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Second, to the contrary, nous (reason) seems to have a wider range of meaning and
import than is found in Plato’s usage and meaning of the term and virtue of phronesis. For
instance, in the Laws, nous means:

(1) to simply have sense or reason (see 693b4, c3, c7, with 701d9; 687¢5-7 with 688b6-7;
688e6-7 with 687¢8-9);

(2) the immortal element of mind in human beings (713e8-714a2);
(3) divine reasoning embodied in legislation (713e);
(4) the cosmic and divine principle of Mind in the universe (Book X).

The most telling evidence to advance the interpretation (as I propose here) is that, only in
Plato’s Laws does wisdom qua phronesis come to encompass practical philosophical and
political “knowledge” (Laws 951b), as possessed by philosopher-lawmakers and rulers
(961d-962; 964d3-10; 963a9-10; 965a1-2). By contrast, in the Republic, Plato uses ‘sophia’
to indicate the philosophical, political virtue of wisdom (428c12-d3; cf. 429al-3).

Further, unlike Plato’s theory in the Republic, in the Laws, Plato’s theory of phronesis
(wisdom) also includes the newly formulated philosophical arts of judicial and aesthetic
judgment (659a4; 656a2; 690b10; cf. 627¢-628a5), legal rhetoric, and, most important, the art
of law making. Finally, the complete wisdom of philosopher-rulers and legislators is also to
include, or be derived from, philosophical, dialectical understanding of unchanging reason
and principles underlying legislation, the cosmos, and the gods (967d4-968a4).

In the Laws, the practical aspect of wisdom, as included in the term and virtue of
phronesis, is directed at the political art of legislation. Both the practical political arts, and the
philosophical training and knowledge of philosopher-rulers aim to impart the ability to be
“expert” legislators, who create and change law for the better (see 770a5-10; 770b4-cl;
769a9-el; 803a; 858a-b). The Nocturnal Council is the central legislative body of the
government of the State in the Laws (964c-¢).”> All members of this Council hold political
and legal offices and possess significant political skill, experience, and powers. These
legislative, ruling officials of the State must face their own challenge when pursuing political
wisdom: to target and to hit the overriding aim of the many particular and diverse laws of the
State. As Plato states, “If someone were to be plainly ignorant as regards the political mark to
be aimed at, would that person, first of all, deserve the title of magistrate, and secondly, ... be
able to secure the salvation of that object concerning the aim of which one knows nothing at
all (962a8-b2)?” Because of their practical, political training along with their philosophical
studies, Plato believes that the Nocturnal Council would be better able to comprehend the
overall aim of legislation and to find the means to implement it (962b1-c2; cf. 962d7-

15.Barker thinks that the Nocturnal Council contains 40 members, p. 400, Note #2. Morrow claims that the number of
members is “much smaller” than 75, p. 223.
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963a5)."®

The other key aspect of the philosopher’s legislative and executive wisdom is rhetoric."’
Rhetoric is the art needed to fulfill the central practical aim of legislation to impart virtue, and
thereby to bring about both individual and social justice in individuals and in society. Plato
observes, “For of all studies, that of legal regulations, provided they be rightly framed, will
prove the most efficacious in making the learner a better person; for were it not so, it would
be in vain that our divine and admirable law bears a name akin to reason” (957¢3-10; 714a;
835a)."® Hence, rhetorical Prefaces before the laws must be written that aim to instill well-
reasoned virtue and principled citizens, and to instill mutual understanding and respect
between citizens and their elected officials.'® Otherwise, social and political harmony in the
State would not be achieved rationally or freely.

For citizens to become just, Plato’s Laws strongly maintains that citizens must do more
than internalize the actual restrictions and allowances of the Laws themselves. It is equally
important, or even more so, that they internalize the rationale underlying laws. Thus, the
political, philosophical arts of law making and rhetoric are indispensable parts of the wisdom
(phronesis) of philosopher-rulers, if they are to fulfill one of the central aims of legislation.
Along with civic friendship, “the lawgiver must try to implant in the state as much wisdom
(phronesis and sophia) as possible (688b3; 687¢8; 688e5; 693c4).

In addition, for Plato, one cannot understand the world, oneself, and human society
without ongoing investigations and theoretical accounts along cosmologic and theological
lines. Recall that in Phaedo Plato argued that when the soul communes with the unchanging
Forms, it is in a state “called wisdom” (79d1-8). Thus, Book X of the Laws attempts to
demonstrate that when the philosopher contemplates and understands how the Rational
World-Soul communes with the Forms and the Good, his or her soul will be in a state called
‘wisdom.” My examination (1993) stands in contrast to the common interpretation that
Plato’s theology is essential more for the good of the State than for its own intrinsic value:
Contrary to the claims of other scholars on Plato’s Laws, such as Stalley (1983), Planinc

16.Plato likens the philosopher-ruler of the Council to an expert crafts-person, since both must know the “one” in order
to organize everything with a single eye towards it (965b5-c4).

17.In contrast to the Laws, in the Statesman Plato argued that the art of rhetoric does not specifically belong to art of the
Statesman (304¢8-¢l).

18.Plato makes a rhetorical pun between ‘nous-nomos’ (‘reason-law’), even though there is no valid etymological
connection between these two words.

19.According to Plato’s view, virtue results primarily from rational persuasion and the educative factor of an explanatory
rhetorical Preface before the explicit statement of the law, rather than from the actual statement and force of the law (see
718b; 811d-e).
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(1991), Seung (1996), without his theology, Plato does not have a complete theory of wisdom,
of virtue, or of philosophic leadership in the Laws.?

Conclusion

Ultimately, for Plato, this strikingly broad view of wisdom in the Laws is consistent
with a life-long effort to articulate common links between practical and theoretical knowledge,
on the one hand, and virtue on the other. The possession of philosophical wisdom always
involves more than knowing that something is true, good, and just, and even more than
knowing why. The possession of practical wisdom necessarily involves the ability to
implement this knowledge in practice in one’s own life, in human society, and in relation to
gods (see Republic 539d8-540b10; 509a). In light of these diverse readings and their
interpretations, one discovers a new interplay between sophia and phronesis in Plato’s theory
of wisdom in the Laws, one that is quite different both from Plato’s earlier views of wisdom,
and from Aristotle’s distinctions between practical and theoretical wisdom.

To recapitulate the findings of the foregoing analysis, Plato’s final theorizing shows
critical developments and refinements. Notably, sophia no longer represents primarily a
theoretical, philosophical wisdom, as it does in the Republic, and as it becomes exclusively
defined by Aristotle. Rather, sophia is closely akin to Plato’s own earlier conception of
wisdom in relation to temperance in his Socratic dialogues. In his final view of these same
virtues, Plato still maintains that the highest (or best) inner harmony requires sophia, which is
to be understood as psychic and interpersonal self-knowledge. Yet, unlike his previous views,
Plato prefigures Aristotle in his notion of phronesis. In the Laws, phronesis is thereby
necessarily enlarged in definition, broadened in range and application, because it represents
the wisdom and philosophy required for philosophers, qua lawmakers and rulers, to meet the
requirements of a partly democratic society, government, and citizenry.”'
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