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Love and Politics: Functions of Platonic myth 
Love and Politics: Plato’s conscious 

manipulation of myths 
    

Johan StrijdomJohan StrijdomJohan StrijdomJohan Strijdom    
Classics, University of South Africa, South Africa 

 
 

AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    
 

This paper offers a comparative analysis of the ways in which Plato used 
mythical language in order to convey his views on love and politics. For 
politics, the myth of the metals in the Republic and of Atlantis in the 
Timaeus/Critias will be analysed. For love, the function of myths in the 
Symposium and Phaedrus will be compared and contrasted. The emphasis 
will be on the self-conscious and subtle ways in which Plato manipulated 
imaginative constructs in order to serve his philosophical views. 

 
 
In about 180 CE the Platonist Celsus argued in his Al_th_s Logos (True 
Doctrine) that the Gospels were fictional stories (plásmata), which purported 
to be read as historical stories (historiai). The Christian story of Jesus’ bodily 
resurrection was according to Celsus not an historical event (historia) that 
really happened, but a fabrication/fiction (plásma) invented by a hysterical 
female, Mary of Magdala (Contra Celsum 2.55; cf Bowersock 1994:3, 95, 
118). Bowersock (1994:3) notes: ‘Celsus knew of course all the pagan 
parallels to the resurrection, but he considered them no less fiction than the 
story of Jesus itself.’ Neither the Greek heroes nor the Christian Jesus rose, 
according to Celsus, factually and historically from the dead. 

Origen, in defense about 60 years later, ‘strained every nerve ... to 
confute Celsus’ elaborate attempt’ by trying to prove that Gospel stories like 
the resurrection were not fabricated fiction (plásma) but historical truth 
(historia) (Contra Celsum 1.42, 2.48, 2.56; cf Bowersock 1994:9, 115, 
118). Since Celsus raised the issue in terms of fact versus fiction, Origen (in 
spite of being an allegorist!) had to reply to him in the same terms: 

 
That he really did raise the dead, and that this is not a fiction (plásma) of 
the writers of the Gospels, is proved by the consideration that, if it was a 
fiction (plásma), many would have been recorded to have been raised up, 
including people who had already been a long time in their tombs. But, 
since it is not a fiction (plásma), those of whom this is recorded may easily 
be enumerated (Contra Celsum 2.48; cf Bowersock 1994:115). 
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‘Perhaps not one of Origen’s strongest arguments,’ as Bowersock 
(1994:115) observes. Nevertheless, it let us see the exact terms in which 
attack and defense were launched. 

But can we be more precise about what Celsus and Origen 
understood under those categories of history (historia) and fiction (plásma)? 
The answer is probably to be found in the sceptic Sextus Empiricus’ 
discussion (ca 190 CE) of the three types of story that are told. He defines 
the three types as follows: Under historia he understands ‘the presentation 
(ekthesis) ... of what actually happened,’ under plásma (fiction) ‘[the 
presentation] of things that did not happen but resemble things that have 
happened’ and under muthos ‘[the presentation] of things that did not 
happen and are false (pseud_), such as stories of the Titans, the Gorgon, or 
Hecabe turning into a dog’ (Bowersock 1994:10). This threefold typology of 
story goes according to Bowersock (1994:10) back to Cicero, who probably 
got it in turn from Hellenistic theorists and translated the three Greek terms 
into Latin as historia, argumentum and fabula. 

It should also be noted, in passing, that the contrast between literal 
and symbolical/metaphorical was an important point of contention withinwithinwithinwithin 
second century Christianity – between orthodox Christians on the one hand 
and gnostic Christians on the other. On Pagels’ reading of the evidence 
much of the early tradition (Luke, for example) insists that Jesus literally 
came back to life, which became the orthodox position (Tertullian, ca 190 
CE, for example). Over against these, however, she argues, stood the 
gnostics who rejected the literal interpretation: 
 

The gnostic Christians rejected Luke’s theory. Some gnostics called the 
literal view of resurrection the ‘faith of fools.’ The resurrection, they insisted, 
was not a unique event in the past: instead, it symbolized how Christ’s 
presence could be experienced in the present. What mattered was not 
literal seeing, but spiritual vision (Pagels 1990:41). 

 
My purpose is to argue that the conscious reflection on and purposeful 
manipulation of fiction and fact can be traced back to the origin of the 
debate in classical Greece (cf Cartledge 1993:18-19); more specifically I 
intend to demonstrate this point by showing how PlatoPlatoPlatoPlato, in the fourth century 
BCE, exploited myths in a selexploited myths in a selexploited myths in a selexploited myths in a selffff----conscious and subtle wayconscious and subtle wayconscious and subtle wayconscious and subtle way in order to convey 
his views on politics and love (cf also Morgan 2000:29). To illustrate my 
point I will first analyse Plato’s political use of the myths of Atlantis in the 
Timaeus-Critias and of the metals in the Republic; I will then show, by way 
of comparison, how he skilfully uses myth in the Symposium and Phaedrus 
to express his views on love. 

In two probably late dialogues, the Timaeus and Critias (ca 350 BCE), 
Plato has Critias recount the story of AtlantisAtlantisAtlantisAtlantis. Critias holds that he heard it 
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as child from his old grandfather, who had heard it from his father, who in 
turn had heard it from the 6th century Solon, who again had heard it earlier 
from an old Egyptian priest during a visit to that ancient country. According 
to the story, 9000 years before Solon’s time, there was a gargantuan war 
between proto-Athens and Atlantis, which was caused by the latter’s 
imperialistic expansion. When Atlantis threatened to occupy Libya, Egypt, 
Asia and Greece, virtuous and just proto-Athens stepped in and eventually 
all by herself liberated those threatened countries from slavery. Zeus himself 
punished Atlantis for its imperialistic arrogance (hubris) by having it 
disappear into the ocean that came to bear its name. Although the heroic 
army of Proto-Athens was also swallowed by the ocean on that day, land-
based Proto-Athens itself survived but was unfortunately heavily reduced to 
the bone. Because of numerous floods through the ages only people in the 
rural mountains survived, and thus the story was lost to the Athenians. That 
is why Solon now has to learn the history of this war anew from the Egyptian 
written records. 

The point of the story is to praise Proto-Athens as the model city to be 
emulated by Plato’s own Athens, and to warn against the imperialistic sea-
power Atlantis as the anti-model which should have been avoided by 
Periclean Athens and now still is to be shunned by contemporary Athens 
(Vidal-Naquet 1995:38-39). Solon and antiquity are used, in the story, to 
validate the myth for a fourth century audience (Morgan 2000:261-271). It 
is not my purpose to focus on the message/ideological content of the story 
so much. Suffice it to say that the myth is intended to show the hierarchical 
ideal state of Plato’s Republic in action. I wish, instead, to highlight the selfthe selfthe selfthe self----
conscious way in which the story is presentedconscious way in which the story is presentedconscious way in which the story is presentedconscious way in which the story is presented: it is told as if it were 
historically true (Vidal-Naquet 1995:39).  

Critias begins: ‘Listen then, Socrates, to a tale (logos) which, though 
passing strange, is yet wholly true (al_th_s), as Solon, the wisest of the 
Seven, once upon a time declared’ (Timaeus 20D). And after the story has 
been concluded, Socrates comments: ‘the fact that it is no invented tale 
(plastheis muthos) but genuine history (al_thinos logos) is all important’ 
(Timaeus 26E). These words have been interpreted by many, up to our own 
times, as an indication of the physical existence of a lost civilisation (whether 
America, Sweden or Thira/SanTorini). Already the geographer Strabo 
(Geography 2.3.6), at the beginning of the 1st century CE, tells us that literal 
and metaphorical interpretations existed before and in his time. Many critics 
indeed think that the debate can be traced back to the fourth century BCE: 
with Aristotle taking Atlantis as metaphor on the one hand, and Crantor, the 
first commentator on the Timaeus, taking it as literal place on the other (cf 
Cameron 1983; Ramage 1978:23; Forsyth 1980:1; Gill 1980:vii; Vidal-
Naquet 1986:264-265; Bichler 1999:335-336).  
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 When we compare the Atlantis story with Plato’ compare the Atlantis story with Plato’ compare the Atlantis story with Plato’ compare the Atlantis story with Plato’s use of myth elsewheres use of myth elsewheres use of myth elsewheres use of myth elsewhere 
and especially with his reflection on the subject in his middle dialogue, the  the  the  the 
RepublicRepublicRepublicRepublic, there can be no doubt as to his intention. Plato is well-known for 
his criticism and censure of immoral myths which portray the gods in a bad 
light (Forsyth 1980:61-62): stories about Cronus castrating his father or 
devouring his children should not be taught to children and should not be 
heard in his ideal state (Republic 378a). On the other hand, Plato argues, 
the first thing one needs when establishing an ideal state, is to fabricate a 
myth which will benefit the city, which he promptly provides: the myth of the myth of the myth of the myth of the 
metalsmetalsmetalsmetals, which holds that those made of gold by the gods are to act as rulers, 
those of silver are to be the soldiers, and those of iron and bronze the 
farmers and manual workers (Republic 415a). Before he tells the story, 
Socrates reflects on the necessity of creating a noble lie a noble lie a noble lie a noble lie (pseudos gennaion), 
‘which will be believed by everybody – including the rulers, ideally, but 
failing that the rest of the city’ (Republic 414b). After completing his account 
of the myth, Socrates asks Glaucon: ‘Well that’s the story (muthos). Can you 
think of any possible way of getting people to believe it?’, and Glaucon 
answers: ‘No. ... Not the actual people you tell it to. But their children might, 
and their children after them, and the rest of the population in later 
generations’ (Republic 415c). Earlier in the dialogue Plato insists that ‘lying 
is a task to be entrusted to specialists’ (meaning the rulers), ‘for the benefit 
of the city’, and that ‘ordinary people should have nothing to do with it’ 
(Republic 389b). Plato is thus deeply aware of what he is doing: he is 
creating a nona nona nona non----factual myth, which he will present to the common people as factual myth, which he will present to the common people as factual myth, which he will present to the common people as factual myth, which he will present to the common people as 
fact, in order to fact, in order to fact, in order to fact, in order to achieve his objective of establishing the ideal achieve his objective of establishing the ideal achieve his objective of establishing the ideal achieve his objective of establishing the ideal polispolispolispolis.... Kathryn 
Morgan (2000:265) aptly observes: ‘A successful Noble Lie does not make 
its fictional status transparent. [But] this does not mean that its status cannot 
be transparent to the reader.’ Indeed, Plato gives the reader more than 
enough clues about the nature and intention of his myths. 
 It is clear from the myths of the metals and Atlantis that Plato 
consciously manipulated imaginary constructs in order to express his 
political views. It is possible to maintain that he similarly fabricated myths in 
the Symposium and Phaedrus (both from Plato’s middle period) to enunciate 
his views on love. 
 In the Symposium Socrates narrates a dialogue between him and the 
priestess Diotima, from whom he claims to have learned the truth about 
love. Inserted into the argument is a myth about Eros’ birth which serves to 
illustrate the nature of Platonic love. ‘Who are his father and mother,’ 
Socrates asks. And Diotima answers: ‘That’s a rather long story (makróteron 
... di_g_sthai), ... but I will tell you anyway (hóm_s de soi er_)’ (Symposium 
203b). The story is clearly intended as a reaction to and correction of the 
versions of some of the previous speakers. Eros, Diotima says, is the son of 
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the god Poros (Resource) and the human beggar Penia (Poverty). As such he 
is an intermediate being (daim_n) between his divine father and his abject 
mother – a vivid myth used to illustrate the conclusion of the preceding 
dialectical argumentation between both Agathon and Socrates on the one 
hand and between Socrates and Diotima on the other. Whereas Agathon 
praised Eros as the most beautiful and youngest god, Socrates persuades 
him that Eros is no perfect god but rather the desire for perfection. The myth 
Socrates claims to have heard from Diotima underscores this conclusion: 
like his mother Penia, he is always destitute, ‘tough, with hardened skin, 
without shoes or home ... always in a state of need’; but also, ‘taking after 
his father, he schemes to get hold of beautiful and good things ... he desires 
knowledge and is resourceful in getting it, a lifelong lover of wisdom 
(philosoph_n dia pantòs tou bíou)’ (Symposium 203d).  

This myth of Eros’ birth, it seems, was meant to be understood in 
comparison with those of some previous speakers. Phaedrus praises Eros as 
one of the oldest gods, who according to Hesiod and other authorities had 
no parents. According to Agathon, on the other hand, Eros must be the 
youngest of gods if he is the most beautiful. Plato’s intention is probably to 
bring out the sophistry of these two speakers, whose main interest is a clever 
play with words instead of a serious search for truth. Pausanias, speaking 
after Phaedrus, in his turn holds that since there are two Aphrodites, there 
must also be two Eroses. Aphrodite Ouranía is the daughter of Uranus and 
has no mother, whereas Aphrodite Pánd_mos is the daughter of Zeus and 
Dione. The first kind of Eros is between an older man and an adolescent 
boy. It is right and deserves praise, because it concentrates on the psyche. 
The second Eros is either between an erastes and paidika or between a 
male and female. It is an inferior kind of Love, since the focus is solely on 
the body. Pausanias’ distinction between psychological and somatic Love, 
which he substantiates by means of his myth of two Aprodites/Eroses, clearly 
anticipates the Platonic Socrates’ scala amoris. But whereas Pausanias 
attempts to leave room for the validity of somatic pederasty, 
Socrates/Diotima expects the lover to leave the somatic behind and even to 
despise it as he moves from love of an individual beautiful body to love of 
beautiful minds/psyches and finally to love of Beauty as such (cf Symposium 
210b-d). 

Aristophanes’ eulogy presents a comic but serious instance of myth-
making and usage. Aristophanes tells the doctor Eryximachus, who has just 
completed his pedantic speech and who has had no use for myth, the 
following: ‘“Actually, Eryximachus,” Aristophanes said, “I do intend to take a 
different approach from the one taken by you and Pausanias in your 
speeches”’ (Symposium 189c). He then tells his famous myth of the three 
originally round sexes (male-male, female-female and male-female), whole 
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beings who were cut in two by Zeus on account of their hubris, and who 
should from now on honour the gods lest they be punished again. 
Aristophanes uses this myth, a story that happened ‘long ago’ (pálai in 
Symposium 189d; archaia in Symposium 191d), to explain why one would 
feel incomplete and would desire another person. The gender of the person 
that each individual is attracted to is naturally determined, Aristophanes 
explains, by the type of original being it once formed part of. Aristophanes 
notes: 
 

When a lover of boys, or any other type of person, meets that very person 
who is his other half, he is overwhelmed, to an amazing extent, with 
affection (philía), concern (oikeiót_s) and love (eros). The two don’t want to 
spend any time apart from each other. These are people who live out 
whole lifetimes together, but still couldn’t say what it is they want from each 
other. I mean, no one can think that it’s just sexual intercourse they want, 
and that this is the reason why they find such joy in each other’s company 
and attach such importance to this. It’s clear that each of them has some 
wish in his mind that he can’t articulate (Symposium 192c-d) 

 
In his speech Socrates responds explicitly to Aristophanes’ central claim. 
‘The idea has been put forward’, Diotima now says with reference to 
Aristophanes, ‘that lovers are people who are looking for their own other 
halves. But my view is that love is directed neither at their half nor their 
whole unless ... that turns out to be goodto be goodto be goodto be good (agathon). After all, people are 
even prepared to have their own feet or hands amputated if they think that 
those parts of themselves are diseased. ... The point is that the only object of 
people’s love is the good (tou agathou)’ (Symposium 205e).  

When the drunken Alcibiades bursts into the room after Socrates’ 
speech, he delivers an encomium on Socrates, which not only offers a 
welcome relief to the previous serious discussion but also employs mythical 
language that presents Socrates himself as the very embodiment of Platonic 
eros. ‘The way I’ll try to praise Socrates, gentlemen, is through images (di’ 
eikón_n),’ says Alcibiades. And he continues: ‘Perhaps he’ll think this is to 
make fun of him; but the image (h_ eik_n) will be designed to bring out the 
truth (tou al_tho_s héneka) not to make fun’ (Symposium 215a). Like Silenus 
statues and Marsyas the satyr, Socrates is unattractive on the outside and 
appears to be erotically attracted to beautiful boys. But ‘if you could open 
him up and look inside’, Alcibiades maintains, you would discover divine 
‘statues’ inside him just like when you open up the statues of Silenus and 
you would find a man ‘full of moderation (gémei ... s_phrosún_s)’ 
(Symposium 216d-217a). 

My last example of Plato’s deliberate use of myth comes from 
Socrates’ second speech in the Phaedrus. Socrates here sets out to withdraw 
the plea of his previous speech in which he responded to Phaedrus’ 
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recitation of Lysias’ speech. According to Lysias an eromenos, like Phaedrus, 
should grant his favours only to an erastes, like Lysias, who is not in love 
with him. Socrates’ first speech develops this idea, but in his second speech 
he recants it. His daimonion warns him that he has done something wrong, 
that he has uttered a blasphemous speech against Eros and that he needs to 
purify himself by delivering a palinode. He tells Phaedrus: ‘there is no truth 
in the idea that if you have a lover, you should still grant your favours to the 
man who is not in love with you, because he is sane, while the lover is mad’ 
(Phaedrus 244b). In order to prove that madness (manía) sent by the gods is 
not necessarily an evil, but that it can indeed benefit both eromenos and 
erastes, Socrates insists that a clear understanding of the soul is imperative.  

After he has emphasized that the soul is immortal because it is self-
moving, Socrates continues: ‘To tell you what the soul really is (ie, its 
Form/idéa, hoion esti) would call for a lengthy explanation (di_g_sis) – one 
altogether and in every way beyond human power. To tell you what it is like 
(éoiken, a perfect with a present meaning, from eík_), on the other hand is 
within human capability (anthr_pín_s), and briefer. So let us approach it in 
that way’ (Phaedrus 246a). The myth, which Socrates tells, distinguishes 
between divine souls and human souls. Both types of soul are compared to 
a charioteer and a pair of winged horses, but whereas the divine soul has 
only noble horses, the human soul has one noble and one evil horse. 
Socrates recalls later in the speech: ‘At the beginning of our story (muthos) 
we divided every soul into three parts – two having the form of horses, the 
third that of a charioteer. Let that still remain our model’ (Phaedrus 253c).  

In the case of divine souls, the charioteer and horses work in perfect 
harmony so that these souls are able to constantly contemplate perfect 
Beauty and Goodness. In the case of the human soul, however, the task of 
the rational part (the charioteer) is to struggle with and control the irrational 
part (the evil horse) with the assistance of the spirited part (the noble horse). 
The structure is similar to the tripartite division of the soul and the polis in 
the Republic, but a new element enters: an appreciation of divine madness, 
absent also from Socrates’ first speech in the Phaedrus. Socrates now uses 
the Platonic theory of recollection (anamnesis) to argue that the human soul 
which once in following the soul of its god saw glimpses of perfect Beauty 
before it fell to earth (ie, before it lost its wings and became embodied), 
remembers this ideal Form when it sees a beautiful individual and begins to 
regrow its wings which will carry it upwards to true Beauty. It is this kind of 
madness, sent by the gods, which Plato presently praises in his second 
speech. Souls, which have an adequate recollection of perfect Beauty, ‘when 
they see some likeness of what is there [in that other world], are 
dumbfounded; they are no longer masters of themselves, though their 
perception is unclear, and so they do not realize what is happening to them’ 
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(Phaedrus 250a-b). The lover who is corrupted, will not move from this 
individual in whom he recognizes an example of Beauty, to Beauty as such, 
but will foolishly give ‘himself up to pleasure (h_don_), going at it like a 
four-footed animal, and trying to father offspring. Excess (hubris) is his 
companion, and he follows pleasure (h_don_) without fear of 
embarassment’ (Phaedrus 250e). To the lover of wisdom, on the other hand, 
who remembers the ideal Beauty that he once saw, the following happens: 
 

When he sees a good likeness of beauty – a face or bodily shape like 
that of a god – the first thing he does is shiver feverishly, and there 
comes over him something of the awe he felt before. Then, gazing at it, 
he worships the beauty he sees, as he would a god; only the fear of 
being thought completely mad stops him sacrificing to his boyfriend as 
to the statue of a god. When he sees him, a change comes over him – 
the sweating and high temperature you would expect after the shivering. 
His temperature rises with the stream of beauty coming to him through 
his eyes, and his wings grow, like a plant watered by this stream. The 
area round the shoot, which in the past has locked solid, preventing any 
growth, is thawed by the rise in temperature. As the nourishment pours 
in, the quills of the feathers expand, and they start sprouting from their 
roots all over the soul, below the surface; for the entire soul was once 
winged (Phaedrus 251a-c). 

 
Socrates’ point, the reason why he analyses the human soul in the second 
speech, is to demonstrate that an eromenos is better off if he gratifies an 
erastes who is in love with him than one who is not. He consciously uses the 
myth of the chariot team to portray the struggle within the tripartite human 
soul vividly: 

 
When the charioteer first sees the face he loves, warming his whole soul 
with the sight, he begins to be filled with tickling and the pains of desire. 
The horse which obeys the charioteer is controlled, now as always, by 
modesty; it keeps itself in check, and does not leap on the one it loves. 
But the other stops paying any attention at all to the charioteer’s spur or 
whip; it starts violently forward, to the great confusion of its fellow and 
the charioteer. It drives them towards the boy, and forces them to bring 
up the question of sexual pleasure. At first the other horse and the 
charioteer resist, annoyed at the horrifying and unnatural thing they are 
being driven to. But in the end, seeing no end to the evil, they let 
themselves be carried along, giving in and agreeing to do what they are 
told. They come up close to him, and see the dazzling face of the boy 
they love. When the charioteer sees this, his recollection (mn_m_) is 
carried back to the nature of beauty. Again he sees it, standing side by 
side with self-control (sophrosune), on a holy pedestal. The sight fills him 
with fear; he falls back, overcome with awe, and this makes him drag 
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on the reins with such violence as to bring both horses back on their 
quarters (Phaedrus 254a-d). 

 
Socrates concludes that the lover who behaves in this manner, is of benefit 
to the paidika. The latter should therefore give himself to this kind of lover, 
rather than to someone who is not in love with him as Lysias advised. 

In her Fragility of goodness Martha Nussbaum (1986) advanced the 
controversial thesis that Plato revised his view of love radically in the 
Phaedrus. Not only did Plato, according to Nussbaum, now recognize the 
validity of passionate, mad love, but also of the unique individual. This, she 
explained, probably happened after Plato himself had fallen in love with the 
young Dion of Syracuse. Christopher Rowe (1990) then replied that 
Nussbaum had misread the content of divine madness in the palinode, and 
Christopher Gill (1990) argued that she had illegitimately imported modern 
notions of the individual into her reading of Socrates’ second speech. I am 
basically in agreement with their substantial criticisms, but will for my 
purposes here not enter this debate in greater detail, since my focus is 
primarily on Plato’s conscious use of myth. 

As far as this issue of deliberate myth-making in Plato is concerned, 
Christopher Gill (1980) argued earlier that Atlantis offers an example of 
deliberate Platonic fiction. He then, in ‘Plato on falsehood – not fiction’ 
(1993) revised this view, thinking that he himself had been influenced 
unduly by modern notions of fiction in his earlier assessment. Christopher 
Rowe (1999:263), however, answers that, although he accepts ‘many of 
Christopher Gills strictures ... against too easy an attribution to Plato of 
modern concepts of fiction’, it still seems to him that the contrast between 
‘what is, or is represented as being ..., invented, constructed, or imagined’ 
and what is not, as ‘fundamental to Plato’s deployment of the notion of 
muthos.’ My point that Plato self-consciously reflected on the use of myths in 
society and consciously created and manipulated them to serve his 
philosophical views on politics and love, is in line not only with Christopher 
Rowes’ contention but also with Luc Brisson’s detailed study of myth in Plato, 
translated as Plato the myth-maker (1998), and may benefit further from 
Myles Burnyeat’s subtle reading of Plato in his Tanner lectures (1997). It also 
acknowledges Julia Annas’ methodological suggestion that a reading of 
Plato may benefit from an analysis of the post-Platonic tradition in antiquity. 
I will hold that Celsus was a good Platonist when he recognized early 
Christian myths as fictions similar to those told in his own tradition. Whether 
he was correct in rejecting the Christian ones, calls for a serious reflection 
on the ethical content that they embodied in comparison with that of Greco-
Roman myths – something I did not debate in this paper, but which surely 
deserves all our attention if we consider ourselves moral readers for whom 
our individual and collective well-being is of the utmost importance. 
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The concepts of temperance and magnanimity (generosity) play a central 
role in Nietzsche's ethic, which is basically an ethic of virtue. In his own 
unique way, and in accordance with his extra-moral view of life, Nietzsche 
recovers and re-appropriates these virtues. Considerable attention is paid 
to Nietzsche’s “aristocratism”, which is closely tied up with his 
reconceptualisation (“rehabilitation”) of the virtues in terms of virtù 
(virtuosity and vitality), to which he also refers as his “moraline-free” 
conception of the virtues. 

According to Nietzsche, the truly noble or virtuous person is one who 
lives beyond resentment and feelings of remorse and guilt. He lives his life 
from the fullness of his own being and what he can bestow on others. Such 
a person is characterised, first of all, by temperance – a sense of measure 
and proportion.  

Temperance (sophrosyne, temperantia) is one of the classical virtues, 
but it became deformed by the moralistic view of life; it was degraded to a 
gloomy, suffocating mediocrity. Temperance was presented as “asceticism, 
as a fight with the devil, etc.” The sad result was that “the best things have 
been slandered because the weak or the immoderate swine have cast a 
bad light on them” (WP 870). However, Nietzsche does not reject the virtue 
of temperance. He would much rather like to “rehabilitate” or revalue this 
virtue in such a way as to serve his own perspective of life-affirmation and 
will to power.  

It is important to understand Nietzsche's views on temperance, like 
many of the other virtues, against the background of his genealogy of 
morals. According to Nietzsche, the ethical distinction between good and 
bad did not originate with those to whom “goodness” was shown, but 
rather with the noble, powerful, high-stationed and high-minded, who felt 
and established themselves and their actions as good, i.e. of the first rank, 
in contradistinction to all the low, low-minded, common and plebeian. It is 
this aristocratic "pathos of distance" that Nietzsche seeks to rekindle and 
rehabilitate as the true origin of ethical life. This pathos of distance 
basically emanates from self-respect: “The noble soul has reverence for 
itself” (BGE 287). For Nietzsche this means that one should realize the 
greatest multiplicity of drives and form-giving forces in oneself, in the most 
tension-fraught but "controlled" manner. This control, the imposing of some 
form, is a creative, artistic activity. To lead an authentically ethical life, to 
become a truly virtuous person, is to realize this artistic activity in an 
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intensified way – imposing a form on oneself without neglecting the 
multiplicity in oneself. Nietzsche also refers to this as a process of self-
creation, of transforming the self into a work of art, of giving style to one's 
own existence. Thus we free ourselves from guilt, resentment and the rage 
against contingency. By giving up the demand that we, in our particularity, 
fit the requirements of the general category of subjectivity, we free ourselves 
from the "will of man to find himself guilty and reprehensible to a degree 
that can never be atoned for"(GM II,2).  

Nietzsche’s re-covered ethics of self-formation and self-discipline 
valorises the particularity and multiplicity that make the self resistant to the 
crippling idea of a moral, universal subjectivity. His disciplined artist sees 
his unruly, multiple, and particular self as the source of a singular vitality 
and richness he distinctively shapes. He does not seek total self-mastery 
(and he does not experience the vengefulness that comes with that quest) 
because he understands Zarathustra’s observation that "one must still have 
chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing star" (Z P,5). It is of the utmost 
importance for Nietzsche that one should attain satisfaction with oneself: 
"only then is a human being at all tolerable to behold. Whoever is 
dissatisfied with himself is continually ready for revenge, and we others will 
be his victims, if only by having to endure his ugly sight. For the sight of 
what is ugly makes one bad and gloomy." (GS 290).  

To attain satisfaction with oneself ultimately means to affirm life in its 
totality. This implies a life beyond resentment, i.e. a life that is characterised 
by generosity and magnanimity. Nietzsche glorifies magnanimity 
(megalopsychia, magnanimitas) as the "crown" of all the virtues. His 
description of it resembles Aristotle's portrait of "magnanimous man" in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, and can best be summarised by the following quote 
from The Will to Power: "It is richness in personality, abundance in oneself, 
overflowing and bestowing, instinctive good health and affirmation of 
oneself, that produce great sacrifice and great love: it is strong and godlike 
selfhood from which these affects grow, just as surely as do the desire to 
become master, encroachment, the inner certainty of having a right to 
everything. What according to common ideas are opposite dispositions are 
rather one disposition; and if one is not firm and brave with oneself, one 
has nothing to bestow and cannot stretch out one’s hand to protect and 
support – " (WP 386) 

 
 
Twee van Nietzsche se groot temas, albei onafskeidbaar van sy idees van 
selfbeheer en selftransendensie, is matigheid en generositeit (gulhartigheid, 
grootmoedigheid). Die waarlik edele of deugdelike mens is die mens wat 
nie leef vanuit ressentiment nie, maar wat die kuns bemeester het om 
sonder wroeging te leef vanuit die volheid van wat hy is en wat hy aan te 
bied het. Hierdie mens word onder meer gekenmerk deur 'n sin vir maat.  
 Matigheid (sophrosyne, temperantia) is een van die klassieke deugde, 
maar dit is in die moralistiese lewensopvatting misvorm tot 'n stompsinnige, 
sombere en verstikkende middelmatigheid. Matigheid is voorgestel as 
“asceticism, as a fight with the devil, etc.” Die droewige (maar voorspelbare) 
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gevolg van hierdie eeuelange kampanje is dat “the best things have been 
slandered because the weak or the immoderate swine have cast a bad light 
on them” (WP 870). Ten spyte van hierdie misvorming verwerp Nietzsche nie 
die deug van matigheid nie. Hy wil dit juis “rehabiliteer” of herwaardeer om 
dit sodoende diensbaar te maak aan sy eie perspektief van 
lewensbevestiging en wil tot mag.  

Wat Nietzsche te sê het oor die deug van matigheid word uitstekend 
toegelig in 'n onlangse artikel van Paul van Tongeren in Phronimon (sien 
Van Tongeren 2001). Op gevaar af van herhaling gaan ek vervolgens slegs 
kortliks wys op enkele aspekte van Nietzsche se opvattings oor matigheid, 
waarna ek 'n meer uitgebreide behandeling sal gee van sy beskouings oor 
generositeit. 

 
I 

 
Volgens Nietzsche vereis egte matigheid wilskrag. Dit is 'n uiting van 'n sterk 
wil wat, gekonfronteer met 'n veelvoud van magtige en botsende kragte, nie 
daarvoor terugdeins of dit probeer ontken nie, maar dit juis in 'n gees van 
onderlinge wedywering en spanning verwelkom. “The faith in the pleasure 
of moderation – that pleasure of the rider on a fiery steed! – has been 
lacking hitherto. The mediocrity of weaker natures has been confused with 
the moderation of the strong!” (WP 870). Egte matigheid beteken 
beheersdheid, en dit veronderstel 'n sin vir maat, vir proporsie, vir goeie 
smaak. Die menslik lofwaardige of voortreflike kwaliteite moet in proporsie, 
d.w.s. in 'n eweredige verhouding tot mekaar gebring word. “The natural 
delight of aesthetic natures in measure, the enjoyment of the beauty of 
measure, was overlooked or denied, because one desired an anti-
eudamonistic morality” (ibid.). Aangedryf deur 'n neerhalende en 
selfvernederende opvatting van wat substantief waardevol (en onwaardig) is 
in hulleself, neig die swakkes en mateloses om “oor boord te gaan” met 
hulle fanatisme en hulle asketisisme. Die egte matige persoon word 
daarenteen gekenmerk deur “Pleasure in forms; taking under protection 
everything formal, the conviction that politeness is one of the greatest 
virtues; mistrust for letting oneself go in any way” (WP 943). 
 Tradisioneel word daar in die deugdeleer onderskei tussen die deugde 
wat op die self gerig is en dié wat op die ander gerig is. Nietzsche handhaaf 
nie self hierdie onderskeid nie, maar in terme daarvan moet sy weergawe 
van matigheid (en ook van ander deugde soos generositeit) vierkantig binne 
die eersgenoemde kategorie (dié van self-gerigtheid) geplaas word. 
Nietzsche is bekend daarvoor dat hy deurgaans afwysend staan teenoor 
altruïsme (gerigtheid op die ander), en hy verag die deugde wat tradisioneel 
daarmee in verband gebring is. Uit sy opmerkings oor beleefdheid in die 
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pas aangehaalde passasie blyk nogtans duidelik dat matigheid wel 
betrekking het (of 'n betekenisvolle impak kan hê) op ander persone met wie 
Nietzsche se deugdelike/matige mens in ontmoeting tree. Aanstons sal ons 
sien dat dit des te meer nog die geval is waar die deug van generositeit ter 
sprake kom.  
 Dit is belangrik om Nietzsche se beskouings oor matigheid, soos oor 
enige van die ander deugde, steeds te verstaan teen die agtergrond van sy 
genealogie van die moraal. Laasgenoemde moet deurentyd in ag geneem 
word wanneer daar gekyk word na sy eie taksering van tradisionele 
onderskeide soos dié tussen goed en kwaad, deug en ondeug, altruïsme en 
egoïsme. Dergelike onderskeide kan volgens Nietzsche alleen begryp 
(“herwaardeer”) word as hulle teruggevoer word na hulle punt van 
oorsprong (die “oer-toneel” van hulle ontstaan), en dit is vir Nietzsche die 
aristokratiese etos met sy patos van distansie en sy onderskeid tussen goed 
(“vornehm”) en sleg. Van belang is hier die volgende passasie uit Zur 
Genealogie der Moral: 
 
 Now it is plain to me ...: the judgment “good” did not originate with those 

to whom “goodness” was shown! Rather it was “the good” themselves, that 
is to say, the noble, powerful, high-stationed and high-minded, who felt 
and established themselves and their actions as good, that is, of the first 
rank, in contradistinction to all the low, low-minded, common and 
plebeian. It was out of this pathos of distance that they first seized the right 
to create values and to coin names for values ... The pathos of nobility and 
distance, as aforesaid, the protracted and domineering fundamental total 
feeling on the part of a higher ruling order in relation to a lower order, to a 
“below” – that is the origin of the antithesis “good” and “bad” ... It follows 
from this origin that the word “good” was definitely not linked from the first 
and by necessity to “unegoistic” actions, as the superstition of these 
genealogists of morality would have it. Rather it was only when aristocratic 
value judgments declined that the whole antithesis “egoistic” “unegoistic” 
obtruded itself more and more on the human conscience – it is, to speak in 
my own language, the herd instinct that through this antithesis at last gets 
its word (and its words) in. And even then it was a long time before that 
instinct attained such dominion that moral evaluation was actually stuck 
and halted at this antithesis (as, for example, is the case in contemporary 
Europe: the prejudice that takes “moral”, “unegoistic”, “désintéressé” as 
concepts of equivalent value already rules today with the force of a “fixed 
idea” and brain-sickness). (GM I,2)1 

 
 Nietzsche se herwaardering en herwinning van matigheid asook 
sommige ander deugde moet, teen die agtergrond van hierdie passasie, 
verstaan word as 'n poging om weer iets van die verlore aristokratiese etos 
in die hede te laat herleef. Hy verwys dikwels na homself as 'n voorstander 
van “moraline free” virtù2 (in die pre-Sokraties Griekse, Romeinse en 
Renaissance sin van die woord), en nie van deug (“virtue”) soos misvorm en 
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geperverteer deur die Christendom, die Kantianisme en ander moralismes 
nie. En as deug – in die sin van virtù – toevallig ook voordele inhou vir die 
“kudde” (die swakkes en die minderwaardiges), dan is dit 'n onbedoelde 
gevolg wat Nietzsche heeltemal koud laat.  

In hierdie opsig kan Nietzsche se herwaardering van waardes en 
deugde eenvoudig geïnterpreteer word as 'n omkering sonder meer, 'n 
beweging terug na die egoïsme wat gediskrediteer geraak het deur die 
morele opvatting van die lewe. So 'n interpretasie is egter 'n 
oorvereenvoudiging van Nietzsche se standpunt. Dit hou nie genoegsaam 
rekening met sekere aspekte van sy denke nie. In verskeie tekste stel 
Nietzsche dit duidelik dat die lang geskiedenis van die kudde-moraal nie 
somaar tersyde gestel of herroep kan word nie. Of hulle dit nou verdien of 
nie, die kudde is tans die heersersklas en hulle beskik oor die mag om hulle 
waardes op almal af te dwing. Erger nog: die hoogste en edelste lede van 
moderne samelewings is sélf ook erfgename van dieselfde geskiedenis wat 
gelei het tot die hegemonie van die kudde, en hulle moet dus hulleself, 
tesame met die kudde, te bowe kom. Verder, op 'n meer konseptuele vlak, 
word matigheid (en ook die ander deugde wat Nietzsche hoog ag) mede-
bepaal en mede-gekonstitueer deur verhoudings tussen persone. Sommige 
van die “vorme” wat die matige persoon respekteer is vorme van interaksie 
('n mens kan byvoorbeeld nóg beleefd nóg onbeleefd wees teenoor jouself), 
en om 'n sin vir maat en proporsie te handhaaf impliseer minstens ook 
gedeeltelik die vermoë van die self om homself in verhouding tot ander 
mense te verstaan. Die afsondering en distansiëring waarvan Nietzsche 
praat, moet nie te sterk in 'n ruimtelike of territoriale sin opgevat word nie, 
en dit is ook slegs gedeeltelik in 'n fisiese sin te begryp.  
 Die afsondering of patos van distansie wat so kenmerkend is van die 
edele mens, is vir Nietzsche geen doel op sigself nie. Dit maak deel uit van 'n 
oorkoepelende strategie tot selfontplooiing en selfskepping, en dit kom basies 
voort uit eerbied vir die self: “The noble soul has reverence for itself” (BGE 
287). Daarby beteken eerbied vir die self by uitstek eerbied vir die agonistiese 
en spanningsvolle veelvuldigheid wat die self in homself huisves. Dit word 
treffend deur Van Tongeren (2000: 240-41) soos volg verduidelik: “The 
German word for reverence is ‘Ehrfurcht.’ The ‘Ehrfurcht vor sich’ from 
section 287 is the overcoming of a ‘Furcht vor sich’ which is mentioned in 
section 292. It is quite normal that [one] ‘often runs away from himself, often 
is afraid of himself.’ It is not easy to endure this agonistic plurality (‘how many 
spirits do we harbor’ – BGE 227) in oneself ... It is very hard ‘to conserve 
oneself’ (BGE 41) when one has to safeguard the plurality one harbors and is 
not allowed to adhere to one particular identity or commitment, nor to one’s 
detachment from all attachments.” Van Tongeren haal dan die volgende 
gedeelte uit Jenseits von Gut und Böse aan wat die argument goed saamvat: 
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 Not to remain stuck to a person – not even the most loved – every person is 

a prison, also a nook. Not to remain stuck to a fatherland ... Not to remain 
stuck to some pity – not even for higher men into whose rare torture and 
helplessness some accident allowed us to look. Not to remain stuck to a 
science – even if it should lure us with the most precious finds that seem to 
have been saved up precisely for us. Not to remain stuck to one’s own 
detachment, to that voluptuous remoteness and strangeness of the bird who 
flees ever higher to see ever more below him – the danger of the flier. Not 
to remain stuck to our own virtues and become as a whole the victim of 
some detail in us ... One must know how to conserve oneself: the hardest 
test of independence. (BGE 41) 

 
 Egte deugdelikheid kom voort uit selfrespek, en ware selfrespek 
beteken om staande te bly tussen twee gevaarlike uiterstes: dogmatisme 
(“overestimation of the nook in which [one] sits” – GS 366) aan die een 
kant, en verstrooiing en verbrokkeling (“[to] be seduced into dilettantism, 
into becoming an insect with thousand feet and thousand antennae ... a 
pied piper of the spirit, in short a mis-leader” – BGE 205) aan die ander 
kant (Van Tongeren 2000: 240). Om tussen hierdie gevare staande te bly 
verg moed en konstante waaksaamheid. Dit impliseer 'n volgehoue stryd en 
inspanning. As sodanig bly dit 'n ideaal wat nooit volkome verwesenlik kan 
word nie, en wat dus in 'n sekere sin bomenslik is. Miskien is dit die eintlike 
betekenis van Nietzsche se idee van die Übermensch: dit funksioneer as 'n 
limiet-begrip wat die hoogste vorm van menswees, die uiterste vorm van 
deugdelikheid aandui, en dit kan alleen maar benader word sonder om dit 
ooit volkome te bereik.3 Dít is die geheimenisvolle en ongenaakbare 
waarheid (die waarheid van ewige “wording” en nie die waarheid van “syn” 
nie) wat Nietzsche wil hê ons moet erken en wat volgens hom as maatstaf 
moet geld vir 'n goeie en deugdelike lewe. Dít is die waarheid wat Nietzsche 
bedoel wanneer hy die volgende stelling maak: “the strength of a spirit can 
be measured by how much ‘truth’ it could take, more clearly, to what degree 
it needed it attenuated, veiled, sweetened, blunted, and falsified” (BGE 39). 
 'n Deugdelike lewe, so kan ons dit saamvat, is 'n lewe wat in die teken 
staan van 'n volgehoue spanning – 'n spanning wat op verskeie vlakke 
bestaan: Daar is eerstens die spanning tussen die self en die “ander” (ander 
mense, ander interpretasies of perspektiewe, maar uiteindelik ook die ganse 
sosio-historiese konteks waarin hy homself bevind). Tweedens is daar die 
spanning wat die self in homself ondervind, die spanning tussen die 
verskillende passies, deugde, persoonlikheidseienskappe en “identiteite” wat 
hy in homself huisves: 
 
 ... the highest man, if such a concept be allowed, would be the man who 

represented the antithetical character of existence most strongly, as its glory 
and sole justification – Commonplace men can represent only a tiny nook 
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and corner of this natural character: they perish when the multiplicity of 
elements and the tension of opposites, i.e. the precondition for greatness in 
man, increases. (WP 881) 

 The highest man would have the greatest multiplicity of drives, in the 
relatively greatest strength that can be endured. Indeed, where the plant 
“man” shows himself strongest one finds instincts that conflict powerfully ..., 
but are controlled. (WP 966) 

 
 Die beheer waarvan hier sprake is moet op so 'n wyse uitgeoefen 
word dat dit nie die veelvuldigheid negeer en daarmee ook die spanning 
ophef nie. En dit is 'n groot kuns. Dit verg takt, soepelheid, goeie smaak, 
subtiliteit, genuanseerdheid, vindingrykheid en skeppende verbeeldingskrag 
– al die kwaliteite wat ons normaalweg assosieer met die wêreld van die 
kuns en kunstenaarskap. Van Tongeren (2000: 242) stel dit soos volg: “The 
highest human would realize the greatest multiplicity in the most tension-
fraught but ‘controlled’ manner. This control, the imposing of some form, is 
a creative, artistic activity: ‘We have many types in us. We coordinate our 
inner stimuli as well as the outer ones into one image or in a sequence of 
images: as artists.’4 Not only does Nietzsche recognize the realization of this 
ideal in some artists, as for example in Goethe and Hafiz (GM III,2), but in 
general he considers this to be the task of the highest human beings in our 
day: to realize this artistic activity in an intensified way, imposing a form on 
oneself without neglecting the multiplicity in oneself. Here we find the 
domain of art back in Nietzsche’s revaluation of morality.” 
 Van Tongeren wys vervolgens daarop dat “this art of living is to a 
large extent carried out in the art of disguise, the play of masks ... ‘the 
tremendous manifoldness of practice, art, and the mask’ (BGE 242).” Ek 
gaan nie hier verder in op hierdie fassinerende aspek van Nietzsche se 
filosofie en Van Tongeren se bespreking daarvan nie. Ek volstaan met 
enkele opmerkings van Van Tongeren (ibid.: 242-43): “The theme of 
masking is strongly present in Beyond Good and Evil, often explicitly related 
to the ideal of nobility. In part the mask will be an inevitable effect of the 
noble multiplicity.” Die verhewenheid van edele mense is geleë in hulle 
gekompliseerdheid en meerdimensionaliteit. Hulle het meervoudige of 
meerduidige identiteite wat hulle ontoeganklik en moeilik peilbaar maak, of, 
soos Nietzsche dit stel: “around every profound spirit a mask is growing 
continually, owing to the constantly false, namely shallow, interpretation of 
every word, every step, every sign of life he gives.” (BGE 40). Maar hierdie 
groot geeste skep self ook hierdie maskers, nie slegs omdat hulle behoefte 
het aan afstandelikheid midde-in die alledaagse sosiale omgang nie (BGE 
288 en 290), maar (en dit geld veral in die hedendaagse omstandighede) 
omdat dit hulle in staat stel “to realize this struggle between different 
possibilities, this agonistic multiplicity which they are. Masks are instruments 
to adopt an identity and at the same time not to identify oneself with this 
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identity but to take distance from it...” Nietzsche self stel dit soos volg: “it is 
characteristic of more refined humanity to respect ‘the mask’ and not to 
indulge in psychology and curiosity in the wrong place” (BGE 270). 
 Ek wil weer kortliks terugkeer na Nietzsche se idee van selfbeheersing 
as artistieke selfskepping – sy idee van die self as 'n kunswerk. Ek wys hier in 
die eerste plek op die belangrike passasie in Die fröhliche Wissenschaft 
waar Nietzsche selfdissipline in verband bring met die vermoë om “styl te 
gee” aan jou lewe:  
 
 One thing is needful. – To “give style” to one’s character – a great and rare 

art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of 
their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one of them 
appears as an art and reason and even weaknesses delight the eye. Here a 
large mass of second nature has been added; there a piece of original 
nature has been removed – both times through long practice and daily 
work at it. Here the ugly that could not be removed is concealed; there it 
has been reinterpreted and made sublime … In the end, when the work is 
finished, it becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste governed 
and formed everything large and small. Whether this taste was good or 
bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it was a single taste! 
(GS 290) 

 
Hierdie selfdissipline is net vir diegene met “strong and domineering natures 
that enjoy their finest gaiety in such constraint and perfection under a law of 
their own.” Hierteenoor is dit die swakker tipes “without power over 
themselves that hate the constraint of style” – miskien juis omdat daar geen 
eenvoudige kitsformule is om styl te gee aan jou lewe nie.  
 Om styl te gee aan jouself beteken, soos Honig (1993: 62) dit mooi 
stel, “to develop a signature, an individuality, by working with, reshaping, 
and exploring the possibilities contained in and presented by raw materials 
that we did not choose.” Nog dieper gesien beteken dit, soos Honig tereg 
aandui, dat “we free ourselves of the rage against contingency by 
beautifying, deifying, sometimes concealing, and thereby unifying until we 
are satisfied with ourselves, until we have recovered ourselves by, in effect, 
re-covering ourselves… By giving up the demand that we, in our 
particularity, fit the requirements of the general category of subjectivity, we 
free ourselves from the ‘will of man to find himself guilty and reprehensible 
to a degree that can never be atoned for.’5 Nietzsche’s re-covered self-
discipline liberates us from the rage against contingency because it operates 
according to a principle of selectivity, because it is governed by a single 
taste, and because its object is particular.” (ibid.) 
 Honig wys daarop dat, soos Kant reeds in die Kritik der Urteilskraft 
aangetoon het, die probleem van kontingensie slegs as probleem na vore 
tree wanneer ons probeer om die wêreld “objektief” te ken: “The process of 
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objective knowing subsumes particulars under general categories – concepts 
– that relegate the particular to the realm of the unknowable or contingent: 
they suppress difference. The problem of the particular, of the contingent or 
different, disappears if we give up on this project or explanation via 
subsumption. And we can do this through art.” (ibid.) Waar Kant egter 'n 
analogie “vasstel” tussen die sfeer van die kuns (skoonheid, partikulariteit) 
en die sfeer van moraliteit, dus 'n versoening wil bewerkstellig tussen die 
twee sfere, daar sien Nietzsche in die “skone” (of die “sublieme” soos Kant 
dit ook noem), in die kuns, 'n alternatief vir die “impositional constructions 
of morality, just as he sees in his re-covered self-discipline an alternative to 
the self-discipline of the moralists.” (ibid.: 63) 
 Hierop lewer Honig nog die volgende treffende kommentaar: 
“Nietzsche’s re-covered self-discipline valorizes the particularity and 
multiplicity that make the self resistant to the formation of moral, responsible 
subjectivity. His disciplined artist sees his unruly, multiple, and particular self 
as the source of a singular vitality and richness he distinctively shapes. He 
does not seek total self-mastery (and he does not experience the 
vengefulness that comes with that quest) because he understands 
Zarathustra’s observation that ‘one must still have chaos in one, to give birth 
to a dancing star.’6 Neither does he expect total submission. He knows that 
his canvas is not passive and that artistry is interactive. He is responsive to 
the self as he shapes it.” (ibid.) 
 Die selfdissipline van die moraliste word daarenteen gekenmerk deur 
haatdraende selfontkenning, simptomaties van 'n onuitroeibare 
misnoegdheid of ontevredenheid met die self. Dit is waarom Nietzsche dan 
die volgende sê: 
 
 For one thing is needful: that a human being should attain satisfaction with 

himself, whether it be by means of this or that poetry and art; only then is a 
human being at all tolerable to behold. Whoever is dissatisfied with himself 
is continually ready for revenge, and we others will be his victims, if only by 
having to endure his ugly sight. For the sight of what is ugly makes one bad 
and gloomy. (GS 290) 

 
Die kunstenaar, anders as die moralis, word nie “bad and gloomy” gemaak 
deur die “sight of what is ugly” nie, want hy meet homself nie aan die een of 
ander onbereikbare (transendente) en universele standard nie. Hy besef die 
wysheid van Zarathustra se vermaning:  
 
 Do not be virtuous beyond your powers! And do not ask anything 

improbable of yourselves! Follow in the footsteps of your father’s virtue! 
How would you climb high if the will of your fathers did not climb with you? 
… And you should not pretend to be saints in those matters in which your 
fathers were vicious! (Z IV,13: “Of the Higher Man” 13) 
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Hieraan voeg Zarathustra die volgende bemoedigende woorde toe: 
 
 And if great things you attempted have turned out failures, does that mean 

you yourselves are – failures? And if you yourselves have turned out 
failures, does that mean – man is a failure? If man has turned out a failure, 
however: very well! Come on! (ibid.: 14) 

 The higher its type, the less often does a thing succeed. You Higher Men 
here, are you not all – failures? Be of good courage, what does it matter! 
How much is still possible! Learn to laugh at yourselves as a man ought to 
laugh! … And truly, how much has already succeeded! How rich this earth 
is in good little perfect things, in well-constituted things! Set good little 
perfect things around you, you Higher Men! Things whose golden ripeness 
heals the heart. Perfect things teach hope. (ibid.: 15) 

 
 Die hoëre of verhewe mense van wie Nietzsche gewag maak, is die 
enkelinge wat selftevredenheid of selfgenoegsaamheid bereik het. Dit 
beteken egter nié dat hulle onkrities op hulleself, passief en onverskillig is 
nie7 (dit sou bloot simptomaties wees van die nihilisme), maar wel dat hulle, 
anders as die moraliste, nie vanuit 'n gevoel van self-misnoegdheid hunker 
na iets buite hulleself wat aan hulle “verdorwe” en miserabele bestaan sin 
kan gee nie. Hulle deugdelikheid bestaan nie in 'n afkerigheid van hulleself 
en van die lewe nie, maar juis in die volledige affirmasie van hulleself en 
daarmee saam ook van die lewe in sy geheel. Dit dui op 'n bestaan 
anderkant of verby ressentiment, en dit is 'n bestaan wat getuig van 
generositeit, gulhartigheid of grootmoedigheid.  
 

II 
 
In talle passasies dwarsdeur die werk van Nietzsche kom die begrip 
generositeit (“magnanimity”) ter sprake. Myns insiens neem dit 'n sentrale, 
uiters belangrike plek in in sy filosofie.8 As daar één woord of begrip is 
waarmee ons Nietzsche se opvatting van deugdelikheid kan “saamvat”, dan 
is dit waarskynlik “generositeit”. Hierdie begrip is nie vreemd in die tradisie 
van die deugde-etiek nie. Generositeit (megalopsychia, magnanimitas) is een 
van die tradisionele deugde, en dit is veral bekend as een van die sg. pre-
Christelike, “aristokratiese” deugde. In tallose passasies gebruik Nietzsche die 
uitdrukkings Seelengrösse, Grösse der Seele en geistiger Grösse 
(groothartigheid, ruimgeestigheid, “greatness of soul” en “greatness of 
spirit”), asook Grossmut (grootmoedigheid, “magnamimity”) wanneer hy 
verwys na sy “ideale” of edele mens.9 Kaufmann wys in sy Nietzsche-boek 
(hoofstuk 12,vi) asook in sy inleiding tot Ecce Homo op die sterk ooreenkoms 
tussen Nietzsche se opvatting van die edele mens en Aristoteles se beskrywing 
van die “magnanimous man” in die Ethica Nichomachea (IV,iii). Hy meen 
trouens dat laasgenoemde 'n leitmotiv is in Nietzsche se Ecce Homo. 
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Tersaaklik is veral die volgende opmerkings van Aristoteles in die Ethica 
Nichomachea Boek IX en IV (sy skets van die “magnanimous man”): 
 
 So it is right for the good man to be self-loving, because then he will both 

be benefited himself by performing fine actions, and also help others. But it 
is not right for the bad man, because he will injure both himself and his 
neighbours by giving way to base feelings. (EN IX,viii: 1169a) 

 Well, a person is considered to be magnanimous if he thinks that he is 
worthy of great things, provided that he is worthy of them ... magnanimous 
people are concerned with honour, because it is honour above all that they 
claim as their due, and deservedly ... It would seem that the magnanimous 
man is characterized by greatness in every virtue ... magnanimity seems to 
be a sort of crown of the virtues, because it enhances them and is never 
found apart from them. This makes it hard to be truly magnanimous, 
because it is impossible without all-round excellence ... At great honours 
bestowed by responsible persons he will feel pleasure, but only a moderate 
one, because he will feel that he is getting no more than his due, or rather 
less, since no honour can be enough for perfect excellence. Nevertheless he 
will accept such honours, on the ground that there is nothing greater they 
can give him. But honour conferred by ordinary people for trivial reasons 
he will utterly despise, because that sort of thing is beneath his dignity. And 
similarly with dishonour, because it cannot rightfully attach to him ... but he 
will also be moderately disposed to wealth, power, and every kind of good 
and bad fortune, however it befalls him ... He is disposed to confer 
benefits, but is ashamed to accept them, because the one is the act of a 
superior and the other that of an inferior. When he repays a service he 
does so with interest, because in this way the original benefactor will 
become his debtor and beneficiary ... Another mark of the magnanimous 
man is that he never, or only reluctantly, makes a request, whereas he is 
eager to help others. He is haughty towards those who are influential and 
successful, but moderate towards those who have an intermediate position 
in society, because in the former case to be superior is difficult and 
impressive, but in the latter it is easy; and to create an impression at the 
expense of the former is not ill-bred, but to do so among the humble is 
vulgar – like using one’s strength against the weak ... He does not nurse 
resentment, because it is beneath magnanimous man to remember things 
against people, especially wrongs; it is more like him to overlook them ... 
(EN IV,iii: 1123b-1125a) 

 
 In hierdie teksgedeelte van Aristoteles kan verskeie temas 
geïdentifiseer word wat ook in Nietzsche se opvattings oor deugdelikheid 'n 
belangrike rol speel. Daar is sterk raakpunte met Nietzsche se idees oor 
gesonde selfsug, eerbiedwaardigheid, ongelykheid of rangverskille tussen 
mense, die “skenkende deug”, gulhartigheid, matigheid en beleefdheid 
teenoor minderes, grootmoedigheid, en vryheid van ressentiment. En soos 
Aristoteles sou mens miskien ook al hierdie (en ander) kwaliteite wat deur 
Nietzsche hoog aangeslaan word kon saamvat in 'n enkele begrip, 'n soort 
“kroon van die deugde”, naamlik generositeit. 
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 Dit is interessant dat Nietzsche soms wanneer hy spesifiek van 
generositeit praat, dit in verband bring met selfopoffering en 
onbaatsugtigheid. So stel hy byvoorbeeld in Die fröhliche Wissenschaft dat 
die edele en genereuse mens in die oë van die swak tipes eintlik dwaas en 
onbeholpe voorkom, en wel in die sin dat hy nie uit nuttigheidsoorwegings 
en eiebelang handel nie: 
 
 Common natures consider all noble, magnanimous feelings inexpedient 

and therefore first of all incredible ... they see the noble person as a kind of 
fool; they despise him in his joy and laugh at his shining eyes ... What 
distinguishes the common type is that it never loses sight of its advantage, 
and that this thought of purpose and advantage is even stronger than the 
strongest instincts; not to allow these instincts to lead one astray to perform 
inexpedient acts – that is their wisdom and pride. Compared to them, the 
higher type is more unreasonable, for those who are noble, magnanimous, 
and self-sacrificial do succumb to their instincts, and when they are at their 
best, their reason pauses ... The taste of the higher type is for exceptions, 
for things that leave most people cold ... This is the eternal injustice of those 
who are noble. (GS 3)10 

 
 Hierdie verstommende – haas onbegryplike – passievolheid en 
onbaatsugtigheid van die genereuse mens kom volgens Nietzsche tipies tot 
uitdrukking in die kortstondigheid van sy woede – en in sy vergiffenisvolheid 
– teenoor diegene wat hom kwaad aangedoen het: 
 
 Magnanimity and related matters – Those paradoxical phenomena, like the 

sudden chill in the behavior of an emotional person, or the humor of a 
melancholic, and above all magnanimity as a sudden renunciation of 
revenge or of the satisfaction of envy, appear in people who harbor a 
powerful centrifugal force and experience sudden satiety and sudden 
nausea. Their satisfactions are so quick and strong that they are followed 
instantly by wariness and aversion and flight into the opposite taste. In this 
opposite, the cramp of feeling is resolved – in one person by a sudden chill, 
in another by laughter, in a third person by tears of self-sacrifice. The 
magnanimous person ... appears to me as an extremely vengeful person 
who beholds satisfaction so close at hand and who drains it so fully and 
thoroughly to the last drop, in anticipation, that a tremendous and quick 
nausea follows this quick orgy, and he now rises “above himself”, as they 
say, and forgives his enemy, and even blesses and honors him. With this 
violence against himself, with this scorn for his lust for revenge that a 
moment ago was still so powerful, he merely yields to a new impulse that has 
now attained power over him ... Magnanimity contains the same degree of 
egoism as does revenge, but egoism of a different quality. (GS 49) 

 
 Generositeit kan in die werk van Nietzsche ook in verband gebring 
word met gevoelens van selftrots en van voldoende mag, wat volgens hom 
die setel is van die “virtues that incur costs”. Hieroor skryf hy soos volg: 
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 As members of society we believe we ought not to practise certain virtues 
from which as private persons we acquire the highest honour and a certain 
satisfaction, for example mercy and consideration for transgressors of all 
kinds – in general any action by which the interests of society would suffer 
through our virtue. No bench of judges may conscientiously practise mercy: 
this privilege is reserved to the king as an individual; one rejoices when he 
makes use of it, as proof that one would like to be merciful, even though as 
a society one absolutely cannot be. Society thus recognizes only those 
virtues that are advantageous, or at least not harmful to it (those that can 
be practised without loss, for example justice). Those virtues that incur loss 
cannot, consequently, have come into existence within society ... They are 
thus the virtues belonging among non-equals, devised by the superior, the 
individual; they are the virtues of rulers bearing the sense: “I am sufficiently 
powerful to put up with palpable loss, this is a proof of my power” – and 
are thus virtues related to pride. (HAH-WS 34)11 

 
 Nietzsche word nooit moeg om te wys op die pervertering van die 
deugde binne die kader van die moralisme nie. Dit geld ook die deug van 
generositeit. Sy eie siening oor generositeit formuleer hy bondig soos volg: 
 
 It is richness in personality, abundance in oneself, overflowing and bestowing, 

instinctive good health and affirmation of oneself, that produce great sacrifice 
and great love: it is strong and godlike selfhood from which these affects 
grow, just as surely as do the desire to become master, encroachment, the 
inner certainty of having a right to everything. What according to common 
ideas are opposite dispositions are rather one disposition; and if one is not 
firm and brave with oneself, one has nothing to bestow and cannot stretch out 
one’s hand to protect and support – (WP 386)12 

 
 Ware generositeit is slegs moontlik wanneer 'n mens leef in totale 
selfbevestiging en selfgenoegsaamheid. Dit impliseer 'n bestaan wat 
verhewe is bo die moralistiese onderskeid tussen goed en kwaad en die 
gepaardgaande skuldgevoelens en selfkastyding. Die waarlik genereuse 
mens ken geen berou, geen skuldgevoel en geen selfverwyt nie. Hy beskou 
dit as lafhartigheid, en leef eerder in vrymoedigheid en in trots op wat hy is 
en wat hy doen of gedoen het – wat nie beteken dat hy skaamteloos of 
gewetenloos is nie: 
 
 Against remorse. – I do not like this kind of cowardice toward one’s own 

deeds; one should not leave oneself in the lurch at the onset of 
unanticipated shame and embarrassment. An extreme pride, rather, is in 
order. After all, what is the good of it! No deed can be undone by being 
regretted; no more than by being “forgiven” or “atoned for”. One would 
have to be a theologian to believe in “guilt”: we immoralists prefer not to 
believe in “guilt”. We hold instead that every action is of identical value at 
root – and that actions that turn against us may, economically considered, 
be nonetheless useful, generally desirable actions ... There are actions 
which are unworthy of us: actions that, if regarded as typical, would reduce 
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us to a lower class of man. Here one has only to avoid the error of 
regarding them as typical. There are other kinds of actions of which we are 
unworthy: exceptions born of a particular abundance of happiness and 
health, our highest floodtide driven so high for once by a storm, an 
accident: such actions and “works” are likewise not typical. One should 
never measure an artist by the standard of his works. (WP 235) 

 
 Kenmerkend van die genereuse mens is dat hy nooit die aandag op 
homself trek nie, nie sy eie weldade aan die groot klok hang nie, maar 
eerder “anoniem” handel: 
 
 It is so unmagnanimous always to play the bestower and giver and to show 

one’s face when doing so! But to give and bestow and to conceal one’s 
name and awareness one is bestowing a favour! Or to have no name, like 
nature, in which the most refreshing thing of all is that here we at last no 
longer encounter a giver, a bestower, a ‘gracious countenance’! – To be 
sure, you have frivolously sacrificed even this refreshment, for you have put 
a god into nature – and now everything is again tense and unfree! ... Is this 
importunity from Heaven, this inescapable supernatural neighbour, not 
enough to drive one to the Devil! – But there is no need for that, it has been 
only a dream! Let us wake up! (D 464) 

 
 In 'n sekere sin gaan generositeit met beskeidenheid gepaard, mits dit 
nie in 'n valse, skynheilige, moralistiese sin opgevat word nie: 
 
 There is true modesty (that is, the recognition that we are not the work of 

ourselves); and it well becomes the great mind because it is precisely he 
who can grasp the idea of his complete unaccountability (also for the good 
he creates). One hates the immodesty of the great man, not to the extent 
that it comes from a sensation of his own strength, but through it he 
evidences a desire to experience this strength by wounding others, treating 
them in a domineering way and seeing how they will put up with it. As a 
rule this behaviour is even a sign that he lacks a calm certainty of his 
strength and thus leads men to doubt his greatness. To this extent 
immodesty is from a prudential point of view very inadvisable. (HAH 
I,588)13 

 
 Kenmerkend van die edele en genereuse mens is ten slotte sy 
dankbaarheid en erkentlikheid teenoor diegene van wie hy iets ontvang het. 
Nietzsche verduidelik dit soos volg: 
 
 The reason the man of power is grateful is this. His benefactor has, through 

the help he has given him, as it were laid hands on the sphere of the man 
of power and intruded into it: now, by way of requital, the man of power in 
turn lays hands on the sphere of his benefactor through the act of gratitude. 
It is a milder form of revenge. If he did not have the compensation of 
gratitude, the man of power would have appeared unpowerful and 
thenceforth counted as such. That is why every community of the good, that 
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is to say originally the powerful, places gratitude among its first duties. 
(HAH I,44) 

 
Samevattend kan van Nietzsche se aristokratiese, genereuse mens die 
volgende gesê word: Hy is 'n passievolle, selfsugtige, eiegeregtige en 
selfgeldende mens, maar tegelykertyd word hy ook gekenmerk deur 
selfbeheersing, selfrespek, beleefdheid, offervaardigheid, onbaatsugtigheid, 
dankbaarheid en erkentlikheid, en bo alles 'n gebrek aan haatdraendheid 
en wraakgierigheid. Hy leef vanuit 'n totale bevestiging van homself, van die 
wil tot mag, van die lewe self. As sodanig is hy noodwendig 'n “immoralis” 
in die sin dat hy homself verhewe ag bo die moralistiese onderskeid tussen 
goed en kwaad en die skuldgevoelens en selfkastyding wat daarmee 
gepaard gaan. Dit beteken nie dat hy oneties is of 'n voorstander is van 
etiese relativisme, onverskilligheid en willekeur nie. Hy handhaaf wel deeglik 
(vir homself) 'n onderskeid tussen goed en sleg. Hy “skep” sy eie waardes en 
“stileer” homself tot 'n deugdelike mens, en wel deur die dissiplinering en 
kultivering van sy passies en deur 'n kontinue herwaardering van die 
oorgelewerde sienings van waardes en deugde. In die proses kom hy 
noodwendig in botsing met, en verkeer hy in 'n nimmereindigende stryd 
(agon) met die “ander” – die “ander” in homself en buite homself (d.w.s. 
inter- sowel as intra-subjektief). Waardes en deugde is vir hom geen ewige 
groothede nie, en hulle het geen supra-historiese, transendente oorsprong 
nie. Hulle is inherent aan die lewe en word telkens in 'n bepaalde 
handelingskonteks op 'n unieke wyse deur uitsonderlike individue 
voortgebring.  
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Notas 
 
1 Vgl. ook D 45 wat handel oor die “Twofold history of good and evil”. 

2 Sien bv. A 2 waar Nietzsche hom uitdruklik afgrens van 'n moraliserende 
benadering tot die deugde, en dit eerder in verband bring met die aristokratiese siening 
van deug as “deugdelik” of voortreflik: “What is good? – All that heightens the feeling of 
power, power itself in man. What is bad? – All that proceeds from weakness. What is 
happiness? – The feeling that power increases – that a resistance is overcome. Not 
contentment, but more power; not peace at all, but war; not virtue, but proficiency (virtue 
in the Renaissance style, virtù, virtue free of moralic acid). The weak and ill-constituted 
shall perish: first principle of our philanthropy. And one shall help them to do so. What is 
more harmful than any vice? – Active sympathy for the ill-constituted and weak – 
Christianity ...” 

3 Van Tongeren (2000: 245) stel dit nog sterker: “Nietzsche explicitly rejects an 
understanding of this concept of the overman ‘as an idealistic type of a higher kind of 
man’ (EH Books 1). All this underscores the suggestion that the overman is primarily a 
name for an ideal that is and remains at a distance from human life. It might be 
approached, but it is never completely realized: ‘Never yet has there been an overman’ 
(Z II, On Priests).” 

4 Van Tongeren verwys hier na KSA 11,25[375] en 25[362]. 

5 Honig verwys hier na GM II,2. 

6 Sien “Zarathustra’s Prologue”, Z P,5. 

7 In WP 951 merk Nietzsche op dat “self-satisfaksie” in die gewone sin van die woord 
nie deel uitmaak van die edele mens se karakter nie: “Even ‘self-satisfaction’ is not part 
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of it; one should be adventurous, experimental, destructive also toward oneself – no 
beautiful-soul twaddle – . I want to make room for a more robust ideal.” 

8 Sien Schoeman 2004. 

9 Sien bv. HAH I,521, 588; D 315, 393, 459, 464, 556; GS 3, 49; BGE 212; EH III 
Z,6; WP 928, 935, 981, 984, 1040. 

10 Vgl. WP 317: “Virtue has all the instincts of the average man against it ...” Vgl. 
voorts D 459 (“The magnanimity of the thinker”), veral die slotsin: “The fairest virtue of 
the great thinker is the magnanimity with which, as a man of knowledge, he intrepidly, 
often with embarrassment, often with sublime mockery and smiling – offers himself and 
his life as a sacrifice.”  

11 Nietzsche het moontlik dit in gedagte wanneer hy die volgende stel: “As the power 
and self-confidence of a community increase, the penal law always becomes more 
moderate ... the ‘creditor’ always becomes more humane to the extent that he has grown 
richer; finally, how much injury he can endure without suffering from it becomes the 
actual measure of his wealth. It is not unthinkable that a society might attain such 
consciousness of power that it could allow itself the noblest luxury possible to it – letting 
those who harm it go unpunished. ‘What are my parasites to me?’ it might say. ‘May 
they live and prosper: I am strong enough for that!’ The justice which began with 
‘everything is dischargeable, everything must be discharged’, ends by winking and letting 
those incapable of discharging their debt go free: it ends, as does every good thing on 
earth, by overcoming itself. This self-overcoming of justice: one knows the beautiful name 
it has given to itself – mercy; it goes without saying that mercy remains the privilege of 
the most powerful man, or better, his – beyond the law” (GM II,10). 

12 Vgl. WP 932: “Well-meaning, helpful, good-natured attitudes of mind have not 
come to be honored on account of their usefulness, but because they are states of richer 
souls that are capable of bestowing and have their value in the feeling of the plenitude of 
life. Observe the eyes of benefactors: what one sees is the antithesis of self-denial, of 
hatred for the moi, of ‘Pascalism’.” 

13 Vgl. WP 948: “Essential: that one does not think one’s life important; that one insists 
unconditionally on good manners on the part of everyone with whom one comes into 
contact (at least, when they do not belong to “us”); that one is neither familiar, nor 
genial, nor merry, nor modest, except inter pares; that one always maintains poise.” 
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Abstract 
 
Justice is one of the four Platonic or cardinal virtues. In his dialogues the 
Republic and the Laws, Plato presents a concept of justice far broader than 
the predominantly legalistic notions which we have received from Justinian's 
Roman law and from modern Western jurisprudence. This article examines 
Plato's notion of justice and shows that, far from being anachronistic, it 
plays a vital part in the South African Constitution. The operation of 
Platonic justice in a number of specific provisions of the Constitution is 
observed. 

 
 
Plato’s dialogues are rich in principles of justice, law and government. This 
body of principle is a precious inheritance from the ancient world, and one 
which has potent practical significance for our age. I shall seek to show this 
by examining the influence of Platonic justice on the South African 
Constitution. 

The Constitution, like Plato’s philosophy, proclaims ideals and values; 
it lays down standards which government, institutions and individuals are 
required to meet. Among these constitutional values, justice ranks highly, the 
more so given this country’s history of injustice. 

In so far as Plato is concerned, this article is based on two of his 
dialogues, the Republic and the Laws. The Republic, Plato’s best-known 
dialogue, has justice as its central theme. The Laws, Plato’s last and longest 
dialogue, displays his thinking on law and legislation in its most mature and 
concrete form. In so far as the Constitution is concerned, I shall treat it very 
much at face value, and shall have little or nothing to say about its 
intricacies and technicalities. 

The question arises: Assuming that Platonic values such as justice are 
found to be at work in the Constitution, would that be fortuitous, or would 
their presence be the result of conscious adoption by the drafters? Advocate 
George Bizos, who was directly involved in the drafting of the Constitution, 
recently had this to say:1 
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We had to make a break from the values and principles of the policy 
of apartheid. Now I want to assure you that we (the drafters of the 
Constitution) did not go through Plato page by page in order to see 
what to put in our Constitution, but of course we did have regard to 
other democratic constitutions throughout the world. Each one of them 
was permeated by the ideas of Plato, and possibly more in a derivative 
way than by actual reference to him. We were particularly influenced 
by the Platonic ideals that are expounded in his work, the Laws. 
 
From this it is clear that Platonic influences in the Constitution are 

present there more by design than by accident. 
In the Laws, Plato lays down a precise hierarchy of values which the 

legislator has to keep constantly in mind when enacting his legislation.2 
Foremost among these values are the four Platonic or cardinal virtues of 
wisdom, temperance, justice and courage. These virtues, and in particular 
justice, are examined and described in Plato’s Republic,3 in relation to both 
the individual and the state. 

Of all the models of justice which have come down to us from 
antiquity, the one which has become enshrined in the founding institutional 
works of both major Western legal systems, the Roman and the English, is 
not that of Plato. Instead, the definition which has prevailed is that of the 
Greek poet Simonides, as recorded and preserved in Plato’s Republic,4 and 
transmitted to us by Justinian. According to this view, justice means giving to 
each his due, or what is proper to him. Simonides's notion of justice is a 
legal, and more particularly a judicial one: giving to each his due is about 
meting out punishments and rewards according to deserts. There is here a 
proportionality or balance which satisfies one’s inherent sense of fairness. 
This definition lies at the root of both Roman and English law: it is the 
concept of justice favoured by both Justinian5 and Blackstone.6 Its influence 
on Western legal thought has been immense: it was adopted by the leading 
institutional writers of the Roman-Dutch law.7 

What, then, is Plato’s notion of justice, the notion on which this article 
is based? Justice, according to Plato, is to do the thing that is appropriate in 
any given moment, to the exclusion of everything else; it is to do one’s own 
duty at the right time; it is to refrain from interfering in the function or work 
of another.8 Thus, for Plato, a bricklayer who performs the function of an 
accountant acts not merely inappropriately or inefficiently (as we might view 
it today), but unjustly. Justice, like the other Platonic virtues, operates as 
much at the individual level as in the state. Like the other virtues, it 
originates always in the individual, and from the individual it passes into the 
state.9 It is considerably wider in scope than the received notion of 
Simonides, considered above.10  

Platonic justice as described above holds little appeal for modern 
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jurisprudence. Yet, as I shall now proceed to show, the notion plays a key 
role in the Constitution. The Preamble to the Constitution11 opens with these 
words: 

 
We the people of South Africa, recognize the injustices of our past, honour 
those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land, respect those who 
have worked to build and develop our country, and believe that South 
Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity. 
 
Neither in this Preamble, however, nor in the other provisions of the 

Constitution which speak of justice,12 is the word used in the Platonic sense. 
In those provisions which refer to justice by name, the meaning is usually the 
familiar one of righting wrongs or redressing imbalances, transmitted to us 
by Justinian. Conversely, there are other provisions of the Constitution which 
do not mention justice by name, and yet they plainly show Platonic justice at 
work. It is to these provisions that I now turn. 

Consider first s 41(1)(g), which imports the doctrine of separation of 
powers into the Constitution. This doctrine, often mistakenly attributed to 
later writers such as Locke and Montesquieu, is in truth founded squarely on 
Plato’s notions of justice and temperance. The doctrine has exerted a 
powerful influence on the development of modern political science and 
constitutional law; it has become, formally at least, the most common 
feature of all constitutional systems.13 

Section 41(1)(g) provides that all spheres of government must exercise 
their powers and perform their functions in a manner that does not 
encroach on the integrity of government in another sphere. Similarly, s 
41(1)(f) provides that spheres of government and organs of state must not 
assume any power or function except those conferred on them in terms of 
the Constitution.14 In these provisions, we see Platonic justice at work, for 
staying within one’s own sphere is precisely what Plato means by justice. It 
follows that if an organ of state is entrusted by the Constitution with a 
particular function, it would be not only unconstitutional, but also unjust for 
that organ to perform a function not so conferred. For example, the 
National Assembly is required to represent the people and to ensure 
government by the people.15 This it has to do by overseeing executive action. 
In practice, however, Parliament is being increasingly suppressed, negated, 
and circumvented by the executive, with potentially detrimental 
consequences for our fledgling democracy. Such manipulation of, and 
interference in the legislative function by the executive is plainly unjust in 
Platonic terms. 

So much for s 41, which is couched in general terms. The Constitution 
also recognizes a more specific separation of functions.16 Thus s 43 vests the 
legislative authority of the Republic in the national sphere in Parliament; in 
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the provincial sphere, that authority is vested in the provincial legislatures. 
Sections 85 and 125 vest the executive authority of the Republic in the 
President, and the executive authority of the provinces in the premiers. 
Section 165 vests the judicial authority in the courts.17 

These provisions are plainly consonant with Platonic justice. But while 
the various functions are separated in the Constitution, they are not always 
performed by different organs in practice. As in all parliamentary systems of 
government, the most glaring overlap is that the members of the executive 
are also all members of the legislature. Here we have a clear violation of 
Platonic justice.  

This issue was raised in the First Certification Case,18 when the 
Constitutional Court declined to insist on strict application of the separation 
of powers doctrine. However, in Executive Council of the Western Cape 
Legislature v President of the Republic of South Africa,19 the Constitutional 
Court struck a firm blow in support of Platonic justice. The implication of the 
decision of the majority in this case is that whenever the executive is 
empowered to make, amend or repeal Acts of Parliament, the doctrine of 
separation of functions between the legislature and the executive will be 
undermined.20 The Court held in effect that the executive may not legislate in 
this manner. The Constitutional Court has also stated that the right of access 
to the courts is aimed inter alia at protecting the independence of the courts 
and thus the separation of powers.21 

There are other provisions of the Constitution which manifest an 
allegiance to Platonic justice. For example, the National Assembly and the 
National Council of Provinces may pass legislation relating only to matters 
falling within defined functional areas.22 But adherence to Platonic justice is 
by no means absolute, and the Constitution does contemplate some 
apparent departures from it: for example, the national executive may 
intervene where a province fails to fulfil its executive obligations.23 

Again, s 84 demarcates the powers and responsibilities of the President. 
Any action whereby the President exceeds these defined limits would amount 
to a violation of Platonic justice. Similarly, s 104(1) defines the legislative 
authority of provinces: the defined limits may not justly be overstepped by a 
provincial legislature. The powers and functions of Premiers are defined in s 
127(1). Finally, s 181(1) contains a list of state institutions which strengthen 
constitutional democracy in the Republic. These institutions include the Public 
Protector, the Human Rights Commission, the Auditor-General and the 
Electoral Commission. Section 181(4) provides that no person or organ of 
state may interfere with the functioning of these institutions. We have here a 
clear constitutional directive in furtherance of Platonic justice. 

It is obvious from the few examples discussed in this article that the 
operation of a number of key constitutional mechanisms is dependent on 
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Platonic justice. These examples are by no means exhaustive. 
Plato’s philosophy is too often and too easily dismissed as idealistic 

and impractical. But, in truth, the examples given in this article show that 
Platonic justice is alive and well, and actively at work in our Constitution. If 
however, the Constitution is circumvented or ignored – and there are 
alarming signs that this is happening – the Platonic wisdom which it 
embodies will be lost to us. Such a loss would be immense. 

 
                                                                                                                                                             

Endnotes 

1  Talk delivered at Plato Day 2001: Seminar organized by the School of Practical 
Philosophy, Johannesburg, 26 May 2001. 

2  Laws 631b-e. 

3  Republic 423d-434a. All four Platonic virtues can be shown to be at work in the 
Constitution: see Domanski Platonic Influence in the South African Constitution (2003) 66 
THRHR 213-231. See also Domanski The Role of Reason in Plato's Philosophy (2001) 46 
Akroterion 21-32. In this article, however, I am concerned only with Platonic justice. 

4  Republic 332c.  

5  I 1.1 pr. 

6  Commentaries on the Laws of England Introduction 2.40. 

7 See eg. Voet Commentarius ad Pandectas 1.1.7; Huber Heedendaagse 
Rechtsgeleertheyt 1.1.4. 

8  Republic 433f. See also Cicero De Republica 5.5. A recent judicial decision that 
bears on Platonic justice is that of Botha J in the Nevirapine case (Treatment Action 
Campaign v Minister of Health (TPD case no 21182/2001). There the court ordered the 
respondents to make Nevirapine available in certain circumstances to pregnant women 
with HIV, and to their babies. While the decision is clearly in the public interest, judicial 
policy-making of this kind is a violation of Platonic justice: policy decisions of this nature 
are the domain of the executive, not the judiciary: for a judge to tell government what 
policy it ought to implement is a violation of the separation of powers doctrine. While a 
court may (and at times must) pronounce on the reasonableness of government policy, it 
may not make policy. 

9  435e. 

10  Thus in the Republic (at 433e), Plato points out that suits at law are always decided 
on the ground that a man may neither take what is another’s, nor be deprived of what is 
his own. This is merely a paraphrase of Simonides’s view (as reported in Republic 332c) 
that justice is the giving to each man what is proper to him. Thus Plato does not reject 
Simonides’s definition, which he implicitly holds to be correct but too narrow. It 
emphasises only one aspect of justice, namely justice in the context of reward and 
punishment. In contrast, Plato’s definition embraces all human activities, whether within 
or outside the legal sphere. 

11  Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act 108 of 1996. 

 



____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  35

 

12  See, for example, s 25(3), 122(3) and 173 of the Constitution. See also D H van Zyl 
‘Justice and the New Constitutional dispensation in South Africa’ (1998) 31 De Jure 44-55. 

13  I M Rautenbach & E F J Malherbe Constitutional Law 3 ed (1999) 87. 

14  See also s 41(1)(e). 

15  Section 42(3) of the Constitution. 

16  See Johan de Waal, Iain Currie & Gerhard Erasmus The Bill of Rights Handbook 3 
ed (2000) 16-19. 

17  At the local level, however, there is no clear separation. Both the executive authority 
and the legislative authority are, in terms of s 151(2), vested in the Municipal Councils.  

18 Ex parte Chairperson of the Constitutional Assembly: in re Certification of the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996 1996(4) SA 744 (CC) para 111. 

19  1995(4) SA 877 (CC) para 62. 

20  Op cit note 16 at 17. 

21  Bernstein v Bester NO 1996(4) BCLR 449 (CC), 1996(2) SA 751 (CC) para 105. 

22  Section 44 read with Schedules 4 and 5 of the Constitution. 

23  Section 100 of the Constitution. 



       ___________________________________________________________  Phronimon, Vol 5 (1) 2004 36 

Nietzsche and Arendt in Casterbridge: 
On the Burden of History 

    

Ms. L. MabilleMs. L. MabilleMs. L. MabilleMs. L. Mabille    
University of Pretoria, South Africa 

 
 

Abstract 
 
The article raises the question whether postmodern attempts to re-
write history does not, despite its best efforts, fall back into the 
homogeneity of metanarrative. By doing this, Nietzsche's critique of 
monumental and antiquarian history is addressed, as well as 
Gadamer's dialogical model of history writing and the rise of the 
museum, or archive as a modern phenomenon. In addition, I ask 
whether metnarrative is avoidable at all, and, by referring to Walter 
Benjamin and Hannah Arendt's image of the pearl diver, make a 
plea for a critical engagement with the past.  

 
 
In what is commonly known as the 'century of the historical' – the nineteenth 
century – an English novelist, like many of his Continental counterparts, 
turned to his country's Roman past for inspiration.  

 
Casterbridge announced old Rome in every street alley and precinct. It 
looked Roman, bespoke the art of Rome, concealed the dead men of 
Rome. It was impossible to dig more than a few feet into about the town 
fields and gardens without coming upon some tall soldier of the Empire, 
who had lain there in his silent unobtrusive rest for a space of some fifteen 
hundred years. He was mostly found lying on his side, in an oval scoop in 
the chalk, like a chicken in its shell, his knees drawn up to his chest, 
sometimes with the remains of his spear against his arm; a fibula or brooch 
of bronze upon his chest or forehead; an urn at his knees, a jar at his 
throat, a bottle at his mouth; and mystified conjecture pouring down upon 
him from the eyes of Casterbridge boys and men who had turned a 
moment to gaze at the familiar spectacle as they passed by. Imaginative 
inhabitants who would have felt an unpleasantness at the discovery of a 
comparatively modern skeleton in their gardens, were quite unmoved by 
these hoary shapes. They had lived so long ago, their time was so unlike 
the present, their hopes and motives were so widely removed from ours, 
that between them and the living there seem to stretch a gulf too wide for 
even a spirit to pass.1 

  
Nietzsche would have approved of this refusal to be consumed neither by 
monumental nor antiquarian history. And that is more than can be said of 
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us. For in our era, history has been reduced to a metanarrative to which in 
the word of Francis Barker, 'nothing but a famous incredulity is due',2 or the 
process itself is judged to have come to an end. 

At first sight, we have never been so aware of the historical. According 
to Schoeman3 historicism has become a permanent fixture of our culture. 
This is confirmed by the rise of the museum, the interest in the historical 
drama, endless commemorations, and the popularity of historical fiction in 
both literary and cinematic form. The reason for this interest in the past can 
be traced to the unprecedented developmental acceleration of modern 
society. The loss of a familiar framework and the feelings of alienation that 
accompanies it, generates a desire for compensation4 which often manifests 
itself in nostalgia. This nostalgia threatens to become melancholic – the 
refusal to mourn the losses generated by the passing of time. And 
melancholy can be a stubborn passion: Buried alive within a tradition 
fractured by what cannot be metabolised, the past continues to make its 
claim on the living, as much as we refuse to acknowledge it. For despite the 
superficial 'interest' in the past, the prevailing passion at the moment seems 
to be, in the words of Christopher Lasch, 'to live for the present'5 We are fast 
losing our sense of historical continuity – the sense of belonging to a 
succession of generations originating in the past and stretching into the 
future. Lack of care for posterity has become our defining feature. 

The strange depthlessness which characterises the present, with its 
unprecedented resistance towards critical thought, demands careful analysis, 
if we are to benefit from a greater sense of historical clarity at all. 

Cornelis Castoriades6 makes a worthwhile distinction between 
postmodernism and a term like postindustrialism. Something in empirical 
reality corresponds to the latter term. The wealthy part of humanity at least, 
underwent a fundamental change in their relation to material production, 
and for the first time in millennia, less than a quarter of the global labour 
input is absorbed by the primary industries. Was it not for the continuous 
manufacturing of new 'needs' (Foucault), and the built-in obsolescence of 
most products, primary and secondary production would have come to 
absorb a vanishing quantum of human time. For the first time in history, the 
leisure society is theoretically within reach, whereas a society with creative, 
satisfying personal work roles for all seems as remote as it was during the 
nineteenth century. As Hannah Arendt put it, we have now progressed to a 
society of workers without work. 

Taking the conventionality of designation into account, the 
meaninglessness of the word postmodernism should be obvious. However, 
its absurdity is derivative: Even the term modern is infelicitous, and its 
inadequacy was bound to become obvious with the passing of time. A 
period audaciously naming itself modern, implies that history has reached 
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its end, and henceforth humans will be doomed to a perpetual present. After 
Ezra Pound's famous urge to 'Make it New!’ any genuine further 
development is impossible. Furthermore, it contains an interesting paradox: 
The self-conscious term implies an indefinite openness towards the future, 
yet makes sense only with regard to the past. As in the famous 
Ancient/Modern debate: they are the ancients, we are the moderns. 
However, what are we to call the ones that come after us? The term contains 
a certain narcissism, because it rests on the assumption that this self-
proclaimed period will last forever.  

According to Foucault, modernity is to be detected not in changes in 
socio-political reality, but in the changes of attitude of thinkers towards that 
reality. The thinker became an ascetic – he wrote about writers for other 
writers. Thus Foucault assets that modernity starts with Kant, especially with 
texts like The Conflict of the Faculties and of course the famous An Answer 
to the Question: What is Enlightenment? because the philosopher for the 
first time shows interest in the actual historical present and starts to enjoy 'the 
realistic morning prayer' – Hegel's phrase for the morning newspaper! Thus 
modernity would seem to be consciousness of the historicity of the period in 
which one is living. 

Not that this is an adequate description, since, according to 
Castoriades, the historicity of one's own epoch was just as evident for 
medieval thinkers, as one can see from a thinker like Gregoire de Tours in 
the sixth century with his concept of mundus senescit. According to Foucault, 
the novelty would rather lie in the fact that from Kant onwards, there are no 
longer simple value comparisons between past and present, but in what he 
calls the 'sagittal relation to their own actuality'. There are of course value 
comparisons in Kant, for whom history is mainly to be conceives in terms of 
progress. And, according to Castoriades, if a 'sagittal' relation is to be 
opposed to valuation, it can only mean that thought, abandoning its critical 
function tends to borrow its criteria from historical reality 'as it is'. This 
tendency is a problem of modernity itself – it could never be taken as a 
'summing up' of the thinking of either the Enlightenment, or post-
Enlightenment, nor as a reliable version of real socio-historical trends of the 
past two centuries. 

I prefer postmodernity as a descriptive historical name for the present 
condition to much of what passes under 'postmodernism'. But this raises the 
important historical question of periodisation, and whether it is a quantitative 
'definition' of the crisis of late capital that is evoked in 'postmodernity' – a 
chronological, and even a historical period – or whether the postmodern is a 
qualitative category describing a distinct moment of any given conjuncture, 
including some past ones. Then one could classify even someone like 
Augustine as a postmodernist, should one desire to do so. The question of 
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names notwithstanding, are we to think the postmodern as a new era, or as a 
component dimension of the present (and then, by implication, also of some 
earlier 'presents'. Furthermore, has history 'moved since the Renaissance, 
through phases of early and late modernity, and on into postmodernity, that 
is to say, ‘through, and out of history’7, or are modernity and postmodernity 
moments of any historical construct, so that all 'presents', even those which 
from our point of view, would have, in their own simultaneity, their constituent 
modern and postmodern dimensions and temporalities?  

I should clarify at this stage, perhaps, that I use the terms 
'postmodernity' and 'postmodern' in a provisional, expository sense in 
describing the period. Bourgeois reality, from its earliest stages to the 
present, is closely connected with the self-revolutionising power of capitalism 
as an increasingly global system, and with revolutionary challenges to that 
system – there are definitely new developments in the strategies of 
capitalism, perhaps most tellingly so in the 'culturalisation' of its self-
presentation. These are of course historical developments after 
'postmodernism', regardless of where one stands on the question of whether 
the modern project has been superseded (Lyotard) or remains incomplete 
(Habermas). Postmodernism does not, and cannot satisfactorily address its 
own historical status.  

This is why it has so little sense of crisis – except of course crisis of 
representation – because it cannot properly address any continuum or 
totality, and even less any localised entities, despite its commitment to the 
latter. Rather than a sense of historical crisis, the present conjuncture is 
regarded by postmodernism as a seamless new condition. By depriving it of 
any real historical grounding (as impossible as such an endeavour would 
be), the representation of the historical present as crisis is erased.  
    
The Aesthetic Effect 
 
Among writers who embrace the term and concept of postmodernism, there 
is considerable variety between the degrees to which the condition 
represents new opportunities for critical action. On the other hand, there are 
those who regard the postmodern as new and oppressive, a mere repetition 
of 'humanist' ideology. But in both cases the historicity of the postmodern 
creates a suspension – a timeless absence of historicity. 

But it is not the first time that such a state has been the goal of a 
particular society. We find a similar situation in the Athens of Pericles, of all 
places. Consider for example Hannah Arendt's use of the Funeral Oration in 
The Human Condition8  
 

The polis – if we trust the famous words of Pericles in the Funeral Oration – 
gives a guarantee that those who forced every sea and land to become the 
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scene of their daring, will not remain without witness and will need neither 
Homer nor anyone else who knows how to turn words to praise them, 
without assistance from others, those who acted together will be able to 
establish their everlasting remembrance of their good and bad deeds, to 
inspire admiration in present and future ages.'.9 

 
Despite the common assumption of Arendt's 'polis envy'10 – an uncritical 
admiration for the Greek polis, Arendt's rhetoric suggests a certain hesitance 
to endorse Pericles's passing conceit that his heroes would 'need no Homer'. 
According to Tsao11 it is important to note the rhetorical style that Arendt 
employs: If we trust Pericles's famous words. And this is not an endeavour 
Arendt expects of her readers. For she, with her well-developed sense of the 
importance of history, knew how dependent it is that political action be 
transformed into 'the sayings of poetry, the written page or the printed book, 
into painting and sculpture, into all sorts of records, documents and 
monuments'12 so that they at least stand a chance of being remembered. 
Even Achilles would have been forgotten but for the record of his deeds 
written by Homer. Tsao13 points out that the only reason that have Pericles 
words at all, is because of Thucydides, Pericles's very own Homer. According 
to Arendt, the  
 

'organization of the polis, founded and secured in its physical condition by means 
of the city wall, and in its spiritual character by means of the law,…is in essence a 
kind of organized remembrance, in which however, unlike in what we, following 
the Romans, understand as memory – the past is not to be remembered through 
the continuity of time as the past, with the awareness of a temporal distance, (like 
Hardy's English countryfolk) but instead it is to be directly maintained in a 
perpetual present, in a temporally unchanged form.14 

 
Pericles thus espouses a vain fantasy, a wish to remain in a perpetual present, 
the frozen aesthetics of a Grecian Urn – 'the unravished bride of time'.15 

Today's counterpart is what Barker16 calls the 'aesthetic effect'. The 
autonomisation of the aesthetic under modernism turns into a sadistic 
totalising revenge (Baudrillard) on the alienation and marginalisation of elite 
art, and by strategies of 'transaesthetics', the whole of reality becomes part 
of the aesthetic, and is 'culturalised'. There is at the same time both an over-
dramatisation, and under-dramatisation of the postmodern: all is spectacle 
– something we experience ad nauseaum – but lacking objective essence, a 
controlling gaze, a measure. If there is no measure on earth, there is 
certainly none in spectacle. Without a level of epistemological certainty or 
ontological grounding, and certainly none susceptible of representation, the 
reality which would otherwise be thought of as historical, becomes, 
according to Baudrillard, simulacra.  

The minimalism of postmodern fiction sets one of the agendas for the 
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localisation of the dialectic of intensity and flattened coherence of effect 
(although not of thought, coherence is not postmodernism's strongest claim), 
which brackets the larger structures of historical time and social formation. 
The paradoxical nature of this situation can be seen in the renaissance of 
the short story: In the fiction of Pynchon and DeLillio, for example, the short 
story is no longer a story, and indeed narrative more widely is cancelled as 
part of the de-historicisation of the present. Perhaps the ever-increasing 
popularity of fantasy fiction indicates a certain nostalgia.  

The celebration of machine intelligence sets another agenda in the 
existential short-circuiting of what is fondly remembered as historical time, 
offered by a 'world' of instant information. The machines may well be 
'intelligent', but this will hardly be a human quality for much longer: machine 
intelligence will be (and is) matched by the mechanisation of people. With 
effects, but with nothing willed as political power – 'neutral' in the sense of 
postmodern impersonality. One of the illusions with the greatest implications 
for human freedom: the confusion of neutrality with the impersonal. When 
all our information is say, finally (sic) stored on the moon, who will be able 
to interrupt this 'obscene ecstasy of communication' with proper politics? 
Postmodernity with its information machines as metaphysical emblems is 
figured by postmodernism as a seamless if unbounded presence in the 
edgeless present of instantaneity. 

Despite the excited radicalism of postmodernism, the aversion to the 
possibility of critical thought has a very definite political purpose. For despite 
having no proper sense of time, 'postmodernism is a historicism.'17 Historicism 
is defined as the reduction of history to a single inner principle whether that 
inner principle was seen as willed or objective, providential or blind. And 
whether this principle was figured as unitary or dialectical, it is a determinate 
reduction, which turns history into an abstraction. To reject history in this 
sense is of course not to deny that history is interpretable, it is merely to reject 
the simplicity implied in the possibility of interpretation, and certainly to reject 
the idea that the ground of the possibility of interpretation is that history itself 
figures as a discursive figure, as idealism old and new, claims. Happy as it 
would make us that history is intelligible, because it is in principle like our 
interpretations of it, it is just as absurd as to suppose that science is a mirror 
of nature. A more empiricist version of historicism involves an interpretative 
flattening, which ultimately refuses historical interpretability as such. Whether 
as politically pragmatic, or epistemologically naturalist acceptance of the facts 
as 'they appear to be' or a more sophisticated refusal to generate proper 
statements about historical intelligibility, the result is normally a passive 
acceptance of whoever (or whatever) is capable of giving a dramatically 
authoritative or ‘logical’ history. 

Most of the time, these historicisms are successful, but – the end result 
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is the same: history becomes one-dimensional. Either hopelessly non-
negotiable, or infinitely interpretable, and at any rate, de-historicized.  

Of course, on the surface, (sic) postmodernism looks nothing like 
historicism because its sense of the intelligibility of the past is so completely 
without ground or foundation, so and minimally speculative that it can 
hardly said to engage history at all. And of course, it is claimed, that history, 
like God, is dead. But for all its refusal of any totalised explanation or meta-
narrative, postmodernism can be regarded as a historicism precisely on 
these grounds: Its dispersal of the real, for example, becomes a sort of 
essentialism: a centralisation around a new ‘inner’ principle. The dialectic of 
identity and difference is thus not escaped by substituting the one for the 
other. The pluralisation of difference are also celebrated and said to relieve 
postmodernism of the burden to develop substantial historical thought, 
similarly comes to occupy the discursive position and to play what may be 
called the role of the totality, because it is held to be the homogeneous 
principle of postmodernity in all its aspects.  

Despite itself then, postmodernism is a historicism. And a reductive 
one at that. Either it eternalises the essential principle of non-essentiality – 
while exempting its own project from what would be in all fairness, a 
totalising discourse – or it gallivants, in the surfaces of appearances.  

The irony is of course that both cases have much in common with the 
familiar face of historicism, namely tradition, which, in the form of 
monumental history, stifles the present. Whether in the form of official 
historiography, or pastiche 'heritage', all too often contemporary valorisation 
of historical material participates in a circularity by which the construction of 
the past by the present legitimates the present which can then construct the 
past. There are real forces that contend for the construction of past and 
present and perhaps even the future. Historicism upholds Livy's dictum Vae 
victis – down with the defeated, for it tells the story of the past from the victor's 
perspective. This is especially true of tradition: The historicist substitution of 
tradition for history feigns neutrality and the contesting of this at best it 
victimises by representation those whose continued subordination the telling 
of the traditional narrative seeks to secure. Constructing a common descent 
and a shared background, tradition is historicist, but not historical in that it 
suppresses other histories, which is its raison d'être. But in another sense, 
according to Barker18 'tradition is only too historical, in that it has gained a 
certain sedimentation through imposition over time', which makes it now a 
part of the history of the present. It is sometimes not how history remembers, 
but how it forgets, that determines the what we think at present. Because 
postmodernism is a historicism, it pretends to have no memory, or if it 
remembers, it does so with the specific aim to forget. One of the meta-
narratives it rejects, is 'history', and the end of it, with which postmodernism 
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determines much of its theory in this area. In this sense it is simply prepared 
to forget, to let, in the words of Longfellow19, 'the dead past bury its dead.' A 
more radical approach just declares history to be over, and the matter of 
historicity is finalized at once. Often, 'cultural' postmodernism participates in 
ending history even in the form of 'remembering' it. The nostalgia of pseudo-
classicism in its architecture may stand emblematically for its forgetful 
historicism. In as much as pastiche in particular is not a critical trope, 
postmodernism is again not essentially different in this respect from the more 
'traditionally historical' form of 'tradition'. Both are committed to an intense or 
causal remembering the present not only as something that may never have 
happened in the past, but with the definite purpose of forgetting what did. 
The legitimisation of what is dominant in the present is thus underwritten by 
this form of active forgetting – the pseudo-memory of historicism. 

If there is a problematic of remembrance and forgetting, there is 
nothing earth shattering about this, for it was already in Nietzsche's 
invitation to meditate on the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life, 
which is in essence a critical analysis of the powerful legacy of the 
Enlightenment. He would remind us that the historical and unhistorical are 
necessary in equal measure for the health of an individual, a people and a 
culture.' Walter Benjamin, a terrible century later, would agree. For 
Benjamin, to gaze upon history, was to be confronted by a field of shattered 
ruins – which is why his Angel of History has her face to the past as the 
storm from Paradise drives her into the future to which her back is turned.  

Despite their differences, Hannah Arendt and Benjamin share what is 
necessary in the representation of history. As contemporaries who both 
encountered the brutalities of Nazism, they possessed the critical abilities 
necessary to deal with the complexities that made up their present. History is 
a play of repetitions and representations, masks, disguises, and illusions, 
making it 'the first time a tragedy, the second a farce'.20 This may mock the 
present, but also provide its most powerful idiom: 'The awakening of the 
dead in those revolutions served the purpose of glorifying new struggles, not 
of parodying the old, of magnifying the given task in imagination, not of 
fleeing from its solution in reality; of finding once more the spirit of 
revolution, not of making its ghosts walk about again.21Neither Arendt's nor 
Benjamin's sense of the historical simply punctual. Although it is infused with 
the presence of the 'now', it is certainly not homogeneous, but 'blasted out of 
the continuum of history'22, galvanised by memory that flash up in moments 
of danger and so layered more complex historical imperatives than either 
univocal liberal democracy, or the fascism against which they struggled. 
Within their texts is a complexity in the figuration of history that defies 
univocal reduction. Benjamin's text in particular is an intervention against the 
double-edged amnesia, which appears as Barker suggests, 'in the form of a 



 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  44 

selective remembering, and forgetting'.23 
Writing about Benjamin, Arendt uses the image of the pearl diver – an 

image that applies equally well to herself – the one who descends into the 
depths to 'pry loose the rich and the strange' from their hidden confinement. 
This endeavour is guided by 
 

the conviction that although the living is subject to the ruins of time, the 
process of decay is at the same time a process of crystalization, that in the 
depths of the sea, into which sinks and is dissolved what was once alive, 
some things suffer a sea change and survive in new crystallized forms and 
shapes that remain immune to the elements as though they waited only for 
the pearl diver who would one day come down to them and bring them 
into the and of the living'24 

 
Historicism, whether in the form of tradition, postmodernism, or positivism, 
on the other hand, use the past for its own purposes. There are of course 
interesting varieties of resistance that the past offers to the will to pacify it – 
positivism will of course continue to claim to represent the past in all its 
neutral neutrally, while other approaches may claim to have constructed it 
ex nihilo.  

A sense of the historical has of course nothing to do with historicism – 
for all the theoretical laziness to speak of anything even remotely connected 
to the past as 'historicist'. Historicism is the systematic deployment of a 
'history' that is flattened into a-temporality, either in the superficialities of 
postmodernism or as a simplified de-historicised past'25. A proper (non-
historicist) historicity instead moves back and forth between past and future 
and present in movements of recognition and differentiation. The dominant 
historical discourse is interrupted by dialogue between the present and the 
other of the past. In an epistemological sense, a healthy scepticism 
regarding its own lack of foundation is necessary, but this is totally different 
from reading history in a programmatic way from that lack of foundation. A 
proper sense of the historical never falls victim to regressive nostalgias, but 
its sense of the complexity of historicity relieves one from the burden of 
responsibility that results from a one-sided narrative.  

In the figuration of historical time and of historicity, history begins to 
look less like narrative and begins to resemble tragedy. It is certainly true of 
Benjamin's position: With Arendt he shared a conviction that there had been 
an irreparable diremption of tradition, and an attendant loss of authority. 
Whereas histories tend toward either the replication of some dominant story, 
which seeks to justify what is actually dominant, tragedy, on the other hand 
discloses the problematicity – the unforeclosed character – of the historical. It 
is tragic in the sense that it is encountered not as an object in a different 
time and place, but is encountered as that which resists the grasp of my 
knowledge, and requires me to loosen my grip and experience the refusal of 
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the other to be contained in the conceptual apparatus that I have prepared 
for it. As Karl Jaspers said 'Failure and breakdown reveal the nature of 
things.26  

But if history is violent in the complexity of its temporalities, it is also 
'tragic' to the extent in which it consists of violent depredation, although this 
state is usually occluded by its dominant historicism. In the whirlwind of 
transformations that is the now, there is a certain bourgeois nostalgia for a 
time where everything was more 'stable'. In a certain sense, nostalgia seems 
to be the form of decadence at present. But the truth is that the vast majority 
of the population of the world has experienced from time immemorial 
nothing but turbulence and instability. Thus the ‘ignorance’ that thinks of 
‘change’ as ‘novelty’ has been well schooled. But the arrogance with which 
the 'ignorant' masses are instructed not to be afraid of change, has an 
ominous ring to it. Postmodernist, as well as traditionalists act in league with 
one another to achieve the occlusion of the ongoing crisis which history 
actually amounts to. 

Thus as Benjamin suggests, history may have to be brushed against 
the grain, and think the underside of what we have been told by the victors. 
It will imply a taking up of Nietzsche's challenge to engage in critical history. 
And that is always more difficult, for it is always more personal than either 
monumental or antiquarian history: Any attempt to get at the root of the 
negativity of the past is bound to bring one face to face with the darker side 
of oneself. And once identified, it will demand to be addressed. Against 
Livy's aforementioned battle cry of 'Down with the defeated!' one could posit 
Cato's equally powerful aphorism – made famous by Arendt: 'The victor's 
cause pleases the gods, but the defeated one pleases Cato'. In this sense 
Nietzsche's call to 'forget history' is really a call for critical history – a 
rejection of the weight that has been officially deemed to be history. For, 
since there is no full closure, no certain utopian end towards history is going, 
there are certainly forces of termination at work, forces shaping the 
possibility of the future. If we must remember – and forget – history, the 
question as to whose history, and must remain open. So should the 
questions of what makes a society a society, and not merely a product of 
subjection. The answer will have to be found beyond the fetished 
memorialization of a dead past. A world haunted by its finitude, its mortality 
and vulnerability to the ravages of time has to be overcome, and time and 
'time and worldliness will need to be reconciled.27 A history of the present 
will have to maintain a critical attitude to the past – history always remains 
always to be made, though not in Vico's sense of the term. And despite those 
who confuse nostalgia with history, a proper historical practice will have to 
be found, a sense of historicity, and the capacity to recognize, desire and 
shape change. 
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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    
 

A number of ethical issues and dilemmas are to be found in policing. Police 
officers do engage in unethical behaviour which often originates from the 
norms of the organisational culture. However, the working in the world of 
policing provides officers with the ability to rationalise excuse and justify 
unethical behaviour, while maintaining a moral self image.  

 
 
Culture, values and norms as unconscious and conscious feelings are terms 
which have different, though not unrelated meanings and manifest 
themselves in human behaviour. In this article the significance of tensions 
between the organisational culture and the dynamics of ethical dilemmas 
inherent to public policing are discussed.  

However, and despite evidence provided by structural and procedural 
theories, it is important to understand that accountability, especially 
individual level accountability, has profound implications for the 
development and sustenance of police culture and ethics. Firstly, it misdirects 
problems away from organisational sources towards the individual. The 
intense focus on individual responsibility prohibits organisational 
assessments of problems that might create conditions for their resolution. 
Secondly, it is argued that to protect themselves officers will develop 
strategies that obstruct external enquiry into their personal affairs. Then 
efforts aimed at the external imposition of accountability will always 
engender the paradox of personal accountability. The more officers are held 
responsible for the outcome of police-public interactions, the more difficult it 
will be to hold them administratively accountable.  

Ethics provide the theoretical basis for the principles of moral 
behaviour and sustain both the boundaries for morality and the pathways 
for proper thinking about real life choices. Both ethics and morality are 
concerned with the distinction between right and wrong. The difference 
between the terms is similar to the difference between thought and action. 
Ethics are concerned with analysis and reflection on the problems of human 
conduct. Morality is more about the nature of the conduct itself (Neyroud & 
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Beckley 2001: 38). There should be a clear relationship between an 
appropriate ethical system, individual and organisational moral values, 
judgement and decision-making. Ethics are, therefore, concerned with 
making the right judgements and do things right (rather than ritualistically 
doing the right things) for the rights reasons. In other words, decision 
makers remain accountable, not only for the decision they make, but also 
the way they are taken. The study of ethics assists in the development of 
practitioners’ grasp of those standards, their ability to think critically, weigh 
up the consequences of their decisions and understand their personal 
responsibility. 

The abovementioned principles provide a comprehensive ethical 
framework in which a balanced way of thinking about policing, the need to 
consider problems applying all the approaches and the consideration of a 
wider set of arguments can be realised. 
 
Introduction  
 
The history of ethics is a long and invaluable one extending as far back as 
the history of philosophy itself. Socrates was primarily interested in ethical 
questions and ethics comprise an important part of the work of both Plato 
and Aristotle. An understanding of the history of ethics is important to 
understanding and appreciating many debates and theories including 
contemporary ones. For instance, ancient philosophers such as Plato and 
Aristotle focus on the question of what makes for a good life and this, in 
turn, has led them to develop theories of virtue and character. Modern 
philosophers, on the other hand, have tended to focus more on the ethical 
requirements others place on the individual and so have been led to 
develop theories of duty, obligation, and right conduct. Questions regarding 
the "moral fibre" of those in positions of authority have been contemplated 
for centuries. Plato, for example, was disillusioned with the democratic 
society that sentenced to death his friend and mentor, Socrates. In an 
attempt to formulate the "ideal" society in which all members could live 
securely and happily, Plato expresses the need for "guardians of the state" to 
be well-trained, objective and not self-serving: "I will try to explain. It would 
be the most dreadful disgrace for a shepherd to keep sheep-dogs so badly 
bred and trained, that disobedience or hunger or some bad trait or other 
led them to worry the sheep and behave more like wolves than dogs. We 
must, therefore take every possible precaution to prevent our Auxiliaries 
treating our citizens like that because of their superior strength, and 
behaving more like savage tyrants than partners and friends" (Plato, 
1974:124). Plato expresses a legitimate concern in the above passage; his 
guardians might conduct themselves in questionable and unreasonable 
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ways. Perhaps Plato's sentiments and concerns echoed in the heart of Sir 
Robert Peel, for similar sentiments are highlighted in the principles for 
policing which were set out after his "Bobbies" began walking their "London 
beats" in 1829 (Hodgkin, 2000:1) 

Plato and Sir Robert Peel were well aware of the potential for their 
officers to "fall from grace". And they also knew that "one bad apple" can, in 
effect, infect the "whole barrel". Therefore, in order to ensure that their "ideal 
types" remained deviance and crime free, it was necessary for Peel to 
express guidelines and for Plato to develop strict and rigid training that 
began at an early age. It can be asserted, however, that both were 
considering, whether they knew it or not, the philosophical concerns known 
as ethics. The purpose of ethics, as a branch of philosophy, or at least its 
"central purpose is to secure valid principles that can be instrumental in 
guiding human actions and producing good character. As such, it is the 
most important activity known to humans, because it concerns how we are 
to live" (Pojman, 1991:494). It is generally accepted that, in order to 
function in society, it is essential for humans to abide by a few "ground rules" 
that guide behaviour as this is a "social given." Plato and Peel were both 
convinced that police officers should not be excused from this "social given" 
and most persons would as far as possible agree with them. Yet many 
further explanations of police deviance focus primarily on ethical 
considerations involved in the nature of the work itself. 

The public police institution has a strong view of the uniqueness of their 
occupation, which is predominantly characterised by certain outstanding 
elements in the police milieu, namely danger, authority and efficiency. 
Consequently, the police generally believe that non-police could not possibly 
grasp the rigours and problems that exist in police work and that public 
expectations of policing are unrealistic and often misplaced (Harrison 2003: 
1-13). A number of ethical issues and dilemmas are, therefore, to be found in 
policing. Police officers do engage in unethical behaviour which often 
originates from the norms of the organisational culture (see Kingshott & 
Prinsloo 2004: xx), which means that their morality may be “diametrically 
opposed to the normative social morality” (Ladikos 2002: 144). 

Braswell, McCarthy and McCarthy (2002: 89) observed that, due to 
the existence of moral proximity (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 38, 45), “living 
and working in the world of policing provides officers with the ability to 
rationalise excuse and justify unethical behaviour, while maintaining a moral 
self image.” This paradox, popularly known as the “Dirty Harry Dilemma”, 
whereby policing constantly takes place in situations from which “noble 
cause corruption” emanates in “a good and compelling moral outcome” 
that is achieved by “dirty means” (Harrison 2003: 8; Reiner 2002: 283; 
Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 8, 42).  
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Historically, and despite structural changes to curb it, police 
misconduct has existed as long as there have been police and it remained a 
continuing problem throughout (Shelden 2003: 70-110). Before the advent 
of organised policing characterised by the inception of the Metropolitan 
Police in England in 1829 (Carter 2002: 122), officials responsible for 
providing law enforcement services were involved in corrupt acts. With this 
introduction of the first formalised police bureaucracy, measures were taken 
amongst other objectives to minimise corruption among police officers. In 
an attempt to curb corruption the police became highly centralised and 
emphasis was placed on procedural regularity, impersonal authority and 
limited discretion. However, with the inception of the police as a public 
service, the police institution remained a closed organisation with a strong 
organisational culture (Shelden 2001: 73-77, 90-91). The focus is on skills, 
knowledge and procedure, rather than on the reasons lying behind them; 
“Much as British Law is obsessively precedent driven, so equally British 
policing relies on procedures developed in response to problems” (Neyroud 
& Beckley 2001: 39).  

Similarly, public concern over the way in which society is policed is not 
new either (see Sheldon 2001: 76, 77). For instance, since the early 1980s 
there was growing public and political concern precipitated by urban rioting 
basically all over the world. The ensuing international debate focussed 
particularly on the role of the police, police powers and accountability. A 
loss of confidence in the police institution was said to include such factors as 
economic recession, police totalitarianism, reactive “fire brigade” policing, 
and lack of confidence in the police complaint’s system, misuse of police 
discretion, racial and sexual discrimination, and the distancing of the police 
and public through the use of technology (see Jones 1993). Sir John 
Woodcock (UK) acknowledged the existence of such police cultures almost a 
decade ago with his appeal for a three dimensional change to occur. “First, 
the rights of the customer of police services will be raised to the pinnacle of 
all police activity. Secondly, human rights issues rather than the control of 
crime will come to the forefront of police thinking, albeit that the human 
rights of the majority can be deeply threatened by growth in crime. Thirdly, 
there will be recognition that fair and equal treatment of all police and civil 
staff is not an end in itself but additionally a mirror image by which the 
public discerns the nature of police treatment ...” (Woodcock 1991: 172). 

In search of minimum standards of competence, conventional 
expectations of policing reiterate efficiency, effectiveness and value for 
money within the police service and coincide with calls for changes in 
organisational structure and police management. Academic tuition, 
professionalism and a formal ethical code are amongst factors identified as 
means to attain these expectations. 
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Education, visions of professionalism and notions of ethicsEducation, visions of professionalism and notions of ethicsEducation, visions of professionalism and notions of ethicsEducation, visions of professionalism and notions of ethics    
 
The “functionalist” explanation of professions will probably allow for the 
ethical welfare of the police service as a profession because of its functional 
importance to the society being policed, and as a result justifies both high 
material (financial) and symbolic (status) rewards. Traditionally the policing 
function has not been associated with the identifying label of professional. 

Whilst it may be argued from an historical perspective that the police 
officer initially emerged as an artisan occupation that drew its members from 
the working class, it can also be seen that with the evolution of the police 
service, that this class distinction changed into a middle or lower middle class 
background. Therefore, one of the most important developments relating to 
the policing function is the changing society that has seen the role of the 
police officer move from that of artisan towards that of the professional (Dale 
1994). This recognition has been described as the professionalisation of the 
police (Brogden, Fefferson & Walklate 1982: 80-85). 
 The concept of “professionalism” tends to suggest that a professional 
organisation need specific requirements in relation to recruitment and 
membership. For this to be applied to the policing function there should be 
specific entry requirements, a governing body of peers, an enforcement 
function which could exclude a member if that member failed to comply with 
written instructions contained within an ethical statement or a code of 
conduct (Kingshott 2003: 307. In the 1960's the Western world saw a 
definite change resulted in the recruitment of better-educated officers with 
graduate qualifications. In the UK, for instance, a general change in 
recruiting policies and the Graduate Entry Scheme and Accelerated 
Promotion Scheme were introduced to change the public’s perception of the 
police service and elevate police officers from the status of artisan to that of 
the professional (Dale 1994).  

One of the main functions of a profession is probably to enhance 
status, prestige and financial rewards for the members of that profession, 
which provides an explanation why professional status is claimed by so 
many trades. However, the conventional, modern conception of a profession 
is that of a normative enterprise in which standards of good practice are not 
just technically or contractually, but morally grounded. Carr (2000: 248) 
argues that, “the normative core of the concept of profession consists in a 
system of ethical principles expressible as duties or obligations.” The 
relevance of this change to the ethical position of the police service lies in 
the fact that an explicit ethical position is generally associated with the status 
of profession and the professional. This perspective also points out the 
unique role and special status of members of such professions, the danger 
exists that clients or consumers may be vulnerable to malpractice on the part 
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of the professional. It is because of these inherent dangers that a profession 
should have institutional procedures and standards in order to protect these 
consumers. There is also the need for those same procedures and standards 
to protect its members from malpractice by fellow professionals. 
Furthermore, references to “clients”imply voluntarism, choice and excellence 
which differs drastically in terms of perception and experiences related to 
forced consumerism. 

It may be argued that the adoption of a code of ethics has brought the 
police service closer to recognition as a profession in line with the 
established professions such as medicine and law, both of whom have 
possessed the characteristics of a profession for centuries which were rooted 
in academia in the universities. 

There is a need to examine the benefits, and for whom, the 
introduction of an ethical code could produce. Such benefits could include 
(Kingshott 2003: 305-310): 

 
• An improvement if public perception of the police role. 
• Improve confidence and trust in the organisation. 
• Achieve a significant reduction in unethical behaviour in the organisation. 
• An awareness of the ethical implications of the officer’s decision-making. 
• Education to achieve sound ethical decision making skills and thereby improve the 

quality of service delivery to the society being policed. 
• Development of an officer’s personal morality. 
 
If such a programme is achievable it may be seen to be a continuing 
personal development of interpersonal skills. It is unlikely that formal ethical 
rules will achieve these objectives. The code of ethics for the police service is 
a set of principles which will inter-react with the various statute and 
procedural regulations that are currently used to regulate police behaviour. 
Criticism levelled at existing public service codes of ethics have centred upon 
the fact that the contents of such documents are so broad, being 
generalisations and lacking in specifics that they are difficult to apply to 
finite circumstances. The result being that such documents are capable of 
multiple interpretations and therefore considered to be worthless. Although it 
is acknowledged that a code of ethics will have no effect upon criminality or 
malpractice and corruption, because in such circumstances lip service can 
be made towards rules, regulations and principles (Kingshott 2003: 305).  

It may also be argued that the introduction of a code into the police 
service could be seen to be a negative aspect of the police management 
system and attempts to codify behavioural rules and standards have their 
own associated problems. These include the fact that efforts to anticipate 
and block every avenue of potential wrongdoing will create a bureaucratic 
infrastructure of detection and enforcement but do little to build the kind of 
attitudes and morale that develops ethical performance (see Stahl 1983).  
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The general education standard of society has improved and as the 
police service reflects the society it policies the rise in police officers’ 
educational standards should not be seen in isolation. Idealistically, 
contemporary police services strive towards transformation into a legitimate 
occupation in social terms for a much broader cross section of both social 
and ethnic backgrounds than was traditionally the case. World wide in 
contemporary police services, new entrees will probably hold a degree in 
some discipline as well as other professional qualification relating to 
previous employment. In many police services, officers are encouraged to 
acquire higher education qualifications which are often judged as an 
indicator of self motivation and are deemed as a precondition for 
promotion. Massey (1993: 46), however, queries whether deliberate 
educational attempts to influence an awareness of moral and ethical 
problems are effective. This proposition was used to justify formal ethical 
training in the curriculum of the Queensland Police Academy (Australia) in 
their degree course at the Queensland University of Technology and Griffith 
University (Sherman 1978: 32-38). While the question arises as to the value 
of education and whether that education has any effect upon police culture 
and organisational attitudes (Shernock 1992: 18-26), Tyre and Braunstein 
(1992: 6-10) argue that education and ethical policing remain inextricably 
linked. 

However, the perceived “quality” of the individual officer may have 
improved due to other factors as well. The selection procedures are seen to 
be fair, equal opportunities is now becoming a reality, and on occasions 
positive discrimination becomes an issue. In addition, the diversity and 
complexity of the role of a police officer has identified the need for skills 
acquisition and this has led to greater opportunities for career development. 
This positive development is a far cry from the days when a police officer 
could see themselves walking the same beat and policing the same area for 
thirty years (Reiner 1985: 74). Policing has changed and continues to 
change with increased technology; society changes with a technological 
awareness that identifies their civil rights and with that change there is an 
expectation of policing requirements that are exacting. 

Police officers are well aware of rules and regulations. However, some 
officers do not pay respect to all the rules and regulations, with some being 
ignored whilst some are strictly adhered too. Some rules are treated as 
advisory, whilst others are treated as binding. Other rules followed by 
officers do not arise from police management at all but owe their origin to 
the practical rules passed informally from police officer to police officer 
(Wilson 1968: 15-57). If the argument, that the working culture of the police 
reflects the personal, moral and philosophical working practices of the 
organisation is correct, then any attempt to improve that culture and 
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eradicate the improper practices of the organisation must attempt the task of 
improving ethical awareness and improving standards of the individual 
within the organisation. If there is no change, and merely a management 
statement on ethics, then the rank and file officers will dismiss it out of hand 
as yet another management initiative which is nothing to do with policing 
per se but merely window dressing to satisfy those appraising the 
organisations achievements and intentions. There has to be total 
commitment to the concept of ethics and ethical behaviour both within and 
without the organisation. The benefit is for the individual; empowering that 
individual, showing a commitment to develop the individual and by 
extension improve the culture within the organisation. 
    
The The The The rationale for the focus on police ethics: Fusion of culture, norms, values rationale for the focus on police ethics: Fusion of culture, norms, values rationale for the focus on police ethics: Fusion of culture, norms, values rationale for the focus on police ethics: Fusion of culture, norms, values 
and ethicsand ethicsand ethicsand ethics    
 
Police practitioners often question any philosophical reflection and the 
metaphysical on the basis of the “operationally obvious”. A pragmatic 
exploration of police ethics is necessary to effectively inculcate the values in 
the decision making processes of police officers. This does not mean that 
philosophical issues should be ignored but that they are placed in a 
utilitarian perspective (Carter 2002: 94). 

Police ethics is the special responsibility for adhering to moral duty 
and obligation that is inherent in police work (Schmalleger 2000: 228). The 
reason why police ethics in particular has received attention centred mainly 
around the many issues relevant to police power, authority and discretion:  
 
• the authority of the police  
• the application of police powers  
• the discretionary nature of policing, and  
• peer pressure from both the individual and the organisational culture.  
 
The ethical dilemmas, and subsequent decisions, confronting the police in a 
democracy are so extraordinary, due to the extra power that they have, that 
there is no other occupation in which its members are and should be held to 
such a high standard of professional and personal conduct (see Jetmore 
1997: 1, 2). 

Neyroud and Beckley (2001: 38) emphasises the significance of ethics 
for the police in particular, because: 

 
• They have discretion to make decisions which affect the life, liberty and property of 

other citizens, 
• They have the power to use intrusive, covert and deceptive methods, 
• They have a duty to enforce the law, 
• They have a duty to protect the rights of citizens, 
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• They have a crucial role in protecting hard-to-reach minority groups, 
• They are public servants and, therefore, as the appointed guardians of the public’s 

interests, they must show high standards of integrity (a commitment to moral life), 
• They are the gatekeepers of citizenship and respectability, 
• The integrity of the police worldwide has suffered a series of shocks, whether it be as 

a result of corruption, incompetence or racism. 
 

Police culture, values and norms are terms used in the broader society and 
often take on different, though not unrelated meanings. It may be argued 
that values as unconscious and conscious feelings manifest themselves in 
human behaviour which may differ in intensity and direction. Trompenaars 
(1993: 23) argues that norms “gives us a feeling of ‘this is how I normally 
should behave’, whereas values is a feeling of ‘this is how I aspire or desire 
to behave.’” Police culture can therefore be viewed as a set of informal and 
formal values that characterise the police institution as a distinct community 
with a common identity.  

Values and meanings are part and parcel of what it means to act 
human, and are intrinsic elements of all cultures (Crank & Langworthy 
1992: 515-516). It is the emergence of values that allows the organisational 
culture to grow although not all values that emerge are, or should, be 
adopted into the culture. This community of values is made up of other 
organisations such as the courts, councils and all agencies and individuals 
that can affect what the police do. In addition, police officers participate in 
an organisational culture where officers often have to make decisions with 
inadequate information and where there is practical common-sense 
decision-making that is often influenced by peer pressure or anecdotal 
evidence acquired from fellow officers (McNulty 1994: 281-294).  

Police culture is influenced by ideas, information and ways of 
achieving and thinking about objectives that are experienced as meaningful, 
collect value and are then shared by group members. This constructed world 
is an everyday one in which the cultural vocabularies that describe it are 
pragmatic in that the shared experience of the group becomes common 
knowledge which portray the common-sense values of that group. In this 
context, anecdotal experiences are carriers of cultural history and its oral 
tradition which poses an important facet of organisational culture. Police 
officers work in an environment that many ordinary citizens would find 
oppressive, violent, depressing and exacting (Kingshott & Prinsloo 2004: xx). 
Subsequent responses of police officers are not different from the responses 
of other individuals in as much as they may be conditioned by their work 
environment as well as other social factors. Harrison (Kingshott & Prinsloo 
2004:XX) reiterates the following factors:  

 
• The police impose social isolation upon themselves as a means of protection against 

real and perceived dangers, loss of personal and professional autonomy, and social 
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rejection as a result of their outlook on the world and certain outstanding elements in 
the police milieu, namely danger, authority and efficiency. 

• The omnipresent element of danger and police officers’ general suspiciousness of 
everyone in an attempt to be attentive to any possible violence, furthermore 
precipitates alienation.  

• Police officers are required to enforce laws representing “puritanical morality”, 
underlying political ideology and policy. The element of personal, social and political 
hypocrisy strengthens attitudes pertaining to the inability of the “non-police” to 
possibly grasp the problems that exist in policing.  

• Alienation gives rise to police attitudes that legal institutions are uncooperative and 
non-supportive. Courts are perceived to tolerate crime and to be out of touch with 
“the reality of the street” which may induce a willingness by some police officers to 
resent legal restrictions and to violate them. 

 
Reiner (1985: 87) argues that this culture “has developed as a patterned set 
of understandings which help cope with and adjust to the pressures and 
tensions which confront police ... The culture survives because of its “elective 
affinity”, its psychological fit with the demands of the rank-and-file cop 
condition. There are claims that groups seem to develop “a mental life of 
their own” and that groups “have a psychology over and above that of the 
individual” (Wetherell 1996: 2). 

It can also be argued that one of the most powerful aesthetics of 
police culture is the sense of solidarity shared by its members and 
explanations have often focussed on corruption (Manning 1978: 83; Warren 
1991; Kappeler, Sluder & Alpert 1998: 22, 23, 216-252, 277, 278). 
However, earlier research by Coser (1956: 131-139) argued that the high 
degree of social solidarity manifested by the police culture is the product of 
conflicts and antagonisms with diverse groups, of which the criminal 
fraternity are only one type. In any organisation there is social composition 
that includes a mixture of both formal and informal elements, namely the 
“working personality” of police officers, or the unique customs, laws and 
morality of police culture, as well as a more recent claim that the secrecy 
surrounding police work shields knowledge of the nature of the police 
personality from outsiders (Kingshott 2003: 292). Ash (Wetherell 1996: 4) 
demonstrated “ that when presented with a set of unanimous, but obviously 
wrong, judgements, many experimental subjects conformed to others’ views 
and denied the evidence of their own senses.” In this context “loyalty” is an 
organisational norm but is misguided when a “blue wall of silence” protects 
miscreant police officers. “When an organisation wants you to do right, it 
asks for your integrity; and when it wants you to do wrong, it demands your 
loyalty ... loyalty in the police department means you’re willing to lie for 
someone else” (Kingshott 2003: 292). Moscovici (Wetherell 1996: 27) refers 
to a coherent set of shared cultural beliefs as “social representations” of the 
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world and provide a shared reality and order for people which enable them 
to communicate with each other and make sense of their lives. 

From a contra position it remains a reality that police work in any 
democracy across the world has identifiable norms which provides the 
foundation for an analysis of cultural ethics and view that the police be held 
accountable to a higher ethical standard than other occupations.  

Straw (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: xiv) writes that the privilege of 
providing a service to the public carries with it s special duty of care; a duty to 
deliver that service in a way which respects the fairness and dignity of the 
individual. Because certain tensions are bound to rise as a result of an 
adversarial system of justice, policing could be perceived as a balancing 
mechanism between competing rights. It is public expectation that sets the 
police culture apart from other organisational cultures, and a core 
component of that public expectation is that the police will always behave 
ethically despite their occupational experiences. This may perhaps not always 
seem fair but it certainly is understandable for society to demand from the 
organs of government to restate its moral standpoint. The “stewardship” of 
the “public interest” that lies at the heart of policing demands ethical 
standards and practitioners of high moral character. Even if a general set of 
moral principles provided acceptable standards in wider society, the “role 
morality”of policing requires a higher standard in that the nature of policing 
demands a role morality that is distinctly different from “ordinary morality” 
(Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 39, 41). For example the South African Police, or 
components thereof, will for a long time to come be distrusted as a result of 
their role during the previous ideological dispensation. However, the 
organisational culture is under the control of those within the organisation 
and they alone have the ability to change the culture by rejecting the bad, 
leading by example and living accountably. Policing remains symbolic of a 
collective social nostalgia for the generation and management of issues that 
would constitute an effective guarantee of the human rights of freedom, 
democracy and social progress and, therefore, relevant to security and quality 
of life. Neyroud and Beckley (2001: 4) argue that securing and reconciling 
human rights and balancing the rights of individuals and communities create 
the way for ethical policing and a way out of the cycle of “boom” (crime-
fighting, zero tolerance and proactive policing) and “bust” (corruption, 
miscarriages of justice and scandal). 

Past policing experiences are characterised by a series of vicious cycles 
which comprise of four broad phases (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 9, 10, 11): 

 
(1) Crime-fighting, where the police are focussed on a war on crime and criminals 
(2) “Testilying”, corruption and scandal 
(3) Societal and institutional reaction, often through rule tightening and reorganisation 
(4) Commitment to new norms, followed by a drift back to crime fighting. 
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However, despite arguments advanced by structural and procedural 
causative theories which reiterate social and individual pathology, it remains 
important to understand that accountability, and especially individual level 
accountability, has profound implications for the development and 
sustenance of police culture. Firstly, it misdirects problems away from 
organisational sources towards the individual. For instance, various reviews 
of the Knapp Commission’s inquiry into police corruption in New York 
(Kingshott 2003: 393) indicate that about every twenty years New York 
citizens are confronted with a headline exposé of police corruption. Crank 
(1998: 235, 236) argues that the intense focus on individual responsibility 
prohibits organisational assessments of problems that might create 
conditions for their resolution. Secondly, it is argued that to protect 
themselves officers will develop strategies that obstruct external enquiry into 
their personal affairs. Then efforts aimed at the external imposition of 
accountability will always engender the paradox of personal accountability. 
The more officers are held responsible for the outcome of police-public 
interactions, the more difficult it will be to hold them administratively 
accountable (Crank 1998: 236).  
 
Social change and an orientation to universal ethical principlesSocial change and an orientation to universal ethical principlesSocial change and an orientation to universal ethical principlesSocial change and an orientation to universal ethical principles    
 
Ironically and despite numerous attempts of progressive reform over the 
centuries, a need to define policing to identify what it is about policing that 
creates a need for those involved in policing to seek solace and comfort in a 
specific culture, is still eminent. There are many facets to policing and some 
of the diverse social expectations are more complex and demanding to 
achieve. On the one hand, policing may be summarised that it is the only 
encompassing 24-hour social service where everything is considered to 
come within the all-embracing term of ‘policing’. If the police do not deal 
with the actual emergency they will be able to identify facilitate attention by 
a relevant agency. However, the conventional contra-position that policing is 
a process of regulating social order by symbolising authority and using legal 
sanctions and ultimately the use of “legitimate” force to control threats to the 
“dominant order” manifest in role conflict. Opposition to the conventional 
vision of policing is based on historical experiences that the police, who are 
powerful, substitute and enforce their ingrained institutional values for the 
community’s (see Carter 2002: 122, 123). Waddington (Bowling & Foster 
2002: 992) emphasises that the contradictory role of (hard) order 
maintenance, or public order policing as he refers to it, is not the 
maintenance of order, but the maintenance of a particular order. Neyround 
and Beckley (2001: 11), therefore, emphasise that the mission of policing 
should be broad enough to describe the “whole” of policing, from 
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emergency service through to social assistance, within legal and political 
frameworks which supports the broad mission of policing and does not 
contradict it by measuring and focussing only on the traditional notions of 
crime and detection. 

Feldberg (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 20) describes police work as part 
of the moral and fundamental duty of a democratic government. Neyroud 
and Beckley (2001: 20-22) emphasise four fundamental dimensions that 
form an essential part of any consideration of the formal mission of policing. 
Each dimension provides a different view of the relationship of policing with 
government and citizen, ranging from caution and distrust to engagement 
and participation. 
 

A social contractA social contractA social contractA social contract 
 

In terms of the Lockean view, three inter-related key concepts, namely, 
contract, consent and balance, with special emphasis on the balance 
between state power and freedom, form the basis of the social 
contract philosophy. A legislature, a judiciary and executive 
supplement “natural law” in a civil society. The individual member of 
society consents to these three institutions as long as they protect life, 
liberty and property. The executive is only allowed to restrict an 
individual’s liberty as far as is absolutely necessary to secure those 
rights for all. 

 

An open societyAn open societyAn open societyAn open society 
 

As the basis of an “open” society, which is characteristically pluralistic, 
freedom and tolerance are maximised, although not absolutely. 
Incompatible views are expressed and conflicting aims are pursued. 
Everyone is free to propose solutions to problems and governments 
are open to criticism and to change in the light of criticism. The state is 
granted an interventionist and problem-solving role which involves the 
principles of minimising avoidable suffering and maximising the 
freedom of individuals to live according to their wishes. 

 

Social controlSocial controlSocial controlSocial control 
 

Policing is not perceived to be the exclusive domain of the public 
police. It is rather a much broader concept inclusive of individual, 
collective, private and state policing. The public police as a specialised 
institution of social control is seen as the product of the division of 
labour in contemporary society and is distinguishable from other types 
of policing by their ability to use legitimate or state sanctioned force. 
However, policing is not perceived as uniquely responsible for social 
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control, but is rather approached as an aspect of social control 
processes involving surveillance and sanctions intended to ensure the 
security of the social order. The emphasis is placed on minimal 
policing, minimal intrusion and proper control of the use of force. This 
approach has been conceptualised in terms op “optimal policing” with 
clear moral overtones within the context of balanced and diverse 
policing; “neither quantitatively excessive (to the detriment of 
alternative social values and objectives) nor qualitatively invasive (to 
the detriment of public freedoms) and which satisfies conditions of 
public accountability, effectiveness and justice for all” (Neyroud & 
Beckley 2001: 20). 

 

Policing, democracy and the citizenPolicing, democracy and the citizenPolicing, democracy and the citizenPolicing, democracy and the citizen 
 

This dimension focuses specifically on the relationship between the 
police and the citizenry as the cornerstone of democracy. Neyroud and 
Beckley (2001: 21) argues that in a modern democracy the police are 
“both the symbolic ‘shop front’ of the state’s authority and responsible 
for protecting individual and collective freedoms.” This delicate 
balance necessitates that a set of democratic principles are observed 
in policing practices in terms of equity, appropriate service delivery 
(minimum standards of competence), responsiveness, distributed 
power, openness of information, redress and participation. “Good 
policing maximises these principles and is a public good which should 
be shared according to need” (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 21). 

 
Ethics and Policing Scenario’s 
 
Ethics provide the theoretical basis for the principles of moral behaviour and 
sustain both the boundaries for morality and the pathways for proper 
thinking about real life choices. Both ethics and morality are concerned with 
the distinction between right and wrong. The difference between the terms is 
similar to the difference between thought and action. Ethics are concerned 
with analysis and reflection on the problems of human conduct. Morality is 
more about the nature of the conduct itself (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 38). 
There should be a clear relationship between an appropriate ethical system, 
individual and organisational moral values, judgement and decision-
making. Ethics are, therefore, concerned with making the right judgements 
and do things right (rather than ritualistically doing the right things) for the 
rights reasons. In other words, decision makers remain accountable, not 
only for the decision they make, but also the way they are taken. The study 
of ethics assists in the development of practitioners’ grasp of those 
standards, their ability to think critically, weigh up the consequences of their 
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decisions and understand their personal responsibility (Neyroud & Beckley 
2001: 37-39). 

A network of ethical norms and principles a person values, constitutes 
his or her “ethical philosophy” (Van Zyl 1996: 66). Van Zyl (1996: 66) 
identifies a triparted of basic ethical philosophies, namely: 

 
(1) utilitarianismutilitarianismutilitarianismutilitarianism or the belief that ethics is best applied by considering the greatest good 

of the greatest number,  
(2) individual rightsindividual rightsindividual rightsindividual rights which focuses on protecting individual rights such as the right to 

perform, the right of free consent and the right to due process, and  
(3) justicejusticejusticejustice, a philosophy stressing social justice and the opportunity for all to pursue 

meaning and happiness in life.  
 

According to Stead and others (in van Zyl 1996: 66) most persons allow one 
of these philosophies to dominate their ethical decisions, with the utilitarian 
philosophy being a more inclusive philosophy, and for which the individual 
rights and justice philosophies may serve as logical prerequisites. 

Utilitarianism is a concept linked to the theory of ethics which is often 
used to provide answers to basic questions such as how to live or what to do. 
Ethics is defined (Blackburn 1994: 126) as the study of the concepts involved 
in practical reasoning such as good, right, duty, obligation, virtue, freedom, 
rationality and choice. Although the morality of people and their ethics may 
amount for some people to the same thing, its usage non the less restricts 
morality to systems based on notions such as duty, obligation and principles 
of conduct, reserving ethics for practical reasoning, based on the notion of a 
virtue and generally avoiding the separation of moral considerations from 
other practical considerations (moral proximity) (Blackburn1994: 251). Virtue 
is defined (Blackburn 1994: 394) as a trait of character that is to be admired 
– a view either of the “good” for the sake of which we act, or of duty, law or 
reason thought of as providing rules of action. 
 As well as an ethical theory and with due consideration of the concepts 
of ethics, morality, and virtue, utilitarianism is, in effect, the view of life 
presupposed in most modern political and economic planning, when it is 
supposed that happiness is measured in economic terms. Utility is the basic 
unit of desirability on which economic decisions are based in which each 
option or choice made is associated with risk, in other words, an expectation 
of gain or loss, where the expectation is a function of the probability of some 
outcome and the total gain or loss involved. If utilitarianism is directly 
applied to actions so that individual action is “right” if it increases happiness 
more than any alternative, it is known as direct or act utilitarianism. Indirect 
utilitarianism, however, applies to such things as institutions, systems of rules 
of conduct or human characters that are best if they maximise happiness. 
Actions are, therefore, judged only in so far as they are “ordained by the 
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institutions or systems of rules” or “are those that would be performed by the 
person of optimal character”(see Blackburn 1994: 95, 130, 388). 
 However, we must also bear in mind that the meanings of concepts 
such as “right”, “good”, “duty”, “obligation”, “virtue”, “truth” or “maximising 
happiness” are relative to the standpoint of the person who judges the 
(morality of the) situation (moral proximity) (see Blackburn 1994: 326). 
Stead et al (in van Zyl 1996: 66) confirm the principle of relativity in 
mentioning that individuals differ in terms of the moral judgement they 
make, and that the actions they take as a result of these moral judgements 
also differ. In view of such relativistic notions, concepts such as ethics, 
morality, virtue, etc, and the practical inclinations thereof become 
meaningless if they are not based on experiences known to us as guilt and 
shame. Guilt is the uncomfortable feeling of having done wrong and 
therefore deserving the anger of others while shame is the sense of 
deserving the contempt or disdain of others (Blackburn 1994: 164). Without 
sensing guilt or shame, almost any situation can be rationalised in terms of 
the ever prevalent excuses such as historical, cultural, social, psychological, 
etc, factors. With shame society (endeavours to) internalise(s) the values that 
lead to admiration or rejection and, therefore, characterised in moral terms. 

The ethics of duty, virtue and care provide standards that are 
appropriate to policing (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 41- 45). 
 

DutyDutyDutyDuty 
 

“Duty” embraces the ethics of “exceptionless rules and universal 
rights”, which was derived from the presumption that there is a 
universal law of right and wrong and that morality is a product of 
man’s rationality. Ross (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 42) proposes seven 
prima facie duties, namely fidelity, reparation, gratitude, justice, 
beneficence, self-improvement and non-maleficence.  

 

UtilityUtilityUtilityUtility 
 

The central tenant of utilitarian theory is that the rightness or goodness 
of any action depends solely on the goodness of its results (positive 
outcome). A deed becomes obligatory and right only if its 
consequences would be producing a “better” balance of pleasure over 
pain than any available alternative. However, instead of weighing 
solely the utility of each action, it is necessary to weigh the precedent it 
sets and longer term outcome of that precedent as a general rule. 
Instead of thinking about the benefits on an individual basis, it should 
be directed along the lines of broad principles through “intuitive 
thinking”. Intuitive thinking incorporates a professional’s experience 
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and everyday “common sense” to judge whether a particular decision 
matches a wider framework of knowledge, which connects ethics with 
the determination of risk (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 44).  

 

VirtueVirtueVirtueVirtue 
 

As “the mean between extremes of character”, virtue focuses on the 
intrinsic qualities of the “good person”such as courage, honesty, 
justice; rather than the goodness of their actions. Aristotle (Neyroud & 
Beckley 2001: 44) described virtue as a combination of intellectual 
and moral traits – all men have, by nature, the capacity for virtue, 
although not all internalises the habit. 

 

CareCareCareCare 
 

The ethics of care is an approach that emphasises relationships and 
needs (restorative justice) rather than rights and universal laws. The 
significance of relationships is of significance to an enabling policing 
strategy. 

Although these ethics provide guidance on ethical standards, 
they are inadequate to deal with the complexity and uncertainty of 
contemporary demands. Neyroud and Beckley (2001: 47-49) suggest 
that in order to construct an approach to ethics in policing, a balanced 
integration between the mission of policing, the virtues of good police 
officers and a ethical framework outlining good policing practice is 
essential. Neyroud and Beckley (2001: 44) identified eight principles 
which would reconcile the key features of the theories of utility. Duty, 
virtue and care. All these theories provide a strong prohibition against 
killing, a presumption against lying (testilying) and the encouragement 
of integrity (the commitment to a moral life). The ethical framework 
provided by these eight principles are (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 46): 

 
• respect for personal autonomy (respect, rights, dignity) 
• beneficence (doing good to others) 
• non-maleficence (a balancing of interests – help people without harming 

others) 
• justice (distributive justice, respect for morally respectable laws, a high value on 

human rights and legality) 
• responsibility (justifying of actions and accepting personal ownership of them) 
• care (interdependence and natural human responses of care toward each 

other) 
• honesty (central to policing and to the authority and legitimacy of police 

officers; honesty in self-reflection) 
• stewardship (a trusteeship over the powerless and over police powers; 

discretion and accountability). 
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The abovementioned principles provide a comprehensive ethical framework 
in which a balanced way of thinking about policing, the need to consider 
problems applying all the approaches and the consideration of a wider set 
of arguments can be realised. 

Gensler (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 40, 41) emphasises the 
requirements of consistency (between ends and means), congruity (the moral 
imperative to treat others as you would be treated yourself) and moral 
rationality (a requirement for the individual to think critically and make a 
genuine exercise of personal discretion). These principles provide a moral 
platform for policing as a community-oriented function and the 
advancement of public interest. Balancing in decision-making can be 
considerably assisted when directed at the principles on which human rights 
are founded, namely, legality, proportionality, necessity and accountability 
(Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 49). 
 A preferential policing scenario is therefore of crucial significance 
pertaining to the moral judgements of police officials. Neyroud and Beckley 
(2001: 30-36) extrapolated three scenario’s from previous and current 
practices. Although it is unlikely that any particular scenario may dominate 
generically, local preferences will be decisive. Two core challenges will be 
influential in this regard. Firstly, contemporary police institutions are 
challenged to sustain and develop the quality and values of their services 
within a context of fiscal restraint and rising demand. The second challenge 
is to deal with subsequent constitutional, social and political changes 
(Neyroud and Beckley 2001: 31). 
 

The criThe criThe criThe crime fightersme fightersme fightersme fighters 
 

Crime fighting has remained central to the police role. The metaphor 
“war” has had a mobilising potential by providing a way to view police 
as protectors of society and to view the criminal element of that society as 
amoral enemies; it provides a vocabulary that unites officers in 
militaristic identities, creating yet another bonding environment for the 
police culture. The outward military discipline tended to displace 
misconduct by officers into areas difficult to regulate. It also intensified 
many aspects of the police culture, namely secrecy, criminal activity by 
the police, as well as deception and line management friction. 
Symbolically, militarism promotes an image of hierarchical police 
accountability and rule bound behaviour (Kingshott & Prinsloo 2004: xx).  

Crime fighters value a high value, leading edge crime 
management approach and perceive themselves as professionals who 
are engaging a war against crime through a zero-tolerance approach 
and efficient law enforcement. Objectives are directed towards the 
detection and disruption of crime for which purpose military type 
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crackdown operations are frequently carried out in high crime areas. 
“Associated” social aspects which do not form part of the core 
business of crime fighting are privatised. Community policing is valued 
only as a function of intelligence gathering. A preoccupation with 
technologically advanced equipment and the use of surveillance and 
informers make crime fighting exceptionally vulnerable for unethical 
behaviour and (noble cause) corruption. 

 
The social engineersThe social engineersThe social engineersThe social engineers 

 
Social engineers are pursuing long-term measures of positives social 
outcomes and crime reduction through community crime prevention 
initiatives, the creation of stable communities, education and youth 
work. A problem-oriented, restorative justice approach is applied to 
policing where the police take the initiative to identify and define 
attainable solutions. A “professional” police officer is idealised as a 
social mediator whose skills are those of problem solving and 
negotiation. Intelligence systems and technology are important and 
applied to identify problems, gather information and attain solutions 
through multi-agency approaches. 

 
An “enabling” police serviceAn “enabling” police serviceAn “enabling” police serviceAn “enabling” police service 

 
An enabling police service sets out to cope with fiscal restraint and 
competition from the  private sector by providing high value 
professional service at the core, whilst low cost, private, community or 
volunteering are encouraged to fulfill a number of general functions 
such as patrol and public reassurance. Therefore, the enabling police 
service dimension emphasises the view that “public policing” has no 
exclusive monopoly on policing and that public policing can have a 
new role in collaborating with, regulating and managing other forms 
of policing. This approach seeks to combine the “ethics and equity” of 
public policing with the dynamics of a “social market” and community-
based provision of services. The police heeds to the demands of an 
“internal market” and seizes the opportunities presented by “best 
value” practices. The police provides a core of basic services and 
manages and collaborates with a series of locally provided private 
and community service through “intelligent regulation”. Its 
performance management is focussed on outcome measures which 
are themselves coordinated with other agencies involved in crime 
reduction and criminal justice, its legitimacy on regional and local 
democratic mechanisms.  
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Optimal policingOptimal policingOptimal policingOptimal policing 
 

Neyroud and Beckley (2001: 34-36) points to the contrasts presented 
by the three abovementioned scenarios and emphasise that none of 
them seem to be independently sustainable as an exclusive policing 
solution. However, despite stark differences between them, certain 
common activities are clearly identifiable: 

 
• “demand management” 
• coping with segmented and diverse communities 
• analysis and skills in problem solving – skills, technology and management are 

information and knowledge led 
• the development of a learning organisation – an active, flexible organisation 

that uses information in a focussed way to achieve clearly articulated outcomes 
• declaring clear priorities and managing them. 

 
The enabling police service is advanced by (Neyroud & Beckley 2001: 
35) as more flexible, more responsive to change, better equipt to 
develop the type of open and transparent organisation required to 
inhibit corruption and discourage professional isolation. Yet, Neyroud 
and Beckley (2001: 35) reiterates that an effective enabling police 
service will need to incorporate the interdependent features of 
problem-solving policing and social engineering; responsive targeted 
policing (demand management), inclusive of disorder, crime, quality 
of life issues within a firm democratic and legal framework; and the 
forming of partnerships as the foundation of an enabling approach. 
Furthermore, overarching aims and objectives would be a fair 
reflection of the spread of services that the public expect from the 
police which are realisable through partnerships. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The police symbolise the visible presence of the State in civil society. Nothing 
can therefore be further from the truth than notions that the police merely 
(supposed to) apply the law. If this happened to be true, the police would 
succumb to be more “puppets of the legal system, blindly enforcing the law 
regardless of context or consequence” (Coleman & Norris 2002: 289). The 
police use, however, the law among a number of other resources to 
facilitate the restoration of order and to impose symbolic justice. The various 
elements of acceptable and unacceptable behaviour found within the police 
culture affect the efficiency of an individual officer. By their rejection of 
unethical behaviour and instilling their morality into the culture, ethical 
police officers are changing the organisational culture for the better. Ethical 
policing relies on a comprehensive integrated and dynamic ethical 
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framework of decision-making at strategic, operational and tactical levels 
which is flexible and balanced enough to assist in converting declaratory 
symbolism into real life ethical judgements.  
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The Platonic dialogue Philebus (Φίληβος) is one of the texts which has been 
particularly discussed by the philosophers of the Neoplatonic School of 
Athens. Two of the last masters of the School -and perhaps its most reliable 
representatives-, Proclus and Damascius have devoted many pages to the 
analysis of the content of this dialogue. However, we should not overlook 
the fact that their analysis cannot agree exactly with what Plato, himself, had 
specified. It had already been more than eight centuries since the writing of 
the Philebus and it is natural that new trends should have been developed in 
philosophical thought during this period. A theological direction prevailed in 
the Neoplatonic School, which insisted on clarifying everything which exists 
and happens in the metaphysical world. According to the prevalent views of 
this School, the world of experience is not a reliable «tool» for the foundation 
of Ontology and Cosmology. This school put forward the widespread view 
that the existence of this world is absolutely determined by metaphysical 
causes and principles, which provide it with constitution and structure and 
determine its functions. As a result, philosophical thought gets its meaning 
when it is directed towards the investigation of metaphysical archetypes. At 
the same time, such a direction satisfies also the religious feeling of that 
period, which, in most cases, maintains priority over genuine philosophical 
thought.  
 The Neoplatonic interpretation of Philebus is situated within the above 
philosophical-theological context. In this dialogue of his later years, Plato 
tried to explore, in a strictly systematic way, the relationship between the 
metaphysical and the physical world, between the archetypical forms (εἴδη) 
and the empirical phenomena. This attempt, at least in its general 
formulation, strongly stimulated Proclus and Damascius strongly. Despite the 
fact that their main directions in research were concerned with the 
interpretation of the dialogue Parmenides, they discover -or they think so- 
useful material for their purposes in Philebus. There are two main 
philosophical issues which they located in its content, that also agree with 
the framework of the clear definition of the empirical phenomena by the 
transcendental elements. First, the relationship «Unity-Plurality», (ἴν- 
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πλἴθος), namely, how the plurality of the physical world has proceeded 
from the unity of the metaphysical world. Second, the relationship «Limit-
Infinitude-Mixture» (πἴρας- ἴπειρον- µικτἴν), which is the subject of the 
present brief study. In this last relationship Proclus and Damascius seek and 
find through their interpretative approach a plan for the development of 
particular productive specifications which have already been set as 
providences by the supreme Principle of All. The actual text on which this 
study will be based is Damascius’ (458-529?) annotations to Philebus 235b-
27d, where Plato examines the relationships between the terms “Limit”, 
“Infinitude”, and “Mixture” in the light of the principle of causality. 
 
I. First principle – secondary principles 
 
Damascius, from the very beginning of his analysis, proceeds to distinctions 
and definitions at the level of causes and principles. According to the 
Platonic text, he claims that the cause and principle of Intelligence is the 
Limit, whereas that of Pleasure is Infinitude. By using the logical principle of 
analogy, he points out that any relationship which exists between causes- 
principles also exists between their products. This means that through the 
pair Limit – Intelligence limitation and orderare secured, while through the 
pair Infinitude – Pleasure, the perpetual development and evolution manifest 
themselves. This distinction defines that the immobility, which the first pair 
provides, is contrasted with the constant mobility of the second pair. In this 
way a dynamic «procession» (πρόοδος) towards new forms of production 
and a stability which prevents chaos are made possible. And vice versa: 
potentiality and change intervene in the static condition and immobility. 
(Therefore, the ontologically permanent conditions are not immovable.) 
 After that, the Neoplatonic philosopher wonders about the content of 
Limit and Infinitude which are secondary principles. He also wonders about 
the content of the only and prime Principle which precedes their 
manifestation, on which they depend and from which they derive. By raising 
this question, he makes clear that he introduces an ontological monism. But 
it is not a case of a simple form of monism that he is referring to, since he 
takes the function of the two inferior specific principles for granted. For this 
reason, the explanations which Damascius proceeds to give afterwards are 
based on the favourite distinction of the Neoplatonic Philosophers between 
Unity and Dyad and, thereby, between Unity and Plurality. He observes that 
the cause which exists in a simple way, namely the one which is superior 
and defies mixings, is the cause of that entity which has a unique attribute 
and exists in itself in a simple way. By contrast, all causes of those entities 
that present differences between themselves are located exactly in the region 
where these differences are developed. He then specifically refers to the 
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differences between multitude and unity. This second case of causality 
indicates that from the one attribute which the first principle describes we are 
transferred to Many, and to their unity, or, from the unqualified situation of 
the immutability to its first particular developments. The philosopher’s 
thought, however, incoherent. Within the previous context it is implied that 
the superior Principle produces Limit and Infinitude in a simple manner. 
These were is at first sight vague and simple in their initial condition, 
whereas every production which takes place henceforth is composite since 
both of them should participate in its composition. There is a unique entity 
different from the previous which arises each time out of their composition. 
Therefore every entity derives from the same ontological principles, whereas 
each of the former is produced in a unique manner. 
 Here we should note, however, that Damascius, in his previous 
remarks, refers to the relationships between «cause» and «what is a result 
of», which occur exclusively in the supreme metaphysical region. For this 
reason he maintains that there are no adequate names nor adequate 
concepts to objectively describe the causes not only of the situation which 
expresses the metaphysical unity, but also of that which expresses the 
metaphysical plurality. Therefore every name or concept which is attributed 
to them mainly depends, either on the theoretical approach or on each 
thinker’s epistemological background. It could be argued that this is all 
about particular approaches none of which is absolutely true. This happens, 
because in the ontological case, which we analyse here, everything is 
covered by negation and cannot be described, since everything moves in a 
region which is transcendental and inaccessible to human consciousness. 
Therefore, all the terms used for the description of this mystic region express 
only mere attempts and, it they are examined as absolute criteria, eventually 
they do not have any legitimacy of categorical application; namely, the 
words as signifiers do not correspond to the things as signified, but only by 
convention . 
 Damascius goes on to say that Limit and Infinitude appear in two 
ways: first, they appear as principles which originate from a Principle 
superior to them, namely they are its products. However both of them in a 
subsequent level are immanent in every particular level of existence, which 
means that they function as causes. Moreover, he points out that from Limit 
and Infinitude derive not only the entities which are subject to the human 
intelligence, but also the entirety of metaphysical entities. However, during 
the activation and the co-existence of these two universal principles, Limit 
dominates. This happens for two reasons: on the one hand, the dyad cannot 
dominate as a manifestation of Infinitude, because it presupposes the unity 
and also, if it is activated independently, it leads to a productive 
development, which, in its total evolution, would have no limits. It needs, 
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therefore, the cause that provides the relationships between the distinct 
entities. On the other hand, all would end up in chaos, since the entities 
would have neither internal coherence nor would they be connected in any 
way. Thus the element which must be ensured in the metaphysical as well as 
in the physical world is the unity, which according to the Neoplatonic 
tradition is the main characteristic provided by the Superior Cause, namely 
the «One» (ἴν) or the «Good» (ἴγαθἴν). It should be stressed, however, that 
the superior entity is called the “One” when it is examined in its absolute 
existence and “one” when the stress lies on its productive manifestation or 
on its provisions.  
 Subsequently, and by seeking a strictly precise hierarchy for the 
productive developments, Damascius points out that duality and not plurality 
has proceeded from the “one”. The criterion for this hierarchical 
classification is the degree of their closeness to the “one”. According to the 
unanimous Neoplatonic principles, this production is essential in order to 
follow a gradual process of evolution and to be in accordance with whatever 
the immediate succession defines and in order to make sense and avoid 
ontological chaos. Furthermore, the philosopher clarifies that on the 
uppermost metaphysical level the process of generation – or, to be more 
precise in this case, the procession – is twofold: during its first manifestation, 
the “one” appears as “one”, namely it sets itself as the ontological reality, 
able to promote movements for united productive procedures. During the 
second manifestation, the “one” presents itself as a particular cause, which 
embraces duality as a single whole, namely the first specific and analytical 
expression of the generation. This is why the “one” is expressed in the sense 
of “one” as well as in the sense of “everything”. It is obvious that here, there 
is no contrast between the superior cause and the plurality of products, or in 
another aspect, between the substance and the attributes. The plurality 
simply expresses the entirety of the internal features of the “one”, which like 
seeds, were originally in the state of potentiality of existence. This means that 
they are not completely new, ontological realities. Also here, the concept of 
ontological monism, supports the idea that the “one” has absolute authority 
over evolution. 
 Despite the above differences or distinctions, Damascius points out 
that we have to be cautious, when we refer to the term «distinction». The 
reason for this is that this is a term which expresses a situation occurring 
mainly at inferior ontological levels. He maintains that the distinction 
between the two principles, Limit and Infinitude, is not real, but is 
determined by human consciousness and as a result it is of intellectual or 
symbolic nature. The philosopher emphasizes that, at the level of the first 
manifestation, that of the “Intelligible” or “Being” -namely the one which is 
the “One’s” first development, as the first mixture of Limit with Infinitude- 
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there is no distinction between the non-participated and the participated or 
between the participant and what it participates in. Here the unity is still 
dominant, and so are the results in the non-evolution of hierarchies, which 
manifest themselves through the element of participation. According to the 
philosophers of the Neoplatonic School, when we refer to participation, we 
basically introduce or presuppose the distinction between the superior entity 
which gives, and the inferior one which receives. This sort of distinction 
appears when the developments start, namely when the other two superior 
metaphysical archetypes, «Life" and "Intelligence", manifest themselves after 
Being. “Life” and “Intelligence” participate in “Being”, while “Intelligence” 
participates only in “Life”. These participations define classifications as well 
as what one could designate as divisions. All the above cannot happen in 
the area of the “one” which is unreachable in human consciousness. By 
guiding his negativismus to extreme limits, Damascius points out that the 
supreme metaphysical levels which exist before the “Intelligible” world, 
namely before “Being”, are three and all of them are unknown to human 
consciousness. This happens, although the third in order – namely that of 
the Infinitude – is the cause of plurality and it would perhaps be expected to 
be intellectually accessible to man . 
 Then Damascius develops a syllogism on the basis of analogies which 
exist among the causes in order to make a reliable presentation of the 
priorities. First of all, he puts forward two hypotheses which he accepts as 
valid for the purposes of his argumentation. More specifically, he points out 
that we can accept the two principles – namely the Finite and the Infinitude – 
as causes of the elements of Mixture, and the “Being”, or the “Intelligible”, 
as cause of the Mixture itself. Following these relationships between causes -
what is result- he wonders why the elements cannot be superior to the 
mixture itself, since its two principles are superior to “Being”. To this question 
he gives two answers, each one depending on the way we approach the 
mixture. So, supposing that the mixture derives from the two elements, then 
it is inferior, because they are simple in comparison to its constitution. But if 
we suppose that it is originally one and it derives from the “one” – which 
produces the “Being” -, then it is superior. In the latter case these two do not 
constitute the mixture, but they are its internal features which presuppose it 
as substratum. Furthermore, there arises the fact that in this case, the first 
mixture is the cause of “Being”. Since it includes the Finite and the Infinitude, 
it will be superior to the product made by the composition. By using terms of 
Logic, the qualities are the natural attributes of a subject. The above thought 
includes the prospect of determining whether there is movement from the 
superior to the inferior ones during the production or the procession and 
vice versa. It is an issue to which the philosopher will return. 
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 By extending his argument, Damascius concludes that, in the 
determination of the relationships mentioned above, it is more correct to say 
that the two principles are originally formed and completed realities as well 
as simpler than the mixture. At this point however, he makes a distinction 
between principles and elements. He points out that in the first mixture, or in 
a different interpretation, in the cause of the mixture, the elements, or 
according to a second interpretation, the causes of its elements, acquire 
their existence in common. On the basis of this development, the elements 
do not only exist on a second level after the principles, but are also inherent 
as inferior in the mixture itself. It happens so, because, in any case the, 
elements are inferior to what is composed, namely inferior to the entity that 
contains them. Concluding his arguments, the philosopher points out that 
the above mentioned relationship of classification and priority exists also 
among the causes. From what has been mentioned here, it is obvious that a 
classification of ontological formations and productive interventions is 
developed. More specifically, Limit and Infinitude, when originally 
combined, produce the mixture. Afterwards, within the mixture, they 
constitute the causes from which inferior Limit and inferior Infinitude derive 
as elements. These elements are the ways of manifestation -and not of 
constitution- of the mixture. Limit and Infinitude, therefore, have two different 
ways of manifestation and function, which are always determined by their 
relationship to the mixture. 

Damascius, however, insists that even in the second ontological 
constitution, namely that of “Life”, which similarly arises by the productive 
combinations of the two principles, we cannot accept that there is a 
complete distinction or division. As an argument for this exclusion, he 
mentions that the provision of the archetypical species (e{?d?) with specific 
ontological outlines -but without sections- is the responsibility of the first 
“Intelligence”, which similarly arises by a special type of affinity of the Limit 
with the Infinitude. He points out that the first “Intelligence” is free of any 
posterior mixing. He adduces as an argument Lamblichus’ view, according 
to which, the monads of species are constituted in the region of this 
Intelligence. Moreover, he clarifies that he regards as monads the condition 
of each species which is not subject to distinctions or divisions and because 
of this, the first “Intelligence”,(as far as its way of appearance is concerned) 
appears through unified qualities. Thus the fact that it is not subject to a 
complete distinction implies that this cannot be the case with “Life”. 
Therefore, in the region of intellective entities, it functions as “Intelligible” 
namely a quality superior to it. It operates through three productive ways. 
More specifically, the first “Intelligence” is the cause of the substance which 
possesses and, in a simple way, provides the species. As the second 
Intelligence, it is the cause of that life, which also provides the species which 
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have already received a new feature. Finally, as the third Intelligence, it 
completes the procedure of providing the species when they appear with all 
their characteristics. In order for the metaphysical world to be led to the 
condition called differentiation, or division, it has to go through the whole 
evolution of the Neo-Platonic triad: «Being – Life – Intelligence», with all its 
particular specializations. In the framework of this triad, the archetypical 
species receive gradually all those qualities which will enable them to help 
the generation of the world of experience. Once the prefiguration of this 
production has started, the differentiation or the division begins to appear in 
a concrete and evident way. Basically, in the metaphysical region, qualities 
which already exist in a state of unification -mystic at first and then obvious – 
manifest themselves. 
 Subsequently, Damascius notes that the “Mind”, namely everything 
which mainly originates from the supplies of Limit as third entity, is God. 
Thus the “Being”, (to the production of which as the first mixture, there 
contributes the Infinitude- must be considered as God or “one”, and not as 
united or substance. It expresses an initial condition and not a subsequent 
constitution. For this reason it endows Gods and not tangible entities with 
order. Its interior includes (or condenses) in a unified and secret manner the 
plurality of the internal qualities of the metaphysical world and not those of 
the tangible in the area of which everything is distinguishable. The former 
mixture, therefore, represents the metaphysical world in its entirety in the 
sense that it is placed at that point from which the gradual transition from 
unification to plurality starts. 
 The next syllogism of the Neo-Platonic philosopher deals with the issue 
of the meaning of production, which means that he excludes its mechanistic 
operation. It is a quest spread upon theories which support the absolute 
metaphysical foundation of the physical world. Damascius mentions that the 
first Principle is the entity which provides the entities with hypostasis and is 
their final cause, namely it defines the way of their constitution and the goal 
of their existence. He observes that the final cause is significantly superior to 
the efficient cause. It could be argued here that the hypostasis is provided so 
that the already defined aim can be accomplished; In other words, 
hypostasis has got a meaning because there is a goal to be implemented 
through and upon it. Despite the classification mentioned above Damascius 
points out that the first Principle grants both elements which comprise 
production –that is the hypostasis and the aim- according to the “one”, 
namely the Unity. The next two principles undertake to fulfil the distinction 
between these two elements. At this point, the classification above is 
developed within a specific level of carriers. The principle which functions in 
accordance with the Limit intervenes as a final cause and is superior. On the 
contrary, the principle which functions in accordance with the Infinitude 
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provides the hypostasis and is inferior. It is obvious that in Damascius’ 
ontological system the production of an entity is not sufficient but it is 
necessary to specify the way of its articulation and development. It is only in 
this way that it obtains its real meaning, its significance and meets its 
teleological structure. 
 The Neo-Platonic philosopher then reminds us that it was not sufficient 
enough for Socrates to specify only the cause of the unification of the 
Mixture, but also to locate the cause of distinction. As such he regarded the 
otherness, the ontological condition which develops after the intelligible 
world. It is an opinion which has been also put forward in the dialogue of 
«Parmenides» (143 α-β) the «Gospel» of the Neoplatonic School. Under the 
Neo-platonic perspective, it is only the otherness that highlights the idea of 
distinction because the Intelligible is absolutely in the condition of 
Unification. By attempting once again a precise specialization of the causes, 
Damascius concludes that it is scientifically correct to maintain that the “one” 
is the cause of all things, the Limit is the cause of unification, the Infinitude 
of differentiation and the Mixture of everything that participates in both. 
Thus, it can be mentioned that the Mixture appears as the condition in which 
both the supplies and the way through which these supplies are provided, 
are summarized. The Mixture, therefore, is the archetype of all the inferior 
entities concerning the way they will participate in the supreme metaphysical 
principles. 
 
II. The Dynamics of Infinitude  
  
In his following syllogism, Damascius becomes more specific through a brief 
presentation of the relevant philosophical tradition. Thus, he points out that 
the Infinitude is accessible through intellect in various ways. These ways are 
presented with a relevant comment as follows:  
 
1) According to the potentiality of Matter there is a reference to its incomplete condition 

which has not obtained its archetypical species yet.  
2) According to the initiative provision of species, owing to the fact that every group of 

entities receives a special form which it is familiar with on a permanent basis. It is a 
potential condition of supplying with ontological features which is manifested 
indefinitely. 

3) According to the infinite divisibility of the continuous Quantity, which is related to 
4) the eternal addition of Multitude. This is the process of «Progress» according to which 

there are some rigid ontological nucleuses constantly manifesting themselves and 
multiplying productively.  

5) According to the everlasting genetic activity of species which as a dynamic 
development expresses the inexhaustibility of a rational production with certain 
formations.  

6) According to the everlasting motion of activities, a condition which by itself constitutes 
an ontological system gradually presenting «the Wealth» of its infinite main elements.  
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7) According to the fact that productive potencies do not exhaust or cease their action so 
that the perpetual provisioning of the world of experience is ensured. 

8) According to a metaphysical reality that is continuously -and therefore not in limited 
formulations- at the same condition without variations, which by itself assures the 
irremovability and the invariability of the productive archetypes. Or, in other terms, 
the strictly defined substance which arises at any instance. 

9) According to the situation which functions on the basis of «more and less». The 
philosopher here clarifies that Socrates had undertaken to explain these elements of 
increase and decrease or of superior and inferior claiming also that the Limit is 
irrelevant to anything originating from their co-existence. 

 
Damascius commenting on the last case points out that the «more and less» 
which express an ontological balance, are immanent everywhere since 
Infinitude is also immanent everywhere. Of course, each time its immanence 
manifests itself in a different way, according to the level of entity in which it 
exists. Thus in the heavenly, physical bodies, there are the more and the less 
as increase and decrease, namely quantitively, while in the intelligible order 
they exist as an exemplary cause, meaning without differentiations but as a 
sort of invariable archetypes, namely in quality order. Thus, it could be 
maintained that the specific way in which it is presented, at any given time 
therefore, follows the difference which exists between the physical and 
metaphysical world. Yet, the philosopher assets that in every single entity, 
both “Limit” and “Infinitude” are present, regardless of the fact that this 
existence may belong either to the metaphysical or the physical world. This 
means that the «More and Less» in its specialised application is not unlimited 
but has some certain bounds. This is also the case in the remaining 
situations. What, however, determines their specific way of occurrence, is 
that the “Limit” dominates in certain conditions while the “Infinitude” in 
others, sometimes the tendency to Identity governs and some other times the 
tendency to Otherness. 
 At the end of the above argumentation – in an attempt to briefly 
summarize what he has examined- Damascius maintains that Socrates 
defines the “Limit” and “Infinitude” now as two different, specific examples 
and then as two universal examples of Mixture. In any case, these examples 
present the contrast that exists between them. The “Infinitude” represents the 
measureless, while the “Limit” represents the domination of proportion and 
harmony. The Mixture originates from the combination of these two 
contradictions as an entirety which retains a couple of its characteristics 
invariable, while at the same time these very characteristics are set into 
action. Subsequently, a potential state of developments is created, in which 
order, logical constitution and specific function is ensured. To our belief, 
within the wider context of the field which is being examined, arises that 
Damascius regards the “Limit” as a universal example and the “Infinitude” 
as a universal principle, which define mixture as a concrete ontological 
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reality. On the contrary, Damascius regards these two terms as being 
specific only when they, in a strictly specialised way, define the combinations 
so that a specific partial entity can arise and thus the Mixture can be 
manifested productively. 
  
III. The Universal Validity of Reasoned Causality 
 
The next issue the Neo-platonic philosopher is concerned with is the Cause 
which brings about the mixing of the “Limit” and the “Infinitude” so that the 
Mixture could be thus generated. Initially, he makes a general comment and 
points out that everything which comes into being must have come into 
being through a cause. Upon the light of the principle of causality, he 
excludes any factor of spontaneous production from his ontological system. 
Simultaneously, he points out that everything that is created, since it is 
divisible and not cardinal, cannot be an independent cause of itself. At the 
same time, it exists as a concrete entity but does not exist due to the fact that 
it is subject to development. It exists as long as it creates itself, but when it is 
created it does not exist. Subsequently, Damascius points out that the «What 
Makes» and the «Cause» is identical, and for every physical entity which is 
created, the cause is the species and the matter. The last presupposition of 
his interpretations is that the entity which has the ability to make cannot 
coincide with its product. All his previous references intend to show that the 
mixing between the «Cause» and the « Effect» is not possible and that in 
order to succeed in interpreting the latter we have to become aware of the 
way it intervenes or even of the substance of the former. It means that the 
«Effect» can neither be ontologically independent nor interpreted by itself. A 
further examination of the topic would suggest that the philosopher aims to 
exclude the discernible specific of the metaphysical with the physical through 
specific terms of causality. Lastly the “hilomorphic” theory concerning 
production which accounts for the level of presence of the metaphysical in 
the physical is quite challenging.  

Damascius then wonders how the «What Makes» can be the same with 
the «Cause». In other words, he notes that he ponders on the relationship 
which may exist between the efficient, the exemplary and the final Cause. He 
raises this question because the potential for creation does not fully cover 
the meaning of the cause. In order to strengthen his argumentation he 
reminds us that according to Proclus, when the Creator makes the world, he 
manifests himself in all these three types of Causes. He even presents 
himself as the final Cause in order to equate all the entities – regarding their 
final form – with him. As a result, all three Causes are included in the region 
of the Creator and are his particular manifestations, which cannot be 
separated during the process of creation, because a separation would 
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strongly suggest that then the production of the physical world would be 
incomplete.  

The Neo-platonic philosopher points out that the Creator manifests 
himself both as a complete Unity and as a Triad in order to prevent the 
introduction of divisions in the metaphysical region. In the case we examine 
the Triad means that the plurality of the metaphysical activities is expressed 
through the direct communication they have with each other. This is due to 
the fact that every Cause is active, and by being a common source for a 
multitude of products, it puts itself into productive motion in three ways, 
which are closely interwoven. At this point Damascius reverts to the superior 
deductions. He states that this connection mainly occurs in the intelligible 
order, in which no division between its particular active motions can exist. 
Moreover, this ultimately happens in the first Cause, which continuously 
provides homogeneity on all things and that is only in accordance with its 
complete Unity. Therefore, it is even here maintained that the main factor 
which determines developments is the Unity which continuously provides 
homogeneity as the prime element. 

Subsequently, Damascius is in line with Plato’s view that the “Cause” 
precedes the “Product” («what comes to be»), which is not apathetic but 
participates in the fulfilment of creation. He bases this view on the fact that 
the “Mover” is prior to the “Moved”, since the first already exists while the 
second is still in the process of becoming. Thus, the Product («what comes to 
be») is always both ontologically and in rank inferior to the Cause. It can 
neither be identical with the Cause nor can it pre-exist. This last remark is 
self-evident. He puts it forward, however, in order to criticize Epicurus, the 
Stoics and other philosophers, who followed an opposite guide-line and 
produced the superior from the inferior. It should be noted that for 
Damascius – and the entire Neo-platonic tradition – the production depends 
mainly on the evolution of superior entities and does not arise from the 
formulation of some primary bodies. The productive evolution has a 
diminishing nature since, from the perfect and the unqualified; it goes to the 
imperfect and the relative. 

The next thought of the Neo-platonic philosopher is directed once 
again towards the concept of the «self-constituted». According to his view, 
every self- constituted entity will and will not exist at the same time. More 
specifically due to the fact that it is a qua producer it will originally exist, but 
as a qua product it will not. On the basis of this distinction, the self-
constituted will be different from itself, since it possesses two ways not only 
of manifestation but also of definition. In fact, it is a double hypostasis, not 
in the sense of an internal differentiation or contradiction but on the basis of 
its identity – an identity that means exactly what it is – arises necessarily from 
the possession of the two features above. It should, however, be specified 
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that during the whole process of development of a self-constituted the mover 
is superior to the moved and as a result the indivisible is superior to the 
divided. The views that Damascius puts forward here refer to the 
metaphysical entities and not to the physical ones, which do not have the 
potential of being self-constituted. Every metaphysical entity receives 
elements from its superior and articulates these elements in its own way. 
Therefore, it is responsible for its constitution and not apathetic. It is 
impossible for a metaphysical entity not to have an energetic disposition. By 
contrast, every physical entity is completely deprived of this responsibility. 
Both the form and the matter which is comprised of are granted overhead. 
This is an issue which has been studied thoroughly by Proclus, who uses it in 
order to support the view that the metaphysical world is superior to the 
physical. The reason, however, that Damascius uses here the concept of the 
Self –Constituted is because he certainly wishes to confirm the absolute 
presence of the Mixture after the Supreme Principles and then to show the 
degree of its current function into the Metaphysical world in complete 
contrast with the physical one.  

At the end of his argumentation Damascius claims that every mixed 
entity consists of many dissimilar elements which, since they are many, are 
also distinguished from each other. In case they are combined, they need 
the cause which will create this combination. Consequently, every Mixture 
needs the cause which will make it a Mixture. However, the philosopher 
points out – by putting forward some of his previous denotations in a certain 
way-, that the Mixture in the metaphysical region is different from the one in 
the physical region. In the former, it originates simply from a cause which 
provides also the unification in a simple way as a spread of pre-existing 
potentialities. Under no circumstances could it be considered as a 
compound considering the precise meaning of the term. In the second 
region it is about a Mixture which is subject to the process of genesis that is 
the process of the apperception, which in turn means that it is compound 
and absolutely dependent. In addition, the gathering of the dissimilar 
elements, literally interpreted, strictly belongs in the area of the perceptible 
beings’ world. Despite the previous differences, however, it is obvious that 
the principle of causality is the main prerequisite in order to comprehend 
how Damascius’ ontological system functions. One superior Cause and 
Principle constitutes in a strictly structural and functional way a world of 
various manifestations. The entities of this world are specific manifestations 
of the relationship between Limit and Infinitude, which has immense 
potentialities, has plenty of exemplary archetypes and is inexhaustible 
considering its interventions. It, therefore, functions as a source of utmost 
ontological regularities, permanently emitted. 
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Conclusions 
 
According to what we have examined so far, we conclude to the following 
thoughts: 

1) By analysing the pair: Limit – Infinitude, Damascius attempts to 
incorporate the metaphysical as well as the physical world in a strictly 
structured system. As a whole, this system is submitted to the same principles 
which yet deposit particular applications according to the ontological region 
in which they intervene. He, therefore, seeing it from a different perspective 
suggests a common methodology and one theory for everything which 
exists, is created or is going to be created. If, however, one wishes to quest 
the deeper cause of the Neoplatonic philosopher’s unified or holistic system, 
he or she should resort to his insistence on building an inviolable monism. 

2) Damascius insists on establishing with accuracy the relationship 
between the archetype – ectype in the sense of a telological plan which 
tends towards its fulfilment. He excludes, therefore, the case of an automatic 
production and the case of an accidental or disorderly development. On this 
basis, in order to become completely aware of the products, one has to 
scientifically approach their causes or principles, as far as their substance or 
actuality is concerned. In order to comprehend both the partial and final 
purpose of the world, one must have searched the content of the causes 
which it has derived from. Thus, Ontology actually includes teleology as an 
inherent element. 
 3) Despite his attempt to articulate or interpret rationally the 
metaphysical world, he remains attached, to the principles of negativismus. 
The supreme metaphysical regions are inaccessible to human 
consciousness. Here, Philosophy gives way to the mystic Theology, and the 
sound Reason is replaced by the awareness of human ignorance. A 
systematic researcher, therefore, becomes also an initiate of this religious 
experience. However, what should be noted at this point, is that the 
theological denial is connected with the human’s sense of his or her 
circumstantial scientific possibility and of their limits. Theological and 
scientific realism is shown forth through the thinking subject’s moderate self-
restriction which co-exists with a productive view of itself based on relativism. 
 
 
 


