
 

Kernos
Revue internationale et pluridisciplinaire de religion
grecque antique 

8 | 1995

Varia

The Politicus Myth (268D-274E) and the History of
Religion

Giovanni Casadio

Electronic version

URL: http://journals.openedition.org/kernos/589
DOI: 10.4000/kernos.589
ISSN: 2034-7871

Publisher

Centre international d'étude de la religion grecque antique

Printed version

Date of publication: 1 January 1995
Number of pages: 85-95
ISSN: 0776-3824
 

Electronic reference

Giovanni Casadio, « The Politicus Myth (268D-274E) and the History of Religion », Kernos [Online],
8 | 1995, Online since 11 April 2011, connection on 01 May 2019. URL : http://
journals.openedition.org/kernos/589  ; DOI : 10.4000/kernos.589 

Kernos

http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org/kernos/589


Kernos, 8 (1995), p. 85-95.

ThePoliticus Myth (268D - 274E)

andtheHistoryof Religions·

Platonic scholars generaIly emphasizethat "god" (6 8e6ç) has no
ontologicalpreeminencein Plato'ssystem!.This view is in fact weIl grounded
in Plato's doctrine according to which every entity is ontologicaIly and
axiologicaIly subordinateto the Ideas, in primis the Idea of Good. Even in the
TimaeusGod may be regardedasa "factor of rationalcausation,,2who looks to
the Ideasfor his demiurgicactivity. Having in this way madeaIlowancefor the
dialectical truth, we will not deny that the god of Timaeusand the god of the
Politicusmyth, asweIl as -mutatismutandis-the godsof the Laws(bk. X),
are majesticcharacterswhose role may appearanalogousto that played by
God (i.e. the SupremeBeing) in a positive religion. So it may be interestingfor
thoseconcernedwith the history of religions to tackle a Platonicgod -in this
casethe god of the Politicusmyth- in the sameway as they would dealwith
othercult realitiesof ancientreligion.

God: bis characterisationft·om a comparativepointof view

If we wonder what kind of god is the one acting on the stageof this
tantalizingmyth, we would find that he is a many-sidedfigure. First he cornes
on the scenewith the familiar and reassuringfeaturesof Zeus.The god (6 8e6ç)
who, "bearingwitnessfor Atreus", is responsible"for the changein the setting
and rising of the sun and stars" (269 A 1-5) is obviously the sky-god and
supremeheadof the Olympianpantheon.According to a mythical tradition first

This paper was delivered at the triennal sessionof the International Plato Society (III
SymposiumPlatonlcum,Bristol, 25-30August 1992). 1 thank Dr Marcello Rosetti for his diligence in
correcting my English and Prof. ChristopherRowe for his noncommittal hospitality in such a
philosophicalambiance.A Spanishversion was read at the Curso-ColoquloInternaclonal "Oriente
y Grécla: mltoy rellgl6n" (Valladolid, 15-17 nov. 1993, convenorE. Suarezde la Torre).

1 Seee.g. R.D. MOHR, ThePlatonlc Cosmology,Leiden, 1985, p. 15-18, and A. BORTOLOITI, La
rellglone nelpenslel'Odl Platonedal prim1dlaloghl al Fedro, Firenze,1986, esp. p. 15 and 234.

2 H. CHERNISS, The SourcesofEvll accordlng 10 Plalo, in PAPhS(1954) [= SelecledPapers,
Leiden, 1977, p. 254]. Cf. MOHR, op. cft. (n. 1), p. 22-23: "If the Demiurgebearsa resemblanceto any
of the gods of the Westerntheistic traditions, it is to the god of the ontologicalargument,or at least
of those variants of the argument, like that in Descartes'sThird Meditation, which employ the
principle of sufficient reason."
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attestedin Euripides3, Zeus made the sun reversehis course in order to
demonstratethe priority of a rightful daim evento the prejudiceof the cosmic
order, in other words to validate the appalling maxim fiat iustitia, pereat
mundus4. We may admit that "plato's real theological beliefs had little in
commonwith the ancientreligion"Sj but sucha Zeus, so eagerto interfere in
humanand cosmicaffairs, looks really sympatheticto Plato'suncompromising
ethicalfundamentalism.

Prima fade the providentgod (à OEOÇ), who (269 C 4-5) helps to guide
the universe(ta 1tâv) in its motion and revolution (OUJ.l.1tOOllYE't 1t0PEÛIlEVOV KCÙ
OUYKUKÂ-E'i), seemscognateto the watchful god of the Argive saga.If in fact it is
tme that the germsof the Politicusmyth are to be found in a presumablyvery
old tradition, therePlato operatesa significantshift of emphasis.In the time of
Atreus the sun's changeof direction took place following the god's active
intervention. In Plato's phantasythe changein the movementof the whole
(leading to changesin the movementof the parts, in primis the sun and the
stars) occurs at the very moment that the god lets go the helm leaving the
world to itself (269 C 5). So Plato'sgod seemsto keep his distancefrom the
Zeusof the standardGreekreligion.

Let us now examinethe activities that this god carriesout in positiveway
(his interventionin this world), leavingfor later the activities that he carriesout
in negativeway (his non-intervention).God actson the world in two stages.In
the beginning he constructed(ouvapllooavtoç: 269 D D or fashioned
(ouvOévtoç: 273 B) or even begot Ｈ ｙ ｅ ｶ ｶ ｾ ｏ ｡ ｖ ｴ ｯ  Ｉ the universe.To use a less
anthropomorphicterminology, he gave order to it Ｈｋｯｯｬｬｾ｣ｲ｡Ｚ 273 D 4). So he
may be called "maker, creator" (Ol1llwuPyoç: 270 A 5) or even "creator and
father" (273 B 1-2). During the first of the alternatingworld-periods, God
accompaniesthe world in its forward revolution (269 C 4-5, cit. supra)j in other
words God "controlswith his providencethe whole revolution" (tT\ç KUKMoeoç
ｾｐｘｅｖ È1ttIlEÂ-OÛIlEVOÇ oÂ-l1ç: 271 D 3-4), while other gods or daemonsmie over
all the parts of the cosmoswhich are appointedto them (271 D - E D. The
famousking Cronusof the legendwas just oneof the attendantgodsandwas
in chargeof men (Le. adult maleswithout womenor children) as "overseer"

3 Cf. J. ADAM, TheMyth ln Plato'sPoliticus, in CR (1891), p. 445. A detailedaccountof varying
traditionsby J.G. FRAZER, in Apollodorus, TheLlbrary, Il (London-NewYork, 1921), p. 164-167,n. 1.
A commentby P. VIDAL-NAQUET, Le mytheplatonicien du Politique, les amblgul'tésde l'âge de
"or et de l'histoire, in J. KRISTEVA (ed.), Langue, discours, société.Pour Émile Benveniste,Paris,
1975 [= Le chasseurnoir, Paris, 1981, p. 369-370 ("Platon n'avait nul besoin d'évoquer ces
inquiétants 'pasteurs' qu'étaient Atrée et Thyeste...") evidences the idiosyncrasies of his
hermeneutics.

4 This Euripideanand Platonic conceptof Zeus' Dike would appearcharacteristicallynon-
Greekif we shouldgeneralizethe conclusionsof H. LLOYD-JONES, TheJusticeofZeus, Berkeley-Los
Angeles-London,1971, p; 161-162: "Dike meansbasically the order of the universe, and in this
religion the gods maintaina cosmicorder. This they do by working through natureand the human
mind, and not by meansof extraneousinterventions..."

5 LLOYD-JONES, op. clt. (n. 4), p. 163.
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and "shepherd"6.Consequently,God is rightly called the "pilot" or "steersman"
of the universe('toû 1tav'toçb ｋｵｾ･ｰｖｾＧｴｔｬＺ 272 E 4; cf. 273 C 3)7.

Let us now passto God's negativeactivities, Le. the momentof his non-
interferencein the cosmicaffairs. When the cyclesof the time appointedto it
have accomplishedtheir measureGod lets the universe go to its destiny
(àvllKev: 269 C 5), with the result that it begins to revolve in the contrary
direction, of itself (m'n6j.la'tov: 269 C 7). This back:wardrevolutionor rotation in
reverse(àvaKuKÂ:IlO"tÇ) is providentia!ly "the smallestpossiblealterationof the
motion which pertainsto it" (269 E 2-3). Elaboratingon the nauticalmetaphor,
Plato representsthis behaviourof the god as that of a helmsmanretiring from
the steering-tillerof his boat. We are not told the reasonsof the helmsman's
departure. Since he is not conditioned by any necessity-anankeor
heimarmene--but only by the nature of his models-the Ideas-, it is a
matterof conjectureif he is bored, tired, worried, or ... sleepy.This may seem
an academicalquestion,but in fact it toucheson the crucial point, Le. the
problem of God's freedom and/or responsibility in the governmentof this
world. The following is the dramatic formulation of Plato's responseto the
mystety of God's attitude vis-à-vis the world. In the end God, the great
steersman,"did retire into his watch-tower"(eiç Ｇｴｾｶ œi.l'toû Ｑｴ･ｰｴ｣ｯＱｴｾｶ : 272 D 5)8.
This standoffishattitudeof the demiurge,which hassuchupsettingeffectson
the macrocosmos,hasan impacton the humanmicrocosmosasweIl. As soonas
the world is abandonedby the supremegod, menare bereft of the careof the
daemon(presumablyto be identified with Cronus)who had got them to keep
and tend (274 B 5-6) and lose also the watch kept over them by the other
inferior gods(274 D 3-4).

6 For S. ROSEN, Plato's Myth of the ReversedCosmos,in RMeta (979), p. 74 (cf. 82), the
demiurge and Cronusare one and the same,as is also the casewith Zeus: "We have three different
aspectsof the samedeity, of in a sense,a kind of Hegeliansynthesisof the two opposites,Cronus
and Zeus." This may be true at a metaphysicallydeeperlevel but goes beyondPlato's intentions,
which in this casedo not seemallegoricalat ail.

7 According to ADAM, art. clt. (n.3), p.446, the activities of the demlourgosand the
kybernetesare in the last analysis coincident, that is, "the forward revolution of the universe...
means nothing more of Jess than the creation of the world, I.e. its ordering out of chaos."
According to Ch. MUGLER, La physiquede Platon, Paris, 1960, p. 170 (cf. 173, 178 and 192) -a
drastically reductionisticapproach-the god of the Pollt/cusmyth is a symbol "pour J'information
structuraledu monde et le pouvoir régulateurqu'elle exercesur les forces diffuses de l'ananke".
For the problem of the Demiurge as a real person or as a mere symbol see the remarkable
treatmentby T.M. ROBINSON, Demiurgeand lVorld Soulln Plato'sPoliticus, in AjPh (967), p. 57-
61, with which we fundamentallyagree.For parallelswith the Tlmaeuscf. P. FRUTIGER, Les mythes
dePlaton, Paris, 1930, p. 204; ROBINSON, ait. cft. (n. 7), p. 58 and61.

8 To be comparedto the similar but not identical formula in 7ïm. 42 E: when the Demiurge
completed the Creation, he remainedèv tip ÉUUtOÛ lCutà tP01tOV ｾ･･ｬＮ Cf. ADAM, art. clt. (n. 3),
p.446.
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What religio-historical interpretationis ta be given ta this rnyth of an
alternate9 withdrawal of God from the governmentof the world10? Sorne
scholarsdoubt that this story can be taken in earnest,at least at a higher
philosophical levell1 • Such scepticismis unjustified, for this myth -like all
rnyths- contains no dialectical truth in itself but leads to the truth in a
protrepticalandanalogicalway12. Howeverlinked ta the old tradition he rnight
be (cf. 269 Band271 B), Plato nonethelessproducedmythicalloreby hirnself
(cf. 269 C) for his own purpose.The impactof Plataas a myth-makeron the
subsequenteschatological,psychological,cosmonicaldoctrinesis well known in
the caseof the Phaedo,the Phaedrus,the Timaeus.But even the Politicus
rnyth hadsornereverberationon certainenvironments13

For instance,the themeof the "cosrnetic"procedurethat the returninggod
carriesout on the decayingworld may find a significantechoin Vergil's drearn
of the returning goldenage: adspiceconvexonutantemponderemundum,/

9 According to Plato's cyclic view of time (paceCh. MUGLER, Deux thèmesde la cosmologie
grecque:devenircycliqueetplurallié des mondes,Paris, 1953, p. 93, 131, 139-143:seeH. HERTER,
Gatt und die Welt bel Platon. Elne Studle zum Mythos des Polllikos, in BJ (1958) [= Kleine
Schriften, München, 1975, p. 328-3291: K. GAISER, Plato/ls ungeschrtebeneLehre, Stuttgart, 19682,
p. 393, n. 178), at the endof every cycle of backwardrevolution God "again takesup his post at the
helm" (273 El), in order to restorethe things which were gone the way of diseaseand dissolution
during the time whenthe universewas left to itself.

10 For attemptsat philosophical InterpretationseeJ.A. STEWART, 17JeMyths ofPlata. London,
1905, p. 193-194: G. FRACCAROLI, "Introduzione", in Platone, Il Soflstae l'Uomo pollllco, Torino,
1911, p. 84; HERTER, art. cil. (n. 9), p. 325-326;MUGLER, op. clt. (n. 7), p. 188-189: ROSEN, art. clf.
(n. 6), p. 80. 1. BRISSON, InterprétaI/on du mytbedu Politique (Preliminary Paperpresentedat the
Third SymposiumPlatonicum),Bristol, 1992, p. 4, emphasizesthat "même lorsqu'il n'intervient pas
directement, le dieu reste 'à la vigie': il ne quitte donc jamais le navire auquel est comparé
l'univers". But his re-interventionat the helm of the cosmos(273 E 1-4) doesnot take place before
that the presentperiod Cthat of Zeus) closes.During this period -that is our historical aeon-God
is not at the helm of the universe(paceBRISSON, art. cil. [no 10], p. 8 andpassim),which proceeds
by itself and is masterof its own path (cf. 273 E 6 - 274 A 8: ... Ku8ullEp ｾｩｩ＾ Kocrll'P ｬｬｰｏ｣ｲｅｾｗｋｾｏ

ｕｾｏｋｐｕｾｏｰｕ dvui ｾ ｦ ｪ  ｵ ｵ ｾ ｯ  llopduç, 01h00 01] ｋ｡ｾ￠ wi:>tà KU! ｾｯￎ IlÉpEcrlV uùwÎç 01' ｕｕｾￔｬｖＬ ....
q>ÛEIV ｾｅ KU! YEVVaV KU! ｾｰｱ＾ｅｬｖ ｬｬｰｏ｣ｲｅｾｕｾｾｅｾｏ U1l0 ｾｦｪ OIlOtUÇ ayooyfjç).

Il After Zeller, seeesp. FRUTIGER, op. clt. (n. 7), p. 13, n. 2, p. 14, n. 1, p. 52, 167-168,219, 220,
n. 3, p. 279, 282,and A.E. TAYLOR, "Introduction", in Plato, The Sophlsfand the Statesman,London,
1961, p. 208-209. More reasonablethe approachby STEWART, op. cil. (n. 10), p. 193-194: HERTER,
art. cil. (n. 9), p. 318. Against the "overwhelmingtendencyin Platonicscholarshipto take the figure
of the Demiurge non-Iiterally" we shareMOHR'S (op. cil. [n. lI, p. 40) poignant remarks: "These
diverse strategiesshould be seen... largely as (unneeded)charitable attempts to distancePlato's
thought from Christian thought and more generally as attempts to reduce the number of
unfashionabletheological commitmentsin Plato's cosmology."

12 In otherwords, "der Mythos ist der Wahrheitgegenüberebensovorlaüfig wie der Logos des
Gesprachs,führt aber auf andereWeise, durch abbildhaft - umfassendenWiedergabe,an die
Wahrheit heran" (GAISER, op. cil. [no 9], p. 419, n. 259). Cf. in generalGAISER, p. 287-289: "platon
kann die althergebrachtenMythen übernehmenund seinereigen Darstellungzugrundelegen,weil
sie aus einer Zeit stammen, in der die Menschen noch die Moglichkeit der unmittelbaren
Kommunikation mit dem Gottlichen hatten. Anderseits vermag er aber die Tradition von der
philosophischenPrinzipienlehreaus erst grundsatzlichzu verifizieren" (p. 288).

13 For the Iimited fortunes of the Polil/cus within philosophical milieux see TAYLOR, op. cil.
(n. 11), p. 249.
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terrasque tractusque maris caelumqueprofondumj / adspice, venturo
laetantur ut omnia saec!o(Verg. bue. 4, 50-52)l4. In Vergilius we have the
samecorrespondencebetweenmacrocosmosandmicrocosmosasin Plato: as a
result of the (initially wawering)shift of direction of the cosmos(mundus),a
generalrestorationof the conditionof the world will take place(cf. v. 6: iam ...
redeuntSaturniaregna).

What is most remarkablein the Politicusmyth, however, is the imageof
the "absentgod", becausein Plato'sview the period of God'sretirementis our
presenttime, in which the course of historical events takes place15, This
Platonic conceptof God's absencefrom the governmentof the world is
elaboratedin an original way by the Middle PlatonicNumenius(2nd cent.A.D.).
He distinguishesbetweena first God (correspondingto Plato'sIdea of Good)
who is utterly inactive (à,py6ç: Num. fr. 12, 13 desPlaces)and quiescent(Écmoç:
Num, fr. 15, 3 des Places)and a Second God (correspondingto Plato's
demiurge:Num. fr. 12, 2.14 desPlaces)who createsthe world (Num. fr. 16, 11
desPlaces),But eventhe Second,ontologicallyinferior God cannotremainlong
at the level of createdthings. He confineshimself to animatingthe beingswith
his flashing glancesＨ ￠ Ｌ ｋ ｰ ｯ ｾ ｯ  ｴ ｣ ｲ ｬ Ａ ｯ ￮ Ｚ Num, fr. 12, 19 des Places),but eventually
he returns to his watch-tower (l!E-C(W-CpÉcpov-coçOll dç Ｍ ｣ ｾ ｶ Éa\)wû ｲ ｣ ｅ ｰ ｴ ｲ ｯ ｬ ｴ ｾ ｖ -coû
Sëü\): Num. fr. 12, 19-20desPlaces,wherethe imitation of Plato is patentin its
literalit y) in order to devote himself entirely to contemplation (ËltEt'ta
SEropll'ttKàçoÀroç: Num, fr. 16, 12 desPlaces)16.

The gnosticJustin is a contemporaryor an epigoneof the Middle Platonic
Numenius17. In the myth told in his Book Baruch Numenius'First God (the
Idea of Good) correspondsto Justin's One above all, called the Good (6
à,yaS6ç),at one point identified with cosmicPriapusjwhile Numenius'Second
God (the demiurge)finds his pendantin Justin'sFatherof aIl begottenthings,
called Elohim. The Good, though taking forethought for the universe
(rcpoyvrocr'ttKàç-CÔN oÀrov: Hipp. Rej V, 26, 1), lives completelyapart in a light

14 Cf. A. GRILL!, Pltagorelsmo e non nella IV ecloga, in Am deI convegno vlrglliano dl
Brindisi nel blmllleanar/odella morte. Brindisi 15-18ott. 1981, Perugia,1983, p. 299-300. 1 agree
with this scholar that this conceptionshould not be confusedwith the Pythagoreanepanodos,
anakykloslsor pallngenesla(cf. PORPH., Vlta Pythag., 19, which should be integrated into
DICAEARCH., fr. 33 Wehrli). Cf. also U. BIANCHI, Il 'Prima' el' 'Altrove', in Kel'l1os, 1 (1988), p. 12-
13.

15 Cf. S. PÉTREMENT, Le dual/smechezPlaton, les gnostiqueset les manichéens,Paris, 1947
[reprint Brionne, 1982], p. 48: "Le Dieu suprême,pour Platon,est un Dieu lointain."

16 Seethe literature discllssedby É. DES PLACES in Numenius,Fragments,Paris, 1973, p. 10-14;
G. REALE, Storla della/lloso/la alltlca, IV, Milano, 19813, p. 416-422.

17 Cf. S. LiLLA, s.v. Giustino gnostlco, in A. DI BERARDINO (ed.), Dlzlonalto patr/stlco e dl
antlcbltà cr/stlane, Casale Monferrato, II, p. 1633-1634.For a more detailed analysis and bibl. see
J. MONTSERRAT-TORRENTS,La phllosopbledu Livre de Baruch de justln, in SP XVIII, 1 CE.A.
LiVINGSTONE ed.), Kalamazoo(MO, 1985 [but 1986], p. 253-261; G. CASADIO, Donna e slmbol/
/emmlnlll nella gnosl dei II secolo, in U. MATTIOLI (ed,), La donna nel pel/slero cr/stlano antlco,
Genova,1992,p. 305-329,esp.307-308.
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palaceat the upperlimit of heaven(Hipp. Rej V, 26, 15). Elohim, oncehe has
createdthe world through mutual satisfactionfollowing his copulationwith
Eden (= the Ealth, the Matter, or rather the world-soul), desires"to ascendto
the highestparts of heavenand ta seeif anything is lacking in the creation"
(Hipp. Rej V, 26, 14). Ultimately fallen underthe control of the Good, Elohim
is no longer able to and/orwilling to descendto Eden-out of the metaphor
he is decidedto leavethe world to itself (Hipp. RejV, 26, 20).

The gods of Justin-the former absent,the latter withdrawing from the
world- are typieal representativesof the godheadas conceivedin a gnostie
ideology: unknown, remoteor estrangedl8. More specifieally,both Elohim and
the demiurgeof Plato in the Politicusmyth (as well as-to a lesserdegree-
his counterpartin the Timaeusmyth) abandontheir creation after having
accomplishedtheir task. So, from a broadercomparativepoint of view, the
gnostiegod and the Platonicgod may be consideredcharacteristicalexamples
of the phenomenologieal categoryof the deus ｯｴｩｯｳｕｾＹＮ The type of the deus
otiosusis in fact attestedby extensiveandworld-wide evidencefrom the cults
of non-literatepeoplesand -with sornedistinctions-even from the more
developed pantheons of lndo-European and Semitie peoples2o . The
phenomenologyof the so-called "high gods" was fjrstly outlined by the
Lutheranhistorianandphenomenologistof religion N. Soderblom(Das Werden
desGottesglaubens,Leipzig 1916\ 19262

), who alsopointedout the connection
betweenthe otiositasof thesecreatorsand the stability of the cosmic order
(comparethe apparentparadoxin the behaviourof Plato'sdemiurgevis-à-vis
the world). The SupremeBeingsare in fact personificationsof an orderwhich
primitive man fjnds in the world. But the SupremeBeing doesnot needto be
concernedwith it, as he hasestablishedeverythingperfectly ab antiquo. The
mythieal past is more important than the presenthistorical situation: as an
archetypethe former leads and mouIds the latter. Therefore the Supreme
Being, creatorof the world and founder of the laws and rites, takes on the
attitude of deus otiosus, Le. of a god who, once he has defjned the
fundamentalprinciplesof the cosmos,definitevelydropsall interestin worldly
affairs. This Being has ultimately only a secondrole in the religious life of
mankind. This HeavenlyBeing is statie like the sky from whieh currently he
takeshis name,and in which he lives. He is a deusotiosus,who only now and
therebecomesanimatedowing to the uranian-meteoriephenomena:rain, wind,

18 cf. PÉTREMENT, op. cit. (n. 15), p. 47 and 160-163: "Cette étrangereligion gnostiqueest un
athéismeen ce qui concernele monde. Le Dieu qu'on vénèreest un dieu séparédu monde, et le
mondese développesanslui" (p. 163).

19 The case for Elohim as deus otioslIS was already stated by K. KVIDELAND, Elohims
Hfmmeljahrt, in Temenos (1964), p. 68-78, esp. 69. The parallels in Plato and Numeniusdisprove
her attemptto demonstratethe ]ewish origin of this gnostic myth.

20 Cf. G. CASADlO, El and Cosmfc Order: fs the Ugarftfc SlIpreme God a deus otiosus?,in
Mythology and Cosmfc Order, Helsinki, 1987 (Studfa Fennfca, 32), p. 45-58: ID., A cfasCllno tl suo:
otium e negotiumdei dfo sllpremo dalla Sfrla alla Mesopotamfa, in SMSR (1992), p. 59-79.
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rainbow, thunder,lightning, thunderbolt,dew, fog, andhail. But this apparently
impassive,languidandslothful Being is the creatorandthe first regulatorof sky,
earth,vegetation,and mankind: as aIl-seeingand aIl-knowing (and as guardian
of the order set up by himself) he is also the chastiserof various human
trangressions.In fact, this god is "otiose" only in comparisonto the activismof
minor deitiesj and his Indifferencetowards the humankind after creationis
quite relativeanddoesnot impair his autorityandprimacyaboveaIl othergods.
This apparentlyparadoxical otiositasmight indeed belong to the essential
natureof the SupremeBeing and be in a way the complementof his creative
activity. The world oncemadeand the cosmosestablished,the creator'swork is
as good as done. Any further intervention on his part would be not only
superfluousbut possibly dangerous,since any changein the cosmosmight
aIlow it to faIl back into chaos. The otiositas of the creator is the most
favourablecondition and the one naturaIly bestsuited to maintain the status
quo (Plato'sview is remarkablythe opposite).

After this synopticpresentationof phenomenologicaldatapertainingto the
typology of the deusotiosus,with specialreferenceto the lore of non-lîterate
peoples,we should be able to outline the traditional world-view or so-to-say
the substratumuponwhich Platoconstmctedhis non-traditionalrepresentation.

GodandtheEvil in theworld

In the last analysis,Plato advancesthe suppositionof God's intermittent
agencyon this world in order to supply a cause(mythological,of course)for
the existenceof evil, both physical and moral, in a world supposedto be
governedby a god altogethergood,unresentful,and provident(cf. Tim. 29 E -
30 B). In other words, the Politicus myth, like the Timaeus(esp. 28-48) and
the LawsX (esp.899-905)offers a solution to the problemof theodicy21.Plato,
giving a thelogical reasonfor the existenceof evil in light of the existenceof
God, who is good and -within the limits of convenience(ta 1tpOcrfjKOV: 269 C
6)- omnipotent,has not yet identified expresslythe active causeof evil. In
view of Plato's theodicy, the efficient causeof evil cannot in any case be
attributedeitherto the actionof God "creatorandfather,,22or the counteraction
of a sort of "antagonistic"god23. For Plato, the actual sourceof evil is in fact
endogenousto the phenomenalworld.

21 cf. STEWART, op. clf. (n. 10), p. 193-194and 197-198.

22 This denial, explicit in 269 E 8-9, is implicit in the whole of the myth proclaiming the
absolute goodnessof God.

23 This view is explicitly denied in 270 A 1-2. The denial of the existenceof a couple of gods
tuming the world with conflicting purposesmeansa denial of Zocoastriandualism. Zoroasteris weil
known to Plato (cf. Alc.I, 121 E - 122 A: if this dialogue is by Plato: on the question of the
authenticitysee A.E. TAYLOR, Plata, London, 1926, 19607, p. 522-523: W.K.C. GUTHRIE, Sacrates,
Cambridge,1971, p. 150, n. 2): and his doctrine of the two conflicting divine principles found a
remarkableechoin Iwo of Plato'sclosestassociates: Eudoxos(fr. 341 Lasserre:discussionwith bibl.
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Let us now review the formulas that Plato employsin the Politicus myth
to identify the source(or sources)of cosmicdisorderwhich ultimatelycoincides
with evil. According to Plato,disorderis symbolizedby the retrogademotion of
the universe.This backwards(avamû,tv) circuit "belongsof necessityto the
natureof the universe"W; avaY1Cl1ç ｾＱＮｬｬｐｕＧｴｏｖ yéYOVE: 269 D 2-3), which is like an
animal (çépov) "acting of itself" (au'to/-w/tQv: 269 C 7). The universe has of
course been createdgood by the demiurge but "also partakesof body"
(KEKOtVrovlllŒ YE Kat (Hoj.la'toç: 269 D 9-10). As a consequence,when the cosmos
is let go and "movesof itself" Gh' Éau'tQû athov Uvat: 270 A 5-6), it "proceedsin
the contrarydirection" (270 A 6-7). The reasonbecausethe cosmosstartedto
revolvebackwardsis unambiguouslyassertedonceagain: it wasan "impulse(or
urge) decreedby fate and inborn" (fij.lapj.lévll 'tE Kat crUj.l<pu'tQç: 272 E 6). The
ultimatesourceof this impulselies in a factor which is a "thing rearedtoghether
(cruv'tpo<poç) with the previousnature"(273 B 5), i.e. the "cbrporealelementof
the mixture" ('to crffij.la'toEtoÈÇ 'tftç cruYKpacrEffiç: 273 B 4). Before that it cameinto
the presentorder, the natureof thingswas in fact "partakingof much disorder"
(1toÎl,ÎI,ftç... j.lE'téxov lX'taçtaç: 273 B 5-6). Thus, in the sameway as aIl the good
things of this world derive from the demiurge,aIl the harshand unrighteous
onescomefrom this previousstateof ataxia (273 B 7 - Cl). Therefore,after
the separationof the universefrom its creator,"oblivion" (MeT]: 273 C 6) grew

by LASSERRE, ad loc., p. 254-256)and Aristote1es(fr. 6 Ross: cf. M. UNTERSTEINER, in Aristotele,
Della fllosofla, Roma, 1963, p. 81-86; GAISER, op. clt. [no 9], p. 243-244and 400, n. 209). Criticism of
the Zoroastrian doctrine of the Ohrmuzd and Ahriman implies in sorne way a consciousof
semiconsciousreceptionof Persianlore. On this long-debatedquestion,seeesp. W.J. GOODRICH,
Plato, Politicus 269E - 270A. An Allusion to Zoroastr/anlsm?,in CR (1906), p. 208-209 (reception
via Empedoclesderiving himself at least a suggestion"from the same Persian dualism"?); R.
REITZENSTEIN, Vom Damdad-Naskzu Plato, in ID. und H.H. SCHAEDER, Studlen zum anf/ken
Synkret/smusaus Iran und Gr/echenland,Leipzig-Berlin, 1926, p. 34-35 (Plato derivesfrom Iran a
number of motifs, "ohne doch den schroffen Dualismus der iranischen Lehre anzunehmen");
FRUTIGER, op. clt. (n. 7), p. 243 and n. 4 (prudent); P.-M. SCHUHL, Sur le mythedu Politique, in
RMM (1932), p. 57-58 ("ces questionsd'influence sont délicateset souventobscures");J. BIDEZ,
Eos ou Platon et l'Orient, Bruxelles, 1945, p. 72-77 and 97 ("Une forme de dualismequi ne s'estpas
constituéesansune certainenotion de celui de l'Iran"); A.J. FESTUGIÈRE,Platon et l'Orient, in RPh
(1947) [= Étudesde philosophieancienne,Paris, 1971, p. 77-781 (Plato did not ignore the Iranian
dualismand borrowedsornetraits from it, but "il ne doit qu'à lui seul la manièredont il conçoit et
formule le problèmedu mal, puisquecette formule, et c'est là son mérite, n'est pas de l'ordre du
mylhe, mais proprementet purementphilosophique"):F. ADORNO, Dlalett/ca epolit/ca ln Platone:
sagglosul Politico esulie Leggi, in AATC(1955), p. 137, n. 2: MOHR, op. clf. (n. 1), p. 152. On the
side of Iranian scholar.hipsee esp. J. DUCHESNE-GUILLEMIN, Ohrmad et Ahriman. L'aventure
dualiste dans l'antiquité, Paris, 1953, p. 100, who pertinently remarks that in Plato's myth,
"contrairementà la doctrine iranienne, la successionest cyclique, éternelle": and ID., in Les
religions de l'O/ient ancien,Paris, 1957 (ital. transI. Catania,1960), p. 180: "Platoneallude forse alla
dottrina iranica, ma solamenteper confutarla". Despite his Platonic affiliation, Plutarch (de Is. Os.,
45 [369 cl; 49 [371 Al posits two principles (archal) or forces (dynamels)which look very much
like the two Persianantithetical gods (as Plutarchexplicitly admits: de Is. Os., 46-47). But in the
same context (cf. de Is. Os., 45 [369 B-Cl: ＼ｘｋｵｾ￩ｰｶｬｬｬＰｖ uloopehu\ lé!> UU10J.l<Xlq> là llâv ... rocrlIep
OïUÇlV) he links his own theistic dualism to Plato'snon-theisticdualism of the Polltlcus myth (cf.
F.P. HAGER, Die Mater/e und das B6selm ant/kenPlatonlsmus,in MH (1962), p. 81; U. BIANCHI,
Plutarco e il duallsmo, in F.E. BRENK - I. GALLO (eds.), Mlscel/aneaplutarchea. Affl dei 1
convegnodl studl su Plutarco (Roma,23 nov. 1985), Ferrara,1986, p. 115).
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more andmore in it until "the influenceof the ancientdiscord" ('Co 'Cfjç no:Â,o:tûç
uVO:PI.!OCT'Cîo:çnuEloç: 273 C 7 - D 1) prevailed.

So, at least in the Politicus myth, the ultimate source of evil is to be
identified with corporeality, 'Co CHollO:'COEtOÉç, which for Plato (cf. Phd. 81 B 5;
Resp.VII, 532 C 7; Tim. 31 B 5) is virtually equivalentto phenomenalreality.
But neither is the corporealas suchcoincidentwith the evil, nor doesthe evil
originatefrom the corporealin sll.4. The evil ratherderivesfrom a factor which
is originally inherentin the precosmicalreality -the ataxia25 or anarmostia26

which pertainsto original chaos27
.

24 Cf. ROBINSON, art. clf. (n. 7), p. 63: "It eanmeansimply that in any eomplewinvolving body
or the bodily, results tend to be less perfeetthan in a complexwhich doesnot."

25 Cf. the disorderly, erratic motion (ihuK'WÇ KIVllCllÇ) of the indefinite substratumin T1m. 30 A
and of the universeguided (but it is just a hypothesiswhich involves a reduct/oad absurdum:cf.
FESTUGIÈRE,art. clf. [no 231, p. 73, and TAYLOR, op. clt. [no 111, p. 210) by an evil soul in Leg. X, 897
D 1 and 898 B 5-8.

26 "Diseord" or "dissonance",which is the contrary of hannonla(= arete) and virtually
coincidentwith evil (kakla): Phaed.,93 E 6 (a Pythagoreanview, of course).

27 Cf. FRACCAROLI, op. clf. (n. 10), p.83; K. REINHARDT, Pfatons Mythen, Bonn, 1927 [=

Vemu'Jchtnlsder Ant/ke,Gottingen, 19662
, p. 2721; FRUTIGER, op. clf. (n. 7), p. 189 ("le mouvement

inverseou spontanéest, avec toutessesconséquencesfâcheuses,l'héritagedu désordreoriginel, de
l'état antérieurà l'activité du démiurge"); A. DIÈS, "Notice", in Platon, Le Polit/que, Paris, 1935,
p. XXX-XXXII; BIDEZ, op. clf. (n. 23), p. 176, n. 15; PÉTREMENT, op. clt. (n. 15), p.45-47 ("le
mouvement,cet ordre naturel,qui n'estaux yeux de Platonqu'un désordre,paraîtbien être pour lui
la causedu mal"); FESTUGIÈRE,mt. clt. (n. 23), p. 71-72 and 74 (the sourceof evil in the "nature
corporelle avant que le monde n'ait été organiséen cosmos"); CHERNISS, art. clf. (n. 2), p. 255,
n. 21 and p. 259, n. 44 (see the more generalstatementp. 257: "Positive evil in the world, both
absoluteand relative, is producedby the misguided motion of evil souls"; and cf. the bibl. on the
most controversialsubJectof the source(s)of evil p. 253, n. 1); ADORNO, mt. clf. (n. 23), p. 140-141;
HERTER, art. clt. (n. 9), p. 319-323 ("so darf man schliessen,dass die Weltsee1evon dem Drange
ihres Korpers zur Umkehr irgendwie infiziert ist": p. 322); MUGLER, op. clt. (n. 7), p. 167, 169, 174
("le sensrétrogradeest produit par les mouvementsnon contrôlésde la matière,par l'automaton
du flux matériel qui débordeses digues"), p. 175, 177, 180 (force of necessity= force of inertia),
p. 189, 192, 193, 200, 202, 206, n. 1 ("1:0 UÙ1:Ôf/U1:0V chez Platon désignel'action des forces non
canaliséesde la nécessité");TAYLOR, op. clt. (n. 11), p. 209-210 (The Pollflcus, "like the Phaedo,
suggestswhat becamethe tenetof popularPlatonismin later antiquity, that 'body' or 'matter' is the
sourceof evil". But this contradictsthe teachingof the Laws896 D on soulsas the ultimate sources
of ail movement:cf. CHERNISSsupra); HAGER, art. clt. (n. 23), p. 74 (the Polit/eusmyth offers "die
deutlichsteBelegstellefür die Materie ais Prinzip der Bosen'),p. 99-101 (againstProclus' attempt to
demonstrate"dassmit dem O"olf/U1:0etoÉçnicht die \lÀll gemeintsei", and that "aus dem nÀl1f/f/eÀroç
KUt (X'tUK1:COÇ KtlVoùf/evov, aus dem O"cof/u1:oet1)Éç,der ëf/npo0"gevë1;tç, stammt... die Unordnungund
das Bose, aus der Bewegungder Materie, nicht aus der Materie selbst", he contends forcibly that
"die Spaltung,die Proklos vornimmt zwischenO"COf/U1:0EIOÉÇ usw. einerseitsuneMaterie andererseits,
bei Plato selbstdurch nichts gerechtfertigtist"), and cf. p. 73-75 for a stattfs quaest/onlswith bibl.
about the problemof the sourceof evil accordingto Plato; ROBINSON, art. clt. (n. 7), p. 58 and 62-
64 ("the 'bodily' which accountsfor the evil in the world... has sorneaffinities with the Necessityof
the T1maeus",and in this case"the evidenceof the text seemsto point to Plato'sdiscomfort about
the whole matter": p. 63); MOHR, op. clt. (n. 1), p. 141-157 ("the corporeal on its own without
psychical influencesmoveschaotically, is the efficient causeof the retrogradecycle of the universe,
and is a positive source of disorder and evil" [p. 1561, whereas"the World-soul itself, seemsnot
primarily to be viewed as an efficient causeeither of motion as such or of motion as regular or
erratic" [p. 157]; seep. 142 for a discussionof the literature about the causesof "disorderly motion"
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If we now l'aise the question"was Plato dualist in the Politicusmyth", we
shouldanswerwithout hesitationin the affirmative. In this myth Platopostulates
in an unequivocaHydualistic mannertwo opposingprincipleswhich lie at the
root of aH the phenomenaof theuniverse.Theseprinciples are evidently the
Demiurge on the one hand and the precosmicalchaotic condition of the
universeon the other. Both of themhavereflectionson the ethicallevel-the
Good and the Evil respectively.But at the sametime they are ontological
principles and primary or secondarycausesof aH phenomenaexisting in the
universeand determiningits nature28. We may admit so much that the divine
principle has a highestontologicalstatus,and so this seemsto be a relative or
mitigateddualismin which one principle is subordinatedto the other. In this
system, however, Demiurge (the active ordinat01J and Chaos (the passive
ordinandum)"are and remainopposedto one anotherandcannotbe derived
from or reducedto eachother,,29.The two principles seemto be alsocoeternal,
in the sensethat both of them exist and act from the very beginning. If we
insist, as doesU. Bianchi30, on the coeternalityof the principles, disregarding
the fact that they are not coequal,we may evenconsiderPlato'sdualismto be
radical,notwithstandingthe rejectionthat suchan assertionwouId l'aise in many
eminentPlatonists.

in the Politlcus); BRISSON, art. cft. (n. 10), p. 4 ("le renversementde la révolution cosmique
s'expliquepar le mouvementde l'âme du mondequi se trouve, elle, sousl'influence du corps").

28 This was also the opinion of Aristoteles(Metaph. l, 6, 988 A 7-17), who points out in Plato's
systemtwo principles (cr1olxeÎa) which representthe Good and the Evil. Cf. the sharpcriticism by
HAGER, art. cft. (n. 23), p. 75-76: "Das materiell korperliche kann nach unsererPlatointerpretation
niemals dem ordnenden Geistigen ais gleichberechtigteWesenheit und gleich Machtiges
Aufbauprinzip des Alls zur Seite treten... Genauso wenig wie das materialprinzipdem Geistprinzip
gleichberechtigtgegenübertritt(und dies allein ware wahrer Dualismus),genauso wenig tritt nach
Plato auch das Bose dem Guten gleichberechtigtgegenüber".For other referencesto Plato's
dualism as envisagedby Aristoteles see GAISER, op. clt. (n. 9), p. 243 and 400, n. 209. Among
modern advocatesof dualism in Plato with referenceto the Politlcus cf. PÉTREMENT, op. clt.
(n. 15), p. 118: "Ainsi le corps, ou plutôt le principe corporel, sansêtre le mal, est le principe du
mal"; FESTUGIÈRE,art. cft. (n. 23), p. 68: "Le dualismeplatonicienest l'oppositiond'un principe du
bien et de la matière", and this "dualité du bien et du mal se retrouve dans le mythe fameux du
Politique" (p. 71); GAISER, op. cft. (n. 9), p. 212, 243-244, 284 ("der zeitlose Gegensatzder
Grundprinzipien,Perasund Apeiron"), p. 391, n. 173 ("die SpannungzwischenNus und Epithymia
in der Seeleergibt sich aus der Mittelstellung zwischenIdee und korplicher Erscheinung,Einheit
und unbestimmterVielheit"); BIANCHI 1986, art. cft. (n. 23), p. 115-116 and n. 19, defining the
Platonlc dualism as "dialettico e, misuramente,procosmico"; ID. Pel' la storla dei dua/lsmo ln
Grecla, in La soterlologla dei crlstlaneslmo.Rlcerchestorlche comparative,Roma, 1992, p. 39-52,
spec. p. 51-52: accordingto Plato, the evil has an ontological characterin the contextof a dualistic
system, "essendoespressocome un prestabilito defectusdi valore a carico dei livelli inferiori
dell'universo",and despitethe fact that we do not ascertainthe existence"di una sostanzaattiva 0

maligna,una sostanzaa tutto tondo, una sostanzaper cosl dire 'in convesso'."

29 P.F.M. FONTAINE, The Llght and the Dark. A Cultural HlstOlY ofDua/lsm, III, Amsterdam,
1988, p. 180 (for an interesting--evenin sornecasessuperficial-treatmentof the generaltopie of
Plato'sdualismseep. 119-182).

30 S.v. Dua/lsm, ln M. ELIADE (ed.), TheEncyclopedlaofRe/lglon, New York-London, 1987, IV,
p. 506-512:507-508.
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There is anotheraspectof the Politicusmyth which is of major relevance
to the historyof religions.This is to be recognizedin its concernfor mankind's
history, with the ambiguitiesintrinsic to its course(the idea of progressand/or
regressas reflected in the legendsof the gegeneis,Golden Age, Cronus'
kingdom). But aIl this intriguing matter31 cannotbe debatednow given the
narrowscopeof this paper.

Giovanni CASADIO
Dipartimento di Scienzedell'Antichità
Università degli Studi di Salemo
1 - 84084FISCIANO (SA)

31 See the contribution of VIDAL-NAQUET, art. clt. (n. 3), and M. TULL!, Età dl Cl'Ono e rlcerca
sulla natura nel Politico dl Platone, in SCO (1990), p. 97-115. Both of them -for one reasonor
another-are unsatisfyingfrom a religio-historical point of view.


