite is the only
divinity recognized by early human beings) and has normative implications for
us. We are particularly to avoid behaviour associated with the destructive work
of Strife, and to adopt certain rituals and taboos that will allow the ‘purification’
of our daimon, its release from this world, and reunion with the divine principle
from which it derives (B 115, 139-41).
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The belief in an immortal principle, inherited by Empedocles from the
Pythagorean tradition, is taken up from the same background by Plato and made
the focus, at times, of a terrifying eschatology. A soul that falters on the path to
‘purification’ might, for example, expect punishment (Phaedo 113d-155a; Gorgias
523a-526d; Republic 10, 614c-616b) or at best reincarnation (Phaedo 71d-e,
81d-82b; Republic 10, 617d-621b; Timaeus 42b-c, 91d-92¢; Laws 904c-905d).
Indeed Plato has been criticized since antiquity for appealing to our fear of the
gods in this way as a motive for virtue (Chrysippus, as reported by Plutarch, On
the Contradictions of the Stoics 1040A-B). But this stands as a criticism of Plato in
particular not least because his official position seems to be based in a more posi-
tive vision of virtue as self-fulfilment through identification with god, a view that
one way or another was to become extremely influential. This idea relates closely
to two themes we have already seen, namely the argument from experience and
the idea associated with it that what is experienced has the character of a person
of sorts. For not only does this vindicate a sense of our obligation towards god
— that is, as a person, and a member of the cosmic community (cf. e.g. Gorgias
507e-508a; also Euthyphro for the idea that piety is a form of justice) — but it also
establishes god as a role model for us. His perfect thought, by which the cosmos
is moved and governed, is an ideal for our philosophical aspirations and, since
thought is not, in itself, spatially limited as we embodied creatures are, it gives us
the possibility of finding our identity in a form of uncircumscribed perfection.
This latter idea is found in Plato’s famous definition of virtue as “becoming like
god, as far as possible” (Theaetetus 176a-b).

It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that these two notions — that we should
relate to god in a particular way, and that we should become as like him as possible
- set the pattern for mainstream ethics in the subsequent tradition, from Aristotle
(Nicomachean Ethics X.7-8, esp. 1177b26-1178a2, 1178b21-3), through the Stoics
(cf. Plutarch, On Common Conceptions 10764) and Epicurus (Vatican Sayings 33;
Letter to Menoecus 135), to the Platonist revival (Alcinous, Didaskalikos 28.3,
181.43-5 Hermann), including Jewish and Christian Platonists, where it found
a ready-made niche as a gloss on the notion that we were made in God’s image
(Philo, On Flight and Finding 63; Clement, Stromata 2.19, 2.22, 5.14.94.4-95.2).
But it would be hasty to think that all of these thinkers have the same vision of
human perfection. For in the meantime, ideas of god were developing, and with it
the idea of what it would be like to be like god.

DESIGN AND TRANSCENDENCE

I have so far been addressing the way in which religious language found a place
within the philosophical tradition as part of a complete characterization of the
world, indeed as a central part of it, since it aims at the heart of the wonder in
which, I have argued, philosophy finds its roots. As such, the arguments I have
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been tracing (versions of the arguments from consensus and from experience)
have been about resisting the reductionist tendencies of atheism by trying to
specify the nature of god as encountered. But such arguments necessarily have
their limits. There is, as we have seen, a gap between demonstrations that reli-
gious language has a role, and specifications of the role it has. The Stoic proof of
god from consensus, for example, is effective in inverse proportion to the amount
it says about what god is. An opponent might say that it vindicates the category of
the divine only in so far as it empties it of content.

It is at this point, then, that a second level of argumentation is introduced, to
supplement experience with inference. If god’s presence is supposed to make a
difference to the cosmos, we need to establish exactly what difference he makes;
and then, from the effects that god has, to infer his nature and (if he should turn
out to be that sort of thing) his intentions. Absolutely central to this enterprise are
two types of argument we have not yet seen, although they have a certain affinity
to the argument from experience: the ‘cosmological’ argument, and the argument
from design.

Plato’s argument in Laws book 10 might be thought to start us on the way
to an argument from design, to the extent that it relied on inferring something
about god’s nature (as the world’s soul) from his effects. Yet the inference did not
really take us away from the senses: it educated us about what we were seeing
(not just movement, but life) rather than pointing to an unseen hand that made it
possible in the first place. But then the Laws passage had the specific intention of
addressing the divine in so far as it was active within the world. Things are slightly
different in Plato’s cosmological work, the Timaeus:

We must consider in the case of the cosmos what one must consider
at the beginning of an investigation into anything, whether it always
existed, coming to be from no origin, or whether it came to be, starting
from some origin. It came to be - for it is visible and tangible and
corporeal, and all such things are perceptible, and perceptible things
are grasped by opinion with perception, and are in a process of coming
to be and are generated. And for things that come to be we say that
there must be some cause of their coming to be. It is a job to find the
maker and father of this universe, and if found impossible to talk of
him to everyone. (28b-c¢)

It was quickly to become a matter of controversy in antiquity whether Plato meant
that the world had a literal, temporal origin, or whether he is here using the
language of temporal creation metaphorically, to communicate a different sort of
priority, the causal priority of the creative principle. But what is important for now
is the fact that we can see here a very different sort of claim from the one made in
the Laws. Here it is said that what is observable — which turns out as the dialogue
proceeds to include the soul that informs and shapes the material world (34b-36d)
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—relies on a divine principle, which we either cannot or mostly do not encounter
at all: a creator-god who exists a step beyond our experience; not the thing that is
‘wonderful’ about the world, but its cause.

One might be unclear what sense it makes to apply the language of ‘god’ to a
principle so abstract and removed from experience, at least, given the associa-
tion of ‘personhood’ with divinity that we have see so far. Why not think of this
transcendent principle merely as the prior state of, or condition for, the genesis of
god? (It is not adequate to say that the ‘divine’ is, perhaps by definition, whatever
comes first. After all, even the earliest of Hesiod’s gods came to be, and Chaos,
which came to be before everything else, was not a god; Hesiod, Theogony 116.)
Plato’s view about this, then, seems to be that the principle that we infer must, if it
is to do its job of explanation, still have personality of a sort. At least, it must have
or embody reason or intention. Matter is given in Plato’s universe as a ‘brute fact’;
what this cosmological argument does is to show that there is something else that
organizes it; and organization requires planning. The creator’s thought might not
be quite like our thought (this is another topic for discussion among his followers);
but it surely thinks and intends in some relevant, non-metaphorical sense. This is
how Plato comes to designate him a ‘craftsman’ (Timaeus 28a). At the same time,
of course, it must be possible to attribute ‘life’ to him, so that when his creation has
life as well (see 30b) it makes sense to think of him as a ‘father’

One thing to note about Plato is that, although he thinks that the cosmos is
designed, his argument is a ‘cosmological argument’ rather than an argument from
design. (Similarly, at Phaedo 97c¢ it is the hypothesis of teleological agency that
leads us to seek out design, not design that leads us to teleology.) The reason for
this may be that Plato does not think that the cosmos is absolutely well ordered,
only as well organized as possible, given, that is, the constraints placed on god by the
intractability of matter. The world shows traces of chaos as well as of order. For a
true argument from design we have to look elsewhere (e.g. Xenophon, Memorabilia
1.4.2-19, with Sedley 2007: 75-86; Aristotle and the Stoics in the report of Cicero,
On the Nature of the Gods 2.87-97). But what both cosmological and design argu-
ments share is the distance they open up between god and what we directly experi-
ence: between ‘god’ and our immediate sense of wonder. Even for the Stoics, whose
god never can be very far away from us, such arguments take us to an under-
standing about god that is not part of our experience of him. But if the argument
is supposed to take us to a designer who stands outside the world - as is the case
with Plato and Aristotle — new difficulties as well as new vistas are encountered.

The new opportunities that arise with the conclusion in this case (the case
where we infer the existence of a god who transcends the cosmos) include the
fact that this transcendent god will function as a new and superior terminus for
philosophical enquiry and fulfilment of our religious impulse. Prominent among
the new difficulties is the correlative fact that we, as embodied human beings,
embedded in the cosmos, are designed in the first place for thinking about if, not
beings above it: to associate with or become like this higher god will be a difficult
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matter (cf. Alcinous, Didaskalikos 28.3, 181.43-5 Hermann). A transcendent
god, as pure intellect, is uncomplicated, but also then unrevealed, by the familiar
attributes of spatial extension and organic articulation. Plato had already said that
his creator-god was ineffable (Timaeus 28c, quoted above), and the claim is taken
very seriously by his followers in the Platonist revival of the post-Hellenistic era.
By the time Alcinous was writing (perhaps in the first or second century ct - we
have no clear indication) a number of strategies had been developed by which
philosophers could elevate their own thought to meet the god whose existence
was demanded by reason, all of them to become stock-in-trade for the later phil-
osophy of religion. They include versions of the via negativa, an approach to god
through contemplation of the limited categories by which he is not bound, and
the via eminentiae, by which we extrapolate from the good things of our experi-
ence to a god greater than any of them (Alcinous, Didaskalikos 10.4-6, with
Mansfeld 1988).

The trouble is that there is something inflationary about the whole process. The
argument from design removes god from our experience; these measures allow us
to approach him again. But the closer we come to understanding this higher god
and his creative activity, the closer we approach a reapplication of the question
that provoked our original use of such arguments as the design and cosmological
arguments. What explains this god in his turn? The Platonist Numenius, writing in
the generation before Plotinus (on whom he was an important influence), imag-
ines Plato upbraiding those of his contemporaries, Alcinous perhaps among them,
who were content to end their enquiries with the creator intellect, ineffable or no:
“The intellect which you humans conjecture to be the first,” he says, “is not. There is
another intellect prior to it, more ancient and divine” (Fragments 17.6-8 Places).

This inflationary tendency is not new with Numenius. In fact we find it as
early as Philo, the Jewish philosopher of first-century Alexandria and one of our
earliest witnesses to the Platonist revival. Philo addresses his god as (inter alia)
the world’s creator and architect (On the Creation of the World 16), its father and
guardian (That God is Unchanging 29-32; On the Creation of the World 10; cf. On
Providence fr. 2); but, for all this, places him above the level of creative intellect,
well off the front line of duty. He is above even the principle of goodness and unity
(Contemplative Life 2; Questions on Exodus 2.68); he is nameless and unknowable
(Change of Names 11), revealed to us only indirectly in the powers that manifest
themselves as his immediate effects in the universe (Questions on Genesis 4.8; also
Who is the Heir? 111, Change of Names 15). As if in competition with the trend,
early Christians vary the thought only to place God still further away from the
approach of reason. The deliberate care with which they locate their own god above
that of any Greek system is set out in dramatic terms by the apologist Justin, who
imagines the approach to god as a journey through, but then finally beyond, the
Hellenic schools (Dialogue 2, 6.6-10). Beginning with the Stoics, whose theology
is rooted in the natural world, he progresses to Aristotle’s school, and then to a
neo-Pythagoreanism, which raises its vision as far as the realm of mathematical
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abstraction. Finally, he comes to Platonism and here, he says, one might have
expected to “catch a glimpse of god: for this is the end of Platonic philosophy”. But
it turns out that the journey is not yet complete. For the Christian will show you
that God, the true God, is so unlike the human mind that he resides beyond its
grasp. Justin's God is literally beyond the realm of rational inference.

One of the consequences of god’s recession from view in this way is a renewed
interest in the early centuries of our era in intermediary deities, notably in those
creatures who mark the space between the realms of god and humanity, known
as daimones. Serious philosophical interest in them was traced in antiquity to
Plato’s early school. The Stoic Chrysippus was also well known for his interest in
the subject, perhaps because he believed that a global teleology needed to operate
through a network of local micro-systems (rather as we think of the global ecology
as a balance of myriad eco-systems). In any case, the one place where they make
a distinctive contribution to our evidence for Chrysippus is in his suggestion that
minor lapses on the part of these daimones might be responsible for some of the
phenomena we allege as part of the problem of evil (Plutarch, On the Contradictions
of the Stoics 1051c). But the later Platonist interest in daimones, associated espe-
cially with Apuleius and Plutarch (cf. Kidd 1995; Brenk 1998) surely goes beyond
this. It addresses the metaphysical question of how an increasingly distant god
interacts, practically speaking, with the world. One of the principal roles fulfilled
by daimones, then, was to bridge the ontological gaps opened up by the design
argument, in a way that would ultimately lead to the baroque celestial hierarchies
developed in Proclus and Pseudo-Dionysius. But it also addresses the phenome-
nological question of how we encounter deity across these ontological divides. Our
immediate point of religious contact is with daimones (and the World Soul too):
it is through them that we can be said to encounter god (cf. Plutarch, On Isis and
Osiris 360D-F; Finamore 2006).

REVELATION AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION

Christians accept the idea that the scala naturae is fuller than is immediately
obvious (e.g. Clement, Stromata 6.17.157.4-5, 161.2; Origen, On First Principles
1.8.1; Pseudo-Dionysius, Celestial Hierarchy esp. 3.2, 4.3), and are delighted to
take over the notion that the gods of Greek religious experience are really mere
daimones (Athenagoras, Plea 23; Justin, II Apology 5; Origen, Exhortation to
Martyrdom 45; Augustine, City of God 18.14). But there are further intermediaries
crucial to the identity of Christianity as a movement as well: the Hebrew prophets,
first of all, read in the light of the belief that Jesus was the Christ they foresaw; and
then, of course, Christ himself as the incarnate ‘word’ (cf. esp. Augustine, City
of God 8.18-21). These additional entities have a very particular importance for
Christianity. I noted a little earlier that Justin positions Christianity as the perfec-
tion of philosophy by locating God one step beyond the reach of inference. In
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doing so, he finds a radical way of limiting the inferential sequence begun by the
argument from design. But if we can neither experience God directly nor infer his
nature, how can we possibly know he exists at all or have any regard for him? The
answer lies in these extra intermediaries: for one of the things that they bring is
direct knowledge of God’s intentions: divine revelation.

It has been suggested that one of the things that makes Plotinus such an impor-
tant figure for subsequent Hellenic (i.e. non-Christian) Platonism is that he found
a way of bringing a conclusive end to the search for a first principle, by locating it
above being, at a place beyond which there is nowhere for enquiry to go (Gerson
1990). Justin, I have suggested, found a different terminus for philosophy, in a
first principle that exists beyond rational inference. One advantage to Justin's way
of doing things is that it is easier for him to retain a sense that the first prin-
ciple is a person of sorts: an entity, that is, to which religious language remains
applicable. To be sure, Platonists were also keen to retain this sense (as Gerson
[1990: 217] stresses); but it is only now in a very attenuated sense that one can
talk of the will or creative thought or even providence of the divine. This in turn
matters for philosophical, and not just for sentimental, reasons, because it relates
to the problem of evil, a problem that was always going to be found lurking behind
attempts to establish a philosophical account of the cosmos based on an appeal to
its good order or evident design. Briefly put, it will be easier to excuse and explain
apparent disruption to cosmic order if we can explain it in the light of some form
of personal relationship that we, as human beings, can have with god.

My point is perhaps most clearly made by starting with the alternative recourse
adopted by Platonists. For most Platonists (exceptions include those, such as
Plutarch and his contemporary Atticus, who were dualists; cf. Armstrong 1992),
evil was understood to be principally a metaphysical rather than a moral issue.
In Plotinus, for example, the price paid for the increase and diffusion of being is
that in order for some things to be at all, they must be imperfect (Enneads 1.8).
The trouble is that it is human beings who bring consciousness to the level where
this imperfection is most manifest. The cosmos benefits from the expansion of
being, but it is human beings who suffer the consequences. Ideally, we would like
to be able to appeal to an additional principle that justifies the allocation of this
burden. But where the Christian can talk of God’s intentions and concerns for us as
human beings to provide a context and, at last, a justification for our suffering, it
scarcely makes sense to attribute “concerns” and “intentions” to the Platonist One.
Instead of offering a justification of human suffering, then, Platonists will suggest
that philosophy offers us the means to rise above the evil, and approach the good-
ness definitively embodied in god. But we can only do this by rising above our
humanity, our rootedness in the cosmos. It is, in the end, as if the problem of evil
is circumnavigated by rejecting the relevance of human suffering. After all, as
Celsus put it with unusual bluntness (although perfect orthodoxy; with Origen,
Against Celsus 4.75-99, see Plato, Laws 903b-c), humanity is for the world, not
vice versa.
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Celsus’ views are expressed thus bluntly in an anti-Christian work, and this is
significant, for Christians in general adopt a much more anthropocentric view of
the world. It is, in fact, part of the Christian recognition of the fact that the world
is the work of something properly designated a ‘god’ that it is, in the relevant
sense, for humanity. In his reply to Celsus, and in setting out his own cosmology,
Origen, for example, develops the idea that human beings are entirely responsible
for their own woes, which come to them through the misuse of free will, with
which they were originally created. The natural world, he argues, is nothing less
than a systematic response to this, a reformatory designed by God for the purpose
(cf. esp. Koch 1932).

An explanation like this of the world’s purpose might satisfy Christian theodicy,
then, by retaining a sense of God’s relationship with us as persons; but, as I noted,
it is bought at the price of his elevation beyond the reach of rational inference.
Justin asserts it as fact: Origen explains why it must happen. If the world is created
for human beings, he says, and not only this but, more specifically, for the reform
of creatures whose natures have been perverted by the exercise of their own free
will, there is a very real sense in which the world could have been different. (It must
have been different if just one individual had chosen a different path, as its reform-
atory prescription must be tailored to its inmates.) And if the world could have
been different, if it is a contingent system, then it is not such a straightforward
task to infer, from the way it is organized, the nature of the principles responsible
for its order. This, for Origen at least, is a large part of the reason why Platonists
go wrong. Platonists assume as a matter of methodology that the world is an inev-
itable outpouring of the first principle, and this assumption allows them to infer
causes from their effects. Origen argues that it is a contingent response to choices
unknowable in their totality to human beings. This puts a limit on what can be
inferred about God as its creator.

But God has thought of this too; and in order to restore the possibility of our
approach to him, he has built revelation into the scheme of things. The Oracles of
the Greeks, as I noted, say nothing about the nature of god; the Hebrew prophets
say everything. If commentary is needed, everything is clarified for the Christian
by Christ, the incarnation of God’s reasoning, the principle through which the
world was made in the first place. For a Christian, then, Scripture is a very different
kind of thing to the religious narratives of the Greeks. Christian Scripture has an
importance at least equal in philosophical relevance to the data of the senses and
the inferences of logicians. The alliance of faith and Scripture in this way offers
a new perspective on the world, a perspective that really is distinct from, and to
some degree in competition with, that of philosophical reason.

%%

In the generation before Plotinus, Numenius described the programme a philoso-
pher ought to follow. One should, he says, first of all apply reason to the question
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in hand; then confirm the results by appealing to philosophers one has a reason to
trust, namely Plato and Pythagoras; and last of all, one can look at where and how
this truth is expressed in the religious traditions of the world (all in Fragments 1).
Very different is the approach set out by Plotinus’ contemporary, Origen. In his
metaphysical magnum opus On First Principles, Origen puts faith at the begin-
ning of the process when he issues his invitation to “those who have believed and
been convinced” in the opening words of the book. In the course of the work he
will take them from their belief into the philosophical frameworks within which
it is to be organized. This rethinking of the relationship between faith and phil-
osophy completes the divorce of the two in a way that makes the former available
as a clearly defined object of study for the latter. The ‘philosophy of religion’ is
built from arguments that have roots as ancient as philosophy itself; it is with
Christianity that it acquires its identity as a distinct discipline.
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PYTHAGORAS

Constantinos Macris

Pythagoras of Samos (floruit ¢.530 BCE) is one of the most famous thinkers of
ancient Greece, and his influence and imprint are still felt in Eastern and Western
philosophical and religious thought. Already considered the father of ‘philosophy’
a generation after Plato (Riedweg 2005: 90-97), this famous inventor or, rather,
‘importer’ into Greece of the mathematical theorem that bears his name (cf.
Zhmud 1989) was much honoured in the ancient Academy, and especially in the
philosophically predominant Neoplatonic circles of both late antiquity (O’Meara
1989) and the Italian Renaissance (Riedweg 2005: 1291f.).

SOURCE PROBLEMS: THE ‘PYTHAGOREAN QUESTION’

The factual and textual ground on which this spectacular and monumental edifice
built by tradition stands is, by contrast, extremely insecure for the modern scholar.
First, there are no fragments of Pythagoras’ writings. Very much like Socrates,
Buddha and Jesus, the Samian sage was — principally, if not exclusively — a master
of orality who left no written texts behind him: neither poems nor treatises in
prose (see Riedweg [1997] for the possibility that Pythagoras committed some-
thing to writing). Secondly, even if he had written something, the mystery-inspired
secrecy practised in the circle of followers gravitating around him (Brisson 1987;
Bremmer 1995: 63-70; Petit 1997; contra Zhmud 1997: 85-91) had as a conse-
quence that, apparently, no writings were in public circulation outside the sect-
like early Pythagorean communities before Philolaus of Croton (c.470-after 399
BCE). Thirdly, no direct disciple of Pythagoras is known to have recorded the
master’s voice or written his biography, as for example Xenophon and Plato did
for Socrates and Porphyry for Plotinus. So, quite disappointingly — and in the
absence of any other direct literary, epigraphic or archaeological evidence - we
are definitively deprived of first-hand access to the historical Pythagoras and his
teachings. Only a few dozen of his supposed oral sayings (akousmata) and some
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sparse indirect testimonies of the late sixth and early fifth centuries that seem reli-
able have survived, all transmitted by later sources, and most of those testimonies
are usually polemical or at least ambiguous (Burkert 1972: 166-92, esp. 170-73;
Riedweg 2005: 48-58, 63-77; Macris 2009). All of these points convergingly show
the degree to which our information about Pythagoras and early Pythagoreanism
relies, and in fact depends, on oral tradition.

This tradition also has a legendary side, whose aim was to celebrate the much
respected master of old by relating and propagating miracle stories illustrating
his alleged extraordinary gifts and super-human status (Macris 2003). Pythagoras’
legend grew considerably as time passed, so the overwhelming majority of the
biographical data concerning him are preserved in an undifferentiated, cumula-
tive way by quite late and often biased sources. More precisely, of the three main
surviving biographies of Pythagoras — the ones by Diogenes Laertius, Porphyry and
Iamblichus, all dating from the third and early fourth centuries cE - the last two
are written by sympathizing Neoplatonists, while the last one, in addition, takes the
shape of a ‘hagiographical’ discourse.!

Moreover, if we are to believe ITamblichus (1991: §§158, 198; but see Zhmud
[1997: 91-2]), in the continuous flow of the Pythagorean tradition, the doctrines
going back to the founder are even more difficult to isolate because the aura of
his authority seems to have prompted (many of) his disciples as well as later
Pythagoreans to attribute the paternity of their novel ideas to him, in order to
honour him but also, we might assume, in order to give their own ideas a more
respectable pedigree.

On the philosophical level, we must contend with the absence of preserved
primary, authentic sources emerging directly from Pythagorean circles earlier than
Philolaus. In addition, from Plato we have only few references and cryptic allu-
sions regarding the Pythagorean tradition that he had known personally both in
Athens and during his journeys in Magna Graecia. Similarly, there is a reticence in
Aristotle, in his surviving corpus, to attribute specifically to Pythagoras or to any of
the latter’s disciples or epigones the doctrines he discusses in various places anony-
mously under the collective and vaguely generic label ‘Pythagorean’ (a label that he
sometimes also uses for designating the views of his Pythagoreanizing comrades in
the Academy; see McKirahan forthcoming). As a result, we shall never know with
certainty which Pythagorean tenets go back to Pythagoras himself,? nor the extent
to which Plato was influenced by them and has creatively reshaped them, either in
his written dialogues or in his unwritten doctrines (agrapha dogmata) (Boyancé
1966b; Meinwald 2002; Périllié 2008).

The situation is further complicated by the fact that in the enthusiastically
Pythagoreanizing milieu of Plato’s successors in the early Academy, thinkers

1. For annotated translations, see Diogenes Laertius (1972); Porphyry (1965, 2001); Iam-
blichus (1991).
2. For a serious and optimistic attempt in this direction, see Kahn (2001: 49-62).
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such as Speusippus and Xenocrates attempted a profound fusion of Platonic
and Pythagorean ideas that obfuscates any clear distinction between the two (cf.
Dillon 2003), a fusion that was destined to become canonical from Imperial times
onwards. So the pendulum of modern scholarship is condemned to move eter-
nally back and forth between (i) a more or less slavish acceptance of the numerous
doctrines traced back to Pythagoras (to the detriment of other philosophers, such
as other Presocratics or Plato) by a doxographic tradition ultimately influenced
by the early Academy and Aristotle’s pupil Theophrastus, and (ii) a completely
distrustful reaction to this kind of information: a hyper-critical attitude that goes
hand in hand with a tendency to minimize Plato’s debt to the Pythagoreans of his
time and, symmetrically, to (over)emphasize his originality as a thinker.?

In the domain of religion, the originality of Pythagoras’ and the Pythagoreans’
contribution depends on the acceptance (or not) of the priority of the Orphic
literature, and on his/their debt to it. But in the present state of our knowledge, the
establishment of a precise or even approximate relative chronology of the Orphic
and Pythagorean movements seems a desperate undertaking: within the existing
literary corpus (and supposed continuum) of the Orphic tradition we cannot
easily distinguish between early and late Orphic poems, whereas, given the essen-
tially oral character of the early Pythagorean tradition, the latter’s eventual influ-
ence on the Orphica remains difficult to detect and almost impossible to prove.

Given the complicated situation described above, ancient Pythagoreanism
seems to be ‘sandwiched’ between the supposed Orphic origins and background
of its religious tenets on the one side, and the artful and insightful literary and
philosophical elaboration of its doctrines in written form by Plato on the other
side. It is perhaps not a coincidence that, despite some essential disparities, in both
cases the Pythagorean oral tradition had to compete with extraordinarily prolific
literary corpora: the Orphics’ famous ‘hubbub of books, or Plato’s dialogues. So the
archaic preference of Pythagoras and his disciples for orality seems to have been
defeated by the growing literacy of the classical period.

All these difficulties amount to the notoriously controversial ‘Pythagorean
question, which is no less complex than the ‘Homeric’ one. Taking into account
the particularities of the sources that inform us about the Pythagorean tradition,
in my account of Pythagoras’ contribution to Western philosophy of religion I
shall employ three methods: (i) identifying the elements of the tradition that could
most reliably be considered to be part of the master’s original religious insights; (ii)
examining the relevant doctrines attributed to the early Pythagoreans as a group,

3. For a balanced account of this delicate and complex question, see Burkert’s magisterial
Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (1972), as well as the more recent monographs
of Huffman (1993, 2005). Huffman (1999) and Kahn (2001) are excellent introductory
syntheses of the matter. The sharply opposed but well-founded and skilfully argued views
of Kingsley (1995) and Zhmud (1997) show how fragile the otherwise admirable interpre-
tative equilibrium obtained by Burkert can be.
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as well as the fragments of, and testimonies about, individual sixth- and fifth-
century Pythagoreans such as Philolaus (or even Empedocles); and (iii) reviewing
Pythagorean ideas probably echoed in Plato. By this multiple approach I hope to
obtain a more complete and comprehensive picture of the diversity of views that
were in circulation, already at an early stage, in circles whose point of reference
and source of inspiration was Pythagoras himself.

PRELIMINARY HISTORICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS AND SOME QUALIFICATIONS

Pythagoras’ religious insights are well known. They are mainly two: the theory of
the immortality and transmigration of the soul, and the conception of the world as
a harmonious order (kosmos) structured according to numerical proportions. As
Walter Burkert (1972) has shown, they do not suffice to make of him a philosopher
stricto sensu. Our understanding of him would be more accurate if we think of him
rather as a wise man or sage, a ‘charismatic master of wisdom™ perceived by his
contemporaries as possessing and revealing to humanity divine truths, and conse-
quently endowed with a dogmatic authority (Macris 2009). So in Pythagoras’ case
we are still situated in the ‘pre-history, or perhaps ‘proto-history; of the philosophy
of religion.

Consequently, among the remains that most authentically reflect Pythagoras’
thought we shall look in vain for the dialectical approaches and the detailed, system-
atic argumentations we would have expected, and to which we are nowadays
accustomed. These are characteristic of the later generations of Pythagoreans, and
especially of those among them who were called mathematikoi, namely ‘the learned
ones, or ‘the ones engaged in (the mathematical) sciences (of the quadriuium)), as
opposed to the more traditionalist and ritualistic branch of the sect, the akous-
matikoi, who stick to Pythagoras™ oral sayings, the akousmata.’ Pythagoras’ own
aphoristic formulations were taken as oracular pronouncements, authoritatively
ordained, (quasi-) divine prescriptions. His followers used to refer to them by the
phrase, “He has said so” (autos epha, ipse dixit) — and there ended the discussion.

However, somehow unexpectedly in our eyes, Pythagoras’ authoritative teachings
do not seem to have functioned as fixed, immovable dogmas for a long time. Orality,
after all, gave fluidity and plasticity to the early Pythagorean tradition. Within the
latter (even putting aside the ‘acusmatici versus mathematici’ divide, which may
be dated to the middle of the fifth century), we can hear a plurality of voices, often
reported collectively and anonymously (e.g. in Aristotle’s accounts of the opinions of

4. See Macris (2003) (with extensive bibliography), where I argue for the use of this designa-
tion, instead of the more widespread category of ‘shaman’

5. For the two branches that are attested among the early Pythagoreans, see Burkert (1972:
192-208).
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different Pythagorean groups), but also, in some cases, explicitly attributed to indi-
vidual thinkers (especially after Philolaus” publication of his book On Nature under
his own name). Predictably enough, up to the time of Plato this plurality and variety
became even more pronounced, owing to the internal ‘dynamics of evolution’ of
the living tradition, as well as to external influences or syncretistic phenomena, but
especially thanks to the Pythagoreans’ ability to interact in a creative way with the
trends of their times: by updating their vocabulary and methodological approaches,
by adapting their discourse to the new intellectual needs and philosophical ques-
tions, and by engaging in a fertile dialogue with other schools of thought or religious
movements of the rapidly changing Greek world of the fifth century Bce.

This complex situation makes it even more difficult for us to reconstruct prop-
erly the unwritten, orally transmitted doctrines of Pythagoras himself out of their
kaleidoscopic reflections in later, undoubtedly more sophisticated developments.
However, given the archaic context out of which Pythagoras emerges, it could be
interesting for our purposes not to restrict ourselves solely to the argumentatively
mute insights of the master himself but to also take into consideration the argu-
ments elaborated later by other representatives of the Pythagorean movement, in
their effort to explain, clarify, consolidate and/or (eventually) defend more effec-
tively the doctrines of their own tradition against the attacks of later critics. What
is important, I would suggest, is to reconstruct the general train of thought followed
diachronically by the (anonymous and eponymous) early Pythagorean thinkers in
the longue durée, especially in so far as they were in continuity and in consonance
with their master’s voice, and to identify the main lines of argumentation adopted
by them on some fundamental issues in the philosophy of religion.

Taking into consideration the aforementioned necessary qualifications, as well
as the historical and cultural context out of which Pythagoras and the tradition
deriving from his teachings emerge, the general thesis of this chapter will be that
there is a proper contribution that Pythagoras and the early Pythagorean thinkers
made to the history of the philosophy of religion, and that this contribution is not
only important, original and multifarious, but also influential and long lasting.

THE PYTHAGOREAN CONTRIBUTION TO
THE PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION: AN OUTLINE

As has been amply demonstrated by Pierre Hadot in What Is Ancient Philosophy?
(2002) and previously in his Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995), ancient philosophy
consisted not only of thinking supported by reasoned argument and productive
of more or less coherent worldviews and doctrines, but also in a way of life that
had to be lived according to the principles deriving from these views, and which
was an exercise in self-discipline and a process of self-transformation. The perfect
marriage of the theoretical and the practical aspect of philosophy is achieved for
the first time, and in a remarkable way, in the ancient Pythagorean tradition.
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Accordingly, in our overview of the Pythagorean contribution to the philosophy
of religion it is apt to distinguish between ‘theology’ and ‘bios’ In the domain of
theology, understood in the ancient sense of theo-logia, we shall look for reflection
and discourse (logos) on gods and the divine: their essence, and their relation to
the cosmos in general and to man in particular. In the domain of bios, or of what
we could more precisely call religious ‘praxeology;, we shall look for reflection
and discourse on humanity’s attitude towards the divine. Two kinds of practical
concerns are involved here: ritualism and morality.

The ancients conveniently distinguished three types of theology: mythical,
physical and civic.® The first, illustrated by the poets (and mythographers), spoke
of the gods in terms of mythical tales and narratives about their life and activities.
The second, practised by the philosophers, attempted to give a reasonable account
of the gods’ identity, origin and nature (physis), and of our capacity to appre-
hend these cognitively. The third is confined to priestly knowledge or the citizens’
understanding of the practices (rituals, sacrifices, initiations, etc.) surrounding
the worship of the gods in the context of civic religion. Useful though it may be,
this distinction is somewhat artificial. The three types of theology it identifies are
to a great extent complementary and interdependent, and this is even more the
case with the quite undifferentiated fusion of poetry, philosophy and religion that
is characteristic of the archaic period (but also of a figure like Empedocles, some
decades later). But still, in our investigation of the early Pythagorean contribu-
tion to the philosophy of religion, the above-mentioned distinction could serve
as a reminder that we should examine not only the Pythagoreans’ opinions on the
gods of the Greek pantheon, their speculations about the relationship between
numbers and gods and their natural theology, but also their use and reinterpreta-
tion of myth - be it Homeric, Hesiodic, Orphic or Eleusinian - and their reforma-
tive attitude towards the cult and rituals of the Greek polis.

In a stimulating essay, Glenn Most (2003: 307-10) has recently suggested that
in the ancient Greek world the role of philosophy in its relationship with religion
was to reinforce religiosity either by supplementing religion in the domains of
cosmology, eschatology and morality, or by undertaking “to correct and improve
it, by systematizing its intuitions, by reinforcing its justifications, by generalizing
its applicabilities” (ibid.: 310). This applies perfectly to ancient Pythagoreanism,
which produced physical-animistic as well as number-oriented cosmogonies and
cosmologies, eschatological doctrines centred on the soul’s immortality, metem-
psychosis and astral afterlife and, last but not least, a rationally structured and
coherent model of reformed piety, a bios combining ritualistic and moral prescrip-
tions and aiming at purification and, through it, at eternal blessings beyond the
grave. To Mosts scheme we could add another important domain, that of (reli-

6. See Aétius, On the Opinions of the Philosophers = Ps.-Plutarch 1.6.9 (in Diels 1965: 295);
Varro, Antiquities of Human and Divine Things (in Varro 1976), frs 7-9.
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gious) ‘anthropo-logy, understood as reflection and discourse about man’s place
in the cosmos, his mortality and the degree of his affinity (syggeneia) to the divine.
This domain deserves special attention, given the Pythagoreans’ (alleged?) propen-
sity to speak about ‘divine men’ and daimones, their invitation to follow god’ and
to be assimilated to the divine in this life, and their theories about post-mortem
divinization.

For each of the fields mentioned in this brief overview a detailed analysis of the
evidence is needed, and such an approach would have certainly brought us beyond
the limits prescribed for this modest chapter. Given the repeated and exhaustive
treatment in modern scholarship of the Pythagorean way of life and of the theory
of immortality and transmigration of the soul, the following pages will focus on
the Pythagorean contribution to the domain of theology, taken in the broadest
possible sense.

EARLY PYTHAGOREAN VIEWS ON GODS AND THE DIVINE

Let us start with the gods. In a typically Greek way, Pythagoras and the Pythagor-
eans must have taken the traditional gods of the Homeric-Hesiodic pantheon as
their starting-point for discussion on the matter, without developing any criticism
of a Xenophanian type. Early Pythagoreanism, which used Homer and Hesiod as
sources for both moral exemplars and magical incantations for cathartic-healing
purposes, is often associated with an allegorical understanding of Homer (attested
for the first time by Theagenes of Rhegium, in southern Italy, toward the end of
the sixth century BcE). But we do not have any traces of speculation about the
gods specifically, neither in physical nor in moral allegories, and it is far from
certain that the mystical allegorization of Homer that later Platonists so often
attribute retrospectively to the early Pythagorean tradition has in fact archaic
roots (Lamberton 1986: 31-43).

If we turn to the Hesiodic poems things seem quite different. In a series of
identifications handed down by Aristotle and considered as deriving from
authentic Pythagorean akousmata originally formulated in a question-and-
answer form, the sea is called “the tears of Kronos”, the Great and Little Bear
(i.e. the constellations Ursa Major and Ursa Minor) “the hands of [the goddess]
Rhea’, the Pleiades “the lyre of the Muses”, and the planets “Persephone’s dogs”
(fr. 196 Rose, in Aristotle 1984: vol. 2 [= Porphyry 1965: 120]). The list could be
extended in order to include the explanation of thunderbolts as Zeus’ threat to
the inhabitants of Tartarus, in order to frighten them, of Iris (i.e. the rainbow)
as the gleam of the sun, of earthquakes as the result of a concourse of the dead
in the underworld, of the echo as the voice of mightier beings (kreittones), of the
fourfold tetractys as “the harmony in which the Sirens sing” and so on (cf. 58 C
1-2 DK [= Diels & Kranz 1951-2]). Here we find an original and intriguing use
of mythical elements familiar from traditional Greek mythology, especially from
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Hesiod, for the allegorical-symbolical designation of astronomical realities and
natural phenomena that order the world. On the mythical level we can glimpse
intimations of the Hesiodic myth according to which Kronos and Rhea were the
ruling couple of the ancestors of the gods preceding Zeus and Hera (Riedweg
2005: 75). In this context we can suppose that Kronos weeps because he has been
dispossessed of power by Zeus, that Rhea’s hands refer to the means by which
she protected Zeus from being swallowed up by Kronos by taking him far away
from his father and hiding him in a cave on Crete, and that Zeus’ thunderbolts
are destined to threaten Kronos, who, once overthrown by his son, has become an
inhabitant of the Tartarus together with his siblings, the Titans. And we may recall
that Iris, one of Zeus’ favorite messengers, is mentioned by Hesiod primarily in
connection with the description of Tartarus and its inhabitants (ibid.: 75-6). On
the level of natural philosophy, on the other side, we are in the presence of a quite
coherent picture of the physical world, including some recasting of the nomencla-
ture of the constellations. Riedweg proposed to see here a Pythagorean doctrine of
nature developed out of the allegorical, naturalistic explanation of Orphic poems,
on the basis of the fact that the Kronos—Rhea myth was also adopted in Orphic
theogonies. But it is safer to say that this systematic rationalizing interpretation
of myth arose out of the exegesis of the Theogony by Hesiod (whose Works and
Days also contains many parallels with the more ritualistic Pythagorean akous-
mata). In the resulting rather bizarre synthesis, “mythical personages and events
are construed as features of the natural world about us, yet of a world conceived
not really as nature but as a theatre populated by unseen spiritual beings engaged
in a drama of life and death”, and the whole is clearly “worked out largely in the
service of a distinctive eschatology” (Kirk et al. 1983: 236).

Despite the obvious prominence of the Hesiodic background in the identifi-
cations examined above, it is true that already during the sixth century BcE the
Homeric-Hesiodic monopoly in the domain of theologia had been abolished.
At that time, new and quite different theogonies in verse began to circulate in
southern Italy under the name of the mythical poet Orpheus (and the closely
associated Mousaeus and Linus), supplemented by cosmogonical, anthropogon-
ical and eschatological myths. If we accept as historically accurate the evidence
provided by Ion of Chios (36 B 2 DK) and by a certain Epigenes, we are faced with
the fact that some early Pythagoreans such as Bro(n)tinos and Zopyros, and even
Pythagoras himself, contributed actively to the production of this religious litera-
ture, whose aim was to compete with Hesiod’s Theogony and to propose alternative
versions of the latter’s narratives (West 1983: 7-15; Kingsley 1995: 133-48, 1591L.).
It is in these texts that we could have possibly detected traces of a Pythagorean, or
more precisely Orphic-Pythagorean, theogony and theology, but these texts are
now lost, and what remains are only their titles.

Two of the titles attested for the early Pythagorean Orphica (Mixing Bowl, Net)
show their authors’ mythological conception of the process of cosmogony, which
is likened to the mixture of material elements in a mixing bowl or to the knitting
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of a net, both of cosmic dimensions, whereas the third, Robe (i.e. Persephone’s
robe), symbolizes the surface of the earth and its seasonal recovery by means of
crops, flowers and other vegetation. A fourth title, Sacred Discourse (Hieros Logos),
“should be a narrative about the gods, or at least a theological exposition of some
kind, giving a basis for religious observances” (West 1983: 13). Given the Orphic
and poetic character of this work, a theologia of a mythical rather than a physical
type should be supposed here, leading up to a corresponding cultic theopraxia
within the limits of the civic religion, but the fifth (unfortunately too general) title,
Physics (Physika), leaves open the possibility that there also existed a more philo-
sophical account of the nature (physis) of both the gods and the cosmos, perhaps
comparable to Presocratic natural theology.

What emerges with absolute certainty about the Pythagorean tradition of the-
ology is that the deity most honoured within it, already from its founder’s own time,
is Apollo the purifier (kathartés), in his aspects of prophet of Delphi (Pythian),
healer (especially by means of music, Paian), begetter (genétor, in Delos, receiving
only vegetal offerings) and Hyperborean (coming from the uppermost north).
Pythagoras himself was unequivocally assimilated to him in an oral saying, and
perhaps also, more enigmatically, in the reported story that made him a reincar-
nation of Euphorbus, a hero of the Iliad with Apollonian features. Apollo was also
revered in his quality of Mousagetés, that is, patron of the Muses, and the latter,
as daughters of Mnemosyne, had a place of honour within the early Pythagorean
pantheon; they were not only accorded importance in memory training and recol-
lection (initially in order to preserve the memory of one’s previous incarnations)
but were also believed to preside over the arts and sciences, especially astronomy
and music (Boyancé 1972). It has been argued by Boyancé (1966a) that Apollo’s
identification with Helios, the sun, which is attested from the fifth century BcE
and is echoed by Oenopides of Chios, is due to the Pythagoreans.” If this proved
to be true, it could be one more important testimony for the practice of natural
allegory among them (perhaps strengthened by etymological speculations of a
Cratylian type), comparable to the one found some time later in the commentary
of an Orphic poem composed by the unknown author of the Derveni papyrus
(Betegh 2004).

The ‘Orphic connection, as well as the religious trends in Magna Graecia in
general, can explain the central place occupied by Demeter and Persephone in
the Pythagorean pantheon. We have already met Persephone in one of the ‘astro-
nomical’ oral sayings and, in an allusive way, in the title of one of the Orphic texts
composed by the Pythagoreans. But there is more. In fact, some elements, such
as Pythagoras’ legendary or ritually enacted descent (katabasis) into Hades and
his return to earth bringing commands “of the mother”, or the transformation

7. This is accepted by Seaford (2005: 605-6), who refers also to Schefer’s recent studies (see
Schefer 1996), where it is argued that Plato was profoundly influenced by the Apollonian
mysticism of the Pythagoreans.
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of his house into a temple of Demeter (telestérion) after his death, can be inter-
preted as signs that he presented himself as a kind of hierophant in the chthonic
mysteries of Demeter (assimilated to the Great Mother) (Burkert 1972: 155-9).
It was only natural that from the fifth century Bce onwards the close connection
of Pythagoras to “the goddesses” came to be more specifically associated with the
Eleusinian mysteries, owing to the growing popularity of these local, properly
Athenian mysteries of Demeter and Persephone on a Panhellenic level. But the
connection with the chthonic mysteries in general was there from the beginning.

Aristoxenus’ reports about the Pythagoreans of the fourth century Bce (Wehrli
1945: frs 33-4), as well as the opening lines of the Pythagorean Golden Verses, a
late document of disputed dating, show that the Pythagoreans were interested,
perhaps already from Pythagoras’ time, not only in gods but also in all kinds of
divine beings (kreittones), especially daimones, heroes and the (divinized) souls of
the dead, which are set in a hierarchical order. This distinction of separate ‘classes’
of the divine had obvious consequences for the establishment of a ‘protocol of
worship” within the context of a civic theology. On a more philosophical level
the Pythagoreans seem to have done more than just uncritically accept, systema-
tize and order pre-existing traditional categories and hierarchies of the so-called
popular religion of their times. We can suppose that some theological reflection on
the various genera of the divine (the kreittones) as well as some ethical reflection
on the attribution of honours are implied in the background, and what emerges as
the organizing principle of the resulting hierarchies is the principle of presbyteron
kreitton or seniores priores, namely, the idea that what precedes in time (and what
is older) is more honourable than what follows (Thom 1995: 104-6). Given their
claimed special knowledge of daimones (and, eventually, their original contribu-
tion to the discussion about them as a special divine class?®), their emphasis on
heroes and the attention they paid to the world of the deceased (whose souls were
omnipresent and visible even in sunbeams), the Pythagoreans probably influenced
Socrates in his conception of the personal daimonion and certainly paved the way
for later developments in Plato (especially in the Symposium) and the ancient
Academy (especially Xenocrates) concerning the importance of the divine classes
that occupy a position between gods and human beings, so that they can function
as intermediaries (metaxy) between the two.

We cannot tell with certainty if the Pythagoreans believed that the founder of
their sect had himself been a daimon, but the testimony of Aristotle’s “writings on
the Pythagorean philosophy” (Iamblichus 1991: §31) orients us toward this direc-
tion when Aristotle states that the Pythagoreans kept among their greatest secrets
(pany aporrheta) a division according to which there are three kinds of rational,
living beings: “one kind is divine, another human, and another such as Pythagoras”
(ibid.). However interpreted, this statement (in contrast with the akousma identi-

8. See Detienne (1963); Burkert (1964; 1972: 73ff., 171 n.34, 185ft.); Brenk (1986: 2094-8).
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fying Pythagoras with the Hyperborean Apollo) sees Pythagoras as a super-human
being, in the literal sense of the word, and if we are not supposed to recognize in
him a daimon, then we have to see him at least as a divine man (theios anér).

To return to demonology proper, early Pythagoreans seem to have believed
that the daimones inhabit the moon, that the air is full of them (as well as of
souls of heroes), that they send dreams, signs and diseases to human beings and
beasts, and that their number within a certain region remains constant (Brenk
1986: 2095). Current research on Empedocles, whose close relationship with
Pythagoreanism is known at least as well as the original and idiosyncratic philo-
sophical system he developed out of Pythagorean premises, is still attempting
to elucidate the exact meaning of his own daimones and their place and func-
tion in the natural and civic theology developed in his two separate but inter-
related poems, On Nature and Purifications. Future Empedoclean studies could
shed much light on the evolution of early Pythagorean views on daimones (and
heroes). Meanwhile, what is certain is that these views are clearly connected to
the “general superstitious aura surrounding the dead” (ibid.: 2098) in the death-
oriented Pythagorean Weltanschauung, and at the same time that “somewhere
within the development of Pythagoreanism a sublimation took place in which the
folk beliefs received philosophical elevation” (ibid.: 2096). We could isolate two
main directions in this development. The first one arises from the Hesiodic myth
about the Isles of the Blest and from the notion that “the men of the Golden Age,
when their race died out, were transformed by the will of Zeus into daimones,
guardians over mortals” (Burkert 1985: 180). This first direction is connected to
the transposition of the Isles of the Blest from the mythical edge of the Ocean to
the sun and moon, within the physical universe (a transposition implying astral
immortality in the afterlife), as well as to speculations according to which great
and powerful figures can be honoured after death as daimones. The second direc-
tion, explicitly formulated in Plato but stemming from earlier traditions clearly
indebted to the Pythagoreans, concerns the conception of the daimon as a special
being who has obtained the person at his birth by lot, and who watches over each
individual (ibid.: 181). Heraclitus’ paradoxical saying that “character is for man his
daimon” (22 B 119 DK) is already directed against such a view, and it would not
come as a surprise if the target of his criticism here is Pythagoras, who in another
fragment of the Ephesian is accused for the supposed emptiness of his “much
learning and artful knavery” (B 129).

In what we may call a Pythagorean ‘theology of the intermediaries’ (between
god and man), or the dynamics of man’s immortalization, the heroes also occupy
a place of honour. Having died (as the existence of their graves bore witness) they
could not have been gods, but because of their origin (i.e. as the product of the
union between a god or goddess and a human being) or extraordinary abilities
they were clearly more than human. They are soon recognized as semi-divine
beings and are connected with the gods; together they constituted the sphere of
the sacred. Heroes formed a link in the chain between the immortal gods and
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mortal men trying to regain their immortality, since heroes occupied a privileged
position in the world of the dead (Thom 1995: 110-12). So their souls should not
be disturbed, and this belief explains the religious silence, hésychia or euphémia,
in which the Pythagoreans went past the funeral monuments (héroia) built for the
heroes. More importantly, Heracles and the Dioskouroi, heroes whose presence
in southern Italy was preponderant anyway, easily became Pythagorean heroes.
Heracles has broken the terrors of death and thanks to his ascension to heaven and
his apotheosis through immolation was considered the paradigm par excellence
for the crossing of boundaries between the human and the divine spheres. At the
same time, because of his fundamental choice of the way of virtue instead of that
of vice, according to an old legend, he was also invested with moral values, incar-
nating the paragon of virtue and labour (ponos). Combining the two, he became
“a model for the common man who may hope that after a life of drudgery, and
through that very life, he too may enter into the company of the gods” (Burkert
1985: 211). As for the Dioskouroi, literally ‘the youths of Zeus), they were above all
“rescuers from personal distress, especially from danger at sea’, and more gener-
ally saviours, sotéres, and they “were seen as guiding lights for those hoping to
break out of the mortal sphere into the realm of gods” (ibid.: 213). A late testi-
mony recorded by ITamblichus (1991: §155) possibly echoes the early Pythagorean
propensity for natural allegory we met earlier in connection with the gods when
it sees in Heracles the power of nature and in the Dioskouroi the harmony of all
things, and this seems to extend the applicability of the naturalizing principle to
more than one class of kreittones.

It is not easy to decipher the philosophical meaning lying behind another
theologizing tendency of the early Pythagoreans, namely, number theology,
according to which attributes of numbers correspond to attributes of gods and
vice versa. The ground is particularly slippery here because an age-old tradition
starting with Speusippus and the early Academy and going down to ITamblichus,
Proclus and even Psellus, regularly but mistakenly attributes ‘arithmetical theol-
ogoumena’ to early Pythagoreans, especially to (Pseudo-)Philolaus. The attribu-
tion concerns both equations of numbers with gods and speculations supporting
them.” However, Aristotle’s testimony (fr. 203 Rose, in Aristotle 1984: vol. 2, 2443
4) supports the view that this trend has its roots in ancient Pythagoreanism in
light of the statement, attributed by Aristotle to the Pythagoreans, that the number
seven is to be equated with the virgin goddess Athena on the ground that it is, like
her, ‘motherless’ (in the sense that it cannot be generated by other numbers). The
pre-Platonic character of the testimonies concerning the other numbers of the
‘decad’ is more uncertain and therefore debatable, but it is difficult to accept that

9. In this Academic and late Platonic tradition we also find geometrical theologoumena, that
is, associations between gods and geometrical figures, and especially the idea of dedicating
angles of triangles, squares and so on to various gods, not only in a speculative way but also
in worship; see Huffman (1993: 381-91); Steel (2007).
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this kind of theologizing speculation was not extended and generalized in order
to embrace all of the first ten numbers. In their Academic, reworked form, the
remaining equations resemble the following ones: the number one is mystically
called Apollo, because he is apart from the many (apé ton pollon), that is alone;
the number two is equated to the consort of Kronos, that is, the goddess Rhea,
because of the association of the dyad-mother of the flowing being (rheuste ousia)
to time (chronos) as the cause of destruction; and so on (Philolaus fr. 20-20a, in
DK; cf. Huffman 1993: 334-9, 350-52).

Number theology brings us most naturally to another important and influential
aspect of ancient Pythagorean thought, namely its scientific-mathematical concep-
tions and theologico-metaphysical speculations, perhaps mystical in nature, that
go beyond the pantheon of civic religion or the gods of the mystery cults, and
find in numbers the divine arché of the world or the first principle(s) of things (cf.
Drozdek 2007: 53-70). In a famous passage from the Metaphysics, Aristotle states
that the Pythagoreans identified the principles of mathematics (that is, number
and its principles odd and even, limit and unlimited) with the principles of all
things, and that:

since ... all other things in the whole of nature seemed to be modelled
after numbers, and numbers seemed to be the first things in the whole
of nature, they supposed the elements of numbers to be the elements
of all things, and the whole heaven to be an attunement (harmonia)
and a number. (Metaphysics A.5, 985b23ff. = 58 B 4 DK;

trans. in Kirk et al. 1983: 329)

“The point of the doctrine as a whole is surely to teach that the cosmos - and
everything that happens in it — exhibits a wholly intelligible order” (Kirk et al.
1983: 332), and that it is fitted harmoniously thanks to the musical ratios. This
aspect of Pythagoreanism is well known, and it would be beyond the scope of this
brief overview to present it in detail here. What we can do instead is to underline
its antiquity and to focus on its importance for the philosophy of religion.

In what seems to be an ancient and authentic oath going back to the first gener-
ations of Pythagoreans, Pythagoras is revered as the revealer of “the tetraktys [=
‘fourthness’] which contains the fount (paga) and root (rhizoma) of eternal/ever-
flowing/ever-growing nature (aenaou physeos)” (B 15 DK = Aétius, Opinions 1.3.8).
So, everything in nature is supposed to flow or grow out of this mysterious tetraktys,
which is the true source of all things, but its precise content is not revealed to
the uninitiated. In an oral teaching attributed to the master himself, tetraktys is
even said to be identical to the Delphic Oracle: the wisdom contained in it is as
profound as the Pythian Apollos, but its meaning is not at all obvious and needs
interpretation in the same way as Apollo’s oracles do. However, an intimation of
its meaning is given: the tetraktys is equated to “the harmony in which the Sirens
are” (Iamblichus 1991: §82).
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With the help of other parallel texts we can safely conclude that the tetraktys
encapsulates number as the basic principle of the universe. The reasoning runs as
follows. The tetraktys (literally meaning ‘group of four different things’) contains
in it the first four natural numbers: 1, 2, 3 and 4. What is amazing about them is,
first, that their sum is 10, the complete and perfect number, the basis for counting
in the decimal system of the Greeks, and the receiver (dechad) of the unlimited
according to Philolaus (fr. 20b, in Huffman 1993: 352). All other numbers can
be generated out of the numbers 1-9 contained in the decad. So all the possible
numbers (with the exception of the irrational ones, of course, which were not yet
discovered at the time of Pythagoras) are potentially contained in the “pregnant”
decad-tetraktys. Out of these numbers are harmonized all the ratios, proportions
or numerical formulas (logoi) that lie behind the ordered constitution of every
single thing in the natural world, some of which are called by Philolaus “stronger
(kreittous) than we are” (fr. 16, in Huffman 1993: 333), either because “we are
not able to grasp all the ways in which they govern our world” or because “they
control the world independent of our wishes” (Huffman 1993: 334). In either case
some kind of invisible, divine power of the logoi is meant, especially if we take into
consideration that the adjective kreittones in the plural was used to designate the
‘mightier;, superior beings.

The second aspect of the marvellous nature of the first four numbers is that
the principal harmonic intervals or concords known to ancient Greek musicians
and musicologists can be represented as ratios of them (fourth - 4:3; fifth - 3:2;
octave — 2:1; later also the double octave — 4:1). These harmonic ratios are also
considered responsible for the cosmic ‘attunement, as we can glimpse from the
reference to the Sirens, whose song Plato identifies in the Republic (616b-617¢)
with the “music of the spheres” in which the heavenly bodies move.!* So by the
very fact that it encompasses the basic harmonic ratios the tetraktys can reason-
ably be said to contain the clue to the invisible mysteries of the universe, and
at the same time a mystic promise that the latter exhibits a harmonious order
and rationality.!! These ‘proto-structuralist’ considerations make extremely plau-
sible the often doubted doxographic attribution of the paternity of the term
kosmos (in the sense of ‘world-order’) to Pythagoras (Zhmud 1997: 292-5). At
the same time they show how close we are to the formulation of the classical
teleological argument from design, which is one of the most important theistic
proofs in the history of the Western philosophy of religion. In our sources for
early Pythagoreanism the perfection of the world is not explicitly connected to its
divine origin or causation, let alone to its creation by a divine Demiurge, and this
is in tune with the general tendency of Presocratic thinkers to limit themselves to
an assumption that the world is governed by a divine power (Sedley 2007: 2). But

10. This is explicitly stated later by Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians 7.94-5.
11. For my discussion on the tetraktys I have drawn freely from Kirk et al. (1983: 232-4) and
Thom (1995: 174-7).
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it cannot be ruled out that some steps towards a first conception of the idea of a
creator-god working with numerical ratios and applying the principle of harmony
were already made by the Pythagoreans, if we take into consideration that the
eponymous speaker of Plato’s Timaeus, who is clearly the proponent of cosmic
teleology, is probably — whether real or fictional - a Sicilian Pythagorean (ibid.:
94 n.4).

It is also number that will later constitute one of the two basic and pervasive
principles that not only underlie the constitution of everything in the world,
but also serve as a link between the human and the divine spheres, because they
are shared by both, the other such principle being breath or soul. According to
later Pythagorean texts reproduced by Iamblichus (1991: §146), it is the “eternal
essence” of number that forms the basis not only of the material world, but of
the divine sphere as well (gods and daimones), a notion that is absent from our
evidence concerning early Pythagoreanism, unless we consider that it is somehow
implied in the number theology discussed above. Sextus Empiricus, by contrast,
speaks of breath or soul as the principle of the kinship of all living beings, from
animals to gods:

Now [the followers of] Pythagoras and Empedocles, and the rest of the
Italian company declare that there is a certain community (koinonia)
[uniting us] not only with each other and with the gods but even with
the irrational animals. There is in fact one breath (pneuma) pervading,
like a soul (psychés tropon), the whole universe, [the same breath]
which also makes us one (henoun) with them.

(Against the Mathematicians 9.127)

This seems to combine in a quite convincing way three closely interrelated early
Pythagorean doctrines: (i) the immortality of the soul, which brings mortal man
close to the immortal gods; (ii) the kinship between human beings and animals,
on the principle that they are both animate beings (empsycha) possessing a soul
and breathing; and (iii) the rather materialistic-animistic cosmogonic doctrine
attested by Aristotle (Physics V.6, 213b22, and fr. 201 Rose [= 58 B 30 DK]),
and shared also with the Orphics, according to which the world as a whole is
a living, breathing being receiving, or rather ‘drawing its respiration, like the
human embryo, from the unlimited outside it. To be sure, no god and nothing
divine is mentioned in Aristotle’s testimony, but soul, associated with breath,
is a divine principle and, interestingly enough, breath and number are inter-
related there: by breathing in (time and) the air or the void that separates and
distinguishes the natures of things, the undivided universe — the One — becomes
divided (and temporal), and it is this very distinction that is also the origin of
numbers.

Out of these elements W. K. C. Guthrie tentatively reconstructed the rationale
for the Pythagorean belief in the immortality of the soul in the following way:
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[T]f the world was a living, eternal and divine creature, and lived by
breathing in air or breath from the infinite around it; and if man too
got his life by breathing (which was evidence that the human soul
itself was air): then the natural kinship between man and the universe,
microcosm and macrocosm, must be close. The universe was one,
eternal and divine. Men were many and divided, and they were mortal.
But the essential part of man, his soul, was not mortal, and it owed its
immortality to this circumstance, that it was neither more nor less
than a small fragment or spark of the divine and universal soul, cut off
and imprisoned in a perishable body. (1962:201)

Another way to apprehend the relationship between man, god and the cosmos is
found in a famous passage of Plato’s Gorgias, which contains also an interesting
hint at the notion of cosmic justice (Kouloumentas 2009: 146-66) and where the
reference to the Pythagoreans is unmistakable:

And wise men (hoi sophoi) tell us, Callicles, that heaven and earth and
gods and men are held together by communion (koinonia) and friend-
ship (philia), by orderliness (kosmiotes), temperance (sophrosyne), and
justice; and that is the reason, my friend, why they call the whole of
this world by the name of order (kosmos), not of disorder or dissolute-
ness. Now you, as it seems to me, do not give proper attention to this,
for all your cleverness, but have failed to observe the great power of
geometrical equality amongst both gods and men.

(Gorgias 507e-508a, in Plato 1925: 469-71)

However conceived of or argued, the relationship between god and man
presupposes a likeness in being, and for the Pythagoreans this syggeneia resides
in the existence of a divine parcel in mans body, namely, his soul. The attribu-
tion of a double nature to man, one bodily and mortal and the other spiritual and
immortal, and its corollary, the radical body-soul dualism that goes hand-in-hand
with the depreciation of the body and the symmetrical upgrading of the soul, is
something completely new, which represents a radical reversal of the traditional
Homeric conceptions. In the Homeric poems it is the body that represents the
real self of the person, and it is celebrated as the seat of life: when it perishes at
death the soul that goes down beneath the earth to the realm of Hades is little
more than a bloodless shadowy image that resembles its bodily form but has no
strength or real life. With Pythagoras’ (and the Orphics’) emphasis on the divine
origin of man’s soul and its immortality and survival after death we can truly
speak of a religious revolution, of a ‘shift of paradign’ Further, this ‘good news’
or ‘gospel’ of salvation, which rendered the prospect of dying quite appealing by
promising a happy afterlife into eternity for the souls of the good and righteous
men and women, was accompanied by belief in the transmigration of the soul,
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reincarnation or metempsychosis, and palingenesia through successive rebirths, a
belief that was unheard of in the Greek world before Pythagoras’ time (cf. Vernant
1991). But this is another (fascinating) story.
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3
XENOPHANES

James H. Lesher

Xenophanes was a poet and singer of epic verse who lived in various parts of the
Greek world during the late sixth and early fifth centuries BCE. A number of the
surviving fragments of his poetry touch on the usual subjects of Greek sympotic
verse: on proper conduct at symposia (21 B 1, 5, 22 DK [= Diels & Kranz 1951-
2]), the measures of personal excellence (B 2, 3) and aspects of his life and inter-
actions with various notable individuals (B 6-8, 10, 19-21, 45). But in seven other
fragments (B 27-33) Xenophanes follows the lead of the Milesian philosopher-
scientists in describing a number of natural phenomena as products of a set of
basic physical substances and processes. And in a series of remarks concerning
the stories about the gods told by Homer and Hesiod (B 11-12), the true nature of
the divine (B 23-6), and the tendency of believers to conceive of the gods as like
themselves (B 14-16), Xenophanes explored, so far as we know for the first time,
questions central to the philosophy of religion.

While a definitive interpretation of all aspects of Xenophanes’ thinking may lie
beyond reach, we can hope to develop plausible answers to at least four basic ques-
tions: (i) did Xenophanes espouse monotheism; (ii) on what basis did he repudiate
anthropomorphism in religion, and did his own positive account of the divine
avoid the errors he decried in the views of others; (iii) on what basis did he deny
the possibility of knowledge concerning divine matters, and how in the light of
that pessimistic assessment should we view his own account of the divine nature;
and (iv) how did he understand the relationship between god and the cosmos?

XENOPHANES' MONOTHEISM

The case for crediting Xenophanes with monotheism comprises three main bodies
of evidence and reasoning: (i) the view of the divine he presented in fragments
B 23-6; (ii) the views about god and nature expressed or implied in his other
poems; and (iii) the series of ancient testimonials that credit him with the view
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that ‘god is one. Determining the probative value of these materials requires an
assessment of the relevant evidence as well as some specification of the kind of
monotheism being considered.!

In fragment B 23 (on one common translation) Xenophanes speaks of: “One
god, greatest (heis theos ... megistos) among gods and human beings, / Not at all like
mortals in either body or thought ...”. This characterization of the divine as unlike
mortals in bodily form squares with the (apparently critical) sentiment expressed in
B 14 - “But mortals suppose that gods are born, / Wear their own clothes, and have
avoice and a body” — while the claim that god is unlike mortals in thought squares
with the contents of B 24 - “Whole he sees, whole he thinks, and whole he hears” -
as well as with the striking description of a telekinetic deity in B 25: “But completely
without toil he shakes all things by the thought of his mind”. The attributes of a
single, special god also appear to be the subject of B 26: “... always he abides in the
same place, not moving at all, / Nor is it seemly for him to travel to different places at
different times”. These remarks at least suggest that Xenophanes, perhaps uniquely
among his contemporaries, affirmed the existence of a god who was in some sense
‘greatest’, capable of perceiving and thinking without the benefit of bodily organs,
and able to effect change on a cosmic scale simply through the exercise of his mind.
But should we conclude that Xenophanes was an ‘exclusive monotheist, that is,
that he held both that one god exists and that there are no other gods of any kind or
description? Fragments B 23-6 clearly warrant crediting Xenophanes with a belief
in the existence of one god who is in several respects the greatest of all, but they do
not in any obvious way rule out the existence of other gods.

We might attempt to gain support for such a conclusion from other Xeno-
phanean comments concerning the gods and various natural phenomena long
regarded as rich in religious significance. A remark preserved in Eusebius’
Preparation for the Gospel, attributed (incorrectly) to Plutarch, says of Xenophanes
that: “He declares also that there is no one of the gods in single command over
them, for it would be impious for any of the gods to be mastered; and not one is
in any way in need of any of them” (Ps.-Plutarch, Miscellanies 4). The Pseudo-
Aristotelian treatise, On Melissus, Xenophanes, Gorgias, also dating from the
beginning of the Common Era, similarly asserts: “And if god is the strongest of
all things, he says that it is fitting for god to be one. For if there were two or more,
he would no longer be the strongest and best of all things ... for this is what god
and god’s nature is: to master and not to be mastered” (3.6.3). And while he does
not mention Xenophanes by name, Euripides, ‘the philosopher of the stage, may
well have been following Xenophanes’ lead when he wrote in the Heracles: “But
I do not think ... that one god is master over another. For god, if indeed he is
truly a god, lacks nothing” (1341-6). These passages point back towards an orig-
inal remark that might have run: “God, if he is truly god, cannot be mastered by

1. Except where noted, all translations of the Greek texts are my own.
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another, nor can he be in need”. And if we can imagine neither a hierarchy of gods
nor a god whose existence depends on that of any other being, then we might wish
to regard this as, in effect, the expression of an exclusive monotheism. In addition,
in a series of fragments (B 30-32 DK) and testimonia (A 38-46) Xenophanes
offers (or is reported to have offered) a set of entirely naturalistic explanations
of phenomena long thought of as divinities, or the work of divinities (e.g. the
sun, moon, stars, ocean, rainbows, meteors, lightning, St Elmo’s fire, etc.). While
these observations may not completely preclude a belief in subordinate deities of
some description, they do appear to dispense with the usual subordinate deities
of Greek popular religion.

A number of ancient writers, moreover, showed no reluctance in crediting
Xenophanes with a belief in the existence of a single supreme being of some
description. The character in Platos Sophist known as “The Eleatic Stranger’
depicts Xenophanes as a pioneering ‘monist’ (one who holds that essentially only
one thing exists): “our Eleatic tribe, which harkens back to Xenophanes as well as
even earlier, relates its stories on the assumption that what are called ‘all things’ are
really one” (242d). And Aristotle similarly reports:

But Xenophanes, the first of these to have been a ‘one-ifier’ (henisas)
- for Parmenides is said to have been his pupil - made nothing
completely clear, nor does he seem to have touched on the nature of
these [attributes or causes], but with regard to the whole universe, he
says that the one is the god [alternatively but less likely: that the god is
the one - to hen einai phési ton theon]. (Metaphysics A.5, 986b21-5)

A number of later summaries of the views held by earlier thinkers are similar:

For this is what [he says] god is: one and the whole universe.
(Simplicius, A 31 DK)

He says also that god is eternal and one ... (Hippolytus, A 33)

[Xenophanes said that] all things are one, and this is unchanging, and
is god ... (Cicero, A 34)

Xenophanes [believed] only that all things were one and that this was
god ... (Pseudo-Galen, A 35)

It would not be completely unwarranted to view Parmenidean monism as the end
product of a process of thought that had its beginnings in a Xenophanean belief
in the existence of one and only one god.

Yet there is another side to the story: in B 23 Xenophanes did not unambigu-
ously affirm the existence of only one god; elsewhere in his poetry he did not
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speak of god as a exclusive monotheist might be expected to speak; and a number
of considerations serve to distance Xenophanes’ ‘one god’ from the Parmenidean
‘One’ rather than to unite them.

To begin with, while the crucial phrase heis theos ... megistos may be trans-
lated as “one god, greatest ..., thereby celebrating god’s singularity as well as his
greatness, it may with equal justice be translated as “one god is greatest” (with
heis serving to strengthen the superlative, as in “heis oionos aristos”, “one bird
[of omen)] is best” [Iliad 12.243]), thereby celebrating god’s greatness, but not his
singularity. And the reference to ‘gods’ in the plural (theon) - in this very sentence
(“greatest among gods and human beings”) - is, at the least, surprising. We might
be able to discount the significance of this reference to plural gods as an instance
of the ‘polar’ style of expression characteristic of early Greek writers (meaning
essentially “greatest among all sorts of beings”), or as a classic instance of a phil-
osopher who was willing to ‘speak with the vulgar’ while simultaneously adopting
a contrasting philosophical point of view. Yet we must still ask, as Michael Stokes
(following Freudenthal) put it, “whether a convinced monotheist in an unrecep-
tive polytheistic society would cloud the issue by a mention of plural gods which is
at best ambiguous, in the very context where he is firmly stating his revolutionary
view” (Stokes 1971: 76). The appearances of the plural form theon in Xenophanes’
B 1 and B 34 are also problematic, especially when in B 1 Xenophanes concludes
his account of a high-spirited symposium with the sober reminder that “It is good
always to hold the gods (theon) in high regard”. Unless we can somehow relegate
this remark to a pre-monotheistic stage of Xenophanes’ life and thought (which
we have no basis for doing), we must acknowledge that the case for viewing
Xenophanes as an exclusive monotheist, based on the fragments of his poetry that
have come down to us, is more suggestive than definitive.

One might more plausibly hold that Xenophanes expressed the rudiments
of a monotheistic view, or made a partial advance toward monotheism, or that
one might be able to construct an exclusive monotheism by drawing out one or
more logical consequences of the remarks he is reported to have made. Among
these might be the lost verses ascribing maximal power and self-sufficiency to the
divine, as well as the surviving fragments (B 30-32) and testimonia (A 38-46) that
dispense with the various minor deities of Greek popular religion. Yet when we
attempt to go beyond a claim of ‘rudiments’ or ‘partial advance’ we risk commit-
ting what Richard Robinson once called “misinterpretation by inference” (1953:
2): claiming that in so far as an author affirmed that p, and p implies that g (or r
ors ...), then our author must also have believed that g (or r or s ...). No author,
and no person for that matter, is properly credited with believing every proposi-
tion implied by the other things he or she believes.

A similar difficulty faces those who would seek to credit Xenophanes with
an exclusive monotheism on the basis of an assumed historic Xenophanes-
Parmenides connection. It is true, as many early writers noticed, that Xenophanes
employed a form of the adjective ‘one’ (heis) in speaking of god, just as Parmenides
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employed a form of the adjective ‘one’ (hen) in speaking of to eon or ‘what is’ (B 8.6).
Xenophanes also spoke of god as ‘unmoving’ (kinoumenos ouden; B 26) just as
Parmenides spoke of ‘what is” as ‘changeless” (akinéton; B 8.26, 8.38). Xenophanes,
moreover, spoke of some ‘whole’ being (oulos; B 24) who sees, hears and thinks,
just as Parmenides spoke of ‘what is’ as a ‘whole’ or ‘entire’ being (oulon; B 8.38).
Yet Xenophanes spoke specifically about ‘god’ (theos) rather than about ‘what is’
(to eon). So far as we can tell, he simply affirmed his view of the divine rather than
attempting to establish its truth by evidence or argument, as Parmenides famously
did; and while it is clear that Xenophanes called for decent conduct and a respectful
attitude towards the gods, Parmenides did neither of these in connection with
‘what is’ So while one can understand how the idea of a Xenophanes—Parmenides
(or monotheism-monism) connection gained wide support among early histo-
rians of Greek thought, there are significant dissimilarities at various points.

One might plausibly speak of Xenophanes as a ‘henotheist’ or ‘kathenotheist’
in so far as he commented on the attributes of one special god while appearing to
acknowledge the existence of other gods. He might also be regarded as an ‘inclu-
sive monotheist’ (in so far as he might have considered other deities aspects of, or
elements within, a single divine being), although we have no way telling how the
gods he spoke of in the plural related to the ‘one greatest god’ he spoke of in B 23.
It would be problematic, however, to view Xenophanes as a ‘pluriform monotheist’
(i.e. one who regards other gods as phases, subsequent stages or manifestations of
a single divine substance) in so far as two fragments (B 25, 26) appear to place god
(or at the least ‘the greatest god’) beyond the possibility of all motion and change.

XENOPHANES’ CRITIQUE OF ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN RELIGION

As we have seen, in fragment B 14, Xenophanes speaks of mortals who believe,
apparently incorrectly, that “gods are born, wear their own clothes, and have a
voice and body”. Although we are nowhere told that mortals are mistaken in so
believing, the fragment’s opening word ‘But’ (alla, which appears frequently in
the surviving fragments) at least suggests that this belief contrasted with the view
that Xenophanes himself held. (Our source for B 14, the late-second- and third-
century Christian apologist Clement of Alexandria, placed B 14 after B 23, which
affirmed the existence of the “one greatest god ... not at all like mortals in body
or thought”)

In another famous remark, Xenophanes comes very close to criticizing the
tendency of believers to think of the gods as like themselves: “Ethiopians <say
that their gods are> snub-nosed and black; / Thracians <say that their gods are>
blue-eyed and red-haired” (B 16). While it has often been thought that these lines
contain an element of ridicule, it is not obvious precisely where and how that ridi-
cule is expressed. Taken just by themselves these lines impute no patent absurdity
to either the Ethiopians or the Thracians. That there would have been nothing
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inherently ridiculous, at least to the ancient Greek mind, in the idea of a god
possessing a particular bodily feature is evident from the frequent references in
early Greek poetry to gods such as ‘grey-eyed Athena, ‘blond-haired Apollo’ and
‘dark-haired Poseidon’ And since the bodily features mentioned in B 16 are all
different (nose shape and skin colour in the case of the Ethiopians, eye colour
and hair colour for the Thracians), technically speaking, no inconsistency is being
imputed to any mortal believer or believers. Yet there is at least the suggestion of a
suspicious degree of coincidence in this set of beliefs: the gods turn out to have the
very same features their human believers typically possess. So B 16 at least impli-
citly raises the possibility that human beings have created the gods in their own
image, rather than the other way around. And when we bear in mind that for the
ancient Greeks Ethiopia represented the southernmost civilization in the world,
while Thrace was located in the far north, we can read Xenophanes’ remark not as
a characterization of practices in two individual cultures, but rather as a generali-
zation of literally global dimensions: if all human beings (in effect, ‘all people from
pole to pole’) depict the gods as like themselves, we may reasonably conclude that
believers credit the gods with having certain features because those are the features
the believers themselves happen to possess.

Aristotle expressed just such a thesis in a passage in his Politics (which may
itself be a reminiscence of an earlier Xenophanean remark) concerning the notion
of ‘a king of the gods’: “Wherefore people say that the gods have a king because
they themselves either are or were in ancient times under the rule of a king. For
they imagine not only the forms of the gods but also their ways of life to be like
their own” (1252b23-36). The same message is conveyed in Xenophanes’ striking
(perhaps even jocular) analysis of the manner in which other kinds of living crea-
tures might depict their gods if they had the physical means of doing so:

But if oxen and horses or lions had hands,

Or could draw with their hands and accomplish such works as men,

Horses would draw the figures of the gods as similar to horses,

And the oxen as similar to oxen,

And they would make the bodies of the sort which each of them had.
(B 16 DK)

We may conclude that Xenophanes put forward a genetic explanation of at least
one central aspect of religious belief: the manner in which believers conceive of
or depict the divine. As such, Xenophanes was an ancient forerunner to modern
thinkers such as Feuerbach and Freud who found the root causes of religious
belief in certain features of the human psyche. And in so far as the divine traits
Xenophanes had in mind were all identifiably human, we may also credit him with
a pioneering critique of anthropomorphism in religion.

It is not yet clear, however, whether Xenophanes was led on the basis of his
analysis to repudiate as erroneous all anthropomorphic aspects of religion: that is,
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whether he held that in so far as religious believers have acquired their concep-
tions of the divine as they have, they were wrong to do so. To make such a claim,
of course, would be to commit a solecism. To reject a view as false or mistaken
on the grounds that it was adopted on the basis of factors or conditions that have
nothing to do with its truth would be to commit the genetic fallacy. Even a belief
adopted on the basis of entirely irrelevant considerations may still enshrine the
truth. It is, moreover, not essential that a finding of anthropomorphic tendencies
among religious believers be regarded as inherently problematic; one might find
reason to regard anthropomorphism as a benign, perhaps even positive aspect of
religious belief (cf. Allport 1960).

In any case, we are under no compulsion to saddle Xenophanes with the inde-
fensible thesis that in so far as mortals have fashioned their views of the gods on
the basis of irrelevant considerations, those views are all in error. In his reflec-
tions on the nature of the distinction between knowledge and true belief (B 34),
Xenophanes allows that a person may “happen to speak truly concerning what is
brought to pass” but not possess the kind of experience that would warrant the
attribution of knowledge. Thus the notion of the ‘Tucky guess’ or ‘accidental truth’
lay well within his reach. It is also clear that the positive account of the nature of the
divine (or perhaps the ‘one greatest god’) provided Xenophanes with all the founda-
tion he needed in order to repudiate popular conceptions of the divine. Fragments
B 23-6 may be read as maintaining that there are specific features the divine must
possess or lack in light of what is ‘seemly’ or ‘fitting’ to its nature (cf. the phrase min
epiprepei, “seemly for him’, in B 26). Once Xenophanes developed this account, he
would have been fully justified in repudiating popular conceptions of the gods at
odds with the truth, irrespective of the aetiology of those conceptions.

Some readers, however, have been troubled by the way in which Xenophanes
appears to want to have it both ways: on the one hand criticizing the attribution
of some human attributes to the divine (namely, being born and having a human
body, voice and clothing) while simultaneously ascribing other human attributes
(seeing, thinking, hearing, having a mind, and, at least implicitly, moral perfec-
tion). However, what Xenophanes specifically criticized, on several occasions,
was the tendency of human beings to think of the gods as like themselves. In
B 16 he reflects on the possibility that horses and oxen had the capacity to depict
their gods as being of “the same sort as themselves” (toiath’ hoionper), while by
contrast B 23 speaks of the one god as “not at all (outi ... omoiios) like mortals
in body or thought” What Xenophanes specifically rejected, then, was a view of
god, or the gods, as like mortals in various respects. Nothing he states in any of
the surviving fragments prevents him from employing terms that apply to both
human beings and gods, so long as he is careful not to use those expressions
to affirm a significant degree of likeness between the two. He may consistently
think of the divine as possessing a body of some (extremely unusual) sort, or a
mind of some (extraordinary) kind, as well as a will of some (superlative degree
of) goodness.
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XENOPHANES’ DENIAL OF KNOWLEDGE CONCERNING THE GODS

In fragment B 34 Xenophanes offers a rather somber assessment of the prospects
for human knowledge:

And indeed no man has been nor will there be one

Who knows the sure truth (to saphes)

Concerning such things as I say about the gods and all things.

And even if at best he succeeded in speaking of what is brought to
pass

Still he himself would not know. Yet opinion is fashioned for all.

The ‘sceptical’ character of these remarks has been a matter of debate ever since they
were quoted, and thereby preserved for posterity, by Plutarch and Sextus Empiricus,
but recent discussions have served to narrow the range of plausible alternative read-
ings. The mention in line three of “such things as I say about the gods and all things”
indicates that these remarks date from a time in Xenophanes’ life when he had
already developed a set of views of the divine nature and the make-up of the phys-
ical universe. As a result, we can make use of our understanding of those aspects
of Xenophanes’ thought in order to grasp the rationale that may have lain behind
these pioneering observations concerning the limits of human knowledge.

But first a brief comment about to saphes: ‘the sure truth’ that represents the
focus of Xenophanes’ concern here in B 34. Forms of saphés appear throughout
Greek literature of the archaic and classical periods, often in connection with
knowing and saying. Quite commonly those who know ‘the sure truth’ do so on
the basis of their direct or personal experience of the relevant circumstances. Thus
when in B 34 Xenophanes denied that anyone has known or ever will know to
saphes, what he probably meant was that no mortal being has been or ever will be
in a position to gain a sure grasp of the truth based on his or her direct experience
of the relevant circumstances. This reading makes good sense in this context in
so far as nothing could be at a greater remove from the personal experiences of
mortal beings than the actions of the gods and the totality of events that take place
throughout the cosmos.

When we turn to consider which of Xenophanes™ teachings might have lent
some support to the thesis that mortals live far removed from those who dwell in
a divine realm, we find many relevant remarks. As we have seen, fragments B 23-6
describe a supreme being unlike mortals in either body or thought, which is able to
effect change throughout the cosmos by the exercise of its mind, while remaining
always in the same place. Nowhere does Xenophanes indicate precisely why the
divine must of necessity possess these attributes, but if by ‘greatest’ Xenophanes
meant something like ‘greatest in honour and power’ (the usual measures of the
greatness attributed to the gods in Homer; cf. Iliad 2.350, 2.412, 4.515; Odyssey
3.378, 5.4; Hesiod, Theogony 49, 534, 538), then the basic premise underlying his
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view of the divine nature would have been that any attribution of a physical or
material attribute, process or activity would entail a degree of limitation that is
strictly incompatible with the divine nature. With this conception of the divine
Xenophanes undercuts at a single stroke the credibility of the countless tales of
localized epiphanies and dramatic interventions found in Homer, Hesiod and
other early writers.

Fragments B 14-16 serve to reinforce a view of the gods as ‘wholly other’ by
explaining how the attributes typically assigned to the gods by mortal believers
are properly regarded as projections of their own physical attributes. In addition,
in fragments B 27-33 (as well as in the views reported in testimonia A 1, 32, 33,
36, 38-46) Xenophanes explains why a wide range of natural phenomena should
be regarded not as signs or messages sent to humankind by the gods, but simply
as clouds, earth and water that appear, disappear and change in form as a result
of perfectly regular (hence understandable) physical processes. Included among
these are his characterization of earth and water as the dual sources of all things
(B 29, 33), the sea as the source of all clouds, winds and rain (B 30) and - perhaps
most significantly — the rainbow as a purple, red and greenish-yellow kind of
cloud, rather than as Iris, the messenger deity (B 32).

A view of the divine as wholly inaccessible to mortals would also serve to
explain Xenophanes’ rebukes of various claimants to knowledge or expertise in
religious matters. These would include his ridiculing of Pythagoras for claiming to
be able to recognize the soul of a departed friend in the yelping of a puppy (B 7),
his comment on the practice of placing pine branches about the house, perhaps
in an attempt to extract something of their ‘evergreen’ nature as a form of protec-
tion (B 17), his rebuke of Epimenides (A 1), as well as his blanket and emphatic
(outoi) denial that “from the beginning, gods have intimated all things to mortals”
(B 18). In addition, two ancient sources (A 52) report that Xenophanes, alone
among ancient thinkers, repudiated the practice of divination (mantiké), the set of
techniques or ‘art’ that ancient peoples (and some modern ones) believed enabled
human beings to penetrate the obscurities of the past, present and future. A scep-
ticism concerning divination would also serve to explain the dismissive reference
in B 34 to one who may “succeed better than others in speaking of what is brought
to pass (tetelesmenon eipon)”.

To sum up, as Xenophanes understood it, the divine cannot possibly speak to
human beings in a language they can understand, nor can it vacate its heavenly
abode and move about in their midst. In reality, popular conceptions of the gods
tell us more about the attributes of believers than they do about the gods, and the
amazing events that take place in the heavens are merely natural phenomena to be
accounted for strictly in terms of natural substances and regular physical processes.
As Hermann Frinkel aptly summarized Xenophanes’ position: “he made the chasm
between the here and the beyond unbridgeable” (1974: 130). About the gods, there-
fore, as about the nature of things at all times and places, no mortal being has
known or ever will know the sure truth, but all may have their opinions.
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Yet B 34 contains at least one unresolved puzzle: if indeed there never has been
nor ever will be anyone who knows the sure truth about the gods, how are we
supposed to regard Xenophanes’ own understanding of the nature of the divine?
The distinction between knowing and believing (or having an opinion, dokos)
so clearly articulated in B 34 offers us an initially attractive answer: Xenophanes
could easily have viewed his own account of the nature of the divine as governed
by the broad pessimism he expressed in B 34, as representing his ‘opinion’ and
nothing more. Similarly, when, in B 35, he proclaims, “let these be accepted as like
the realities”, we may understand this admonition to apply to his own teachings
on both natural and supernatural subjects.

This manoeuvre, however, gains us consistency on one front at the price of
creating new difficulties elsewhere. For if Xenophanes regarded his own view of
the divine as ‘merely his opinion, and if the phrase “opinion is fashioned for all” in
B 34.4 means something like ‘all are entitled to their own opinions’ then it is diffi-
cult to see how he could have considered himself entitled to decry as erroneous the
views of the gods promulgated by Homer and Hesiod, to belittle popular super-
stitions and to ridicule Pythagoras and Epimenides as fraudulent claimants to an
expertise in divine matters. So while our first response may render B 34 inter-
nally consistent, it creates serious tensions between B 34 and remarks Xenophanes
makes in a number of other fragments.

It is possible, of course, that the surviving fragments of Xenophanes’ poetry
date from different stages of his intellectual development. Perhaps Xenophanes,
like Kant, had an earlier ‘dogmatic’ period in which he confidently set out his
views as the sure truth while decrying all competing accounts as mistaken, and
then entered a later ‘critical’ period in which he came to recognize that his convic-
tions, like those of his opponents, represented dokos and nothing more. It might
also be possible to distinguish those aspects of the divine about which we might
gain sure knowledge from others about which this would not be possible. But,
however one may attempt to resolve it, there is a clear tension between the pessi-
mistic outlook Xenophanes expressed in B 34 and the many strongly worded
assertions made elsewhere in his poems.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN XENOPHANES' GOD
AND THE PHYSICAL UNIVERSE

As we have seen, Plato included Xenophanes among those who had held that ‘all
things are one. Similarly, Aristotle stated that “with regard to (or turning his eye
toward, apoblépsas) the whole universe, [Xenophanes] says that the one is the god”
(Metaphysics A.5, 986b24-5), and a series of ancient writers (A 31, 33-5) claimed
that Xenophanes identified god with “the One”, “the whole heaven” and “the
universe”. Perhaps, then, in much the same manner in which Anaximander had

previously characterized his basic reality (‘The Indefinite’) as divine, Xenophanes
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identified his god (or at least ‘the one greatest god’) with the entire physical
universe. Modern scholarly opinion on the merits of this view of Xenophanes
remains sharply divided, but its defenders face two major challenges.

First, we are required to embrace a series of strained (although not completely
impossible) readings. We would not be able to regard Plato’s characterization of
Xenophanes in the Sophist as yet another of his many fanciful renderings of the
views of his predecessors, but as an unvarnished statement of fact. We would have
to understand Aristotle’s phrase apoblépsas to holon ouranon along the lines of
‘having turned his gaze toward the whole physical universe’ rather than the more
usual ‘with reference to the whole physical universe. We would have to read each
of Xenophanes’ various statements about ‘god’ or ‘the one greatest god’ as a char-
acterization of the entire physical universe (rather than of a special supernatural
being). Somewhere in Xenophanes’ poems (perhaps in the oulon of B 24 or in
the unmoving - hence in equipoise - god of B 26?) we would have to find an
implicit reference to god’s spherical nature. And if we are to trace this idea back to
Parmenides we would have to believe that when Parmenides likened ‘what is’ to
“the bulk of a well-rounded sphere” (B 8.43) what he meant was not that ‘what is’
is in some way ‘like the bulk of a sphere’ (e.g. fully developed in every respect), but
rather that ‘what is’ is quite literally spherical.

The second challenge to this reading is that the two comments Xenophanes
actually makes about the cosmos and its relationship to the divine tend to count
against the traditional view. Fragment B 25 states that “completely without toil he
shakes all things by the thought of his mind” thereby suggesting that in so far as god
shakes the cosmos he is not identical with it. And B 28 holds that “This upper limit
of the earth is seen here at our feet, pushing up against the air, but that below goes
on without limit”, suggesting that Xenophanes did not believe that the cosmos was
shaped like a sphere. But here, as elsewhere in the interpretation of Xenophanes’
teachings, our conclusions will reflect not only what we take to be his ipsissima
verba but also the standards for credibility with which we choose to operate. Those
who insist on finding clear and convincing evidence before accepting the traditional
view will almost certainly demur. Yet others, perhaps of a more adventurous nature,
will recognize the gaps in the evidence, acknowledge the possibility of error, yet
conclude that, almost certainly, Xenophanes identified god with the cosmos.
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4
SOCRATES AND PLATO

Mark McPherran

Socrates (469-399 BCE) of Athens was the son of Sophroniscus (father) and
Phaenarete (mother), and husband of Xanthippe, with whom he had three sons.
Although Socrates never wrote anything, his many years of philosophical discus-
sion established him as the founder of Western moral theory. The main sources
for his views are the Clouds by Aristophanes (a parody), the dialogues of Plato,
various works by Xenophon and passages in Aristotle; since these sources offer
differing perspectives, the task of determining Socrates’ actual views is daunting.

Plato depicts Socrates as a man who disavows possessing any real wisdom
himself (except the mere human wisdom of understanding that lack) and who
pursues a divinely ordained philosophical mission that requires him to question
those who profess moral wisdom to see if they actually possess it. This questioning
- the famous Socratic method - involves asking interlocutors to define one of the
canonical virtues — piety, justice, courage, moderation, wisdom - and then elic-
iting various other statements from them that then turn out to be mutually incon-
sistent, thus showing their lack of knowledge of the relevant virtue. Socrates’ own
‘intellectualist’ moral theory holds that: (1) every kind of creature desires/aims
to achieve that kind’s particular good; (2) thus, every person aims to achieve the
human good (everyone desires to be an agathés, a good, successful person); (3) the
human good is eudaimonia (‘happiness, human flourishing) (and a person is not
a body, but is, rather, a soul, a psuché); (4) the means to this end are the virtues
(aretai, ‘excellences’); (5) the virtues are a kind of craft-knowledge; (6) knowledge
is best obtained by means of philosophizing; (7) thus, the happiest (and most
pleasurable) life belongs to the philosopher. Some odd consequences of this view
(the ‘Socratic paradoxes’) are that no one does wrong knowingly or voluntarily
and that it is always better to suffer an injustice than to do it.

Socrates was indicted for impiety on the grounds that he corrupted the young
by teaching them to recognize not the gods of the state but new divinities instead.
He was sentenced to die by hemlock poisoning, and although given a chance to
flee (as depicted in the Crito), he obeyed the order. His death was a model of
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noble self-control (made paradigmatic by Jacques-Louis David’s famous painting
of the scene); his last words are reported to have been: “Crito, we owe a cock to
Asclepius: please pay the debt and do not forget” (Phaedo 118a7-8).

Plato (429-347 BCE) of Athens, or Aristocles (Plato is a nickname), was the
son of Ariston (father) and Perictione (mother). He was a student of Socrates,
the teacher of Aristotle and established the first formal philosophical school in
Athens, the Academy. Plato’s approximately twenty-six dialogues are masterpieces
of Western literature, covering everything from epistemology, metaphysics and
ethics, to philosophy of education, aesthetics and political science; they are gener-
ally regarded as having established the central agenda of the Western philosoph-
ical enterprise.

Plato’s early Socratic dialogues (e.g. the Euthyphro) offer us a fictionalized
portrait of Socrates that arguably captures the style and substance of the historical
Socrates. Plato’s later, more constructive works (e.g. the Republic, Sophist), outline
a metaphysical theory - the theory of Forms — according to which there is, besides
the world of sensible material objects and their properties, a non-spatiotemporal
‘world’ populated by the objects that are the perfect exemplars of those proper-
ties — Forms - and also by gods. These super-sensible Forms are the objects of our
knowledge: ‘Triangle-itself is, for example, what our knowledge of Triangularity
is ‘of”. Since the objects of this world possess the properties they do by being in
relation to the Forms - by ‘participating’ in them - when we correctly judge
some person, say Helen, to be beautiful, we are able to recognize that instance
of beauty by reference to our knowledge of Beauty-itself. Because the sensible
world is constantly changing and because sensible objects have opposite proper-
ties in them, we can have warranted beliefs only and not knowledge concerning
the physical world of material objects.

In contrast to Socrates’ view of the soul as a rational intellect, Plato’s account of
the soul in several places (esp. the Republic) takes it to have ‘parts’ - the rational
intellect, the spirited element (thumos) and the appetitive element — where the
just, ‘happy’ soul is one whose parts are in harmony, that is, reason allied with
thumos exerting proper control over the appetites.

Plato argues in several dialogues (e.g. the Phaedo, Republic and Phaedrus) that
our souls are immortal, that they are able to apprehend the Forms in the afterlife,
are rewarded or punished there and are then reborn for a new round of learning.
The universe is governed by a single deity, the demiourgos, who looks to the Forms
as to blueprints in his maintenance of the world-order.

Platos dialogues and the characters they portray continually invoke the
realm of divinity by using the religious vocabulary of their own time and place.
Sometimes these allusions to gods, prayers and so on are merely figures of
speech, but typically Plato has his characters speak of the divine in an unmis-
takably serious fashion in order to make points that are simultaneously philo-
sophical and religious in nature. So prominent is this feature of Plato’s work
that the ancient world took it for granted that the chief goal of those who follow
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the Platonic line was to “become as much like god as is possible” (Sedley 1997:
329). Although this aspect of first Socratic and then Platonic thought has been
underplayed in modern scholarship, it should not surprise us: both Socrates and
Plato were born into a culture that took the existence of divinities for granted.
More importantly, Plato was a discerning student of Socrates, a thinker who was
himself not only a rational philosopher of the first rank but a profoundly reli-
gious figure as well. These commitments were, however, not those of a small
town polytheist but of a sophisticated religious reformer whose innovations
appear to have led to his trial and execution on a charge of impiety (see Beckman
1979; Vlastos 1991: ch. 6; McPherran 1996: ch. 3). Plato should be understood,
then, to have followed the path laid down by his teacher by appropriating,
reshaping and extending the religious conventions of his own time in the service
of establishing the new enterprise of philosophy. The results were far-reaching,
impacting his intellectual heirs (e.g. Aristotle, Plotinus) and with them Jewish,
Christian and Islamic thought. Within the limits within which I must work, I
shall trace out here the main threads of the religious dimension of first Socrates’
and then Plato’s philosophy.

I think it reasonable to make a rough distinction between Plato’s Socratic,
aporetic dialogues and those in which Plato appears to be following out a more
constructive line of thought (especially in view of the evidence that Plato devel-
oped a metaphysics and epistemology that went far beyond those claims that can
be reasonably attributed to his teacher; see e.g. Aristotle Metaphysics M.4, 1078b9-
32). This view, at any rate, accounts for the important differences between the way
the notion of piety and other religious topics are treated in Socratic dialogues such
as the Euthyphro as opposed to more explicitly theory-laden, constructive works
such as the Republic, Phaedrus, Timaeus and Laws.!

Next, it is important to note at the outset that the distinct phenomena we desig-
nate by using terms such as ‘religion’ were, for Plato and his contemporaries, seam-
lessly integrated into everyday life. Moreover, no ancient text such as Homer’s Iliad
had the status of a Bible or Koran, and there was no organized Church, trained
clergy or systematic set of doctrines enforced by them. What marked out a fifth-
century BCE Greek city or individual as pious (hosios; eusebés) — that is, as being
in accord with the norms governing the relations of human beings and gods — was

1. Listed in alphabetical order, the Socratic dialogues are Apology, Charmides, Crito,
Euthyphro, Hippias Minot, Ion, Laches, Protagoras and Republic I (with Euthydemus,
Gorgias, Hippias Major, Lysis, Menexenus, and Meno serving as ‘transitional dialogues’).
The more constructive dialogues are Cratylus, Parmenides, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Republic II-
X, Symposium, Theaetetus, Critias, Laws, Philebus, Sophist, Statesman and Timaeus. There
is not sufficient space here to address the complex issue of whether and how we might
legitimately use the testimony of Aristotle in conjunction with that of Platos dialogues and
Xenophon's work to triangulate to the views of the historical Socrates in the manner of
Vlastos (1991: chs 2, 3); but see, for example, McPherran (1996: ch. 1.2).
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thus not primarily a matter of belief, but rather correct observance of ancestral
tradition. The most central of these activities consisted in the timely performance
of prayers and sacrifices (see e.g. Iliad 1.446-58; Odyssey 3.418-72).

Even though ancient conceptions of divinity were not elaborated or enforced
by an official theological body, religious education was not left to chance. The
compositions attributed to Homer and Hesiod were a part of everyone’s educa-
tion, and both authors were recognized as having established for the Greeks a
canon of tales about the great powers that rule over us. Later writers then drew
from this poetic repertory, “while simultaneously endowing [these] traditional
myths with a new function and meaning” (Zaidman & Pantel 1992: 144). Thus,
for example, the dramas of Aeschylus and Sophocles (e.g. Antigone) juxtapose
some present situation against the events represented in Homer’s texts, extending
that mythology while also calling into critical question some facet of the human
condition and contemporary society’s response to it. By the time of Socrates,
some of this probing of the traditional stories was influenced by the speculations
and scepticism of those thinkers working within the new intellectualist tradi-
tions of natural philosophy (e.g. Xenophanes) and sophistry (e.g. Protagoras). As
aresult, in the work of authors such as Euripides and Thucydides even the funda-
mental tenets of popular religion concerning the gods and the efficacy of sacri-
fice and prayer became targets of criticism. Socrates should be placed within this
movement.

SOCRATES

Socrates’ philosophical reputation has always rested on his adherence to the
highest standards of rationality, one given its clearest expression in the Crito:

T1 “I'm not the sort of person who's just now for the first time persuaded by
nothing within me except the argument that on rational reflection seems best
to me; I've always been like that” (Crito 46b4-6, trans. Reeve, in Cohen et al.
2005).

Socratic reasoning commonly employs the Socratic method, and we are encour-
aged to believe that for many years Socrates subjected a wide variety of self-
professed experts on the topic of virtue to this form of examination (Apology
20d-23c). The result of this long effort, however, appears to be not a body of
knowledge, but the meagre pay-off of moral scepticism:

T2 “I'm only too aware that I've no claim to being wise in anything either great
or small” (Apology 21b4-5), “[except that] ... I'm wiser ... in just this small
way: that what I don’t know, I don’t think I know” (Apology 21d6-8, trans.
Reeve).
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This would not be so surprising an outcome were it not that Socrates represents
this awareness as resulting from a quest performed at the behest of Greece’s pre-
eminent religious authority, the Delphic Oracle. For as Socrates sees it, the god
Apollo, speaking through the Oracle, has stationed him in Athens as though he
is a warrior, ordering him to philosophize by elenctically examining himself and
others (Apology 28d-29a, 30e-31a). As he summarizes the matter:

T3 “T had to go to all those with any reputation for knowledge ... So even now
I continue to search and to examine, in response to the god ... I come to the
assistance of the god ... I've had no leisure worth talking about ... because of
my service to the god” (Apology 21e5-23cl); “the god stationed me here ...
to live practicing philosophy, examining myself and others” (Apology 28e4-6,
trans. Reeve).

Socrates also emphasizes that his interpretation of the Delphic Apollo’s pronounce-
ment that “no one is wiser” than he as an order to philosophize has been confirmed
through other extra-rational sources:

T4 “T've been ordered to do [philosophy] by the god, both in oracles and dreams,
and in every other way that divine providence ever ordered any man to do
anything at all” (Apology 33¢4-7, trans. Reeve; cf. Apology 30a; Crito 43d-44b;
Phaedo 60c-61c).

In addition, Socrates tells the jurors at his trial that ever since his childhood he
has been assisted in his philosophical mission through the frequent warnings of
his divine sign, the daimonion:

T5 “asort of voice comes, which, whenever it does come, always holds me back
from what 'm about to do but never urges me forward” (Apology 31d2-4,
trans. Reeve).

Our texts should now prompt us to ask how it is that Socrates can also subscribe
to T2: for, lacking wisdom, how can Socrates be confident that gods such as
Apollo even exist, let alone be assured that Apollo always speaks the truth (21b)?
Moreover, since he also endorses T1, we can expect him to justify the claims
implied by these texts; but it is hard to see how the Socratic method could provide
that sort of warrant (since it appears to reveal only the inconsistency of interlocu-
tors’ beliefs; hence, their lack of expert knowledge; see Benson [2000] and Scott
[2002]). Texts such as T4 and T5 also make Socrates appear to be far more ‘super-
stitious’ than the average Athenian: not the sort of behaviour we expect from the
paradigm of the rationally self-examined life. After all, if enlightened contempo-
raries such as Thucydides could stand aloof from comparable elements of popular
religion, and if even traditionally minded playwrights such as Aristophanes could
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poke cruel fun at seers (e.g. Birds 521, 959-91), how could Socrates not do so as
well? Worse yet, it is hard to see how the Socrates who accepts T1, T3 and T4
as he investigates the religious claims of his interlocutors can be self-consistent
when he goes on to criticize such interlocutors for acting on ungrounded religious
judgements:

T6 “if you [Euthyphro] didn't know with full clarity what the pious and the
impious are, youd never have ventured to prosecute your old father for
murder on behalf of a day laborer. On the contrary, you wouldn’t have risked
acting wrongly because youd have been afraid before the gods and ashamed
before men” (Euthyphro 15d4-8, trans. Reeve).

Here a rational principle of morality is implied: actions that are morally ambig-
uous ought not to be performed in the absence of a full understanding of the
relevant concepts involved. So we are then left to wonder how the epistemically
modest Socrates of T2 would respond if pressed to defend his risky conduct of
challenging the moral and religious views of his fellow Athenians. The mere cita-
tion of divine authority instanced by T3, T4 and T5 would appear inadequate in
view of the demands of T1; such a citation would also open up to interlocutors
such as Euthyphro (a self-professed diviner) the possibility of replying in kind
that they too, like Socrates, have been commanded in divinations and in dreams
to contest conventional norms.

The preceding texts exemplify the way that Plato presents us with a puzzling,
street-preaching philosopher who is both rational and religious, and whose rela-
tionship to everyday Athenian piety is anything but clear. To begin to make sense
of that relationship, and thereby resolve the tensions between these and related
texts, it is useful to examine Socrates’ own examination of a self-professed expert
in Greek religion: Euthyphro.

The Euthyphro’s discussion of the virtue of piety makes it a key text for deter-
mining the religious dimension of Socratic philosophy. It also provides vivid
examples of the Socratic method through its portrayal of Socrates’ relentless inter-
rogation of Euthyphros attempted definitions of piety. Definition (1) - piety is
proceeding against whomever does injustice (5d-6e) - is quickly dispensed with
because it is too narrow; Euthyphro holds there to be cases of pious action that
do not involve proceeding against wrongdoers (5d-e). Socrates also reminds
Euthyphro that he is seeking a complete account of the one characteristic (eidos) of
piety: that unique, self-same, universal quality the possession of which makes any
pious action pious and which Euthyphro had earlier agreed was the object of their
search (6d-e; cf. 5c—d; Meno 72c). Definition (2) - piety is what is loved by the
gods (6e-7a) - is next rejected on the grounds that since Euthyphro’s gods quarrel
about the rightness of actions, a god-loved and hence pious action could also be
a god-hated and hence impious action; thus, definition (2) fails to specify the
real nature of pious actions (7a-9d). Note, however, that by presupposing without
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restriction in his definitional search that the definition of piety must apply to every
pious action - and given his apparent rejection of divine enmity and violence (6a-
d, 7b-9c¢) - Socrates is committed to the claim (i) that there is but one universal
moral canon for all beings, gods and human beings alike, and thus must reject the
tradition of a divine double standard of morality (cf. e.g. Republic 378b). Socrates’
examination also suggests that his gods (ii) are perfectly just and good, and so (iii)
experience no moral disagreements among themselves.

Socrates’ rebuttal of Euthyphro’s third attempt at definition (3) - piety is what
is loved by all the gods (9e) - constitutes the most logically complex section of
the Euthyphro (9e-11b).2 Socrates’ apparent rejection of this definition comes at
the end of a long and complex passage (10e-11b) where he first drives home his
conclusion that Euthyphro’s various concessions undercut this third definition of
piety and then explains the apparent source of Euthyphros confusion; namely,
given Euthyphro’s claim that something is god-loved because it is pious, his
purported definition ‘god-loved’ appears to designate only a non-essential property
of piety rather than specifying piety’s essential nature. With this Socrates makes it
evident that he is no divine command theorist: that is, unlike gods modelled after
Homeric royalty, his gods do not issue morality-establishing commands such that
a pious action is pious simply because it is god-loved; rather, it seems, his gods
love things that are independently pious because they themselves are by nature
wise, virtue-loving beings. By tacitly allowing that the gods are of one mind on the
topic of virtue, Socrates here lays the groundwork for the view that there is ulti-
mately only one divinity (see below).

2. For analysis of this argument, see Cohen (1971) and Benson (2000: 59-62). McPherran
(1996: 43 n.43), provides a bare-bones version:

Euthyphro agrees that (1a) the pious is loved by the gods because it is pious and
that (1b) it’s not that the pious is pious because it is loved by the gods. He also
agrees that — as with the examples of seer and seen thing, carrier and carried thing,
lover and loved thing - (2) a god-loved thing is god-loved because the gods love
it, and (3) it’s not that the gods love a god-loved thing because it is god-loved. But
if D3 [his third definition: piety is what is loved by all the gods] were true (viz.,
that the pious = the god-loved), then by substitution from D3 into (1a), it would
be true that (4) the god-loved is loved by the gods because it is god-loved, and
by substitution from D3 into (2) it would be true that (5) a pious thing is pious
because the gods love it. However, (4) contradicts (3), and (5) contradicts (1b).
Thus, (1a), (1b), (2), and (3) cannot be jointly affirmed while also affirming D3
(resulting in D3’s rejection).

To conclude, “the god-loved is not what's pious ... nor is the pious what’s god-loved, as you
claim, but one differs from the other” (Euthyphro 10d12-14, trans. Reeve; cf. 10e2-11a6).

It should be noted that although Socrates takes himself to have established that D3 is
inconsistent with Euthyphros other commitments (to e.g. [1a]), he need not be taken to
also conclude that D3 is false; see Benson (2000: 59-61).
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Socrates assists Euthyphro in producing a fourth definition of piety by
confronting him with the question of piety’s relation to generic justice: are all the
just pious, or is justice broader than piety such that piety is then a part of justice
(11e-12e)? Subsequent to his adoption of the part-of-justice view, Euthyphro
attempts to differentiate pious justice from the remainder (‘human justice’) by
stipulating that piety involves the therapeutic tendance of gods (therapeia theon)
(12e6-9). This differentia, however, is rejected by reference to a craft analogy
comparing those who would tend the gods in this fashion to those who tend
horses, dogs and cattle (13a-d). Such therapists possess the sort of expert know-
ledge that includes the capacity to benefit their particular kind of subjects substan-
tially by restoring or maintaining their health, or by otherwise meeting their
essential needs and improving the way in which they function. Obviously, then,
since mere mortals cannot benefit gods in these ways, the virtue of piety cannot be
a form of therapy (13c-e). By contrast, skilful service (hupéretike) along the lines of
assistants to craftspeople contributes to an acceptable differentia of generic justice;
assistants to a shipwright, for example, serve the shipwright by satisfying his or
her desire to receive assistance in building ships but do not restore or improve on
the shipwright’s own nature or functioning. Socrates has thus brought Euthyphro
to the point of agreeing that:

P DPiety is that part of justice that is a service of humans to gods, assisting the gods
in their primary task to produce their most beautiful product (12e-14a).

Within the constraints of this account, Euthyphro is then asked to specify
precisely the nature of that most beautiful product of the gods’ chief work in whose
production the gods might employ our assistance (13e-14a). Euthyphro, however,
tenaciously avoids answering this question (13d-14a), citing instead a fifth defi-
nitional attempt: (5) piety is knowledge of sacrificing and praying (14b-15c). To
this Socrates emphatically responds that Euthyphro is abdicating their search just
at the point where a brief answer might have finally given Socrates all the informa-
tion that he really needed to have about piety (14b-c). Many scholars have found
this good evidence for ascribing something like P to Socrates. The question then
becomes how Socrates would have answered the question of the identity of the
gods’ beautiful, chief product.

First, we can expect Socrates to maintain that although we human beings
cannot have a complete account of the gods” work, since the gods are wholly good,
their chief project and product must be superlatively good. But what reasons, per
the rationality principle (T1), does Socrates have for holding that the gods are
entirely good? His thinking would seem to run roughly as follows. Since gods
are perfectly knowledgeable, they must be entirely wise (Apology 23a-b; Hippias
Major 289b3-6); but because wisdom and virtue are mutually entailing, it would
follow that a god must be at least as good as a good person; but then since the
latter can only do good, never evil (Crito 49¢; Republic 335a-d), the same goes for
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the former (cf. Republic 379a-391e) (see Vlastos 1991: 162-5; McPherran 1996:
chs 2.2.2-6, 3.2).

Socrates’ moral reformation of the gods indicates that his gods cannot be fully
identified with those of tradition. For Greek popular thought assumed, as a funda-
mental principle from Homer onwards, that justice consists in reciprocation, in
repayment in kind: a gift for a gift, an evil for an evil (the lex talionis). Even among
the gods the principle of lex talionis is assumed as basic (e.g. Zeus suggests that
Hera might allow him to destroy one of her favorite cities in return for abandoning
Troy [Iliad 4.31-69]; cf. Sophocles Ajax 79). In respect of this venerable principle,
Socrates must be ranked a self-conscious moral revolutionary (Crito 49b-d): as
he sees it, since we should never do injustice, we should never do evil, and from
that it follows that we should never do an evil in return for even an evil done to us
(Crito 48b-49d, 54c; cf. Gorgias 468e-474b; Republic 335a—-d). For Socrates, then,
not even Zeus can return one injury for another.?

Next, the Socratic view that the only or most important good is virtue/wisdom
(e.g. Apology 30a-b; Crito 47e-48b; Gorgias 512a-b; Euthydemus 281d—-e) makes
it likely that the only or most important component of the gods’ chief product is
virtue/wisdom. But then, since piety as a virtue must be a craft-knowledge of how
to produce goodness (e.g. Laches 194e-196d, 199c—e; Euthydemus 280b-281e), our
primary service to the gods would appear to be to help the gods produce good-
ness in the universe via the protection and improvement of the human mind/soul.
Because philosophical examination of oneself and others is for Socrates the key
activity that helps to achieve this goal via the improvement of moral-belief consist-
ency and the deflation of human presumptions to divine wisdom (e.g. Apology
22d-23b), philosophizing is a pre-eminently pious activity (see McPherran 1996:
chs 2.2,4.2).

Finally, Socrates’ treatment of Euthyphro’s fifth definition - (5) piety is know-
ledge of sacrificing and praying — makes evident that he rejects the idea that piety
consists in traditional prayer and sacrifice motivated by hopes of a material pay-
off (Euthyphro 14c-15¢).

This appropriation and reconception of piety as demanding of us philosoph-
ical self-examination would, however, seem to be a direct threat to everyday piety.
For now it would appear that for Socrates time spent on prayer and sacrifice is
simply time stolen from the more demanding, truly pious task of rational self-
examination per T1. More threatening still, Socrates’ theology of entirely just,
relentlessly beneficent gods in conjunction with his moral theory would seem to
make sacrifice and prayer (and especially curses) entirely useless. To what extent,
then, is Socrates at odds with the ritual bedrock of Greek religion (see McPherran
2000)?

3. Cf. Xenophanes, who testifies that “Homer and Hesiod have ascribed to the gods all deeds
which among men are a reproach and a disgrace: thieving, adultery, and deceiving one
another” (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.193, trans. McKirahan).
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I think it is clear that Socrates rejects not conventional religious practices in
general, but only the narrowly self-interested motives underlying their common
observance. Xenophon, for example, portrays him as “the most visible of men”
in cult-service to the gods (Memorabilia 1.2.64) and has him testify that he often
sacrificed at the public altars (Apology 10-12; cf. Memorabilia 1.1.1-2, 4.8.11). It
seems unlikely that Xenophon would offer as a defence a portrait of Socrates that
simply no Athenian could take seriously. There is, in addition, some corrobo-
rating Platonic evidence on this point.* Although it would not seem that Socrates
could consider prayers or sacrifices alone to be essentially connected to the virtue
of piety, their performance is nonetheless compatible with the demands of piety
reconceived as philosophizing. After all, since Socrates embraces the positive side
of the talio - the return of one good for another — we should reciprocate as best we
can the gods’ many good gifts (see e.g. Euthyphro 14e-15a) by honouring the gods
in fitting ways by performing acts with the inner intention to thank and honour
them (Memorabilia 1.4.10, 18; 4.3.17). While, again, serving the gods via philo-
sophical self-examination has pride of place in providing such honours, there is
no reason why such actions cannot include prayers and sacrifices (cf. Memorabilia
4.3.13, 16). Socrates may well hold that prayers and sacrifices that aim to honour or
thank the gods, or that request moral assistance from them, serve both ourselves
and the gods: they help to induce our souls to follow the path of justice (thus
producing god-desired good in the universe) by habituating us to return good for
good. These actions also help to foster and maintain a general belief in the exist-
ence of good and helpful gods and an awareness of our inferior status in respect
of wisdom and power, something that Socrates is clearly interested in promoting
(see e.g. Memorabilia 1.4.1-19, 4.3.1-17; Apology 21d-23c).

It appears, then, that with the perfectly wise and just deities of Socrates we
have few specific, materially rewarding imprecations to make; beyond the sincere,
general prayer that one be aided in pursuing virtue, there are few requests or sacri-
fices to which all-wise deities can be counted on to respond. This implication of
Socrates’ moral theory cuts straight to the heart of everyday self-interested moti-
vations underlying many cult practices. But if Socrates rejected the efficacy of
improperly motivated requests, then he was a threat to popular piety. After all,
to many Athenians the assistance of a Heracles would have meant, above all, help
against the non-human forces bearing down on them (e.g. plague), and for most
of them this meant material help against oppressive other deities. By taking away
the enmity of the gods and conceiving of them as fully beneficent, the need for
and the efficacy of this Heracles is also removed.

4. For example, Plato is willing to put twelve prayers into the mouth of his Socrates (see
Jackson 1971; Euthydemus 275d; Phaedo 117¢; Symposium 220d; Phaedrus 237a-b, 257a-b,
278b, 279b-c; Republic 327a-b, 432c, 545d-e; Philebus 25b, 61b-c). Note too the stage-
setting of the start of the Republic (327a), where Socrates has travelled down to the Piraeus
in order to pray to the goddess Bendis and observe her festival.
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It seems clear that those jurors able to recognize the implications of Socrates’
views for sacrificial cult would have seen him as threatening the stability of the
state, for if you take away the conflicts of the deities and the expectations of
particular material rewards and physical protections in cult, you disconnect the
religion of everyday life and the state from its practical roots. To those not already
focused on the development of their inner lives, the substitute of the difficult,
pain-producing activity of philosophical self-examination would seem to offer
little solace in the face of life’s immediate, everyday difficulties. Socrates, therefore,
raised the stakes for living a life of piety considerably by making its final measure
the state of on€’s philosophically purified soul.

As T3, T4 and T5 demonstrate, Socrates is portrayed as a man who gives clear
credence to the alleged god-given messages and forecasts found in dreams, divi-
nations, oracles and other such traditionally accepted incursions by divinity.’ But
the degree of trust Socrates places in such sources appears to put him at odds
with T1 and T2: what is the rational justification for heeding them and, by doing
so, are they not regarded as sources of wisdom? The natural response is, I think,
to hold that while Socrates accepts the everyday notion that the gods provide us
with extra-rational signs and so does not pursue a form of the intellectualist rejec-
tion of divination’s efficacy,® he also does not take the operations of traditional
divinatory practices at face value. Rather, he insists in accord with T1 that conven-
tional methods of oracular interpretation must give way to a rational method for
evaluating such phenomena. These extra-rational sources, however, do not supply
Socrates with general, theoretical claims constitutive of the expert moral know-
ledge he seeks and disavows having obtained per T2. Rather, they yield items
of what we might call non-expert moral knowledge (e.g. that his death is good;
Apology 40a—c).” Let us consider a few examples.

Early in his defence speech, Socrates explains that his reputation for wisdom
can be best understood by attending to the testimony provided by the god who
speaks through the Delphic Oracle, Apollo (Apology 20d-23b). As Socrates relates
the tale, his friend Chaerephon travelled to Delphi to ask the Oracle if anyone was
wiser than Socrates, and the response was “No one is wiser” (21a5-7). This report,
however, was at odds with Socrates’ own conviction that he possessed no real

5. During Socrates’ lifetime, divination (mantikeé) was widely employed by both states and
individuals, and appeared in roughly three forms: (i) divination by lots; (ii) interpretation
of signs, such as thunder; and (iii) the production and interpretation of oral oracles by
a seer (mantis) (recorded and interpreted by ‘oracle-mongers’ [chrésmologoi]). See e.g.
Zaidman & Pantel (1992: 121-8).

6. For example, in the manner of the characters of Euripides, who challenge both the abilities
and honesty of traditional seers (e.g. Philoctetes fr. 795) and the existence of the gods who
allegedly provide foreknowledge (Bellerophon fr. 286; The Trojan Women 884-7; fr. 480;
Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.54).

7. For discussion of how Socrates can endorse T2 but also know (or justifiably believe) things,
see Brickhouse & Smith (1994: ch. 2) and Vlastos (1994).
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wisdom, and so - given that “it is not lawful for the god to speak falsely” (21b5-
7) — he was provoked to discover an interpretation that would preserve Apollo’s
veracity. He does this by going from one self-professed expert to another in hope
of finding someone wiser than himself so as to refute the apparent meaning of
the oracular pronouncement (and so uncover its real meaning). After continu-
ally failing to find such a person, Socrates concludes that what the god actually
meant is that Socrates is wisest by best grasping his own lack of real wisdom (this
is ‘human wisdom’). This, in turn, is taken to mean that Apollo has stationed
Socrates in Athens ordering him to philosophize and examine himself and others
(28d-29a). Thus, since one ought always to obey the command of a god at all costs,
Socrates is obliged to philosophize regardless of any dangers (29d). His jurors,
therefore, should understand that the Oracle’s pronouncement marked a turning
point in his life so profound that he now philosophizes under a unique and divine
mandate (T4 and 29¢-30b). Socrates also continually interrogates others because
he has come to believe that the god is using him as a paradigm to deliver the
virtue-inducing message that that person is wisest, who - like Socrates - becomes
most cognizant of how little real wisdom he or she possesses (23b).?

This account, despite its complexity, suggests that Socrates takes it to be obliga-
tory to subject extra-rational signs to rational interpretation and confirmation
whenever possible, and especially if they urge him to act in ways that appear to
run counter to tradition or prudential considerations. That postulate dissolves
two of our initial puzzles. First, the conflict between reason per T1 and revelation
per T3, T4 and T5 is mitigated by noting how Socrates allows rationally inter-
preted and tested revelations to count as reasons in the sense of T1 (see below).
The second tension between revelation and T6 is dissolved as well: this principle
can be understood to claim that actions traditionally held to be unjust ought to be
refrained from in the absence of compelling rational or rationally interpreted and
tested divinatory evidence to the contrary. To confirm this account of Socrates’
treatment of extra-rational indicators, let us consider his reliance on his divine
sign, the daimonion.

Socrates’ daimonion, we are told, is an internal, private admonitory “sign”
(semeion; Apology 40bl, c3; Euthydemus 272e4; Phaedrus 242b9; Republic 496c4;
Memorabilia 1.1.3-5) and “voice” (phoné; Apology 31d1; Phaedrus 242c2; Xenophon,
Apology 12) caused to appear within the horizon of consciousness by a god. It
has occurred to few or none before Socrates (Republic 496¢) and it has been his
companion since childhood (Apology 31d). The daimonion’s intervention in his
affairs is frequent and pertains to matters both momentous and trivial (Apology
40a). That Socrates receives and obeys these monitions is well-known in Athens
(Apology 31c—d; Euthyphro 3b), and they are understood to be apotreptic signs
that warn him not to pursue a course of action that he is in the process of

8. See Brickhouse & Smith (1983); Stokes (1992: 29-33); Vlastos (1989: 229-30; 1991: 166-73).
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initiating (Apology 31d; Phaedrus 242b-3; Theages 128-131a). These interven-
tions are regarded as unfailingly correct in whatever they indicate (Memorabilia
1.1.4-5), just as we would expect the gift of an unfailingly good divinity to be.
The daimonion’s generosity even extends to warning Socrates of the inadvisability
of the actions intended by others (Theaetetus 150c-151b; cf. Theages 128d-131a;
Memorabilia 1.1.4; Apology 13), but in no case does it provide him with general,
theoretical claims constitutive of the expert moral knowledge he seeks and disa-
vows having obtained per T2. Nor does it provide him with ready-made expla-
nations of its opposition. Rather, its occurrences yield instances of non-expert
moral knowledge of the inadvisability of pursuing particular actions because
those actions are disadvantageous to Socrates and others: for example, the know-
ledge that it would not be beneficial to let a certain student resume study with
him (see e.g. Xenophon, Symposium 8.5; Theaetetus 150c-151b; Alcibiades I 103a—
106a). Finally, these divine “signs” always target future unbeneficial outcomes, and
especially those whose reasonable prediction lies beyond the power of human
reason (Apology 31d; Euthydemus 272e-273a; Memorabilia 1.1.6-9, 4.3.12). It is,
in short, a species of the faculty of divination, true to Socrates’ description of it as
his ‘customary divination’ (Apology 40a4) and himself as a seer (mantis; Phaedo
85b4-6; cf. Phaedrus 242c4).

One important example that displays Socrates’ reliance on and rational confir-
mation of a daemonic warning is found at Apology 31c-32a, where Socrates notes
his obedience to the daimonion’s resistance to his entering public partisan politics
(cf. Republic 496b-c) and then offers an explanation for its warnings: namely, that
such political activity would have brought him a premature death, thus curtailing
his vastly beneficial mission to the Athenians (cf. Phaedrus 242b-243a; Alcibiades I
103a-106a). Another instance of daemonic activity is found at Euthydemus 272e-
273a. There we find that Socrates had formed the intention to leave his seat but,
just as he was getting up, the daimonion opposed him, and so he remained. In this
case, Socrates exhibits no doubt that its warning is utterly reliable; rather, Socrates
implicitly trusts the daimonion, although how or why it is that the result of his
obedience will be good-producing is opaque to reasoned calculation (Theaetetus
150c-151b; Memorabilia 4.3.12, 1.1.8-9). But this trust is in no way irrational -
and so does not contradict T1 - for it may be rationally confirmed in its wisdom
and so given credence on an inductive basis, since (i) in Socrates’ long experience
of the daimonion, it has never been shown not to be a reliable warning system
(Xenophon, Apology 13; Apology 40a—c), and (ii) the reliability of its alarms has
been confirmed by the good results that flow from heeding it.

Given the above account, the daimonion appears to be compatible with Socrates’
profession of T1 and T2: if, during or after a process of deliberation, the daimo-
nion should oppose his action, then, given the prior rationally established relia-
bility of the daimonion, it would seem that an occurrence of the daimonion would
count in a perfectly straightforward way as a reason for not performing that act.
For if one had very frequently in the past always obeyed the promptings of an
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internal warning that one has reason to believe comes from all-wise gods, and this
had always been judged to have resulted in the best outcome, then one has good
reason for letting this internal warning trump one’s merely human judgement.

Socrates’ claims to receive guidance from the gods bring us to our last puzzle:
how can Socrates satisfy the rational demands of T1, the sceptical restraint marked
by T2, and yet affirm that gods exist and that they have characteristics such as
wisdom (Apology 41c-d; Euthyphro 14e-15a; Gorgias 508a; Hippias Major 289b;
Memorabilia 4.4.25)? Unfortunately, Plato’s texts show Socrates simply assuming
and never proving the existence of gods. However, in Xenophon we are given an
innovative teleological cosmology and theodicy grounded on an argument for the
existence of an omniscient, omnipresent god: the maker of an orderly and beau-
tiful universe, a deity who also now governs it in a fashion analogous to the way
in which our minds govern our bodies (1.4.1-19; 4.3.1-18; cf. Sextus Empiricus,
Against the Professors 9.92-4; see McPherran 1996: ch. 5).

The relation between this omniscient, omnipresent deity and the other gods
is left entirely obscure. Socrates speaks at one moment of that singular deity as
responsible for our creation and aid and, in the next breath, depicts the plural gods
as doing the same (e.g. 1.4.10-11, 13-14, 18). Next, he distinguishes this one deity
from the other gods by characterizing it as that particular god who “coordinates
and holds together the entire cosmos” (4.3.13) but also treats that deity as fulfilling
all the functions of the gods. To reconcile such oddities with what evidence there
is that Socrates would affirm a belief in Delphic Apollo and plural Greek gods, we
might credit him with being a henotheist; that is, he may understand the maker-
god to be a supreme deity overseeing a community of lesser deities in the manner
of Xenophanes’ “greatest one god” (21 B23 DK). Alternatively, it is also possible
that Socrates shared the not-uncommon view that understood the gods to be
manifestations of a singular supreme spirit (Guthrie 1971: 156). In any event, we
may expect that Socrates holds that his reasons for affirming the existence and
nature of his maker-god do not constitute the sort of complete and certain account
that would give him the kind of theological wisdom he disclaims in T2.

In any event, in view of the preceding outline of Socratic religion, we should
not be surprised that Socrates’ defence against the charge of impiety laid against
him failed. In the end, the prejudices and allegations against Socrates proved so
numerous and wide-ranging that he was in effect put on trial for the conduct
of his entire life. His strange, provocative, street-preaching conduct, purport-
edly commanded by a divinity and exemplifying the new intellectualist concep-
tion of piety that Socrates had forged, proved all too prone to misrepresentation
before an undiscerning crowd. From outside the circle of Socratic philosophy, that
revised piety looked all too similar to the newfangled impiety Aristophanes had
lampooned in his Clouds long before (423 BCE), an impiety that Socrates himself
would have condemned (Apology 19¢c-d).

In sum, Socrates should be understood to have appropriated the principles of
traditional Apollonian religion that emphasized the gap separating the human
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from the divine in terms of wisdom and power by connecting those principles
with the new enterprise of philosophical self-examination (see e.g. Iliad 5.440-
42).° But as we shall now see, Plato proved much more philosophically ambitious
and optimistic about our natural capacities for knowledge and wisdom. Influenced
on the one hand by Socrates’ new intellectualist conception of piety as elenctic
‘caring of the soul’ and the success of the methods of the mathematicians of his day,
which he took to overcome the limitations of Socrates” elenctic method, and on
the other by the aim at human-initiated divine status as expressed by some of the
newer, post-Hesiodic religious forms that had entered into Greece, Plato’s philo-
sophical theology offered the un-Socratic hope of an afterlife of intimate Form-
contemplation in the realm of divinity. Self-knowledge on Plato’s scheme leads not
so much to an appreciation of limits, then, as to the realization that we are ourselves
divinities in some sense: immortal intellects that already have within them all the
knowledge there is to be had (Meno 81c-d; Phaedo 72e-77e; Symposium 210a—
211b). In such a scheme there is little room for Socratic piety, since now the central
task of human existence becomes less a matter of assisting gods and more a matter
of becoming as much like them as one can (e.g. Theaetetus 172b-177c).

PLATO!

Plato’s most explicit statement of the way in which he intends to both retain
and transform traditional religious forms is to be found in his Republic and
Laws (here I focus on the Republic). The Republic contains over a hundred refer-
ences to ‘god’ or ‘gods, with most occurring within the outline of the educational
reforms advanced in books 2 and 3. The traditional gods are first brought into the
conversation in their guise as enforcers of morality by Glaucon and his brother
Adeimantus (357a-367e). These gods are rumoured to repay injustice with
frightful post-mortem punishments, but ambitious people can create a facade of
illusory virtue that will allow them to lead profitable lives here and in the afterlife
(364b-365a; cf. Laws 909a-b).!"! For (i) if the gods do not exist or (ii) if they are

9. He also uses the terminology of ecstatic cults such as the Corybantes to distinguish poetry
and sophistry from philosophy (e.g. Ion 533d-536d; Euthydemus 277d-e), and that of
shamanic medicine to recommend the methods of philosophy as an effective, rational
revisioning of their healing and salvational rites (e.g. Charmides 156d-157¢; Morgan 1990:
ch. 1).

10. Parts of this section closely follow my “Platonic Religion”, in A Companion to Plato,
H. Benson (ed.), 244-60 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006).

11. Adeimantus alludes to begging priests and soothsayers who hold that through sacrifices,
incantations and initiations found in books by Musaeus and Orpheus divine punishment
of injustice can be averted (364b-365a; cf. Laws 909a-b). Plato is in general a harsh critic
of everyday prophets and priests; rather, the true priest must now be a philosopher (e.g.
Phaedrus 248d-e).
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indifferent to human misconduct, we need not fear their punishments; and (iii)
even if they are concerned with us, given “all we know about them from the laws
and poets” (365¢2-3) they can be persuaded to give us not penalties but goods
(365c-366b, 399b; cf. Laws 885b). No wonder, then, that in the view of the many
“no one is just willingly” but only through some infirmity (366d). As a result, the
challenge that Socrates must now meet by constructing the perfectly just state
Kallipolis is to demonstrate the superiority of justice to injustice independently
of any external consequences (366d-369b). Then, when at last Kallipolis is estab-
lished, he must outline the educational system necessary for producing the char-
acter traits its rulers will require (374d-376c¢).

Socrates asserts that it would be hard to find a system of education better than the
traditional one of offering physical training for the body and music and poetry for
the soul, but he quickly finds fault with its substance. This form of education moulds
the character of the young by using stories to shape the form of their aspirations
and desires in ways conformable to the development of their rational intelligence.
However, although such stories are false, some approximate the truth better than
others and some are more conducive to the development of good character than
others (377a, 377d-e, 382c-d). Plato assumes that the most accurate representations
of the gods and heroes will also be the most beneficial, but the converse is also true,
and this means that there will have to be strict supervision of the poets and storytellers
of Kallipolis. Moreover, much of the old literature will have to be cast aside because of
its lack of verisimilitude and its debilitating effects on character-formation.

First on the chopping block is Hesiod’s Theogony, with its deceitful, harmful tale of
Cronos castrating Ouranos at the urgings of his vengeful mother Gaia, then unjustly
swallowing his own children to prevent his overthrow by Zeus (377e-378b). Poetic
lies of this sort that suggest that gods or heroes are unjust or disagree or retaliate
against each other must be suppressed. To specify with precision which myths are
to be counted false in their essentials, Socrates offers the educators of Kallipolis an
‘outline of theology’ in two parts, establishing a pair of laws that will ensure a suffi-
ciently accurate depiction of divinity (379a7-9) (L1, L2a, L2b below):

(1) All gods are [entirely] good beings (379b1-2).

(2) No [entirely] good beings are harmful (379b3-4).

(3) All non-harmful things do no harm (379b5-8).

(4) Things that do no harm do no evil, and so are not the causes of evil (379b9-
10).

(5) Good beings benefit other things, and so are the causes of good (379b11-
14).

(6) Thus, good beings are not the causes of all things, but only of good things and
not evil things (379b15-379c¢1).

(7) Therefore, the gods are not the causes of everything — as most people believe -
but their actions produce the few good things and never the many bad things
there are (379¢2-8; 380b6—c3).
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L1 God is not the cause (aitia) of all things, but only of the good things; what-
ever it is that causes bad things, that cause is not divine (380c6-10; 391e1-2;
cf. Laws 636¢, 672b, 899b, 900d, 941b).

The argument for conclusion (7) is a reasonably cogent inference, but we are
bound to ask how Plato can simply presuppose the truth of the non-Homeric
premise (1), which, once granted, drives the rest of the argument. He can do so, I
think, because of his inheritance of Socratic piety: the gods are good because they
are wise, and they are wise because of their very nature. That said, however, we are
left wondering how the new poetry is to depict the causes of evil, what those causes
might be and how they could coexist within a cosmos ruled by omnibenevolent
gods. Plato himself addresses this issue in his other, later work (see below). Here,
at any rate, the practical upshot of L1 is clear: stories of the gods’ injustices such as
those at Iliad 4.73-126 and 24.527-32 must be purged. If the poets insist, they may
continue to speak of the gods” punishments, but only so long as they make it clear
that these are either merited or therapeutic (380a-b; cf. Gorgias 525b—c).

Next up for elimination are those tales that portray the gods as changing shape
or otherwise deceiving us. By means of two further arguments Socrates establishes
a law with two parts:

L2a No gods change (381e8-9); and
L2b The gods do not try to mislead us with falsehoods (383a2-6).

This second law will allow Kallipolis to purge traditional literature of all variety of
mythological themes, ranging from the shape-shifting antics of Proteus (381c-e)
to the deceptive dreams sent by Zeus (e.g. Iliad 2.1-34) (383a-b). Book 3 continues
with further applications of Laws 1 and 2 to popular poetry, and by its end the
gods of that poetry have been demoted to the status of harmful fabrications (Plato
retains this view into his Laws; e.g. 636¢, 672b, 941b). Although the revisionary
theology that results puts Plato at striking variance with the attitudes of many of
his fellow Athenians, there is nothing in his theology that directly undermines the
three axioms of Greek religion (a—c) to which Adeimantus alluded earlier (365d-
e): the gods exist, they concern themselves with human affairs and there is reci-
procity of some kind between human beings and gods. Moreover, it would have
been no great shock for Plato’s audience to find his Socrates denying the poets’
tales of divine capriciousness, enmity, immorality and response to ill-motivated
sacrifice. As mentioned earlier, they had for years been exposed to such criticisms
by thinkers such as Xenophanes and Euripides, and Hesiod himself had admitted
that poets tell lies (Theogony 26-8).

Although Plato, like Socrates, vigorously rejects the idea that gods can be magi-
cally influenced to benefit us, it is clear that he retains a role for traditional-appearing
religious practices (McPherran 2000). There will still be sacrifices (419a) and hymns
to the gods (607a), along with a form of civic religion that features temples, prayers,
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festivals, priests and so on (427b-c; Burkert 1985: 334). Plato also expects the chil-
dren of Kallipolis to be shaped “by the rites and prayers which the priestesses and
priests and the whole community pray at each wedding festival” (461a6-8). The
Republic is lamentably terse on the details of all this, but that is because its Socrates is
unwilling to entrust the authority of establishing these institutions to his guardians
or to speculative reason (427b8-9). Rather, the foundational laws governing these
matters will be introduced and maintained by “the ancestral guide on these matters
for all people” (427c3-4): Delphic Apollo (427a-c; cf. 424c-425a, 461e, 540b-c).
(Plato assigns the same function to Delphi in his Laws [738b-d, 759a—e, 828a] and
pays better attention there to the details [e.g. 759a-760a, 771a-772d, 778c-d, 799a-
803b, 828a-829¢, 848c-e].) This fact alone suggests that the ritual life of Kallipolis
will be very hard to distinguish from that of Plato’s Athens. Confirmation of this
occurs when we are told that the citizens of Kallipolis will “join all other Greeks in
their common holy rites” (470e10-11; cf. Laws 848d).

Plato holds that worship is a form of education that should begin in childhood,
where it can take root in the feelings; thus, he finds charming tales, impressive
festivals, seeing one’s parents at prayer and so on to be effective ways of impressing
on the affective parts of the soul a habit of mind whose rational confirmation can
only be arrived at in maturity (401d-402b; cf. Laws 887d-888a). Most citizens
of Kallipolis, however, will be non-philosophers who are unable to achieve such
confirmation, but who will still profit from the habitual practice of these rites in
so far as they promote the retention of their own sort of psychic justice. For phil-
osophers, however, such pious activity is quite secondary to the inwardly directed
activity that it supports; this is their quest for wisdom - an activity that focuses
directly on making oneself “as much like a god as a human can” (613a-b). The
education given to these future philosopher-kings of Kallipolis will thus take them
far beyond the limitations imposed by the anti-hubristic tenets of Socratic piety.
For by coming to know the ultimate Form, the Good-itself, they will no longer be
regarded as servile assistants of the gods, but will serve Kallipolis as the gods’ local
representatives (540a-b).

It should be clear by this point that the inner religious life of Plato’s philoso-
phers will be vastly different from that of the ordinary citizens of Kallipolis. Thus,
we might reasonably expect to learn more about the purified gods of Republic
books 2 and 3 in the later metaphysical books™ account of their heavenly abode:
the realm of Forms (books 5, 6, 7). However, despite this section’s discussion
of these immaterial and divine objects of knowledge, the gods hardly appear at
all (e.g. 492a). This fact, in concert with Platos confessions of the difficulty of
adequately conceiving of god/gods (e.g. Phaedrus 246¢), can create the impression
that although Plato is willing to retain morally uplifting talk of all-good gods for
the children and non-philosophers of his Kallipolis, when he turns to the serious
business of educating his philosophers he reveals that the only true divinities are
the Forms. Nevertheless, justice-enforcing gods are redeployed as real features of
the cosmos in book 10 (612e; cf. Laws 901a). Secondly, Plato frequently alludes
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to genuine gods in dialogues contemporaneous with, and later than, the Republic
(e.g. Phaedrus, Parmenides, Laws). Hence, the most plausible stance is that Plato
affirms the existence of both gods and Forms.

Probably the clearest expression of the relationship between the middle-
dialogue Forms and gods occurs in the second half of the Greatest Aporia of the
Parmenides (133a-134e), where we find an argument purporting to establish the
impossibility that the gods could either know or rule over sensible particulars such
as ourselves. This argument is founded on the account of sensibles and Forms we
find in the Phaedo and Republic, with the clear implication being that the Form-
realm is also the heavenly home of gods who govern us as masters govern slaves
and whose business it is to apprehend all of the Forms, including Knowledge-itself
(134a-e). This brief glimpse of gods and Forms corresponds with the account of
the gods offered first in the Phaedo, and then in the more complex portrait of the
Phaedrus. In the course of the Phaedo’s affinity argument for the soul’s immor-
tality (78b-84b), for example, we are told that our souls are most like the divine
in being deathless, intelligible and invisible beings that are inclined to govern
mortal subjects (e.g. our bodies) (see below). When the philosophically purified
soul leaves its body, then, it joins good and wise gods and the Forms (80d-81a).
The sorts of activities they carry on together is left unclear, but since this section
and others parallel the Parmenides” attribution of mastery to the gods (62c-63c,
84e-85b), we can expect that these gods are likewise able to rule wisely because of
their apprehension of the Forms.

The Phaedrus also features souls and gods who know Forms and who have
the capacity to rule, and by detailing their relations in his outline of “the life of
the gods” (248al) Plato gives us a partial solution to the identity of the gods of
the Republic and other middle dialogues. As part of his palinode (242b-257b),
Socrates first offers a proof that the self-moving souls of both gods and human
beings are immortal (245c—e), and then turns to a description of their natures
(246a-248a). It is, he says, too lengthy a task to describe accurately the soul’s struc-
ture in a literal fashion: a god could do it, but not a mortal; but we can at least say
what the soul resembles (246a3-6; cf. 247¢3-6). Dismissing the common concep-
tion of the Olympian deities as composites of soul and body (246c5-d5), Socrates
offers his famous simile, comparing every soul to “the natural union of a team of
[two] winged horses and their charioteer” (246a6-7), whose ruling part is Reason
and whose horses correspond to the spirited and appetitive parts of the soul
described in the Republic (book 4) Hackforth (1952: 72).12 Unlike the mixed team
with which mortal drivers must contend, however, the souls of gods and daimones

12. Plato’s appropriation of the immortal horses of the gods (the hippoi athanatoi, offspring of
the four Wind-Gods who draw the chariot of Zeus; Iliad 5.352-69) is typical of his entire
approach to the myths of Greek religion: he retains the traditional ambrosia and nectar
as food and drink for the lower, horsey parts of the soul (247¢), but has the philosophical
Intellect feed on the new, true ambrosia of the immortal Forms.
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have horses and charioteer-rulers that are entirely good. The most important of
these gods are to be identified with the twelve traditional Olympians: their “great
commander” is Zeus, who is then trailed by Hera, Poseidon, Demeter, Apollo,
Artemis, Ares, Aphrodite, Hermes, Athena and Hephaestus, while Hestia remains
at home. Being entirely good, these gods roam the roads of heaven, guiding souls,
and then travel up to heaven’s highest rim (247a-e). From these heights each
driver - each god’s Intelligence - is nourished and made happy by gazing upon
the invisible, fully real objects of knowledge to which he or she is akin: Forms such
as Justice and Beauty themselves. Even Knowledge-itself is here, “not the know-
ledge that is close to change and that becomes different as it knows the different
things that we consider real down here”, but “the knowledge of what really is what
it is” (247d7-€2). This account should recall both the Parmenides’ characteriza-
tion of the two kinds of knowledge there are — the Knowledge-itself that ruling
gods possess and the knowledge-among-us that we possess (cf. Theaetetus 146e)
- and the Republic’s declaration in L1 that the gods are the causes of only good.
Moreover, this Phaedrus myth parallels the Republic in so far as the latter alludes
to the knowledge possessed by those guardians who are able to rule by virtue of
the wisdom they have come to possess (428c-d) and whose intellects are nour-
ished and made happy by their intercourse with the Forms (490a-b). (Both texts
also possess parallel psychologies and eschatological myths that contain Olympian
post-mortem rewards and punishments [Phaedrus 256a-c; Republic 621c-d] and
reincarnation into a variety of lives [Phaedrus 247c-249d; Republic 614b-621d]).

In view of such parallels, it is reasonable to suppose that the deities sanctioned
by the Phaedrus would also be those of the Republic, and this seems especially
true when we consider the conservative streak Plato displayed by putting Delphic
Apollo in charge of the establishment of temples and sacrifices; hence, the instal-
ment of the specific deities the city will honour at Republic 427b-c (and note that
the Phaedrus similarly credits Delphi with the ability to offer sound guidance
to both individuals and cities; 244a-b). Thus, when Socrates acknowledges the
Apollo of Delphi at 427a-b and Zeus at 583b and 391c¢, and defends the reputa-
tions of Hera, Ares, Aphrodite, Hephaestus and Poseidon at 390c and 391c, he is
affirming the existence of distinct deities with distinct functions who may still be
credited with distinctive personalities, each one resembling the kind of human
soul it will lead up to the nourishment of the Form realm (248a-e). The series
of cosmological etymologies concerning the names of the gods provided by the
Philebus (395e-410e) reinforces this account.

What, then, is the relation of that super-ordinate Form, the Good-itself
(Republic 504d-534d), to these gods? It was a commonplace in antiquity that the
Good is god (cf. e.g. Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 11.70), a view that
still finds some favour. If that were right, we could then postulate that the image
of the Great Commander Zeus is one of Plato’s ways of conceptualizing the Good
in order to make it a subject of honorific ritual. In fact, we are encouraged to
think of the Good as a god in several ways: the Good is said to be (a) the arche
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- the cause of the being - of the Forms (509b6-8) and everything else (511b,
517b-c); (b) a ruler over the intelligible world in the way the sun, a god, rules
over the visible realm (509b-d); (c) analogous to the maker (démiourgos) of our
senses (507¢7), the sun, one of the gods of heaven (508a-c [which is an offspring
of the Good; 508b, 506e-507a]). This identification can then (d) explain book 10’s
odd and unique claim that the Form of Bed is created by a craftsman-god, who
is - in a sense — the creator of all things (596a-598c). Finally, if the Good were
not a god, then (i) the gods of the Republic would apparently be the offspring of
a non-god (the Good), (ii) the Good would be subordinate to these gods or (iii)
the gods would exist in independence from the Good; but none of these possi-
bilities seem to make sense in light of (a—d) (Adam [1908] 1965: 442). Despite
all this, however, the characterization of the Good as being beyond all being in
dignity and power (509b8-10) means that it cannot be a mind, a nous, that knows
anything; rather, it is that which makes knowledge possible (508b-509b). Thus,
since for Plato a necessary condition for something’s being a god is that it be a
mind/soul possessing intelligence, the Good cannot be a god.

Plato’s maker-god, the Demiurge, marks another of Plato’s debts to his teacher.
As we saw earlier, Xenophons Socrates argued that since individual beings in
the universe are either the product of intelligent design or mere dumb luck, and
since human beings are clearly the products of intelligent design, we ought to be
persuaded that there exists a vastly knowledgeable god, a god who is moreover “a
wise and loving Maker (démiourgos)” (1.4.2-7; cf. 4.3.1-18). Plato’s mature expres-
sion of this idea in the Timaeus and elsewhere goes well beyond this Socratic
inheritance by incorporating his theory of Forms in a conscious attempt to rebut
materialists who deny the priority of soul over body (27d-29b; cf. Philebus 30c—d;
Laws 889b-c, 891e-899d). The “likely account” (29b-d) Plato puts forward there
is, in brief, that:3

(1) The cosmos is an ordered, perceptible thing.

(2) All ordered perceptibles are things that come to be.

(3) Thus, the cosmos is not eternal but came to be.

(4) Every ordered thing that comes to be has a craftsman as the cause of its
coming to be.

(5) Thus, the cosmos has a craftsman as the cause of its coming to be.

(6) The craftsman-cause of the cosmos patterned the cosmos after one of two
kinds of model: (a) a changeless model grasped by reasoned understanding
or (b) a changing model grasped by opinion involving sense-perception.

(7) If the cosmos is beautiful and its craftsman is good, then its craftsman used
(a) a changeless model grasped by reasoned understanding.

13. The account is only likely because “to find the maker and father of this universe is hard
enough” and impossible to describe to everyone (28c4-5; cf. Cratylus 400d-401a).
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(8) The cosmos is beautiful and its craftsman is good.

(9) Thus, the cosmos “is a work of craft, modeled after that which is changeless
and is grasped by a rational account, that is, by wisdom” (29a6-b1, trans.
Zeyl).

The claim that the craftsman is good in premise (8) appears to come out of
thin air, but is perhaps to be inferred from the evident beauty and order of the
cosmos, and its providential, human-serving design (cf. Memorabilia 1.4.10-19;
cf. 4.3.2-14). In any event, from that goodness it is then supposed to follow that
the Demiurge was free of jealousy prior to the creation, and hence, he desired
that everything that exists be as much like himself as possible, and thus, as good
as possible. This desire then led the Demiurge to bring order to the recalcitrant,
disorderly motion of visible material by making it as intelligent as possible. This
required that he put intelligence into a World Soul, placing that soul into the body
of the cosmos, thereby making it a living being “endowed with soul and intelli-
gence” (30b6-c1), modelling it after the generic Form of Living Thing (29d-31a; a
Form that contains at least all the Forms of living things, if not all Forms).

In Plato’s middle-dialogue account of physical change in the Phaedo (99c-
107b), the Forms are treated as having the ability to act as both the formal and effi-
cient causes of a subject’s possession of properties, somehow radiating instances
of themselves into sensible individuals (so that, say, Simmias comes to be tall
by coming to possess an immanent character instance of Tallness-itself; Phaedo
100b-105c¢). The Timaeus retains this same ontology of immanent characters and
Forms and appears to give the job of implanting immanent characters to god
(Timaeus 48d-53c). Then, in place of the plural sensible subjects of participation,
Plato posits a single particular subject that is the receptacle, nurse and mother of
all becoming (49b, 50d): like a plastic substance such as gold (50a—c), it provides a
place or space (52a-b) for Form-instances to manifest themselves in those various
locations that we call by individual subject names.

Apart from the Demiurge, the created cosmos and the stars, there is little
mention of the activities of other, more traditional gods. Although these gods
seem to be invoked generically at the outset of the creation story (27c-d), and
the Muses receive a mention (47d-e), the only other significant mention of gods
at 40d6-e4 (cf. Laws 948b) appears to undermine their having any genuine exist-
ence in this scheme. Here it is hard to resist the impression that the old gods have
become little more than noble lies that philosophers offer to children and non-
philosophers in order to train and keep in check their unruly souls.'

14. Cf. Phaedrus 229c-230a, where Plato has his Socrates disclaim the scepticism concerning
stories about lesser deities such as Boreas and Orithyia advocated by the men of science.
This is because, he says, he has no time for the investigation of such issues in view of the
priority of his mission of self-examination conducted on behalf of Apollo. Consequently,
he merely accepts the current beliefs about them.
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Nevertheless, gods bearing the names of the Olympians make a prominent
appearance in the Laws from its outset, as its discussants make their way from
Cnossus to Zeus birthplace and shrine on Mount Ida (625b). There are, for
example, close to two hundred references to god or gods. Moreover, when it comes
time to address the inhabitants of his new Cretan city, the Athenian Stranger tells
them that they must “resolve to belong to those who follow in the company of
god” (716b8-9) and so model themselves after god. The most effective way to do
this, he tells them, is to pray and sacrifice to the gods, and this means the gods
of the underworld, the Olympians, the patron deities of the state, and daimones
and heroes (716b-717b; see Burkert [1985: chs 3.3.5, 4] on daimones and heroes).
Later, as he mounts his case against atheism, the Athenian makes it clear that he
and his companions’ memories of seeing their parents earnestly addressing the
Olympian gods with an assured belief in their actual existence are not to be under-
mined by scepticism (887c-888a; cf. 904e). Finally, the argument for there being
a craftsman-god of the cosmos includes the existence of lesser gods spoken of in
the plural (893b-907b): this maker and supervisor of the universe has established
these gods as rulers (archontes) over various parts of the universe (903b-c). We
found similar gods in the Phaedrus — and such beings appear elsewhere (Politicus
271d, 272e; Timaeus 4la—d, 42d-e) - and thus it seems that Plato consistently
understood his maker-god to be a supreme deity who may be called Zeus (e.g.
Philebus 30d; Phaedrus 246e) overseeing a community of lesser deities (Morrow
1966: 131) who may still be called by the names of the Olympians.

At the end of the Apology Socrates expresses confidence that death is a good
thing, but it is an ambivalent confidence grounded in his dilemma that death is
either like being nothing or is like a journey from here to another place where
- if certain tales are true — our souls will have the supreme happiness of philoso-
phizing with great judges, poets and heroes (40c-41c) (McPherran 1996: ch. 5.1).
Plato, however, solves the dilemma in favour of this second optimistic horn by
advancing a variety of arguments for the immortality of the soul; we find four
in the Phaedo (the cyclical argument [69e-72e]; the recollection argument [72e-
77e]; the affinity argument [78b-82b]; and the final argument [102a-107b]), a
rather different one in the Republic (608d-611c), and then another in the Phaedrus
(245c-246a). There is not sufficient space here, however, to assess the structure
and cogency of these arguments.

In a number of places Plato attempts to characterize the soul’s immortality
in terms of post-mortem rewards and punishments, followed by reincarnation
(Phaedo 107c-115a [cf. 63e—64a]; Republic 612c-621d; Phaedrus 246a-257b;
Timaeus 91d-92¢; cf. Gorgias 522b-527¢). These accounts are cast in the tradi-
tionally authoritative language of poetry, and incorporate many of the motifs and
patterns of action of various traditional myths of descent, death and judgement
(e.g. Iliad 23.65-107; Hesiod, Works and Days 178-94; Pindar, Olympian 2.57-
60, 63-73). The idea of reincarnation is itself called an “old legend” by Socrates
(Phaedo 70c5-6); it turns up before Plato in the works of Pindar and Empedocles,
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and was allegedly introduced into Greece by Pythagoras (Porphyry, Life of
Pythagoras 19). We are also led to believe that these myths are approximations
of the truth (Phaedo 114d; Republic 618b-d, 621b-d; cf. Gorgias 523a), although
we are given little help in determining which of their elements come closer to the
truth than others (see Edmonds 2004: ch. 1).

The Republic, for example, ends with a consideration of the previously
dismissed question of the rewards of justice by first proving the soul’s immortality
(608c-612a) and then arguing for the superiority of the just life in consequen-
tialistic terms. Plato first affirms Adeimantus’ earlier story (362d-363e) that the
gods reward the just person and punish the unjust during the course of their lives
(612a-614a), but then offers the Myth of Er to show how they also do the same
in the afterlife (614a-621a). This story is similar in theme and detail to Plato’s
other main eschatological myths that display a willingness to use the prospects
of pain and pleasure as inducements to virtuous behaviour for those of us as yet
unready to pursue virtue for its own sake.!* Nevertheless, its complex portrait of
the long-term rewards for striving after justice is often found to be depressing,
not reassuring (e.g. Annas 1981: 350-53). For although there are tenfold
rewards for the just and tenfold punishments for the unjust, there are also non-
redeeming, everlasting tortures for those who, because of impiety and murder,
have become morally incurable (615¢-616b; cf. Gorgias 525b-526b). Moreover,
unlike the eschatologies of the Phaedo and Phaedrus, Plato rules out there being
any final liberation from the cycle of incarnations (Annas 1982: 136). True to
L1, however, Plato explicitly relieves the gods of all responsibility for the future
suffering we will experience in our next incarnation by means of a lottery (617e,
619¢).'s As he constructs it, a soul’s choice of a happy life of justice will depend
both on the random result of that lottery and that soul’s ability to choose wisely.
But it is unclear if the lottery is rigged by Necessity and a soul’s degree of prac-
tical wisdom is constrained by its prior experiences, experiences that were in turn
the result of prior ignorant choices. This means that those who have lived lives of
justice — through habit and without philosophy - and so arrive at the lottery after
experiencing the rewards of heaven will, by having forgotten their earlier suffer-
ings, make bad choices and suffer further (617d-621b). Finally, aside from the
chancy work of the lottery, Plato has never adumbrated the many sources of evil

15. It is hard to know how to view this particular fiction in light of Plato’s earlier categorical
denigration of all mimetic writing (Republic 595a-608Db).

16. In the Phaedo, a failure to purify oneself sufficiently of one’s ties to bodily desires by having
lived an irrational, bestial life automatically entails rebirth into an animal form appro-
priate to one’s ruling passion; for example, the gluttonous become donkeys and the merely
habitually virtuous become bees (81e-82b; cf. Phaedrus 249b—c). Thus, here reincarnation
is always a punishment for some fault, with final liberation from the wheel of incarnation
the reward for a life of philosophical virtue; cf. Phaedrus 248e-249c.
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mentioned in book 2, against which even the gods are powerless.!” So although the
last lines of the Republic encourage us to race after justice so that we may collect
our Olympian rewards (621b-d), given their uncertainly and lack of finality some
will find Thrasymachean short cuts a better gamble.

There is no sure way to determine how Plato meant for us to read this and
other such myths; perhaps modern readers are right to find its details of coloured
whorls and lotteries to be only entertaining bits of window dressing, not to be
taken as contributing to a philosophically coherent eschatology (cf. Annas 1981:
351-3). This is poetry, after all, and it is composed within the framework of a
dialogue that consistently disdains poetry. On the other hand, it is possible to read
Er’s tale of reincarnation as alluding to the beneficial initiations of Eleusis, but
now connected to the true initiation and conversion of the soul provided by philo-
sophical dialectic (Morgan 1990: 150). There are also reasons to suppose that the
display of whorls, Sirens and Necessity are symbolic of the metaphysical elements
of the Republic’s middle books, and are thus meant to impress on each soul prior
to its next choice of life and its drink from the River of Unheeding (620e-621c)
the message of those books: that the happiest life is the life of justice and the good,
and so ought to be chosen for that reason alone (Johnson 1999).

The message that does come through in all of Plato’s eschatological myths,
however, is that no god or daimon can be blamed for whatever fix we may happen
to find ourselves in when we put down Plato’s texts. Moreover, the many compli-
cations of these stories and the way in which they put our future judgement in the
hands of gods and fate seem intended to undermine our using that future state as
a source of motivation and choice-making in the here and now; perhaps we are
being encouraged to dismiss the cheap motivations of carrot and stick that drive
the vulgar many so that we might recall the truly pious aspirations of philosophy
developed in the preceding main body of Plato’s text (cf. Phaedo 114d-115a; Annas
1982). At the same time, however, Plato appears to be using “traditional mythic
material ... to ground his advocacy of the philosophical life in the authority of the
[mythic] tradition” (Edmonds 2004: 161), giving that life motivational substance
by persuasively picturing the unseen noetic realm that is the goal of every true
philosopher. These myths, then, can be read as returning us to both the stern, early

17. The role of chance here, though, suggests that Plato may have had his later Timaeus view
of the causes of evil in mind, causes that he locates in the disorderly motions of matter
(see Cherniss 1971; cf. Phaedrus 248c-d; Statesman 273c—-e). The Republic does at least
make clear that human evil is a consequence of our having souls that are maimed by their
association “with the body and other evils” (611c1-2; cf. 611b-d, 353¢; Phaedo 78b-84b;
Theaetetus 176a-b; Laws 896¢-897¢); for example, not even the Republic’s rulers are infal-
lible in their judgements of particulars, and so Kallipolis will fail owing to the inability
of the guardians to make infallibly good marriages (given their need to use perception;
Republic 546b-c). Such imperfection is, however, a necessary condition of human beings
having been created in the first place, a creation that Plato clearly thought was a good
thing, all things considered.
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Socrates of Republic, book 1 (and elsewhere; e.g. the Socrates of Crito 48a-49e),
who urges us to choose the path of justice simpliciter, and the hopeful Socrates of
the Phaedo, who foresees a return to the friendly divinities and Formal delights
of heaven (Phaedo 63c, 81a; Phaedrus 247c). Through all this and more, Plato laid
the groundwork for the flowering of Western religious thought.
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ARISTOTLE

Sarah Broadie

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was a native of the Macedonian city of Stagira, now in
northern Greece. His father, Nicomachus, was a physician at the Macedonian
court. In 367, at the age of seventeen, Aristotle went to Athens, where he was
attached to Platos school, the Academy, until Platos death in 347. Aristotle
then moved to Assos on the coast of Asia Minor; he married Pythias, niece of
Hermeias, ruler of Assos, and had by her a daughter, Pythias. (After his wife’s
death Aristotle formed a liaison with Herpyllis, with whom he had a son,
Nicomachus.)

Further moves took Aristotle to the Aegean island of Lesbos, and then back
to Macedon, where he acted as tutor to Alexander the Great. In 334 Aristotle
returned to Athens where he founded his school, the Lyceum. Despite his long
periods of residence in the city, Aristotle was not an Athenian citizen. When,
because of the politics of the moment, anti-Macedonian feeling ran high in
Athens, Aristotle’s links with the Macedonian court were a liability for him.
In this atmosphere in 323 it became prudent for him to leave Athens again,
this time for Chalcis in the nearby island of Euboea. Aristotle died there the
following year.

By some estimates the works of Aristotle’s surviving corpus represent about
half of his actual output. These works lie at the foundation of almost every branch
of Western philosophy and science apart from mathematical theory. Their hall-
marks are close argumentation, rigorous analysis, systematic coverage of previous
problems and theories and a style that is usually plain and terse.

AN ARISTOTELIAN ARGUMENT FOR THEISM

Aristotle has bequeathed us a number of concepts and arguments important in
philosophy of religion. Some, located in works now lost, we know of only from

79



SARAH BROADIE

fragments and ancient reports. One of the most interesting, from Aristotle’s lost
dialogue On Philosophy,' has been preserved by Cicero:

Thus Aristotle brilliantly remarks: “Suppose there were men who had
always lived underground, in good and well-lighted dwellings, adorned
with statues and pictures, and furnished with everything in which those
who are thought happy abound. Suppose, however, that they had never
gone above ground, but had learned by report and hearsay that there
was a divine spirit and power. Suppose that then, at some time, the jaws
of the earth opened, and they were able to escape and make their way
from those hidden dwellings into these regions which we inhabit.
When they suddenly saw earth and seas and skies, when they
learned the grandeur of clouds and the power of winds, when they
saw the sun and realized not only its grandeur and beauty but also its
power, by which it fills the sky with light and makes the day; when,
again, night darkened the lands and they saw the whole sky picked out
and adorned with stars, and the varying light of the moon as it waxes
and wanes, and the risings and settings of all these bodies, and their
courses settled and immutable to all eternity; when they saw those
things, most certainly would they have judged both that there are gods
and that these great works are the works of gods”
(Aristotle, fr. 12 Rose = Cicero, On the Nature of
the Gods 2.37.95, in Aristotle 1984: vol. 2, 2392)2

At first sight the passage seems concerned not directly with god or gods, but with
human belief in gods. Other reports of lost material suggest that Aristotle enter-
tained speculations on the origin of religion, and linked it to human observa-
tion of the motions of the sun, moon and stars: “They came to think that there
was a god who is the cause of such movement and order” (Aristotle, fr. 10 Rose =
Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians 9.23, in Aristotle 1984: vol. 2, 2392).
However, the longer passage just quoted is strange if meant as a piece of anthro-
pology: it directs attention not to actual human responses but to those people in
the fictitious situation described hypothetically in the first three sentences. What
could such imagined responses teach about the origins of actual human religious
attitudes? In fact, we should surely see the story as a variant of the argument from
design: it is meant to lead us to affirm that the cosmic system is the work of gods.
That is how Cicero understood it. The hypothetical conditions of the first three
sentences are intended to eliminate certain objections, or to get us to place ourselves
in the shoes of judges free of limitations that distort our actual judgements. First, if

1. Since the work was a dialogue, one can always question whether a passage of it represents
Aristotle’s own position at the time of writing.
2. Quotations from Aristotle are from the Complete Works (Aristotle 1984).
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the cosmic phenomena are such good evidence of a divine cause, why does everyone
not embrace this belief already? The answer is that many of us take them for granted;
through familiarity we have lost all sense of their wondrousness and grandeur; but if
we could see them through really fresh eyes, we would draw the conclusion drawn
by the people in the story. Secondly, if actual people regard the cosmic phenomena
as the work of gods, is it not because the humble nature of their own surroundings
tricks them into being over-impressed by the luminous patterns of sun, moon and
stars? Is it not simply the contrast with the mess and drabness of our own world that
creates the belief that the cosmic phenomena manifest an awesome type of causa-
tion not found among things down here? The answer here is that even if there were
people who had the luxury of living all their lives enclosed in surroundings ordered
and beautified by the skill of consummate human artists, and who were thus thor-
ough connoisseurs of order and immune from being bowled over disproportion-
ately, even they, when they suddenly emerged under the real sky, would be struck
by beauties and regularities so majestic that they would see them as the works of a
super-human intelligence.

Thus, even if Aristotle did mean to explain religious belief as arising from the
spectacle of sun, moon and stars, the passage preserved by Cicero shows no sign of
any inclination to ‘explain it away’ in the way that some philosophers would find
both obvious and attractive, that is, by drawing the conclusion that religious belief
can be accounted for psychologically, without postulating gods. In fact, according
to Aristotle’s general methodology, what most people at all times and places regard
as true deserves to be treated as true; hence he himself presumably endorsed the
passage’s theistic conclusion.

DIVINITY AND THE NATURAL WORLD:
ARISTOTLE’S TWO-TIERED PHYSICS AND THE CONTRAST WITH PLATO

The context in Cicero suggests that the argument above from On Philosophy is
a theistic response to the atheistic cosmology of the atomists. And Aristotle’s
surviving works, particularly the Physics and the Metaphysics, contain versions
of a Prime Mover argument which later theologians used as a source for demon-
strating the truth of theism. But in general Aristotle seems wholly untroubled by
any need to defend belief in gods. In the Physics and the Metaphysics the Prime
Mover argumentation serves a very different purpose. The reasoning starts from
some presumed fact about the natural world, but the aim is not to prove that god
or gods exist, but rather to explain something about the world of nature. Divinity
comes into the picture not as an object of independent interest demanding investi-
gation in its own right: it figures, rather, as an element implicit in a correct account
of nature or some aspect of nature (cf. Frede 2000: 52).

We shall illustrate this generalization by looking at Aristotle’s theory of the
physical heavens, and of the perpetuity of the universe. To set the stage we must
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take stock of a fundamental difference between his account (in the extant corpus)
of the natural world and that put forward by Plato in the Timaeus.

Both philosophers hold that this cosmos or physical world order is unique in
the whole of reality; that it consists of a single spherical system of astronomical
bodies in geocentric orbit, together with the regions and their contents within
this system; and that the system, its operations and the mortal kinds that exist
within it will last for ever. Notoriously, Plato couched his account in the form of a
‘myth’ in which, ‘in the beginning), a supremely intelligent and good incorporeal
divinity founded the cosmos we have today by building it from pre-existent ingre-
dients according to an intellectually articulated plan. The supreme divinity himself
constructed the imperishable, all-encompassing, cosmic system. This entire
system, for Plato, is in fact a single living, intelligent, being, and Plato does not
stop short of calling it a god. Within this whole there is the specifically astronom-
ical system, likewise immortal: its movements express the intellection of the great
cosmic god, and the celestial bodies and earth also count as divine. Certain created
divinities received the task of constructing the mortal kinds so as to complete the
cosmos according to the supreme god’s plan. We are shown these divine agents
constructing what in effect are the prototypes of the mortal species. In their design
of anatomy and choice of materials the divine makers provide for functions such
as sense-perception, nutrition and respiration, and they also provide for biological
reproduction. Thus, once the mortal species have been divinely launched, they
take care of their own continuation by natural means, just as they do in the biblical
Genesis story. Even so, the naturally born posterity carries in each case the stamp
of its divine incorporeal origin, since in it is reproduced the divinely planned
prototype-form. In Plato’s universe, the naturally born members of the mortal
species should take our minds back to the very same divine mind that constructed
the mighty and immortal astronomical system.

Here Aristotle parts company. On various grounds he argues that the present
order of the cosmos is necessarily everlasting in both temporal directions. Hence
there never could have been a beginning of the unique, immortal, astronomical
system with its regular rotations, and likewise there could not have been a first
generation of the kinds of mortal creatures. Different interpretations of this result
are possible, but Aristotle insists that every generation of mortal beings must have
come into existence by purely natural processes. (In the case of practically every
species, this means by reproduction from parents of the same kind.) These natural
generative processes are end-directed and craftlike: Aristotle constantly compares
the workings of organisms to the workings of a craftsman. But this is for illus-
tration only. He is perfectly clear that these natural workings are not real exam-
ples of craft. For one thing, unlike the operations of human craftsmen and Plato’s
divine craft-workers, they are not governed by mind or by any intellectually artic-
ulated plan. The natures of Aristotelian mortal natural substances - the biological
natures by which parents reproduce and offspring grow and nourish themselves
- are imbued with non-mental purposefulness. They are blind, not in the sense of
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impaired or lacking orientation, but of not needing cognitive guidance to achieve
complex biological ends. For another thing, these operations are not controlled by
an agency that is external in the way human craftsmen generally are to the mater-
ials they organize, or in the analogous way that Plato’s divine agents are clearly not
themselves embodied in the materials they use to fashion the prototype mortals.
No, the Aristotelian biological operations express powers that the mortal crea-
tures and their like-natured parents possess simply through being the creatures
they themselves are. The agency here is essentially internal to the individual organ-
isms themselves, and it is naturalistic through and through.?

So given this new Aristotelian perspective, we cannot survey the domain
of mortal living beings and see everywhere the stamp of a divine intellect: the
same intellect that framed the immortal heavens. To the scientist, the domain of
mortal kinds is still wondrous, and teleological explanation is still in order; but the
wonders have been naturalized, and the explanatory ends are not what a god has
posited on behalf of organisms, but what the organisms themselves characteristi-
cally seek just in virtue of their own inherited natures. Consider how the shift to
this perspective might alter one’s picture of the cosmos in general. Think first of an
alteration that might have occurred with some thinkers, but is alien to Aristotle.
This would have been a change towards viewing the heavenly bodies in a straight-
forwardly naturalistic light along with the sublunary substances: a change towards
disconnecting the former from theistic causation as thoroughly as Aristotle has
disconnected the latter. This is not Aristotle’s path. Although his astronomy
departs in important ways from Plato’s, he never abandons the assumption that
in the spectacle of the physical heavens with their everlasting regular movements
we perceive the operations of divinities, or at any rate operations that immedi-
ately express the living activity of divine perfection. It is not that Aristotle (any
more than Plato) is refusing to ‘be scientific’ about the heavens. On the contrary,
Aristotle’s carefully reasoned conviction that the universe is necessarily everlasting
in both directions (and always contains essentially the same kinds), makes absurd
any notion of divine mortal prototypes; but no absurdity has emerged to force him
to strip the imperishable celestial realm of its divine affiliation.

Bringing these points together we see that the shift to Aristotelianism con-
cerning sublunary substances results in a disparity between the divine-like celes-
tial domain and the sublunary domain of mortals that is far more radical than
any in Plato’s cosmology. For Aristotle, the objects in the two domains do not
spring from a common divine origin; and the fact that the celestial entities were
never brought into being at all, not even by some supreme god, sets them in stark

3. Thus when Aristotle says, “Nature does nothing in vain” (On the Soul I11.12, 4334a31-2),
he is iterating the fundamental maxim of teleological science, not referring literally to a
super-agent. When he applies the dictum “There are gods here too’ (supposedly said by
Heraclitus in a kitchen) to the domain of mortal zoology, Aristotle presumably means ‘here
too are marvels deserving the most respectful study’ (Parts of Animals 1.5, 645a18-21).
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contrast with the mortal substances, which not only come into being but owe this
to agents as humble as themselves.

Aristotle tries to address this dualism in his theory of nature. (i) He restates
Plato’s dictum that mortals too participate in the eternal and the divine as best
they can: by reproducing and thereby maintaining the eternity of the species
(On the Soul 11.4, 415a26-b2; cf. Plato, Symposium 207d, 206c). (ii) Aristotle
emphasizes the dependence of the eternal succession of mortal generations on
recurrent conditions brought about by eternally repeated celestial movements,
in particular the rotation of the fixed stars and the annual circling of the sun.
The former ensures for ever the duration of the whole universe and all the kinds
it contains, while the latter guarantees for ever the cycle of seasonal variations
necessary for the life-cycles of perishable things (On Generation and Corruption
I1.10; Metaphysics A.6, 1072a9-19*). (iii) Aristotle emphasizes the generality
and necessity of the propositions that for him supposedly constitute the corpus
of any science (Posterior Analytics 1.2, 71b9-72a6), whether the individuals in
the science’s domain are eternal or perishable.’ The tiers of his universe have it
in common that both are scientifically knowable. (One might add that since for
Aristotle the human race is eternal, there always have been and will be human
souls wondering at the heavens and observing them, and in different ways trying
to understand them; hence there is always a cognitive line running from some
mortals to the celestial imperishables.®) (iv) Moreover, some perishables, namely
the four elements of the sublunary world, transform into one another in a cycle
of interlocking stages, and Aristotle sees this roundelay as actually mimicking
the spatial cyclicity of the astronomical rotations (On Generation and Corruption
I1.10, 337al-6). (v) Aristotle brings together the two physical realms under the
single category ‘sensible substance, even though he immediately subdivides this
into ‘eternal’ and ‘perishable’ (Metaphysics A.1, 1069a30-31). (vi) He employs the
same basic concept of ‘natural locomotion’ in discussing both the movements of
the sublunary elements and the celestial rotations (On the Heavens 1.2).

Notwithstanding these efforts by Aristotle to represent the physical world as
a fully integrated system, Theophrastus, his successor as head of the Peripatetic
School, saw reason to worry that the sublunary part of the Aristotelian universe
was not properly connected with the ‘upper cosmos. Theophrastus saw grounds
for the complaint that the influence of the primal causes of the physical world
(supposedly demonstrated by Aristotle’s Prime Mover argumentation) stops short
of the sublunary realm (Theophrastus, Metaphysics 9, 5b10-26; cf. 1, 4a9-17).

4. The most recent detailed commentaries on the individual chapters of Metaphysics A (i.e.
book 12) are collected in Frede & Charles (2000).

5. Among the examples he uses to illustrate the general account of science in the Posterior
Analytics are ones drawn from botany and astronomy.

6. In the context of astronomy Aristotle says: “The same ideas, one must believe, recur in
men’s minds not once or twice but again and again” (On the Heavens 1.3, 270b18-20).
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From the point of view of philosophy of religion, this complaint, given the divine
affiliation of the celestial realm, expresses the anxiety that divinity and its traces
are gloriously present in the outer parts of the cosmos precisely to the extent that
they are drearily absent from the part around the centre.

Such a picture could adversely affect motivation to pursue the various sub-
lunary sciences. Theoretical astronomy stood in special esteem because of the
sublimity of its objects, and because of their supposed proximity to the primal
causes. Aristotle himself is vividly aware that any such justification for admiring
the research of astronomers could harm his cause when it came to arousing
educated interest in the incipient theoretical discipline of sublunary biology: thus
he goes to especially energetic lengths to promote the very different attractions of
the latter (Parts of Animals 1.5).

DIVINITY IN ON THE HEAVENS, THE PHYSICS AND THE METAPHYSICS

In On the Heavens Aristotle’s starting-point is his concept of natural locomotion.
As already stated, he uses this to establish a single perspective from which to view
celestial and sublunary bodies alike. But the theory’s specific consequences, far
from creating a bridge between Aristotle’s two cosmological realms, bring out the
immensity of the gap. Aristotle holds that each basic type of physical matter moves
through space in a manner natural to itself. The movements of the four sublunary
elements are rectilinear and are defined by reference to the elements’ natural
places. Each moves spontaneously to its natural place where it then spontaneously
comes to rest. Each is capable of motion away from its natural place or of resting
in the place of one of the others, but these things happen only through continuous
application of external force. The natural region of earth is immediately around
the centre of the universe, and those of water, air and fire (in that order) occur in
three successive layers around the earth and contained beneath the moon. The
qualitative natures of the elements are different, and these differences are reflected
in their irreducibly different patterns of natural locomotion. Now, Aristotle quite
reasonably applies this approach to the physical material of which the celestial
bodies consist. (Note that, in the context of On the Heavens, the Physics and the
Metaphysics, the primary reference is not to the sun, moon, planets and stars as
such, but to posited transparent physical spheres in which these luminous objects
are supposedly embedded and by the motions of which they are carried around.)
As we have seen, Aristotle holds that the celestial system and its movements are
necessarily eternal. He cannot believe that a necessarily eternal motion is anything
but natural to the body that moves. Consequently, rotation is the natural motion
of the stuff of the celestial spheres, and its natural place the celestial region. It
follows that this is a sui generis stuff: a fifth kind of physical matter intrinsically
different from the four others just as they are from each other. Aristotle calls it
‘aether’. Aether is completely indestructible, because it is not made of any of the
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other four, or any combination: were it so made, celestial rotation could not be
its natural motion. Moreover, the others are destructible just because they can
cyclically transform as mentioned earlier, but the cycle contains no position for
a fifth kind of matter. Nor does the theory allow portions of sublunary elements
to change place with portions of celestial material, or to combine with portions
of it, or to affect it in any way. Although the celestial material is genuinely located
in the cosmos in relation to the various tracts and bits of the perishable materials
— it surrounds them - the impossibility of mutual displacement means that it and
they in a sense do not share the same physical space. In Aristotle’s world it is as
impossible that a sublunary equipage should land on one of the spheres, remove
some sphere-matter, and return with it to earth as it is in Einstein’s universe that
anything should outstrip light. The celestial material is not only not displaceable
by any sublunary material, but it is not displaceable by some other kind of celestial
material, since no other kind is postulated. It is physically impossible for anything
to intrude into its realm and impede its rotations (On the Heavens 1.2-3).

Logically, that which possesses these attributes — attributes that explain how
the celestial material carries on as the indestructible source of the necessarily
ceaseless eternal rotation that contains and sustains the cycles of generation and
destruction beneath the moon - could be an inanimate substance, as inanimate
as Aristotle’s four sublunary elements. But he does not consider this possibility.
To him, the imperishability of the celestial bodies, and the completely effortless
eternity and uniformity of their motion, spell divine immortal life. At one place
in On the Heavens, at least according to most of our manuscripts, Aristotle first
reasons in general that since god’s activity is eternal life it belongs to god to be in
eternal motion; and then immediately applies this to the case of the heavens (On
the Heavens 11.3, 286a7-11). Thus, on this reading, here he goes beyond treating
the celestial system as godlike or close to the divine: he actually identifies it with
a god or set of gods, and he may even be identifying the eternal circular motion
with the divine life. We see him unconstrained by any theory according to which
nothing can meaningfully be called ‘god’ that is not conceived of as essentially
incorporeal and immutable.”

The attribution of circular motion to god may seem to contradict an argu-
ment in On Philosophy according to which god must be changeless (fr. 16 Rose).
But that involved the assumption that improvement or deterioration cannot apply
to god, as if these were the only possibilities of change.® The celestial rotation of
On the Heavens is the uniformly perfect movement of a perfect physical system:
it scarcely counts as a change in the sense relevant to the On Philosophy argu-
ment. However, by the time Aristotle composed the Prime Mover arguments of
the Physics and the Metaphysics, he had developed positions from which it follows

7. Moreover, the On the Heavens account of the properties of the aether shows how the tradi-
tional divine attribute of impassibility need not be taken to presuppose incorporeality.
8. Plato had used this argument at Republic II, 381b-c.
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that whatever gives rise to the eternal rotation is incorporeal, hence subject to no
sort of locomotion. He now argues: (1) every motion is the effect, immediate or
mediated, of a simultaneously acting first mover; (2) it is logically impossible for
anything literally to move itself; hence (3) the first or ‘prime’ mover in a series
is not identical with any in-motion member thereof: it causes motion otherwise
than by being in motion itself; (4) nothing with physical magnitude can produce a
necessarily eternal motion (Physics VIL.1; VIIL4, 255b32-256a3; VIIL.5-6; VIII.10;
cf. Metaphysics A.7, 1073a3-14). It follows from (4) that any mover responsible
for the celestial motion would be incorporeal and so not subject to any physical
movement, and from (3) that this immutability is no sort of disqualification for
being a mover, indeed a first mover. Notice that although Aristotle undoubtedly
still takes it for granted that the source of celestial motion is divine, the inference
to the mover’s incorporeality is reached from physical and logico-metaphysical
premises, not from any specifically theological assumption that divinity as such
excludes corporeality. That non-theologically deduced incorporeality is in turn
the ground for denying all physical change to the celestial first mover; the denial
is not based on a conception of god as such.

Theology has Aristotle to thank for the idea of god as pure act: activity without
any trace of potentiality. This notion was surely fed by the conceptual connec-
tions leading from god to immortality, from immortality to life and from life to
activity, but it, like the Aristotelian idea of god as incorporeal, is shaped by the
cosmological exigency of explaining how necessarily eternal motion is possible. It
is possible because it is due to a substance whose activity is so essentially complete
through and through that it harbours none of the potentiality and lack that, in
Aristotle’s thinking, motion and change presuppose (in effect he defines motion
and change as the cancellation of lack). With a Prime Mover that was in any way
merely potential there would be potential for the movement it causes to waver or
cease; but the movement in question is necessarily uniform and eternal. We now
have the result that the Prime Mover is necessarily free of all change whatsoever,
not merely physical change.’

The concept of god as pure act does more than guarantee the eternity of celestial
motion. Aristotle sees unimpeded activity as the core of pleasure (Nicomachean
Ethics VIL.12, 1153a13-17; X.4-5), thus he can conclude to the supreme pleasant-
ness of the eternal activity that is the cosmic Prime Mover: “Its life is such as the

9. In Metaphysics E.1 Aristotle maintains that if an absolutely immutable substance exists, the
study of it would be theology, and theology would be a science distinct from physics. He
also assigns to this science the study of being qua being. It is notoriously unclear how the
latter topic is supposed to relate to that of immutable substance. Interpreters try to recon-
struct the connection in different ways. One possibility is that Aristotle envisaged another
route to theology that would go not via cosmology but via purely ontological considera-
tions. Another is that he saw the cosmological route as providing (in the Prime Mover) an
entity whose existence answers to a requirement of systematic ontology.
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best which we enjoy, and enjoy but for a short time” (Metaphysics A.7, 1072b15).
For Aristotle, the one human experience that can illustrate the life of the Prime
Mover is the intellection we engage in when, rather than using knowledge to bring
about a practical end or to hunt for knowledge that is external to what we already
know, we as it were animate and exercise what we already possess, remaining
within it, so that our intellection becomes like an autonomous life that takes us
over, and it is as if our whole being consists in nothing else. Since intellection
necessarily has an object, this illustration forces Aristotle to confront the question
‘What is the object of the divine intellection?’, and his answer is that it has itself for
object. For its object cannot be just anything: it must be what is ‘most divine and
precious, and changelessly so; but this is nothing other than the perfect intellec-
tion, alias god, itself (Metaphysics A.9).1°

Theology also has Aristotle to thank for one version of the view that love under-
girds the being of the cosmos. It is not the version whereby god causes the cosmos
to exist so as to have it as an object of love (this fits Plato’s account), but the less
easily grasped version whereby the celestial rotation is due to god as focus of love
on the part of the celestial rotator. Aristotle says that the Prime Mover moves
“as an object of love” (Metaphysics A.7, 1072b3-4): that is, the circular motion is
somehow a natural expression of homage by the physical heavens to the perfect
divine self-thinking. This incorporeal, intellectual, activity figures as the ultimate
cause of the rotation by being what the sphere and the sphere’s spatial activity
are ‘all about. We should not think of Aristotle’s Prime Mover as causing only
the movement, and not also the very being, of the heavens. Their movement is
their life, and the life of the universe (Physics VIII.1, 250b11-15). For, as we have
seen, the ongoing processes of the sublunary world depend on celestial rotation.
So, directly or indirectly, it is true of the Prime Mover that “on such a principle
depend the heavens and the world of nature” (Metaphysics A.7, 1072b14).

The picture of the Prime Mover as source of movement in the sphere purely
through the latter’s adoration of the former rests on the thought that what is beau-
tiful and good can make a difference just in virtue of its beauty and goodness only
by being loved for that beauty and goodness (and no doubt also for the difference
that loving them makes). The god of Metaphysics A.7 does not need an attribute
of power in addition to the attribute of goodness; this goodness ‘rules’ purely
through being correctly appreciated by the physical heaven, whose appreciation
somehow translates into physically perfect movement.!!

10. One tradition of interpretation resists the possible implication that the Prime Mover of
Metaphysics A thinks only itself; cf. de Koninck (1994), reprinted in Gerson (1999).

11. This conception of the divine causality of celestial motion seems intelligible in itself, but
elsewhere, and even within Metaphysics A, Aristotle seems to think of the Prime Mover as
efficient cause of movement in the primum mobile. For a recent detailed discussion of this
problem, see Berti (2000).
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I have been writing as if there is a single rotatory movement that is somehow
caused by one incorporeal unmoved mover. Matters are not so simple. On any
account there must be more than one necessarily eternal celestial rotation: one
to guarantee the ongoing sameness of the cosmos, and another to guarantee the
ongoing variation of coming to be and passing away. From a more purely astro-
nomical standpoint there must in fact be as many rotations as are needed (given a
concentric framework) to account for all the observed astronomical movements.
It is for astronomical theorists to calculate the number: Eudoxus gave it as twenty-
six; Callippus as thirty-three; Aristotle thinks it is fifty-five. The number may
change: this is an a posteriori question (Metaphysics A.8). When he takes account
of all the astronomical details Aristotle still clings to the general physical theory
according to which the rotation of each distinct celestial sphere requires its own
perfectly active incorporeal unmoved mover (causing movement, presumably, as
an object of love). In this context, the title of ‘Prime Mover’ traditionally goes to
the mover of the primum mobile, that is, the all-containing sphere of the fixed
stars. Later tradition has had to wrestle with the fact that even if the mover of this
outermost sphere has obvious primacy over all the other incorporeal unmoved
movers, such primacy is not nearly absolute enough to distinguish the god of
monotheism.

In summary so far, one could say that Aristotle mostly takes it for granted that
there are gods, just as he takes it for granted that there is nature. His main contri-
butions to theological thinking occur in the course of efforts to establish and make
sense of the doctrine that the cosmos is necessarily eternal, and the celestial part
of it necessarily in eternal motion. He develops what many theologians would
regard as a correct and refined conception of god as pure act, incorporeal and
changeless, but Aristotle is driven to this by cosmological, not specifically theo-
logical, considerations.

DIVINITY, HUMAN NATURE, AND PIETY

Aristotle’s cosmic divinities are radically different from the mostly anthropomor-
phic gods of traditional ancient Greek religion. He welcomes the strand of tradi-
tional religion that sees the sky as a home of gods (On the Heavens 1.3, I1.1; cf.
Metaphysics A.8, 1074b1-14), but he derides the stories of the Olympian gods at
their banquets (Metaphysics B.4, 1000a9-18). Even so, the anthropomorphism has
a function, he believes: it fosters “the persuasion of the multitude” and “legal and
utilitarian expediency”. It fits with this that, in the Politics (an essentially prac-
tical work), Aristotle indicates no scepticism about the traditional public religious
practices. It is taken for granted there that the conduct of the traditional cults is an
essential function of the city-state (Politics V1.8). And Aristotle himself in his will,
which has been preserved, provides for the offering of statues to Demeter, Athena
and Zeus (Aristotle 1984: 2464-5). In general, he gives the impression of having
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a powerful sense of the naturalness and importance of religion, and of the impor-
tance, for religion, of time-honoured beliefs and practices.

Aristotle’s cosmic divinities are postulated for the sake of scientific explanation,
but they are much more to him than theoretically required realities. His language
about them shows reverence. In fact, it would seem that for him a certain religious
solemnity is part and parcel of scientific seriousness when the scientific questions
are ones about the heavens and the eternity of the world. And we are about to
see that even when the questions are about the psychology, biology, physics and
chemistry of perishable substances, for Aristotle something sublime is going on
when the theorist investigates these things.

For he holds that reason or intellect in human beings is our most godlike
element. Although it is not at all clear that he ever implies that human intellect
could exist separately from the body, there is strong evidence that he regards
human intellect as not a straightforwardly natural phenomenon (On the Soul
1I1.4-5; Parts of Animals 1.1, 641a17-b10). On the Soul IIL.5, arguably the most
cryptic half page of the entire corpus, has sometimes been understood to convey
that what is known as the ‘agent intellect’ in us is nothing other than divine eternal
intellect. But the ambiguities of the chapter are exegetically daunting. However,
even if On the Soul IIL.5 stops short of literally identifying the agent intellect in
us with god or a god, it seems to ascribe to us something transcendent, using
language at one point strikingly reminiscent of the Metaphysics A conception of
the Prime Mover as pure activity (On the Soul 430a18; see also Eudemian Ethics
VIIL3, 1249b6-25)."

For ethics, Aristotle surely thinks it matters more to know which things
deserve to be revered and treasured as godlike than it does to know exactly how
much ‘godlike’ commits one to metaphysically, or to puzzle about how some-
thing godlike manages to be united with the rest of human nature. Whatever the
precise ontology of the human intellect, the important thing is that in valuing the
sheer exercise of it in the autonomy of purely theoretical thinking we value what
is highest in us. Although we are human, we ought to ‘assimilate to the immor-
tals; and in theoretical reasoning we achieve this more than in any other human
activity. We thereby taste the most precious, although not the only, form of human
happiness (eudaimonia). That it is happiness at all makes us like the gods, since
gods are traditionally blessed and happy (Nicomachean Ethics X.7-8).

Aristotle concludes his Nicomachean discussion of happiness with this
reflection:

Now he who exercises his intellect [in the theoretical mode] and culti-
vates it seems to be both in the best state and most dear to the gods.
For if the gods have any care for human affairs, as they are thought

12. For a particularly well argued interpretation of On the Soul IIL.5, see Burnyeat (2008).
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to have, it would be reasonable both that they should delight in what
was best and most akin to them (i.e. the intellect) and that they should
reward those who love and honour this most, as caring for the things
that are dear to them and acting both rightly and nobly. And that all
these attributes belong most of all to the [theoretically] wise person is
manifest. He therefore is dearest to the gods. And he who is that will
presumably be also the happiest; so that in this way too the wise man
will more than any other be happy.

(Nicomachean Ethics X.8, 1179a22-32)

The passage makes a veiled claim about the truest form of personal piety. No one
familiar with Plato’s Euthyphro can fail to remember that ‘dear to the gods’ and
‘pious’ are necessarily co-extensive (Euthyphro 9eft.). However, commentators on
the Aristotelian passage have puzzled over who these gods are to whom human
affairs are arguably of some concern,”® and over the nature of the reward they
supposedly grant the theoretical sage. The answer to this latter question is surely
‘intellectual illumination. If these gods share the nature of the Prime Mover of the
Metaphysics, this is the gift they value most, and the one most appropriate for the
human theoretical sage. But how such gods could be identified with the celestial-
sphere-moving divinities of the Metaphysics Aristotle does not try to say. It tells us
something about Aristotle that he did not think it necessary to explicate a system
coordinating all his philosophical thoughts about the divine before declaring them
in the various relevant contexts.
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6
EPICURUS

John Penwill

Although Epicurus (341-270/71 BCE) was born and bred an Athenian citizen, he
did not set up permanent residence in Athens until 306 BCe. He grew up on the
island of Samos in the Aegean (then an Athenian colony) and moved to Colophon
in Asia Minor after the Macedonian Perdiccas had expelled the Athenians from
Samos in 321. It was in Colophon that Epicurus received his early and formative
philosophical training from Nausiphanes of Teos, a philosopher who had espoused
Democritean atomism and who held that the goal of the individual in life was
akataplexia, the ability to maintain composure. After his move to Athens Epicurus
purchased a house, where he and his close associates lived, and a kitchen garden
near the Academy, where he gave his lectures (whence the term ‘The Garden’
to denote Epicurean philosophy). As a philosophical school, Epicureanism was
remarkable for including both women and slaves as members, although the chief
positions were held by men. Epicurus died in 271; the school in Athens continued
after his death as did other communities that had been established in various parts
of the Greek-speaking world.!

According to one of Epicurus’ ancient biographers, what impelled Epicurus
towards a life of philosophy was the inability of his teachers to explain what
Hesiod meant by ‘Chaos’ According to another, he started out as a schoolteacher
himself but turned to philosophy after coming across the works of Democritus
(this presumably under the tutelage of Nausiphanes). The two are not unrelated
and may well both be true. In Hesiod’s Theogony Chaos is said to be the first entity
that came into existence (Theogony 116), followed by Gaia, Tartaros and Eros.
No reason is given for the appearance of Chaos nor is any explanation offered
as to what exactly it is; Hesiod apparently expects his readers to know. What it
is not is the confused mass of matter that writers such as Ovid assumed to be
the original state of the universe before the creator-god set to work on it (Ovid,

1. For a fuller biography, see Rist (1972: 1-13).
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Metamorphoses 1.5-31). What it is is the first stage in a process that occurs seem-
ingly spontaneously (like the big bang of modern cosmology), from which every-
thing else develops in a series of what Hesiod describes as matings and begettings.
Democritean atomism offers a material explanation of the same process; but
instead of divine mating what we get is a series of interactions between primary
particles that eventually result in the formation of kosmoi, world-systems. Hesiod’s
cosmogony-cum-theogony eventually brings us to the world order familiar to
all Greeks from Homer and the cults of the various city-states, one in which the
world and everything in it including (and especially including) human beings are
ruled by a group of gods whose behaviour is capricious and inscrutable but who
nonetheless expect to be worshipped and threaten dire consequences either in this
world or the next to those who offend them. Democritean atomism offered a way
to write these gods out of the equation.

It is here that we come to the core of Epicurus’ philosophy of religion. What
Nausiphanes also imparted to Epicurus was a sense of what the ultimate end of
studying philosophy should be: it is not to gain insight into cosmology, theology,
physics, metaphysics, ethics, psychology or the other branches of learning that
philosophy covers, but to attain peace of mind (see LP 85-6; PD 11-13).2 Every-
thing else is a means to this end. Epicurus’ term for this happy state was ataraxia,
the state of being unperturbed. Tarachos, perturbation, is the spiritual condition of
most human beings; the philosopher’s role is to be a spiritual healer. And in order
to effect the cure one needs to identify the causes of the disease. For Epicurus
this is resolved into desires and fears; we want what we do not need and cannot
have and we fear what there is no reason to fear. The natural wish of everyone to
achieve pleasure and avoid pain can be fulfilled by regulating our desires (see esp.
LM 127-33; PD 3, 8-10; VS 33); and the disturbance caused by our fear of the
gods and our fear of death - the two principal fears that Epicurus identifies - can
be resolved by dispelling the errors perpetrated by Homer and our traditional
upbringing. We need to understand that there is nothing fearful about either.
And that is where religion comes in. Traditional religion, with its belief in inter-
ventionist gods and its tales about rewards and punishments in the afterlife, has
led human beings seriously astray and been responsible for a significant amount
of human unhappiness. It is time to set the record straight. And for having the
courage thus to stand up against the tyranny of tradition, Epicurus is hailed as
a hero by his followers (see esp. Lucretius, De Rerum Natura [On the nature of
things; hereafter DRN] 1.62-79; 3.1-30; 5.1-12, 43-54; 6.1-41).

In determining Epicurus’ views about the gods and religion, there is an obvious
problem of sources. Diogenes Laertius?® reports Epicurus as being a prolific writer,

2. The works of Epicurus are hereafter abbreviated as follows: Letter to Herodotus (LH); Letter
to Menoeceus (LM); Letter to Pythocles (LP); Principal Doctrines (PD); Vatican Sayings
(VS).

3. In Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers (hereafter DL).
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listing forty-one separate titles (including the monumental thirty-seven-book On
Nature) and claiming that he produced enough material to fill around 300 kylin-
droi, the containers that held the papyrus rolls (DL 10.26-8). Of these there was
one treatise peri theon (On the gods) and one peri hosiotétos (On holiness); there
remain four brief fragments of the former (17.1-4 Arrighetti [in Arrighetti 1973:
169-71]), five of the latter (19.1-5 Arrighetti [in ibid.: 172-5]), and tantalizing
fragmentary citations from other works preserved in what is left of Philodemus’
own peri eusebeias (On piety) and peri theon (On the gods). The principal
sources for Epicurean theology that remain are LM 123-4 and PD 4; these can
be supplemented by secondary material found in later writers such as Lucretius,
Philodemus, Cicero, Plutarch, Diogenes of Oenoanda, Diogenes Laertius and the
Church Fathers; of these some are adulatory, others hostile, none dispassionate
or neutral.

PHYSICS, COSMOLOGY AND THE SOUL

To understand Epicurean theology it is first necessary to know the basics of
Epicurean physics and cosmology. The cardinal principle is that nothing comes to
be from what is not (LH 38 fin.). There is no god who can magically create some-
thing out of nothing (cf. Lucretius, DRN 1.149-50). There is an infinite universe
comprising on the one hand an infinitude of primary particles of existence-matter,
which, following Democritus, Epicurus terms atomoi ideai, ‘uncuttable shapes’
or ‘atoms, and an infinite emptiness or void within which the atoms move. Every
material object is a compound of these primary particles. The atoms themselves
are eternal; they have no beginning and cannot be destroyed. The compounds
they form on the other hand are inherently unstable, since even when locked
together atoms do not cease to move; they vibrate (LH 43). Compounds also
contain void, which means they can be broken apart; the atoms themselves do not.
Within the infinite universe there are an infinite number of world-systems (called
kosmoi), each - like the compounds contained within them - subject to the cycle
of coming-to-be and passing-away. The world in which we live is one of these; it
came into existence as a result of a random set of collisions and combinations of
atoms and it will at some time in the future be resolved again into its constituent
parts. The stars, planets and galaxies we see in the sky are not other world-systems
but part of our own; our knowledge of other kosmoi is based on reason alone (see
LP 88-9). The whole process is material and mechanistic. It operates according to
the laws of physics, which are not evidence of some grand intelligent design but
simply the way things are. No god created our world, nor does any god oversee
what occurs in it.

The human organism is likewise a material construct, and like the world (and
for the same reason) is subject to the cycle of coming-to-be and passing-away.
It comprises particles whose combinations variously make up skin, bone, hair,
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blood, nails, intestines and soul. It is nourished from the moment of conception
by particles ingested first by its mother and then by itself. The particles that make
up the soul are spherical and extremely fine (LH 63); they accrue in the body
through the same process as particles that make up bodily parts. But because of
their shape they cannot cohere as a separate entity. Thus when the organism dies
body parts may retain their form for some time (since they are made up of parti-
cles that can cohere), but the soul simply dissipates into the air, its round particles
available to be ingested into other organisms through breathing. Reason shows
that this must be the nature of the soul: its particles round and volatile enough
to traverse every part of the organism at great speed; in the living organism kept
in place by the denser body structures but after death free simply to fall apart
since there is no longer anything to keep it together. There is therefore no possi-
bility of post-death existence for the soul; while Epicurus agrees with the main-
stream of Greek thought that it is the presence of soul that differentiates between
a live human (or other) organism and a corpse, he rejects the notion prevalent
from Homer on and most fully articulated and passionately argued by Plato in the
Phaedo and elsewhere that this ‘life’ must continue to exist somewhere.

It is this that allows us to do away with one of those two basic fears. We fear
death for one of two reasons (cf. LH 81). One is that we worry about what might
happen to us after we die: that the gods might condemn us to eons of agony for sins
committed during our lifetime. Since there is no separately existing soul to suffer
such punishments, that worry can be dispelled. The other is that we feel life to be
so precious that we cannot bear to give it up, and the thought of total annihilation
is itself a cause of terror. This, of course, is an aspect of our natural tendency to
preserve life; if we are faced with a life-threatening situation, we normally seek to
avoid it. The argument that Epicurus advances against this is summarized in PD 2:
“Death is nothing to us. For what has been dissolved has no sense-experience, and
what has no sense-experience is nothing to us” (1994: 32).# In other words what
we fear is literally nothing, since when we are dead we have no consciousness of
that fact. While we are alive, death is not present; and when death is present, ‘we’
are not there to experience it. It is thus an empty fear. (See further LM 124-7;
Lucretius, DRN 3.830-1094.)

There is thus no need to engage in religious rituals in an attempt to secure a
blessed life for our souls after death. Indeed, such rituals are both pointless and
counter-productive; they perpetuate an erroneous view of the nature of the rela-
tionship between the human and the divine, and they are open to corruption in
that they give those who operate these cults a pernicious hold over their adherents
(Lucretius, DRN 1.102-11). The task of philosophy is to enlighten people as to the
true nature of the world and their place in it, to bring them literally back to earth,

4. Unless otherwise indicated (as here), translations from Greek and Latin works are my
own.
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and to offer a coping mechanism that is based on reality rather than fantasy. No
god will intervene to help you; there is no afterlife of bliss to which the gods are
calling you; the human race is on its own in an insentient and uncaring universe.
That is the truth of the matter. To believe that we have been placed here for some
purpose is a product of human arrogance; ultimately life is meaningless, a drop in
the bucket of an infinity of time and space. We, not god, are responsible for our
spiritual well-being; and when we understand what the soul is and how it actually
works we can start doing something about it.

So how does the soul work? It is, as stated above, composed of extremely fine
and spherical particles. These are distributed throughout the body and it is this
fact that enables both sense-perception and motion to occur. It is the soul that
drives the body (corpses clearly do not have the capacity to move themselves) and,
as Epicurus argues, it is absurd to suppose that what is material can be acted on
by what is immaterial (LH 67); hence the soul too must be material. In addition,
a large concentration of these particles is located in the chest cavity, and it is the
interaction of these with each other that constitutes what we call thinking. This
is where the mind is located; it is also the seat of the emotions (anger, love, pity
and the rest). It is the motions of those particles that constitute the mind that we
need to acquire the power to control; harmonious and smooth motions bring
pleasure and happiness, discordant and violent motions pain and distress. The
goal of ataraxia is thus quite a literal one: lack of perturbation means the elimina-
tion of those violent motions in favour of the smooth, untroubling ones. That is
what Epicurean philosophy offers its adherents the means to attain.

GODS AND HOW WE PERCEIVE THEM

It may seem surprising given the fact that Epicurus is so insistent on eliminating
the gods from any role in the creation or management of our world that gods
remain very much part of his system. Why is this so? Part of the answer to this
question lies in what apparently was one of the basic principles of Epicureanism,
although it is not found in any of his extant writings. This is the principle of
isonomia, which is outlined by the Epicurean spokesman, Velleius, in Cicero’s
dialogue On the Nature of the Gods (see esp. 1.50). The Greek term actually
means ‘equal shares, and in practice means that within the infinite universe for
every instance of x there is an instance of anti-x. At the basic level this is mani-
fested in the balance between matter on the one hand and void on the other;
within the world-systems that exist in the universe, it is reflected in the fact that
for every force tending towards generation and conservation there is a corres-
ponding force tending towards dissolution and destruction. It further holds that
for every compound subject to the cycle of coming-to-be and passing-away,
there is a corresponding compound that is not, that is, one in which the forces of
generation and dissolution are so perfectly balanced that it is both uncreated and

97



JOHN PENWILL

indestructible, existing from everlasting to everlasting. This, of course, is a prop-
erty of God or the gods.

That is what reason tells us. But we do not have to rely on reason. As Epicurus
argues at LM 123 the gods must exist because we have “clear knowledge” (enarges
... gnosis) of them. This brings us to the fundamentals of Epicurean epistemology,
or what was known in the school as the Canon. The first stage in our acquisi-
tion of knowledge is perception (aisthésis). All perception is explained in terms of
touch; given the material base of Epicurean physics and psychology this is hardly
surprising, since physical contact is the only way in which the motions of soul
particles that constitute perception can be set up. In the case of sight it works
like this (see LH 46-50). One consequence of the inherent instability of atomic
compounds referred to above is that a constant stream of images or surface films
(called eidola in Greek) is emitted from every object. These pass through the inter-
vening space and strike our eyes, which in turn sets up particular motions in the
soul particles behind the eyes. When seeing an object for the first time, the motions
so set up are unfamiliar and we do not know what we are seeing; however, after a
number of experiences of seeing the same class of thing a general concept (tech-
nical term prolépsis) is formed in the mind, which enables us to recognize (say) the
motions set up by the impact of eidola from a cat and distinguish these from the
motions set up by the impact of eidola from a dog or an elephant. The formation
of prolepseis is the process of education and learning to make sense of the world.

However, we obviously do not see gods, so we must have acquired this know-
ledge of them by some other means. Just like the kosmoi, gods are material objects,
compounds of atoms; and like all such compounds they give off eidola. But gods
are not like the compounds that we are familiar with in our world. For a start,
they are eternal; in them there is perfect equilibrium between what they give off
(images) and what they take in, so that while their component parts are constantly
changing, their physical essence remains the same. (For a full discussion of the
physical nature of Epicurean gods, see Penwill [2000: 25-7].) Secondly, they are
composed of a substance unlike any that we know. This is indicated by what Cicero
has Velleius say in On the Nature of the Gods: “Yet that form is not body but quasi-
body, and it does not have blood but quasi-blood” (1.49). Some have interpreted
this to mean that they do not have substance at all, for example A. A. Long and
D. N. Sedley (1987: 139-49), who see them as “thought-constructs” But this does
not accord with the basic principle of Epicurean physics, by which there are only
two entities in the infinite universe: atoms and void (LH 39). If the gods were void,
they could not be perceived at all and indeed would have no existence; they must
therefore be substance. What Cicero presents is a distortion of the Epicurean view-
point, setting up an Aunt Sally for the academician Cotta to shoot down when he
comes to give his reply (On the Nature of the Gods 1.71). What lies behind it is the
perfectly reasonable proposition that the gods have bodies that are totally unlike
the bodies we encounter on earth (our own and those of our fellow human beings).
And because of this, the images that they give off behave very differently from the
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images that impact on our eyes and enable us to see. For a start, they are the only
images that can both traverse the vast distances of intercosmic space (given that
the gods are located in the spaces between kosmoi; Penwill 2000: 31-2) and pierce
the membrane surrounding our world (what Lucretius terms the moenia mundi,
the “ramparts of the world” at DRN 2.1144 and elsewhere). Images of other kosmoi
are unable to do this, which is why we can only posit their existence through the
exercise of reason. It argues that this substance that the gods are made up of is so
fine that it can pass through the void contained within this membrane and indeed
within any other substance that it encounters on the way, behaving rather like
what today we understand to be the case with cosmic rays or streams of neutrons.
Again, so fine is it that it cannot impact on the coarse material substance of the
eyes but passes directly through our bodies to impact directly on our souls. In
fact, what it impacts on is likely to be the constituent of the material that makes
up the soul that is most akin to it, the unnamed ‘third element, finest of them all,
of which Epicurus speaks at LH 63, and which by Lucretius’ time had become the
similarly unnamed ‘fourth element’ (DRN 3.241-57, 273-81), called “the soul of
the soul” (3.280-81).

It is by means of this process that we acquire our awareness of majestic figures
that exist somewhere outside ourselves and our world. The continuous impact of
these images sets up a prolépsis of such beings within our minds, and makes ‘god’
a meaningful concept. The argument advanced at LM 123 that such knowledge
proves the existence of god/gods is no empty or frivolous one; it derives from
another fundamental Epicurean principle that nothing can come from nothing.
It is an observable fact that the entire human race (even professed atheists) has
a concept of god, and this cannot happen unless there is some cause that has
implanted this in our minds. In Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods (1.44), Velleius
is made to suggest that the prolépsis of god is somehow innate; if this is so, it
could only be because the images have impacted on the soul forming in the foetus
within the womb: not at all impossible, given that they pass through the body. It
would seem more likely, though, that the prolepsis of god forms in our minds in
the same way as all the others: by repeated perception, acquired familiarity and
consequent ability to associate the concept with a particular word.

TRUE AND FALSE BELIEF

There is a danger here, though, and that is to believe that because we perceive the
gods in this world they must somehow act in this world. As Lucretius points out in
his account of the origin of religion (DRN 5.1161-1240), it is all too easy a step to
pass from this perception of majestic divine figures to ascribing to them respon-
sibility for everything we are unable to explain, and from there to giving them
complete control over our lives. The situation of pre-Epicurean humanity was one
of utter subjugation: “When human life on earth was disgracefully brought down
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before our eyes, overwhelmed under the heavy hand of religion, which displayed
its head from the regions of the sky, looming over mortals with appalling aspect”
(Lucretius, DRN 1.62-5). Ignorance is what gives religion this power, and it is
ignorance that must therefore be dispelled if we are to return to a true under-
standing of the gods and how we should respond to them. Hence the course on
physics and cosmology is a vital part of our education, since that will show us
that the gods have none of the roles that have been traditionally ascribed to them:
the thunderbolt has nothing to do with Zeus, nor the earthquake with Poseidon,
nor sexual love with Aphrodite. All these are explicable in material terms. That
whole elaborate cult structure, with its mythologies, its threats and promises, is
all a fabrication: sincerely believed by adherents, no doubt, but a fabrication none
the less. A paradigm case for Lucretius is the cult of the Great Mother, described
at length (DRN 2.600-43), which arose simply from the perceived and at that
time inexplicable fertility of the earth. We know better: “No matter how well and
convincingly these stories are set out and transmitted, they have been beaten back
a long way by true reasoning” (DRN 2.644-5). The fertility of the earth is due to
the fact that it contains within itself particles that can be taken up by all the plants
and animals that it nourishes. Nothing comes from nothing; there is no divine
agent at work.

Let us now look in more detail at what Epicurus has to say about the gods at
LM 123-4 and PD 1:

First, believing that god is an indestructible and blessed animal, as
outlined in the common understanding (koineé noésis) of god, do not
ascribe to him[°] anything foreign to his indestructibility or incon-
gruous with his blessedness. Believe of him everything which is able
to preserve that blessedness associated with indestructibility. For gods
do exist, since we have clear knowledge (gnasis) of them. But they are
not such as <the> many believe them to be. For they do not preserve
them as they believe them to be [i.e. their beliefs about them are not
consistent with their professed faith in their blessedness and inde-
structibility]. The man who denies the gods of the many is not impious,
but rather he who ascribes to the gods the opinions of the many. For
the pronouncements of the many about the gods are not basic grasps
(prolepseis) but false suppositions. Hence come the greatest causes of
harm from the gods to the bad and the greatest benefits <to the good>.
For they [i.e. the good] always welcome those who are like themselves,
being congenial to their own virtues and considering that everything
not such is foreign. (LM 123-4)¢

5. T 'use the masculine pronoun here and elsewhere because Epicurus does.
6. Translation based on Epicurus (1994: 28-9). For a discussion of the textual difficulties of
this passage, see Penwill (2000: 23-5).
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What is blessed and indestructible has no troubles itself, nor does it
give trouble to another; and so it is not affected by anger or gratitude;
for all such things are a part of weakness. (Scholiast: “Elsewhere he
says that the gods are contemplated by reason, and that some exist as
numerically distinct, others in sameness of form, due to the contin-
uous influx of similar complete images to the same place; and that they
are anthropomorphic.”) (PD 1 with scholiast)

The first part of the Letter to Menoeceus passage, expanded in Principal
Doctrines, deals with the logical consequences of predicating ‘blessed and inde-
structible’ of anything. The essential nature of blessedness and indestructibility is
indicated in Principal Doctrines: “not to have troubles itself nor to cause troubles
to another, so that it is not affected by anger or gratitude” (PD 1). For the mind of
god to be perturbed or changed in any way from configuration A to configuration
B would be incompatible with both blessedness and indestructibility; to change
the configuration would be to change from blessedness to not-blessedness, and
to be subject to change implies destructibility. For a god to become angry would
entail such a change. Thus gods cannot be induced to be angry with the Trojans
and favour the Achaians, as Homer would have it in the Iliad, or be angry with the
wicked and favourable towards the good. (That any change in god is necessarily
a change for the worse is also argued by Plato [Republic 381b—c] and Aristotle
[Metaphysics A.8, 1074b.25-7].) Hence traditional religious belief and practice
are illogical, in that they are inconsistent with the koiné noésis or common under-
standing of the nature of god.

PIETY AND ITS BENEFITS

The latter part of the Letter to Menoeceus passage deals with the nature of piety.
This, of course, carries significant cultural baggage in Athens; a charge of impiety
had been levelled against Anaxagoras in the fifth century, against Socrates at the
beginning of the fourth and against Aristotle in 323, while Epicurus was himself
briefly in Athens (DL 5.5-6). The specific charge against Socrates was that he
“does not recognize the existence of the gods recognized by the state, but rather
new and different ones” (Plato, Apology 24b). Clearly the same charge could be
brought against Epicurus, but rather than try to avoid it he meets it head-on: it is
the many who are guilty of impiety, whereas the truly pious person is the one who
holds correct beliefs about the gods. Not only do the gods not intervene in our
lives (that would be incompatible with their blessedness and indestructibility) but
they do not even know we exist, because while the moenia mundi allow passage of

7. Translation based on Epicurus (1994: 32).
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their images to us, they block images of us reaching them as effectively as a brick
wall. The only entities they are aware of are each other. They converse with each
other and derive indescribable pleasure from their relationship (Rist 1972: 153,
citing Philodemus, On the Gods). The idea that god is a being totally absorbed in
self-contemplation goes back to Aristotle (Metaphysics A.8, 1074b.33-5); Epicurus
adapts it to suit a plurality. Lucretius describes the gods’ existence thus, cleverly
adapting a passage of Homer (Odyssey 6.42-6):

The majesty of the gods appears and their peaceful abodes which
winds do not shake nor clouds spatter with rain nor snow hard-
ened into sharp frost savage in its white fall, but always the cloudless
aether covers them and smiles upon them with its light spread abroad.
Moreover nature supplies everything, and nothing at any time mars
their peace of mind. (DRN 3.18-24; cf. 1.44-49 = 2.646-51)

These are the beliefs that the truly pious will have about the gods; indeed, it is vital
that one does so, because as in traditional religion the holding of impious or sacri-
legious beliefs has seriously negative consequences. These are adumbrated in the
last two sentences of the Letter to Menoeceus passage and developed at Lucretius
DRN 6.68-78. Here ‘the bad’ are those who hold traditional (= impious) beliefs
about the gods and ‘the good’ are those who hold correct Epicurean (= pious)
beliefs. Obviously the gods have no interest in punishing the wicked as they are
unaware of them, and in any case they are not subject to anger. But holding false
beliefs is nonetheless harmful, not only because it subjects us to fear of divine
retribution but also because it prevents us from appreciating the true nature of the
divine and so benefiting from our contact with it.

For to understand the true nature of the gods confers far more on the true
believer than simply freedom from fear. As Lucretius puts it, the problem for ‘the
bad’ is that: “you will not be able to approach [the gods’] shrines with placid heart,
you will not have the strength to receive with tranquil peace of spirit the images
which are carried to men’s minds from their holy bodies, declaring what the divine
shapes are” (DRN 6.75-8). In fact, we need to open our minds to these images, to
engage in contemplation of them, because they are what can provide us with the
model for spiritual health that we so desperately need (cf. Philodemus, On Piety
[hereafter Piet.] 1284 Obbink, where the divine is termed axiozélototaton, ‘most
worthy of emulation’). As Lucretius says in the passage from De Rerum Natura
quoted above (DRN 3), the gods are beyond all perturbation; in their singular
existence they are paradigms of perfect ataraxia, and in their communal existence
paradigms of perfect friendship. They give us an image of what the perfect life can
be like, and in fact if it were not for them we would not be aware that there must
be a better way to live. (Again, nothing comes from nothing.) It is therefore essen-
tial to maintain as close contact with them as we can (“our intellect comprehen-
sively viewing their beautiful dispositions”; Philodemus, Piet. 1270-72 Obbink,
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quoting On Holiness), and the best context for doing this is the religious festival.
According to Diogenes, Epicurus’ piety towards the gods was “beyond descrip-
tion” (DL 10.10), while Philodemus records that Epicurus “loyally observed all
the forms of worship and enjoined upon his friends to observe them” and that he
“took part in all his country’s festivals and sacrifices” (Piet. 731-4, 793-7 Obbink).
Epicurus himself had this to say:

Every wise person holds pure and holy beliefs about the divine and has
understood that this nature is great and august. And it is particularly
at festivals that s/he, progressing to an understanding of it through
having its name the whole time on her/his lips, embraces <it> with
conviction more vehemently.

(On the Gods, cited at Philodemus, Piet. 757-72 Obbink)

Again, this is not done to avoid charges of impiety, as Epicurus’ detractors
suggested (Posidonius cited at Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 1.123; Plutarch,
That Epicurus Makes a Pleasant Life Impossible 1102B-c); rather it is to place
ourselves in a milieu in which we can be most receptive to those images constantly
pouring into our souls and so conforming our souls as far as possible to them.
This, in fact, is the good “welcom[ing] those who are like themselves”

We need finally to make sense of the scholiast (PD 1) and the distinction drawn
between gods who exist as ‘numerically distinct’ (kat’ arithmon) and those who
exist ‘in sameness of formy’ (kata homoeideian). Dirk Obbink believes that the scho-
liast is mistaken, claiming that “no god should exist kat’ arithmon, since all kat’
arithmon compounds are perishable” (Philodemus 1996: 303), but the evidence
cited for this proposition comes from a heavily reconstructed part of Philodemus’
On Piety (96-104), so I think we have to take the scholiast at face value. We do
not possess the context in which the remark attributed to Epicurus was made,
and so we do not know whether the distinction is between two types of god or
between two aspects of divine existence. The scholiast’s language would suggest
the former, in which case we may perhaps accept the view put forward by Long
and Sedley that those who exist as numerically distinct are “individual Epicurean
sages [who have] become ‘gods’ by taking on the divine role of perpetual ethical
models for future generations” (1987: 148). But I am more inclined to the latter
view. According to the principle of isonomia, for every instance of a kosmos there
must be an instance of a god; since reason tells us that there are an infinite number
of kosmoi in the universe, it follows that there must also be an infinite number
of gods. But the images we receive do not altogether support this; in spite of the
fact that traditional religion is polytheistic, the prolépsis generated in us is more
of ‘god’ than ‘gods’ or ‘pantheon. Given that the gods are identical in their perfect
blessedness and indestructibility (cf. On Holiness fr. 3) it may be that the images
we receive do not permit us to distinguish them individually, even though we
‘know’ that there are a plurality of them. Thus we can conceive of them existing
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both as ‘numerically distinct’ and ‘in sameness of form’ It is in their ‘numerically
distinct’ aspect that they provide paradigms of friendship and in their ‘sameness
of form’ that they provide paradigms of ataraxia. Taken together, they give us the
model of the life to which we aspire. As Epicurus says at the conclusion of his
Letter to Menoeceus, the godlike life is within our grasp:

Practise these and the related precepts day and night, by yourself
and with a like-minded companion, and you will never be perturbed
(diatarakhtheséi) either when awake or in sleep, and you will live as a
god among men. For whoever lives among immortal goods is in no
way like a mortal creature. (LM 135, after Epicurus 1994: 31)
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7
THE STOICS

Tad Brennan

The Stoic School was started in the final decade of the fourth century before the
Christian era, by a certain Zeno: not the earlier Eleatic paradox-monger, but a native
of the Cypriot city of Citium, and thus usually distinguished as “Zeno of Citium’
His date of birth is unknown - probably around the 330s BCE - but his death can be
dated with fair confidence to 262 BCE, when the school that he had founded came
under the leadership of his student and successor, Cleanthes of Assos. Cleanthes was
succeeded thirty years later by the greatest of the Stoic line, Chrysippus of Soli.

Although none of these three were Athenians by birth, they all studied and
worked in Athens, and were deeply influenced by the schools of Athens that
preceded them: Plato’s Academy, first and foremost, but Aristotle’s Lyceum as well,
and even, in an adversarial way, the roughly contemporary and rival school of
Epicurus. They also absorbed the writings of Xenophon, who had been a student
of Socrates alongside Plato and wrote his own Socratic dialogues, although he left
no school behind. Many facets of Stoic theory show the influence of the Socratic
legacy - their theology as much as their ethics — and the Socrates that they imitated
was just as often Xenophon’s as Plato’s.

Stoicism had intelligent and interesting proponents to its name for the next four
hundred years; the school made an easy passage to Rome when Rome eclipsed
Greece in the second century BCE, and it even found adherents among the early
Christians.! The Roman Stoics provide us with the bulk of our written evidence
for the school; the writings of Seneca (4 BCE-65 CE), Epictetus (55-135 CE) and
Marcus Aurelius (121-180 cE) survive largely intact, whereas the more volumi-
nous writings of Zeno, Cleanthes and Chrysippus survive only in brief and scat-
tered fragments.? Nevertheless, this article will focus on the views that can be

1. The Church Father Tertullian (160-225 cE) is the most famous case.

2. Tt is slightly misleading to refer to the ‘writings of Epictetus’; he wrote nothing himself,
and the works that bear his name are manifestly transcriptions of his conversations, taken
down by Arrian, the historian who studied with him. The fragments of Zeno, Cleanthes
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attributed with some confidence to the Early Stoa (as the period of the first three
scholarchs is known).

SOME RELEVANT GENERAL DOCTRINES

Before we look in particular at their philosophy of religion, it will be useful to know
a few general tenets of Stoic doctrine to which we shall have reason to refer.

The Stoics were materialists, who argued that only bodies exist. There are no
Platonic Forms, no immaterial souls or gods: everything that is, is corporeal.
They did accept the existence of both souls and gods, as we shall see, but they
constructed them both from matter.

The universe in which we find ourselves contains only one organized cosmic
system, with our spherical earth at the centre of a spherical heaven. Earth, sky and
celestial bodies are also entirely corporeal, and in fact there is no vacuum or void
inside the spherical cosmos; it is a continuum of matter from one side to the other.
But there is void space outside our finitely bounded cosmos: indeed, an infinite
extent of it in every direction.

The Stoics embraced a form of empiricism according to which we acquire
beliefs by assenting to impressions; true beliefs by assenting to true impressions,
false ones by assenting to false impressions. Some special impressions guarantee
the truth of their contents; if we restrict our assent to impressions of this sort, we
can avoid error and unjustified belief, and hope to attain a state in which all of our
beliefs are consistent, true and have the status of knowledge. But it is extremely
hard to train ourselves to assent only to this special subset of impressions, the
so-called ‘kataleptic’ or cognitive ones, and in fact no one that the Stoics knew
about had managed the trick. The rewards of success would be great: a perfectly
rational mental state, free of falsehood, inconsistency or any possibility of being
deceived.

In fact, the rewards would be even greater than that. For on the Stoic account
of ethics, all vicious actions are the result of our assenting to false or unjusti-
fied beliefs about what is really valuable in the world: believing, for instance, that
money is a good thing, when in fact it is merely indifferent. So if someone had the
kind of epistemic perfection described above, they would also be ethically perfect
as well, and perform only perfectly virtuous actions.> And from this life of perfect
virtue, they would reap genuine happiness. Such is the figure of the Stoic Sage, a

and Chrysippus are collected in the invaluable four-volume Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta
(hereafter SVF), edited by Hans von Arnim and Maximilianus Adler (1924).

3. They would never have false beliefs, and so never do any vicious actions. And since - for
reasons too complicated to detail here — the Stoics held that every human action is either
vicious or virtuous, and that every virtuous action is just as virtuous as any other virtuous
action, it would follow that every action they did was maximally virtuous.

106



THE STOICS

kind of epistemo-ethical ideal, not impossible of realization, but “rarer than the
phoenix” (Alexander of Aphrodisias, On Fate §28 [= Arnim 1903-5 (hereafter
SVF): 3.658]).* Accordingly, the Stoics also thought that happiness, virtue and
knowledge were equally rare: they claimed that everyone they knew about, and
they themselves, were miserable, vicious and had no knowledge at all. Here we
can see on display the Socratic view that virtue is both sufficient and necessary for
happiness, as well as the idea that vice is always the result of ignorance.

ZEUS, THE ACTIVE PRINCIPLE

When the Stoics analyse any material object, or any volume of stuff, they divide it
into two principles: an active principle and a passive principle.® The passive prin-
ciple is also called ‘unqualified substance], while the active principle is called ‘God’
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers [hereafter DL] 7.134). Both
of these principles are said to be bodies; neither is found anywhere in the cosmos
without the other. All of the qualities that things have - the hardness of iron, or
the taste of salt - are said to be imparted to them by the active principle. But it is
apparently just as accurate to say that a thing’s qualities are currents of pneuma - a
kind of heated air, or blend of fire and air - or to say that God is a kind of pneuma
pervading things (Plutarch, On the Contradictions of the Stoics 1053F-10548 [=
SVF 2.449]). The active principle, then, is God, as a fiery breath, pervading every
portion of the cosmos, and giving each thing the qualities that it has.

Not only is this true of stuffs like iron or salt, but it is also true of organic unities
such as a tree or an animal. In these cases, however, the portion of pneuma at work
is given special names to indicate its job in unifying and animating the whole
structure. ‘Soul’ or psuché is the word properly reserved for the portion of pneuma
that is the animating principle of non-rational animals. Plants are animated by
pneuma in a less active and cooler form called a ‘nature’ (phusis); this is also the
animating principle of embryos, human or otherwise, in the womb. Rational
animals (i.e. human beings aged fourteen and over) are animated by an extremely
hot and active portion of pneuma called ‘rational soul, sometimes referred to as
the ‘command centre’ (hégémonikon) of the soul.s

4. All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.

5. The best discussion of this and related topics is in Frede (2005). Frede also demonstrates
how much the Stoic picture is indebted to the theology of Plato’s Timaeus, following the
lead of Sedley (2002).

6. It is an interesting question, not yet answered to my knowledge, whether the embryo’s
‘nature’ survives after birth alongside of the animal’s ‘soul; or is subsumed and replaced by
it at birth (and likewise whether the ‘irrational soul’ of the child survives alongside of the
‘rational soul’ of an adult human being after puberty or is subsumed and replaced). The
adult human may thus have three animating principles at work — a nature and an irrational
soul as well as a rational soul - or only one.
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This portion of pneuma in every body is not only the source of the body’s prop-
erties, but is also the active cause for any events that the body may produce or
undergo. When an axe splits some wood, the prneuma in the woodcutter’s reason
or command centre causes preuma to extend through the arms swinging the axe,
and the pneuma in the axe-head makes the iron hard enough to cleave the wood,
whose own susceptibility to splitting is also a reflection of the kind of pneuma
that it has.

The entire sequence of events in the cosmos involves pneuma in different
appearances and aspects, which once again is simply God in his role as the active
principle, and may also be called Fate. Fate simply is the total network of inter-
related active causes (Aétius, Opinions 1.28.4 [= SVF 2.917]). There is thus a very
direct sense in which we may say that everything that happens is caused by Zeus,
and happens in accordance with fate.

At the same time, there are other living things that have a special relation to
god; they are unusually pure, intelligent and virtuous. These are also called ‘gods,
and given the names of the ordinary Greek pantheon. These gods are themselves
mixtures of the passive principle, matter, and the active principle that is God in
the sense of Zeus. We shall look more closely at these gods later in this chapter.

CONFLAGRATION AND ETERNAL RECURRENCE

According to the Stoic doctrine of eternal recurrence, the cosmic period that we
inhabit is bound to come to an end at some distant but determinate date. All
human life and all earthly things, the earth itself and the heavens around it, will
be consumed in a cosmic conflagration or ‘ekpurosis, during which the sun will
swallow up everything else and transform it into a homogeneous fiery mass.”
During this fiery period, the cosmos will contain nothing but the god Zeus in
his most active manifestation. At some later time Zeus will cool down, and a new
cosmos will precipitate out of his vapours, formed in accordance with his perfectly
rational thoughts about how a cosmic sequence should occur. Since he will have
no reason to arrive at different conclusions when he next turns his thoughts to the
subject, the next phase of the cosmos will be organized and governed in exactly
the same way that this one was, with exactly the same kinds of inhabitants doing
exactly the same kinds of things in exactly the same sequence. And, indeed, the
events of this current cycle are a perfect copy of the events of the previous cycle,
and every previous cycle has cycles previous to it. Here we must distinguish
between the unique universe, whose history is infinite in both directions, and the

7. The need for greater room entailed by this expansion and rarefaction is one of the reasons
behind the Stoic view that the universe is infinite in spatial extent (although evidently not
a sufficient argument for that conclusion).
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infinite sequence of cosmic periods, each of whose histories is finite in both direc-
tions, and bounded by conflagrations before and after.®

FATE

The Stoics were determinists: they believed that every action that occurs has been
determined to occur from all eternity.’ They have several arguments for this view.
One line of argument starts from thoughts about the causal coherence of events,
pointing up the general principle that no motion is uncaused or unconnected
to other causes, and concludes that every event happens as the result of causes
that were sufficient to its happening (Alexander of Aphrodisias, On Fate 185 [=
SVF 2.982], 191-2 [= SVF 2.945]). There is an independent argument from the
principle of bivalence, which argues that if all events were not already caused
and fated to happen, then there would be propositions that are neither true nor
false (Cicero, On Fate §21). Then there is a third line of argument for fate from
the nature of divination: “the predictions of the soothsayers could not be true he
[Chrysippus] says, if all things were not contained by fate” (Eusebius, Preparation
for the Gospel 4.3.1 [= SVF 2.939]). The Stoics argued that the gods provide us
with signs that make it possible for us to predict the future. Reliable and accurate
divination does still require mastery of the science of divination, and this know-
ledge - like all other kinds of knowledge - is possessed only by Sages. Still, it is
a consequence of the gods’ love and providential concern for human beings that
they provide us with both signs of things to come and a method for interpreting
those signs (whether we acquire it or not) (Cicero, On Divination 1.82). Our fail-
ures to profit from divination merely reflect our imperfect mastery of the science
(ibid., 1.118).

The Stoics were not in the least troubled by the consequence that divination
made the future fixed. As compatibilists, they felt they could defend an adequate
notion of responsibility within that determined course of events.

HUMAN AFTERLIFE

There are tantalizing bits of evidence for Stoic doctrine about the fate of human
beings after death. The Stoics thought that human beings had souls, of course; in
agreement with nearly all Greek philosophers, they thought that every living thing

8. It seems very likely that the Stoics were influenced here in some way or other by two
previous cosmic cycles: the cosmic cycle of the Presocratic Empedocles, and the cycle of
Plato’s Politicus (269-74).

9. On this topic see the invaluable Bobzien (1998). I express some disagreements in Brennan
(2001).
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was animated by a soul, and the only interesting questions involved the soul’s
nature and properties. They also thought, in common with the Epicureans but
distinct from the Platonists and Aristotelians, that the soul is material rather than
immaterial. This in itself does not pose any bar to immortality, since we have seen
that the gods too are material.

And, in fact, there are several passages where the human soul is said to be
a sort of fragment or detached bit of god: presumably, the portion of divine
pneuma we encountered before.'® The question remains, what happens to this
bit after the individual’s death? The Stoics seem to have denied the Platonic
idea that souls are reincarnated in a succession of new bodies (Origen, Against
Celsus 1.1.66 [= SVF 2.819]). The most explicit accounts suggest that each soul is
capable of survival after death, but that the length and coherence of its survival
will depend on the individual’s virtue (DL 7.157 [= SVF 2.811]). The souls of
Sages, being maximally coherent, strong and robust, will float to a region around
the moon, where they will endure until the next conflagration, which is as long
as most traditional gods will last, too, and thus does some rough justice to the
idea that the ‘immortality’ of the soul should give it a ‘divine’ life like that of the
gods (Tertullian, On the Soul §§54-5 [= SVF 2.814]; Sextus Empiricus, Against
the Professors 4.71 [= SVF 2.812]). The souls of non-Sages (e.g. yours, mine and
Zenos) will disintegrate more quickly. In addition to being an intrinsically odd
doctrine, this is also an odd repudiation of Plato’s argument in the Republic
(608e-610e) that souls must be perfectly immortal, since their greatest evil, vice,
does not make them any weaker. On the Stoic view, apparently, it does. It is a
curious fact that surviving Stoic discussions of ethics make no reference to post-
mortem fate. It may be that the souls of the virtuous fare better after death, but
in no surviving text is it even hinted that this difference would give us any reason
to pursue virtue or avoid vice; the desirability of virtue is always advocated in
this-worldly terms.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS POPULAR RELIGION

As partisans of virtue, enemies of Epicurean hedonism and staunch apologists
for the rationality of God’s government, the Stoics were frequently treated by
later sources as natural allies and defenders of traditional religion. But the case is
rather more complicated; their philosophical commitments led them to oppose
and reject much of traditional religion, or to support it in name only. Thus a Stoic
would have no objection to praying and sacrificing to Zeus, Hera and Aphrodite,

10. An ‘apospasma theou’, as we learn at DL 7.143 and Epictetus 1.14.6, 1.17.27, 2.8.11. The
word ‘apospasma’ is sometimes translated as ‘offshoot, but etymologically it means a thing
that has been pulled or torn off something else, the way a small lump of clay or bread
dough might be pinched from a larger mass.
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as well as the rest of the traditional pantheon. But in the Stoic view, only Zeus of
those three is truly immortal. Hera and Aphrodite are real, and really gods, but
they are mortal gods, who will last only until the next conflagration.

This two-level treatment of divinity — a species of henotheism - is fairly
common in Greek philosophical theology, and not entirely unknown in popular
religion. Even in Homer, Zeus was the pre-eminent god, the father of gods and
men. Plato’s Timaeus features the same doctrine in philosophical dress when it
introduces ‘created gods’ who come after the first, singular Demiurge."! But his
created gods are still immortal once created; the Stoic insistence that the gods
other than Zeus have only a finite future number of years to live will still have
seemed strange.

Somewhat oddly, we have evidence of two kinds of treatment of the gods other
than Zeus, and it is not entirely clear whether these reflect two categories of gods,
two distinct Stoic approaches to theology or simply a problem in the evidence. The
following passage shows one approach:

They call him ‘Dia’ because everything happens ‘through’ (dia) him, and
Zéna’ in as much as he is the cause of ‘being alive’ (zén), and ‘Athéna’
because his command-center pervades the ‘aither, ‘Héra’ because it
pervades the ‘ir, and ‘Hephaistos’ because it stretches through the
designing fire, ‘Poseidon’ because it pervades the moist, and ‘Demeter’
because it pervades the earth. They bestowed the other appellations in
the same way, attending to a kind of fittingness. (DL7.147)12

Here it seems that the names of a variety of traditional gods are being applied
to one thing, introduced as “him’, and most accurately called Zeus. We can see
why the gods referred to by this proliferation of names for Zeus can be consid-
ered mortal (i.e. lasting no longer than one cosmic cycle), and yet in some
sense be the same thing as the absolutely immortal Zeus, if we recall a rele-
vant piece of Stoic metaphysics. The fourth of the four Stoic genera of being is
the so-called ‘relatively disposed;, for example as master is to slave or teacher to
student (Simplicius, Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories fr. 16 [= SVF 2.369]).
The Stoics agree that such items can go out of existence through ‘Cambridge

11. There is a notable divergence at least at the level of names, in that the Stoics clearly think
that “Zeus’ is the proper name for the eternal, imperishable and uncreated god, whereas
Plato does not use that name for his Demiurge, and indeed lists Zeus as one of the created
gods at Timaeus 41a. The Stoics are, in this regard at least, more traditional and more
Homeric than Plato. They are, however, willing to refer to Zeus as a Demiurge (DL
7.137.11).

12. The names ‘Dia’ and “Zéna’ are declensional or dialectical variants of the name “Zeus’ A few
of the names exhibit some sort of attempt at etymological connection between the name
and the element represented (Hera, Athena, Demeter).
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change; that is, the destruction of their defining relata. So if Hera, for example,
is simply Zeus relatively disposed in some way to the air, then Hera is destroyed
by the destruction of the air at the end of the cosmic cycle, without Zeus’ being
destroyed.

However, there is another approach to the existence of gods other than Zeus
visible in the following passage and elsewhere:

Those who introduce the conflagration and rebirth of the cosmos [i.e.
the Stoics] agree that the stars are gods, though they do not blush to
destroy them in their theory.

(Philo, On the Imperishability of the World 13 B)

Once the divinity of the cosmos has been seen, then we must attribute
this same divinity to the stars, which arise from the most pure and
mobile portion of ether, without any admixture, and are wholly hot
and luminous. Thus they too may with perfect propriety be called
living things, and be said to feel and think.

(Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.15.39)

The stars in the heavens are living things, rational and virtuous.
(Origen, Against Celsus V 10 [= SVF 2.685])

Unlike ‘Hera’ and ‘Athena; these star-gods do not seem to be mere appellations of
Zeus, nor are they distinguished from one another by being correlated with the
basic elemental stuffs (air, fire, earth, etc.).

The Stoics declare that god is intelligent, a designing fire that proceeds
methodically to the generation of the cosmos, containing all of the
seminal principles, according to which everything happens by fate.
And god is spirit that pervades the whole cosmos, changing its appel-
lations according to variations in the matter that it pervades. The
cosmos is also a god, as are the stars and the earth; and the highest of
all is a mind in the ether.  (Aétius, Opinions 1.7.33 [= SVF 2.1027])"

In this last fragment we can see, side by side, two kinds of polytheism. There is
the nominalist polytheism we saw first, according to which ‘Hera, ‘Athena’ and so
on are different ‘appellations’ of Zeus, bestowed on him according to the differing
material medium in which these relational or aspectual entities are discerned.
But the claim that the stars and earth are gods does not seem to reflect the same

metaphysical analysis (any two stars seem to be different gods, but they do not

13. It looks as though the first sentence depicts Zeus during an intercosmic conflagration,
while the next two sentences depict Zeus in a fully differentiated cosmos.
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differ in the kind of matter of which they are composed). These gods seem to be
differentiated from Zeus by more than a mere relation. It is true that in some sense
these astral gods are still constituted by a portion of Zeus pervading a portion of
(fiery, ethereal) matter. But the same is true of our own case; every human being
is composed of a portion of Zeus, qua active principle, pervading a portion of
matter. The astral deities seem to enjoy at least as much distinctness from each
other and from Zeus as we do, which, in turn, seems to be a greater degree of
distinctness than is enjoyed by the nominalist gods. It is not clear to me whether
what we are seeing here is evidence for three kinds of gods - Zeus, the matter-
relative appellations of Zeus and the independent astral gods — or whether instead
we are seeing two independent attempts to accommodate popular divinities,
espoused by different members or periods of the school.

This is one of the reasons why it is not fruitful, I think, to attempt to categorize
the Stoics as monotheistic or polytheistic, pantheistic or ‘panentheistic’'* There is
some sense in which their basic account of material stuffs makes them pantheists:
everything that is, which means every body, contains a portion of the active prin-
ciple that is God. But that label obscures the fact that when we are looking at their
gods rather than their causes, we find that Saturn and Mars, the star-divinities, are
gods in a way that this tabletop is not. Although Zeus pervades all things continu-
ously, he is not, as it were, evenly distributed through the world; he is distributed
in lumps, some of which lumps possess, as separate entities, many of the proper-
ties traditionally assigned to gods.

PROOFS OF THE GODS’ EXISTENCE

The Stoics offered a variety of proofs of the existence of the gods, some of them
inherited from earlier philosophers, some of them novel.

In Xenophon's account of Socrates we can already find arguments that the
beneficial arrangement of the cosmos and of our human frame gives evidence of
an intelligent divine craftsman (Memorabilia 1.4). Arguments of this sort play a
large role in Stoic theology:

Suppose someone were to bring to Scythia or to Britain the armil-
lary sphere recently built by our friend Posidonius, which revolution
by revolution brings about in the sun, the moon, and the five planets
effects identical to those brought about day by day and night by night in
the heavens. Who in those foreign lands would doubt that that sphere
was a product of reason? And yet these people hesitate as to whether

14. The question whether the Stoics were pantheists or ‘panentheists’ is well discussed in
Baltzly (2003).
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the world, from which all things come into being, is itself the product

of some kind of accident or necessity or of a divine mind’s reasoning.

And they rate Archimedes” achievement in imitating the revolutions

of the heavenly sphere higher than nature’s in creating them - and that
when the original is a vastly more brilliant creation than the copy.

(Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.88,

trans. in Long & Sedley 1987: 541)

The Stoics also employed the argument from universal agreement, or consensus
omnium: “Therefore the main point is agreed among all men of all races. For all
have it inborn and virtually engraved in their minds that there are gods. Opinions
vary as to what they are like, but that they exist no one denies” (ibid. 2.12, trans.
in Long & Sedley 1987: 54c). There were also two forms of the argument that
our own rationality and superiority over other animals points to the existence of
something even more rational and better, which is God:

Cleanthes put the argument as follows: “If one nature is better than
another nature, then some nature is best. If one soul is better than
another soul, then some soul is best. And if one animal is better than
another animal, then some animal is best. For such things will not go
to infinity: nature cannot continue expanding to infinity, nor soul nor
animal. But one animal is better than another: a horse than a tortoise,
say, and a bull than a horse and a lion than a bull. And what surpasses
and dominates practically all the terrestrial animals in both bodily and
psychic constitution is the human being. So it would be the greatest
and best animal. And yet it is quite impossible that the human being
should be the greatest animal; for, to begin with, it spends its whole life
in a state of vice. [There follows a list of other imperfections]. So the
human being is clearly not a perfect animal; it is imperfect and indeed
far distant from perfection. The perfect animal, the best one, would
be greater than the human being, and replete with all the virtues and
immune to all vice. And a thing like that is no different from god.
Therefore, god exists”

(Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.88-91)

Zeno also argued as follows: “Nothing lacking sensation can have a sentient
part. But the world has sentient parts. Therefore the world does not lack sensa-
tion.” He then proceeds to a tighter argument: “Nothing without a share of mind
and reason can give birth to one who is animate and rational. But the world gives
birth to those who are animate and rational. Therefore the world is animate and
rational” (Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.22, trans. in Long & Sedley 1987:
54G).
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I close by considering a Stoic argument that has intrigued recent scholars, but
still, T think, has a further feature of interest that has not been noticed. It emerges
from the following exchange:'s

Zeno also propounded an argument like this:

(1)  One would reasonably honour the gods.
(2) But one would not reasonably honour things that do not exist.
(3) Therefore, the gods exist.

But some constructed a parody of this argument as follows:

(1') One would reasonably honour the wise.
(2) But one would not reasonably honour things that do not exist.
(3') Therefore, the wise exist.

This conclusion is unacceptable to the Stoics, since according to them
no wise person has as yet been discovered. So Diogenes of Babylon
responded to the parody by claiming that Zenos second premise had
the following force:

(2*) But one would not reasonably honour things that are not of such
a nature as to exist.

For when this premise is used, then it becomes clear that the gods are
of such a nature as to exist. And once that is granted, it is clear that
they actually do exist. For if they ever were, even once, then they are
now. (Just as, if atoms ever were, then they are now; for such bodies
are indestructible and ungenerated according to their conception.)

So the argument proceeds to a valid conclusion.

But so far as the wise go, it is not true of them that since they are of
such a nature as to exist, therefore they actually do exist.

(Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.133-6)

Zeno wanted to prove that the gods exist. His nameless opponent!¢ showed that
his argument would prove too much; if it could be used to demonstrate the exist-
ence of the gods, then it could equally well demonstrate the existence of Stoic
Sages, none of whom, they argued, were in existence in that era.

Diogenes’ response is of interest not so much for the way he rephrases the
second premise - requiring that suitable honorees be at least capable of existence,
even if currently non-existent — as for the next stretch of argumentation that he
assumes, but does not care to regiment. What is striking about the next few moves

15. This argument received its best published treatment from Brunschwig (1994).
16. Very possibly Alexinus the dialectician, who is quoted crafting similar attacks on Stoic
theological arguments at Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.108-10.
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is that they are a very direct tense-logical analogue of the modal S5 argument for
the existence of God that has been a topic of interest in the last few decades.

The S5 argument - in hasty and informal summary - requires us to grant only
that it is possible for God to exist, and that God is, by definition, the sort of thing
that exists necessarily, if at all. Perhaps there is no god; perhaps the atheist is right;
but even the atheist should concede that it is part of our common conception of
God - as the creator of all else, for instance — that if God exists at all, then God’s
existence is necessary, and necessary as part of the very definition of the concept.

Now we avail ourselves of some model-theoretic machinery to note that ‘it is
possible for God to exist’ entails that there is some possible world at which God
does exist. We then step from our world - the actual world - out to the possible
world at which God exists: world G, let us call it. We then consider that the same
definition of God must apply at world G as at the actual world (since the definition
lays out the necessary conditions for something’s being God). One of the parts of
the definition says that if God exists at all, then God exists necessarily; but then
from the fact that God exists in world G, it follows that God exists necessarily in
world G. And from this it follows that God exists in every possible world that is
connected to or accessible from world G, since this is what it means to say that
something is necessary in world G. But our own actual world, the one we started
from, is surely connected to world G. So God’s necessary existence in world G
entails his actual existence in our own world. Thus we have used the possibility-
claim to travel from our own world out to an arbitrary God-world, and then used
the definitional necessity of God’s existence to step from the God-world back to
our own world. Arriving back at the actual, we find that our mere concession of
possibility has come to entail God’s actuality.

This is not the right place to address the success of the S5 proof itself. But I do
want to point out that Diogenes’ modification of Zeno’s proof has exactly the same
form as it. It requires us to grant only that gods are of such a nature as to exist,
and that gods are essentially eternal entities. This is the point of the comparison to
atoms. No Stoic would concede that there actually are Epicurean atoms, but they
must grant that it is part of the conception of them - part of the very concept that
they deny is instantiated - that if they exist, they exist eternally.

Now from the premise that gods are of such a nature as to exist, Diogenes
infers that they have existed or will exist at least once, at some time or another
(by the principle of plenitude). He then asks us to step from our current moment
in time, out to this other, arbitrary time-instant, which we may call instant I. At
instant I, whether it is in the distant past or future, it is true that some gods exist.
But it is also true at instant I that gods are, by definition, eternally existent things;
that is just part of the definition of gods, which definition itself holds good at all
instants. Since we now know that instant I contains actually existing eternal gods,
we also know that those gods exist at every other time-instant that is temporally
connected to instant I. But the present moment is one of those connected instants.
So gods exist at the present moment. ‘For if they ever were, even once, then they
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are now. We have used the ‘even once’ to travel from our own moment in time out
to an arbitrary God-instant, and then used the definitional eternity to step from
the God-instant back to our own time. Arriving back at the present, we find that
our mere concession that gods exist ‘even once’ has come to entail that they exist
at this very moment.

The conditions on world-to-world accessibility that make the S5 argument work
are exactly the conditions on time-to-time accessibility that make Diogenes’ argu-
ment work; he must be assuming a tense-logic that would validate the temporal
analogues of the characteristic S5 axioms.
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8
CICERO

Margaret Graver

The philosophical works of Cicero (106-43 BCE) give evidence of a lively interest
in what we now call the philosophy of religion, or philosophical theology. That
broad realm of study addresses questions of the same kind as are commonly asso-
ciated with religious thought, in particular the following:

o the nature of the divine; whether any divine beings exist;

» whether the universe is divinely created; whether events are in any sense
controlled or directed by the divine;

 whether future events are already fully determined by divine will; whether
human beings have any means of discerning and/or influencing god’s
intentions;

o the nature of the human soul; its prenatal or post-mortem existence; whether
there are divinely appointed rewards or punishments; whether human nature
is inherently pleasing to the divine;

« the source of religious stirring in individuals and of religious teachings and
practices in human cultures.

All of these are addressed by Cicero, most extensively in his treatises On the Nature
of the Gods, On Divination and On Fate, but also in the Tusculan Disputations and
the earlier works On the Republic and On the Laws. In these writings he makes it
his task not only to seek the truth of these difficult matters, but also to record as
many as possible of the conflicting theological positions held by earlier philoso-
phers and by his contemporaries in Rome. He is thus a key figure in the transmis-
sion of ancient Mediterranean thought.

In addition, Cicero works out a strategy for the systematic examination of
theological subjects from the standpoint of reason. In his works, especially the
later works, he assumes that it is possible to enquire into the foundations of reli-
gious belief whether or not one is antecedently committed to the truth of such
beliefs. This, of course, is the primary point of difference between the philosophy
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of religion and religious thought itself: whereas the latter may accept non-rational
justifications for belief (revelation, authority, ancestral custom) and has some
degree of tolerance for mystery and internal contradiction, philosophical theology
admits only properly rational grounds and insists on tight standards of internal
consistency and coherence. This basic distinction is already recognized and artic-
ulated by Cicero himself, and subsequent versions of it within the Western trad-
ition have been much influenced by his treatises. In his work the emphasis falls
not on theological doctrines themselves but on the challenging and testing of reli-
gious claims by sceptical argumentation. Only rarely does he admit to inclining
toward a positive doctrine, and while he claims to hold some personal religious
beliefs, he denies that these are what is at issue in his theological writings. His
is a carefully crafted plausibilism, borrowed from Greek philosophers of the last
period of the sceptical Academy. He will not present any position as simply true,
for all are faced with forcible objections that remain unanswered; nonetheless he
holds that a good sceptic will sometimes accept a position as plausible if it is better
grounded than any alternative.

The modified sceptical stance is conditioned as much by the political and
intellectual culture in which Cicero worked as by his personal inclinations.
Rome’s statesmen and civic leaders were expected to maintain, at least publicly,
a respectful adherence to the religious practices of earlier centuries, practices
considered to have been instrumental in producing and preserving the Roman
state. Priesthoods were state offices: Cicero, like many others of his rank, was
charged with the public performance of such sacerdotal functions as large-
animal sacrifice, augury (divination from bird-signs), and haruspicy (divination
from entrails). At the same time, the behaviour of public figures was also subject
to the scrutiny of a sophisticated and frequently cynical elite. Among members
of Ciceros own class, there was no general expectation that an educated person
would give unqualified endorsement to the traditions of polytheism. More fash-
ionable, as well as more satisfying to the intellect, were the major Hellenistic
philosophies, of which the most important were Epicureanism and Stoicism,
each offering its own theological system. Yet even here a professed adherence to
any one set of beliefs could be turned to political advantage by one’s opponents:
Epicureans could be branded as pleasure-seekers and intellectually thin; Stoics
as rigidly committed to impossible ideals. In order to support his role as a public
intellectual, Cicero therefore finds it advantageous to display a thorough know-
ledge of the doctrines of multiple Hellenistic thinkers, while maintaining a crit-
ical distance from all of them.!

1. On Ciceros intellectual climate, see further Rawson (1985); Beard (1986); Griffin (1989,
1995); on possible political implications, see Momigliano (1984).
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THE CELESTIAL MACHINERY OF ON THE REPUBLIC

A certain reserve in the handling of religious topics can be traced even in the
treatise On the Republic, although in this relatively early work (composed in the
late 50s BCE) the explicitly sceptical stance is not yet in evidence.? Inspired in part
by Platonic devices — the Myth of Er in book 10 of Plato’s Republic and the Myth
of Judgement in Phaedo 66b—67d — Cicero arranges his treatise in such a way
as to surround his extended discussion of systems of government with intima-
tions of the divine. Thus the dramatic theodicy of the Dream of Scipio passage in
book 6 is anticipated already in the opening sequence in the imperfectly preserved
book 1. As the extant portion of the text begins, the participants in the dialogue
are discussing a peculiar celestial phenomenon (the ‘doubled sun’ or parhelion)
and proceed to descriptions of an orrery, or working model of the celestial orbits.
These discussions are suggestive of the precise regularity of the cosmos and, by
implication, of the truth of divination, for the doubled sun is easily interpreted as
a portent of the impending death of the principal speaker, Scipio.

Religious elements are present, too, in Scipio’s theory of government, which
praises monarchic rule on grounds that there is a single ruler in the heavens. Yet
the same passage also introduces questions about the foundation of such beliefs,
and Cicero is careful never to let his argument rely on them exclusively.

Perhaps it was for the sake of expediency that public leaders instituted
the custom of believing that there is a single king in heaven, who “by
his nod,” as Homer says, turns all Olympus, and who is counted both
king and father of all. Still it is a very authoritative view, and exten-
sively, indeed universally, attested, that all nations agree — through the
pronouncements of their leaders, to be sure — that there is nothing
better than a king, since they hold that all the gods are ruled by the
power of one. But if we have learned to regard these as make-believe,
the delusions of the ignorant, then let us heed those who are, as it
were, shared teachers of the educated. (On the Republic 1.56)?

This is hardly an unequivocal endorsement of religious tradition. Its strongest
point is the agreement of all nations, but even that does not rule out legitimate
doubt. Scipio therefore proceeds to bolster his argument by reasoning of quite a
different kind: first by an appeal to teleological strains in Greek philosophy and
then, following a gap in the transmitted text, by an analogy with psychic harmony
in the individual. It is noteworthy, too, that when a later passage mentions the

2. MacKendrick (1989) is a standard reference for the dating of the treatises. The differences
between the works of the 50s and those of the mid-40s do not amount to a change of philo-
sophical affiliation; see Gorler (1995), responding primarily to Glucker (1988, 1992).

3. All translations are my own.
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supposed divine parentage and eventual apotheosis of Romulus, founder of the
Roman state, the speaker is careful to mark these as matters of legend, indicative
of Romulus’ personal and political success rather than of the truth of the reports
(On the Republic 2.4, 2.17-20).

The most daring segment of the treatise as concerns its theological content is
the vaunted Dream of Scipio in book 6. To be sure, material couched as dream-
narrative can hardly be counted as assertion. Still, there can be no doubt that the
dream’s dramatic exposition and lofty manner of expression are meant to leave a
lasting impression on the reader. Scipio is taken up into an unspecified heavenly
realm where he converses with his deceased father and adoptive grandfather, like
himself statesmen and military leaders. From this vantage point he is able to view
the empyrean sphere, called “the highest god” (On the Republic 6.17), together
with the lesser spheres that bear the sun, moon and five visible planets, and to hear
the celestial harmonies produced by the sound of their rotation. Far below he sees
our own diminutive planet, the centre of the universe yet silent and, since situated
below the moon’s orbit, subject to death and decay. Only the human soul, being a
fragment of the fiery substance of the stars, can ever escape the sublunary realm,
and that only if it devotes itself to public service. Those who indulge themselves in
pleasure, disregarding “the laws of gods and men”, instead tumble about the earth
for many generations (On the Republic 6.29).

Platonic and Stoic ideas here mingle freely. The image of the body as prison-
house of course derives from Plato’s Phaedo, as does the emphasis on rewards and
punishments, and the “self-mover” argument for the soul’s immortality is imitated
word for word from Phaedrus 245c-46a. But the mention of divine fire and the
divinized celestial spheres recall Stoic thought, and it is hard to escape the impres-
sion that Cicero means to commend both those prestigious philosophical prede-
cessors without quite offering allegiance to either.

HUMAN NATURE AND CONSENSUS OMNIUM JUSTIFICATION

Also in On the Republic, and with even greater emphasis in the largely contem-
porary On Laws, Cicero subscribes to a definitive position on the goodness of
human nature. The fact that some people are willing to act in the interests of
others, or even to devote their entire lives to public service, is to be explained by
certain innate tendencies in all human beings, called the “promptings of nature”
in On the Republic 1.3 and the “seeds” or “sparks” of virtue in other works (On
the Republic 1.3, 1.41; On Laws 1.33; On Ends 5.18 5.43; Tusculan Disputations
3.2). The claim has close affinities with Stoic thought, from which Cicero seems
to have derived it, although without explicit attribution. There is in the human
race no inborn inclination toward vice: we are primed, as it were, to develop
toward virtue as we mature. It is therefore not the fault of nature, or of any divine
ordinance, that we frequently lapse into injustice and other vices. Responsibility
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for evil rests always with flawed human institutions and with the individual
perpetrators.

The account of this doctrine in On Laws 1 gives the seeds of virtue an intel-
lectualist interpretation that again has antecedents in Stoic empiricism. What
we have at birth are only “inchoate conceptions” (On Laws 1.30, 1.26-7); these
are promising in themselves, but require extensive development before they can
qualify as moral notions. That they sometimes yield to moral error is explained by
the pernicious influences of culture, or by epistemic confusions that interfere with
our intellectual development on an individual basis. Yet despite the undeniable
fact of corruption, the innate conceptions have sufficient staying power to give rise
to the various civic virtues, to religious scruples and ultimately to codes of law (On
the Republic 1.2; On Laws 1.16-19, 1.24-5; Tusculan Disputations 1.40-42).4

The notion that human nature is initially oriented toward the good is of broad
significance in Cicero’s thought. Not only does it preserve intuitions concerning the
benevolence of the natural order, but it also plays a role in his philosophical method,
as the theoretical basis for arguments based on the consensus omnium, the shared
opinion of all nations and peoples. If a particular belief is held all over the world,
independently of transmission, then we have grounds for assuming that it arises
from some innate inclination of the human mind. Thus if it is upheld that every
innate inclination of the human mind is towards the good, such universal beliefs
have at least a prima facie claim to acceptance by philosophers. The argument can
fail if the belief in question is not in fact universal, or if the concepts involved are
subtle enough that most of humankind would be likely to get them wrong. Still, the
untutored opinion of many peoples is always to be taken into consideration, and
may provide the best available support for some theological claims.

PERSONAL IMMORTALITY

Ciceros most extensive discussion of the capacities of the human soul is to be
found in the first book of the Tusculan Disputations, written in 45 BCE. In this
work, as in others of the mid-40s, Cicero adopts a formally sceptical stance in
the manner of his Academic teacher Philo of Larissa: certain knowledge is unat-
tainable, and the task of the philosopher is merely to discover what view appears
under scrutiny to be the most plausible (probabile) or most nearly resembling the
truth (verisimile). Argumentation is put forward by a single embedded speaker
who, although unnamed, is said explicitly to represent the author himself. The
objective is to combat the fear of death, by which is meant not superstitious terrors
occasioned by traditional tales of an afterlife in Hades (for “who is so witless as

4. For the Stoic background see Scott (1995: 157-220); Jackson-McCabe (2004); Inwood
(2005: 271-301); see also Graver (2007: 149-71).
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to believe that?” [ Tusculan Disputations 1.11]), but more existential worries about
not-being or the death of the self. Against these Cicero, like Socrates in Plato’s
Apology, asserts that even if it could be shown that the soul dies with the body,
there is no evil in such a death, since no subject remains to incur the evil. If, on the
other hand, the soul survives death, it survives to blessedness.

That it does survive has been the view of all peoples, prompted by “nature”;
that is, by human nature (1.29). A universal tendency to believe in an afterlife is
evidenced in burial customs and in the concern people show during life for future
generations and their own posthumous reputations. The instinctive conception is,
however, quite limited: it enables us to recognize the soul’s existence and capacity
for movement, but does not extend to any subtle understanding of its capacities
or of the kind of immortality it has. Thus Cicero particularly admires the acumen
with which Plato has constructed a proof of immortality based on those very intu-
itions: again, the self-mover argument from the Phaedrus. And in the main he is
content “to err along with Plato” (1.39); that is, to opine that the soul is immortal
but not to assert immortality as fact.

He is even less inclined toward dogmatic pronouncement when it comes to
the further question of the soul’s nature and composition. Here he is willing to
entertain a range of possibilities: that the soul is a number (although he finds this
obscure) or that it is composed of Aristotle’s ‘fifth essence’ or that it is ‘fiery breath’
as the Stoics say. Only two views are definitively rejected on the basis of inherent
absurdity, both positions that render post-mortem survival impossible; these are
the atomist position of Democritus and Epicurus and the harmony theory of
Dicaearchus and Aristoxenus. On any of the others it may be that soul survives
the death of the body and travels upward to the heavenly regions, to dwell in
contemplation. Thus Cicero “finds no reason why Plato’s view should not be true”
(1.49). Accordingly he endorses the Platonic view, but does so in the manner of
the Academic sceptic.

THE EXISTENCE AND NATURE OF DIVINITY

For sustained philosophical investigation of the existence and nature of divinity
we turn to the treatise On the Nature of the Gods, also written in 45 BCE. Unlike
the Tusculan Disputations, but like the treatise On Divination and others of this
period, On the Nature of the Gods follows a paired-speech format: first Gaius
Velleius presents the arguments for Epicurean theology and is answered by
Aurelius Cotta, then Lucilius Balbus does the same for the Stoics and Cotta again
responds. Throughout it is Cotta who exemplifies the destructive endeavour of the
Academic sceptic, working like a defence lawyer to dismantle the positive proofs
that others have advanced. The author’s personal point of view is represented only
by a silent persona, the youthful Marcus Cicero, who in the end forms a judgement
of what he has heard.
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The Epicurean speaker Velleius is represented as overconfident: a brash dogma-
tist who launches readily into polemic. His position is one with which Cicero
has little sympathy: that the gods are “quasi-corporeal” and of human form, and
that they neither made the world nor take any active interest in it. Nonetheless
his speech holds some methodological interest, for he frequently rests his asser-
tions on an appeal to universal preconceptions, a strategy strikingly similar to that
which Cicero himself sometimes employs (see Schofield 1980; Jackson-McCabe
2004). His speech therefore serves not only to demonstrate the utility of consensus
omnium arguments in criticizing certain philosophical views, but also to expose
the limitations of such arguments.

Thus in criticizing the theological positions of the Presocratic philosophers
Velleius regularly insists that no view is viable that does not accord with our intui-
tions that a divine being must be sentient, eternal, of beautiful shape, indestruct-
ible and happy. The view of Thales, that god is water, fails because it does not make
god sentient; that of Empedocles, that the four elements are divine, fails because
it does not make god eternal, and so on. Criticizing Platos incorporealist view,
Velleius complains that the position is simply incomprehensible. “For”, he says,
“an incorporeal being would necessarily lack sensation, foresight, and pleasure, all
of which we include in the concept of divinity” (On the Nature of the Gods 1.30).
Similarly, in assessing Stoic views of god as ether (i.e. the upper air) or as the regu-
larity in nature, his objection is that such views do not accord with what we think
god is: a living being who meets us in prayer (1.36-8).

Cotta’s critique of the Epicurean position goes directly to this issue of the suffi-
ciency of the appeal to preconceptions. The argument, says Cotta, carries little
weight in itself (it is levis; 1.62); his principal objection to it, however, is that it
is not in fact true that all people believe in the gods’ existence. Many races are so
barbarous as to have no religion, and some philosophers have denied the existence
of gods also, as do perpetrators of sacrilege implicitly by their actions. Nor can
universal preconceptions support the claim that gods have the human form, since
some nations picture gods in animal form. And even if all people did favour an
anthropomorphic conception, alternative explanations are available for this, in the
influence of culture and in the preference of each species for its own form. In this
at least Cotta’s scepticism mirrors Cicero’s own: the anthropomorphic stories are
“entirely fictitious, hardly worth the old wives’ lamp-light” (ibid.). And he speaks
for Cicero also in his contempt for Epicurus’ efforts to explain the gods’ physical
nature and activities in terms of the movement of atoms. As an argument against
determinism Epicurus’ posited “atomic swerve” is outlandish, not even philosoph-
ically respectable; similarly, the supposition that divinities possess “quasi-bodies”
fails to supply a satisfactory explanation for their continued existence. A theolog-
ical system cannot be maintained if not grounded in cogent argumentation; that
of Epicurus is “quite incomprehensible” (1.76).

Meanwhile Cotta makes no effort to refute a claim that is of central importance
to Epicurus: that the gods are not to be feared precisely because they exercise
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no causal influence on our world or any other. Already in the preface to the
entire treatise Cicero identifies this detachment claim as the principal target of
his work, for if it is allowed to stand, all religious observance is meaningless and
the very basis of human society and all just behaviour gravely threatened (1.2—
4). But Cotta, who questions the gods’ very existence, cannot argue against it:
only Lucilius Balbus, the Stoic spokesman of book 2, can offer any substantive
response. Balbus’ position is accordingly taken very seriously and is developed at
great length, with all the rhetorical and stylistic elaboration Cicero’s exceptional
talents can supply. Not only is he allowed to build a coherent argument for the
existence and providential concern of the Stoic deity - in essence, an argument
from intelligent design — but he is allowed to illustrate that argument with large
numbers of examples from the orderly arrangement of the universe, the char-
acteristics of plants and animals, the workings of the human body and, finally,
the achievements of human reason. In so far as the reader finds these examples
persuasive, Velleius has been answered and Cicero’s stated purpose achieved.

This optimistic view of the matter is then tested against the arguments that
Cotta advances, respectfully but firmly, on behalf of the sceptical Academy. His
attack is related in content to that of Velleius in book 1, but goes far beyond it
in argumentative power.> Portions of it are attributed to Carneades, the brilliant
Academic scholarch of the preceding century. Whether derived from Academic
sources or devised by Cicero himself, the arguments are clearly ones that Cicero
regards as having considerable philosophical merit. They may not be unanswer-
able, but they are ones to which answers must be found if religious belief is to have
adequate foundation.

Cotta first seeks to show that no satisfactory demonstration has been given
of the existence of god. The consensus omnium argument he again rejects as
weak: the Stoics otherwise place little reliance on the judgement of the many, and
they cannot both appeal to popular notions and seek to revise those notions by
replacing the state gods with heavenly bodies or forces of nature. A favourite Stoic
argument, that the universe must be sentient because it is the best of all things,
rests on equivocation, and as for their supposed proof derived from the regular
movements of the stars, there are many things, from tides to malarial fevers, that
occur with impressive regularity and yet cannot be regarded as divine. Finally,
Chrysippus is not entitled to infer from the beauty of the universe that it must
have been built by divine beings. This would indeed be a reasonable inference if
one were to concede that the universe was built in the way that a house is built.
But Cotta does not concede this. He suggests instead that it might have been
“formed by nature” (On the Nature of the Gods 3.26). He means, presumably (for
his promised explanation has been lost in transmission), that the operation of
various universal principles, such as gravitational forces or natural selection, could

5. For the ‘unholy alliance’ between Epicureans and Sceptics, see Long (1990: 281).
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provide a suitable causal history for the regularities we observe in nature without
recourse to divine agency.

Cotta argues further that the very notion of god is incoherent. The Stoic view
requires that the god should be a living being, but a living being is of necessity
changeable, with a capacity for sensation and for pleasure and pain, and these
capacities entail susceptibility to destruction. Hence god cannot be both living
and eternal. Another argument derives from god’s virtue: to possess any virtue
is necessarily to be able to choose between goods and evils, so that if god cannot
partake of evils, he cannot be virtuous either. Yet the Stoics wish to say that god
is just.

The sceptic’s most devastating arguments, however, are those directed against
the doctrine that Stoicism shares with traditional religion: that some benevolent
deity is actively engaged in promoting human welfare. Although the relevant
portion of book 3 survives only in fragments, it is reported by Lactantius that
Cicero here formulated what is sometimes known as the ‘problem of pain’: if god
is unable to rid us of the evils we suffer, he is not all-powerful; if he is able and still
does not, he is not concerned for our welfare. Extant portions of the text argue,
further, that the gift of reason cannot be considered an instance of divine benevo-
lence. If the gods did give us our reason, they also gave us malice and wickedness,
for vice is dependent on the cognitive abilities characteristic of human beings.
Finally Cotta reasons that the many observed instances of good conduct going
unrewarded, and of wickedness unpunished, demonstrate either god’s inability
or his unwillingness to execute justice in human affairs. It is with reluctance that
Cotta makes this argument, since it threatens to undermine the public’s motiv-
ation for good behaviour. But the fact is that the observed lack of connection
between a person’s character and his or her fortunes tends strongly to refute the
Stoics’ claims in favour of divine providence.

Given the tenor of Cotta’s arguments, it is hardly surprising that the Epicurean
Velleius, who has already expressed enthusiasm for his case against providen-
tialism, declares in the end that the Academic’s arguments appear to him “truer”
than those of the Stoic Balbus. More remarkable, perhaps, is that Cicero at the
same time represents himself as having been more nearly convinced by the Stoic
position than by the refutation: it is “more inclined toward a semblance of truth”
than that of Cotta.® To understand why Cicero sides against his own Academy;, it
is essential to remember what was noted above: that the stated aim of the treatise
includes establishing that the gods are indeed concerned with human affairs. In
declaring the Stoic view to be more persuasive than its refutation, Cicero indi-
cates that providentialism remains more satisfactory than the alternative. He
can say this without abandoning his usual philosophical stance, for Carneadean
plausibilism permits him to accept what appears to be plausible or like truth

6. This disputed passage has been well treated by Taran (1987) and DeFilippo (2000).
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(verisimile). Moreover, this qualified judgement in favour of Balbus is to his
advantage as a politician and public figure. By it he is able to associate himself
with the civic-minded religiosity of the Stoics while also acknowledging the
doubts that an educated Roman might have concerning specific Stoic doctrines.
He can claim to have accomplished the self-appointed task of combating impiety
and its attendant malefactions, without appearing in the invidious light of the
dogmatist.

For although the content of Cicero’s position is at the end of the day that of the
Stoic Balbus, his stance in regard to that content remains that of the Academic
Cotta. Of great importance for his public profession is the repeated insistence of
Cotta that he does in fact believe in the gods and in their providential concern for
the Roman people. He believes as a priest, on the authority of his forebears, and
he experiences that belief as a deep inner conviction; it “cannot be shaken out of
my mind” (On the Nature of the Gods 3.7). But belief on that basis is quite different
from the conclusions expected from philosophy: “You have heard, Balbus, what
Cotta believes as a priest; now give me to understand what you believe. For I
ought to believe our ancestors even if no reason is supplied for belief; from you,
though, I should get some rational basis for religion, since you are a philosopher”
(3.6). This is not the fideism of later ages. Cotta regards it as possible that the intel-
lectual basis he demands for his belief might at some time be supplied, if not by
Balbus then by some other philosopher, and that fully rational conviction seems
to him preferable to what he now has.” That investigation is left for Cicero’s readers
to pursue on their own; in the meantime the acceptance of ancestral authority
remains the fallback position.

DIVINATION AND FATE

More than once in On the Nature of the Gods Cicero alludes, through his char-
acters, to an additional department of the philosophy of religion that, although
closely related to the subject matter of that work, requires separate treatment. This
is divination, or the reading of future events or divine intentions from signs and
portents in the present, an important element in both Greek and Roman religious
practice. This was to be the topic of Cicero’s next composition, the two-book On
Divination, circulated after the death of Caesar in 44 BCE.

The dramatic date of the work is just at the time of writing, and the speakers
are the author himself and the author’s younger brother Quintus. The latter has
read the recently circulated On the Nature of the Gods and is in agreement with its

7. Unlike DeFilippo (2000), I am not inclined to assimilate Cotta’s position to that of the
more radical Pyrrhonian sceptics. This is consistent with their being considerable overlap
between his arguments and those used by Sextus Empiricus in Against the Professors 9.138-
81 (Long 1990).
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conclusion favouring the Stoics, but seeks to offer a further defence of the Stoic
position on divination. The role of sceptical questioner is now taken by Cicero
himself, in a speech remarkable for its intensity and for the sheer number of its
counter-proofs. The mildly favourable remarks on Stoic divination in On Laws
2.32-3 appear now to have been forgotten; the dreams and portents Cicero himself
had related in his poems on Marius and on his own consulship are dismissed
as poetic licence, although Quintus is permitted to quote liberally from them
(Schofield 1986: 63; and see Beard 1986). Whatever his earlier position may have
been, Cicero now has no hesitation in representing himself as an amused, even
contemptuous, unbeliever in every form of divination practised in Rome.

In the course of the work Cicero argues not only against any pseudo-scientific
theory of divination based on the notion of cosmic sympathy, but also against
the principal argument advanced by Quintus on behalf of the Stoics: that the
gods’ benevolent concern for humankind guarantees that they have the will to
communicate their intentions in a way we can understand, and their omnipotence
guarantees that they have the ability (cf. Denyer 1985). Concerning the first, he
does not dispute the possibility that all events in nature may be interconnected,
but denies that there can be such a connection as would enable a soothsayer to
predict the future of an army from the feeding behaviour of a chicken. Where
the connections are obvious, as between the phases of the moon and the tides,
there is nothing remarkable in the prediction; other supposed predictions are by
chance or are mere fictions. Concerning the argument from the gods’ benevolence
- a point he seems to have conceded in the earlier work, and, as Schofield (1986)
notes, the key to the Stoic position — he questions whether it is to our advantage
to know the future: would Caesar have been happier in life if he had known that
he was to die by assassination?

Ciceros most telling arguments, however, are those that he derives from
Carneades, having to do with divine foreknowledge. In order for the gods to
deliver signs of future events, they themselves must have knowledge of those
events, and this requires that the relevant future-tense propositions must already
be true in the present. This amounts to saying that the occurrence of the predicted
events must be immutably fixed by fate. But if they are so fated, then we cannot
take any action to avoid them, and divination is of no practical use. Conversely, if
our actions do change the course of events, then the predictions turn out to have
been untrue, so that no divination has occurred after all.

In order to give full scope to the well-developed Hellenistic discussions
concerning modal logic, rich in implications for human responsibility, Cicero
also composed a further theological treatise, On Fate.® The short segment of that
work that survives makes clear, at least, the extent of his interest in the topic and

8. Text and commentary in Cicero (1991). The issues are discussed in a major work by
Bobzien (1998).

129



MARGARET GRAVER

something of the arguments he employed. He resists the fatalism of Chrysippus
and other Stoics, claiming that if one reasons from the supposed fact of divi-
nation that fate is in control of events, then there is no role for will or for self-
improvement, and our actions are not in our own power to control. But neither
does he grant that Epicurus makes any headway with his appeal to sheer inde-
terminacy (the atomic ‘swerve’). Instead, he draws a distinction between various
kinds of causes. While all propositions, including those about the future, must be
either true or false, the truth of them can be known only for those which result
from ‘natural’ causes, that is, from those which operate “by their own force”, as
‘Scipio will die’ is necessitated by his being human. Otherwise the truth-value is
unknown even to Apollo, the chief oracular deity.

How exactly this constitutes a solution remains unclear, however, and in any case
it is likely that Cicero advanced no definitive solution himself. Like Carneades, to
whom he credits much of his argumentation, he may be seeking only to dismantle
the dogmatists’ claims. In this light it is noteworthy that he asks:

If there were no term “fate,” no entity of fate, no power of fate, and if
perchance all or most events came about by mere accident, would things
come out any differently than they do now? What does one achieve,
then, by pushing for fate, since everything can be explained without
reference to fate, in terms of nature or chance? (On Fate 1.6)

As Cotta in On the Nature of the Gods offered an explanation in terms of ‘nature’
as a viable alternative to explanations that appeal to divine purposes, so Cicero
himself here offers ‘nature’ and ‘chance’ as alternative explanatory strategies capable
of accounting for the phenomena we observe. He is not thereby committed to
either strategy, but he may perhaps force a rejection of determinism and its unsa-
voury consequences.’
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9
PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA

David T. Runia

In the history of Western philosophy of religion the thought of Philo of Alexandria
(c.15 BCE-50 CE) represents something new. Hitherto all the leading philosophers
had been Greeks, or, even if they had a non-Greek ethnic background (as may
have been the case for Zeno of Citium in Cyrus, the founder of the Stoa), they had
identified themselves primarily with the Hellenic tradition. In the case of Philo,
however, the situation was different. Philo lived in Alexandria, the greatest centre
of Greek civilization in the Eastern Mediterranean, and he was certainly a great
admirer of the achievements of Greek culture, particularly in the area of Greek
philosophy. But if you had asked him who he was, he would have said, T am a
Jew’, or T am a disciple of Moses. In the case of Philo we encounter for the first
time a thinker whose primary loyalty is not to Hellenic religion but to a different
religious tradition.! What he commenced in his own particular way was to have a
long and rich history.

Philo was born in about 15 BCE into a prominent and very wealthy Jewish
family in Alexandria. Soon after Alexander the Great had founded the city in
331 BCE, large numbers of Jews emigrated from Palestine and settled in the city.
By the time of Philo they represented as much as thirty per cent of the city’s popu-
lation and formed their own community, sandwiched in between the citizen body
of Greeks and the native population of Egyptians. It was an uncomfortable situ-
ation. Philo himself, because of his wealthy background, would have been an
Alexandrian citizen, but this was not the case for most of his compatriots. The
Jewish community was naturally influenced by the dominant Hellenic culture of
their city. But they did not become completely assimilated. The main vehicle for
retaining their independence was an uncompromising devotion to their ancestral

1. Obviously Cicero, discussed in the previous chapter, was also not Greek and had his loyal-
ties to Roman religion, but he stood much closer to the tradition of Hellenic religion than
Philo.
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religion. About two hundred years before Philo’s birth the Torah was translated
into Greek. Later, the remaining books of the Hebrew Bible were also translated
and the entire collection became known as the ‘Septuagint’? So, even though the
Jewish community (including Philo) no longer had a knowledge of the Hebrew
language, they were still able to study their Scriptures in Greek.

From his writings it is plain that Philo had an excellent Greek education in
both the liberal arts and philosophy. It has been suggested that, like other wealthy
people in his day, he may have had house tutors in philosophy. Certainly his writ-
ings bear witness to an astonishing breadth of knowledge in Greek philosophy,
from the Presocratics to the schools that were current in his own time. His own
thought shows most affinity to the revival of Platonism that was taking place at his
time. Yet it would be a mistake to regard him as a Platonist. As we shall see, he put
his philosophical knowledge to a different purpose.

There is only one incident in Philo’s life about which we have historical infor-
mation. In two of his works, Against Flaccus and The Embassy to Gaius, he recounts
some extremely unpleasant incidents that befell the Alexandrian Jewish commu-
nity in the years 38-40 ck. Under the Roman Governor Flaccus, violent anti-
Jewish riots took place. In response, the Jewish community decided to send a
delegation to the Emperor Gaius Caligula in Rome, and Philo was appointed as its
leader. After lengthy delays they obtained the desired interview, which went rather
badly, but at least did not cost them their lives. These events are often connected
by scholars with a passage at the beginning of book III of On the Special Laws,
where he complains about how his involvement in political affairs distracts him
from more serious pursuits, and he looks back wistfully to the time when he could
fully devote himself to the life of philosophy.

From this incident it is quite clear that, for all his love of Greek culture and
Greek philosophy, Philo’s first loyalty was to the Jewish people and their ancestral
customs. He wished to defend his people in the political arena, but also, because he
was a thinker and writer, in the exchange of ideas. Philo was convinced that Jews
ought not be ashamed of their religion and culture when it was compared with the
achievements of Hellenism. Quite to the contrary, they should be proud of their
Laws as written down in the Books of Moses. This is his ancestral tradition and he
aims to defend it with all the philosophical knowledge that he has at his disposal.

PHILO’S WRITINGS AND METHOD
Philo was a prolific writer. Nearly fifty of his treatises have survived. A few of

these are purely philosophical works on subjects such as the indestructibility of

2. Named after the seventy translators who, according to the legend, received divine assist-
ance in their task and all produced an identical translation.
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the cosmos, the existence of divine Providence and on whether animals can be
said to possess reason. As we have seen, there are also some writings that defend
Judaism against its enemies. But by far the majority of his works are commentaries
on the Pentateuch, the five Books of Moses. Philo explains the various historical
incidents and legal prescriptions that these books contain. But his chief interest
is in uncovering the deeper spiritual and ‘philosophical’ meaning of Scripture.
He argues that Moses represents the pinnacle of philosophical achievement. It
might seem a tall order to make this claim persuasive. To be sure, the Pentateuch
does contain some passages that can be used for philosophical ends. One thinks
particularly of the creation account with which it begins, the experiences of Moses
on Mount Horeb and Mount Sinai, and the exhortations that Moses addressed to
the assembled people in Deuteronomy. Philo exploits these passages to the full,
but they are clearly insufficient to demonstrate Moses” philosophical prowess. He
needs a stronger weapon, and finds it in the method of allegorical interpretation.

Philosophical allegory was invented by the Greeks and had a long history
before Philo adopted it. Its origins lie in the classical period, when tensions arose
on account of the attacks that some intellectuals made on authoritative writings
by Homer, Hesiod and the Orphic poets.> Xenophanes had ridiculed their pres-
entation of the divine. Plato had banned the poets Homer and Hesiod from his
ideal state. Philosophers such as the Stoics regarded this move as both unfair and
untactful in the light of the great prestige that these poets enjoyed in Greek society.
If Homer and Hesiod were read in another way, it would emerge that philosoph-
ical truths were present in their poetry. The meaning hidden behind the words had
to be decoded. Homer allegorized (literally ‘said something in a different way’) in
that he said one thing, but meant to say another. This is exactly what Moses did,
according to Philo. When he tells the story of the Patriarch Abraham, this has a
basis in historical truth. Philo would not wish to deny that such a person lived
long ago and was the father of the Jewish race. But if Moses” words are examined
carefully and interpreted on a deeper level, it will emerge that he is really telling
the story of the human soul on the path to perfection and felicity.

Philo is a master of the allegorical method, which undertakes to decode the
original text in terms of a deeper philosophical and spiritual truth. He has a whole
array of techniques at his disposal: close reading of the text (and particularly of
its peculiarities, which are many); etymology of Hebrew names; comparison and
contrast with other biblical texts; reference to philosophical doctrines; and so on.
In his lengthy Allegorical Commentary he is able to use long chains of allegor-
ical exegesis, which make heavy demands on the reader, but certainly succeed
in converting scriptural narrative into a highly unusual kind of philosophical
discourse. If we were to challenge Philo and say that what he was doing was more

3. It used to be claimed that the Stoa invented allegory, but in recent scholarship there is
general agreement that its roots are older, as can be seen in the Derveni papyrus.
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like eiségesis (‘leading [ideas] in’) than exégesis (‘leading [ideas] out’) of the biblical
text, he would answer that for him the text is primary, and that there is always a
‘starting-point’ (aphormeé) for his interpretation in the text itself. The way he reads
the text does not rhyme with modern critical interpretations, but it certainly has
its own method (see § “The doctrine of creation, below).

EPISTEMOLOGY

Given the nature of his writings, therefore, it will not come as a surprise that
Philo does not present us with a theory of knowledge in which he gives a system-
atic account of the criterion of truth and the status of human thought. There is at
least one epistemological question, however, that he cannot possibly avoid. If phil-
osophy consists in the exegesis of Mosaic Scripture, what is the origin and status of
that original text? How did Moses come to gain insight into the nature of reality to
such a degree that it should be the starting-point of our quest for truth?

At the beginning of his commentary on the creation account in Genesis 1, Philo
states that Moses not only had attained the pinnacle of philosophical achievement
(presumably through natural ability and the instruction he had received at the
court of Pharaoh), but had also been instructed in the most essential of nature’s
doctrines through divine oracles (On the Creation of the Cosmos 8). Moses is a
prophet exalted beyond other men. When Philo discusses Moses’ special prophetic
powers he distinguishes between various types of prophecy, of which two are most
important. In one kind of prophecy, which enables the prophet to predict the
future, the prophet is empowered to ‘stand outside’ himself and through divine
possession become an instrument of the divine voice speaking through him. This
may be called ecstatic prophecy because the process occurs ‘outside’ the prophet’s
own intellect. In the second type the prophet is also inspired by God, but remains
in full possession of his rational abilities, which allows his mind to contemplate the
nature of reality in its fullness. “The true priest’, Philo writes of the wise person:

is at the same time a prophet, who through virtue rather than birth
has advanced to the service of the truly Existent, and to a prophet
nothing is unknown, since he has within him a noetic sun and shad-
owless beams of light, which give him the clear apprehension of things
invisible to sense but perceptible to the mind.

(On the Special Laws 4.192)

Here we may speak of noetic prophecy, because the prophet’s intellect (nous) is
fully involved (see further Winston 1989).

The Platonism of Philos Mosaic epistemology is evident in this quote (the
noetic sun immediately reminds us of the image in Plato’s Republic), even if the
term ‘apprehension’ (katalepsis) has a Stoic background. Philo is aided here by
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the fact that in the biblical account Moses is described as being shown the model
(paradeigma) of the tabernacle and its contents on the mountain (Exodus 25:9, cf.
40). The word paradeigma is a technical Platonic term for an intelligible idea that
functions as model for a sense-perceptible thing. By extension Philo can use it to
support a Platonic epistemology of intelligible ideas contemplated by an excep-
tionally gifted human mind such as that possessed by Moses through divine grace.
The human mind is able to do this because it is created in the image of God.
Prerequisite for this activity, however, is human excellence (areté) made possible
through the elimination of the affections (pathé). As in Plato and Platonism gener-
ally, there is an intimate connection between epistemology, anthropology and
ethics (see below §§ “The nature of humanity’, ‘Ethics’).

It is thus in deference to the altitude of the Mosaic achievement that Philo expli-
citly says of himself that “I am not a teacher but an interpreter” (On Animals 8).
The interpreter comments assiduously on the text of his master, but is convinced
that his efforts will never exhaust its limitless riches. For this reason Philo is very
generous in recording the views of other exegetes, and sometimes himself gives
multiple expositions of the same material (which are quite impossible to systema-
tize into a coherent account). It also leads to unexpected sceptical remarks, in
which he casts doubt on the human capacity to reach the truth (at On Drunkenness
166-202 he even cites the ten tropes of Aenesidemus in full). But it goes without
saying that Philo is not a true sceptic. There is truth and it is attainable to the extent
possible by the wise man, of whom Moses is the paradigm, but not necessarily by
his disciple, who is content to play the role of interpreter of the written text.

THEOLOGY

Philo’s thought is resolutely theocentric, more so than any other thinker covered
so far in this first volume. Here his commitment to Judaism comes strongly to the
fore. In its history, Israel had experienced the nearness of the divine presence. The
first commandments of the Decalogue canonize the unique position of Jahweh,
or the Lord God, as the Septuagint translates. All of Israel’s religious observance
is focused on this single God. Philo sees it as his task to conceptualize this experi-
ence in terms that are drawn largely from the philosophical tradition.

Aswe saw in the quote on the true priest and prophet cited in the previous section,
for Philo God is above all true Being. This sounds very Platonic, but Philo would
certainly claim that it is, above all, Mosaic. Did God himself not reveal to Moses
(Exodus 3:14) that “I am Being (ego eimi ho 6n)”? It is typical of Philo that he speaks
of God as Being both in the masculine (/o 6n) and in the neuter (to on). The former
corresponds more to Israel’s personal experience of the divine, the latter to the philo-
sophical concept of God as we find in Plato. Philo wishes to combine both.

Who is this God, and what can human beings come to know about him?
Crucial to Philos thought is the distinction between God’s existence and his
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essence. Through observation and experience of the natural world and particu-
larly of their own intellectual powers, human beings can without any difficulty
conclude that God exists and that he is creator of the universe (see On the Special
Laws 1.32-5; On the Life of Abraham 72-80). But gaining knowledge of God’s
essence is quite another matter. Not even the great Moses, although he made many
requests, was granted this privilege (see On the Posterity of Cain 168-9). God is
unknowable in his essence. This means that he is also unnameable, indescribable
and unutterable, that is, there is no name or description that can give accurate
expression to his nature.

Philo thus has a negative and a positive theology, rather similar to what one
finds in the second-century handbook of the Platonist Alcinous. It has been argued
by some scholars (Wolfson 1947, and recently Radice 1991) that Philo was the
inventor of negative theology. The difficulty here is that we cannot prove that he
had any direct influence on Greek philosophy outside the Jewish—Christian trad-
ition. But certainly this doctrine of the utter transcendence of the divine nature is
a first pillar of his thought, which determines the remainder of his theology.

If God is unnameable, then what about the names he is given in the Bible?
Philo’s answer is that they refer to God’s powers (dynameis). The two chief titles
of God in the Septuagint, theos and kyrios, refer to God’s creative power (theos is
related to the root tithémi, ‘T set in place’) and ruling power (kyrios means ‘lord’)
respectively. It is by means of his powers that the transcendent God is related to
what is not God, that is, created reality. The reader will perceive that this formula-
tion is awkward, since the term ‘God’ should refer to the powers. It would be more
accurate to say that transcendent Being in his/its unknowable essence relates to
what comes after him/it. But Philo has another way of approaching this problem
that has become much more famous in the history of philosophical theology. In
addition to speaking of God’s powers, he also speaks of God’s Logos.

Philo’s Logos doctrine is difficult, and certainly not always consistent, but in
short we may follow David Winston (1985) and say that the Logos represents ‘the
face’ of God (or of Being) as it is turned to created reality. As we shall see in the
following section, that does not mean that the Logos is necessarily only imma-
nent as the aspect of the divine at work in the world (compare the Stoic immanent
Logos or the Platonist World Soul). The Logos also has a transcendent role, and
can be identified with the noetic realm, that is, God’s thought (compare the nous
in Platonism). The chief difficulty posed by Philo’s doctrine of the Logos is the
following. Sometimes Philo speaks of the Logos as if it were simply an aspect of the
divine nature; namely, that aspect which is accessible to human thought precisely
because it is related to that which follows it. At other times, however, the Logos is
treated as an hypostasis, that is, a self-subsistent theological entity that is at least to
some degree independent of God himself (the issue is complicated even further
when Philo talks of angels as logoi). In the latter case we might suspect that the
doctrine of God’s Oneness, as prescribed by Jewish monotheism, is endangered,
but this does not seem to be a matter of concern for Philo. The main influence of
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Philo’s Logos doctrine was felt not in the Greek philosophical tradition (although
there are some similarities in Plotinus), but in the later Christian tradition.

THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION

A second pillar of Philos thought is the doctrine of creation. Philo is wholly
convinced that visible, material reality has been created by God, and has nothing
but scorn for the minority opinion in the ancient world that the cosmos was the
result of chance or random spontaneous developments (the view of the atomists
and Epicurus). Furthermore, because God has created the universe, he will also
take care of it through the action of divine providence (the role of the Logos).
Philo agrees with Plato against the Stoics that, although the universe had a begin-
ning, it will not be subject to total destruction. This, he argues, was already Moses’
view, as shown by Genesis 8:22 (see On the Indestructibility of the Cosmos 1-19).

In his commentary on the Mosaic creation account in Genesis 1-3, On the
Creation of the Cosmos According to Moses, Philo has the opportunity to present
his interpretation of the doctrine of creation in greater detail. The cosmos is
created in six days. This does not mean that God needed a length of time in which
to complete his work. In fact everything came into being simultaneously, because
time commenced with the cosmos itself. Rather, Moses used the device of a narra-
tive account of creation in six days in order to reveal the ordered structure of
the universe (Philo most probably is adapting here a theme from contemporary
commentaries on Plato’s cosmological dialogue, the Timaeus, which also has a
narrative structure; see Runia 1986). Of particular interest is Philo’s interpretation
of the first verses of Moses” account. He notes that the Greek text does not speak of
the ‘first day), but rather of ‘day one’ (a Hebraism). Moreover, the earth in Genesis
1:2 is called ‘invisible and unconstructed’ Philo interprets these features as an
indication that Moses is not speaking of the creation of the visible cosmos on this
day at all, but rather of the creation of the noetic cosmos, which the creator used
as a model for the creation (genesis) of his product. In this way the Platonic world
of ideas is located in the opening words of the Bible. It might seem strange that
one can speak of the creation of eternal and unchangeable entities such as ideas.
Creation must here be understood in an non-material and ontological sense, on
an analogy with Plato’s presentation of the ideas as deriving their being from the
Good in book 7 of the Republic. God as Being is wholly transcendent. Philo even
goes so far as to say that God is superior to the ideas of goodness and beauty (On
the Creation of the Cosmos 8). He thus deliberately adjusts Platos theory of the
Idea of the Good in a theocentric direction.

The question may be asked how we should conceive of God as creator if he is
wholly transcendent. As we might expect, creative activity belongs to the domain
of God’s Powers or God’s Logos. If one would want to have the doctrine of creation
in a nutshell, Philo writes, “one might say that the noetic cosmos (of day one) is
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none other than the Logos of God while he is engaged in his creative task” (24).
We note that Philo does not dissociate God from the creative task and attribute
it solely to his Logos. This would surely endanger Philos conviction that God is
unique. But all is not as clear as we might like. We would like to press Philo further
on this issue. Should we conclude that God’s creative activity does not exhaust
the fullness of his Being (a Jewish approach)? Or is it better to argue that in his
essence (which is unknowable for us) God transcends all relation to the created
realm so that one can hardly call him a creator (a Platonist view)? Some tensions
between Philo’s Judaism and his Platonism seem to come into view here.

Another area in which Philo is less clear than we would like is his views on
the role of matter. In sound Platonist fashion, matter is regarded as the source
of disorder and evil, although not as the direct source of the worst kind of evil,
which is the moral evil of the wicked soul. But where does matter come from? Is
it created by God, or is it a principle independent of him? Philo does not tell us
in his commentary on the creation account, and elsewhere he appears to vacil-
late. It is safest to say, in my view, that he was still too much the prisoner of the
Parmenidean assumption that nothing can come out of nothing, and so was
unable to face up to the full consequences of a doctrine of creation ex nihilo. This
was a development that did not take place until Christian theology faced the chal-
lenge of the Gnostic movement more than a century later.

In spite of these problems, the main direction of Philos doctrine of creation is
clear. All of created reality is dependent for its existence on God the creator. It is
impious and wrong-headed to ascribe divinity and eternity to the created universe.
The doctrine of creation is a philosophical consequence of the first command-
ment, which insists on the absolute sovereignty of God (see On the Special Laws
1.13-20).

THE NATURE OF HUMANITY

The climax of the Mosaic creation account is the creation of the human being,
who is formed on the sixth day. Using an influential phrase, Philo describes him
as a ‘border-dweller’ living on the border of the mortal and the immortal, sharing
in mortality on account of his body, but immortal in respect of his mind (On
the Creation of the Cosmos 135). Philo sets great store by Moses’ statement that
the human being is created “according to the image of God” (Genesis 1:26-7).
The term ‘image’ (eikon) is a technical philosophical term, indicating a resem-
blance such as between a model and a copy. Philo interprets the text as indicating
a double relation: the human being is created as image not directly of God, but
of his Logos, who in turn is an image of God himself (but surely in a somewhat
different sense). In what way can the human being be said to resemble God and
his Logos? It is certainly not in terms of his body or lower soul with its passions.
Humanity resembles God through its rational soul or mind (nous), which is also
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its immortal part. This interpretation of ‘man according to the image’ is a third
pillar of Philos thought. Without it he would not be in a position to credit such an
exalted status to Moses, as the philosopher par excellence. Moses is able to contem-
plate the realm of incorporeal ideas because of the ‘image-nature’ of his mind, by
which he is related to the divine Logos who embraces those ideas.

Arguably it is in this doctrine that we observe the strongest influence of Greek
philosophy on Philos thought. In the Greek Bible (Septuagint) a conviction of
human immortality is only to be found in some very late books, but Philo is
convinced of its truth. In Greek philosophical thought ever since Socrates, reason
had been the hallmark of the philosopher and the sage. Philo gladly takes this
over, but gives it a strongly theocentric direction. If humanity’s goal is to ‘become
like unto God’ (the Platonic formulation of the telos), then this can take place on
account of the human being’s ‘image-nature, that is, through the powers of its
intellect. It is in gaining knowledge of God that the human being becomes like
God. This was the nature of Moses™ quest, even if in the nature of things the ulti-
mate goal of knowledge of God’s essence could not be reached. It could not be
reached because assimilation would have to become identity, which is impossible
on account of the gap between creator and creature (an instructive contrast can
be drawn with Plotinus here).

There are other strands in Philo’s views on the nature of the human being that
we cannot discuss in detail. For example, he has to make room for the Stoicizing
concept of divine spirit (prneuma) on account of the important text Genesis
2.7, in which God is said to ‘inbreathe’ the human being with his spirit (a fasci-
nating passage on this is found in The Worse Attacks the Better 79-90). The soul
is sometimes regarded as consisting of eight parts (Stoic), sometimes as tripartite
(Platonic). Philo also uses the concept of a blood-soul, suggested by Leviticus
17:11. The most important division, however, is that between irrational and
rational, mortal and immortal. For this dualism Philo is above all indebted to
Plato and the Platonist tradition. In his view, however, its origin is to be located
in the Mosaic text.

ETHICS

It might be thought that our presentation of Philo’s thought so far is rather theor-
etical. This can be justified in the context of the history of philosophy, which is
our primary focus. But there is a danger that we stray too far from the content
of much of Philos writing. As we noted above, Philo is a master of the allegor-
ical method. What allegory discovers, especially in the biblical narratives, is the
journey of the soul and the struggle between virtue and wickedness. Here the
biblical narrative is brought home to the reader. Not every soul can reach the
heights of Moses’ achievement, but every reader has to live his or her life, and can
be encouraged to embark on the philosophic quest, aided - as Philo thinks - by
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the close relation between this quest and the observance of the Jewish religious
customs.

In the formulation of his ethical ideals Philo takes over much from the Stoa
(with some mixture of Platonist ideas). The journey of the soul involves various
stages. It begins with the struggle against the passions. The learner has to recog-
nize that these passions are brought about by a yielding to the inducements of the
senses and of bodily sensuality. As the learner advances, he develops the exercise
of reason and embarks on the path of the virtues. He recognizes that, although
the body has to be cared for, he must be careful not to let it distract him from his
higher goals. The goal towards which he strives is the life of perfection, the life as
lived by the wise person (sophos). The wise person is characterized by a freedom
from all passion (apatheia), not in the sense that he has no emotions whatsoever,
but in that he has converted his irrational passions into rational emotional states
(eupatheiai). He does not succumb to irrational pleasure (hédoné), but rather feels
the rational state of joy (chara). Philo is even prepared to attribute this state to
God, who takes enjoyment in his creation (Questions and Answers on Genesis
4.188). The ideal of the wise person is lofty and seldom attained. It is represented
above all by the lawgiver Moses. For many, the Patriarchs are more accessible
symbols of what humanity can reach, and for Philo they represent three aspects
of the quest for perfection: Abraham is the learner; Isaac is the man with natural
aptitude for the quest; and Jacob is the practiser who never yields in his struggle
to reach the goal. The quest for perfection and the ideal of the wise person is the
fourth and final pillar of Philo’s thought.

The reader may wish to conclude at this point that, in spite of the biblical names,
Philo’s ethics is wholly Greek. This conclusion might at first be strengthened if we
were to examine his doctrine of the virtues. For example, Philo takes the four
rivers of Paradise (Genesis 2:10-14) to symbolize the cardinal virtues, practical
wisdom, self-mastery, courage and justice (Allegories of the Laws 1.63). But if we
look more carefully at his pronouncements on the virtues we shall find that there
are other elements that betray the influence of Jewish thought. We briefly mention
four examples. First, Philo adopts a more positive attitude towards the ideal of
repentance (metameleia) than is customary in Greek tradition. Secondly, following
a strong biblical tradition, he is prepared to attribute the attitude of mercy or pity
(eleos) both to God and to the wise person (i.e. it is not incompatible with freedom
from passion), whereas in Greek thought this feeling is considered either inappro-
priate for the philosopher (as in the Stoa), or only to be exercised in well-defined
circumstances (as in Aristotle). Thirdly, Philo often states that the greatest of all
the virtues is piety (eusebeia). The reverence and devotion that ought to charac-
terize one’s personal relation to God plays a much more dominant role in Philo’s
thought than in the writings of Greek philosophers. Philo’s ethics are fundamen-
tally religious. Fourthly and most strikingly of all, Philo repeatedly emphasizes
humanity’s essential ‘nothingness’ (oudeneia) in comparison with God. If the
human being is to ‘know himself” (the old Delphic ideal), he must realize that he
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is dust and ashes, truly nothing (see Who is the Heir? 29). This runs contrary to
the Greek philosopher’s sense of his own worth, and anticipates the emphasis on
humility that will be a prominent theme in Christian ethics.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Philo’s thought is a splendid illustration of the cultural and ideological power of
Hellenism. Philo was utterly loyal to the traditions of his own people, and regarded
himself as nothing but an expositor of the Law. It is fascinating to observe, however,
how the ideals of Greek philosophy have so strongly impressed themselves on his
thinking that he feels constrained to locate many of them at the very heart of
Scripture. Philo set out to show both the Jews and the Greeks of Alexandria that
true wisdom was to be found in the ancient traditions of the Jewish nation. What
he found there is arguably at least as much Greek as it is Jewish. As Peder Borgen
(1984: 150-54) has emphasized, Philo set out to conquer Hellenism, but he came
close to being conquered himself.

Philo’s writings also yield valuable evidence on the direction in which phil-
osophy is moving at this time. It is clear that its chief inspiration is Platonic. This
comes to the fore in Philo’s epistemology, theology and doctrine of creation. The
Hellenistic philosophy of immanence has been left behind and a definite shift to a
philosophy of transcendence has taken place. This movement will be continued in
the thought of Plutarch and in the movement that we now call ‘Middle Platonism.
At the same time many themes from Hellenistic philosophy, and especially from
the Stoa, are retained and given new shape.

The future of Philo’s thought did not lie in Jewish tradition. Soon the rich trad-
ition of Alexandrian Judaism would be swept away in the tide of political turmoil.
Later Judaism was not interested in Philo’s version of Judaism and condemned
him to silence. It is sad to think that the great medieval Jewish philosopher,
Maimonides, who also lived in Egypt, probably never heard of his distant prede-
cessor. Philo’s future also did not lie in Greek philosophy, which probably took
very little notice of him. It was in the Christian tradition that Philo’s thought
was continued. Christian theologians and exegetes rescued Philos writings and
made good use of them for their own purposes. It occurred first in Alexandria
(Pantaenus, Clement, Origen, Didymus), but later spread well beyond Philo’s own
city (Eusebius, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose). These men were particularly inter-
ested in the way Philo interpreted the biblical stories and they were intrigued by
his theory of the Logos, which bore some suggestive resemblances to the account
of the Logos in the Gospel of John.

More than half a century ago the influential Harvard historian of philosophy
Harry Wolfson argued that Philo single-handedly changed the course of phil-
osophy and laid the foundations for religious philosophy in the patristic and medi-
eval periods until it was subverted by Spinoza. This claim in its full extent cannot
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be sustained. As we have seen in this volume there was religious philosophy before
Philo, and his subsequent influence was nowhere near as great as Wolfson postu-
lated. But it is true that Philo is the first philosopher to base his philosophy on the
acceptance of an authoritative body of scriptural writings. This method of philos-
ophizing was to have a long future. For this reason, Philo occupies an important
place in the history of Western religious thought.
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THE APOSTLE PAUL

Stanley K. Stowers

The thought of the apostle Paul (c.2 cE-c.64 cE) is perhaps the most important
early source for the later development of Christian theology. This is because,
although occasional pieces, the letters contain explanations, concepts, arguments,
narrative fragments, metaphors, ethical teachings and references to practices
important for the formation of coherent doctrines about human nature and its
transformation, Christ’s work, God’s judgement and salvation, the character and
futures of Jews and Gentiles and so on. The letters of Paul are the earliest Christian
writings and predate the canonical gospels from decades to one-half of a century.
Moreover, they were written before the epic-making changes that occurred with
the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ck and of Judaism as it had been known. Paul
assumed that Judaism and God’s temple would go on and understood himself as
working as the missionary chosen to bring the message about Jesus Christ to the
non-Jewish peoples. The teachings attributed to Jesus in the gospels do not appear
or play any role in his letters. Rather, he develops a form of religion based on the
role of Christ as an agent of human transformation and part of God’s plans for the
consummation of history. Thus interpreters have often said that Paul rather than
Jesus was the founder of Christianity.

Scholars agree that the letters are the more trustworthy sources for knowledge
of Paul and his teachings. Much later legendary sources such as the Acts of the
Apostles and the Acts of Paul frequently contradict what is known from the letters
and must be used with extreme caution. The question of which letters in the New
Testament attributed to Paul are authentic has long been a matter of dispute among
scholars, although there is a strong consensus that some are his and that others
cannot be. Broad agreement exists that Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Philippians, 1 Thesssalonians and Philemon were written by Paul. Likewise,
1 and 2 Timothy and Titus were written by a Paulinist a generation or more after
Paul’s death. Opinion tilts against the authenticity of Ephesians, but is divided
regarding 2 Thessalonians and Colossians. The seven ‘undisputed’ letters must be
the starting-point for understanding Paul’s thought.
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The Acts of the Apostles claims that Paul came from the city of Tarsus in Cilicia.
This is possible, but the letters only give information to place Paul in and around
Damascus in the earliest period of his life that they attest. The claim that he studied
in Jerusalem with Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) is almost certainly false. Solid information
about his education can be deduced from the literary level and rhetorical charac-
teristics of the undisputed letters. He was a native speaker of Greek and shows no
sign of knowing Hebrew or Aramaic beyond a few words and phrases that may
have been traditional to the early Christ movement. The letters reflect a know-
ledge of letter-writing practices far above the common level seen in the numerous
letters that have survived from Egypt and elsewhere. They also show an exten-
sive knowledge of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible. His
writing displays a level of education that roughly equals and reflects the tradition
of the Greek progymnasmata, the preliminary rhetorical exercises. At least a level
of knowledge about Hellenistic philosophical, and especially moral philosophical,
teachings that one might expect from a person of modest education in the inter-
connected cultures of the Roman Empire also appear in the letters.

In contexts where Paul writes polemically against fellow Jewish competitors,
he reveals that he came from a Jewish family of the tribe of Benjamin; that he
thought of himself as devoted to the Jewish life in a rigorous way; and that he
belonged to the school of the Pharisees. Unfortunately, we do not know enough
about the Pharisees, their teachings and practices, in spite of later sources that
claim their heritage, to know what this meant for Paul. The claim does help us to
locate Paul sociologically and intellectually as probably an intellectual specialist
of the retainer class that served and advised the traditional ruling elite. Paul’s self-
described persecution of the followers of Christ probably reflects this role. The
most reliable sources depict the Pharisees as a political-religious interest group
in Jerusalem and Judea. What it might mean for a person who was raised and
educated outside Judea to be a Pharisee remains unclear.

Christian traditions, especially with the influence of Augustine in the West, have
come to depict Paul’s turn to Christ as a conversion from Judaism to Christianity,
or from law to grace. But Paul’s own accounts flatly contradict this interpretation
and describe a vision of Christ in the language of a prophet’s calling or commis-
sioning in the Hebrew Bible (Galatians 1:1, 11-12, 15-16; 1 Corinthians 9:1, 15:8;
Philippians 3:5-6). Specifically, Paul claims that Christ told him that he had been
chosen from before birth to be the messenger to the Gentiles, the non-Jewish
peoples (e.g. Romans 15:15-18). Thus Paul thinks of himself as a latter-day Jonah
(and not an Augustine) who has been chosen to play a decisive role at the climax
of history. That he describes this call as a total reorientation of his life-course and
ambitions has appeared in the context of later Christian assumptions as a conver-
sion from Judaism and a moral-religious turning.

Scholars believe that Paul wrote his extant letters during a roughly fifteen-
year period of establishing what he calls assemblies of Christ in Roman Asia and
Greece. Because the letters are occasional writings addressed to varied practical
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and intellectual issues in situations that scholars can only intuit from the letters,
it will be useful to first provide a synthetic account of Paul’s thought before
discussing some individual letters, influences on his thought and his impact on
later thinkers. A key interpretive issue that has emerged in recent scholarship is
how and when to generalize or universalize Paul’s statements. Since he writes to
Gentile assemblies (e.g. Romans 1:5-6, 13; Galatians 2:7, 4:8-9; 1 Corinthians
12:2) and never uses the concept of a generic Christianity, but always speaks of
Jews and Gentiles in Christ, does much of what he writes apply only to the situa-
tion of Gentiles or, as in traditional Christian interpretation, does he always speak
universally about ‘the Church) Christianity and humanity?

CENTRAL THEMES OF PAUL’S THOUGHT

The one place where the letters define the gospel that Paul taught is Galatians:
“Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles out of faithfulness,
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, namely, ‘All of the Gentiles will be
blessed in you™ (3:8). The message that Paul taught addressed a particular and a
universal problem at the same time by means of what he understood to be God’s
plan carried out through Jesus Christ’s fidelity or faithfulness to that plan. This
larger account may be summarized as follows. The peoples of the world have in
the distant past turned away from the one true God and creator of the universe
and fallen into the worship of idols. Because of this situation, God chose a faithful
individual, Abraham, to be the progenitor of a faithful people who would someday
be the means for returning and reconciling the disloyal peoples to him. Paul’s
claim is that Christ was the chosen agent for this reconciliation and he himself
the chosen messenger. But God’s plans go far beyond bringing the non-Jewish
peoples back to the worship of the creator. In the resurrection, God raised Jesus to
a new level of existence by endowing him with his own spirit (Romans 1:4, 8:11).
This divine pneuma - poorly translated as ‘spirit’ or ‘ghost’ — of Christ is shared
by believers when they are baptized “into Christ” (Galatians 3:26-9, 4:6; Romans
6-8). Participation in Christ through sharing his pneuma does several things in
Paul’s thought.

Paul interprets the promise of blessing for the Gentiles given to Abraham as the
gift of the divine pneuma (Galatians 3:14). Because they share Christ’s pneuma, and
they are “in Christ”, they have contiguity with Abraham who becomes their father
(Galatians 3:29). Thus they become sons of God. Paul associates this new status for
Gentiles with their being made righteous before God and their reconciliation to
him and sanctification. On the level of moral psychology, the prneuma empowers
reason to subdue the attempts of emotion and desire to do evil so that individuals
can do what God’s law requires while also being freed from the condemnation to
which Gentiles were formerly subject under the law (Romans 8:1-11; Galatians
5:18). The divine pneuma also intermixes or connects with the natural human
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pneuma and facilitates communication with God (1 Corinthians 2:10-11; Romans
8:26-7). In this current age, those who are “in Christ” and share his pneuma still
have normal fleshly bodies that are fragile, subject to passions and desire, and are
mortal. But this will change after Christ returns from heaven where he rules with
God. This weak ontological condition was inherited from Adam. There is no idea
of a return to a pre-fall state in Paul’s letters. Christ became the last Adam in the
resurrection by receiving a perfected “heavenly” body consisting of divine pneuma
(1 Corinthians 15:44-50; Romans 5:12-19). He is thus the pioneer of a new order
of existence, sons of God, for all of those who are in him and who have been
“conformed to his image” (e.g. Romans 8:29-30). If any person is in Christ, the
person is a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17). Owing to the idea of the extension
of Christ’s pneuma, Paul can speak not only of those who have been baptized as in
Christ, but also of Christ being in the one baptized (Romans 8:10; 2 Corinthians
13:3-4; Galatians 2:20). This explains the terminology of participation with Christ
such as “to suffer with”, “be crucified with”, “buried with”, “raised with”, “glorified
with” and “to rule with”

The Western Christian interpretation of Paul since Augustine has often seen the
letters as the supreme source for doctrines of total moral-ontological sinfulness or
total depravity. This novel understanding and radical change from most of ancient
Christianity became the centerpiece of the Protestant Reformation along with
doctrines of radical grace. Eastern forms of Christianity maintained continuity
with the mainstream of thinkers in the ancient Churches in their interpretations
of Paul. This Western understanding runs together three areas of Paul’s thinking
that need to be kept separate, even if related, and harmonizes them into a theory
of fallen human nature. The three are Paul’s writings about moral psychology,
the origins of sin and the current apocalyptic world situation. Sin began with
Adam’s disobedience and universal human mortality resulted (Romans 5:12-13;
1 Corinthians 15:21). Just as believers participate in Christ by sharing his pneuma,
all descendants of Adam participate in him by sharing the ‘soulish’ form of exist-
ence made of inferior earthy matter (1 Corinthians 15:42-9). Human bodies are
thus made of an inferior form of flesh (1 Corinthians 15:50; cf. 38-41). Not only
are fleshly bodies mortal and subject to decay, but they also host emotions and
desires that are prone to acting against the direction of reason or mind (Romans
6:12-14, 7:5-24). Paul’s moral psychology is basically Platonic and resembles that
of his contemporary fellow Jew, Philo of Alexandria, and later Platonists such as
Plutarch and Galen. The core self that naturally wants to do good and to obey
the law is reasoning or mind. In a typically later Platonic way, Paul associates the
emotions or passions and desire with the body and its flesh. In the person who
exhibits complete moral failure, a failure that is typical of Gentiles (Romans 1:18-
32, 7:7-25; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-6), reason wants to keep God’s law but cannot
because it has been conquered and is ruled by emotion and desire.

Paul’s statements about the origins of sin and the state of the person who is
under the control of emotion and desire should not be blended together and then
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harmonized with statements about the current sinfulness of Jews and Gentiles and
the role of their disobedience in God’s plans. This view, however, is controversial
and many scholars still take the language of sin in Romans 1-3 and 4-8 to be about
an Adamic fall and a uniform human nature, even if they take the statements in
9-11 about Israel’s disobedience to be historical claims. In traditional readings,
Paul merely uses his discussions of the failings of Jews and Gentiles as examples or
proofs for the universal condition of fallenness and the depraved human nature. A
newer view reads Paul as describing an apex or limit of sinfulness, an idea found
in Jewish apocalyptic literature, so that both Romans 1-4 and 9-11 address the
futures of Jews and Gentiles in light of God’s judgement and salvation. The topic
of sin appears almost exclusively in Romans, although a doctrine of sinful human
nature has traditionally been a presupposition for reading the letters in general
and paired with corresponding schemes of salvation. One very popular recent
variation claims that Paul draws on apocalyptic literature in thinking of sin and
even law as demonic powers that keep humans from doing the good. That view,
however, has taken two lethal blows in recent scholarship. First, apocalyptic litera-
ture provides no parallels to the idea of sin as a power or of evil beings as keeping
human beings in bondage against their wills. Secondly, the powerful arguments
for construing Paul’s moral psychology in Romans 6-8 and elsewhere as basi-
cally Platonic permit an alternative explanation for Paul’s language and metaphors
about sin and the law.

Paul’s writings about the law have proved very difficult for interpreters. On
the one hand, certain statements in Romans and Galatians seem to be very nega-
tive about the law and even seem to associate it with sin. The law provoked sin,
made sin worse, led to condemnation, held people captive and is the power of
sin (Romans 5:20, 7:5-6, 8—11; 1 Corinthians 15:56). On the other hand, Paul
says that the law is pneumatikos (‘spiritual, or concerns the pneuma of God); is
holy, just and good; supports God’s promises; and was intended to lead to life
(Romans 7:7, 12-14). There is wide agreement that by ‘the law’ Paul means the
Books of Moses, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, and not some idea of
a general moral law or moral sense. Interpreters have dealt with these contra-
dictory-sounding statements in many ways. Scholarship in the past thirty years
has severely critiqued many of the traditional approaches to this problem. This
criticism has been aimed especially at the ideas that Paul’s statements oppose an
imagined Jewish legalism and perfectionism, posit a distinction between ritual
and moral law, and treat the law as a demonic power. The Augustinian-Lutheran
tradition has held that for human beings to think that they can do good or keep
the law is the essence of evil. To believe that they are totally sinful and can only
beg God’s mercy in the face of attempting to keep the law is faith. The most
important purpose of the law is to drive people to see their sinfulness and to seek
God’s mercy.

This latter view has been strongly criticized over the past several decades
and has led to different interpretations. One solution stresses that Romans and
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Galatians, where most of these statements about the law occur, are explicitly
addressed to Gentiles and have their non-covenantal relationship to the law in
view. The law contains, among other things, teachings about morals and the
one true God that are applicable to all peoples, but also condemns and curses
those who live in contradiction to those teachings. Paul draws on Greek moral-
philosophical ideas about the state of complete moral failure, the condition of one
who is the opposite of the sage. Such a person by definition cannot do good, and
moral teachings and law are of no help for that person’s condition. This condition
is precisely the dilemma of idolatrous Gentiles before they are in Christ and share
his pneuma (Romans 1:18-32, 7:7-25).

Scholars agree that the relationship of Gentiles to the Judean law was a highly
controversial matter among followers of Christ and that Paul staked out a position
opposed by many. The position had two major components: in the climactic apoc-
alyptic time after Christ’s death, no person would be considered right before God
by merely doing the law, and Gentile assemblies did not have to keep the law.
Some of those who opposed Paul’s law-free gospel to the Gentiles thought that
Gentiles who had accepted Christ should follow the whole law like Jews and that
males should even be circumcised.

If no one in the apocalyptic period after Christ’s death and resurrection could
be considered righteous before God by doing God’s law, how could they be
made righteous? The answer to this question depends on how one translates an
expression that plays an important role in parts of Romans and Galatians where
Paul discusses his gospel to the Gentiles. The past twenty-five years have seen a
vigorous debate about pistis Christou and related expressions. The Greek genitive
case can be taken in two ways and translated either as ‘faith in Christ’ or as ‘the
faith(fullness) of Christ. The implications for understanding Paul’s message are
enormous. In the former case, emphasized in the West’s Augustinian-Lutheran
tradition, Paul holds that human salvation from the ontological sinfulness of the
Fall depends on the individual’s act of faith. Paul’s message was that instead of the
old, flawed Jewish way of being saved by doing the law, a person would be saved
by believing in Christ. God’s different historic relationship to Jews and Gentiles
makes no difference. Salvation concerns a uniform human plight and a uniform
universal solution. On the second understanding of the genitive case, Paul is
saying that in the apocalyptic time of crisis and judgement after Christ, the salva-
tion of the Gentiles (and Jews) is based on Christ’s faithful life and death on their
behalf. Salvation does not hinge on any human doing or believing, but on the
benefits of what Christ and, before him, Abraham did. Just as all Jews receive the
status and blessings of being Jewish merely by being a descendant of Abraham on
the basis of God’s promise to the patriarch and Abraham’s faithful acceptance of
the promise, so Gentiles become descendants of Abraham and children of God by
being in Christ. Although he says little about it, since he writes to Gentiles, Paul
also expects Jews who are already children of God to accept what God has done
through Christ and to receive the pneuma of God.
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There is broad agreement that Paul’s understandings of God and Christ do
not fit the standards of orthodoxy established in the controversies and councils
of the fourth and fifth centuries and later. Paul is unlikely to have held the idea
that God created the world ex nihilo (‘out of nothing’) and probably held normal
Jewish views that followed Genesis in having God create the world out of pre-
existing matter. There is certainly nothing like the doctrine of the Trinity. Above
all, Paul's thought about God is shaped by Jewish scriptural narratives. God is
Lord of all the peoples and of the descendents of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. But he
can also speak of God in abstract language used by Stoic and other philosophers
(1 Corinthians 8:6).

Whether Paul has an idea of Christ’s pre-existence and incarnation is a contro-
versial question. The passages that have traditionally been used to support these
two ideas can be explained in other ways that better fit contemporary Jewish
thought. If he did have something like these ideas, they are certainly unlike the
later orthodox versions. He may have held something like the idea that God’s
pneuma was destined for Jesus Christ and was ordained or prepared beforehand.
In Romans 1:3-4, he writes that Christ was of the seed of David in terms of the
flesh and was appointed son of God by the power of the holy prneuma in his resur-
rection from death. The letters tell us almost nothing about Jesus. Paul sees his
importance entirely in his faithful death, resurrection and heavenly career. The
letters describe Christ’s post-resurrection work as that of cosmic divine warrior
and ruler on behalf of God. He is not God or equal to God, but is second highest
in the creation. Every knee will bow to Christ and every tongue will confess him
(Philippians 2:10-11). The clearest text is 1 Corinthians 15:24-8. Christ is the first
fruit of the resurrection leading to a general resurrection or a resurrection of the
righteous.

Next comes the fulfillment, when he delivers the kingdom to God the
Father, when he has destroyed every ruler, and every authority and
power. For he must reign until he has placed all his enemies under his
feet. The last enemy that will be destroyed is death. For “he [God] has
made subject all things under his feet” But when it says, “all things are
made subject,” it is clear that the one who made things subject is not
included in the subjection. And when all things are subjected to him,
then even the son himself will be made subject to the one who made
all things subject to him so that God may be all in all.

(1 Corinthians 15:24-8)

Much of Paul’s writing occupies itself with moral exhortation and the discus-
sion of moral-religious behaviour. One tendency of scholarship since the first half
of the twentieth century has been to stress that Paul’s ethical thought is shaped
above all by the idea that Christ’s return was very near so that activities presup-
posing ongoing life were to be curtailed or modified. While the letters certainly
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appeal to this eschatology to urge intensity of adherence to Paul’s teachings, the
view fails to notice that Paul gives positive content to moral teachings and reasons
for these that appeal to criteria typical in Jewish and broader Hellenistic thought,
especially in practical philosophical literature. Marriage, for instance, is neither
a good nor an evil but is to be judged by two factors (1 Corinthians 7:1-20): the
way that it affects the ultimate criterion of devotion to Christ (7:7-8, 17-20, 32-5);
and its value in aiding the control of sexual desire (7:5-9). The nearness of the end
intensifies consideration of these values (7:28-31).

THE LETTERS

A letter has been aptly described as one half of a conversation. This comparison
only partly fits Paul’s letters, however, because they are highly rhetorical pieces
meant to be read before audiences that testify to Paul’s intellectual dominance
in this ‘conversation’ The idea of a conversation does point to the fact that much
information important for understanding the letters was implicit between Paul
and his audiences and therefore lost to us. In what follows are brief comments on
the form, contents and arguments of four of the undisputed letters that represent
the early, middle and late phases of his extant letter writing.

The earliest existing letter, 1 Thessalonians, was written about 50 CE to Gentiles
that Paul and his associates had recently attracted to Christ. It is packed with well-
known rhetorical features from a tradition of Greek moral exhortation. Most of
this ethical instruction is familiar in terms of Paul’s larger culture, but his claim that
Gentiles are inherently controlled by sexual passion would have been odd (4:3-8).
One section (4:13-5:11) responds to the dismay of these Thessalonians when some
of their number died and, in the view of these believers, had missed out on Christ’s
return from heaven. Here we get important information about Paul’s expectation
of Christ’s imminent return, his belief that the dead in Christ would be resurrected
first, and many details about the apocalyptic context of his thought. A decade or so
later in Romans, Paul’s expectation of Christ’s return seems more distant.

Scholars often date the Corinthian correspondence to the years 52-5. The
exchange involved at least one letter from the Corinthians to Paul, oral commu-
nication from them and at least three letters from Paul. First Corinthians is a
letter of admonition and advice that ostensibly aims to address divisions among
the Corinthian believers and give advice on a number of issues. After mentioning
factions loyal to different teachers and teachings (1:10), the letter launches into an
eloquent discourse about God’s wisdom versus human wisdom (1:18-2:16). The
two are incommensurable. Paul’s wisdom is secret knowledge that comes from
God’s pneuma (2:6-16). The letter takes up a number of issues under the rubric of
freedom and self-restraint: incest (5:1-13); lawsuits (6:1-11); prostitution (6:12—
20); sexual activity, marriage, passion and related issues (ch. 7); food offered to
other gods/idols (ch. 8); Paul’s own example of self-restraint for the gospel (ch. 9);
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porneia and idolatry (10:1-11:1); women and head coverings (11:1-16); divisions
and the Lord’s Meal (11:17-34); and the orderly use of certain pneumatic powers
and meetings (chs 12-14). Many of these relate to Paul’s concept of porneia, which
literally means prostitution, but in his usage means disloyalty towards God by
sexual activity that he connects with his claim that Gentiles worship false gods.
Chapter 15 contains very important information about Paul’s physical and cosmo-
logical views as it discusses the nature of the resurrection body.

Galatians and Romans are the letters that have extended discussions of God’s
pneuma and faith/faithfulness. This is because they both explicitly address the
questions of the justification and salvation of the Gentiles. Only a few remarks
about Galatians are possible here. It is a letter of strong rebuke and of advice
focusing on the argument that Gentiles in Christ should not adopt the law as a Jew
would. They are saved and justified entirely by the faithful life, death and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ that has brought them God’s pneuma. That pneuma makes
them sons of God and heirs of Abraham (3:6-4:7). In this way and not through
adopting the law they are united with Jews and all who share in God’s pneuma
(3:19-29). On the negative side, these formerly pagan addressees (4:10-11) of the
letter were already under the regime of God’s law that justly condemned them and
made them subject to punishment for their moral-religious rebellion (3:10-14,
19-22). The law was never meant to bring the Gentiles back to God, but rather it
is the faithfulness of Christ that is to redeem the Gentiles. Adopting the law means
regressing from the freedom of the prneuma to their former state of enslavement
to the flesh (cf. 4:8-5:26).

Written in or near 58, Romans has been by far the most important letter for
Christian theology and for Paul’s philosophy of religion. In the Western reading
since Augustine, the letter first proves that all human beings are inheritors of the
Adamic fall and then argues that God has now offered salvation no longer through
the law, but on the basis of the believer’s faith. Chapters 5-8 then work out the
moral implications of this regime of grace and Chapters 9-11 is an appendix about
Jewish unbelief. Scholarship of the past forty years has found this interpretation
deeply flawed. In a more plausible reading, the letter addresses Gentiles and their
salvation, but relates their salvation to the law and the salvation of God’s people,
the Jews. God’s apocalyptic anger is justly aimed at all, including those peoples
who were not directly given the law, because the true nature of the one tran-
scendent creator-God was clear to human perception in the nature of the creation
(1:18-20). But human beings somehow rejected this knowledge and adopted the
worship of various forms of ‘idol worship’ such as the anthropomorphic forms
of the Greeks and Romans and the animal forms of the Egyptians (1:21-3). It is
unclear whether Paul knows that, for example, Greeks and Romans distinguished
the human-made representations from the deities, or whether he simply chooses to
misrepresent their religions. God punished these non-Jewish peoples by allowing
their mental processes to become irrational so that they came to be dominated by
their appetites and emotions (1:21-32). Chapters 24 take the form of discussions
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between Paul and an imaginary Gentile (2:1-16) and a Jewish teacher (2:17-4:25),
with techniques taught in the standard rhetorical education and important in the
style of moral instruction known as the ‘diatribe’ In the discussion with both,
Paul argues from God’s justice and impartiality that both Jews and Gentiles are
liable to God’s judgement based on the standards of the law. The Jewish teacher
cannot hope to make Gentiles right with God through the ameliorative effects of
the law. In the current historical moment Gentiles are sinners because of their
idolatry and deep immorality (1:18-2:16), but the Jewish people are equally sinful
before God because they have failed in their mission to the Gentiles (2:17-3:20).
Chapters 9-11 will reveal that this Jewish rejection of Christ is part of God’s plan
to allow an opportunity for the Gentiles to turn to him (esp. 11:7-32). “When the
full number” of Gentiles have turned, then the Jews will repent and “all Israel will
be saved” (11:25-26). Gentile believers should not arrogantly presume that God
will favour them and not keep his promises to Israel, the Jews.

Paul’s complex argument against Gentiles finding salvation in the law or in any
way except through Christ and his pneuma continues in Chapters 5-8 with a focus
on the law and gentile moral psychology. The law condemned human sinfulness,
but did not affect the Adamic punishment by death (5:12-14). Christ brought an
answer to both apart from the law (5:15-21). Specifically, those who are baptized
into Christ die to sin which means freedom from domination by the passion and
desire to which Gentiles were sentenced for idolatry (6:1-7:6). Those “in Christ”
can now serve God instead of sin. Chapter 7 uses a Platonic moral psychology to
argue that this state of extreme immorality exemplified by the Gentiles (1:24-32)
makes the attempt to keep the law both impossible and even an enticement to
further sin. In this condition, reason that naturally desires to do the good and to
keep God’s law has been made captive and has been killed by passion and desire.
The law is not to blame, but it cannot help. Only Christ and the divine pneuma
that raised him from the dead can make the morally dead live again (8:1-11). Paul
describes this renewal as Christ’s pneuma engendering a mode of thinking that is
radically different from the thinking that belonged to the desires and passions of
the flesh. The result is a new order of beings, children of God formed in Christ’s
image and living in a renewed cosmos (8:1-11).

INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES ON PAUL

That Paul’s thought is Jewish finds unanimity among interpreters, but for more
than one hundred years Pauline scholarship has been steadily building the case
that he is also the heir to Greek thought in certain areas. Unfortunately there has
been a tendency to posit a unique Jewish essence always beneath what is treated
as a superficial Greek ‘mode of expression’ This Christian and Jewish ideology
of uniqueness does not survive critical historical scrutiny. Not only were the
quite varied Jewish traditions always partly constituted by continuing streams of
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‘outside’ influences (e.g. ‘Canaanite, Babylonian, Persian, Greek), but Jews were
no different than others in inhabiting the broader cultural inheritances that they
experienced as taken for granted.

At the very centre of Paul’s religious thought are narratives about the creation
of the world, the origin of various peoples, their sinful revolt, the character of
the Israelite God, the history of Israel, and predictions and intimations about the
world’s future. Even in the rendering of Hebrew Scripture into Greek, translation
into Greek conceptions occurred. Moreover, Paul was heir to centuries of Jewish
culture, both in and around Judea and in the Eastern Mediterranean, that had
sometimes enthusiastically identified Jewish and Greek culture and at other times
had assimilated elements with resistance, but was always unaware of the origins
of much of its background understanding. Examples of the former that at certain
points show strong similarities to Paul’s thought are in the writings of Philo of
Alexandria and the Wisdom of Solomon.

Another tradition exhibited in the letters is that of apocalyptic. Writings in
this tradition draw on various cultural codes from the Mediterranean and West
Asia, but took a distinctive Jewish form as, for example, in certain writings among
the Dead Sea Scrolls and a number of apocalypses. So in Paul’s letters one finds
appeals to mysteries, visions and revelations, and a strong expectation of a world
and a life to come. His ideas of a present evil age and a coming final judgement
also find their closest parallels in this literature. The narrative of events from Jesus’
death to his return from heaven and activity as God’s warrior against the world’s
evils fits into an apocalyptic framework. Paul understands Jesus’ resurrection as
the initial instance of the more general resurrection of the dead, and thus as a
sign that the climactic events described in apocalyptic literature had begun. These
events included an apex of sinfulness and a time of woes.

Scholarship has detailed an extensive list of connections between the letters
and more practical, rhetorical and less technical traditions from Hellenistic phil-
osophy. These include the style of the moral-philosophical literature known as the
diatribe, various forms of moral exhortation, discussions about how the teacher
should find financial support, the endurance of hardships as signs of the philoso-
pher, particular ethical concepts, and practices of mutual moral education. Some
of these issues show contacts with Cynic philosophy.

But more substantive influences appear in the areas of moral psychology,
the structure of ethical thought, and the conceptions of certain moral quali-
ties, including self-mastery and cosmic-physical notions. These areas have clear
connections with Stoic and later Platonic teachings. While one scholar has made
a vigorous case that Paul’s moral psychology is Stoic, a decisive case has been
made that in Romans 7 the apostle displays the divided self of later Platonism.
The core self that Paul calls the mind, reason or the inner person should control
the emotions and appetites that belong to the body. There are many examples of
philosophers and moralists from later Hellenistic and Roman times combining a
Platonic divided moral psychology with elements from Stoic ethics.

155



STANLEY K. STOWERS

At the centre of Paul’s ethical thought is the Stoic-like idea that there is only
one good - commitment to God/Christ — and that other commonly supposed
goods are indifferent and relative to the one good. Paul, like his Jewish contem-
porary Philo, uses the technical Stoic term ‘natural moral functions’ (ta kathe-
konta; Romans 1:28). Paul’s cosmos and human microcosm with a hierarchy of
interactive substances is broadly Hellenistic, but the role of divine pneuma is quite
Stoic-like. All human beings have pneuma that is the stuff/power of their mental
abilities. The pneuma of God is a perfect and more powerful form of pneuma. All
human beings can share a portion of God’s pneuma, presumably as with the Stoics,
by extension across the cosmos. Human and divine pneuma seem able to blend
as in the Stoic theory of blending (krasis). In Stoic thought, pneuma was a body,
meaning that it occupied space or had extension. Paul’s claim that the resurrec-
tion body was to be a ‘pneumatic body’ makes perfect sense in Stoic theory. There
are, of course, many differences. Stoicism combined theism and pantheism. Each
cosmic cycle was a creation of and overseen by God or Zeus, but God was also
the active principle in the form of pneuma in the lower cosmos that gave rational
order (form) and powers of activity to the whole world. This general Stoic role
of divine pneuma does not appear in the letters. Paul does not treat the divine
pneuma as a kind of independent being, spirit or ‘person’ as later Christianity
often does.

PAUL’S LEGACY

Paul’s thought seamlessly combines Jewish traditions with elements of Greek
philosophy in developing his ideas about the significance and future role of
Jesus Christ and God’s pneuma. In combining Jewish traditions, especially
through interpretation of the Septuagint, and elements from Greek philosophy,
his approach became a model for later thinkers in ancient Christianity. Writers
such as Valentinus, Clement of Alexandria, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian,
Origen, Eusebius and Arius follow Paul in this approach and appealed to his
authority. With Augustine in the fifth century, the Western and Eastern tradi-
tions of interpreting Paul began to diverge in major ways. In the Eastern trad-
ition, Paul became and remained a teacher of graced ascetic self-mastery and of
the goal of divinization (e.g. ontological transformation by God’s pneuma). At the
same time, doctrines of the Trinity, the incarnation and the return to Paradise
provided a transforming framework for Paul’s thought for both East and West.
After Augustine, the West struggled with ideas of divine determination versus free
will regarding human nature and the Christian life, and came to focus on sin and
its relation to Jesus’ death. Passages that featured a core self and the struggle with
passions and desire together with those about identification with Christ and Paul’s
radical self-understanding became the focus of a developing religious interiority
that played a significant role in modern ideas of subjectivity.
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11
PLUTARCH OF CHAERONEIA

John Dillon

Plutarch of Chaeroneia, Platonist philosopher, biographer and antiquarian, was
born to a family of local aristocrats in the small town of Chaeroneia in Boeotia
in about 45 ce. He studied philosophy in Athens under Ammonius, a Platonist
philosopher from Egypt, who had settled in Athens and had become prominent
in Athenian society. He travelled widely around the Mediterranean, visiting Asia
Minor and Egypt, and made a number of visits to Rome, beginning in the 90s,
where he gave lectures and became acquainted with many prominent Romans,
including Q. Sosius Senecio and L. Mestrius Florus (whose name he adopted on
becoming a Roman citizen). In later years he retired to Chaeroneia, where he
formed a philosophical circle and composed most of his works. He was also closely
connected with Delphi, of whose priesthood he was a member. In his old age, he
was bestowed by the Emperor Hadrian with the honorary position of Procurator
of Achaea. He died about 120 ck.

Plutarch left a vast body of work, much of which has survived (although his
more technical philosophical works - of which a list has been preserved - have
been lost). His most famous work is the Parallel Lives, in which he presents for
comparison a series of lives of distinguished Greeks and Romans, but we also have
a large collection of Moral Essays, including some important dialogues, such as
On Isis and Osiris (hereafter De Is.), On the E at Delphi (hereafter De E), On the
Oracles at Delphi, On Delays in the Divine Punishment, On the Daemon of Socrates
(hereafter De genio), and On the Face on the Moon (hereafter De facie). His nine
books of Table Talk also contain much of interest, as do essays such as On Moral
Virtue and On the Creation of the Soul in the Timaeus.

Plutarch’s variety of Platonism grew out of the various developments in
Platonism that had occurred over the century or so before his birth, and in
particular the developments associated with the names of Antiochus of Ascalon
and Eudorus of Alexandria, who, between them, caused the Platonic tradition
to embrace many aspects of both Stoicism and Aristotelianism, as well as, in
Eudorus’ case, significant aspects of the Pythagorean tradition. What may appear
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to us, therefore, as ‘eclecticism’ would be taken by Plutarch rather as the assump-
tion into Platonism of certain formulations from these other traditions that did no
more than illuminate various essentially Platonic intuitions. In his ethics and his
logic, Plutarch inclines to Aristotelianism, while in certain aspects of his physics
(notably, in the logos-theory that can be discerned in his essay On Isis and Osiris)
he seems indebted to Stoicism. We shall see at various points also evidence of
Pythagorean influence. His early interest in number symbolism (De E 387k), as
well as his youthful objection to meat-eating, as evidenced by his early double
essay On the Eating of Flesh, and his sympathy with animals and championing
of their rationality, in the essay on The Cleverness of Animals and the dialogue
That Irrational Animals Use Reason, seem to betray a period of more enthusi-
astic Pythagoreanism before, as he puts it himself in the dialogue De E (387F), he
learned moderation on “entering the Academy”.

In this chapter, some attention will be paid to Plutarch’s ethics, but most to his
metaphysics. His views on logic, such as they were, are not relevant to our theme.

ETHICS

The telos, or ‘end of goods’

For Plutarch, as for all Middle Platonists of whom we have knowledge subse-
quent to Eudorus, the supreme object of human existence is ‘likeness to God’
(homoiosis thedi), not, as for Antiochus (following the Stoics), ‘conformity with
Nature. We find this expressed well in a passage of the dialogue On Delays in
the Divine Punishment (550D), which begins by quoting Plato, Theaetetus 176e,
and continues by summarizing Plato’s encomium of sight in Timaeus 47a-c. It is
through our eyes, rather than by means of our intellect, that Plutarch says that this
likeness is to be achieved. The eyes, however, are obviously only the agents of the
intellect in this matter, as we can see by comparing with this passage his remarks
at the beginning of De Is. (351c-D), where he specifies that God grants us insight
and intelligence (nous kai phronesis), which is his special characteristic, in order
that we may assimilate ourselves to him. This position would doubtless have been
developed further in the lost work What is the End according to Plato? (Lamprias
Catalogue no. 177).

The virtues

On the subject of virtue and happiness, Plutarch inclines on the whole to the more
‘broadminded’ ethical position of Antiochus of Ascalon, as against the degree of
Stoic-Pythagorean asceticism observable in such thinkers as Eudorus and Philo
of Alexandria. Significantly, his terminology in this area is Aristotelian rather than
Stoic.
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In his essay On Moral Virtue we find a useful statement of his ethical theory.
Probably a relatively early work, it takes the form of an attack on the Stoic, and
in particular Chrysippan, position that the soul is unitary, and that there is no
such thing as a distinct irrational part. Moral virtue, he specifies at the begin-
ning (440D), in conformity with Aristotelian doctrine (cf. Nicomachean Ethics 1,
1103a3ft.), is to be distinguished from theoretical virtue, in that it is concerned
with emotion (pathos) as its matter and reason (logos) as its form, whereas theor-
etical virtue is concerned solely with the rational part of the soul. In what follows
(441E-442c), he traces the development of true ethical doctrine from Pythagoras
down, first, to Plato, and then to Aristotle, all of whom recognize that the soul
is not unitary, but bipartite. This allows Plutarch to adopt Aristotelian ethics
unreservedly, in order to combat the Stoics. His doctrine, in fact, is taken from
the Nicomachean Ethics, particularly book II1.5-7, the theory of the mean being
expounded at 444c-4454, with much elaboration.

A topic not discussed in this essay is the status of the three levels of good - the
psychical, the corporeal and the external — and their relation to the felos. Plutarch
does, however, as a Platonist with Peripatetic sympathies, favour ‘moderation of the
passions’ (metriopatheia) over their extirpation (apatheia) (4518-452c). It is inter-
esting to note how, in the process of stating this position (4518-c), he makes use of
what we would regard as a piece of Stoic terminology, but which he takes pleasure
in using against them - the fourfold distinction of types of combination, cohesion
(hexis), natural growth (physis), irrational soul and rational soul - to argue that an
organism that possesses both the lower and higher types, as does the human being,
must possess those in between; that is to say, if one possesses cohesion, natural
growth and rationality, one must also possess the passionate and irrational soul.

Plutarch does in fact also hold that all three levels of good contribute to the
telos, or to happiness. We find him in another polemical anti-Stoic treatise (On
Common Notions 1060cft.) attacking Chrysippus for not admitting bodily and
external goods as forming an essential part of happiness, although nature herself
commends them to us (cf. also fr. 144 Sandbach, from an admittedly rather rhetor-
ical lost work In Defense of Beauty). So he comes across to us as a fairly thorough-
going Peripateticizer in ethics, although his true views are frequently obscured
in his more popular ethical treatises, where the tradition that he is following is
predominantly Cynic-Stoic.

PHYSICS
First principles: ‘God’, Monad and Dyad
Plutarch’s view of God - that is, of the active, or ‘male;, first principle - is very
much what one would expect of a Platonist of his era: God is real being, eternal,

unchanging, non-composite, uncontaminated by matter (all these attributes
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derived from the speech of his revered teacher Ammonius at De E 392kft., which
may reasonably be taken to express Plutarch’s views also). The fact that in this
passage the subject of discussion is actually Apollo simply reminds us how, for
philosophers like Plutarch, the various traditional gods have become aspects of
divinity in general. God also knows all things (De Is. 351D) and directs all things
(De Is. 382B). He thus exercises providence (pronoia) over all things, as will be
discussed below. He is also presented, for instance at De facie 944€, as “the object
of striving for all nature’, reflecting the influence on Middle Platonists of the
Aristotelian doctrine of the Prime Mover (Metaphysics A.7; Physics 1.9).

Besides being ‘really existent, for Plutarch God also possesses the two other
basic Platonic epithets: he is the Good (On the Disappearance of Oracles [hereafter
Def. Or.] 423p), and he is the One (De E 393B—c). In this latter guise, he can be
accommodated to the Pythagorean—-Platonic pair of first principles, the Monad and
the Indefinite Dyad (Def. Or. 428p). In this important passage, Plutarch portrays
the generation of Number from the action of the Monad on the Dyad in a manner
reminiscent of the Old Academic Xenocrates, by whom he is much influenced (as
we shall see below in connection with the generation of the soul), but a dualistic
tone is introduced that seems to be a contribution of Plutarch himself. Admittedly,
this pair of principles is produced here in connection with the origin of Number,
but they are plainly also to be understood as the principles of all creation. The
Indefinite Dyad, or apeiria, is presented as “the element underlying all formless-
ness and disorder”, Number, and the cosmos; it is created by the One “slicing oft”
(4294A) greater or smaller sections of this apeiria, and thus imposing limit on it;
but it is also presented as a constant threat to good order. This second principle
manifests itself at every level of Plutarch’s universe, as disorderly, irrational Soul,
and as matter, but it is plainly something more than either of these.

At Platonic Questions (hereafter Quaest. Plat.) 3 (10024a), the same process of
generation is outlined again, although here with the Dyad presented in a more
positive light, and the process is continued from number, through points, lines,
surfaces and solids, to bodies and “qualities of bodies that are generated through
(physical) impulses™: a list designed, presumably, to cover every level of reality.
Plutarch is here indebted, ultimately, to the formalization of Platos thought
propounded by Xenocrates.

The Logos and the Forms

The first principles, thus established, must relate to the world through suitable
intermediaries. The first of these, although it makes an appearance only rarely in
Plutarch’s surviving works, is the Logos, which seems to have found a home in
at least some strands of post-Antiochian Platonism, as evidenced, a few genera-
tions before Plutarch, in the works of the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria.
Indeed, its main appearance in Plutarch is in a somewhat mythological mode, in
the essay On Isis and Osiris. Here, at 373a-B, we find the two aspects of the Logos,
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the transcendent and the immanent, represented as the ‘soul’ and the ‘body’ of
Osiris. His soul is ‘eternal and indestructible, whereas his body, which equates to
the Logos, or sum-total of the Forms, as immanent in the physical world, is (in
mythological terms) repeatedly torn asunder by the monstrous Typhon. Typhon,
in turn, represents matter, or the Recept