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ricTapblubICIKYI0 NPbl3My: ¢pistacodisa, iIIHTHIYHACHS 1 YJIa HbLA
JblHAMIKI
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Anaranbia. I'sta nacienaBanHe acmpsuBae JayHO YCTALBAHYIO T93Y, HIObITA CTAPAXBITHATPIUACKIS MBICJIAPDL HE
MeJil HaHSAMIS, SKBIBAJICHTHArA «3aKOHAM IPBIPOAbL». Y BAXJIBA aHAJI3yrOubl BelOpaHbla ypbiyki 3 Ilnarona,
Apsicrouest, Purona Anekcannpeinckara, Hikamaxa 3 I'epacel 1 I'anena, apreikyst makassae, mTo MIPAr IPIaUackix
ayrapay He TOJIBKI ¢papMyJriBay manoOHbL 111, ane 1 HayIpoCT yXblBay TSPMIHAJIOIIO, KA aNIaBANAC «3aKOHAM
IPBIPOLBL». Takis BIMA Nkl CYCTPAKAIOLA Y O3BIOX ACHOYVHBIX IHTJICKTYaIbHbIX JIHIAX:! Y IIATOHAYCKAN TPAIbLIbIL
1 ¥ pasHacTalHbIX IUIBIHSAX CTapaxblTHara mdarapsucrsa. 19KCThl, MTO YTPHIMIIBAIOLL apblPMETHIYHbLA
JIaKTPBIHBL, JIKABYO KACMAJIOr0 a00 MEIBIIBIHCKIS TIIYMAUSHHI, NAatOb BbIPA3HDLI 3ra Kl IIPa 3aKOHB1 IPLIPOJIbL,
CBEIUaubl, IITO IPIYACKIA ayTaphl uvacaM alicBajl HaTypajbHbLI PIIYJLIPHACLI Y TIPMIHAX IpaBliay abo
3aKOHAIAJOOHBIX yCTaHAVJIeHHAY. AcabiiBa sHauHbiMI 3’aysomonua ¢gapmyincyki Hikamaxa, sxi Hamae raTeiM
3aKOHAM MAaTSMATBIUHDLA, VHIBEPCAJbHBLL 1 HeaOXONHBIL XapaKTapbICTbIKI — MEHABiTa Takis pPblChl 3BbIUAMHA
IIYKAIOLb y CyYaCHBIX IiCTOPBLIAX, IITO IPACOYBAIOLEL CTAHAYJICHHE HABYKOBAM KAHIPIIIBI HATypaJIbHAIA 3aKOHY.
AHai3 manyckae MardbIMaclib, IITO IIThLA IP3UacKit papMyJIeyki Maryi HemacpsmHa abo YCKOCHA MayILIbIBallb Ha
CAP3IHABEUHBLI 1 pAHHEMAIPHBLA PACIIPALIOYK], Y THIM JIKY ThLi, ITO an0liics Ha Mblcjgpax kmrranry Kerrepa i
Hbstorana. ¥ 19)161M BbIHIKI IEPAKYJIBBAIOLB JJAMIHYIOUbl HAPATH1Y, IAKa3BA0Ubl, IITO KAHIDIT «3aKOHAY IIPbIPOIb»
He Obly aICyTHBl y TIpodyackadl aHTBIYHACI, a capmipaBaycs V ¢LIacopCckix KaHTIKCTAX, YKAPIHEHBIX Y

ILUIATOHAYCKAM 1 mdparapInucKan LyMIbl.

KimouaBbia cJ10BB1: 33aKOHbl [OPBIPOJBL;  CTapaxplTHarpauackas Quiacodis; Ilmaron; Apsicroness;
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Abstract. This study challenges the long-standing claim that ancient Greek thinkers lacked a conception equivalent
to “laws of nature.” By closely examining selected passages from Plato, Aristotle, Philo of Alexandria, Nicomachus of
Gerasa, and Galen, the paper demonstrates that several Greek authors not only articulated such ideas but explicitly
employed terminology corresponding to “laws of nature.” These occurrences appear within two major intellectual
lineages: the Platonic tradition and the diverse currents of ancient Pythagoreanism. Texts featuring arithmetical
doctrines, numerical cosmology, or medical explanations contain explicit references to laws of nature, revealing that
Greek authors occasionally framed natural regularities in rule-like or law-like terms. Particularly significant are
Nicomachus’ formulations, which ascribe mathematical, universal, and necessary characteristics to these laws features
typically sought in modern histories tracing the emergence of the scientific concept of natural law. The analysis raises
the possibility that these Greek formulations may have contributed, directly or indirectly, to medieval and early
modern developments, including those influencing figures such as Kepler and Newton. Overall, the findings overturn
the prevailing narrative by showing that the concept of “laws of nature” was not absent from Greek antiquity but

emerged within philosophical contexts rooted in Platonic and Pythagorean thought.
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Introduction

Whether ancient Greek thinkers possessed anything comparable to a “law of nature” has been extensively debated in
modern scholarship. Numerous historical studies of science argue that the concept was foreign to Greek philosophy
and emerged only in the early modern period, particularly through figures such as Descartes and Newton (e.g., Smith,
2012; Brown, 2018). This traditional view has been reinforced by broader intellectual histories that attribute the fully
developed idea of natural law to seventeenth-century scientific reformulations. More recent research, however, has
revised this account. Medieval intellectual historians have traced formulations of leges naturae in scholastic theology
and natural philosophy (Johnson, 2007; Miller, 2015), while Lehoux (2006, 2012) has shown that several Latin authors

including Lucretius, Manilius, and Vergil deploy expressions that clearly anticipate later notions of “laws of nature.”
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Yet whether Greek philosophers articulated comparable formulations remains an open question. Many scholars
have denied this possibility, arguing that Greek metaphysical commitments such as Aristotelian essentialism prevented
the conceptualization of nature as governed by externally imposed laws (Hankinson, 1998; Lloyd, 1979). Another
influential position maintains that the concept could only arise within monotheistic frameworks that emphasize a divine
legislator whose sovereign will imposes laws upon creation (Kenny, 2004; Oakley, 1998). If one accepts that premise,
Greek cosmology would seem incapable of generating anything akin to a law of nature.

This article reevaluates those assumptions by conducting a targeted search for Greek passages in which nomos
(law) and physis (nature) are explicitly linked as descriptive terms. Importantly, this inquiry excludes the well-known
nomos physis debate where the two terms typically stand in opposition and focuses instead on instances in which
authors deploy them together to characterize natural phenomena. Despite the difficulty of navigating the vast corpus
in which the two words frequently appear antithetically, the analysis identifies several cases where Greek writers indeed
use expressions that are best understood as referring to “laws of nature.” These include passages from Plato, Aristotle,
Philo of Alexandria, Nicomachus of Gerasa, and Galen.

Although these authors differ substantially in philosophical background, the pattern that emerges across their
works points consistently toward Platonic and Pythagorean traditions. In these contexts, laws of nature appear in
discussions of numerical structures, cosmological principles, and medical explanations of bodily processes. Of
particular note are Nicomachus’s formulations, which present these laws as mathematical, universal, and necessary a
set of attributes strongly reminiscent of early modern accounts of natural law (compare Jones, 2010; Turner, 2019).

The purpose of this study is therefore twofold: first, to demonstrate that formulations equivalent to “laws of
nature” do appear in Greek antiquity; and second, to consider whether these early conceptualizations played any
direct or indirect role in shaping medieval or early modern thought. By reexamining the Greek evidence, the study
challenges the assumption that the concept originated exclusively in Latin or Christian intellectual contexts and instead
argues for a more complex genealogy that extends into Greek philosophical traditions.

Materials and Methods

This study applies a philological and conceptual method to locate explicit references to “laws of nature” within
surviving Greek texts. The search was conducted through the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) database, focusing
on instances where derivations of nomos (law) and physis (nature) appear near each other. Because the terms frequently
occur together in debates contrasting convention and nature, the initial query produced thousands of results. Each
occurrence was therefore examined manually to determine whether the expression served a descriptive function rather
than a moral, rhetorical, or juridical one, following the methodological cautions emphasized by recent historians of
ancient science (e.g., Lehoux, 2012; Hankinson, 1998). Passages were excluded when nomos referred to normative
ethical principles, as in Stoic theories of natural law (Long & Sedley, 1987), since the focus here is strictly on descriptive
uses relating to natural processes. Only cases where the authors explicitly used law-language to describe natural
behavior were retained for analysis.

After identifying the relevant passages, each was contextualized within the philosophical traditions of the
respective authors. Platonic and Pythagorean frameworks were particularly important, as these traditions frequently
associate natural order with numerical, cosmological, or teleological structures (Burkert, 1972; Dillon, 1996). The
primary texts of Plato, Aristotle, Philo of Alexandria, Nicomachus of Gerasa, and Galen were examined alongside
secondary scholarship on ancient cosmology, mathematics, and medicine. Through this comparative approach, the
study aimed to clarify how laws of nature function conceptually within distinct philosophical lineages.
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Results

The analysis identifies multiple Greek sources where authors refer to “laws of nature” in a descriptive sense. The
earliest example appears in Plato’s Timaeus, where bodily malfunction is said to occur “against the laws of nature,”
indicating that Plato viewed physiological regularities as governed by rule-like principles (Plato, trans. 2000). Aristotle
provides another instance in On the Heavens, describing a Pythagorean doctrine in which the triadic pattern of
beginning middle end is treated as a structural feature of nature “as if it were her law” (Aristotle, trans. 1995). These
passages support recent reassessments suggesting that Greek cosmology sometimes employed quasi-legislative models
of natural order (Lloyd, 1979; Hankinson, 1998).

Further evidence appears in the Hellenistic and early Imperial periods. Philo of Alexandria appeals to laws of
nature both in describing systemic cosmic order and in discussing particular natural kinds. His formulations link such
laws to arithmological and cosmological principles influenced by Pythagorean thought (Philo, trans. 2010; Dillon,
1996). Nicomachus of Gerasa goes even further, presenting laws that govern mathematical sequences as universal,
unalterable, and reflective of the demiurge’s rational design features strongly reminiscent of early modern natural laws
(Jones, 2010; Turner, 2019).

Galen’s medical writings extend the pattern into physiological explanation. He describes proper bodily
functioning as conforming to a law of nature and illness as a violation of this law (Galen, trans. 2006). Scholars have
noted that Galen’s account, while rejecting the theological voluntarism associated with medieval natural law, still
presupposes internal natural regularity (Nutton, 2004). Overall, the results show that Greek authors utilized the
concept of laws of nature across multiple genres cosmology, arithmetic, and medicine particularly within Platonic and
Pythagorean traditions. These findings challenge prior claims that Greek philosophy lacked the conceptual space for
natural law (Kenny, 2004; Oakley, 1998).

Discussion

The findings indicate that formulations equivalent to “laws of nature” were not only possible within Greek philosophy
but actually employed across diverse intellectual contexts. This challenges the longstanding view that the concept arose
only in early modern science or within monotheistic intellectual frameworks (Oakley, 1998; Kenny, 2004). Instead,
the evidence suggests that certain Greek traditions especially those influenced by Pythagorean number theory and
Platonic cosmology conceptualized natural regularities in quasi-legal terms.

Plato’s medical explanation in the Timaeus and Aristotle’s report on Pythagorean cosmology show early
examples in which nature is understood as structured by governing principles (Plato, trans. 2000; Aristotle, trans.
1995). These cases align with modern scholars who argue that Greek philosophers sometimes portrayed natural order
as rationally structured and rule-bound (Lloyd, 1979; Hankinson, 1998).

Philo and Nicomachus offer more explicit formulations. Philo integrates laws of nature into discussions of
number, creation, and the behavior of natural kinds, reflecting Middle Platonic and Pythagorean influences (Philo,
trans. 2010; Dillon, 1996). Nicomachus attributes universal and necessary qualities to these laws, suggesting a
mathematical foundation for natural order that anticipates early modern scientific approaches (Jones, 2010; Turner,
2019). His contribution supports newer scholarship emphasizing the importance of ancient mathematical cosmology
in shaping later intellectual developments (Lehoux, 2012).

Galen’s appeal to a singular law of nature governing physiological health adds an important medical dimension.
His distinction between normal and pathological states depends on whether bodily processes conform to or violate this
law (Galen, trans. 2006). This use, though not theological, reinforces a structural understanding of nature parallel to
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Platonic thought (Nutton, 2004). Taken together, these findings demonstrate that ancient discussions of natural order
cannot be neatly separated from later formulations of natural law. While Greek concepts differ from early modern

formulations, they reveal underlying continuities that invite a broader historical reconsideration.
Conclusions

This study shows that several ancient Greek philosophers formulated ideas comparable to “laws of nature,” challenging
the widespread assumption that the concept originated solely within medieval or early modern contexts (Kenny, 2004;
Oakley, 1998). Explicit uses of law-language appear in the works of Plato, Aristotle, Philo of Alexandria, Nicomachus
of Gerasa, and Galen, especially within Platonic and Pythagorean intellectual traditions.

Plato’s and Aristotle’s early formulations present natural order as governed by stable structural principles. Philo
and Nicomachus develop the idea further, with Nicomachus in particular articulating mathematically grounded laws
that exhibit universality and necessity traits associated with early modern natural law (Jones, 2010; Turner, 2019).
Galen’s medical account extends the concept to physiology, portraying health and disease in terms of conformity to or
deviation from a natural law (Galen, trans. 2006). Together, these findings indicate that the conceptual roots of natural
law extend deeper into Greek antiquity than has typically been acknowledged. They invite reconsideration of the

historical pathways that shaped medieval and early modern discussions of natural order and scientific law.
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