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The View of God by Plato and Aristotle:
Does God Care For Man ?

Akira MIKAMI

Does ‘god’ care for men? Plato’s the Laws X and Aristotle’s Metaphysics A indicate
a certain amount of answer to this question. The purpose of this paper is to examine
critically the views of Plato and Aristolte concerning divine providence as are seen in

these portions.

1 Plato’'s the Laws X

Plato intends to prove the proposition that god cares for men by the following three
arguments:

1 the demonstration that gods exist (893B-899D)

2 the demonstration that gods care for men (300B-903A)

3 the story in order to pursuade that gods care for men (903B-905D)

1 The argument that gods exist (893B-899D)
This argument is based on the following two suppositions:
(1) the supposition that the soul originally exists (893C-897B)
(2) the supposition that the soul is god.

Plato tries to prove (1) by using an argument of ‘movement’ (xzvzoig). Scholars have
different opinions about the validity of the argument. By and large the argument
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seems to be unsuccessful. Accordingly (1) is not established.
This comes to mean that (2) is based on an unestablished supposition. Besides, (2)
involves further three suppositions yet to prove. They are as follows:
1) that there exist two kinds of soul (896E)
2) that the good soul is god (899B)
3) that there exists the best, omniscient, and omnipotent god.

1) raises three difficulties, that is, A) an assumption of ‘evil soul’, B) an assumption
of ‘soul with intellect’, C) the problem of how the soul moves the universe. A) is
inconsistent with Plato’s overall view which sees a close connection between the soul
and rationality. B) is based on the view that the movement of the soul is similar to that
of the vovc in that it is a revolving movement. But this does not lead to the conclusion
that the soul with revolving movement has necessarily an intellect. C) is not given any
substantial solution.

2) is based on the unproven assumption that the good soul has ethical merits, which
is a leap in argument. It is questionable whether the yux# as the cause of movement
is an object of worship which can be called ‘god’.

Judging from above, the demonstration of the existence of god seems to be unsuc-
cessful. It is a groundless claim to insist that gods have such epithets as ‘best’,

‘omniscient’, and ‘omnipotent’, since the existence of gods in itself is uncertain.

2 The demonstration that gods care for men (900B-903A)

This argument has three important problems to deal with, that is, (1) the problem
that it is an argument based on an unestablished presupposition, (2) the problem of the
relation between god of the Laws and that of Timaeus, (3) the problem of the nature of
Plato’s god.

(1) This is an ‘ontological’ demonstration whose presupposition has not yet been
established as was shown above.

(2) Timaeus has three candidates for the best soul of the Laws, that is, the good (70
&1, 68E), the Demiurge (Snucovpyode, 28A, 29A), and the soul of the universe. Plato’s
approach to the problem of god seems to be neither dogmatic nor conclusive.

(3) Is Plato’s god ‘the god’ of natural philosophy or ‘gods’ of traditional religion?
Plato seems to have tried to connect gods of mythology with the god of theology, which
was a demand on him, for he was a citizen of an concrete city-state who lived in a

reality of history.

3 The story in order to pursuade that gods care for men (903B-905D)
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Taken alone, philosophical arguments are not enough to pursuade a youth who
doubts the justice of god. Plato tells him a story which charms his emotions as well
as intellect. This story involves the issues of (1) which Plato prefers, the singular god
or the plural gods, (2) how he understands the problem of ‘evil’.

(1) Plato wavers between plural ‘gods’ and the singular ‘god’. This is taken to signify
that for Plato theology was obliged to cooperate with religion because of practical
needs.

(2) Plato answers the problem of ‘theodicy’ from perspectives of 1) teleclogical view
of the universe (903B-D) and 2) a corrected retribution theory (903D-905D).

1) On the basis of his teleological assurance Plato insists that evil is ‘an appearance’,
that is, non-existent insofar as it applies only to part, not to the whole (904B) , and that
it contributes to the perfection of the whole (905B-C).

2) Plato adopts the opus operandi that man reaps the seed that he has sown, instead
of an idea of punishment inflicted upon directly by god.

IT Aristotle’s Metaphysics

Does Aristotle’s god care for men?

1 This question presupposes an idea of personal god and is susceptible to criticism.
But Aristotle’s philosophy is not necessarily opposed to popular religion. The issue of
god’s providence is appropriate to him, too.

2 Aristotle’s god is ‘the unmovable mover’ (7o &xivyrov xtvovv).

(1) This view of god overcomes the difficulty of endless regress in an attempt to
search the ultimate cause and warrants its status as prime mover and ultimate cause
of all movements.

(2) The prime mover is a ‘complete reality’ (vredéxeca)

(3) The prime mover causes movement as teleological cause, that is, as the object of
desire, thought, and love.

(4) The prime mover is ‘the god’ (6 feo¢). Itis ‘living’. Aristotle’s supreme existence,
too, can be spoken in terms of natural philosophy as well as theology.

(5) The activity of god is ‘thinking’ (vénore, ch.7. 1072b13 ff). The object of his
thinking is himself (vénore vosoews). This must not be taken to mean that god does
not care for men. The vov¢ here seems to mean ‘insight’.

(6) How far does the direct working of god as teleological cause reach? Aristotle
seems to imply that the prime mover as teleological cause effects its direct influence
not only upon the supreme heaven but also upon sublunary world. The prime mover,
being a metaphysical magnet, works upon all natural potentialities and lead them to
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their actualization and the acceptance of their forms.
Yet this view of god does not guarantee the identification of the prime mover with
the Demiurge. The Platonic creator who cares for men and rules the universe as King

is foreign to the Aristotelian prime mover.

3 What does Aristotle tell about the problem of evil? He seems to have no concern
to the problem of theodicy as far as the Metaphysics A is concerned. Aristotle’s god
cannot think of ‘the worst thing’ (76 yeipeorov, ch. 7. 1074b31 2).

To conclude, Plato’s god cares for men. He brings the victory of good and the defeat
of evil to fulfillment throughout all eternity and the whole universe. Aristotle’s god
also cares for men in his own manner. He is living and working as ‘purpose and end’
(r€do¢) which is immanent in the whole heavens and the whole nature, and is being
yearned after by the whole nature including human beings. The arguments of Plato
and Aristotle on divine providence are not free from criticism. They leave many
problems to be tackled on. But they undeniably occupy an significant place as

preliminaries for strenuos studies on the part of future generations.



