
M O R A L V I R T U E A N D A S S I M I L A T I O N 
T O GOD I N P L A T O ' S TIMAEUS 
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'OfLoioiais dtu) Kara T O Swarov, 'becoming like god so far as possible', came 
in antiquity to be universally acknowledged as the Platonic goal in life. In 
modern studies, oixoicoais dew is rarely even to be found in the index. 

S o b e g i n s D a v i d S e d l e y ' s ' T h e I d e a l o f G o d l i k e n e s s ' , ' a n a r t i c l e 

that is a s i g n i f i c a n t s tep t o w a r d s r e m e d y i n g t h e m o d e r n n e g l e c t 

of t h i s i m p o r t a n t P l a t o n i c t h e m e . N o n e t h e less, I s h a l l d i s p u t e 

one o f S e d l e y ' s c e n t r a l c l a i m s : t h e Timaeus s u g g e s t s t h a t P l a t o ' s 

oiioiwaig dew i d e a l ' leaves m o r a l v i r t u e b e h i n d a n d focuses i n s t e a d 

on p u r e l y i n t e l l e c t u a l d e v e l o p m e n t ' ( C B , 3 3 5 ~ F i n e , 324). I h o p e 

b o t h t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t S e d l e y ' s a r g u m e n t s are flawed a n d t o s h o w 

h o w a n d w h y t h i s i d e a l i n t h e Timaeus i n c l u d e s m o r a l v i r t u e as a n 

e s s e n t i a l c o m p o n e n t . 

A t Tim. 90 A—D t h e c h a r a c t e r T i m a e u s u r g e s us t o c u l t i v a t e t h e 

m o s t d i v i n e p a r t o f us , a n d t h e r e b y a t t a i n h a p p i n e s s : 

I f someone has committed himself entirely to learning and true wisdom, 
and it is these among the things at his disposal that he has most practised, 
© Timothy A. Mahoney 2005 

Earlier versions of this paper were given at two conferences: the Rhode Island 
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he m u s t necessarily have i m m o r t a l and d iv ine w i s d o m , pro\d that he 
gets a grasp on t r u t h . A n d so far as possible for h u m a n nature to have a 
share i n i m m o r t a l i t y , he w i l l not i n any degree lack this . A n d because he 
always takes care o f that w h i c h is d i v i n e , and has the daimnn tha t lives w i t h 
h i m w e l l ordered (ev KeKoajxT^fievov), he w i l l be supremely happy (ei58ai/j,om). 
( C B , 332~F"ine, 320; Tim. 9 0 B - C ) 

H e r e is h o w o n e p u r s u e s ' l e a r n i n g a n d t r u e w i s d o m ' : 

W e should correct the c o r r u p t e d revo lut ions i n our head concerned w i t h 
becoming , b y l earn ing the harmonies a n d revo lut ions o f the w h o l e w o r l d , 
and so make the t h i n k i n g subject resemble the object o f its t h o u g h t , i n 
accordance w i t h its ancient nature; and , by creat ing this resemblance, b r i n 
to f u l f i l m e n t (reAoj) the best l i fe offered by the gods to m a n k i n d for presen 
and future t imes. ( C B , 3 3 2 ~ F i n e , 320; Tim. 9 0 D ; cf. 4 7 B - c ) 

S e d l e y n o t e s t h a t t h e a n c i e n t s s p l i t i n t o t w o o p p o s i n g c a m p s o n 

t h e q u e s t i o n o f w h e t h e r m o r a l v i r t u e is a n a spect o f t h e i d e a l h u 

m a n s t a t e : X e n o c r a t e s a n d h i s f o l l o w e r s a n s w e r e d i n t h e a f f i r m a t i v e ; 

P l o t i n u s ( a n d m u c h e a r l i e r , A r i s t o t l e ) ^ a n s w e r e d i n t h e n e g a t i v e 

( C B , 3 3 3 - 4 ~ F i n e , 322). S e d l e y s u p p o r t s P l o t i n u s ' n e g a t i v e c l a i m 

w i t h t w o a r g u m e n t s : o n e b a s e d o n a s e e m i n g l y u n f a v o u r a b l e c o n 

t r a s t b e t w e e n m o r a l a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l v i r t u e s , t h e o t h e r o n a n i n t e r 

p r e t a t i o n o f t h e passage f o u n d at 9 0 D 1-2. I n t h e n e x t t w o sec

t i o n s I c o n s i d e r e a c h o f t h e s e a r g u m e n t s i n t u r n . I n t h e t h i r d I 

p r o v i d e w h a t I t a k e t o b e c o m p e l l i n g a r g u m e n t s a g a i n s t S e d l e y ' s 

p o s i t i o n . I n t h e f o u r t h s e c t i o n I p r o v i d e a n a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n b y e x p l a i n i n g w h y t h e r e is a n i n t i m a t e l i n k b e t w e e n m o r a l 

v i r t u e — p a r t i c u l a r l y j u s t i c e — h a p p i n e s s , a n d a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d i n 

t h e Timaeus. 

I . A n u n f a v o u r a b l e c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n 

m o r a l a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l v i r t u e ? 

S e d l e y s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e Republic p r e s e n t s a n u n f a v o u r a b l e c o n t r a s t 

b e t w e e n m o r a l a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l v i r t u e s , a n d a s i m i l a r l y u n f a v o u r a b l e 

c o n t r a s t is p r e s e n t e d i n t h e Timaeus. I n Republic 4 t h e m o r a l v i r t u e s 

a r e l a u d e d , b u t b y b o o k 7 t h e y a r e l e f t b e h i n d f o r i n t e l l e c t u a l \ ' i r t u e . 

H e q u o t e s S o c r a t e s n e a r t h e e n d o f b o o k 7: 

' The latter part of Sedley'.s article is devoted to arguing that the contemplative 
ideal of Nicomachean Ethics bk. 10 is indebted to the Timaeus. 
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1 lence the so-called v ir tues o f the soul look l ike ly to be close to those 

of the b o d y — f o r actual ly w h e n we do not at f irst have t h e m we seem to 

accjuire t h e m b y habi t and pract ice—whereas the v i r t u e o f w i s d o m real ly 

does prove to belong, i t seems, to someth ing more d i v i n e . ( C B , 3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 

3 2 2 ; Rep. 5 1 8 D - E ) 

S e d l e y c l a i m s t h a t 

a s i m i l a r l y unfavourable contrast o f m o r a l w i t h inte l lectua l v i r t u e is exactly 

the p o i n t b r o u g h t out b y the Timaeus passage [presumably g o c - o ] . M o r a l 

v i r t u e , the h a r m o n y o f the three soul-parts , is r ecommended i n passing 

at the outset {presumably 8 6 B - 9 0 A ] but supreme happiness is located not 

there b u t i n the godl ike state o f the rat ional part taken i n i so la t ion , ( C B , 

3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 3 2 2 - 3 ) 

L e t m e m a k e t w o i n i t i a l p o i n t s c o n c e r n i n g t h i s a r g u m e n t . F i r s t , 

i m l i k e t h e Republic, t h e Timaeus c o n t a i n s n o d i s p a r a g i n g r e m a r k s 

a b o u t t h e ' s o - c a l l e d v i r t u e s ' {dperal KaXovfievai, Rep. 518 D 9). Se

c o n d , w e s h o u l d n o t e t h a t S e d l e y ' s c o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e Republic is 

a p t . A t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e Timaeus, S o c r a t e s ' s u m m a r y o f w h a t 

h e ca l l s ' y e s t e r d a y ' s c o n v e r s a t i o n s ' s h o u l d b r i n g t h e Republic t o 

m i n d . ' 

B u t d o e s t h e Republic passage s u p p o r t S e d l e y ' s c l a i m t h a t i n t h e 

Timaeus ' w e find a s i m i l a r l y u n f a v o r a b l e c o n t r a s t o f m o r a l w i t h 

i n t e l l e c t u a l v i r t u e ' ( C B , 3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 322—3)? T h i s is b y n o m e a n s 

clear . A n a l t e r n a t i v e r e a d i n g o f t h e passage is t h a t t h e s t a t u s o f t h e 

m o r a l v i r t u e s d i f f e r s d e p e n d i n g o n w h e t h e r o r n o t t h e y a r e sepa

r a t e d f r o m t h e v i r t u e o f w i s d o m . O n t h e o n e h a n d , m o r a l v i r t u e s 

s e p a r a t e d f r o m t h e v i r t u e o f w i s d o m are m e r e l y ' s o - c a l l e d ' , ' q u a s i ' -

v i r t u e s b e c a u s e t h e y are b a s e d o n n o t h i n g b e t t e r t h a n h a b i t a n d 

p r a c t i c e . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , m o r a l v i r t u e s u n i t e d w i t h w i s d o m are 

t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o v i r t u e s i n a f u l l sense. T h i s a l t e r n a t i v e r e a d i n g is 

s u p p o r t e d b y t e x t s t h a t f o l l o w c lose u p o n t h e Republic 7 passage 

c i t e d b y Sedley .* G l a u c o n o b j e c t s t h a t i t seems u n j u s t t o r e q u i r e 

t h e p h i l o s o p h e r s w h o h a v e seen t h e F o r m o f t h e G o o d t o ' d e s c e n d 

b a c k i n t o t h e c a v e ' a n d t o r u l e t h e r e (5 19 D ) . B u t S o c r a t e s p e r s u a d e s 

( J l a u c o n b o t h t h a t t h i s is n o t a n i n j u s t i c e a n d t h a t t h e p h i l o s o p h e r s 

w i l l h e e d o r d e r s t o r u l e b e c a u s e ' W e w i l l b e g i v i n g j u s t o r d e r s t o 

j u s t p e o p l e ' (520 E ) . I n d e e d , at t h e e n d o f b o o k 7 S o c r a t e s c l a i m s 

' Sedley notes this (CB, 331 - F i n e 3 i g ) . 
Sedley kindly pointed out that Christopher Bobonich makes a similar suggestion 

in Plato's Utopia Recast: His Later Ethics ami Politics (Oxford, 2002), 205-6. 
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t h a t t r u e p h i l o s o p h e r s ' r e g a r d j u s t i c e as t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t a n d ej 

s e n t i a l t h i n g ' (540 E ) . ' T h e s e passages s u g g e s t , contra S e d l e y , t h i 

j u s t i c e is m o r e t h a n a m e r e ' q u a s i - v i r t u e ' . I s u b m i t t h a t t h e p r o p y l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s e passages i n t h e Republic a n d t h e Timaeus is 

t h a t g e n u i n e w i s d o m does n o t leave m o r a l v i r t u e s b e h i n d , as S e d 

ley c l a i m s ; r a t h e r , g e n u i n e w i s d o m b r i n g s m o r a l v i r t u e s t o t h e i r f u l l 

H o w e r . 

2. Timaeus 90 D 1-2: ' W e s h o u l d c o r r e c t 

t h e c o r r u p t e d r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r h e a d . . . ' 

T h e s e c o n d a n d r e a l l y f u n d a m e n t a l a r g u m e n t p u t f o r w a r d b y S e d 

l e y is t h i s . H e f i n d s t e x t u a l w a r r a n t at Tim. 90 D 1-2 f o r h i s c l a i m 

t h a t m o r a l v i r t u e s a r e n o t p a r t o f t h e g o d l i k e n e s s i d e a l : ' W e s h o u l d 

c o r r e c t t h e c o r r u p t e d r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r h e a d concerned with becom

ing (nepl T-qv yeveaiv, e m p h a s i s a d d e d ) ' ( C B , 3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 323). S e d l e y 

p o i n t s o u t t h a t m o s t t r a n s l a t o r s r e n d e r t h e p h r a s e nepl TTJV yeveaiv 
d i f T e r e n t l y . I s h a l l c o n s i d e r t h e t r a n s l a t i o n issue b e l o w , b u t f o r t h e 

m o m e n t l e t u s c a r e f u l l y c o n s i d e r t h e a r g u m e n t S e d l e y bases o n h i s 

t r a n s l a t i o n . 

' There are two seemingly powerful objections to my fundamental claim that 
moral virtue, especially justice, is an essential component of the best human life. 
I address them here because they cite nearby Republic passages. First, Socrates 
indicates that philosophers are compelled to rule (e.g. 500 I ) and 519 I ) rt'.). If justice 
demands that they rule and justice is a component of the philosophers' happiness, 
then no compulsion should be needed. Second, at 7, 520 A - B , Socrates claims that 
philosophers not nurtured in the ideal state are not obligated to rule. But if they 
were so concerned for justice and the good of the whole, then philosophers would 
be so obligated. 

I have addressed the first objection in 'Do Plato's Philosopher-Rulers Sacrifice 
Self-Interest to Justice?', Phronesis, 32 (1992), 265-82, esp. 266-72. In brief, I argue 
that philosophers are compelled to rule; they are not compelled to be just. Indeed, 
what they find compelling is the fact that justice demands that they rule in this 
case. The demands of justice are compelling precisely because justice is an essential 
component of the philosopher's happiness. My response to the second objection 
is this. At 7, 520 . ' \ - B , Socrates states that, in contrast to philosophers nurtured in 
the model city, philosophers who 'arise spontaneously' in a city 'against the will 
of the constitution' {avTo^aroi yap ^^t^vovrai aKovarj^ TTJS ev eKdarj] TroXneias, 520 B 

2-3) are 'justified in not sharing in their city's labours' (ei/coTtus oO f̂Te'xouat TU>V 

€v avTah nni'otii, 520 B 1-2). The non-ideal cities systematically pervert people who 
might be philosophers (494 B ) , S O that those who succeed m becoming philosophers 
do not share the values of these cities. This is the force of saying that philosophers 
have arisen in the city 'against the will of the constitution'. These philosophers are 
'justified in not sharing in their city's labours' because the labours of the city arc 
directed at the wrong values. j 
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(a) Sedley's translation: 'We should correct the corrupted revolutions 
in our head concerned with becoming' (Timaeus 90 D 1-2) 

S e d l e y w r i t e s : 

I take the obvious sense o f the text [90 D 1-2] to be that i t is b y focusing 

our thoughts on becoming , rather t h a n on be ing , that we have d i s t o r t e d 

our inte l lect ' s n a t u r a l l y c i r cu la r m o t i o n s . . . the text s t rong ly suggests 

that our ass imi lat ion to ' the revolut ions o f the w o r l d - s o u l ' is meant to get 

L I S away f r o m our thoughts about becoming. W h a t we are urged to share 

w i t h the w o r l d soul , t h e n , does n o t inc lude its pract ica l reasoning. ( C B , 

335-Fine, 323) 

I s S e d l e y r i g h t ? F i r s t , e v e n o n h i s r e n d e r i n g , t h e t e x t d o e s n o t u r g e 

us t o stop t h i n k i n g a b o u t b e c o m i n g a l t o g e t h e r ; r a t h e r , i t u r g e s us 

t o correct (i^opdoOvTa, 90 D 3) t h e w a y w e t h i n k a b o u t b e c o m i n g . A t 

t h e v e r y least w e m a y say t h a t t h e sense S e d l e y a t t r i b u t e s t o t h e t e x t 

is n o t as o b v i o u s as h e suggests . 

S e d l e y p r o p o s e s t w o f u r t h e r a r g u m e n t s t o s u p p o r t h i s i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n . T h e f i r s t is c o n t a i n e d i n t h e f o l l o w i n g passage: 

W h a t we are urged to share w i t h the w o r l d soul , t h e n , does n o t inc lude 
its pract ica l reasoning. T h a t m i g h t be l ike w h a t we have already seen to 
h e f o r b i d d e n i n the case o f co lour m i x t u r e [67 D-68 D ] — t r y i n g to replicate 
god's p r o v i d e n t i a l w o r k i n the organizat ion o f matter. ( C B , 335~Fine, 323) 

. " M t h o u g h h e r e S e d l e y c o n c e d e s t h a t t h e w o r l d s o u l engages i n p r a c 

t i c a l r e a s o n i n g , h e t r i e s t o b u i l d a case f o r t h e c l a i m t h a t p r a c t i c a l 

r e a s o n i n g is n o t p a r t o f a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d b a s e d o n a c e r t a i n l i k e 

ness w h i c h h e p e r c e i v e s b e t w e e n , o n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e p r o h i b i t i o n 

o n a t t e m p t s ' t o r e p l i c a t e g o d ' s p r o v i d e n t i a l w o r k i n t h e o r g a n i z a 

t i o n o f m a t t e r ' i n t h e case o f t h e c o l o u r - m i x t u r e t e x t a n d , o n t h e 

o t h e r h a n d , t h e p r e s u m e d e x c l u s i o n o f p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g f r o m 

t h e a s s i m i l a t i o n o f o u r t h o u g h t s t o t h o s e o f t h e w o r l d s o u l . I a m 

n o t s u r e i n w h a t e x a c t sense t h e t w o cases ' m i g h t b e l i k e ' e a c h 

o t h e r i n a w a y r e l e v a n t t o t h e p o i n t at i ssue. U s i n g p r a c t i c a l r e a 

s o n t o p r o m o t e g o o d n e s s w i t h i n t h e f r a m e w o r k e s t a b l i s h e d b y g o d ' s 

p r o v i d e n t i a l w o r k s e e m s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t f r o m h u b r i s t i c a l l y t r y i n g t o 

r e p l i c a t e t h e p r o v i d e n t i a l w o r k i t se l f . F u r t h e r m o r e , S e d l e y h i m s e l f 

d i scusses (P ' ine , 311-15) passages i n o t h e r d i a l o g u e s i n w h i c h m o r a l 

\ i r t u e s are s p e c i f i c a l l y l i n k e d t o a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d , m o s t f a m o u s l y 

i n t h e d i g r e s s i o n o f t h e Theaetetus (176), so t h a t t h e p r i m a fac ie case 

is a g a i n s t S e d l e y ' s c l a i m . I n d e e d , I d o n o t t h i n k S e d l e y a s s u m e s 
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t h a t t h i s a r g u m e n t c a r r i e s m u c h o f t h e b u r d e n i n e s t a b h s h i n g h i j , 
p o s i t i o n . So w e m u s t t u r n t o h i s o t h e r a r g u m e n t . 

S e d l e y ' s s e c o n d a r g u m e n t is t h i s . O n e c o r r e c t s o n e ' s t h i n k i n g 

b y ' l e a r n i n g t h e h a r m o n i e s a n d r e v o l u t i o n s o f t h e w h o l e w o r l d ' 

t h e r e b y b r i n g i n g o n e ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g b a c k i n t o c o n f o r m i t y w i t h 

i t s o b j e c t s ( Q O D ) . T h i s l e a r n i n g takes us o u t ( j f t h e r e a l m o f p r a c 

t i c a l r e a s o n i n g i n t o t h e r e a l m o f m a t h e m a t i c s (39 B , 47 A ) , * t h e r e b y 

l e a v i n g p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g b e h i n d : 'As i n t h e Republic, so t o o i n 

t h e Timaeus, t h e s t u d y o f a s t r o n o m y is v a l u e d f o r i t s a b i l i t y t o t u r n 

o u r m i n d s a w a y f r o m b e c o m i n g a n d t o w a r d s b e i n g ' ( C B , 3 3 S ~ F i n e 

323). T h i s is h a l f t r u e . I n the Republic l e a r n i n g a s t r o n o m y c e r t a i n l y 

is i n s t r u m e n t a l l y v a l u a b l e as a s t e p t o w a r d s t h e r e a l m o f b e i n g a n d 

u l t i m a t e l y k n o w l e d g e o f t h e F o r m o f t h e G o o d , b u t t h i s does n o t 

s i m p l y leave p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g b e h i n d . S o c r a t e s c l a i m s t h a t i f w e 

d o n o t k n o w t h e F o r m o f t h e G o o d , ' e v e n t h e f u l l e s t p o s s i b l e k n o w 

l e d g e o f a l l o t h e r t h i n g s is o f n o b e n e f i t t o u s ' (505 A ) ; b y i m p l i c a t i o n 

o n e c a n n o t p r o p e r l y e n g a g e i n p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g w i t h o u t t h e w i s 

d o m a c q u i r e d b y k n o w l e d g e o f t h e F o r m o f t h e G o o d . I n s h o r t , a 

t u r n t o w a r d s b e i n g is n e c e s s a r y t o b r i n g p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n t o f r u i t i o n 

so t h a t o n e c a n r e t u r n t o t h e r e a l m o f b e c o m i n g t o p r o m o t e g o o d 

ness o n t h e p a t t e r n o f t h e p h i l o s o p h e r - r u l e r s o f t h e Republic. S e d l e y 

p r o v i d e s n o c o m p e l l i n g r e a s o n t o t h i n k t h a t s i m i l a r c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 

d o n o t a p p l y i n t h e case o f t h e Timaeus. 

B u t i f w e r e j e c t S e d l e y ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , h o w t h e n s h o u l d we 

u n d e r s t a n d t h e passage c o r r e c t l y ? I p r o p o s e t h e f o l l o w i n g . T h e 

m o s t b a s i c e r r o r i n t h i n k i n g a b o u t b e c o m i n g is t o m i s t a k e b e c o m 

i n g f o r f u n d a m e n t a l r e a l i t y — a n e r r o r a k i n t o t h a t o f t h e p r i s o n e r s 

i n t h e cave w h o m i s t a k e s h a d o w s f o r r e a l i t i e s (Rep. 7, 514 A f f . ) -

T h e c u r e f o r t h i s is a c c e p t i n g t h e t h r e e f u n d a m e n t a l p r i n c i p l e s t h a t 

t h e c h a r a c t e r T i m a e u s a r t i c u l a t e s a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f h i s d i s c o u r s e . 

F i r s t , t h e r e is a d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n b e i n g a n d b e c o m i n g (27 D ) . 

N e x t , e v e r y t h i n g t h a t is g e n e r a t e d has a cause (28 A ) . F i n a l l y , t h e 

w o r l d o f b e c o m i n g is m o d e l l e d o n a n e t e r n a l e x e m p l a r t h a t is c o m 

p r e h e n s i b l e b y r a t i o n a l d i s c o u r s e (28 A , 29 A ) . I s u g g e s t t h a t t o g rasp 

t h e s e p r i n c i p l e s is t o c o r r e c t o n e ' s t h i n k i n g a b o u t b e c o m i n g , so t h a t 

o n e ' s t h o u g h t s e m u l a t e t h o s e o f t h e w o r l d s o u l . T h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

m a k e s sense o f t h e passage w i t h i n t h e b r o a d e r o f t h e f u n d a m e n t a l 

t h e m e s o f t h e Timaeus. 

" See Sedley in C B , 328 -F ine , 316. 
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^/,) The other translation: 'We should redirect the revolutions in our 
heads that were thrown off course at the time of birth' {Timaeus 
goD1-2) 

j^ct m e n o w g o b a c k t o t h e issue o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e t e x t at Tim. 

go I ) 1-2. S e d l e y ' s t r a n s l a t i o n i s : ' W e s h o u l d c o r r e c t t h e c o r r u p t e d 

,c\s i n o u r h e a d concerned with becoming.' T h e w i d e l y ac

c e p t e d a l t e r n a t i v e t r a n s l a t i o n is r e p r e s e n t e d b y Z e y l ' s r e n d e r i n g , 

•\Vc s h o u l d r e d i r e c t t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r h e a d s t h a t w e r e t h r o w n 

of f c o u r s e at the time of birth.''' T h e f u n d a m e n t a l d i f f e r e n c e is h o w 

the p h r a s e Trepi TI)V yevfoiv is r e n d e r e d . O n t h e o n e h a n d , S e d l e y 

argues a g a i n s t a r e n d e r i n g s u c h as Z e y l ' s : ' t h e o n l y p o i n t o f a c h r o 

n o l o g i c a l 77tpi c o u l d b e t o stress t h e a p p r o x i m a t e n e s s o f t h e t e m p o r a l 

r e fe rence— " a r o u n d the t i m e o f . . . " , a n d I c a n n o t see w h a t w o u l d 

m o t i v a t e t h i s i n t h e p r e s e n t c o n t e x t ' ( C B , 3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 323). O n t h e 

o t h e r h a n d , Z e y l c l a i m s " t h a t t h e p h r a s e Trepi TTJV yevtaiv i s ' n a t u r a l l y 

t a k e n as a d v e r b i a l w i t h 8ie(j>9apfji€vas ( ' c o r r u p t e d ' , 90 D 2). W i t h a 

s l i g h t a m e n d m e n t w h i c h t a k e s i n t o a c c o u n t S e d l e y ' s p o i n t , I t h i n k 

Z e y l ' s r e n d e r i n g is p r e f e r a b l e . F o r t h i s r e n d e r i n g , u n l i k e S e d l e y ' s , 

suggests t h e r e f e r e n c e b a c k t o t h e p r e v i o u s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e c o r 

r u p t i o n a n d s u b s e q u e n t c o r r e c t i o n o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r h e a d 

at 43 A - 4 4 A . " M o r e o v e r , t h e r e is a n a n s w e r t o S e d l e y ' s q u e s t i o n as 

to w h a t m o t i v a t e s t h e use o f a c h r o n o l o g i c a l Trepi i n t h e passage. 

T h e passage at 90 D 1-2 is n o t t h e first t i m e t h e d a m a g e t o t h e 

r e \ o l u t i o n s i n u s has b e e n d i s c u s s e d . A t 42 E - 4 4 c P l a t o p r e s e n t s 

a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e w o r k d o n e b y t h e lesser g o d s i n f a s h i o n i n g 

b o d i e s f o r h u m a n s o u l s . T h e d i s o r d e r l y m o t i o n s set u p i n t h e b o d y 

'\y s h a k e t h e o r b i t s o f t h e s o u l ' , t h e r e s u l t b e i n g t h a t t h e s e 

m o t i o n s ' m u t i l a t e d a n d d i s f i g u r e d t h e c i r c l e s i n e v e r y p o s s i b l e w a y 

so t h a t t h e c i r c l e s b a r e l y h e l d t o g e t h e r a n d t h o u g h t h e y r e m a i n e d 

i n m o t i o n , t h e y m o v e d w i t h o u t r h y m e o r r e a s o n ' (43 D - E ) . T h e s e 

• -ar l ier passages m a k e i t c l e a r t h a t t h e c o r r u p t i o n o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n s 

is a t t e n d a n t u p o n b e c o m i n g i n c a r n a t e d . S e d l e y r e c o g n i z e s t h i s , a n d 

agrees w i t h t h e t i m i n g i m p l i e d b y Z e y l ' s t r a n s l a t i o n : ' T h e i m m o r 

t a l , r a t i o n a l s o u l - p a r t , h o u s e d i n t h e h e a d , has n a t u r a l l y c i r c u l a r 

• n o t i o n s l i k e t h o s e o f t h e h e a v e n s , b u t f r o m t h e m o m e n t o f b i r t h 

See Zeyl's translation of the Timaeus in J. Cooper (ed.), I'lato: Complete Works 
""dianapolis, lyyy), 1224-91. 

Zeyl kindly shared his thoughts on this topic. 
Zeyl makes this reference explicit in a footnote (44) which links the phrase 'at 

" i ^ i r birth' with the section at 43 A - 4 4 A . 
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t h e s e are b o m b a r d e d a n d d i s r u p t e d b y t h e r e c t i h n e a r m o t i o n s as
s o c i a t e d e s p e c i a l l y w i t h p e r c e p t i o n ' ( C B , 3 2 9 - F i n e , 316-17). ' p j ^ ^ 
t i m i n g o f t h i s c o r r u p t i o n seems t o be c a p t u r e d b y t h e p h r a s e 7rjp> 
TTjv yfvfaiv at 90 D 1—2. 

N o w l e t us t u r n t o S e d l e y ' s q u e s t i o n : w h a t m o t i v a t e s t h e use o f 

a c h r o n o l o g i c a l ntpi t o stress t h e a p p r o x i m a t e n e g s o f t h e t e m p o r a l 

r e fe rence? T o a n s w e r t h i s w e m u s t c o n s i d e r t h e p r o c e s s o f t h e 

c o r r u p t i o n o f r e v o l u t i o n s d e s c r i b e d a t 43 C - E : 

Disturbances w o u l d occur w h e n the body encountered and co l l ided w i t h 
external fire [ i .e . fire other than the body 's o w n ] or for that mat ter w i t h 
a h a r d l u m p o f earth or w i t h the flow o f g l i d i n g waters, or w h e n i t was 
caught up by a surge o f a i r - d r i v e n winds . T h e mot ions produced by all 
these encounters w o u l d t h e n be conducted t h r o u g h the b o d y t o the soul 
and s t r ike against i t . . . i t was j u s t t h e n , at that very instant , that they 
produced a very l o n g and intense c o m m o t i o n . T h e y cooperated w i t h the 
c o n t i n u a l l y flowing channel to st i r and v i o l e n t l y shake the orb i t s o f the 
soul . T h e y comple te ly b o u n d that o f the Same b y flowing against i t i n the 
opposite d i r e c t i o n , and h e l d i t fast j u s t as i t was b e g i n n i n g to go its own 
way. A n d they f u r t h e r shook the o r b i t o f the Di f ferent r i g h t t h r o u g h . . . 
T h e y m u t i l a t e d and dis f igured the circles i n every possible way. (43 C - E ) 

P l a t o s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e d i s r u p t i o n t a k e s p l a c e at a v e r y spec i f ic 

t i m e : ' i t was j u s t t h e n , at t h a t v e r y i n s t a n t ' (KUI SI) Kal T6T€ iv TW 

napovTL, 43 c 7). W h e n is t h i s e x a c t l y ? S e d l e y a n d Z e y l agree t h a t 

t h e d i s r u p t i o n o c c u r s at b i r t h , b u t t h i s m a y n o t b e a c c u r a t e . T h e 

d i s r u p t i o n b e g i n s t o o c c u r w h e n a p e r s o n first e n c o u n t e r s e x t e r n a l 

s t i m u l i , w h i c h h a p p e n s n o l a t e r t h a n t h e t i m e o f b i r t h , b u t p e r h a p s 

e v e n e a r l i e r A n e x p e c t a n t m o t h e r o f t e n feels t h e m o v e m e n t s o f t h e 

c h i l d w i t h i n h e r w o m b . I t is n o t u n r e a s o n a b l e t o t h i n k t h a t s u c h 

m o v e m e n t s are t h e r e a c t i o n t o s o m e s t i m u l u s t h a t has b e e n t r a n s 

m i t t e d t o t h e f o e t u s w i t h i n t h e w o m b . ' " I f so , t h e n t h e d i s r u p t i o n s 

t o t h e r e v o l u t i o n s b e g i n e v e n b e f o r e b i r t h . T h i s w o u l d m e a n t h a t 

w e c a n n o t m a k e a n y g e n e r a l r u l e a b o u t t h e p r e c i s e t i m e at w h i c h 

h u m a n r e v o l u t i o n s b e g i n t o b e d i s r u p t e d , so t h e m o s t a c c u r a t e w a y 

"' I ha\ been unable to find any corroboration for this view in Plato or in the 
literature available to him. But at Arist. Pnl. 7. 17 we have the following passage: 
'if couples have children in excess, let abortion be procured before sense and life han 
begun; zvhat may or may not he done lawfully in these cases depends on the question 
of life and sensation ( i335 ' '23-6; the Cjreek of the italicized portion is nplv ataOifdV 
iyyeveadai Kai ^wqv ifinoietaSai Sci TTJV afj,fiXojaif T O yap oaioy Kal TO p.7] Sicopiop-^^''^ 
rfi alaB-Tjaei Kal rut earai). This passage at least attests that Greek thought soon 
after Plato did conceive of the possibility that prior to birth a human may experience 
sensations. 
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to d e s c r i b e t h e t i m e a t w h i c h t h e s e d i s r u p t i o n s b e g i n i s w i t h a s u i t 

ab ly a p p r o x i m a t e e x p r e s s i o n s u c h as nepi r-qv yevfoiv, ' a r o u n d t h e 

t i n i e o f b i r t h ' , t h e e x a c t p h r a s e P l a t o uses. I s u g g e s t , t h e n , t h a t 

the passage b e r e n d e r e d , ' W e s h o u l d r e d i r e c t t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r 

heads t h a t w e r e t h r o w n o f f a r o u n d t h e t i m e o f o u r b i r t h . ' I f t h i s 

t r a n s l a t i o n is a c c u r a t e , t h e n w e m u s t r e j e c t S e d l e y ' s m o s t p o w e r f u l 

a r g u m e n t . 

3. J u s t i c e , t h e g o o d l i f e , a n d g o d l i k e n e s s 

I n fact , contra S e d l e y , w e h a v e g o o d r e a s o n t o b e l i e v e t h a t m o r a l ^ 

\c is a n aspect o f a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d i n t h e Timaeus. H e r e a re 

s o m e r e l c \ a n t t e x t s . 

.As he is a b o u t t o f a s h i o n h u m a n s o u l s , t h e D e m i u r g e e x h o r t s t h e 

lesser d e i t i e s " t o w h o m h e h a n d s o v e r t h e task o f f a s h i o n i n g h u m a n 

b o d i e s : 

Imitate the power I used i n causing you to be. A n d to the extent i t is f i t t i n g 
for t h e m to possess someth ing that shares our name ' i m m o r t a l ' , someth ing 
described as d i v i n e and r u l i n g w i t h i n those o f t h e m w h o always consent to 
fol low after jus t i ce [Siicij] and after you , I shall beg in s o w i n g that seed, and 
then hand i t over to you . (41 C - D ) 

1 l e r e j u s t i c e is e x p l i c i t l y l i n k e d w i t h t h e i m m o r t a l a n d d i v i n e as

pect o f h u m a n s , a n d t h i s l i n k is r e i n f o r c e d s h o r t l y t h e r e a f t e r T h e 

D e m i u r g e goes o n t o e x p l a i n t h a t w i t h i n c a r n a t i o n c o m e v a r i o u s 

e m o t i o n s : 

A n d i f they c o u l d master these emotions , t h e i r lives w o u l d be j u s t [SiVj; 
l^uuaou'To], whereas i f they are mastered b y t h e m , they w o u l d be u n j u s t 
[KpnTTjdfi'Te? 8e aSiKia]. A n d i f a person l ived a good l i fe t h r o u g h o u t the due 
course of his t i m e , he w o u l d at the end r e t u r n to his d w e l l i n g place i n his 
companion star, to l ive a l i fe o f happiness that agreed w i t h this character. 

" Perhaps one might object that we should not take this .speech seriously. For 
example, .Sedley suggests that the Demiurge's speech to the lesser gods is not meant 

be taken literally (CB, j zg -F ine , 317). And certainly one must agree with him, 
^'P to a point. Presumably Plato is using the mythical motif of a speech by the 
^emiurge to the lesser deities to make certain points that should be taken literally. 
ndeed, the fact that the words are put in the mouth of the greatest of all deities, 

'he Demiurge himself, should give them added weight. As far as I can tell, there is 
till good reason to think that my argument depends on any premisses that should be 
l̂ '̂Jected because thev are part of the m\h that will not survive demythologizing (or 
'l^-l'teralisation', as Sedley puts it). 
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B u t i f he fai led this , he w o u l d be b o r n a second t i m e , n o w as a w o m a n . A n d 
i f even then he s t i l l c o u l d not re f ra in f r o m wickedness, he w o u l d change 
once again, th is t i m e i n t o some w i l d a n i m a l that resembled the w i c k e d 
character he had acquired . (42 B - c ) 

I n s u m , a j u s t l i f e is a g o o d l i f e t h a t l eads t o h a p p i n e s s ; a n u n j u s t 

l i f e l eads n o t s i m p l y t o u n h a p p i n e s s , b u t e v e n t o ' a less t h a n h u m a n 

l i f e . T w o o t h e r i t e m s c o r r o b o r a t e t h i s . 

F i r s t , as w e saw a b o v e at 42 B - c , i t is s a i d t h a t t h e p e r s o n w h o 

has f a i l e d t o l i v e a g o o d l i f e , i .e . a j u s t l i f e , ' w o u l d be r e b o r n a 

s e c o n d t i m e , n o w as a w o m a n ' . A t 9 0 E , i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g t h e 

d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e c o r r e c t i o n o f t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n us , t h i s t h e m e 

o f r e b i r t h is r e s t a t e d : ' A c c o r d i n g t o o u r l i k e l y a c c o u n t , a l l m a l e -

b o r n h u m a n s w h o l i v e d l i ves o f c o w a r d i c e o r i n j u s t i c e [aSwcus] 

w e r e r e b o r n i n t h e s e c o n d g e n e r a t i o n as w o m e n ' (90 E 6-91 A I ) . 

W e are p u t o f f b y P l a t o ' s s e x i s t a s s u m p t i o n s , b u t t h e l i n k a l r e a d y 

m a d e i n t h e e a r l i e r passage b e t w e e n j u s t i c e a n d t h e g o o d l i f e is 

r e - e m p h a s i z e d . 

S e c o n d , l e t us r e t u r n t o t h e D e m i u r g e ' s e x h o r t a t i o n t o t h e lesser 

d e i t i e s a t 42 B - c q u o t e d a b o v e . I n t h a t passage t h e r e w a r d s o f t h e 

a f t e r l i f e are m e n t i o n e d ; n o m e n t i o n is m a d e o f h a p p i n e s s i n t h i s 

l i f e . B u t t h e l a t e r d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e c o r r e c t i o n o f o u r r e v o l u t i o n s at 

90 c o n c l u d e s ; 

A n d w h e n th is c o n f o r m i t y [ i .e . the c o n f o r m i t y o f our revo lut ions to what 
they should be] is complete , we shall have achieved our goal: that most 
excellent l i fe offered to h u m a n k i n d by the gods, b o t h now and for evermore 
[rrpos re TOV -napovra Kal TOV e-mira xpovov\. (90 D 5-7)'^ 

W h a t is c l e a r is t h a t t h e m o s t e x c e l l e n t l i f e is o f f e r e d t o h u m a n s n o w , 

even in this life. T h e r e s h o u l d be n o d o u b t t h a t t h i s m o s t e x c e l l e n t 

l i f e i n t h e p r e s e n t is t h e s a m e j u s t l i f e w h i c h w a s s a i d t o r e a p a post 

mortem r e w a r d i n t h e e a r l i e r passage. 

T h e a b o v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s s h o w t h a t t h e c o r r e c t i o n o f t h e r e v o 

l u t i o n s o f t h e h u m a n s o u l i n i m i t a t i o n o f t h e w o r l d s o u l b y w h i c h 

h u m a n s a s s i m i l a t e t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e d i v i n e d o e s not l eave b e h i n d 

m o r a l v i r t u e o r p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g . Q u i t e t h e c o n t r a r y : w h e n h u 

m a n s c o r r e c t t h e i r r e v o l u t i o n s a n d a c h i e v e a s s i m i l a t i o n t o t h e d i 

v i n e , b y t h a t v e r y f a c t t h e y a lso a c h i e v e a g e n u i n e l y j u s t l i f e . 

" Sedley translates this as 'by creating this resemblance, bring to fulfilment (telos) 
the best life offered by the gods to mankind for present and future time' (CB, 3 3 2 -
Fine, 320). 
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4. A n a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : 

j u s t i c e as a n e s s e n t i a l a spect o f nous 

L e t m e t u r n n o w t o m y o w n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f a s s i m i l a t i o n t o t h e d i 

v i n e i n t h e Timaeus, w i t h t h e a i m o f e x p l a i n i n g w h y P l a t o i n c l u d e s 

j u s t i c e as a n aspect o f c o r r e c t i n g t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n o u r s o u l s , i m 

i t a t i n g t h e w o r l d s o u l ' s r e v o l u t i o n s , a n d a s s i m i l a t i n g o u r s e l v e s t o 

g o d so t h a t w e a c h i e v e h a p p i n e s s . I n a n u t s h e l l , I a r g u e as f o l l o w s . 

H u m a n s s h a r e nous {vovs) w i t h t h e w o r l d s o u l ( i t s e l f a lesser d i v i 

n i t y ) a n d w i t h t h e D e m i u r g e h i m s e l f ( t h e h i g h e s t d e i t y ) . A l t h o u g h 

nous is m o s t i n t u i t i v e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h k n o w l e d g e a n d w i s d o m , 

P l a t o a lso s u g g e s t s t h a t i t is i n t r i n s i c t o nous t o b e a cause , a cause 

t h a t a r r a n g e s t h i n g s as far as p o s s i b l e t o a c h i e v e b o t h t h e g o o d o f a l l 

i n d i v i d u a l s a n d t h e c o m m o n g o o d as w e l l . I n v i r t u e o f i t s a i m , nous 

is i n t r i n s i c a l l y o r i e n t e d t o w a r d s j u s t i c e : j u s t i c e is t h e p r e - e m i n e n t 

o t h e r - r e g a r d i n g v i r t u e f o r t h e G r e e k s , so t h a t t h e p r o m o t i o n o f j u s 

t i c e a n d t h e p r o m o t i o n o f t h e a i m o f nous a re m u t u a l l y e n t a i l i n g . 

T h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f a h u m a n b e i n g is t h e d i v i n e p a r t , nous, 

so t h e c o r e o f h u m a n h a p p i n e s s is t h e p r o p e r f u n c t i o n i n g o f nous, 

w h i c h is t h e a c h i e v e m e n t o f t h e a i m s o f nous as far as p o s s i b l e . T h u s , 

o n e w h o a t t a i n s h a p p i n e s s d o e s so a b o v e a l l b y a c h i e v i n g t h e a i m s 

o f nous as far as h e o r she is a b l e , a n d t h i s v e r y f a c t e n t a i l s t h a t h e o r 

she be j u s t . I n s h o r t , t o a s p i r e t o l i k e n e s s t o g o d is t o p u r s u e h u m a n 

h a p p i n e s s , a n d t o a c h i e v e l i k e n e s s t o g o d a n d h a p p i n e s s o n e m u s t 

be j u s t . 

L e t m e b e g i n b y q u o t i n g S e d l e y ' s o w n a d m i r a b l e s u m m a r y o f 

t h e d i a l o g u e : 

T h e Timaeus is Plato's great a t t e m p t to show h o w the w o r l d can o n l y 
be adequately unders tood i f v i e w e d as the p r o d u c t o f d i v i n e intel l igence. 
W h a t emerges f r o m i t is that the h u m a n soul's capacity to p a t t e r n i tse l f 
after a d i v i n e m i n d is far f r o m accidental , b u t d i r e c t l y reflects the soul's 
o w n nature .and o r i g i n and the i d e o l o g i c a l s t ructure o f the w o r l d as a whole . 
( C B , 328~Fine , 316) 

T h i s is c e r t a i n l y r i g h t . I n t h e Timaeus t h e w o r l d is p r o c l a i m e d t o 

be t h e p r o d u c t o f t h e d i v i n e i n t e l l i g e n c e , i.e. Nous. I n d e e d , t h e v e r y 

bes t c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n o f t h e D e m i u r g e o f t h e Timaeus is as d i v i n e 

nous, as is seen p a r t i c u l a r l y f r o m t h r e e passages: ' I h a v e p r e s e n t e d 

w h a t has b e e n c r a f t e d b y I n t e l l e c t [TO. Sid vov bebr)^iovpyr]p.eva\' 
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(47 E 4); t h e D e m i u r g e is p r e s e n t e d as t h e p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n o f nous 

p e r s u a d i n g a n d o v e r r u h n g N e c e s s i t y [avayKr), 48 A 2); a n d t h e g o d ' s 

m o d e l is d e s c r i b e d as w h a t 'nous . . . c o n t e m p l a t e s ' (39 E 7 - 9 ) . \

t h e Phaedo S o c r a t e s h a d h y p o t h e s i z e d a b o u t h o w t h i n g s w o u l d 

b e i f Nous r u l e d t h e w o r l d (97 c ) ; h e r e i n t h e Timaeus w e l e a r n 

d e f i n i t i v e l y t h a t Nous d o e s so r u l e a n d w h a t t h e y e s u l t s o f i t s r u l i n g 

are . T h e s a m e s p e c i f i c a t i o n t h a t i t is Nous t h a t g o v e r n s t h e u n i v e r s e 

is a lso f o u n d at Lazvs 12, 966 E , w h e r e Nous is r e f e r r e d t o as t h a t 

' w h i c h is r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e o r d e r i n t h e u n i v e r s e ' , a n d , p e r h a p s 

m o s t e x p l i c i t l y , i n t h e Philebus, w h e r e Nous is s p e c i f i e d as t h e cause 

o f t h e m i x t u r e o f t h e l i m i t e d a n d t h e u n l i m i t e d (30 B ) , w h i c h is ' f o r 

ever t h e r u l e r o v e r t h e u n i v e r s e ' (30 D ) . I n these passages P l a t o is 

u n d e r s c o r i n g t h a t notts c a n n o t b e i d e n t i f i e d s i m p l y w i t h t h a t w h i c h 

k n o w s a n d c o n t e m p l a t e s . Nous d o e s a l l t h a t , o f c o u r s e , b u t i t a lso 

does m o r e : b y i t s v e r y n a t u r e nous is a cause t h a t o r d e r s t h i n g s t o 

a c h i e v e t h e i r g o o d n e s s . T h i s p o i n t is e m p h a s i z e d i n t h e Timaeus 

i t s e l f i n a passage i n w h i c h T i m a e u s ( i n a n e c h o o f Phaedo 99 A - B ) 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n p r i m a r y a n d s e c o n d a r y causes : 

So anyone w h o is a lover o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g \yov\d k n o w l e d g e [i-niaT-qinqs] 
must o f necessity pursue as p r i m a r y causes those that be long to inte l l igent 
nature [ r a s r i j ? epifipoms i^vatw? alrias i r p c u r a j ] , and as secondary a l l those 

be long ing to th ings that are m o v e d by others and that set s t i l l others i n 
m o t i o n b y necessity. W e too, surely, m u s t d o l ikewise : we m u s t describe 
b o t h types o f causes, d i s t i n g u i s h i n g those that possess u n d e r s t a n d i n g and 
thus fashion what is beaut i fu l and good [oaai fifrn vov KaXwf Kal ayaOuiv 
Srjixiovpyoi], f r o m those w h i c h , w h e n deserted b y inte l l igence [oaai pov-
wdetaai <l>povriaeuji], produce o n l y haphazard and disorder ly effects every 
t i m e . (46 D 7 - E 6)'* 

T h e w o r l d s o u l is s p e c i f i c a l l y f a s h i o n e d b y t h e D e m i u r g e ' t o be 

t h e [ w o r l d ' s ] b o d y ' s m i s t r e s s a n d t o r u l e o v e r i t as h e r s u b j e c t 

(34 c ) , f o r , t o q u o t e Sed ley , ' t h e w o r l d s o u l is n o d e t a c h e d i n t e l l e c t , 

i t is t h e g o v e r n i n g p r i n c i p l e o f t h e w o r l d , c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e g o o d 

o f t h e w h o l e c o s m i c o r g a n i s m ' ( C B , 3 3 4 ~ F i n e , 322). A s t h e Philebus 

i n d i c a t e s , i t is t h e n a t u r e o f i n t e l l e c t t o b e a cause , a cause o f t h e 

m i x i n g o f t h i n g s , j u s t as t h e D e m i u r g e is t h e cause o f t h e m i x i n g 

t h a t r e s u l t s i n t h e w o r l d s o u l a n d h u m a n s o u l s . T h e p u r p o s e o f t h e 

S. Menn, Plalo on God as Nous (Carbondale and Edwardsville, 1995), 10. Th« 
entire book is very instructive. 

'* Note that in this passage Timaeus uses mv^ and and <f,p6vr,ms interchangeably. 
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i i i i x i n g is a l so c l e a r : i t is t h e p u r p o s e a s c r i b e d t o t h e D e m i u r g e i n 

the Timaeus: 

I lo was good , and the one w h o is good can never become jealous o f a n y t h i n g . 

\ , i d so be ing free o f jealousy, he wanted e v e r y t h i n g to become as m u c h l ike 

himself as possible . . . T h e god w a n t e d e v e r y t h i n g to be good and n o t h i n g 

bad so far as that was possible. (29 E-30 A ) 

T h i s is a n e c h o o f w h a t S o c r a t e s says i n t h e Phaedo. I f Nous, ' M i n d ' 

i n t h e passages b e l o w , w e r e t h e d i r e c t i n g cause o f t h i n g s , t h e n 

Mind w o u l d d i rec t e v e r y t h i n g and arrange each t h i n g i n the way that was 

best. (97<')" 

1 nc\r t h o u g h t that Anaxagoras, w h o said those th ings were d i rec ted b y , 
.Mind, w o u l d b r i n g i n any other cause for t h e m than that i t was best for 

them to be as they are. Once he had given the best for each as the cause for 

each and the general cause o f a l l , I t h o u g h t he w o u l d go on to exp la in the 

c o m m o n good for a l l . (98 A - B ) 

T h i s same g o a l is a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e r u l i n g g o d o f t h e u n i v e r s e i n 

t i i e \y late d i a l o g u e t h e Laivs, i n a passage i n w h i c h t h e A t h e n i a n 

S t r a n g e r is p r e t e n d i n g t o a d d r e s s a y o u n g n o n - b e l i e v e r (10, 903 B -

I ) ) . T h e S t r a n g e r e m p h a s i z e s t h a t t h e r u l e r o f t h e u n i v e r s e a r r a n g e s 

even t h e m i n u t e s t d e t a i l s so t h a t t h e w h o l e u n i v e r s e w i l l b e as g o o d 

as p o s s i b l e . 

I n each o f t h e s e t h r e e d i a l o g u e s , t h e g o a l is t o f a s h i o n t h i n g s s u c h 

t h a t t h e w h o l e as w e l l as e a c h i n d i v i d u a l w i t h i n t h e w h o l e is as g o o d 

as c a n be . P r e s u m a b l y t h i s is w h y t h e D e m i u r g e o f t h e Timaeus 

f ash ions t h e u n i v e r s e o n t h e p a t t e r n o f a s i n g l e l i v i n g o r g a n i s m 

(30 (' f l . ) : i n a w e l l - f u n c t i o n i n g o r g a n i s m t h e g o o d o f t h e p a r t s a n d 

t h e g o o d o f t h e w h o l e are h a r m o n i o u s l y i n t e r t w i n e d so t h a t t h e y are 

m u t u a l l y e n t a i l i n g . B y u s i n g s u c h a p a t t e r n t h e D e m i u r g e a c h i e v e s 

His a i m o f m a k i n g ' e v e r y t h i n g t o be g o o d a n d n o t h i n g b a d so far as 

t l i a t was p o s s i b l e ' (29 E ) . T h i s does n o t e n t a i l t h a t o n e s t r i v e s f o r 

u o o d s t h a t c a n n o t b e a c h i e v e d ; e v e n t h e D e m i u r g e w o r k s w i t h i n t h e 

' c a l m o f t h e p o s s i b l e , a n d t h o s e w h o f o l l o w h i m m u s t a l so m e a s u r e 

t l i c i r suecess b a s e d o n w h a t i t is p o s s i b l e f o r t h e m t o a c h i e v e . 

' I i i m a n b e i n g s h a v e t h e i r s h a r e o f nous. T h i s is q u i t e e x p l i c i t i n 

''ii^' passage q u o t e d a b o v e c o n c e r n i n g t h e c o r r e c t i o n o f t h e r e v o l u -

'""is i n o u r h e a d s , t h e p u r p o s e o f w h i c h is t o ' m a k e t h e t h i n k i n g 

th • Timaeus emphasizes. Nous is not the only cause: Nous is limited in 

1 " S t r " " i t can produce by 'Necessity', AvayKi), which has 'the character of the 
> ing Cause"' (TO r-qq TrXavwfUvqs €i5o? atTtas), 48 A 6—7). 
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s u b j e c t [ T O Karavoovv] r e s e m b l e t h e o b j e c t o f i t s t h o u g h t [Karav,, 

ovf^Uvipy (90 I ) 4 , S e d l e y ' s t r a n s l a t i o n as a b o v e ) , " " a n d t h i s p a r t 

c o n t i n u a l l y r e f e r r e d t o as t h e d i v i n e p a r t i n t h i s s e c t i o n (e.g. 

Beiov, 90 A 8 ) . I t is t h i s a s p e c t o f t h e h u m a n b e i n g t h a t is m a d e b y 

t h e D e m i u r g e h i m s e l f , u s i n g t h e l e f t o v e r i n g r e d i e n t s i n t h e m i x i n g 

b o w l h e u s e d t o f a s h i o n t h e w o r l d s o u l ( 4 1 D ) , b e f o r e h e t u r n s over 

t o lesser g o d s t h e t a s k o f f a s h i o n i n g t h e r e s t o f t h e J i u m a n b e i n g 

T h u s o u r d i v i n e p a r t , t h a t p a r t f o r w h i c h o n e is c a r i n g w h e n one 

c o r r e c t s t h e r e v o l u t i o n s i n o n e ' s h e a d , is l i k e t h e w o r l d s o u l a n d t h e 

D e m i u r g e h i m s e l f i n t h a t o u r d i v i n e p a r t is a lso nous. 

I t w o u l d s e e m t o f o l l o w t h a t t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t a spect o f the 

h u m a n b e i n g , nous, w o u l d s h a r e t h e f u n c t i o n s a n d t h e a i m s ni'nous 

w h i c h are a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e D e m i u r g e a n d t h e w o r l d s o u l . F u r t h e r 

m o r e , s i n c e nous is o u r d i v i n e a n d b e s t p a r t , b y a c h i e v i n g these 

a i m s h u m a n s a l so a t t a i n t h e v e r y c o r e o f h u m a n h a p p i n e s s . I f t h i s 

is so, t h e n b e i n g j u s t is a n e s s e n t i a l p a r t o f h u m a n h a p p i n e s s . B e i n g 

j u s t i m p l i e s d o i n g w h a t o n e c a n d o f o r t h e g o o d o f o t h e r s , t h e r e b y 

f u l f i l l i n g o n e o f t h e f u n d a m e n t a l a i m s o f nous. I n d e e d , t h e w a y i n 

w h i c h S o c r a t e s t y p i f i e s j u s t i c e is r e p r e s e n t e d b y t h e e x a m p l e s i n 

b o o k 4 o f a w e l l - f u n c t i o n i n g p s y c h e a n d a w e l l - f u n c t i o n i n g state 

i n w h i c h e a c h p a r t c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e g o o d o f o t h e r s a n d t o t h e 

g o o d o f t h e w h o l e . I s u g g e s t t h a t t h i s is w h y t h e locus classicus o f 

P l a t o ' s d o c t r i n e o f a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d i n t h e Theaetetus has Socrates 

e m p h a s i z e t h a t because g o d is s u p r e m e l y j u s t , j u s t i c e is t h e m o s t 

s a l i e n t f e a t u r e o f o u r l i k e n e s s t o g o d ( 1 7 6 B ) . " J u s t i c e a i m s at the 

h a r m o n i o u s g o o d o f a l l , w h i c h is a lso t h e a i m o f nous. L i k e g o d , t h e 

g o o d h u m a n s t r i v e s t o f u l f i l t h e a i m s o f nous i n p a r t b y a i m i n g at 

j u s t i c e , a n d t o t h e e x t e n t t h a t h e o r she a t t a i n s t h i s a i m , h e o r she 

a lso a t t a i n s h a p p i n e s s . " 

Zeyl translates the passage 'bring into conformity with its objects our faculty 
of understanding'. 

" For an analysis of the relevant passages see T . A. Mahoney, 'Is Platonic Assi
milation to Cod in the Theaetetus Purely Otherworldly?', Amieiil Philosophy (forth
coming). 

'" In fact, one cannot properly aim at justice unless one has also attained the 
other aim of nous, wisdom: without wisdom, one's practical reasoning is impaired, 
as discussed above in connection with Rep. 505 A . 
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5. S u m m a r y a n d c o n c l u s i o n 

l ) a \d S e d l e y a r g u e s t h a t a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d i n t h e Timaeus leaves 

l i e i i i n d m o r a l v i r t u e a n d p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n i n g . W e h a v e e x a m i n e d h i s 

. i , . g u m c n t s a n d f o u n d t h e m w a n t i n g . Contra Sed ley , I h a v e a r g u e d 

that m o r a l v i r t u e — p a r t i c u l a r l y j u s t i c e — a n d t h e p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n 

ing; j u s t i c e e n t a i l s a r e i n t e g r a l p a r t s o f a s s i m i l a t i o n t o g o d i n t h e 

'iimacus. T h i s i s b e c a u s e g o d s a n d h u m a n s s h a r e nous, w h i c h a i m s 

,i()t o n l y at k n o w l e d g e b u t a l so at t h e o r d e r i n g o f t h i n g s f o r t h e b e s t 

.is far as t h i s is p o s s i b l e . T h i n g s are a r r a n g e d f o r t h e b e s t p r e c i s e l y 

w h e n j u s t i c e p r e v a i l s . S i n c e nous is t h e m o s t d i v i n e p a r t o f h u m a n 

b e i n g s , t h e a i m s o f nous d e f i n e t h e c o r e o f h u m a n h a p p i n e s s . T h u s -

w h e n h u m a n s s u c c e e d i n a s s i m i l a t i n g t h e m s e l v e s t o g o d b y a t t a i n 

i n g t h e a i m s o f nous as f a r as t h e y a r e a b l e , ipso facto t h e y are b o t h 

j u s t a n d h a p p y . 
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