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COSMOS AND DIKE IN ANCIENT GREEK THOUGHT

Every genuine philosophy of history is first of all a «metaphysics», in the
sense that it recognizes the prominence of historical time against the physical
space and sees in the historical event the actualization of a value and the
integration of a concept of salvation, different from those one can seek in the
eternal order of nature. However such a philosophy, with the inflexible
comparisons it carries along, between nature and mind, necessity and freedom,
and with the value it attaches to the generative activities of history, is opposed
to the inner intentions of the Greek intellect, such as they emerge from its
essential conception of the cosmos. It is taken for granted that the Greeks
sought to locate reality and rationality in the objective world. So the intellect
was discovered «objectively» in the natural world as the principle of its order,
its beauty and motion.

The universe consists of an order, a cosmos arranged in a perfect harmonious
finite totality. Nature realizes in an eternal movement of coming-to-be the
infinity of the possibilities of this totality. This world which, for Heraclitus, is
«no god or man made»' would suffice, through its various features, to manifest
the wish of the Greeks to allow the world to impose itself as a limit of
knowledge and as an internal law. Therefore, cosmos means the universe or the
totality of beings and the political structure which is based on the law?, and the
principle of order and harmony which regulates the relations between isolated
beings and between the components of every beings as well®. The universal
character of this search for knowledge and recognition of the cosmos as a
formative and normative totality constitutes the essence of ancient humanism.
What this humanism expresses is not the predominance of the earthly elements
upon whatever transcends it, but the internal harmony (xoouldTnta) of the soul
which has acknowledged the law of the universe as its own law and whose the
internal discipline is in absolute agreement with the order of the totality of

©existences.

If the soul is relatively able to impose a harmony upon its movements and to
act in such a way that human life does not constitute a disorder (dxoopia), but a
cosmos, this happens because the soul has been able to contemplate the timeless
Being which the essence of gods emanates from*; with the only difference that,
in the divine nature, the conditions of contemplation are arranged in a perfect
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way: in other words, that the attainment of an internal harmony (x0OHLOTNTOG)
and of a perfect collaboration between the faculties of the soul is presupposed
by the knowledge of harmonies, and rotations of the universe, and requires the
harmonization of the three parts out of which the soul is composed, compared to
the three chords that give the lowest, the highest and the medium sound.
However, the human soul as a whole is only partly able to attain such a
harmony. Hence the imperfect character of its contemplative activity and
motion. Therefore, the human world, such as it directly appears, in itself, is the
most remote from the divine perfectness. Indeed, the fact the divine displays the
character of the supreme Good is due to its own perfectness which renders it
infinitely desirable. Therefore, as an object of the universal Eros (g €0wjie-
vov), the divine participates of both heaven and nature. Order, harmony, justice,
measure, beauty are successively of such use in Plato as that express or define
the Good towards which tends everything which, in the sensible world, wishes
to acquire a constant form and structure and which in the supracelestial world,
serves as a model to the fragmentary efforts of mortals. The Good is the final
purpose (telos), as long as it simultaneously constitutes the order of the
mustering of every work and every reality, as well as its completed expression.
This is the Good realized through every positive work be it that of the divine
craftman in the Timaeus (29a-d) or that of the painter, the architect, the
physician and the educator in the Gorgias (503-504) or even that of the weaver,
which is the model of the royal man’s activity in the Politicus (279 a-b).
Therefore, everything which takes place in the world, exists because of the
purpose at which it aims. If the divine is the purpose (relos) which gives a
significance to the overall becoming of the world, this happens because of the
erotic attraction it exerts: while seeking for the order the individual beings must
attain, they obey to the universal Eros, whose supreme object is the divine
perfection. God is the direct object of Eros of the eternal natural beings, namely
the heavenly spheres; these imitate the perfect life of the divine be executing the
only natural motion which is «perfect and eternal»®, i.e. the circular one. It
obeys to an absolute necessity and reveals, at the level of the visible, the
supreme Good towards which tends every divine or human being seeking for
the perfection of the Being. As it, then, appears in its circular progression, the
world is eternal. It can not have an aim; however, it can exist. It is only through
his participation in the cosmos that man can develop what is divine in him.

The Greeks have expressed in a tragic way the contrast between the cosmos,
the beautiful order that rules upon the universe and the disorder (Gxoopia)
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which is innate within the earthly world. This contrast is used by Plato to
indicate the difference between Being and appearance as a difference between
pure knowledge whose objects are eternal and sensorial knowledge whose
object are born, the Heraclitean law of coming-to-be and passing-away, that of
the continuous alternance of everything, the attempted comparison between the
circular motion of the cosmos and pure intellect (vonoig) in the myth of the
Phaedrus (246-251) shows clearly enough the symbolic charge of the universal
relation between the sidereal rotations and pure Ideas. Nevertheless, the
problem here is not about a clearly epistemological distinction. A passage of the
Timaeus (476 b-¢), in which the earthly disorder is contrasted with the «sidereal
motions which do not undergo any disturbance», reveals already the general
meaning that the Greeks attributed to this opposition. Towards this regularity
presented by the cosmic motions and without which the cosmos would return
immediately to the chaotic matter which perpetually accompanies it, the Greek
feels to be surrounded by dreadful powers which continuously treat to invade
him, aiming at restoring in him the primordial disorder, the absence of rules and
form which qualified the initial conditions. However, geometry, which the
astral bodies obey to, acts in such a way, that these perfect beings «neither do
wrong to, nor suffer wrong by, one another»’. One thus reaches the idea of
Justice (dixn), which the idea of cosmos is inseparable from. The essence of the
idea of justice is Reason (A6yog). The term of cosmos refers to the whole
universe and to a good ordered state as well. In the same way the term of dixn is
projected by the society which, it is supposed to regulate, upon the universe,
whose unity and connection it secures. The Greeks have discovered the rational
regularity and the harmonious totality that dominate the relations and the
movements of the universe at a decisive moment in their procession, namely at
a moment when, after a period of revolts (0taoeig), they sought to establish a
political order based on the rule of law equally applied to all (ioovopia). In the
order and harmony of the universe they discovered not only the manifestation
of a causal necessity but also that of a divine justice whose endless creative, as
well as destructive, power resides in the connection of antagonistic principles
and, consequently, presupposes the imperishableness of the universe.

Such a justice occupies the contre of the cosmos, as a power that connects and
regulates it, and to which everything must obey, «in the same way», Heraclitus
says, «that the polis ought to submit itself to the law» (fr. 114). Justice is as life:
it saves what can be conserved and destroys what cannot be but lost®, It
conserves the existence of the cosmos, because «law and order carriers of
measure»”’ derive from it. Its work is «divine» and at the same time, salutary

7. PLATO, Rep., T, 500 c.

8. On the classic definition of law, cf. e.g. PLATO, Laws, A, 638 b; ARISTOTLE, Pol, I'3, 1289 b
25; Nicom. Eth., K,9,1191 b 21.

9. PLATO, Phil., 26 b.
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for some, destructive for others'’. It is salutary because only within the terms
it defines, every action the whole nature and every existence finds Reason,
rationality, the necessity and the legitimation of its being. And it is destructive
because the distanciation from it means the contest of the principle through
which the unlimited and the multiple acquire form and unity: the violation of
the terms defined by the cosmic order means disruption, abandonment to
destiny and annihilation.

This justice, both creative and destructive, which seems to protect the Being
against the beings, is the one which Greek tragedy taught'!. The cosmos
appeared as the supreme Good, whose possession still remains an unsatisfied
postulate and it was understood rather as a threat of destruction than as a
positive presence. Participating in this justice was not yet Plato’s prudence (ow-
@ooovvn), but what the Greeks, from Heraclitus to Aeschylus, called owgpo-
veiv!2, At this point one can appeal to the tragic feelings of life supporting the
apollinian idea of the world: among all the beings which justice brings together
for the perfection of the universe, only man has the ability to contemplate the
order and harmony that dominate the world. In this sence, man is a «<heavenly
plant» (ovpaviov utov)'? capable of deepening and developing his
participation in the cosmos. However, of all the creatures that fill the
incomplete world man alone is inclined to move away from his origin and to
contest the universal law which preserves all powers in a divine balance. The
term dewvog (dreadful) used by Sophocles in the famous chorus of Antigone:
«TTOMAG T DELVa ®OVOEV avBpmITOY deLvOTEQOY TEAEL», is the most expressive
way to qualify anything wonderful, supernatural and imposing that exists in
every being that surpasses the measure due to its inherent force. For Sophocles,
as well as for Aeschylus, man remains dewvog because of the excess of his
will'¥, because of Dot (hybris) that impels him to peril the whole system of
the relations that compose the cosmos which he belongs to. For the Greeks, the
supreme fear would be to see this cosmos, which is the condition of every being
and every reality, be jeopardized because of the arbitrariness and exageration of
will, which, once hypostatized, may strike, thunderwise, anyone: Eteocles and
Oedipus as well. Here, what seems to have been significant here it is not the
inner necessity of the action, but the problem of the right set by every human
action. The tragic arises because man ignores how to preserve his right and
always looks for something more. The intensity of the tragic is measured by the
fact that the right, which legitimizes the existence, goes away (petapjaiver) and

10. Ibid.

11. Cf. e.g. AeschLUs, Agam., v. 177: mafier paflos.

12. HERACLITUS, fr. 2 (D.-K.'®): “20vr T AESCH, loc. cit.: surgzovewy,

13. PLaTO, Tim., 90 a.

14. Cf. AESCHVLUS, Libation - Beares, v. 595: uneztatpow 50, SOPHOCLES, Antig., v. 372:
TOMNARS YASY.
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«all is completed in direction of the right»'>. So man, abandoned by the right,
attends helplessly his own destruction and, «there is greater need to extinguish
the hybris than a blazing fire»'® through law in order to restore timeless
presence of the latter. The catharsis (x@Bapo1g) is the means for the restoration
of the equilibrium and of the feeling that the eternal cosmos remains an
unshakable foundation.

The source from which Greek tragedy acquired its «sacred power», and for
which Plato envied it'’ is manifest: to constantly encourage man orient all his
power towards the cosmos and justice, the Greeks have used the reminder,
coming from the scene, of the primitive disorder, out of which man emerge and
which he would never be able to fight off completely, since he is part of it.
While recognizing his own demons in the passions which the tragedy
represented, man had to do his best to protect himself from them, by respecting
the god of justice who «from their hightowering hopes [he] hurleth mankind»'5.
This is the same tower to which Pindarus alludes when he wonders: «Is it from
justice, is it from the unsincere treacheries that the earthly race nises to a higher
tower?»'?, It seems that the criticism of injustice in ancient Greece was founded
neither on the vision of a Dies Irae, historically defined, nor on the nearness of
the eschatological Zero, but on the contemplation of the Good, in other words
of what is the brightest, clearest (pavotarov), and most blessed (evdaLpOVE-
otatov) that exists in the Being?’. It now appears that, in their conception of
justice, the Greeks, poets and philosophers, as well, undertook to express or
restore the link which, according to them, existed between the polis and the
cosmos. Thus justice seems to be the participation of the political order in the
eternal order. Only such a participation allows man to deliver himself from the
«ancient sin»?! and to proceed towards the Being. In this way, the proclamation
of the indipendent character of justice, which «does not loosen its chains and
allows nothing to come to the light of day or disappear, but preserves
unswervingly what exists»??, vigorously indicates the close bond which in
Greece tied together the philosopher and the legislator.

A. CHRISTODOULIDI - MAZARAKI
(Athens)

15. AESCHVLUS, Lib.-B., v. 301-308.

16. HERACLITUS, fr., 43 (D.-K.'®): Ut v shewivar paddov 7, mugnarny.

17. PLATO, Gorg., 502 b; cf. Laws, Z, 817 b-c.

18. AESCHVLUS, Suppliants, vv. 96-68: tanzer 6 eAmidem a3’ whimusywy navewhers 6207003,

19. PINDARUS, fr. 213 (Schrider).

20. PLATO, Rep., Z,518 ¢; 532 ¢; 526 ¢.

21. AESCHVLUS, Agam., v. 1197,

22. PARMENIDES, fr. 8, 13-15 (D.-K.'%): 700 etvexev oute yevesOar 00" ahdusba avrze Aier
yahagaga TEGTT, XN’ Eye.



Akadnuia ABnvwv / Academy of Athens

COSMOS AND DIKE -

«KOZMOZ» KAI «AIKH» ZTHN APXAIA EAAHNIKH AIANOHZH
Megiinyn

Ol "EMAnveg (¢ yvwotod avalnrovoav Ty Toaynatizomta xai my 6pbo-
AOYIROTNTA OTOV QVTIRELPEVIXO #Oopo. “Etol 10 mvebua dvaxalOgbn:e
OVTLHELUEVLXA OTO (PUOLKO OO0 MG ApyN THS TAENS Tov, THS OHoOPLas ®al
TS ®ivnomng Tov. "Apa 1O OVWTaV CVREOVa PHE TNV aoyaia EAANVLKT avTiin-
Y aotehel pua TdEn, Evav xoouo 6 OMOLOg EVIAOOEL OF pud TEAEW (OpO-
VRN %Ol TETEQQOPEVN OAOTNTA THY Amewpia TV duvatoTiTwy Tig Omoleg 1
@UON TEAYRATOVEL MG almvia ®ivnom yévvnong. "AAAwote ol "EAAnveg ava-
wAAvpav T AOYLRN RaOVOVIXOTNTA ®al TV GpPOvVIKY OAOTNHTa MOV JETOVV
T OYEOELS KAl TIS HKLVNOELS TOD OVUTAVTOS OF Ll (WTOQMAOLOTLAT OTLYUN THS
lotoplag Tovg, OTov MeTa TN OLEAEVON WLAC TEQLOOOY OTAoEWY Embupovoay
v eyxabidpovon pac moltxiic T@Eng faowopévng oty igovouia. Zmv 1a-
En xai oty dopovia 1o ovptavrog avardhivpav Oyl povo Ty Ex@oaon
wag attuwdovg avayratomnrag dihd xai wag Belag datoovwvng (dixng),
i Omolag N ATépavIn dMULOVOYLXT XUl RATAOTRETTIXN dvvaun elval 1 ov-
CevEn dvtimbépevov EEovoudv xai apa N mpoimdbeon thg agbapoiag Tob
OVIITAVTOC.

A. XPIZTOAOYAIAH-MAZAPAKH
("ABfvar)



