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Abstract 

This thesi,s exaaines" Plato' s resolution of the nc.os (law) -physis 

(nature) antithesis. In Athens; in ~he fifth and fourth centuries B.C., 

many thinkers regarded nœos and physis iO be diaaetrically opposed to 

one another. An attnpt is JUde to folJow Plato' 5 refutation of this 

idea, " throughoUt his career. Law is natural because: it préserves" 

justice, the natura! condition of the soul; it may be founded on the 

idea or the ffo~', the highest principles of nature; and lastly be

cause it i5 one of the spiritual orcier of things, and spirit or soul is 

pre-emin~tly natural. 

This thes!s portrays Plato' 5 concern with this problea as a nat~al 

outgrowth froll the ethical teaclrings Df Socrates, which, in trying to 

conceive of the .aral refor. of society at large, Plato was compelled to 

emendate and to transcend. 



• 
Cette th'se exaaine les rlflexions de Platon concernant l'opposition 

ent~ le nœo. (loi) et le physis (nature). Tandis quel Athlnes~ au 4ft 

et Se silcle avant J.C.~ beaucoup de penseur consid'raient ces deux r ' 
• 
~ts directeaent contradictoires. Platon prit une" position tout l 

fai t diff'rente. Il entreprlt toute sa vie de rUuter de la s'paration . 

entre le noaos et le physis. La loi est naturelle car elle praserve la 

justice, la condition nor.ale de l'IDe, il se peut bien que la loi est 

fond' sur les principes les plus noblés de la nature~ les fODles. En

fin, la 101 est une de l'ordre spirituel des choses, et l' esprl t et 

l' Iae sont ilIineaent naturels. 

Cette th'se brosse le portrait de Platon aux prises avec ces prob-

lames t conslquence directe de l'enseigneaent de Socrates. En essayant 

d'appliquer ses connaissances l la rlforae aorale de la soci't', Platon 
, 

s'est vu constraint de modifier et meme de d'roger a les pr'ceptsEthiques 

"de Socrates. 

\ 
\ 
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v~uable .. si.tac, and-supervision haVe ... the CCIIIIpletion of this 

the.is possible. 1 vould also lite to t~ Profe.sor M. Silverthorne. 

who oripu.lly tntroduc:ed .. to this subject and who poiDted out. two 
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papers to wldcb this thésis is p-eatly iDdebted: G.". ~rrows "PI.to 

and the Law of Nature'~ (in Bssan in Pollti~ "1'h!9I,x pre.cmted to G.H. 

Sabine. Edited br M. Xonvitz and A.B. Imphy. Ithaca. New Yon: Comell 

University Press. 19-48), and Martin Ostwald's "Plato 0Il Law ad Nature" 
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'" (~n Interpretation of Plato: A SwartDore Syaposl,... Editecl by Helen F. 
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INTRODUCTION 

John Gould, in The Development of Plato's Ethics, describes tbe 

growtb of Plato's ethlcal tbeory as a movement froa the higbly personal 

concerns of tbe Socratic period, to a larger concern for tbe ethical 

development of society as ~ wbole. 1 If tbis is an accurate aCCOUftt, tben 

it is r~asonably clear tbat tbe Socratic demand that virtue be based on per

sonal knowledge would bave to be aodified in arder to allow for the guid-

aRce of the entire communitYi Plato entertained no illusions abo~t tbe 

ability of the masses to obtain true moral lmowledge. Thus the few en

lightened individuals in society would require an instrument of mass re-

<' 

form and, for Plato, tbis instrument is clearly to be nomos, or lav, whereby 

the whole society could be guided in ~araony with the philosopher's per

ception of tbe good. 

However, in the fourth and fifth centuries B.C ... in Athens, a contra

versy raged as to the validity of no.os. Many thinkers regarded noaos a~ 

- a JIl8Jl-ude hindrance to the life lived according to nature (kata phystl:), 

and could tbus·be disregarded by tbe aan vith $Ufficien~ courage and 

strength to do sa. If indeed Plato souaht to unage the IIOral development 

of society through nomos, then this i5 a view that he vould he anxious to 

refute, and, in fact, this is the case. We aight at..ost say that the noII05-

physis problea i5 the quitessential Plat~c prob! .. , his &n'ver displaying 

the ethical concerns which Plato inherited '!'ra. Socrates seen in a light of 1 

Plato's own .. turc pbilosophical ideas. White th!s probl .. ·s presence is 
, , 

not IlUCh noticed in the early Socratic or apot1Itic, dialogues, fra. the 

first defini te sians of Plato· s own thouaht in the G!'!Jias and !!!!!2., before 

1 



" ( , 

\ • '1 .-

2 

'1 

the coaplete developaent of the theory of foras, through the Republic, and 
l 

finally, at the end of Plato' 5 career, in the LaW!, Plato goes lenrths to 

relute the idea that na.os and pgysis are antithetical. Plainly, therefore, 

to gain an lD'lderstanding of Plato's resolution of the nOJaOs-physis anti

thesis, is to gain a greater understanding of Plato's philosophy as a whole. 

The NoDos-Physis Antithesis 

Due to the lt.itations of space and because 1 discuss Plato's treat

ment of the naaos-physis antithesis throughout this thesis, 1 give here no 

more than a thuabnail sketch of this cOilplex pToblea. W.K.C. Guthrie claims 

that the expressions n..,s and physis became key-wards in the Greek philo-
{ 

sophy of the fourth and fifth centuries B.C. 2 ~s, usually translatecl as 
o 

'law' or 'convention' bas the vider sense of "anything deteTJlined and re-

garded as valid br.en; it includes huaan custa.s and beliefs as weIl as 

the' poli tical institutions under whlch JIe1l live. ,,3 Physis, on the other 

band, noraally translated as 'nature', bas as its aeaning the reality under-

Iying all things, etemal and unvariable, the subject studiecl by the early 

Greek philosophers. 4 Whenas nc.:Js llight vary froà' COtUltry to country, 

physis vas considered to he absolutely tmchangeable. 50 long, however, as 

n--.,s could he safelr attrilNted to the gods Qor to divine inspiration, noaos 
,., 

and physis vere not nec.55aTily considered to be antithetical teras. But 

in the fifth century, with the belief in the gods on the wane, the expres

sions C888 to he regarded as heing diaaetrically opposed to one another. 

1bings beg~ to be described as ui.ting kata phys., or, as exi.ting kata 

nc.os. Each of the types of existence had its c:haIIpions; sou thinkers 

(e.g., Protagoras, Critias) hailed ~s for liberating IIOD froll their 

\ 
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origins,S while others (e.g., Antiphon) cursed nomes as the man-made hind-

, rance to the Iife lived in accordance to nature, a ~ife which dictates the 

unscrupulous domination of one's inferior fellow citizens. 6 In either case, 

however, 'nODOS was portrayed as having no part in the eternal nature of 
J 

things, or in any transcendental sense, as having any real value. 
c; 

~ Thè nomos-physis antithesis was discussed in aIl fields of endeavour, 

and it moved quickly from the area of scientific investigation (witness 

Democritus' claim that sensible qualities exist by law; only atoms and the 
1 

void exist by nature),7 to the field of ethics and politics where its chief 

proponents became the Sophists, who, Guthrie claims, without exception, up-, 

held the antithetical character ol:th~ concepts. 8 And it is probably this 
r1 

trait that Plato found most dfstasteful about these men. For; as we shall 

see, Plato upheld to the end of his Iife that nomos and'physis are not 

antithetical, and that to regard them as such would spell the Inevitable 

ruination of youth and ultimately of society itself. 

In th!s thesis, 1 follow Plato's resolution of the nomQs-physis anti-
~ 

thesis from its first explicit introduction in the Gorgias, to Plato's final 

response in the ~.9 In Chapter 1, 1 d~scuss the ethical -theory ascrib~d 
to Socrates. ,this discussion revolves around the ide, that virtue i5 know

ledge and describes the justification for this notion given i~ the Prota

goras. This justification takes the form of a hedonic calculus whiche -

maintains that pleasure 15 always good insofar as it is pleasure, and that r , 

evil is the re5ult of an intellectual myopia, 50 to speak. With knowledge , 
, 

the necessary and sufficient condition of virtue, nomos can play but a 

limited role in a man's moral development; while it may be incumbent on 
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the good man to obey the law, that law cannot be the source of bis goodness. 

These considera~ions are important to the present tbesis in the respect 

that they fona the starting point from which" as IlOlllOS came to fulfill a 

IIOre central role in Plato' s philosophy" he deviated subt~ . but never 

completely abandoned. 

Chapter 2 describes the introduction of the n01llOs-phrsis problem into 

the Platonic corpus in the Gorgias, in the mouth of Callicles of Achamae, 

and in ~he first book of the Republic, in the mouths of Thrasymachus, 

Glaucon and Adeimantus, and discusses Plato' s emerging response in the 
1 

Gorgias and the Meno. Socrates' discussion vith <'allicles, about whom 

little is Icnown historically, is one of the most impassioned arguments in 

a11 of tbe Platonic dialogues, indicating how seriously Piato rega~ded the 

threat of the noaos-pbysis antithesis., 'Plato's response in the Gorgias and 

~ the ~ is that there is a condition proper to the soul, justice, which 

is preserved br law and lawfulness" and he hints at the pOssibilitr of a 
1 

special kind of knowledge upon which the statesman can fom his laws truly 
f' 

in barmony with naturé. 1 conclude this chapter br diseussing the manner , 

in which Plato' s increasing concern with the nC80s-physis antithesis leads 

him away -- but never far avay -- from the teachings of his .aster, for 

Plato, 1 argue, abandoned the idea that personal Jenowledge is the necessary 

condition of the virtuous life. 

Cbapter 3 follows the developaent of the ideas initiated in the Gorgias 

and the ~ in the 1IlOst fsaous of Plato t s works" the !!'PUblic. Here ve 
o 

-find that the natural condition of man consists in the doaination of the 
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intelligence over the spirited and licentious elesaents of the soul, and 

that the best" intention of the law i5 to preserve this natura! condition 

in those people who lack sufficient intelligence to control theaselves. 

Moreover, the R!public specifies the manner in which the lawu.ker is to 

he trained in order to create bis laws in accordance vith intelligible re-

ality.o We have hen, therefore, a mature exposition of the theory of foms 

or ideas. ln basing his laws on his perception of the fOrllS, the lawmaker 

truly retl1lites the concepts of nomos and physis, for the fonas are the 

, highest principles of nature. 

Fi'hally, in my lut chapter, 1 consider Plato' s resolution of the 

nOIIOs-physis antithesis in the!:!!!. This is a ,very different dialogue f1'Oll 

any of those previously discussed; Plato, now an old JI8.Il, writes alaost a 

lIOJlologue, bereft of draIIatic interest. And yet, as Taylor c~ents, the 

Laws "contains bis l!lato's] latest and ripe st tb9Ulht on the subjects he 

had a11 through his life JIOst at heart -- ethics. education, and juris-
<ii 

prudence. ,,10 Certainly bis response to the nœos ... phxsis antithesis is 

Plato's JaOst explicit and perbaps Ms .ost significantoo In Book X of the 

Laws, Plato argues against the idea that the gods exist 'aerely by law and 
~ 

not by nature. 'I11is involves hia in an exa.ination of the buis or the 

idea that nœos and physis are antithetica1. This basis is revealed to he 

a misapprehension about ph>:sis: those think,rs who claia that nomos and 

physis are opposee! to one another erroneously believe that nature, identi

fied vith the prillary, condst! in _terial substance or p1:'Ocesses. Plato 

shows against this that sou! and its attributes (e.g., n<*Js) are logically 
o 

prior to pbysical _tter and are the:refore, truly natural. Plato carries 
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out his &rgullellt in the !!!!.. without the theory of the foras, and 1 argue j 

in this chapter that Plato is ellploying a different sense of the expression 

physis in the Laws, froa that which he aploys in otheT earUer dialogues, 

and, in effect, illplicitly recognizes that physts caB have JIOre than one 

aeaning. 

Plato t S resolution of the nOlBOs-physis antithesis will thus be seen 

ta eJIlbody and to arise frOID that which IIOst inspired bill and which hi kept 

nearest 'ta bis hea:Î:1: -- the ethlcal preoccupation of Socrates. In res

ponding ta the nomos-physis problem, hovever, Plato defended this ethical 

preoccupation ri th philosophieal notions whicb at once deviated from and 

vent far beyond anything Socrates may reasonably be supposed to have con

ceived of. Il 

,\1 



1 Chapter 1 

, nIE SOCRATIC ETHICAL THEORY 

The central ethical position ascribed to Socrates' and which runs, .,re 

or less, throu,hout the early Platonic dialogues,' is what is often refer

m to as the 'Socratic paradox'. Loosely speakin" this consists in the 

riov that virtue (arete) is Imovledge (!pisteae) and that ~ral behaviour 

is the result of ignorance. The iaaediate result of this position is that 

no one willingly does vrong; to do vrong is necessarily a aistake and is 

thus involuntary. The good 1Wl, therefon, is seen as the wise lWl or 

expert.' ln thls section 1 will a.tte.pt to shf?" that this position arises 

out of a kind of hedoniSll which in tum is based on an observation about 

huaan nature. 

At first ,lance, the early dialogues seeaed deterained to portray 

JI8Jlkind' 5 ignorance concem.ing the nature of virtue. The Soc:ratic inquiry 

typically c~ces by exaaining c~place opinions about justice, 

courage, piety and 50 forth •. Socrates extracts a definition froIl one of 

the interlocutors of the dia.logues and proceeds to de.onstrate that the 

said de finit ion is inadequate. For exaaple, in the Laches, Socrates asks 

Laches to explain what\§.ourage 1s. Laches anSlfers without hesitation that 

a lUIJl of courage Is one "who does not nm avay, but re.ains at his post 
f 

and fights against the eneay.u1 Or in the R!JNblic Poleu.rchus posits as 

a definition of justice "that it is Just to render each his due. ,,2 

While the first of these suaestions uy characterize a particular 

instance of couraa. JI and the second uy describe a vide variety of Just 
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actions, it is cleu tut neither will serve as clefinitions and Socrates 

is quiet to produce c:ounter-exaples. 'lbe interlocutors soon discaver tut 

Socrates will noç he satisfied by partic:ular instances of any virtue, nor 

vith broQd PaerÎ1lizations; he is ratber searchin& for the essenti.l nature 
, ' 

of that virtue. He adaits without hesitation tbat the' lI8Il who tiGes not 

flee frœ bis post JÙ.ght he cour&geous. But what of the 1I8Jl who fights 

on horsebm, or, for that .. tter, what of people coungeous in walks of 

life other than ailitary13 

,- =~- - Thus Socrates slowly and aethodically leads the victim of his eross-

ex~tion or 'elenchos f frœ a':' state of preaature confidence in regard to 

SOM virtue, to a\ state of confusion and a:nxie.t:y. One of the clearest and 

mst defined displays of the 'Socratic _thod· is in the LVis,. Socrates 

i5 diseussing friendsbip vith two boys, Lysis and 'Mlmexenus. 111e construct

ion of the dialogue 15 such tbat while PI,ato wu doubted1y atteaptin, to 

depict bis teacher's _thod, he vas clearly doin& 50 tro. a m.ourous pofnt"" 

of vin. In this dialogue. Socrates posits, on hehalf of the interlocutors, 

severa! possibilities as beinJ the requireMftts of friendsJdp and subsequently 

rejects th .. , one by one. Lysis and Menexe,nus serve as ideal head-nodders. 
. p 

Finally, Socrates draws the conclusion, charaeteristic of Ully early Pl.tonie 

dialopes, that he is puzzled in re,ard to the subject at band • . 

Often the people confused are the very ones who shouid know about the 

rirtue being discussecl: Euthyphro, a reli,ious official, caa't explain piety; 

Laches, a leneral, cm'. exp Iain courqei Lysi., Menexenus ancl Socrates, all -, 

friends, cu't explain friendship. 'I1lat this is nqt soleIy a device to 

, 

i 

1 

, , 
1 
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viDdieate the Oracle at Delph t S pronounceaent that Socrates vas the wisest 

.an in Athens will he SNn.
4 It 15, in fact, a result of ihe Soerati~ 

notion that virtue is knovled,e and therefore that particular virtues ean' t 
" 

he understoocl in isolation. 

We have thus far briefly' discussed the nep.tive eonclusiOllS arrived 

at in the early dialogues. It should not he thoU.,ht, however, tut Socrates 

vas a skeptic in re,ard to virtue. In the dialoaues can he discemed a 

positive doctrine of _raI virtue. What fint aut be noted is that in the 

elenehos, certain preSUllptiOlls are ... by both Socrates and the inter

locutors. Por exawple, in the tacheS, Laches bas just defined courale as 
, c 

"endurance of the sou!". Socrates aD4 Laches bath aaree that eourqe is 

aloys DOble ad JOOd vhereas, upcm occasion. encIuraace ca be foolish 

and ml. 11Ierefore courqe c:an 't be endurance. 5 Tlds cleuly cIaIonstrates 

tbat certain attributes are be~ ÙIpOrted !Dto the consideration of the " 

virtue beEon t.he inquiry ~ bepft. Socrat.es rejeets my a.ccount of 

virtue whieh, depicts tbat virtue as DOt beifta aoocl, beneficial BDd noble. 6 

This, of course, is &.boit aDalytica1; Arete to the Green had the sense 

of excellence. It is equally cleu tbat the cleftial of this posit.ion 

would render the possibility of any further discussion ext:re.ely tenuëus. 

But there is .ore to Socrates' ,positive .,ral doctrine than certain 

priaitive assuaptiODS. In the dialopae the hotYOral, Socrates puts forth 

th. vi ... , a vi .. diseemibl. in othe dialopes as weil, that virtue is 

knowledae. 7 rus vi .. 1 .. hia to coaclud.e that then is no real plura

lit y of virtues but that virtue il fuad.-ntally a ~ty 'because virtue, 
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, 
in essatia, i5 ideDtical to one thi.na, i.e., blottled,e. 

Soc:rate~ bas ulted Protqoras to reveal his opinion about knowleclJe, 

and they both aaree that blowI"e 15 a noble èntlty, capable of -mliDa 

MIl lDcl ls in fact ''the hipest of hœIn thinas". 8 Socrate. t~ MainS -

'" to cœsider what 'the any' coulcl possibly .-q" when they say that sGMOIle 

bas beerl 'overca.e by pleaàu:re·. 9 Ilhat tbey aean, of course, is that 

sœeone, kÎ1ovi1ll that a certain action is ftOIl,. enaqel in that action due 

to the pleasure that that acticm affords ta.. Socrates., howver. nlhes 
" 

to establish that the perlon OYet"COM by pleasure ia in fact O'VIerCOM by' 

iporlDCe. rus conclusion is drawn, rather surprisinaly, by usina a 

reascmably failiar 'hedoaistlc ~t wherein aoocI b equated to pleuure 

and ml il equated to pain. 1'lIus, Ül c:onaiclerina a _ .mo allovs hWelf 

to ..... iD a lic:atious or watOll act, aereas the .uy -Woulcl say that 

lie vas _ 11)' ,1_. Socrat~tIotd; lt i~ IlOt thé -- ' 

tu)" pleuure which overc:c.es the _ ad ia therefore ml. Pleasure ia 

always JOOd. lhat ia ev11-, boweYer, i. the overall eventual pain tut 

certain acts will beur. SiDce nit i. Bot in hœaD uture .. 10 for a ... 

to choose the areater of two mis, if the an kn .. that the overall pain 

caused by any &Ct outveiaW that ac:t' 1 _tary pleasure, he tIOUld , ;, 

sillply IlOt cio it. He is, theftfore, aot OY~ by pleasure, which on 

the Soçratic vi. il t"taount to aaytna tut he i. overc:o.e by pocl; his 
1 

tralpession st .. rather tr. lporaœ of thil ..... istic calc:ulus. To 

behave v1~ly il to Kt la full copJ,I&ee of the sa ccmsequences of 

pain ancl pleuure. 
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AlI actions d..ed at ~his end, naely a pleasant 
ad pa.iIIless life, a&st he fine acti9DS, that is 
aood and beneficial.ll 

1h~ Socratie ethiea1 position uy therefore he ~Iecl as f,S),).lows: 
\~ , 

) (0 

" 
1) virtue is kIlOllled,e; 

2) virtue bein, knovleclae, it i. iIIpo.sible to he 

knowingly unYirtuous; 

3) virtue i. one thinJ, i. e., bovledge and not 
, Q 

.. y thinas, 8.'_, eourqe, piety, e~. j 

4) evil i. the result of iporac:e. 

.<J k' (r 
~.r 

L'\ ., 

;i 
'J 

With this in 1IiD4_ the raticmale behiDd the s •• lllJly .teptical 
~ l 

'/ 

approach iD the ccmsideratiOll of pattiCular virtues ~s cliseernible. 

'nie philosophic:al pound h8d to he _11 prepand hefore such paradoxic:al 

r r) 

notions cauld he iDtroclu.ced. .. pt a feeliq for Plato's reluetanee to 

introduee DOYel ide .. without adequa~e preparation iD the Protyoras where 

Socrate. 15 onee apin discussiDa the _anin, of the expression 'OVereoM 

by pleasure·. MeIl arr iD their c:hoiee of JOOd and evil th:rouah def.ct in 
" , 

Jcnowled.e but 't'fou 6Jte UDY) if va had IJlsvered u-diatelyand at the 

d .. that iporanee (vas the __ in, of hein, overccae by pleas,ureJ would 

have lauahecl at us. ftl~ 
\ ..... 

On this view, the oarly cl1a1opes are SMll as a PQr1f,bla of c~ ... 

sense notions about ~rt.ue in orcier to ute .. y for the ...... t c:ountU'-

~tuitive Socratic: p&rad.oxes. 'I1Iat virtue i. tnowlectce i. IlOt a notion 

.. 
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which would be readily accepted by an audience which identified vith defini-
- --0 , 

, tions of virtue such as those put forth by the interlocutors. Once having 

shown that these co ER 'Ilflace opinions are inconsistent. Plato cm introcluce 

" '" 
the ide. tut virtue is knowleclge of how to obtain the greatest overall 

pleasure. 

This hedoni.tic b\terpretation of Socratic ethics, however, is contro

ver.ial. Many have found it difficult to accept that Socrates CID ever, in 
--

earnest, have uintained sueb a position. A.E; Taylor suUests that in 

the Prot_pras, Socrate. is tryin, to deEnstrate tut" even on the vulgar 

8SS'UIIptions of the uny, goodness cm be shown to be mowled.e, but that 

Socra~es biaself is not ~tted to the identification of goodn~s. and. 

ple~. 13 ADother vi~ is tut if the clialogue is rad carefully, 118 _ 

cm observe certa:1D 51 ..... far a.ple the reverHl of Socrates' and Pruta

lOftS' positions towud the ead of the dialogue, vhich let us know tut 

thi. hecÏoni. 15 not to be taken at face Value. 14 Others have gone sa far 
f 

- , 

as to .a1ntain tut in _ dialogue already as full of m.orous quirks as is 

the Protyoras, Plato f.lt cœpelled to ad.d ODe aore rather pervers~ jest 
~ . 

in the fora of puttinl a view, repupant to hiaself, into the IIOUth or 

Soc:rates • 

... 
c. 

The difficul ty arises because no trace of hedonisa ~ be found in 

dialogues osteaslbly prior to the ProtyQrAS, and in subsequent dialogues, 

the vi_ see.s ta be rejected as it is in the Goglu and the Phaedo. To 
-/ 

accept a Socratic he4oni_. thorefore, seeu to ca.pel us ta accept a comp-

lete anœaly in Plato's thouaht. -1 think, however, that a case C811 he 
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.ade for the earnestness of ~he PrataBoras position. 

First, it would see. peculiar that vere Socrates holding the hedonistic 
1 

arpent at UlIS length. 50 to speak. Plato should not ha'te u.de the fact 

lIOre cleu. It bas, after aIl ,been mntained that Plato had an aversion 

to the word hedone~ The arguaent explains, .,re cœpletely than any other" 

ÛOII the early dialogues. the idea that virtue is mowIed,e and is not incon

sistent vith these dialogues. It seeas to 88 to be .,st odd that Plato . 
should represent Socrates as living the BOst caaplete and strongest defence 

of his central 'ethical position, using an arguaent which Plato hiJaSelf held 

in disdain, had Socrates never thouaht any such thing. At least we aight 

expect clear tBdications of the non-hedonistic nature of Socratic ethics, 

indicati~ wbich we don't sea to aet. ADd while Socrates nwft COlleS out 

and states that the ,oad equals the pl easurah!e , there are pasaales whicb' 
1 _ 

\ / 

suuest tut he regarded this identification in eamest. For exaaple: 
,y 

"thon you qree", 1 said, that 'the pleasant is the good, and the paiDful 

- ev~I."l. And later: "are not all' actions honorable and useful ::of which 
1'1 

the tendency is to lIIlke life painless and pleasant?" Socrates, it aust be 

reaeIIbered, wu net in the habit of ulting dopatic aSsertions. We should 

not therefore expect an -explieit stateMDt of his beUef in hedonia. 
" , 

Purtber, Xenophon often "sPeaks of Socrates as ifth1s position were 

the case. Discussing the reasons behind Socrates' avoidance of excessive 

food, drink and sex, Xenophon mtes: 

he Socrates considered' that in this vay he would 
'obtatn no~les5 satisfaction and wauld suffer.uch less 
disco.fort than those who devoted a larp part of their 
eneqy to tbose objects.18 . 

" ! 
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And later: -

what better HUon fo~ i t can you iagine (i. e. , 
for his t~rancif . than 1 have other .are pleasant 
occupation.fl9 

( 

Here qain Socrates is portrayed as explaining his ethical behaviour as 

being the result of seeing beyond the fleeting pleasures of the lIOIlent, to 
.... 

an expectation of sreater pleasure in the re.ote future. 

/' 

Lastly. we uy con~ider a piece of ~ernal evidence. Aristippus of 

Cyreile, fOWlder of the Cyrenaic schoal, probably derived bis hedonistic out-
- 20 . 

look froa his association ,vith Socrates. Aristippus was, of course, the 

precursor of the IIOst faous of ancient hedonists, Epicurus. 

While none of this evidence is conclusive.,· it i5, 1 think, suggestive 

of the view that hedonisa played an important role in Socrate! t ethical 

considerations. Plato hiIlsel{. while rejecting hedonism as a major fOWlda-

tion for his .oral theory, could never quite escape the web of hedonistic 

IOlic and 'we :f.ind hill even in the 1.!!!.. aceording a place 'to hedonic c~-

siderations. 2l 

The Socratic hedonis. makes as it5 final end that in which pleasure 

will ultimately outweigh pain, and though thi5 end i5 not identified iri 

the Protagoras, in other dialogues it is aade clear that '~e aIl desire to 
n n 

be happy", and thus eudaillonia 1s_ preSUllably the .,leasure which we aIl 

seek. It i5 important to note, however, the divergence in meaning of the 
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English 'happiness' and the Greek 'eudaiwmia'. The fOl'ller uy, upon oc~ 

cuion, he aployed as a t~sitory predicate. For exaple, we aight say 

'John is happy today', or even, 1 was happy this IIOrning, but l'. aiserable 

this aftt~oon'. This is not the case vith euda.ilM:mia, an~ li1tel~ tbat 

Socrates, like Aristotle, regarded ~a as heing the judge.ent of a 

lifeti.ae. As such, eudaiaonia is the obvious end of the Socratic variety 

of hedoniSll. 

1 have thus far maintained that the Socratic ethical position.is 

best understood as it is explained in the Protagoras, in light -of a kind o~ 
o 

hedonism. However, a further consideration is necessary in order tQ make 

sense of the notion of virtue being knowledge. This concems Socrates' use "-

of the Gr~ek word t episteae' • 

Traditionally, the view that virtue is knowledge bas been interpreted 

as meaning that a knowledge of IIOral principles would lead ta moral be':' 

haviour. Jolm Gould caUs this view into question. 23 Making use of Gilbert 

Ryle's distinction between knowledge as 'knowing how' and knowledge as 

'moring that', Gould considers whether Socrates' use. of the word 'episteme' 

approximates ihe former ~r the 1atter. Carefully examining passages'from 

early Greek writers, he concludes that episteme s more often than not, sig

nifies the ability to c~ out some action, and thus he maint'ains that 

Socrates was not suggesting that arete is the resuit of theoretioal under-

standing; it is rather the result of moral ability, indeed we might say 

moral know-how. 

On the other hand, i t seems to me that the line between 'knowing how' 

! 
; 
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and 'boving that' can be too finely drawn and that perhaps Gould is 

guil ty of overcœpensating. The Greek episteae, as used by Socrates, is 

probably a mixture of the Englirh 'knowing how' and 'bowing that' ~ and 

undue emphasis on either might be misleading. The craftsmen whom Soc-

rates continually holds up as exaaples vere not only skilled, but they also , 
24 had a variety of theoretical knowledge or lore. Furthermore, Socrates, 

at times, seems to be seeking an objective standard of virtue by which par

ticular actions can be evaluated aS,in the Euthyphro. 25 In Protagoras 

virtue becomes the art of measuring,26 again implying the need for an ob

jective stdndard. This seems to suggest that not having differentiated bet

~een 'knowing how' and 'knoving that', the Socratic episteme may consist ift' 

elements of both. Bearing this in mind, 1 think Gould's position serves as 

an excellent corrective for centuries of over-intellectualizing ~ocrates' 

ethical position. 

This is important to the present consideration in that it leaves 

us with a st ronger 'virtue is knowledge' position. In fact, it is dif-

ficult to imagine hov we could mate sense of the notion of virtue being 

knowledge if Socrates' epi5teme vere 5trictly theoretical. If 1 know that 

a certain action is morally right 1 would appear to be obliged to engaged 

in that action, regardless of ~he act's consequences, regardless of the 

StIJl total of pleasure or p~ entailed by that act. Surely 1 uy believe 

that the only vay to be ultimately happy is to live according to moral 

principles, but this, in a sense, i5 irrelevant; if something is right, 1 

IlUSt do it. 
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In Socratic ethics~ this is a case of putting the ca~iage before 

the horse; virtuous behaviour is a means to an end. On this view~ a man 

-Will do what~ver is necessary to obtain the good as he perce ives it. But 

this would see~ to be a mat~er for practical knowledge and not solely an 

objective perception of moral facts. 

Socrates' denial of the possibility of incontinence becomes clearer 
. 

in light of the above. Our largest proplem in coming to grips with the 

'Socratic~osition has always been the counter-intuitive notion that no one 
1 

knowingly does wrong. Indeed, Aristotle was profouridly bothered by this 
, 

question. 27 The problem is that we seè-many cases wherein someone seems 

to kOow that something is wrong, and he does that something regardless. 

In light, however, of Gould's treatment of Soêrates' episteme and the 

hedoniSt!ë character of his position;. the problem tends to fade away. The 

incontinence ~roblem arises {rom a wedge driven between the theoretical 

and the actual. Thus~ a man may know theoreti~ally that something is 

wrong and still, in.practice, carry that action out. But when we consider 

that Socrates' episteme is p~actical, it is knowing how to live in order 

to incur pain-free consequences~ it does indeed seem peculiar that an ex-

pert in such a craft would do anything other than that, which would lead , \ 

ta happiness. 

We still might feel compelled, after al! this~ to claim that someone, 
, 

fully aware that a 'certain manner of behaviour woùld entai! painful con- . 

sequences~ might rather perversely engage in that manner of behaviour. To 
, 

this,Socrates would reply, and this must, 1 think, be seen as the ultimate 

1 

\ 

.. 
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basis for his moral theory (at least as 1 have formulated it), that such 

an act is not in human natur~ (out estin, eoiken, !n anthropou physei).28 

The doer of such an act must have a distorted view of the resul ts of that 

actj just as a building looks tiny in the distance, so the evil conse-

quences of misbehaviour seem insignificant when compared to the pleasure, 

and therefore the good, of the act at hand. Such a doer thus acts in ig-

norance. 

This appeal tp human nature is tantalizing and it would be a simple 

matter to blow it completely out of proportion. Ne might, for example, 

claim on its basis that Socrates foreshadowed later developments in natural 

law theory. This seems excessive, however, and what is truly important to 

note is the view expressed that there is something Inherent in men which 

. -leads them, if they obtain a sufficient degree of self-knowledge, to be-

have morally. This would seem to indicate that Socrates would claim that 

virtue has its origin in human nature, and, consequently does not stând in , 

contrast to that nature. Plato clearly adhered to this doctrine through-

out his life. It is equally clear, however, that Socrates' arguments 

would not suffice to quell the growing ethical relativism in the Athens 

of his day. The Socratic ethical theory is, aIl things being considered, 

remarkably Wlinformative. Ne leam that true virtue is knowledge, but 

the.precise nature of that knowledge and more importantly, how to obtain 
" 

that knowledge, is left obscure. Plato came to believe that in order to 

solve such problems, the good has to have an objective r~ference and not 

solely a subjective identification, as is necessarily the case with 
/ 

pleasure. He also realizes that before we can have sucb an objective-good, 

before we can say that something is right not in regard to mere custom, but 

that it is morally proper according to nature, a theory of"nature is required 
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which allows for such univers al standards. 

Moreover, as far as Plato was concemed, the problem had widened. No 

longer wu the moral development of the individual of primary importance; 

the moral health of society as a whole becaae Plato's central concem. The 

reasons for th!s shift in emphasis are complex and need not detain us here. 

Suff!ce to say that Plato needed to find a way to manage society and, at 

the sue time, not to 'stray from Socrates' demand that virtue be based on 

knowledge. Plato's answer ,t~ thjs problem, briefly stated, is that society 

should be ruled by philosophers, who could formulate laws which could lead 

the unenlightened masses to live good lives. Plato could thereby install 

the Socratic episteme in society as a who~e. Ne will discuss later the 

difference between the philosophies of Socrates and Platp engendered by 

this move. 

For now~ it is sufficient to note that if, for Socrates, virtue is 

indeed characterized as personal knowledge, then it' seems reasonably clear 
, 

that nomos can play but a limited role in the Socratic ethical theory. 

While it might be proper for the good man ta obey the law, that law cannat 

be the source of the good man'a virtue; virtue must be founded on intel-

ligence. This attitude towards namos is exemplified in the Crito. Here 
. , 

the act of living in any gi veJ) city is viewed as a taci t agreement to obey 

the laws of that city, an agreement that Socrates would be breaJdng if he 
, 29 

chose to escape from prison. The virtuous man, fully aware that a11 

agreements should be kept, will therefore not break the law. There is no 
~ ~ 

question here of regarding nomos as a part of the étemal nature of things 
l' 

or as a source of morality. The source of morality here, as elsewhere, is 
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intelligence, which leads Socrates and Crito to ·agree that lav-breallng 

aaounts to breaking an agreement and is thus aorally vrong. Thus for 

Socrates, vith the conception of IIOrality as a personal endeavour, there 

is no need to pay extensive attention to the na.os-physis antithesis be

cause no.os does not warrant such attention. The early dialogues, con-

sequently, devote little space to this problell. As Gould states 

Socrates could conceive of a man achieving his 
own IIOral aiII lDlaided (if tmoppressed) by society, 
but this wu possible for him only because social 
support, to some degree at least, could be taken 
for granted. 30 

It vas therefore not Socrates' problem to vorry about the creation of laws; 

a man's own moral welfare vas worry enough. ) 

But for Plato, who could frotl his youth see the UJ1JBistakable signs 

of social decay, the moral reform of society was the problem: not only was 

it incumbent on the philosopher to become good himself, but he somehow had 

to reach back and assist bis fellow citizens. As 1 mentioned berore, this 

amotmts to the guidance of the masses by law fotmded in accordance with 

philosophical visda. Thus Plato fotmd it necessary to provide a refuta

tion to those cri tics who claiJaed that law had no ul timate -Yalidi ty and 

was contrary to nature. The rest of this thesis will be devoted to fol-

lowing Plato's resolution of this nomos-physis antithesis. 



.-
• 

Chapter II 

Q 11Œ INTRODUCTION OF nIE N(M)S-PHYSIS PROlLEM 

We have seen that for Socrates. or perhaps for the Plato of 

the early dialogues, knowledge is the necessary and sufficient condition 

of the virtuous life. As such, this definition is tautologica1j virtue 

is described as boving how to live virtuously. 'I11e dialogue the Prota

goras offers a hedonistic explanation of this doctrine which, while avoiding 

the trap of circularity, nevertheless raains tminforaative as to what 

variety of actions the virtuous life will consist in. It is vith this 

uninformative charaeter of the doctrine that Plato perceived the greatest 

4ifficul ty. 1 ~i1e never ahandoning the 'virtue is knowledge t position 

entirely, Plato likely becœae avare ,that this position vas incapable of 

ins~illing the absolute values required to ca.bat the relativistic views 

being maintained in the Athens of the fifth and fourth centuries B. C. 

G.C. Field claims that the whole of Plato's .oral and political philosophy 

takes i ts rise froa the effort to provide an adequate refutation of these 

views. 2 This relati~iSJI and .oral skepticiSll finds its greatest expres

sion in the Platonie corpus in the persons of Callicles and Tbrasyaachus. 

'I11ese interlocutors share the saae basic idea conceming the antithetical 

cbaracter of nomos and physis, held fraa slightly different perspectives. 

For the sake of econaBY, therefore, 1 will treat their opinions as one. 

Plato' s resolution of these difficul ties, however, aust he exuined se-

parately, as his res.ponse to 'I11rasyaachus involves'coneepts onlyavailable 
.. 

in eabryonic fora in Goraias. In this section 1 will thus confine II)' 

consideration to the probl_' s introduction in the Go!Jias and j.n the first 

book of the R,!PUblic; its solution in the Gogias with reference to other 

21 
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rouply eonteaporaneous dia~ogues, principally the Meno, and to the vay in 

in which these answers develop Plato' 5 ethical theory. 

'l1le notion that nature (PhY5is) and law or convention (nœos) are 

antasonistic concepts is first introduced by Callicles in the Gogias and 

i5 later echoed by 'I1lrasyaachus in the Republic. Nature and convention, 

ve are told, are generaUyl inconsistent with one anotber and tbat Socrates, 

in trying to prove his dietull that i t is better to suffer than to c~ t 

", wrong, is ming dishonest use of the Illtithetica1 nature of these concepts. 3 

Socrates takes a purely conventional aeaning of just and fine (e.g., that 

it is base to kill, pillage, etc.) and then acts as if it is natural1y 

wrong to engage in such acts. He is thereby enabled to bro~at bis op

ponents into adai tting to notions which', vere they true, would turn human_ 

1ife upside down. 4 In point of fact, that whihh we noru.lly regard as moral 

or just Is aere convention, unifested, acçording to 'l1lrasyaachus, as the 

interest of the ruling party, i.e., those who have the political wisdom 

and aanliness to iIIpose their will on the JI8llY. S It is vrong" therefore, 

solely by convention that a .an should atte.pt to seize power. By nature 

it is proper that the stronger shouid doainate the weaker; it is aerely in 

light of possible negative consequences of such doIlination that a 'trade-
, 

off' is lIUlde in the fora of the JRltual agreetleJlts callec:l laws or IIOres. On 

viev, the actions of such Mn as ·Xerxes invading Greece were in accord vi th 

nature ~ata phys-'); indeed they vere in accordance vith the lav of nature -
- 6 ' 

(kata no.on tes J!hv!os). It is naturally Just, theref'ore, accordina to 

the Callicles-'ftlras~chus position, that a JIan should ,ive free reign to 

bis desire5 and siaply an issue of ca.on sense that conventional injustice 
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is desirable provided that the person enlaging in such injustice ean "seize 
. , . 7 ~ 

political poWer and their wrcmgdoing have full scape," Callieles expounds 

a defin1tion of virtue in harlKmy vith this line of thoupt: "luxury, 

licentiousness and liberty are virtue and happiness" (truphe ka! &kolasia 

ka! eleutheria ••• touto est in ante ka! eudail101lia). 9 The laws and _rais, 

then, iIIposed by the aany, are either artua1 agreeaents (for Thrasyuchus), 

or are .ere eBbellis~ts on _what is actua1ly virtuous (for Callicles),9 -

and, in either ease, are eontrary to nature (para physin). Traditional law 

and IIOrality thus have no basis in the wderlying reality or physis of 

things. 

We see here the explicit introduction of the DODDS-physis controversy 

into the Platonic corpus. Plato's project beea.8s the reunitinl of these 

two concepts, a synthesis which is only COIIpleted in the !!!!.. "e JUy 
., 

interpret attapted extraction of ethical defin1tions in the Socratic 

dialogues as an effort to lD1cover stable Dotions of virtue in the face of 

ever-cbanging partic:ular eX8llples of virtuous behaviour. As such, this 

lIUSt be viewed as an att-.pt to t~at positi!ely the difficulties which 

the Sophists dealt vith in a neptive fashion. Starting vith the Goraias, 

hoWever, there is evidence of a ne. uraaer in Plato t s trea'tllent. 11tis 
/' 

dialOgue, along vith the Mena, elearly foreshadow the fuller theory espoused -
in the aiddle 4ialopes. 

In the Garlias Plato does not specifica11y criticizes the idea that 

nature and convention are diaaetrically opposed notions; he !nst.ad foc:uses 

his invective on the 'type of life reco.enclecl by CaIlieles. The latter, as 
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we have s,een, develops a portrait of the virtuous un u,'one who is able 

-"to cultivate great desires and bas the siren.gth and 1IIUl1mess to insure 

their gratification. The end of huun l~~e therefqre, i.e., the good, is 
\$ " , 

pleasure. Plato nshes to show a,ainst this that the ,ood. life consists 
- . 

in ''beina .oderate and in control of oneself and .. ter of one t s own ap-
I 

peti~e.tlIO He 15 already, in this period, œder the sny of the idea that the 

body and soul are two distinct entities and tbat the health of the ,soul is 

of p~t iIIportance to, etMeal concerns. 11 The identification of 

pleasure and the good is therefore quic:kly discounted. Socrates gains 

Callieles' agreeaent to the proposition that any pair of things that a 

aan loses and ,ains together cannot he equated to good and evil; good \ 

and evil, as in disease passing avay to h~alth, tend to follow upon one 

another. 50 long. therefoTe, as desiTe is regarded as painful and gratifi-
, 

cation of desire as pleasurahle, pleasure cannot equal the good because 

both the pleasure of the fUlfil~t of desire and the pain of non-fuI

fillJ1ent are VIllCpdshed \SiatltaJl8OUSly.12 Moreover, it i5 agreed, good 

people becoae such owiDg to the preSe1Ce of goocl tMngs. Cowards and ' 

fools, however, experience pleasure and aood and rational .en suffer pain. 
\ 

Are .e Dot reluctant to refer to the foraer as good and to the latter as 

evil1 If 50, s .. pleasures aust he loocf and SOM evil: the identifica

tion of the ,oad and the pleasurable falls spart. 13 Pleasure cannot, there

fon, properly serve as the telos of huaaD activity. 

The identification of the aood and the pleasurable, accepted, 1 have 

argued, in the Protyoras, ia thus rejec:ted. And at first glance it is 

difficu1t to understand why this rejection bas occurred. Socrates' 
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arguaents apinst this identification are far &œ convincinl; the bedoDic 

c:alc:ulus cou1d perhaps have been eaployecl with areater success aaainst 

the Calliclean ~t. Plato is plainly reluc:tant at this point to 

uke use of the Protyoras position, i.e., that pleasure is always ,oad 

insofar as it il pleasure. Irwin 'points out tut tbe CaIlielean heclonisa , 

does ~ot allo. for-such consideratlonl. 14 Callieles advoeates ,iving iree 

reign to des ire and re,ards the teaperate JI8Jl as 'bein, foolisb. In order 

to obtain the lUlXi •• ovenU pleasure discussed in the Protaloras, how

ever, soae restraint will he necessary,' for e~le, the brave ~'s 
) , 

curbing his des ire to flee at the approacb of the en_y. Plato not only 

rejeets an unrestrained hedon!sa, thougb, he denies the identification of 

the ,oad and the pleasurable entireIy. Pleasure becoaes something in 

the Gogtas which lcan sene solely as a lteans to the goOd; for pleasure to 

assuae a greater roie in a un t 5 life would he to upset the order which 

is proper to bis sou! and "the excellence of anythirfg ••• sprin,s from a 
, lS 

certain arder and ri,htness and art appropriate in every case." nus 

point is established throuah analo,ical arauments: painters, shipwrights 

and architects all &ehieve their aoal by taking the different" el_ents of 

thei," work and fitting th_ into a hamonious whole. On the se grounds, in 

factl, the universe is called a COSllOS, as opposed to a state of disorder 
/ 

and lieense. So too au.st the excellence of the sou! st_ frœ an arder 

proper to that soule Here we baYe th~ t.pIicit answer to Calliëlel' se

paration of noaos and èVil: there is an arder appropriate or confora

able (oikeio)16 ~o the nature of the hl_a soul, the c:ultivation of whieh 

leads to the excellent or virtuous life. The licentious lifestyle ad-, 

voc:&ted 6y Callie!es actually disrupts this natural order and is theref'ore 
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contrary to nature; it is elearly, on this view, the disciplined, meierate 

life ~ch stands in accordance vi th the proper orcier of the soule More-
-( 

over, thi. natural propensity is not opposed to nœoS. 'lbe' reaular state 
1 - , 

of the sou! is caUed lavfulness C,.,-i.,m) and law (nœos) through whieh 

lIeD obtain the desi~ orderliness of their behaviour. 17 'lberefore l!hysis 
\ 

and ncaos, far fraa ~in, opposed to each other, actually stand in harmonrJ 
, ' 
1 

the latter guaranteeing that the fomer is preserved. Only thus is t'tUe 

happiness obtainable. 

Is it not possible, after this, to .. intain that pleasure i5 the 

,ood? Socrates indeed SeeE to have advocated the tsperate life on the 

grounci$ that such a life would be 1I01:e pleasant tban any other. Our prob

lea here is not to decide whether pleasure éan serve the saae function in 

-ethical concems as happiness or whether eudaillonisa is open to the same 

eriticiSll as hedoniSJI. It is true, of course that Plato seau illplicitly 

in the Gorjias and explicitly in later dialogues ta equate the good with 

'" , --happine5s and that bis aquaent a,dnst Callicles is intended te deaonstrate 
- 0 \ 

that the JaOderate life is in the greatest mteTest of the IIOral agent. For 
" 

now, however J 118 need only consider IIOre specificaUy Plato' s rej ection of 

the identification of the ,ood and the pleasurable. 

The sost likelr reuan ~or this !$jection is that Plato recopized 

the inevitable subjectivity of pleasurej in the Gorgias he explicitly brings 

- this problea to heu on Callic1es' arggaent. '11lere are two closelr re-
~ 

lated probleas brouaht out in the GorJias: 1) pleasure is not restricted 

to goad .en!S and 2) the difficulty or t.pGssibility of quantifYing 
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pleasure. 19 Ife bave discussed the first point previously: cowards, heroes, 

Callicles, Socrates, Hitler and Churchill aIl feel pleasure. They are not, 
~ -

" 

hovever, aIl good Ilen. Ife _y asS\œe that the pleasure experienced by, for 
, 

exaIIple, Socrates is c1ifferent froa that experienced by Hitler. rus ne-

gates the value of pleasure in securing agree.ent about the virtuO\l5 life. 

The second point SeeJIS to be a direct attack on the science of lleasuring 

ple~ or the hedonic ealcu1us offered in the'~Protaloras. Soerates 

asks Callieles whether wise men or fools feel the greatest~degree of 

pleasure and pain. CaIlicles is puzzled by the question and answers that 

there doesntt SeeJI to be llUeh difference; the pleasure felt by the coward 

and the hero at the retreat of the enemy, for example, is virtually indis-
~. 20 

tinguishable in degree. This is all Socrates requires to show that good 

and pleasure âre not identieal, given that good people owe their goodness 

to the présence of good things. ' But an \Dlderlying point here is that the 

measure.ent of pleasure in any given life is a difficu1t if not impossible 

task and that the unvirtuous life _y weIl have greater SUII pleasure--than 

the virtuous life. A tyrant uy or_uy not, through his wanton lifestyle, 

experienee IlOre pleasure than would the ascetic. If a man is to plan a ~ 

virtuous life on the basis of the overaIl pleasure without regard to the 

quality of that pleasure, he uy he forgiven if he chaos es the life of the 

fomer to that of the latter. Soerate$ would preSUll8bly claim that such a 

choiee would have arisen out of ignorance and that the life 50 eho,sen would 
<.- -

actually he the less pleasant of the two. But this is siJaply l!0t._and 1 

think Plato realizes t~s fact, cte.onstrably true. (Plato t 5 beliefs were 
-

likely in haraony with Socrates',. but the vindication of tbese beliefs 

require recourse to the hereafter 1fheHin the tyrant is either subjected 



• 

o 

( 
, , 

28 

to an eternity of toraent in Rades or destined for a wretched incarnation. 

These alternatlves are Wlpleasant in the extreae. The afterworld. however. 

reuins ~ an issue of faith and Plato requires consensus that the good life 

is desirable apart froa its beneficial consequences.) 

Socrates, of course. vas not a subjectiviste If he regarded pleasure 

as the good it was because he felt certain that the conventionally good life 

would be regarded as the sost pleasant life. Plato sillply realized that, 

- in point of fact, to regard pleasure as the end of life could in no way , 
1 

guarantee agreement as to what the good life would ,consist in, and that the 
ù 

hope of obtaining such agreement through a hedonic calculu~ was a futile 

one. The equation of the goad ~d the-pleasurable, in reality, opens the 
n 

doors, as it were, to any nuaber of notions of virtue and the goad. Cal

licles is an extre1le consequence of dte idea that men by nature seek pleasure. 

So long as law or convention hinders this pleasure-seeldng i t must be op-

rrf:sure 
posed to nature. In makin ~Ce iüin issue of ,contention between Socrates 

and Callicles. Plato is enahled to discount Call1c!es' underlying ~sumption 

that nomos and physis are antagonistic concepts. 

~ 
Involved with this is anQther seldnal notion in the development of 

Plato's thought. In considering Plato's response to Callicles, we can't ' 

heIp but-:: wonder whether aIl na.»s is fit to produce the batural COSJlOS 

of the soul. 21 Plato plainly didn' t think that this was the case. In the 

Gorpas, he decries politicians and llilitary leaders such as Pericles and 

'11letaistocles as being leaders who failed to foster true virtue in the 

Athenians. 22 The engendering o~ virtue or of psyc:hic haraony in the 
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'j' aeabers of any state will require the services of someone skilled in a 

special art: 

the gcod JI8ll who 1s intent on the bast when he 
speaks ••• will surely not speak at randoa ••• but 
vi th the purpose of gi ving a certain fol'll to whatever 
he is wor1cing upon.23 

The implication seems to be thàt nomos must be conceived with intelligence 

directed towards the betterment of those under the aegis of those customs. 

laws and regulations. This doctrine is not "worked out in any detail until 

later in Plato' 5 career. The early dialogues stand as an example of the 

difficulty of obtaining satisfactory knowledge concerning virtue. How 

then is the statesman to avoid 'Ispeaking at random', or. more precisely, 

what is bis Jcnowledge to consist in? The Sophists vere moral skeptics, 

as1cing how theTe could he absolute JIOral facts in light of differing moral 

traditions, all of seellingly equal plausibility. 'Ibe ~ carries such 

1 difficul ties even ~el;'. How i.$Îtpossible, Meno asks Socrates, to seek 

a definition of virtue when, seeing as we haven't the least idea what that 

de finit ion would look li1ce, we couldn't recognize such a definition if we 

found it124 Plato' s answer is deSigned to sh~ how far IlOrality 'can bé 

based on lcnowledge rather than opinion,25 and it is presuaably such knowledge 

that the true statesun will be in possession of. 

le are told in the Gorgias that a man 1s cOllpOsed of two separate en

tities, body and soul, and that death is the separation of these two entities. 26 

~arrying this line -of thought further, Plato .aintains in the ~ that the 

soul is immortal, passing through many different bodies during its cycle 
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f in • 27 8· immo 1 th 1 h Il hi • hi o camatlons. elng rta, e sou as seen a t ngs ln t s 

world and in the nen and therefore has knowledge of everything. 28 At-

tempting to discover the nature of virtue or of anything else, therefore, 

is not to search for that which is completely tmknown. Learning is nothing 

other than recollection ll and once a man learns one thing he may, if he per

si~ts in his inqUtry, obtain the. ''knowledge of~irtue or anything ~lse", 
because "aIl nature is akin". 29 For this he offers the rather dubious 

argument of drawing certain mathematical facts out of an ignorant slave. A 

more satis/ying ar~t for the same doctrine is propounded in the Phaedo, 

wh~rein it is maintained that our concepfual knowledge of absolute standards, 

perfect equality, for example, cannat be derived from the imperfect parti-

cular instances of those standards and therefore must have been learned 

prior to our earth1y existence. SO Plata has already, at this point, moved 

the source of our moral knowledge out of the world as we ~now it into an 

invisible realm wherein absolute standards can existe Not expressed here, 

but .ost likely presumed ll is the theory of ideas or forms, elaborated at 

length in the middle and late dialogues. As such, this constitutes the 

introduction of Plato' s theory of nature a view of physis already far 

different from Plato's predecessors. 

In describing the~ natural virtue of the soul as consisting in the 

harmonious~ relations of its constituent parts and given the possibility 

of moral knowledge based on a special theory of nature, Plata has set the 

stage for a more complete realignment of nomos and physis. We may, for now, 

examine the consequences of these development5 on the 'virtue i5 knowledge' 

position. 
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There is some confusion among scholars whether Plato adhered to the 

Socratic identification of virtue and knowledge. Zeller, for example, 

claims that the theory is discarded in ~he Gorgias where "evil is no longer 

error, but a disease of the soul ••• ,,31 Conversely, Copleston maintains 

that "in general we may say that Plata accepted the Socratic identification 

of virtue ri th knowledge. ,,32 Both of these points of view are, 1 thinJé, 

partly true. It is likely that Plato himself found the doctrine to be 

problematic and perhaps came ta no final conclusion on this subject. This 

uncertainty is reflected in, for instance, the Lesser Hippias, a dialogue 

probably prior in composition to the Gorgias. 33 In this dialogue the 

conclusion is drawn that the man who does wrong voluntarily js superior 

to the man who does wrong accidentally. Is not, Socrates asks, the 

mathematician, astronomer" or athlete who ens on purpose better than he 

that does so by mistake? Of course. 34 Proceeding with the usual analogy 

betwee~ moral science and other sciences and crafts, therefore, this 

paradox must also hold true for the moral agent. The conclu$ion here is 

clearly ironical. Plato can't have thought, for example, that murder in 
f' 

the first degree is bet~er in any sense than involuntary manslaughter. 

Taylor claims that there is great force in the clause "if there be such 

a man" (i. e., a voluntary wrongdoer), and that Plato' s intention was to 

demonstrate that the paradoxical conclusion does not arise because such a 

man does not, '"and indeed under the Socratic assumption of the impossibili ty tJ 

of incontinence, cannot exist. 35 Guthrie, developing this line of 

thought further, postulates that the dialogue is a reductio ad absurdum: 36 

'assuming the existence of voluntary wrongdoing, th~ agent of such actions 

must be superior to the accid~ntal wrongdoer'. While these interpretations 
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are probably accurate -- the dialogue is likely a defense of continence 

the Lesser Hippias nevertheless points out that the craft analogy is 

fundamentally flawed. 1 will argue here that nth the introduction of 
u 

the nomos-physis problem Plato moves beyond this initial uncertainty and 

that while he certainly still regards knoWledge as being a sufficient and 

even preeminent condition for virtue, he denies the necessity of knowledge 

,for the virtuous life. This change in point of view on Plato' s part allows 

for a legalistic element to occupy an ever-increasing role in Plato's 

ethical thought. 

If, as is suggested in the Gorgias, men are to become just through 

law and lawfullness, then there would seem to be the implication that 

there is a kind of virtue to be obtained not thtough 1mowledge, but 

through adherence to the law. Thus evil, characterized 'as ignorance in 

the Protagoras,37 is described in the Gorgias as a sickness of the soul. 3B 

The cure in the fomer case would be instruction. In the Gorgias, however, 

the sick person must. present himself before a judge and redress' the im

balance in his psychic nature through punishment. 39 These two alternatives 

need not be mutually exclusive, 40 but they nevertheless represent an im

portant sh!ft of emphasis for Plato -- a shift of emphasis which lends 

itself easily to the doctrines of the Reyublic and much Iater to those of 

the Laws . 

The point is that the care of the soul described in the early 

dialogues seems to be a highly peTsonal endeavouT; each man' s ethical 

development depends on bis understanding of the good: 
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1 went, and sought ta persuade every man amang you 
that he must look ta himself, and seek virtue and 
wisd01D before he looks ~o his pri vate interests. 41 

Neither was the possibility of such knowledge limited to'a specifie class 

or profession: 

He Socrates made the improveaent of the soul as 
JIlSJ1datory and as possible for the manual worker as 
for the gentleman of leisure.42 

1bus, for Socrates, the respon5ibility for the virtuous Hfe is placed 

squarely on the shoulder5 of the individual; the Wlexamined life, when 

viewed in relation ta the virtue i5 knowledge-evil is ignorance position, 

i5 clearly not worth living. 

From the l'IOIIel1t Plata cla.ias, however., that the naturally ordered 

5tate of the soul ~led justice is to be obtained through lawfullness, 

which in effect serves as his resolution ta the nOllOs-physis antithesis, 

there i5 a polarity suggested between those who know, and construct laws 

on the basis of that knowledge, and those who don't mow, and can only 

attain sOlle degree of virtue through adherence ta the lqs and customs 

~~ded on true IIPral tmderstanding. This constitutes the genesis of 

the distinction between philosophical virtue and deaotic or political 

virtue. 

In the Meno, therefore, the notion that that knowledge is the only 

guide ta good conduct is discatmted. It is hypothetica1ly agreed that if 
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virtue i5 knowledge# then it must be taught and, have teachers. 'l11ere 

doa~ ~ appear to be any teachers # therefore the hypothesis must be false. 43 

'Ibis conclusion leads to a su1>sidiary issue relevant to the present discus-

sion. If knowledge vere the only guide to good and right ~tion it would be 

difficult to cœprehend the existence of any good.en. It is plain# how-

ever, that in other issues # right opinion is as good a guide as is know-

ledge; the aan who bas the rlght opinion hOli to travel to a certain des-

tination is as useful as he who knows the vay. Similarly, concerning vir

tuous action, right opinion is as useful as knowledge. 44 The two differ in 

the respect that true opinion is u:nreliabl~ Wltil like knowledge it is 

"fastened by the tie of the cause. ,,45 In other words, while both aim at 

the good it is only the philosopher who bas persisted in the process of 

recollection who knows the good and can thus become the true statesman 

responsible for the creation of other statesman. In the Meno, Plato an

ticipates his allegory of the cave: "the true statesun and his virtue 

will be as a reality 81IOI1g shadows. ,,46 ~ 

It is presumably on a basis of true opinion that virtue other than 

philosophical virtue will be based. 'Ihe extent to whieb Plato regarded 

virtue so based as heing genuinely virtuous requires exaaination. 'nlere 

is a significant passage in the Phaedo in reference to this problea. 47 

Here it is argued that aen who face death bravely# not through intelligence 

but through a calculation of the cwantity of fear involved, or who are 

temperate by reason of the hope of obtaining greater overaU pleasure are 

in possession of an illuSory façade of virtue, or a slavish virtue. Such 

virtue, based on the exchanging of lesser ple~s for greater pleasures, 
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1esser fears for greater fears and so forth is devoid "of al1 substance 

and truth,,;48 rea1 virtue JIUSt be founded on intelligence. Irwin datas 

that this pusage Bight reveal the true significance of P1ato's apparent-
, 

1y positive treatJlent of right opinion, linting it vith the !!!!!2. 78c3-79a2, . 

whicb seems to indicate that virtue ... y require IIOre than engaging in 

virtuous acts. 49 This slavish virtue, b,ased on truc opinion, is a lien 

sham of true virtue; the latter leads the phiosopher to he rid of the 

pseudo-desires and feus upon weh the former is based. 

, 

Archer-Hind, however, in an appendix to bis OOition of the Pllaedo. 

demonst'rates that there is more than one Und of deaotic virtue identified 
\ 

in the Platonic corpus. 50 .Aaong others (virtue based on divine ikspiration, 

virtue gained throu.gh habit), there is the already aentioned slavish vir

tue which bas its parallel in the virtue of the oligarchie man described 

in the R.epublie 5S4c. Most relevant to the present discussion, however, 

1s the demotie virtue deseribed at !!E.. SOOd. rus virtue is fOl.'Wlllated 

for the lIaSses by the philosopher in harIIony wi th his vision of the ideal, 

and while its appeal to the usses is still utilitarian it is based in a 

vicarious way on the knowledge of the good. This latter sort of virtue 

does not receive the saae scom that the slavish virtue of the Phaedo or 

the oligarchie 1I8.Il' s virtue reeeives, indeed, as Archer-Hind clailas, such 

virtue is recognized by Plato as the best to whicb the areat majority of ' 
1 

mankind ean aehieve. 51 This Interpretation is in baraony ri th the line of 

thought developing in response to the nœos-physis antithesis in the Gorgias 

and in the Meno, in at least two respects: 1) that the natural order of 

the soul should be preserved by nOIIOs requires a notion of demotic virtue; 

", 1 
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and~ 2) a special kind of knowledge i5 required for the naturalizatlon 

of nœos~ i.e. ~ knowledge of the good. Such knowledge ls restricted to 
( 

the philosopher. 

Virtue, therefore ~ cannot solely he personal knowledge, for the 
o 

_jority of unkind cannot aspire to obtain knowledge of the good. And 
---

yet Plato wishes to claa that nœos is, or at least can be natura!, and 

that lIeD can thus becoae virtuous through adherence to such laws. It is 

no surprise then that in the Gorgias the care of the soul is called, 

politics~ one branch con5isting in the creation of laws (nOIIOthetike), and 

the other consi~ing in justice (dikatsYne).S2 This clearly represents a 

divergence froa the care of the sou! discussed in the &2logy and in other , 

early dialogues. S3 ln order, to .end the rift between nOIIOs and physis 

Plato had to consider not only virtue as knowledge, but virtue as it ls 

JI8Jli.fested in society at large throuJh obedience to lu based on the 
'T 

philosopher' s vision of the ideal. .rf viriue consisted solely in knowledge ~ 

n<*)s would becOlle a rechmdant notion, devoid of aoral force, because the 

philosopher would have no need of it, and the ignorant usses would have 

no use for it. The alignaent of nomos and physis thus depends on the ,pos

sibility of a variety of virtue other than philosophical, Le., a virtue . 

fmmded on Qbedience to the laws and custo.s fOTBllated by the true states-

1I&Jl. 1 
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Chapter III 

NCJ«)S AND PHYSIS IN 'I1Œ REPUBLIC 

The Republic _y be interpreted as an iDrplicit effort to resolve 

the noaos-physis antithesis. The ansver developed in the Republic is 

closelr COJUlected vith the theory discussed in the last section of this 

thesis: there is a natural condition of the soul, called justice, vhich 

is preserved~ for the majority of the people, by laws foœded on philo

sophical understanding. 

Generally speaking, the first part ,of the Republic is devoted to 

justice, as the natural condition of man and of society, while the second 

part discusses the manner in which the philosopher is to be educated to be 

enabled to create la"s which are useful for the preservation of justice. 

In this chapter, 1 will start by trri:ng to show that nomos is indeed im

portant for .arality, both of the individual and of society. 1 will then 

exaaine the develoJatmts of the theory initiated in the Gorgias, dis

counting the idea that no.os is unnatural. 

To be~ with, we .. y exaaine the role which noaos i5 to play in the 

Repu!>lic. Ostwald claias tut "there is little l'OOJI for noaos in the !!!

public", because "the illpleaentation of the state in accordance wi th nature' 

••• will be left to the living rule of the philosopher. ,,1 SiJai:1ar1y,' Mor

row states that "lav plays ••• a ainor role in the argullent and con

struction of the ideal statett ;2 Plato's concem is vith justice itself, 

the traditional measure and nom of the la". 
,', 
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'11lese points of view, however ~ und.erestiute' the puTpOse nœos 15 to 
1 

fulfill in the I!!public. It i5 true that the stated purpose ,of the Reeb-

lic is to discover the nature and usefulness of justice. But if we n

caU the GorSias (S04d), where it is II&Ùltained that_ the orderly state of 

the soul callee! justice i~ preserved by law, we _y anticipate that lu 
, 

will play an ~ant role in the Ideal state as the guarantor of justice. 

Plato does display a distrust concerning petty legislations, to dikai such 

as business deals and lawsuits, as opposed to nOllOs: "the "true lawgiver 

(ton alithinon nomotheten) ought not 
-3 

to bother about such aatters." 

This should not distract us from the fact that insofar as the Republic is 

devoted to fatmding "the state in accordance ri th nature, ,.4 this fOWlding 

is to be carried out through the devetopment of a nmaos harmonious to . 
physis, broadly construed. The language employed by Socrates and his 

interlocutors iëveals that nOJlOs is to fulfill an iIIportant function in 

the iJDaginary state. Por ex8llple: 

1 entirely acree with ~ principles, he said, and 6 
we can tnat th_ as lawS ••• We must go on to legislate ••• 8 
Guardians shall be forced by law7 'o.. Our }aws will lIlean i",. 

These and u.ny similar passages indicate that ~w is intended to play an 

important role in the Republic. 

1 
1 

Moreover, Ostwald claiJIs that the œly lairgivers are Socrates and 

his cOlipanions and that nc:.»s refers abaost exclusively to the' rules and 

institutions which they lay clown. 9 1bis, however, would appear to be a 

consequence of the nature of the worJt, and within the R!public allowaDce is 



(: 

( 

39 

illide for the passina of authority to the philosopher in an aetual society. 10 

'l1le trainin, undertaken by the philosopher leads hia to becœe the true law-

11 giver. As such the role that la" will play in the ideal state. far from 

bein, insignificant, will. in fact, be of central importance. 

At 456c, Plato, discussing a la" which stipulates that wOlien should 

be trained as guardians, suggest what seeas to be a cri tenon for a good law: 

OUr lelislation, then, vas not bapracticable or utopian since the law we 

proposed accorded to nature (kata physin eti th_en ton nOllOD) ... 12 The 

suggestion seeas ta he that. for Plato, a law will have to be natural for 

it ta enjoy any force. .~ can see here that Plata saw'the force of the 

underlying criticisa of Callicles and TItrasyuchus; law, if separated from 

nature. lacked any binding quality or reality and would thus be solely a 

I_tter _of convention. Or, as Morrow writes. "Plata sa", as clearly as the 

thinkers who. he cœbattecl, the provinj:ialisa, the capriciousness, and the 

tyranny of n~s.,,13 Plata, however, rather than despising and despairing 

of law, thouaht that it would be possible to create laws haraonious to 

nature. TItis project is to be canied out ~ong the leneral lines dis

cussed in the lut section of this thesi.. 'lbere is both a natural con-

dition of lI8D and, by extension, of society which is preserved by -laws 

based on natura! principles knowable to the philosophical statesun. In 

the Republic, however, these ideas are developed considerably. 

In the Gogias "e are told that the natura!, orderly state of the 
'. 

soul is called justice. And it is, in the Iaain, justice that the ~lic 

concerns itself vith. 'ftle search for justice is facilitated, according to 
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Socrates, by exqining justice as it aanifests in the co.unity at large, 
, 

-

and subsequently ,~o consider whether this justice 'writ large' has its 

parai leI in the individuai eitizen.14 There are two thtRgs we need to 

note about this analogy. Firstly, it i5 intended ~o g~ve justification 

and substance to the c1a.ia of t~e Gorgias (S04d), and secondly al tbough 

the stratified society i5 an anal ogy J it would he a llistak~ to regard it 

50lely as such. _ There is a great deal written about Plato' s stratified 

society as a phenomenon in itsoown right apart fram its implications for 

the huaan soul, parti~larly by those who would depict Plato as the proto-
? 

typical totalitarian. How seriOJ,lSly we s1!ould treat these accounts is 

open to question. but apropos of the present subject, we must examine a 

certain aspect of this doctrine J insofar as the latter contains a kind of 

tmification of nœos and physis. 

Plato l18kes the point that lien are by their natures sui ted to dif-
-

ferent fonctions in society.15 Thus the ideal society is founded on the 

idea that aen should carry out the tasts to which they are naturally 

suited. Ultillately, this gives birth to three classe~rulers; sOldiers,

and the productive class, consisting in famers and Jlerchants and 50 

forth. The IIOst sianificant nature in the Ideal society is that of the 

philosopher, reeognized in those aen or WOMIl who are· courageous, quiek 

to learn, and love the knowledge that reveals eternal reality.16 The se 

philosophers, along vith the natura! soleliers fo1'l8 the elass knawn as the 

guardians. The auarcJians are pictured as guardians of the law and eonsti-
17 " 

tution of the state J that is the state founded aeeording to nature. It 

is therefore the task of the pardians, and IlOTe spe~ifieal1y the philosophieal 
~ , 

\ -
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branch thereof, to develop and preserve natural laws. Laws which enforce and 

_ relUlate this stratification, since this stratification i5 basee! on the 

physis of the aetlbers of each class J are Iaws which accord to nature. 

Ostwald sees in this a tacit .challenge of "the view of physis pre

supposed by Glaucon" in the respect that it is based on na broader and 
~' 18 

less one-sided view of huaan nature". If, however, Plata did sa intend 

this doctrine J then he was plainly mistaken. To claim that 5omeone i5, 
" -. 

for example, a natural soldier seems to refer to a capacity, whereas to 

maintain that men are unjust by nature seems ta refer to a disposition. 

The point is that :to state that our natural instinct is to inflict wrong 

or injury, and that law 'x' impedes that natural instinct and is con-
~, 

sequently unnatural, is quite different than saying a man is naturally 

sui ted to being a guardian 1/ and that law • y' favoUTs this notion and is 

therefore a law in accordance vith nature. If Plato sought to resolve the 

nomos-physis antithesis through the regulation of society in accordance ta 

natura! talents, then he was gui 1 ty of trading on the ambiguous character-of 

the expression physis whieh, as Gould points out, '~ay equally be used of 

natural technical aptitudes and innate IlOTal tendencies. ,,19 The Gorgias 

(460b-c) seems to embody a similar confusion between capacity and dis- , 

position. -'niere it is stated that just as the mail who has leamed a eraft, 

e.g., building, is a builder, sa too the man who has learned justice is 

juste 

Nevertheles5, 1 think that it i5 likely that Plato was not, in the 

Republie, confused by the abiguity of phY5i5 and that this particular 
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. solution to the nœos-physis problem is rhetorical in intention. Plato 

probably did think that society would best be served by each man carrying 

out that task to which he was-best suited. He JDUst aIso have realized that 

not everyone would se pleased with their lot in life, and might cause dis

sent in socIety by questioning the rationale behind laws which enjoined 

such a class system. Plato, displaying an aspect of his philosophy further 

developed in the 1!!!..- wishes to persuade and condition, rath~r than to 

coerce the citizens to to accept the laws enjoining his class system. To 

thi~ end, he fabricates a mythological explanation in the f~ of the 

,'noble lie' or 'story of the metals'~ which Plata hopes to instill in the 

consciousness of the entire ideal society. This st ory maintains that the 

god who created the populace mixed goid into the nature of the guardians, 

silver into the nature of the auxiliaries, and iron and bronze into the 

---~onstitution of the members of the productive class. 20, Presumably, after 

some generatians, this would breed an innate acceptance of one' s station 

in life. 

Similarly. Plato's argument that laws concerning the stratification 

of society are in accordance with nature, may be interpreted as an at-

- t_~t to gain acceptance of bis notion (f the ideal city. This is made 

particul~ly clear when Plato is arguing for the acceptance of wOmen as 

guardians. The point is made that men and women have the same natural 

capacity for guardianship. The law will stipulate that certain wOlien will 

be trained as guardians and that this law, therefore, will be in accordance -
D 

~ 21 
with nature. This whole passage" however, is designed to persuade a 

reluctant audience to accept a notion which would be regarded as novel. We 
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may perhaps conclude that Plato, while taking this stratification seriously, 

and recognizing its import to the just society, was, in saying its laws 

were in accordance with physis, i.e., physis as natural skill, attempting 

to gain acceptance of bis laws. 

This interpretation is aIl the more likely considering the nature of 

Plato's main resolution of nomos and physis and his manifest mistrust of the 

ability of the masses to understand his idea of higher education and its 

object wherein lies the knowledge whereby nomos and physis can truly be 

brought into harmony. 

The implications of the stratified society for the individual are 

fairly straightforward. Just as the city is just when its three natural 

constituents are each carrying out.their proper functions, 50 too is the 

individual man just when the reasoning element of his soul, supported by , 

the spirited element, is in firm command of the appetitive element. 22 Here-

in is ~he key to the function of nomos. As health is manifested in the 

body through the maintenance of a natural order, psychic heal th is estab-

lished through the natural relationship of cont~ol of one element over the 
!' 
others. In this case, this natural relationship consists in the domination 

over the spirited and appetitive elements of the soul, perhaps because it is 

reason that essentially distînguishes lI8Jl fram animais. In book IX, fur

"ther explanation is given to this doctrine in the fom of an allegory. Here 

the soul is likened to a coçosite creature, consisting in a uny-headed 

monster, representing the appetite; a lion, representing the spirited 

elementi and a man, representing the reasoning eleJleJlt. 23 It is made 

clear that those engaging in injustice are, in fact, pandering to our 
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'monster' or animal nature to the eventual exclusion of what should rule 

by nature, that which is human or even divine in our character -- the 

reasoning faculty.24 Thus it is regarded as an obvious conclusion that he 

who possesses psychic health, will be happy, ànd that he who does not will, 

be wretched. Those people who display a weakness in their human nature 

and are thus Wlable to control their animalistic element, must be sub-
" 

jected to the highest type of character in order to regain a natural order 

of their soul. Ideally, this control should' come frOm within, but "failing 

that, it must be imposed from without in order that being subject to 

some guidance, we may aIl be brothers and equals ••• ," and this "i5 
j 

plainly the intention of the la~.,,2S 

Thus, for Plato~ the purpose of law in the Republic, as in the 

Gorgias, i5 to instill the natural order of man's psychic nature and, by 

extension the natural order of society. Law, at this stage in Plato's 

career, is only useful to those who lack the inner strength and knowledge 

to bring discipline to bear on themselves. In practice, this will mean 

that the great majority of society will depend on the law for their moral 

development; the philosophers constitute the smallest class in the community. 

We see then, up to this point, a solution to the nomos-physis prob-

lem complete Wlto itself. Justice, the orderly state of'the soul, is the 

natural condition of man, the possession of which engenders happiness. 26 Law, 

far from disrupting or interfering with this~natural state preserves the 

proper condition of the soul. We still need to know, however, how the 

lawmaker is to create laws which are useful for the preservation of justice. 
li 
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The philosopher, as lawmaker, will clearly require a more profound account of 

justice than has already been given. At 437c-d Socrates i5' made to say "we 
- , 

shall never find an exact answer by the method of argument we are using 

now." At 276, he refers to the former account as "an approximate idea 

which fell short of precision." What follows is what Gould caUs "a 

continuation of the same subj ecte but in a higher key. ,,27 In many ways, 

the account is obscure and only hints at Plato's meaning. 

We saw in the Gorgias that the statesman, one branch of whose art con~ 

sists in lawmaking, was, like other artists, not to speak at random but to 

keep his attention fixed on his goal. In the Republic, we are gi~n some 

details whereby the philosopher becomes aware of the absolute princlples 

upon which he is to found his laws. The philosopher, by reason of his 

philosophical nature, is educated in a special way. After the standard 

rigorous physical and moral training, the gifted student studies mathe-
o 

maties which "draws the mind upwards and forces it to argue about pure 

numbers.,,28 This study is useful for the conversion of the soul from the 

world of becoming to the world of reality and truth; mathematics, aècording 

to the allegory of the divided line, occupies the ~irst stage of the intel

ligible realm,29 and thus represents an important step in the philosopher's 

education. Mathematics, however, serves solely as a propaedeutic to the 

highest study of aIl, that dialectic, for, as Plato points out, many de
! 

mands are made on the mind which is to be of any use in the role of law

giver. 30 The mathematician is not necessarily the philosopher; after the 
19 

student has studied pure mathematics, his attention is turned towards 

dialectic, that activity which systematically attempts to discover the 
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essential nature of things. This dia1ectic is the on1y science whieh 

challenaes its mm first aSSlDlptions 50 that it may' rest fi1'1ll1y on fint 

principles. for no science can resul t in knowledge if i t starts fra. a 

-" .... ~eh· 1.- b 31, 1"4 -.&ose "ILl. 15 not •• .u0lm to e true. 
, 

lbat 1s clear frai this account is that this training is expressly 
, 
clesilIIed to lUlcover the tmderlying physis of things and to enable the 

student, in becoming the philosopher king or true lawgiver, to carry out 

the regulation of society in har.œony with his perception of ~his physis. 32 

This process of education is parallelcd in allegorical terms by the passing 

of the prisoner from the dar~~ess of the cave into the light of day. Only 

through such studies can the philosopher obtain the highest forro of know-
1 

ledge -- knowledge of the goad. Without such knowledge, "our society will 

33 
DOt: be properly regulated. 1t 

o 

There are two things to be noted in this account. Firstly, once -
aaain there i5 the implicit recognition of the need to harmonize laws vith 

na~. again showing that Plato saw the validity of Callicles' criticisa, 

and secondly, that this description is the first instance wherein the 

unner in which laws are to be aligned vith nature is hinted 'at. Unfor-

tunately, since knowledge of the good requîres the elaborate training dis-

cussed above, and also presumably because of Plato's doubts concerning the 

efficacy of the written word ta relate his ideas, Socrates 1s unable to 

live more than a figure to corlvey his meaning. First of 'aIl, he reiterates 

"sœething we have said earlier in our discussion, and indeed on many other 
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occasions, ,,34 that is to say the theory of foDlS. The passaae runs as fol-

lows: 

D 

we distinguish between many particular things we 
calI beautiful or good, and absolute beauty and good
ness. Similarly, vith aIl other collections of things, 
we say there is corresponding to each set a single 
unique form which ve calI an 'absolute' reality.35 

ThUs far, Plato's meaning is fairly clear; there exists a form for each 

predicate which can be affirmed of a variety of subjects. For example, 

there is a fOTm of equality which aIl particular things deemed equal some-

how share or partake in. What follows 1s not so clear. It seems that 
" 

there exists a fOTm of the good which serves the same function in the in-

'telligible realm as does the sun in the physical world. The particulars, 

Plato points out, are peTCeive~ by sight while the forms are perceived by 

intelligence. For the proper functioning of the former, a third element is 

required, light from the sun. Likewise, in the intelligible realm the 

fOTm of the good gives the forms their tTUth and, the mind its power of 

knowing. 36 It is also the cause of the reality of these objects and yet 

itself remains beyond being. 37 Apart from this, there i5 little to be 

said about the fOTm of the good. The anal ogy of the divided line makes 

the division between the intelligible and the phY5ical worlds clearer and 

thus clarifies the analogy of the sun, while tHe rnalogy of the cave adds 

substance to Plato's account. There have, of course, been many attempts 

~o spell out Plato's hidden meaning in these passages. The safest course, 

hovever J seems to be to talce Plato at his word and to accept that the 

discussion of the Republic is limited to the offspring of the good. As 
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'Gould claias, 

AlI that Plato himself is cammitted to, is the belief 
that the good in the realm of thought and reality, has 
a position akin to that of the S1Dl in the world of 
sensation; he cannot be taken any further. 38 

Thus this highest task of philosophy is depicted not as a fait accompli 

~t rather as a project to be undertaken in the form of the educational pro-

cess, the result of which must be lived rather than communicated. 

In this way then, the philosopher obtains his vision of the forms and 

the good. But it is not sufficient that he should obtain this knowledge. 

Since "the object of our legislation is not the welfare of any particular 

class but of ~l1e_ whole community, ,,39 the philosopher must be compelled by 

law to 'return to the cave'. After roughly five years involved in the 

intensive and continuous study of philosophy, the philosopher will be 

compelled to occupy some bureaucratie post, by which he learns to resist 

temptation and undergoes various practical and intellectual tests. Then, 

after fifteen years so occupied, at approx~atelY age 50, he is finally 

llade "to lift his mind' seye ••• and see the Good i tself which they can 

take as a pattern for ordering their own life as well aSl!)that of society 

and the individual.,,40 Thus, at age 50, the philosopher is in position to 

become the true lawgiver. 

In this1regard his first chore is to make a fresh start, he must 

"take hwnan society and human habits and wipe them c1ean out", for the 
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i 
philosopher i5 unwilling to "draw out law5, until he i5 given ••• a clean 

canvas • "f. Neverthele55, if the philosopher i5 compelled to impose the 
l' 

divine pattern he has witnes5ed, i.e., the fmd and ilautable realities, 

a realm where there is\ no injustice but aIl is reason and order" he will 

not lack the ability, after bis training and apprenticeship, to produce 

discipline and justice and aU the other ordinary virtues. He will 

look frequently at his models, justice, beauty and 
the other ideals and attempt to instill them in 
human nature, until he has made the latter as ac
ceptable to 'God as m~y be. 42 

The true statesman, therefore, bases his ordering of society through 

laws on his perception of the immutable realm of forms, and in so doing 

it is likely that Plato regarded the c~epts of nomos and physis to be 

fused, because, as Raven points out, the theory of foras is essentially 

a metaphysical or ontological theory of nature.,,4J There are many pas-

h o h ° d' ha f Pl h rd f' Il' 'bl . .fA .identical sages w 1C 1n 1cate t t or, ato, t e 0 er 0 1nte 191 e rearrt1es ~ 

to the order, of nature. At Rep. 596b, reminiscent of the Gorgias S03d-e, 

Plato is discussing the production of artifacts by a craftsman and states 

that the artist "fixes his eyes on the ide_~r fom and so makes in the 

one case, for example the couches and tables that we use and similarly 

of other things." The couch, which the carpenter creates i5 based on the 
) 

form 'couch', that is "the couch in nature, which god produces." In the 

Parmenides, Socrates states that the foras are established in nature,44 

and in t'he Seventh Letter, presumably referring to his ideal theor)r, Plato 

refers to the forms as the first and highest principles of nature. 45 The 
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city foundèd according to nature is clearly so founded on account of its 
tJ 

being formed in accordance with the philosopher's perception of the foras 

of justice and 'order. This seems to indicate clearly that nature, in the 

highest sense is identified with the realm of foras. As Morrow points out, 

Plato's rellrnatura is no~ cons$ituted of visible or m&terial objects, and 
1 

that Plato's identification of nature with the intelligible world is in 
\ 

line wfth the accepted sense of physis as standing for the permanent real~ 

underlying the veil of phenomenal appearance. 46 

In the Republic, therefore, Plato completes the resolution of nomo's 

and physis initiated in the -Gorgias and the~. There we saw that the 

natural order of the soul called justice vas preserved by nomos, and the 

introduction of the possibility of a nomos based on a special theory of 

nature. The Republic develops these ideas considerably: 1t speUs out 

more clearly what the natural orier of the soul cons1sts in, gives a full 

exposition of the theory of foms, and, perhaps most significantly, in

dicates the manner in which the statesman 15 to be educated and thus be-

come the true lawgiver or philosopher' king. Law therefore, in its best 

sense, is the instrument eœployed by the enlightened philosopher to en-

gender virtue in society. As such, it does not stand contrary to nature. 

Justice is the natural and JaOst advantageous state of sou! and lacking the 

persona! under5tanding to maintain this state, law i5 that which preserves 

the natural order of men 1 s Soul5. 



Chapter IV 

N(M)S AND PHYSIS IN 'IHE LAlfS 

" 
NoIlos in the Laws, as in the Republic, is intended to carry out the 

IlOral refo1'll of society at large: "in laying down his laws every legis

lator who is any use at aU ••• will never have anything in view except 

the highest virtue. ,,1 Mere, however, the emphasis is even greater on nOllOs. 

While thrOughout his career Plato seems to have maintained that J as a source 

of morality, nomos is inferior to reason, he became as he grew ~lder less 

hopeful that 'rule by intelligence' could in fact be the nOTm. 1 have 

argued that nomos is important in the ideal city of the Republic, 2 but 

this is only true insofar as nomos i5 conceived as the instrument of the 

living philosopher. The 'Statesaan maintains that the scientific ruler 

should not be bound by laws, and yet, ln a 'curious 'about-face', maintains 

that such a ruler will be difficult, if not içossible, to produce. This 

in effect is the raison d' etre of the 1!!!; here Plato' s pessillistic view 

of the possibility of developing the true statesman reaches its apex. 

Authori ty in the !!!!. is engraved in stone, as i t vere j law, once per

fected (thi5 process of perfection should take about ten years, according 

to the Athenian Stranger3), must have no master: ''where law i5 subject to 

seme other authority and has none of its own the collapse of the state is 

not far off, but if law is the Ester of the government and the government 

its slave, then 'the situation is full of proaiSe.,,4 

As vith ·earUer dialogues, Plato is thus faced with the task of de-

monstrating that nOIIOs is not the &rhi trary pronounCelle1lt of any particular 
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nalina party. Indeed, thi5 task i5 even more inCUllbent on Plato, con

siderin, the centrali ty of nOIIOs to the Laws. Plato meets this challenge -
vith his BOst incisive aCCO\Dlt of the noaos-physis antithesis, and with 

his BOst explicit reply. In Book X, he carefully analyses the genesis of 

the philosophical division of nOlDOs and physis and atteçts to show where 

this point of--view bas gone astraY. Ultimately, the error of those who 

uphold the nomos-physis antithesis is recognized to be a misapprehension 

concerning physis, a misapprehension which has been present from the begill

ning of Greek philosophy. Plato' s argument here then i5 an indictment 

against many of his predecessors, insofar as their doctrines contained the 

seeds of the morally pernicious ideas against which Plato argued. 

As Ostwald points out, the arguments contained in Book X have fre-

quently been regarded as a aetaphysical pre8llble to the entire thelle of 

the ~.S Such a preaable is absolutely necessitated by the philosophical 

lIOOd of Athens where aany thinkers regarded nœos as a man-made hindrance 

to the tnae, natural life. Plato's arguaent is Iargely conservative in 

, this regard; the aeasure of aU things, including nomos, is not man, as 
,) 

Protagoras would have i t, but God. This hearkens back to an age before 

Plato's in which it was believed that na.os, although formulated by man, 

was nevertheless inspired by divinity. Therefore, it is not surprising 

that Plato's refutation of the naaos-physis antithesis is argued as a 

praof for the existence of the gods. 

In the Republ1c, Plato's arguaent is fundaaentally based on the 

notion that insofar as noaos 1s based on, or preserves, justice itself, 
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i. e., the fora 'justice', then 1;hat nOIIOs is in accordance ri th nature, be

cause the foras are the highest principles of nature. In the Laws, however, . 
the resolution of the na.os-physis antithesis is carried out without the 

theory of foras, and, in Book X, the Athenian Stranger is made to sayon 

three occasions
u 
that~~the line of reasoning he is to ellploy is novel. The 

'.J 

reasan for Plato's non-e.ployaf:!lt of the theory of foras are doubtlessly 

compleXe At present, we need only note two possible explanations for his 

restraint: 1) convineed by arguments of the type propo\Ulded in the 

Parmenides, Plato no longer believed in the theory. insofar as the theory 

consists in the two-levelled metaphysical ontology depicted, for example, 

in the Phaedo and in the Republic; 2) still believing in the theory, Plato 

wishes nevertheless to offer an argument indepelldent of the theory, per-

haps wishing to meet "the modem men of science" on their own gro1.Dld, with 

an alternative cosmological account. 

The truth_probably lies somew~ere between these two possibilities. 

Scattered passages throughout the 1!!! seem to allude to the theory of 

'forms,6 b~t it\ ~~ reasonab~ to suppose that these would be references ta 

a theory emendated by the considerations discussed in the Parmenides and 

in the Scœhist. 'Ibe second possibili ty, in my opinion, is important to 

the proper understanding of Plato's resolution of,the nomos-physis anti

thesis in the Laws. It seems that Plato intends to carry out this resolu-
c, 

- tion employing a different sense of the term_ 'natural' from that which he 

employs, f~r example, in the Republic. 1 will discuss this fu~her after 

1 have outlined Plato's arguaent. 
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Plato's discussion of the noaos-physis antithesis in therLaws is 

, chiefly contained in the preamble to the law against heresy. According to 

Morrow, this preaable, the longe st in the Laws, 1s different froIl any other 

in that it atteçts to demonstrate as weIl as to persuade. 7 Cl05ely re

lated to the arguant in Book X, however ,- are those found i.Jlo- Book IV. 

The Athenian St ranger describes a point of view which reminds us at once 

of Thrasymachus: 

You realize that some people maintain that there 
are as many different kinq;; of laws as there -~ are 
political systems, these people take the line that 
legislation should be directed not ~o waging var 
or obtaining complete virtu~, but to safeguarding 
the interests of the e5tablished political system. 8 

This, of course, is not Plato's view. As a model, Plato looks back ta 

the "Age of Cronos" in which there existed a government of divine beings, 

the result of which was "peace, respect for others, good laws, justice in 

full measure, and a state of happiness. ,,9 _ Sa too must men of the present 

age rule according to what is divine in them, reason (nous) and dignify 

the distribution (dianome) of reason with the name 'law' (nomos).10 The 

playon the Greek words ~, dianome, and nomos is presumably intended to 

strengthen'the connection between these conœpts. However, there is pro-

, bably no real etymological connection. 

This, in essence, is the same doctrine that i5 enunciated in the 

Republic. 11 The man or society who wishes to be happy must obey divine 

law (theios nomos) 1 for it 1s God and not man who 15 the Bleasure of a11 

J 
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thingS. 12 Plato is here rooting nomos in divinity and, in effect, re-

vening to an earlier conception of noaos. This point of view is anti

cipated at the beginning of the Laws, where the Cretan and spartan laws 

are r~spectively attributed to Zeus and Apollo.I3 Laws which are founded 
, 

by intelligence are thus divine, for the reasoning faculty is the divine 

remnant wi thin men • 

. And yet J Plato -does not take up the o'bvious problem suggested br 

this account unti! Book X. Plato cannot, in-the age in which he is 

writing, consider the belief in the existence of the gods to be a given. 

There are three types of heresies that Plato claims contain the seeds of 

moral perdition: 1) the gods do not exist; 2) they exist but take no 

notice of the human race; 3) that the gods may be influenced by sacrifices 

and supplications.14 The credibility of the divine 'law will obviously 

be dilllinished if any of these heresies becOIles cOlllllKlnplace. Plato reduces 

~e problem to a consideration of the nomos-physis antithesisj evidently 

the most common philosophical grounds for atheism vere that the gods exist 

not by nature, but by mere legal convention. 

The Athenian St ranger points out that some people- believe that every-

thing that was, is, or will be, can be accounted for by nature (phlsis), 
- IS \ 

chance (t~) or art (techne). Here ve see that the nomos-physis anti-

thesis has been widened into a clash betveen physis and tuke on the one 

hand, and techne on the other, techne here embracing law, opinion, diligence J 

reason, and art -- in short, we mght say, aIl man-depandent thing~. 
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Tbere are ~ it seems ~ certain modern men of science who claim that 

the greatest things in the world are products of nature and chance, Jn 

~arison to which technai are trivial and secondary. On this view, the 

gods are mere legal fictions "corresponding to nothing in nature, and that 
" 

goodness according to nature and goodness according to the law are two dif

ferent things J and there is no naturai justice at aIl. ,,16 Thus there are 

attempts to convert people to the "true natural life" , a life in which 

'might makes right'. 

The view criticized here likely represents an amalgam of viewpoints 

rather than singles out any particular thinker. In earlier dialogues, 

similar doctrines are expressed by Callicles~ Polus, Thra~chus, Glaucon, 

and Adeimantus. - Cleinias and the Athenian St ranger agree that this is a 

completely pernicious doctrine, which must be the ruin of the younger 

-generàtion. Cleinias suggests that the legislator shpuld argue "ti11 the 

" 17 
cows come home" that the gods exist and "in particular _ he should defend 

law itself and art as either part of nature, or existi~g by reason of 

:-:I8 some no less powerful agency." 

To this end, Plato identifies what he considers to be the fatal flaw 

in these arguments. It is his view that physis hà.s been mis'construed by 

the upho}ders of th~e-doctrines; they have, in fact, reversed the natura! 

order of things. What these thinkers refer to as 'natural' and 'primary', 

is actually secondary and derivative, and that to which they refer as 
/~ 

'mmatural' and 'secondary' is preeati.nently natural. Presumably basing 

their thought on Greek cosmologic~l speculation, these modern wise men 
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use the term 'nature' to signify the chance processes by which the primary 

substances (on their view, fire, earth, air and water) were created. 19 Soul 

was derived from these at a later stage, along with those things related 

20 to the soul ('t:l psyches). This, Plato claims, is the source of the 

"senseless opinions of aIl those who have ever undertaken investigations 

into nature."l1 In the Timaeus, Plato writes that "the lover of intellect 

\ and knowledge ought to explore causes of intelligent nature first of 

aH ... " and the "only being who can have mind is the soul. ,,22 In the 

same dialogue we learn that the soul is in "origin and excellence prior 

to the bOdy.,,23 Plato feels that the thinkers he is criticizing have 

failed to carry out Timaeus' injunction. and in the Laws he sets out to 

prave that the soul is indeed prior to the body. If the soul can be de-

monstrated to be prior to matter, then the soul will deserve the appela-

tion 'natural', as will those things closely related to soul (e.g., law, 

art and reason). 24 

Plata begins his argument by analyzing ten varieties of motion. 25 

The two mast significant types for the present discussion are: 1) that 

motion which is able to move other things, but not itself; 2) that motion 

capable of moving both itself and other things. That motion which can 

both move itself and move other things-is logically prior to that which 

depends on some other agent for its motion. If the cosmos came to a 

standsti1l, the first motion to arise would obviously be auto-kinetic 

'motion". The natural, theréfore, so long as the natural i~ identifi,ed with 

the primary, must be capable of self-movement. It---Xe1lains to be stated 

what in fa ct is capable of such self-movement. That which is capqble of 
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self-.aveaent is alive. That which is alive owes its Iife to the soule 

The Athenian Stranger claims that everything consists in three elements: 

th b · . If' d' d f' .. 26 e 0 Ject Itse ,lts name, an Its e InItIon. 80th the name and the 

definition refer to the same entity or entities. For example, both the 

Dame 'even' and the definition 'a number divisible into two equal parts' 

refer to the same group of numbers. Similarly,., on Plato' s view, .that en

tity named soul has as its definition 'that which is capable of self

generating motion. ,27 (The materialist would presumably deny this, in-

sisting that matter is in some way capable of self-motion.) 

Soul is thus, according to Plato, inevitably prior to matter, as ~re 

those things intimately connected to the soul, for example, 1aw, custom, 
, 

1 1 · . h .. d 28 And . th t hl' th ca cu at10n, r1g t opIn10n an memory. seelng a t e sou lS e 

cause of a11 movement, it must a1so be the cause of "good and eVi!, beauty 

d 1· .. d .. . d Il h . 1,29 an ug 1ness, Justlce an lnJustIce an a t e Opposltes. 
1 

~erefore nomos, or more genera1ly speaking, techne is not opposed 

to physis, techne is indigenous to the soul and as such is preeminent1y 

naturaI. Those who belittle techne in fa~our of physi's have confused their , 

priorities; techne is primary and thus natural, and the so-ca11ed natura1 

substances or 'physica1' matter are secondary and derivative. To consider 

material substance as primary cannot, on P1ato's argument, account for the 

various phenomena in the wor1d; i~, a static universe se1f-generating motion 

would"necessarily be the first motion to occur. Such motion seems to be 

the special characteristic of ensouled entities. 

Having established that the soul is the primary cause of alhmotion, 
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Plato can easily demonstrate that the gods exist as the propellors of the 

planets, and that th~ gods are good ~ecause they drive the planets in a 

perfectIy intelligible manner. Being good, the gods must a) care for 

mankind,qand b) be beyond bribery. It is agreed, then, that the three 

heresies have been adequately disproved. 30 

We need go no further, therefore, in order to appreciate Plato's 

resolution of the nomos-physis antithesis in the Laws. The nomos-physis 

antithesis is a faulty distinction engendered by the erroneous notion that 

physis is characterized by material substan~e and that soul and those things 

related to soul are derived from these materials substances at a later 

date. Plato demonstrates against this that soul' and the things of the 
-

soul are logically prior to material substancœand, consequently, are 

troly natural. 

There is, however, a problem with this account. Plato is sometimes 

depicted as a prototypical natural law theorist. And, as Morrow claims, 

therè j5 little doubt that Plato foreshadowed and influenced the Stoic 

conception of the 'law of nature', carrying out the philosophical foot-

k k d d . h' f d h . 31 wor , 50 to spea , nee e to reun1te t e concepts 0 nomos an 'p yS1S. , 
In praising the role that intelligence is to play in legislation and in 

claiming that laws which fail to promote the good are not true laws, Plato 

was clearly formulating ideas developed by subsequent natural law theorists. 

If, however, we accept this interpretation, Plato's argument in Book X of 
, 

the Laws seems to prove more than he should want to prove. The implica-

tion of this ~r~ent' seems to be that ~l laws, irrespect ive of their 
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aooct or bad qualities. are natural. rus appears to constitute a COfttra-

diction between Book X of the Laws and other e8l'lier dialogues. l will 

argue here that this contradiction is apparent rather than ~eal. Plato's 

j a.rau-ent may be summed up as follows: there are two orders of things; 

things of the soul (ta psrches), for example. law. habit, renson, good 

and evil; and things of the :,ody (ten tou somatos), for ex.mple, length, 

breadth, depth and strength. Soul, ~eing capable of self-ootion, is 

necessarily prior ta body is therJ.:'fore natural. Sa t~~ are those 

things connected to seul. Eut there i5 no Tenson, on t~~s argucent, to 

assu.e that only gooà technai arc n~tuTal. Accorèing to ~his account, techne 

i5 natural bec~use it is prier in cre~tion ta matter. Th~ soul, however, is 

the cause of aIl things "gooè and e\'il, bea-:..1ty and ugline!:s, justice Md 
r 

... d Il h . u 32 
1DJust~ce an a t e OppOSl t.es. The 50-:..11 trust thereforc be the cause 9f • 

na.os bot:h good and bad, and, as non-material creations', -these laws must 

he equally natura!. Nor is it enough, l think, to dismiss this by pointing 

out that Plato would regard bad laws as bo~s la.ws. Even if this is the 

case, we would still have to admit that the pseudo-legal enactments refer-
o 

red to by most men a.s 'laws' were natural, in the saae sense that false 

opinion is regarded as natural. 

In discussing the soul t.hat drives the planets, Plato claias that 

at least two souls must be in control of the heavens, one good and one evil. 37 
, / 

The good soul is said to hllve laboured in harmony wi th reason and thus to 

have directed the cosmos to a satisfactory result. Conversely, the dis-

order in the universe is the result of the workings of the evil soul. Siai-

larIy, in the reala of Iawaaking, the legislator who employs reason will 

/ 
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baYe arder and aood laws, whereas the tmthinkin, ruler will have anarchy. 

It 1$ thus rat10nality of a law which 1s the aeasure of 1ts' goodne$$ and 

through which 1t manifests divinity. On the argument of Book X of the 

~I the naturalness of a law 1s indifferent in this regard; both good 

laws and bad laws are equally natural. And this, as l aenti~ed previously, 

s.-s ta stand in contrast to doctrines emmciated in earlier dialogues. 

1he source of this confusion, l believe, i5 that Plato,' in his dif-

farent atteapt5 at resolving the nomos-physis antithesis, employs.at least 

two different senses of the expression 'physis'. We saw earlier that Plata 
(r, 

wanted to carry cut his argument with the modern wise men on their own 

teras: 'flf'hen they use the term 'nature' they &lean the process by which 

the primary substances were created. 1I34 The view he is cri ticizing is that 

aIl things are somehow produced from air, earth, fire, or water. As far as 

Plato is eoncerned, this constitutes a naive materialism; these substances 

haven't the ability to initiate movement, such a capacity being peculiar ta 

ensouled entities. In the last chapter we- saw that for Plato. the ul tima:te 

natural objects are the forms; intelligible reality i5 that which under- ' 

lies the flux of perceptual phenamena. But in the Laws, Plato is not dis-

cussing physis in that sense. The discussion here is not of fotmal causality, 
~ f \ r 

but of efficient cau5ali ty. There i5 a relevant passage in R.G. Colling-

wood 1 S The Idea of Nature 1 which l quote at length. The discussion here 
1 

concerns the Timaeus, so the em:phasis is on God rather than the soul, but, 

for Plata, the two subjects are obviously closely connected: 

If we are to ut why there 1s a world of change, a 
perceptual or natural world at aIl, is it necessary 
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to fiDd the source of this world in a creative God? 
C8Imot the tU'lchanging source of change he identified 
vith the faras? Clearly Timaeus thinks this tapossihle: 
there JlUst be for him a God as weIl as the intelligible 
world of foras, but why? He has not told us; but, later, 
the answer was given by Aristotle. It is that the for!l.S 
are not archai kineseos. not sources of change or ef
ficient causes, bût only formaI and final causes: they 
do not originate chan~e. they only regulate changes 
initiated elsewhere. 3 

1bus we have the distinction between physis as being cbaracterized by 

foraal and final causation, and physis as being characterized by efficient .... 

causatioj. Bearing this in mind, 1t 1s possible to apprcciate how a law 

~ght simultanccusly he natural, as ~nc of the 'sp~ritual order cf things. 

and at the sace ti~e De unnatural, i~ faili~g to participate in, or to 

resemble llllything intelligible. having been fontU+.:lted irrationally. We 

.ay consider, for example, the naturalness of a cOllch. 36 The carpenters 

con,ception of the couch may fall far below the ideal couch, and in that 

respect remain unnatural. And yet aIl conceptuali::ation is indigeno~s ta 

the soul and is therefore. on the argument of the ~, Book X, natural. 

S~larly. a law might be il1-formed in the respect that it mnnifests no 

degree of justice and thus be contrary to nature. It is still natural, 

however, in the sense that it is engendered by one of the prit::.ary r:.otions 

of the soul. 

Tbus' there 15 no contradiction in Plata t 5 resolution of the nœos-

pbY!is antithesis. In earlier dialogues, Plato's answer to the relativists 

vas that reality had to be apprehended br intelligence in order ta apprecjate 

the objective principles upon which nomos had to be founderl in order fOT 

t 
; 
, 
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tlAt aœ.DS ta be·truly natural, for it is the intelligible world~ visible 

only ta the divine element wit~in us, i.e., the intelligence. that embodies 

the highest principles of nature. Probably still embracing.this theory, 

Plato, in the Laws, discusses physis in a dirterent sense: physis as pro-

cess, or the manner in which all things are produced. Law is shown to be 

~tural in this sense as weIl; nomos, as a species of techne, is necessarily 

prior in produc:tion to _terial substance. 

" 



CONCLUSION 

PI.to's desire t.o resolve the nomos-physis antithesis may thus he 

viewed as having arisen out of his at.tellpt to install the Socratic ideal 

of l'ife lived in accordance with intelligence in society at large. For 

Plato, such a realization requires that noaos, as the instrument of the 

enlightened philosopher, be defended against those critics who c1aimed 

that noBlOS has no part in the eternal scheme of things and is contrary ta 

nature. 

In genera! tcrms, Pla~o f s response to these critics scems to maintain 

that the mainstream of Greek philosophy has proceeded in the wrong direction 

and to advocate a complete shift o,f emphasis in natural investigations. He 

thus tacitly racommends a thorough reevaluation of physis, and of the re

lationship of nomos to physis. In the Laws, Book X, at 391c, Plato claims 

that the source of aIl erroneous opinion in regard to nature is the notion 

that matter, as we normally conceive of the expression, is prior in origin 

to spirit. In this final dialogue, as we have discussed, Plato demonstrates 

that spirit, and those'things indigenous to it, is necessarily prior to 

matter and is consequently natural. In the ~, therefore, Plato' s re

solution of the nomos-physis antithesis is predicated on the preeminence 

of spirit and things spiritual over physical substance. And, in fact, this 

is the essence of Plato's response to the nomos-physis prohlem throughout 

his career. In the Gorgias, we found that the most significant factor ta' 
man's well-being is not the incessant pursuit of pleasure, but the balanced 

state of his soul. Nomos is thus important for the maintenance of this 

64 
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natural or proper conditiOn ~n !those individuals lacking sufficient intel-

ligence to produce this order within themselves. Moreover, the ~ sug

gests that the statesaan can develop his laws based on a special fora of 

knowledge, a knowledge not of t~e physical world. The ~!public develops 

bath of these theaes: the best intention of the lav is to preserve the 

just state of the soul; and good lavs must be formed in accordance vith 

intelligible reality. Here kgain we sec PIato's insistence that nature 

and naturai be expressions identified vith non-physical reality. Nomos thus 

obtains its validity from its spiritual origin, and the extent to which it 

is the embodiment of intelligible reality. 

This thesis has attempted ta foilow PIato's resolution of the namos-

physis antithesis throughout his career. As l mentioned earlier, this resolu

tian is ultfmately grounded on the notion that those thinkers who would drive 

namos and physis apart have not given these concepts close enough attention: 

nomos if it is ta be of value, cannat be based on opinion, and the fleeting 

world of the senses can never give birth ta anything more subs~antial than 

opinion. Physis is apprehended by intelligence which perceives the etemal 

realm of the forms and appreciates that the primary causes of the universe 

cannat inhere in physical substance. Nomos is thus separated from physis 

, only by those who fail ta understand the spiritual origin of nomos, or the 

manner in which °nomos can be formed, in accordance with intelligence. 

As Friedlander suggests, ~he symbol for Platols victory at the end 

of the final struggle in the Laws, Book X, is the reaffirmation of what 

Thales had said: 1 "all things are full of gods." But i t is not sa much a 
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reaffinaation as a call to return to that point in tille (Le., the begin-
-

ning of Greek Philosophy) when cosmology eabarked on the vrong course vith 

the aaterialistic idea that a11 things vere, in some fashion,produced from 

water. and to commence natural philosophy anev vith the investigation of 

intelligible. nature. Only in this way could the vorld be safe from morally. 

pernicious and, at least on Plato's view, faise ideas such as the notion 

that noses, and aIl that it represents, is contrary to nature. 

\ 
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