CHAPTER 4
Before the Creation of Time in Plato’s Timaeus

Daniel Vazquez

4.1 A Puzzle in Timaeus’ Cosmogony

In the Timaeus, Plato offers a detailed account of the beginning of the cosmos. In
this account, a god creates an ordered, living, and intelligent cosmos by looking at
a perfect model. Unlike the Christian god, who creates out of nothing,! the god in
the Timaeus creates from a pre-existing receptacle and some traces of fire, water,
air, and earth, which move in a disorderly fashion (Timaeus 30a2-6; 52d2—53b7;
69a6—cs5). Along with the cosmos, the god also creates time:

Now when the Father who had begotten the universe observed it set in
motion and alive, a thing that had come to be as a shrine for the everlast-
ing gods, he was well pleased, and in his delight he thought of making it
more like its model still. So, as the model was itself an everlasting Living
Thing, he set himself to bringing this universe to completion in such a
way that it, too, would have that character to the extent that was possible.
Now it was the Living Thing’s nature to be eternal, but it isn't possible to
bestow eternity fully upon anything that is begotten (genneétos). And so he
began to think of creating? a moving image of eternity: at the same time
as he brought order to the universe, he would create an eternal image,
moving according to number, of eternity remaining in unity. This number,
of course, is what we now call ‘time’.

Timaeus 37c6—d73

1 For the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (creation out of nothing), its history, biblical support, and

Christian and Jewish proponents, see Erasmus (2018) and Anderson and Bockmuehl (2018).
Plato uses the verb poieo, “to produce,” “to make” or “to create” (out of something).
Unless otherwise stated, translations are by Zeyl (2000) with minor modifications. The Greek
reads: ‘Q¢ 8¢ xtwBev adtd xail {Gv événaey TV ddiwv Bedv yeyovds dyaiua 6 yevwhoag Tatip,
Nydadn te xat edppavlels €Tt 3Y) pdMov duotov mpdg T mapddetypa émevénaey dmepydoaabal.
xabdmep odv adTd Tuyydvel {Pov &idiov 8y, xal 68 T v oltwg elg Svapy meyelpyoe Totobtov
dmotehelv. N pév odv tod Lhov @lals étlyyavey odoa alwviog, xal Todto pév 81 1@ YevwnT®
TAVTEADS TpoadTew odx Hv Suvartdy: elxm § Emevdel xvytdy Tvar aldvog Totfioa, xol Staxoaudv
Buor oVpavdY ToLED pévovTog aldvog év évi xart dptBudv lodoav aldviov eixdva, Tobrtov 8v 1 xpdvov
GOVOUAXOILEV.
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112 VAZQUEZ

Despite what Plato writes in this passage, the Timaeus contains numerous ref-
erences to the state of affairs before the creation of time.* This gives rise to a
famous puzzle: the creation of time seems inconsistent with the description of
events that happened before its creation. Could something happen before time
was created? Could time be created at all? What is the most charitable way to
read the text?

Plato scholars react to this puzzle in two ways. Some (a) defend the con-
sistency of the Timaeus’ account, whereas others (b) acknowledge the incon-
sistency but minimize its importance. There are different ways to defend the
first alternative. Many believe, for example, that the cosmogony (a1) is just a
metaphor. They see no inconsistency because the creation of the cosmos and
time is a metaphor that stands for relations of ontological dependence, not
events in an actual timeline.’

Other scholars (a2) read the cosmogony as a literal and consistent descrip-
tion of facts but argue that the creation of time refers only to “cosmic time,” a
time inextricably linked to counting and measuring the regular movements of
the celestial bodies. Obviously, before the creation of the celestial bodies and
its movement, there is no cosmic time. But there is an implicit “pre-cosmic
time,” uncreated and unmeasurable. When Plato refers to events before the
creation of time, he means things that happened before the celestial bodies
were created; a time before people could count days or years.6

A more recent proposal understands the cosmogony as (a3) a counterfac-
tual scenario. Here the description of a pre-cosmic stage of the universe is
meant literally, but only as a thought experiment of what things would look
like if we could—per impossibile—subtract god’s actions from the picture.” If
the god were not permanently sustaining the cosmic order, then there would

4 See Ti. 53a2—bs, 52d2—53b7, 69a6—cs.

5 Modern advocates of this reading are, among others, Taylor (1928), Cornford (1935), Cherniss
(1944), Taran (1971), Brisson (1998), and Fronterotta (2003).

6 The modern champion of this view is Vlastos (1939, 1964), but see also Hackforth (1959),
Guthrie (1978, 300-304), and Mohr (1985). The dispute between a literal and a metaphorical
reading goes back to Plato’s immediate successors. See Aristotle, Ph. 251b17 and Cael. 279b33—
280az2. For more on this and the ancient discussion, see chapter 2 in this volume and footnote
11, below.

7 Let me be clear about the difference between a metaphorical and counterfactual reading. In
a metaphorical reading, temporal terms stand in for ontological relations of dependency. In
contrast, in a counterfactual reading, temporal terms are read literally. The description of the
pre-cosmos is what would literally happen if only we could subtract god’s action.
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BEFORE THE CREATION OF TIME IN PLATO’S TIMAEUS 113

be only a huge cosmic mess. Since the pre-cosmos and the cosmogony are not
factual, the account’s consistency is preserved.®

Alternatively, some acknowledge that there is inconsistency in Timaeus’ cos-
mogony but downplay its importance (b1).® We find some support for this last
view at Timaeus 29c4—d3, where Timaeus warns us that some inconsistencies in
his account are unavoidable:

Don't be surprised then, Socrates, if it turns out repeatedly that we won't be
able to produce accounts on a great many subjects—on gods or the com-
ing to be of the universe—that are completely and perfectly consistent and
accurate. Instead, if we can come up with accounts no less likely than any,
we ought to be content, keeping in mind that both I, the speaker, and you,
the judges, are only human. So, we should accept the likely tale on these
matters. It behooves us not to look for anything beyond this.1°

Each of these alternatives has serious consequences for our reading of Timaeus’
cosmology. The decision determines, for example, whether the cosmos has
always existed or had a punctual beginning. If the cosmogony is a metaphor
or a counterfactual scenario, then the cosmos has always existed. Otherwise,
it had a beginning. Our interpretation of the cosmogony also affects the way
we conceive of divine causation. If it is a description of facts, then the god
is an active agent that produces the cosmos. But if the cosmogony is a coun-
terfactual, the god could instead be a continuous, sustaining cause. If we
assume the creation is metaphorical, the causation at play could be only for-
mal. Ultimately, the very nature of time is at stake. Depending on our reading,
either time is everlasting and without limits at both ends, or it has a beginning
and is unlimited only toward the future.!!

8 The clearest advocates of this proposal are Carone 2004 and chapter 3 in this volume.
See also Burnyeat 2005, 163. Brisson and Fronterotta sometimes refer to the cosmogony
as some sort of thought experiment, even if they endorse a metaphorical reading of the
Timaeus at a more general level. See Brisson 1998, 297 and Fronterotta 2010. For discus-
sion and a different alternative, see Johansen 2004, 89—91.

9 See, for example, Sedley 2007, 98-110.

10 24 odv, @ Zdxpateg, oM TOMGY Tépt, Beddv xald TH Tod Tavtds yevéoews, wiy duvarol
yryvoueba mavty mavtwg adTodg £quTol OUOAOYOUMEVOUS AdYoug xal AmyxpBwuévoug
dmododval, wiy Bawpdoys SN €dv dpa undevds Artov Tapeympedor elndtag, dyamdy xew,
MEMVNUEVOUS G O Aéywy &yt DETS Te of xpttal Oaty dvBpwmivyy Exopey, MaTe Tepl TOUTWY TOV
elxdta pbBov dmodeyopévoug mpémet TovToL P dev ETt mEpa GTely.

11 For even more replies to this puzzle, see Sorabji (1988, ch. 17) and Baltes (1996). In antiq-
uity, Aristotle, Plutarch, Atticus, the Epicureans and probably Polemo, Antiochus, Cicero,
Severus, Harpocriton, and other Platonists read the cosmogony in a literal way; see Sedley

Daniel Vazquez - 9789004504691
Downloaded from Brill.com02/19/2022 07:52:14AM
via free access



114 VAZQUEZ

In this chapter, I defend reading Timaeus’ creation of the cosmos and time
as a consistent, literal, and factual account (i.e., a new [a2] reading).1? To this
end, I shall answer the main objections scholars raise against this type of read-
ing. However, instead of assuming or positing some sort of pre-cosmic time,
like previous (a2) readings, I argue that in the Timaeus, Plato puts a lot of effort
into showing that time presupposes but is not identified with a mere succes-
sion of events (i.e.,, an unbounded sequence where events can be placed in
before, after, and simultaneous relations).

My main purpose, however, is not to persuade everybody that my reading
of the text is the correct one—after all, scholars tend to be stubborn on this
issue. But I do wish to clarify the assumptions under which it becomes a sen-
sible and fruitful interpretation. In what follows, I will first assess the state of
the debate and the most common objections to the traditional interpretations.
Then, I will discuss some of my exegetical principles and articulate my reading
of the Timaean cosmogony and time. Finally, I will evaluate whether my read-
ing delivers on what I have promised.

4.2 Assessment of the Contemporary Debate

Scholars have offered strong objections to both a metaphorical cosmogony (i.e.,
a1) and the possibility of a consistent and factual creation (i.e., a2). The main
problem with the first one is that—despite its illustrious pedigree and wide-
spread acceptance—some passages seem to rule it out. For example, scholars
often quote Timaeus 28b2—c5 as evidence against a metaphorical reading:

(2007,107). The Stoics also seem to have developed their cosmology from a literal reading
of Plato. See Sedley 2002. However, the metaphorical interpretation was the most wide-
spread reading of the text in the Academy and Neoplatonic circles. Supporters of this
reading include Speusippus, Xenocrates, Crantor, and Proclus. See Guthrie (1978, 303) and
Carone (2004, 1. 2). Finally, in some passages, Simplicius seems to suggest that the cos-
mogony is a counterfactual. See In Cael. 303.34—304.12.

12 Notice that a description of facts does not need to be perfectly accurate. It is committed
to the existence of certain facts, but as a description, it only needs to be appropriate or
reasonable given the available evidence, human limitations, or its announced purpose.
For example, if a worker narrates an incident that happened at work, she might not get all
the details right, but as far as she presents it as an incident, she commits herself to its
factuality. She is claiming that what she describes really happened, even if there are some
holes in her account. In that sense, a factual interpretation is compatible with the status
of the speech as an eikos mythos. For more on this, see footnote 22 below; for discussion,
see chapters 2 and 3 in this volume.
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BEFORE THE CREATION OF TIME IN PLATO’S TIMAEUS 115

Now as to the whole universe or world order [kosmos]—Ilet’s just call
it by whatever name is most acceptable in a given context—there is a
question we need to consider first. This is the sort of question one should
begin with in inquiring into any subject. Has it always existed? Was there
no origin from which it came to be? Or did it come to be and take its start
from some origin? It has come to be. For it is both visible and tangible
and it has a body—and all things of that kind are perceptible. And, as we
have shown,'3 perceptible things are grasped by opinion, which involves
sense perception. As such, they are things that come to be, things that are
begotten. Further, we maintain that, necessarily, that which comes to be
must come to be by the agency of some cause. Now to find the maker and
father of this universe [to pan] is hard enough, and even if I succeeded, to
declare him to everyone is impossible.1*

In this passage, Timaeus seems to clearly state that the cosmos had a begin-
ning. Scholars point out, for example, the contrast between what “always
existed” and the cosmos’ status as something that “has come to be” (see also
Timaeus 27c4-5), and the need of the agency of some cause to bring the cos-
mos into existence.!®

Scholars also raise strong objections against reading the cosmogony as a
consistent description of facts (i.e., a2). Four objections stand out. The first one
argues that (i) the text rules out a “pre-cosmic time” (see Timaeus 37e4—38a8).
A second objection contends that (ii) a factual cosmogony is incompatible

13 See Ti. 27d5—28a4.

14 6O mg ovpavds—) xdapog ¥ xal dAo &tt Toté dvopaldpevos pdhat dv déxotto, 006’ Mty
avopdodu—axemtéov 8 obv mepl adtod TpdToV, SMEp Umbueltan mepl TovTog v dpxf) detv
axomely, moTepov v del, yevéaewg dpymv Exwv obdeplow, 1) yéyovey, 4’ dpxhis Tvog dpEdpevog.
YEYOVEV: OpaTOS Yap ATTOG TE EaTwv xarl o Eywv, TavTa O Ta Totadta aiodntd, Ta & alodytd,
388y mepmtd pet aloBoen, Yryvopeve xal Yeywtd épdvy. ¢ & ad yevouéve oty O
abriov Tvdg dvdryrpy evar yevéabat. Tov pév odv oty xol Tartépa T008e Tod mavTds edpely
Te £pyov xal edpévTa elg mdvtag ddvvatov Aéyev: One may worry that if the passage implies
a punctual beginning, the argument does not work. It would illicitly conclude that the
cosmos came to be from the fact that we can perceive becoming in the sense of constant
change. But the contrast between yryvéuevov xai amoMiuevov (“comes to be and passes
away”) at Ti. 28a3 indicates that Timaeus refers here not only to constant change but also
to the fact that perceptible things come to be and pass away. This is also emphasized by
yryvopeva xal yevwnta at Ti. 28c1—2.

15  Many of the difficulties with the metaphorical reading were already found in Alexander
of Aphrodisias (ap. Philoponus, De aet. mundi 214, 10—20; 215, 4216, 6; and Simpl., In Cael.
297.26—298.16). See Sorabji 1988, 275. For other strong objections against the metaphor-
ical reading see Vlastos 1939, 1964; Skemp 1942, 111; Hackforth 1959; Sorabji 1988, ch. 17;
Johansen 2004, 48-68; Sedley 2007, 98-110.
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116 VAZQUEZ

with the immutable relation the god maintains with the world (see Timaeus
42e5—6; see also Republic 381c1-10). Some people also point out that (iii) this
interpretation contradicts important Platonic doctrines found elsewhere. For
example, the claims that souls are not generated and are the cause of all motion
(Phaedrus 245c5—246a2; Laws X, 892a1-bz2), or that generation and destruc-
tion are a pair that go hand in hand (Republic 546a2). Finally, some worry that
(iv) a literal cosmogony cannot say why the world was created at the specific
moment it was created and not sooner or later.16

Although many people still assume or support these two interpretations
(a1 or az), the discussion is at a standstill. Scholars often rephrase the same
objections and offer the same passages for choosing one interpretation over
the other.'” At this point, you might think that the two remaining options—
understanding the cosmogony as a counterfactual scenario (a3) or concluding
that the inconsistency is not so serious after all (b1)—become the most plausi-
ble solutions to our puzzle.

However, when it is closely scrutinized, I find serious difficulties with the
suggestion that the cosmogony could be a counterfactual scenario (a3). I see
three main reasons to reject it. The most obvious one is that the textual sup-
port is weak. The passage often mentioned as hinting at a counterfactual cos-
mogony is found in the description of the pre-cosmos at Timaeus 53a7-bs:

Indeed, it is a fact that before this took place the four kinds all lacked
proportion and measure, and at the time the ordering of the universe was
undertaken, fire, water, earth and air initially possessed certain traces of
what they are now. They were indeed in the condition one would expect

16 See Cicero, Nat. D. 1 18-23 (LS13G); Carone 2004; Johansen 2004, 9o. For other objections,
see Taran 1971; Baltes 1996; Dillon 1997.

17  One exception is Johansen (2004, 90—91) who—crediting Myles Burnyeat for the idea—
offers a way to avoid both a metaphorical reading and most of the objections raised
against reading the text as a consistent factual account. He suggests that the cosmogony
is perpetually occurring as the world tends to chaos, and the god continuously intervenes
to fix it. The pre-cosmos could be a disorder that either happens occasionally or is just
potentially prior to the Demiurge’s intervention. But just as in the metaphorical reading,
this view struggles to explain the use of the perfect tense gegonen (“has come to be”) at
Ti. 28b7. If the creation of the cosmos is a recurrent or continuous event, why did Plato
not use the imperfect instead of the perfect tense? The same objection applies to Carone
(2004), who thinks that the perfect tense could cover the meaning of the imperfect.
Moreover, Ti. 31b, 37d, and 38b6-c6 discard the possibility that the disorder occasionally
happens after the cosmos has already come to be. If the pre-cosmos only occurs poten-
tially but counterfactually, then Johansen’s view collapses into (a3), in which case, see the
objections above.
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BEFORE THE CREATION OF TIME IN PLATO’S TIMAEUS 117

for anything whenever (hotan) the god is absent from it. So, finding them
in this natural condition, the first thing the god then did was to give them
their distinctive shapes, using forms and numbers.1

The pre-cosmic state occurs whenever the god is absent from the things in
the cosmos. Now, if one adds the thought that god would never abandon the
world, since that would compromise his immutable relationship with it, then
a counterfactual reading of this passage becomes more appealing. However,
the text never really suggests that the pre-cosmos may not have happened. It
indicates that it happened and could in principle happen again—although it
would not. Moreover, Critias 106a3—4 seems to completely discard this pos-
sibility: “Now I offer my prayer to that god [i.e., the cosmos] who came to be
long ago in reality, but who has just now been created in my words” [t d¢
Tply Mév dAal ot Epyw, viv 3& Adyols dptt Be@ yeyovdtt mpooelyouat].l® More
importantly, even if Timaeus 53a8—b4 allows a counterfactual reading of the
cosmogony, it seems, then, that we should not only suppose that there is no
cosmos but that there is no time either. Timaeus 53b3—4 suggests god’s com-
plete absence, and both time and the cosmos seem inextricably linked.2? But if
that is so, either the description of the pre-cosmos is metaphorical, or we have
to assume there is some type of pre-cosmic time, which are prospects this kind
of reading was supposedly trying to avoid. Finally, in the counterfactual inter-
pretation of the cosmogony, the god seems to collapse into the World Soul.
Although some scholars are ready to accept this consequence, it seems to rely
on assuming an even more widely metaphorical reading of the Timaeus.
Should we then settle for the interpretation that accepts the inconsis-
tency but minimizes its importance (b1)? One could still complain that even
if Timaeus recognizes that inconsistencies will remain, claiming some things
happen before the creation of time cannot be covered by this because it is
not a minor slip. On the contrary, it is an inconsistency that threatens to col-
lapse the whole cosmological account. Accepting this inconsistency makes the
Timaeus' cosmology not a likely story but an impossible one. Thus, the real

18 xal 6 pév &Y mpd TovTou Tdvta TadT elyev dAdywe xal duétpwg: 8te & énexelpetto xoopelodat
70 v, hp TEdTOV Xt Udwp wal YA xai dépa, tyvy pev Exovta, mavtdmaat ye uiv Saxeipeva
Gomep eixdg Exew dmav Stav dmf) Twog Beds, oltw Y Téte mMepuéTa Tabta TEGTOV
Sieaympartioato eideat e xai dptdpols.

19  Translated by Diskin Clay in Cooper and Hutchinson 1997. The authenticity of the Critias
has recently been doubted by Rashed and Auffret (2017) but this has been thoroughly
debunked by Tarrant (2019). For a different reading of this passage, see chapter 3.2 in this
volume.

20  See Ti. 38b6—7, quoted below.
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question is whether we can offer something better than biting the bullet and
accepting the inconsistency.

4.3 Cosmogony without Inconsistency

In this section, I first explain the methodological considerations and assump-
tions that make my interpretation a plausible solution to the puzzle of the cre-
ation of time. Then, I offer my proposal and show how it avoids objections
previous scholars have raised against similar interpretations.

4.31  Methodology

Some exegetical principles operate in the background of discussions about
Timaeus’ cosmogony. Interpretations often originate from different starting
points and assumptions, and when these are not made explicit, the discussion
gets muddled. To avoid this risk, let me briefly state five exegetical principles
I presuppose in my interpretation. Some of them sound obvious and common-
sensical but will become crucial to the resistance of certain objections and
explain the appeal of a factual reading of the cosmogony.

My first exegetical principle is that (EP1) for any account, coherence implies
and is better than consistency, which, in turn, is preferable to inconsistency.?!
Second, I think (EP2) that all things being equal, the more explanatory an
interpretation, the better (i.e., if an interpretation leaves certain elements
unexplained, that counts as a disadvantage). Furthermore, I assume (EP3) a
literal reading of a text is preferable to a metaphorical one unless we find clear
evidence of a frame setting the metaphor, or the literal meaning of the pas-
sage is unintelligible (internally and in conjunction with the rest of the text).2
A fourth principle establishes the following hierarchy: (EP4) having textual
evidence for X is preferable to simply inferring X from the main text. But infer-
ences from the main text are preferable to referring to quotes from other texts.
All this is better than providing missing premises that cannot be inferred but

21 I use “consistent account” to refer to an account without contradictions, whereas I use
“coherent account” to mean a consistent account whose parts fit together to form a whole.

22 The status of Timaeus’ speech has been widely discussed and I will not examine this issue
here. However, it should suffice to say that the phrases eikds logos and eikos mythos are not
clear evidence for a metaphorical reading. If T offer a likely or probable story of my long-
forgotten childhood, I do not need to resort to metaphors. I can offer a literal account
(I mean what I am saying) that aims to be factual (I am not embellishing anything nor
taking any poetical license). For discussion see Johansen 2004, ch. 3; Burnyeat 2005;
Betegh 2010.
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BEFORE THE CREATION OF TIME IN PLATO’S TIMAEUS 119

are compatible with the textual evidence. That is better still than resorting to
claims with no textual support that are incompatible, contradictory, or, worse,
that require emending the main text on contentious philosophical grounds
alone. Finally, I assume that (EP5) internal coherence and consistency of a text
is more important than coherence and consistency between different texts
from the same author (or with later interpreters), even when the latter is still
desirable if allowed by the other exegetical principles.

According to this, whenever possible, we should prefer a literal, coherent
reading, based on textual evidence and inferences directly deriving from it.
Furthermore, we should give priority to the internal coherence of a text and
the explanatory power of a given interpretation. Finally, the overall purpose is
to uphold these principles together, avoiding as far as possible the fulfilment of
one of them at the expense of another (e.g., achieving coherence by forcing a
metaphorical reading that has not enough textual support).

4.3.2  Defense of a Consistent and Factual Cosmogony

4.3.2.1 Time Means Cosmic Time

I agree with previous defenses of a factual cosmogony (i.e., az) regarding
claims that in the Timaeus, chronos (“time”) refers only to cosmic time. That
is to say that time in the Timaeus is created, measurable, regular, dependent
on recurring motion, and linked to the life and movement of the celestial bod-
ies.22 Consider for example Timaeus 37e1-38a8:

For before the heavens came to be, there were no days or nights, no
months or years. But now, at the same time as he framed the heavens, he
devised their coming to be. These all are parts of time, and was and will
be are forms of time that have come to be. Such notions we unthinkingly
but incorrectly apply to everlasting being. For we say that it was and is
and will be, but according to the true account only is is appropriately said
of it. Was and will be are properly said about the becoming that passes
in time, for these two are motions. But that which is always changeless
and motionless cannot become either older or younger in the course of
time—it neither ever became so, nor is it now such that it has become so,
nor will it ever be so in the future. And all in all, none of the character-
istics that becoming has bestowed upon the things that are borne about
in the realm of perception are appropriate to it. These, rather, are forms

23 Or even identified with the movement of the planets, see Ti. 39c7—du.
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of time that have come to be—time that imitates eternity and circles
according to number.24

Before the creation of time, there were no measurable units of time (days,
months, years). A little later, at Timaeus 38b6—c6, Timaeus explains that the
planets are brought into being with the express purpose of producing time,
setting limits and numbers to it:25

Time, then, came to be together with the universe so that just as they were
begotten together, they might also be undone together, should there ever
be an undoing of them. And it came to be after the model of that which is
sempiternal, so that it might be as much like its model as possible. For the
model is something that has being for all eternity, while it, on the other
hand, has been born (gegonos), is, and shall be for all time, forevermore.
Such was the reason, then, such the god’s design for the coming to be of
time, that he brought into being the Sun, the Moon and five other stars,
for the begetting of time. These are called ‘wanderers, and they came to
be in order to set limits to and stand guard over the numbers of time.26

Time—as understood by Timaeus—has come to be, could be stopped, and is
produced by or is the circular and countable movements of the planets.?” In
other words, time here only means the countable movements of the celestial
clock, which has been set into motion by the Demiurge. There is no evidence

24 Mpépag Yap xal vhxtag xal pijvog xal éviautols, odx dvtag mplv odpavov yevéabal, TéTe dua
xelve cUVIETOpUEVR TV YEVETLY adTAVY unyovdtal tabta 8¢ mdvta pépn xpdvoy, xal 6 T Av
76 T EaTan xpdvov yeyovota ldy, & 31 pépovteg AavBdvopey Emtl TV aidlov ovaiay ovx 6pOdg.
Méyopey yap 87 g v Eotiv te xad Eota, T 8¢ T6 EoTwy pbvov xartd Tév dAnBA Aéyov mpoayel, T
8¢ v 16 T EoTou Tepl TV €v (pbve Yéveaw lodoay mpémet AéyeaBou—xtwoelg ydp éotov, T6 8¢
el xortd TadTa Exov dviTeg oUTe TpeTUTEpoOV olite vewTEpPoV Tpoaxel YiyveaBal did xpdvou
0082 yevéahar mote 0vdE yeyovévar viv odd’ el adbis Eoeada, 6 Tapdmay te 003Ev oot Yévealg
Toig &v aiobnoel pepopévolg mpoatjev, dAN ypdvou Tadta aidvar ppovpuévou xal xat dptdudv
XUXAOUEVOD YEYOVEV €Y.

25  See also Ti. 38e3-39a3.

26 Xpévog & odv pet’ odpavod yéyovey, tva Spa yevwnBevteg dpo xal Aubdaw, dv mote Aot TS
adT@V ylyvnTal, xal xatd T Tapddetypa i Stauwviag ehoewg, W' Wg UoL6TATOS AT *aTd
Shvoguy - o pév yap O mapddetypa mdvto aldvd éotv 8, 6 & ad i télovg ToV dmavta
Ypévov yeyovas Te xol &v xal £aduevos. €€ odv Adyou xal Stavolag Beod Tolahtng mpds xpdvou
yéveaw, tva yevwnOfj xpdvos, fAtog xal ceAvvy xal mévte dMa datpa, EmixAny Eovta TAaTd,
el Sloplapdv xal QuAaxiv aplBudvy xpdvov yéyovev:

27  For discussion regarding the ontological status of time in the Timaeus, see Cornford
([1935] 1997, 97-116), Mohr (1985, ch. 2;1986), and chapter 5 in this volume.
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to suggest that Timaeus understands time (i.e., chronos) as an absolute notion
unrelated to planetary movements. Time in the Timaeus only means intra-cos-
mic, created time.28

4.3.2.2 Pre-Cosmos without Cosmic Time
If the previous point is correct, we can explain the pre-cosmic stage without
cosmic time. The only features we need are the notions of before, after, simul-
taneity, and succession. Cosmic time presupposes all these features, of course,
but they are independent of it. Consider the following case: imagine I find my
son’s room in a complete mess because he has been playing all day. I enter the
room and I tell him that he has ten minutes to tidy up and that I am setting a
timer. Now I can tell with precision at what time he put each toy in its place,
I can measure how fast he is doing it, and so on. Yet, I can still meaningfully
refer to the room’s state before I set the clock and offer a broad account of what
things looked like, even if I cannot place any of the events in a determinate
time. Also notice that in the dialogue, Timaeus never claims that the god cre-
ates the basic temporal features required to make sense of the pre-cosmos. On
the contrary, the cosmogony presupposes them as given.29

Some scholars resist this interpretation. Von Leyden (1964, 43), for exam-
ple, thinks that the cosmogony does not imply time has a beginning because
the god creates temporality as a whole, not the opening moment of the time
series. This seems to be suggested, for instance, by 37e4, where Timaeus says
that “was and will be are Forms of time that have come to be” [t6 T v 16 T
gatat xpévou yeyovota €101 .30 However, and despite how attractive this reading
might sound, the “creation” of temporality turns out either to be a metaphor
or to presuppose a second timeline, in which case the objections against (a1)
or (a2) would still apply, respectively. More importantly, the context of 37e4
makes it clear that Timaeus already presupposes the circular movement of the
celestial bodies that allow counting and measuring. The text refers to kinds of
time where events and things are stable enough to be measured and numeri-
cally determined. In the pre-cosmos this is not the case. The traces’ instability
and ephemeral ontological status make this impossible. Measurable, stable,
identifiable tensed existence only occurs inside the created cosmos and inside

28  Itis unclear, however, whether this applies to other Platonic dialogues. In the Statesman
myth, for example, the god changes the direction of the rotation of the celestial bodies,
and although this intervention reverses ageing and generation, does not seem to reverse
time. For the Statesman myth, see chapter 1 in this volume.

29 See, for example, prin at Ti. 37e2, 52d4, 53a7; tote at Ti. 53a2; pro at Ti. 53a8.

30  For more on this passage, see chapter 5.3.
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cosmic time. But it does not follow that all possible references to “before” are
like this. This is confirmed just a couple of lines later at 38a1—2: “Was and will
be are properly said about the becoming that passes in time, for these two are
motions” [t6 8¢ v T6 T’ Eotan epl TV &v ypdvew Yéveaty lodoay mpémel Aéyeabo—
xwnoeLg ydp éatov]. Furthermore, Timaeus is comparing the eternal existence
of the paradigm with the created cosmos. The pre-cosmic stage is simply
ignored in this passage.3!

Another reason for thinking that the cosmogony presupposes the basic
features of before, after, and simultaneity independent from cosmic time is
that the pre-cosmos is not in absolute chaos. Its interactions are just non-
progressive.32 We can identify one type of movement (rectilinear), there is
a like-to-like sorting principle, and there are traces that can be generally
located and differentiated. A broad sequence of events can be described,
even if the duration of these stages or events cannot be properly determined
with temporal units (i.e., days, months, and years):33

There are being, space, and becoming, three distinct things which existed
even before the universe came to be. Now as the wetnurse of becoming
turns watery and fiery and receives the character of earth and air, and as
it acquires all the properties that come with these characters, it takes on
a variety of visible aspects, but because it is filled with powers that are
neither similar nor evenly balanced, no part of it is in balance. It sways
irregularly in every direction as it is shaken by those things, and being set
in motion it in turn shakes them. And as they are moved, they drift con-
tinually, some in one direction and others in others, separating from one
another. They are winnowed out, as it were, like grain that is sifted by win-
nowing sieves or other such implements. They are carried off and settle
down, the dense and heavy ones in one direction, and the rare and light
ones to another place. That is how at that time the four kinds were being
shaken by the receiver, which was itself agitating like a shaking machine,
separating the kinds most unlike each other furthest apart and pushing
those most like each other closest together into the same region. This,
of course, explains how these different kinds came to occupy different

31 On this topic, see also Mohr 1985, 64—66.

32 See Gregory 2008, xliii—xlv.

33  Thisis the way [ understand elyev dAdyws xol dpétpuws at Ti. 53a8. The traces are “irrational”
in the sense that they cannot be determined, like irrational numbers.
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regions of space, even before the universe was set in order and consti-
tuted from them at its coming to be.
Timaeus 52d3—-53a73*

The events in the pre-cosmos can be ordered according to before, after, and
simultaneity without implying they could be counted or measured, or that
there is any recurring regular motion or celestial body. All these things, how-
ever, are essential features of time as described by Timaeus. In other words, in
Timaeus’ account, time presupposes but cannot be identified with the features
derived from a simple succession of events.3> There is no need to assume that
succession of events is another type of time or a pre-cosmic time. What the
text suggests is that without number, regular movement, and celestial bodies,
a succession of events and the basic features this implies (before, after, simul-
taneity)—which are fundamental—are not what people call time.

Confusion arises if we start from the presupposition that time in the
Timaeus is an absolute notion, independent from events. But that is to impose
a Newtonian conception of time on a text that repeatedly insists this is not
the case. Think about it in this way. When we find any temporal notion in a
narrative, we immediately tend to assume it happens in time. But the Timaeus

34 8v Te xal xhpow xal yéveaw elva, Tplo Tpuxf), xal mplv odpavdy yevéaBar Ty 8¢ 8 yevéoews
Ty ypavopévny xai TupovpEvY xal TAS YHiG TE xai dépog pop@ag Sexopéwy, xal oo &M
TovTolg Tady) cuvémetal maayovaay, mavtodamny uev iBelv paiveaal, did 3¢ To und opolwy
Suvduewy ute looppdmwy eumiumiacdol xat'oddev aldtis icoppoTely, G dvwpdAwS TavTY
Tohavrovpévyy oeleabal puév O éxeiveov adTY, xvoupévny & ad mdAw éxelva oelew: Td O¢
XWolpeva dMa GANoTE Giel Qépeabat Stonepvoueva, Hamep Ta LTTO TAV TAOXAVWY TE Xatl OpY VWY
@V Tepl TV Tod aitou xdBapatv cetbueva xal dvieumpueva T uév uxva xal Boapéa My, Ta 8¢
pawvar xot xodgar eig ETépay et pepdpeva Edpav: ToTE 0UTw TA TETTAPA YEVY) TELOMEVE DTS THS
Sekapeviis, xvoupévng adtiis olov dpydvov celopdy mapéyovtog, T& pév dvopotétata TheloToy
adTd &g’ abTdY dpilew, Ta 3¢ dpotdtata udhioTa el TadToV cuvwdely, 316 81 xal xwpav TadTa
& dNnv Toyew, mptv xal 6 Ty ¢E adtdv Staxooundév yevéoBal For this passage as an
implicit critique of Democritus, Leucippus, and Empedocles, see Cornford (1935, 198-
203), and Gregory (2001, 22-26; 2007, 144).

35  Skemp (1942, 111) makes a similar point but, instead of a succession of events, talks about
duration: “One cannot dismiss the doctrine of a literal creation of the formed universe
in time by quoting the saying that time came into being with the universe. This does not
imply that there was no duration before the creation of the formed universe. Xpévog is the
image of eternity moving according to number: it is the wépag imposed upon an dnetpov of
duration.” See also Hackforth 1959, 22. But Skemp’s duration may face the same objection
as Vlastos’ precosmic time. It is a notion that is not in the text and has to be posited by
the reader. But this can be seen as imposing a unified and anachronistic concept or dis-
tinction which is absent in the text. What I argue, instead, is only that before the creation
of time we have a succession of events that cannot be counted or measured but that it is
described with the vocabulary of the relations of before, after, and simultaneity. Given the
way Timaeus defines time, the precosmic sequence of events cannot be said to happen
in time.
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operates with a restricted notion of time that sets a higher threshold. For a
sequence of events to occur in time as defined by Timaeus, we need more than
simple relations of before, after, and simultaneity.

4.3.2.3 God’s Activity Is Always the Same If Correctly Specified

The god’s proper activity is being wholly good. Specified as such, it is true before,
during, and after the creation of the cosmos. It is not difficult to see why the god
is good during the creation of the cosmos since he is performing a good deed. In
fact, he creates and orders because he is good, not the other way around:36

Very well then. Now why did he who framed this whole universe of
becoming frame it? Let us state the reason why: He was good, and one
who is good can never become jealous of anything. And so, being free of
jealousy, he wanted everything to become as much like himself as was
possible. In fact, men of wisdom will tell you (and you couldn’t do better
than to accept their claim) that this, more than anything else, was the
most preeminent reason for the origin of the world’s coming to be. The
god wanted everything to be good and nothing to be bad so far as that
was possible, and so he took over all that was visible—not at rest but in
discordant and disorderly motion—and brought it from a state of dis-
order to one of order, because he believed that order was in every way
better than disorder. Now it wasn't permitted (nor is it now) that one who
is supremely good should do anything but what is best. Accordingly, the
god reasoned and concluded that in the realm of things naturally visible
no unintelligent thing could as a whole be better than anything which
does possess intelligence as a whole, and he further concluded that it is
impossible for anything to come to possess intelligence apart from soul.3”
Guided by this reasoning, he put intelligence in soul, and soul in body,
and so he constructed the universe. He wanted to produce a piece of
work that would be as excellent and supreme as its nature would allow.
This, then, in keeping with our likely account, is how we must say divine
providence brought our world into being as a truly living thing, endowed
with soul and intelligence.

Timaeus 29d7—30c138

36 A point also made by Harte (2002, 221) who reminds us of Euthphr. 10a2—3.

37  See Ti. 46d5-6.

38  Aéywpev &) 8t fvrva altiaw yéveaw xal T8 mav T68e 6 GLVITTAS TuVETTHTEY. dyabog v, dyadd
3¢ obelg mepl ov3evdg obdETOTE Eyylyvetar pOdvog: TovTou & ExTdg WV mdvta 8Tt pdAloTa
EBovAn 0y yevéaBat mapamAnata Eautd. TadTYV 3Y) YEVETEWS XAl X6TUOV UAAIGT &V TIG dpYIV
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Consider now the situation after the creation of the cosmos. At this point, the
god’s activity is contemplating his creation and abstaining from destroying
what he created.3® The immortality of the cosmos and time depends on the
god’s active and continuous decision not to destroy the cosmos. That is what it
means to be good once the cosmos has been created.

Some scholars argue that a literal reading would imply that after the cre-
ation, the god undergoes some change. The passage that seems to suggest this
is Timaeus 42e5-6: Kal 6 pév & dmovro tadtoa Stord&ag Euevey v T éautod xord
Tpémov 1iBet. Zeyl (2000, 30), for example, translates as follows: “When he [i.e.,
the god] had finished assigning all these tasks, he proceeded to abide at rest in
his own customary nature.” This seems to imply that the god’s activity stops.
However, this is incorrect because—as Cornford ([1935] 1997, 147) has pointed
out—emenen does not mean rest or cessation of activity. Some other transla-
tions suggest that the god changed because he returned to his habitual state.*?
But again, the text does not imply a return to a previous state but only that
he remained in character. In this regard, Cornford’s translation is more pre-
cise: “When he had made all these dispositions, /e continued to abide by the
wont of his own nature” (my emphasis). Then, the text only amounts to saying
that after the creation, the god was still good.

The real problem, you may think, is explaining god’s activities before the
creation of the cosmos. Although Timaeus’ account does not say anything
about this, there are various possible options compatible with the god’s good-
ness. For example, the god could have been looking at the Forms. After all,
Forms are the proper object of his intelligence.*! Or, perhaps he was busy with
previous, unsuccessful attempts at creating the best possible cosmos. Here, it is

XVPLWTATYV T’ dv3p&v ppovinwy dmodeydpevog dpBdtata amodéyort dv. BovAndels yap 6 fedg
By add: pév Tdvter, Aadpov 82 ndiv elva xartd Svauy, obtw &M mdy 8oov v dportdy TapodaBv
oy Nouylov dyov GG xwodpevoy TANUUEADS xol dTdxTws, el TdEy adtd Hyayev éx Tig
drakiog, Hynoduevos Exelvo TolTou TdvTwg dewoy. Béug & ot volt Eotwv T@ dplote Spdy
&0 TV 10 wdMioTov-hoyioduevos odv nlploxey €x TAY xatd eioLy dpat@v ov3Ev dvéyToy
00 vodv Eyovtog Ehov Ehov xdhiov Eoeabal mote Epyov, vodv & ad ywplc Puyhis adbvarov
maparyevéadat Tw. Sid 31 OV Aoylaudv Tévde vodv uév €v Ypuxf, Yuyiy & év OUATL TUVITTAS TO
TAV TUVETEXTAIVETO, STTwS BTt XAAAITTOV E1Y) XaTd QUTIY EPITTOV TE EPYOV ATELPYATUEVOS. OVTWG
odv &) xartd Adyov Tov elndta del Aéyew tévde Tév wbopov {Qov Euduyov Ewvouy Te Tf) dAnPeia
31d i Tod Beod yevéabon mpdvotav.

39 Seee.g, Ti. 37¢, and 53a-b.

40  See, for example, Fronterotta’s (2003) translation: “E, una volta disposto tutto quanto,
eglio torno a permanere nella propria condizione abituale.” Waterfield (2008) offers a
similar translation: “With these arrangements in place, he resumed his life in his proper
abode.”

41 See Ti.51b6—e6.
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crucial to remember that the god of the Timaeus may be wholly good but there
is no evidence to suggest he is almighty. Thus, there is no reason to acknowl-
edge an inconsistency, or jump to a metaphorical or counterfactual reading.
The cosmos’ punctual creation is explained by god’s limited power, not by his
goodness. Think about it in this way. If I want to give you a pot for your birth-
day—because that is the kind of thing you like—but it takes me a long time
to master the technique, and even various failed attempts before I produce the
final version, at no point do Ilove you any less because of my clumsy hands.

As can be seen, then, even if we take the cosmogony as a description of facts,
the god is at no point lazy, envious, or inactive. He is just as good as he can
be.#2 Think about my son and his room again. Did he behave well today? Even
if T am ignorant about the specifics of his behaviour during the day, I know he
was playing in his room and that this is what normal children do. Then, when
I asked him to tidy up his room, he complied. After that, content with what he
had just done, he waited quietly to show me his ordered room, refraining from
taking things out of their place again. It would be silly to say that before tidying
up, or while he was waiting, he stopped behaving well.

4.3.2.4 Traces of the Elements and Disorderly Motion in the Pre-cosmos
The pre-cosmos has to be in movement because changeless existence is the
prerogative of what always is, but then there is a question about the origin of
that motion. It seems that if it is divine, it has to be ordered. Yet, the pre-cos-
mos is in huge disarray. So, what could be the source of these movements? The
answer depends on whether souls are the origin of all motion or not. This is a
highly contentious issue, given that the Timaeus is not completely clear in this
respect. But in both cases, there are various possible solutions compatible with
a factual reading of the cosmogony. Let me briefly explain why I prefer one of
these alternatives over the others.

Vlastos (1964, 390—99) argues that Timaeus’ cosmogony does not need to
assume that the soul is the only source of movement. For him, the traces intro-
duce a type of causation that does not depend on the soul.#3 The traces may
have an unmediated, but tenuous, causal relation with the Forms of the ele-
ments.** How this relation is possible is, however, left unexplained. In contrast,
Harte (2010, 133) suggests that the traces may not be the causal consequence

42 Although it went unnoticed, I think this is exactly what Vlastos (1964, 406) was trying
to say.

43  See Ti. 52d4—53a3 and 53b.

44  Butsee O'Meara’s (2017, 58—-63) argument against the idea that the traces are imitations of
the Forms.
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of anything, but just a “brute fact that is left unexplained.”*> After all, even if
all perceptible bodies must come into existence, traces may not be bodies (see
Ti. 28b2—c2; 31b4—6). This, of course, might sound unsatisfactory. After all, by
calling them “traces,” the text invites us to reflect on how they could resemble
the elements at all, and what ontological status they have. We are told they are
powers, offer resistance, are causally active, have certain natures, and can be
distinguished in terms of their kinds at some minimal level (see Timaeus 52d2—
53b7). So, if they are not bodies in the proper sense, they at least display some
corporeal features. Thus, the traces may not be completely unexplainable; per-
haps there is some way to explain them through the tenets explicitly endorsed
in the dialogue. In any case, notice that these alternatives imply no inconsis-
tency. They just acknowledge that the pre-cosmic traces lie at the explanatory
limit of their interpretations (this, however, is not ideal, given EP2).

Consider now the idea that souls are the origin of all motion. This is sug-
gested at Laws X, 892a1-bz:

ATHENIAN: It's the soul, my good friend, that nearly everybody seems
to have misunderstood, not realizing its nature and power.
Quite apart from the other points about it, people are partic-
ularly ignorant about its birth. It is one of the first creations,
born long before all bodies, and is the chief cause of all their
alterations and transformations. Now if that’s true, anything
closely related to soul will necessarily have been created
before body, won't it, since soul itself is older than body?

CLINIAS: Necessarily.#6

The passage, of course, is far from conclusive. Soul may be the cause of all
motion inside the created cosmos where proper bodies exist. But if we accept
the suggestion, it is still possible to argue for various interpretations. Perhaps
the best-known option here is the one defended by Proclus—and more recently
Clegg (1976)—who argues that the pre-cosmos as a whole has a non-rational,

45  Seealso Jelinek (2011).

46  Translated by Saunders in Cooper and Hutchinson (1997), with minor modifica-
tions. The Greek reads as follows: AG. Wuxhy, & étaipe, Hyvonxévar xwdvvedovat péy
8Abyov cVpmavtes oldv Te v TuyxdveL xal Svapy v Exel, AV Te dNwv adThg TépL xal &
ol YEVETEWS, G €V TPWTOIG E0T, TWUATWY EUTPOTOEY TAVTWY YEVOUEWY), Xal METABOATS TE
otV xal peToxoopuoEwS dmdans dpyel mavtds Moy el 8t Eotv Tadta obtwg, dp’ odx &
Qvdryang T& Puyis auyyev) TpdTepa A £l YEYOVOTA TAV TWRATL TPOTYXOVTWY, 0bag Y adTAg
npeafutépag 1) awpuaros; KA. Avdyxn.
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appetitive, evil soul. But this is not the only possibility. There is no reason to
assume that the pre-cosmos as a whole has a strong unity. Perhaps, then, each
trace has a non-rational soul. A problem remains, though—non-rational souls
could explain the erratic movements of the traces, but it is difficult to see how
they can explain the traces’ resemblance to the elements.

Consider the Greek word used here for the traces: ichné (pl. of ichnos).
A trace or footprint is the mark or residue left by something’s or someone’s
actions. It is often the term used to refer to the footprints or signs left by divine
action. The choice of words here suggests that the traces’ movements and
resemblance to Forms are caused not by non-rational souls, but by god’s pre-
vious activity.#” The traces could be, for example, the remains of a previous
cosmos the god destroyed to create a better one. In the Statesman’s cosmo-
logical myth, for instance, the god causes huge chaos and natural disasters as
collateral damage during his intervention to re-establish the immortality of
the cosmos.*8 Similarly, the god of the Timaeus might have needed a trial-and-
error period to perfect his crafting skills. Of course, the decay of a previous cos-
mos may not have been due to god’s direct activity but to that previous cosmos’
limitations. The god’s previous attempt might have crumbled unintentionally.
If we go back to the pottery example, when I am practicing the skill, I might
destroy a pot because I am unhappy with the results, or it could plummet from
my fingers despite my best efforts (notice that I can use the clay again, and the
clay might retain some properties of its previous shape).

This interpretation, however, raises a question about what happened before
those previous attempts or divine actions, which is certainly left unexplained
by the text. But notice that this is not the same as leaving passages of the text
unexplained by the interpretation, and it certainly does not amount to an
inconsistency. If I give you a recipe for bread pudding, one of the ingredients
is pieces of stale bread, but I will not give you any instructions or explanations

47  Another reason to think that the traces do not move themselves is the hierarchy of
motion at Ti. 8gai—5. There, Timaeus claims that “the best of the motions is one that
occurs within oneself and is caused by oneself. This is the motion that bears the greatest
kinship to understanding and to the motion of the universe. Motion that is caused by the
agency of something else is less good. Worst of all is the motion that moves, part by part,
a passive body in a state of rest, and does so by means of other things” (tév &’ ad xoewy
1 &v Eautd b’ adTod dpioTy) xivyoig—udAtota yap Tf) Stavontixg) xal Tf) Tod TavTdg )vNaEL
auyyew)s— 3¢ O dNov xelpwv: xelploty) 8¢ 1) xelpévov Tod awparog xal dyovtog naouylay
SUETEpwV adTO Xt épy) xwodaa).

48  Sorabji (1983, 271) reminds us that Severus, a Middle Platonist from the second century
CE, held a similar position. See ap. Procl. In Ti. (Diehl) 1.289, 7-13; 2.95, 29—96, 1. On the
Statesman myth, see also chapter 1.
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about how to get those pieces of stale bread. My recipe assumes those ingre-
dients, just as Timaeus’ cosmogony presupposes the traces. Timaeus’ task is
to offer an account of the origin of the current cosmos only. Nothing in the
Timaeus implies that the current cosmos is the only one that has ever existed,
and if there were more, Timaeus is not obliged to give an account of the pre-
vious ones.*® Moreover, we can even conceive of this situation as laying the
groundwork for further discussion on the matter (I have the Stoic reception of
the Timaeus in mind here).

To sum up, we can describe the pre-cosmos as a non-temporal, incorporeal,
and disordered stage of the chora and the powers in it. At the same time, and
without implying any inconsistency, we can add that the pre-cosmic events
happen in a sequence of events that presupposes relations of before, after,
and simultaneity, the traces show certain corporeal features, and there is some
basic but non-progressive order. Ontologically, traces in the chora have the
most minimal degree of existence possible (even created elements rank very
low on the scale, cf. Timaeus 49c7-50a4). They sit at the antipodes of the cre-
ated cosmos, which is as close to “what always is” as it could be. This should
help us understand what Plato means by time, bodies (and individuation), and
divine order.

4.4 Conclusions

Let me check whether I have delivered on my promises. Can my interpreta-
tion avoid the objections raised against previous attempts at reading the cos-
mogony as a factual and consistent account? The first complaint is that the
type of reading I am proposing has no choice other than to posit a pre-cosmic
time without sufficient textual evidence. However, as I have insisted, this is
not true. There is no evidence to suggest that, in the Timaeus, a simple suc-
cession of events implies the presence of time. As I have shown, it is the other
way around. The evidence suggests that in the dialogue, time presupposes the
succession of events and the relations derived from it, but not vice versa.’°
However, again and again, readers of Plato assume that succession of events
implies time. But by doing this, they impose a (Newtonian) conception of time
that is completely absent from the text.

49  See Ti. 29b1—2 and 31a—b. The text says there cannot be two simultaneous cosmoi but does
not rule out a series of previous cosmo.

50  This is one of the main differences between my interpretation and previous factual and
literal readings (i.e., a2).
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The second objection against a consistent and factual reading of the cos-
mogony is that it is incompatible with the immutable relationship the god has
with the world. However, as I have explained, once the activity of the god is
properly specified, the proposal is compatible with the claim that god’s activ-
ity is immutable. God is always good. If the god’s relation to the world is to be
good to it, then there is no inconsistency in saying that he did not create it until
he was ready, then kept creating until there was nothing he could do to make
it better. After that, the appropriate thing for him to do was to stop creating
and refrain from destroying what he had made. Acting otherwise at any stage
would change his good relationship with the cosmos.

A third objection is that this type of interpretation contradicts important
Platonic doctrines found elsewhere. But as I reject a strong unitarian doctrinal
reading of Plato, for me there is no serious problem with contradicting claims
and arguments Plato offers in other texts (see EP4 and 5). Some souls in the
Timaeus are generated. This is inconsistent with the Phaedrus, but consistent
with the Laws (see Laws x, 892a1-bz2).

Finally, you may ask whether I can explain why the world was created at that
specific moment and not sooner or later. To this, one might answer that the
god is not omnipotent, and all we need to know is that it created the cosmos
at some point. It does not follow from the fact that we cannot determine when
the cosmos started that there is no punctual beginning; humans would have
no way of knowing. But the issue does not really depend on humans’ cogni-
tive limitations. The objection presupposes a pre-cosmic time, and since in my
reading there is no such thing, the objection no longer makes sense. All we can
say is that the cosmos began at the first moment of cosmic time, a punctual
beginning established in relation to the pre-cosmic states that happen before
and the ordered sequence afterwards.

Scholars have raised many more objections to the type of interpretation
I am defending. I cannot possibly address every single one of them here.
However, the exegetical principles proposed in section 4.3 block many of these
objections. For example, metaphorical interpreters often resort to the author-
ity of the Platonic tradition, even if it imposes a reading with insufficient tex-
tual evidence and forces a metaphorical reading (which go against EP3 and
4). Similarly, some objections only arise if one upholds a doctrinal reading of
Plato, to the detriment of internal cohesion and explanatory power (which
conflicts with E1 and E2).

I hope I have shown that reading the Timaeus in the way I am proposing is
not impossible or mistaken but, on the contrary, close to the text, explanatory,
and philosophically interesting. There is no need, then, to revert to interpre-
tations that accept the inconsistency of the creation of time and risk turning
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a likely story into an impossible one. Moreover, the reading I propose is not
rejected by the entire Platonic tradition. It is the type of reading that seems to
have led the Stoics to their own cosmology and, on this issue, it is the interpre-
tation championed by Plutarch in the Neoplatonic circle. Finally, if this read-
ing is correct, it may mean that the rest of the Neoplatonic tradition was not
reading Plato as closely as we would like to imagine, but this is compensated
for by the fact that the powerful metaphysics derived from their metaphorical
reading of the Timaeus belongs to their genius and not to Plato’s.5!
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