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Introduction

Plato, the renowned Greek philosopher, expounds a multitude of ideas within
his works concerning the problem of evil. These ideas have exerted a
profound influence on ancient and medieval philosophers. However, Plato's
theories regarding the origin of evil are fragmented and lack coherence. In
his dialogues such as Timaeus, Laws, and Statesman, he references several
metaphysical entities as evil principles. Nevertheless, the dialogues do not
stand as the sole source for comprehending Plato's views on the problem of
evil. It seems that certain teachings of Plato did not manifest explicitly in his
dialogues and were orally conveyed to his disciples. These teachings are
referred to as the "Unwritten Doctrines,” and our understanding of them
primarily derives from reports provided by Plato's disciples. Among the first
disciples of Plato, the Unwritten Doctrines held equal importance to the
teachings contained in the dialogues, and our principal source of information
about these teachings comes from Aristotle’s reports in Metaphysics and
Physics.
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This article is divided into two main sections. In the initial section, we
elucidate how Plato identifies certain entities as the sources of evil. These
entities encompass (1) the form of evil, (2) the Indefinite Dyad, (3)
Necessity, (4) the evil soul, and (5) matter. (1) Plato did not adhere to the
notion that only good things possess forms. Various passages within Plato's
dialogues suggest the existence of the form of evil. For instance, in
Euthyphro, Plato acknowledges the existence of the form of impiety.
However, unlike Plato, almost none of the subsequent Platonic philosophers
endorsed the existence of evil forms. (2) It appears that toward the end of his
life, Plato transitioned from the theory of forms to the theory of principles.
The theory of principles is not explicitly mentioned in Plato's dialogues and
forms part of the Unwritten Doctrines. Under the theory of forms, all sensible
objects are considered as copies of immaterial forms. In contrast, according
to the theory of principles, the origin of all sensible and intelligible objects
can be attributed to two mathematical principles: the One and the Indefinite
Dyad. Aristotle informs us that Plato attributed value to these two principles,
considering the One as the source of all goods and the Indefinite Dyad as the
source of all evils. (3) In Timaeus, Plato explains that the universe was
initially chaotic and devoid of order. Subsequently, Intellect imposes order
on the universe. Plato identifies the cause of the universe's erratic motions as
a principle known as Necessity. Consequently, Necessity emerges as another
potential source of evil in Plato's philosophy. Scholars diverge on the precise
interpretation of Necessity in Timaeus. Some perceive necessity as an
obstacle that hinders Intellect and constrains its possibilities, while others
regard it as a tool under the control of Intellect, employed to fulfill its goals.
Whether Necessity in Timaeus should be interpreted in the former or the
latter sense, Plato, in other dialogues such as Theaetetus, perceives Necessity
as an opposing force to the unchallenged dominance of good over the world.
(4) Rooted in a specific interpretation of Laws, Plato posits the existence of
two souls within the cosmos: a benevolent soul governing orderly motions
and a malevolent soul fomenting chaos. However, a meticulous reading of
the Laws suggests that Plato merely considers the existence of the malevolent
soul as a hypothesis and eventually dismisses it. Similarly, in Statesman, he
introduces the hypothesis of two deities, one benevolent and the other
malevolent, and subsequently rejects this hypothesis. However, the middle
Platonists embraced the concept of the malevolent soul as a source of evil,
drawing from Laws. (5) Certain reports from Aristotle insinuate that Plato
equated matter with privation and positioned these two elements as the
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sources of evil, in contrast to form. These reports imply that Plato was among
the early proponents of the privation theory of evil. Nevertheless, it is
imperative to note that the privation theory of evil contradicts other aspects
of Plato's philosophy that endorse an existential approach to evil.
Consequently, Plato's conception of the origin of evil lacks internal
consistency.

The second section of this article embarks on an exploration of the theories
propounded by two middle Platonist philosophers from the second century
AD, Plutarch and Numenius. Their overarching objective was to synthesize
the diverse explanations of evil dispersed throughout Plato's works and
provide a unified interpretation of Plato's philosophical stance. Plutarch
believed in two principles for the world, considering most of history's wise
figures, including Zoroaster and Plato, as proponents of a dualistic view of
the world. He proposed that the two principles are the One, representing
goodness, and the Indefinite Dyad, representing evil. According to Plutarch's
interpretation of Plato, the Indefinite Dyad, through an intermediary,
generates evil. This intermediary is the evil soul in Laws which corresponds
to Necessity in Timaeus. Subsequently, Numenius embarked on an even
more comprehensive synthesis of the sources of evil delineated across Plato's
dialogues and the Unwritten Doctrines. Numenius rejected the notion of
matter as entirely inert, asserting its capacity to engender disorder due to its
active aspect. Consequently, Numenius contended that the Indefinite Dyad,
Necessity, and matter's active aspect jointly constituted a unified entity, the
progenitor of all manifestations of evil. Numenius' amalgamation of the
sources of evil left an important mark on subsequent Neoplatonist
philosophers. After Numenius, Plotinus posited that matter, in isolation,
constitutes the origin of evil, thereby rejecting the Indefinite Dyad and the
evil soul as sources of evil. Subsequent Neoplatonists advanced further by
challenging the notion of a solitary principle as the source of all categories
of evil.

Conclusion

In contemporary religious philosophy, the division of evil into natural and
moral categories prevails. Notably, Plato's insights concerning the problem
of evil, particularly his conceptualization of Necessity within Timaeus, hold
relevance in grappling with the issue of natural evil. Plato ascribes to
Necessity the character of a self-operating force, devoid of moral
discernment, thereby paving the path for the emergence of natural evil. This
conception of Necessity aligns with the tenets of the Natural Law Theodicy,
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which absolves God of responsibility for natural evils, attributing them

instead to the immutable laws of nature. This worldview posits that these

natural laws, while engendering affliction, ultimately serve the greater good
within the world. Nonetheless, philosophers following Plato, including

Plutarch and Numenius, while drawing upon his insights, chose a different

path, amalgamating Necessity with other elements such as the malevolent

soul to formulate a dualistic theory expounding the foundations of reality.
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Platonemque idem Numenius laudat, quod duas mundi animas autumet,
unam beneficentissimam, malignam alteram, scilicet silvam (Numenius,
1973, p97).
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