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Abstract

Soul and Cosmos in Plato

Hahn, Seok-Whan

1. According to Plato’s description, the soul has its own proper existence,
independent of that of the body. The soul is regarded as a thing in itself,
endowed with existence and life independent of its union with the body. In
Plato, however, the soul is represented as something above the whole order
of sensible change, even though it is dragged down to that world when it
uses the body in sensation.

The kindred region of the soul, accordingly, is the world of stability and
being, and not the changing sensible universe. Her proper life is with the
Ideas, through knowledge. That life is philosophy. As it is a life led in
separation from the body, it is from that viewpoint a death. In this sense
philosophy is the pursuit and practice of death (Phd., 64a: cf. 80e). Until
the soul is released in this way by philosophy, she is in the body as in a
prison. Life in the body prevents in this way the soul from living her own
proper life, and only philosophy can release her from that prison. Her true
pasturage is found only in the region of the unchangeable Forms (Phdr.,
247c-248b). This view quite apparently regards the body as something
external to the knowing subject, and merely a receptacle and instrument for
the human agent, who is found properly only in the soul.

The soul, moreover, not only survives life in the body, but is in itself
immortal and indestructible. The soul should not be dissoluble, like the
body. Her kindred with the Ideas, instead of with sensible things, indicates
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that she should resemble the Ideas in being indissoluble or almost
indissoluble (Phd., 78b-80d). The soul, further, is immortal because her
very essence implies life, and so excludes its essential opposite, death (95d-
106e).

2. The Platonic arguments have shown that the nature of the intellectual
soul demands immortality. They have not definitely established, however,
that the immortality is guaranteed to it. That task is left for the more
general treatment of the cosmos and the constitution of its various parts.

3. Plato’s doctrine of space and time establishes clearly enough that the
Ideas are completely superspatial and supertemporal, and so are
supersensible in the fullest manner. But in order to distinguish the reality of
soul from that of Ideas, Plato introduced into the very nature of soul an
element that was incompatible with the kind of reality envisaged for the
Ideas. Into the composition of the soul's nature, even in the purest, that of
the world soul, there enters a mixture of the otherness that has to do with
corporeal nature. The soul can still be treated in terms of mathematical
proportions. According to the greater or lesser degree in which this corporeal
feature is mixed, can souls be distinguished and graded. The soul is never
immortal and indissoluble of itself, but only by the will of its maker, the
demiurge. It is viewed, accordingly, as sharing in corporeal char -
acteristics. In Plato the conception of soul does not seem to reach an entirely
spiritual plane.

The Platonic soul, of course, is a fully constituted thing in itself. It is not
just the lifegiving principle of an animate body. It is produced as a complete
entity, it comes to be by itself. In this way its nature is not entirely above
the order of becoming, in spite of its intellectual kinship with the Ideas. It is
investigated, from that viewpoint, by means of probable opinions, and not
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through scientific demonstration. No very exact conception of it is to be ex-
pected, therefore, in the Platonic writings. It is a self-movent, and the origin
of sensible motion, and its highest forms it possesses intelligence. But even
in its supreme grade, the world soul, it can hardly be considered a truly
spiritual being, on account of the partially quantitative way in which it is
conceived and because of its capacity to be generated and its natural
dissolubility.

140



