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Discuss how classical notions of soul are reflected in astrology
Introduction

This essay discusses how classical notions of soul are reflected in the astrological writings of Johannes Kepler as found in the fourth book of his work The Harmony of the World.

Kepler himself frequently quoted favourably from Plato’s Timaeus
 and also refers to Proclus’ understanding of Timaeus in his Commentary.
 Many of the works of Aristotle are also cited by Kepler; of particular importance to this essay is De Anima (On the Soul
), which contains Aristotle’s beliefs with regard to the soul. Finally, Kepler also makes use of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos
 in which Ptolemy set out his own understanding of the connection between astrology and the soul. After a brief look at the context of Kepler’s The Harmony of the World, this essay will compare and contrast the positions held by these four classical philosophers in turn before investigating their use within Kepler’s The Harmony of the World. 
Context

Today Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) is more widely known for his astronomical work and his discovery of his three laws of planetary motion; the first two of which are discussed in his Astronomia nova (published in 1609) and the third, which is explained in Chapter 3 of Book 5 of The Harmony of the World.
 However, he was employed as a mathematicus
 and as such part of his duties included working as an astrologer compiling numerous calendars and prognosticums as well as producing over 800 birth charts.


Kepler had intended to write his Harmonice mundi (The Harmony of the World) in 1599 as a sequel to his Mysterium cosmographicum (published 1596) but following an encounter with Tycho Brahe, he undertook a lengthy investigation into the orbit of Mars, preventing the manuscript’s publication until 1619.
 In 1599, in a letter to his friend the Chancellor of Bavaria, Herwart von Hohenburg, Kepler wrote that he intended to make the fourth book in the manuscript an astrological one, dealing with the “causes of aspects”.
 When finally published, the title is given as ‘On the Harmonic Configurations of the Stellar Rays on the Earth, and their Effect on Events in the Sky and Other Natural Phenomena’
 however the content remains astrological.
Plato’s Soul

Timaeus, purportedly written by Plato (429?–347 B.C.E.)
 as a sequel to his Republic, explains his thoughts on the creation of the universe.
  After the introduction and retelling of the Atlantis myth (19 A – 27 C), Plato describes the making of the World-Soul (27 C  – 69 A) and the making of man’s soul (69 A – end).
 In the earlier Homeric poems a soul is something that ‘a human being risks in battle and loses in death’,
 but by the fifth century BCE a soul had commonly come to be thought of as that which makes all living beings alive and able to move themselves and it was thought that not just animals had souls, but plants,
 magnets
 and the Universe itself. 
Plato’s World-Soul

Plato explains that the Demiurge imposes order on the chaos of the Universe and in doing so creates the World-Soul.
 Hence, Plato’s Demiurge is a God-like figure but is not to be confused with the Judeo-Christian idea of a God who creates the universe ex nihilo; Plato’s Demiurge is instead more like a sculptor creating a pot out of clay. Plato asserts that the Demiurge’s gaze while fashioning the Universe must have been on the eternal being due to its beauty:
But it is clear to everyone that his gaze was on the Eternal; for the Cosmos is the fairest of all that has come into existence, and He the best of all the Causes.

Plato then argues that of all visible creatures, the fairest are rational as opposed to irrational and that since reason does not come apart from a Soul, it must be the case that the Universe because of its beauty must be a Living Creature possessing a World-Soul:

He constructed reason within soul and soul within body as He fashioned the All, that so the work He was executing might be of its nature most fair and most good. Thus, then, in accordance with the likely account, we must declare that this Cosmos has verily come into existence as a Living Creature endowed with soul and reason owing to the providence of God.

Plato asserts that as the role of the World-Soul is to govern the Universe, the World-Soul must be older and more perfect than the Universe:
Now as regards the Soul, although we are essaying to describe it after the body, God did not likewise plan it to be younger than the body; for, when uniting them, He would not have permitted the elder to be ruled by the younger … God, however, constructed Soul to be older than Body and prior in birth and excellence, since she was to be the mistress and ruler and it the ruled

Plato then goes on to describe how and with what the Demiurge made the World-Soul in what Bury describes in his Introduction to his translation of Timaeus as a ‘peculiarly baffling’
 manner. Plato says that the World-Soul is made of three different elements (Same, Other and Being):
Midway between the Being which is indivisible and remains always the same and the Being which is transient and divisible in bodies, He blended a third form of Being compounded out of the twain, that is to say, out of the Same and the Other

Having described the composition of the World-Soul, Plato begins to describe its construction. Initially it consists of an outer circle of the Same, which governs the rotations of the Fixed Stars,
 and an inner circle of Other:
And He compassed them about with the motion that revolves in the same spot continually, and He made the one circle outer and the other inner. And the outer motion He ordained to be the Motion of the Same, and the inner motion the Motion of the Other.

According to Plato, the Demiurge then breaks the inner circle ‘in six places into seven unequal circles’.
 These seven circles govern the movement of the Sun, Mercury, Venus, Moon, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn.
 The description is reminiscent of the steps a metal-worker would take when making an armillary sphere centred on the Earth.
 The World-Soul being fully constructed, the Demiurge connected it to the body of the Universe ‘uniting them centre to centre’.
 The World-Soul is intertwined with the body of the Universe from the centre to its edges and the two rotate together.
 Because the World-Soul consists of Same, Other and Being, when it comes into contact with objects the World-Soul can apprehend them due to ‘like is known by like’.
 He goes on to explain that this is how the Circle of Other gives rise to opinions and beliefs and the Circle of Same gives rise to facts, reason and knowledge:

the circle of the Other moving in straight course proclaims it to the whole of its Soul, opinions and beliefs arise which are firm and true; and again, when it is concerned with the rational, and the circle of the Same, spinning truly, declares the facts, reason and knowledge of necessity result.

Plato’s Human Soul
Plato explains that the Demiurge, having formed the Universe and its World-Soul, forms the materials needed to make human souls:

Thus He spake, and once more into the former bowl, wherein He had blended and mixed the Soul of the Universe, He poured the residue of the previous material, mixing it in somewhat the same manner, yet no longer with a uniform and invariable purity, but second and third in degree of purity. And when He had compounded the whole He divided it into souls equal in number to the stars, and each several soul He assigned to one star

Plato here explains the intimate connection between a human soul and an individual soul and therefore the reason for astrology and why it ‘works’. The Demiurge did not, however, take part in the formation of human souls, leaving it instead as a task for the lesser gods to prevent humans being ‘made equal unto gods’
 and immortal, which would be the case if the Demiurge himself undertook this step:
the structure of the mortal things He commanded His own engendered sons to execute. And they, imitating Him, on receiving the immortal principle of soul, framed around it a mortal body, and gave it all the body to be its vehicle, and housed therein besides another form of soul, even the mortal form, which has within it passions both fearful and unavoidable …  And blending these with irrational sensation and with all-daring lust, they thus compounded in necessary fashion the mortal kind of soul.

Plato here describes a human soul as having an immortal part (taken from the same material as the World-Soul) as well as another, mortal, part.
Lest the mortal part pollute the immortal part, the gods placed the neck as an isthmus between the head and chest, and ‘fastened the mortal kind of soul’ in the chest.
 Brisson suggests that this description of the human soul should be read in light of Plato’s description in Phaedrus (245c–246b) and that the human soul is a ‘totality consisting of three parts, that are not pieces, but functional activities’.
 Brisson goes on to explain that since Plato’s human soul is made of the same mixture as the World-Soul and the gods’ souls it logically follows that it will have the same three parts attributed to the gods in Phaedrus: intellect (nous), spirit (thymos) and desire (epithymia).
 Hence the intellect is found in the skull and is divine, the spirit is mortal and found in the heart, and the desire is found near the liver.
 
Men that are able to live a good life according to Plato, mastering sensations, desires and emotions, will ‘live justly’ and at the end of their lives return to their home stars, while those who live wicked lives are reincarnated to return as women or even beasts:

And if they shall master these they will live justly, but if they are mastered, unjustly. And he that has lived his appointed time well shall return again to his abode in his native star, and shall gain a life that is blessed and congenial; but whoso has failed therein shall be changed into woman’s nature at the second birth; and if, in that shape, he still refraineth not from wickedness he shall be changed every time, according to the nature of his wickedness, into some bestial form after the similitude of his own nature

This passage again makes clear the connection the soul has with a particular ‘native’ star and the importance of astrology. It’s important to note here that while Plato’s human soul is immortal, the individual person is not: therefore, after death all the experiences of the mortal part of the soul (that is, the spirit and desire) are erased, leaving only the immortal part’s intellectual improvement to survive the reincarnation process.

Aristotle’s Soul

Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.) was a student of Plato’s.
 His De Anima (On the Soul) is devoted entirely to his belief system with regard to souls. Following earlier philosophers, Aristotle defines the soul as ‘in a sense the principle of animal life’.
 However, Aristotle is unsure about what souls are capable of before ensoulment or after death:
In most cases it seems that none of the affections, whether active or passive, can exist apart from the body. This applies to anger, courage, desire and sensation generally, though possibly thinking is an exception. But if this too is a kind of imagination, or at least is dependent upon imagination, even this cannot exist apart from the body. If then any function or affection of the soul is peculiar to it, it can be separated from the body; but if there is nothing peculiar to the soul it cannot be separated… Probably all the affections of the soul are associated with the body—anger, gentleness, fear, pity, courage and joy, as well as loving and hating; for when they appear the body is also affected.

Lorenz suggests that in this passage Aristotle renounces the Platonic idea that souls exist apart from a body.

Aristotle also rejected the Platonic idea of a World-Soul ‘pervad[ing] the material universe’.
 In his Laws, Plato had said that a defining characteristic of a soul was that it had the ‘power of self-moving motion’; Aristotle could not reconcile the concepts of self-movement and a soul’s unity since movement involves a mover and the thing being moved.
 
Proclus’s Soul

Proclus of Athens (412–485) was a Neoplatonist who taught in the Athenian school of philosophy where he wrote commentaries on Plato and Aristotle.
 Proclus believed in the reincarnation of the soul and, following a dream he had, believed himself to have the soul of Nicomachus the Pythagorean.
 

Along with the other Neoplatonists, Proclus believed in a hierarchy of souls. At the top was a ‘universal’ or ‘first’ Soul.
 There was some disagreement between the Neoplatonists about whether this universal soul was equivalent to Plato’s Word-Soul. Iamblichus believed the universal Soul was hypercosmic (transcending the cosmos) and therefore not the World-Soul, while Proclus followed his teacher Syrianus in believing the World-Soul to be both transcendent and hypercosmic, and immanent and in control of nature:

[T]he World Soul is both the transcendent cause of that realm and is in immediate contact with Intellect above, and is also part of the cosmos, ruling and controlling it, making the cosmos a living being.

Intellect here is devolved from the One, which is unity and has no time and no differentiation (it is Being); Intellect is a plurality, although outside of time so also permanent and unchanging.
 Hence Proclus identifies Intellect with Plato’s Demiurge.
 The World-Soul, according to Proclus, had access to Intellect and Life and was therefore able to conform the pre-existing chaos into a rational order.
 In this way, Proclus was able to resolve Aristotle’s argument against self-movement:
Proclus’ World Soul, as the psychic life of the universe, resolves the problem of the co-presence of movement and unity by invoking a chain of continuity between Being and Intellect and Soul. Intellect provides unity and intellectual parameters, while Being itself is associated with Life. But it is the World Soul that brings the contributions of Being and Intellect to the self-sufficient living being that is the universe, by giving it unity, forming it, and animating it.

The idea of a ‘chain of continuity’
 is vital to Proclus’s cosmology and he uses Aristotle’s ideas about contact and the differences between continuous, contiguous and successive to explain how Intellect, Soul and the physical world are related contiguously. Proclus is then able to use the chain of continuity to explain how below the universal Soul were many tiers of gods, angels, demons, heroes and then human souls, before finally animal and plant souls.
 
This chain has ramifications for human souls. Each human soul has a leader-god further up the chain. Proclus argues that it is from this leader-god that humans can get their ‘Mars-like’ or ‘Mercurial’ personalities:
Since each soul of those always following the gods imitates the divine soul and leads a rather large number of individual souls, it draws up very many souls to the primary monad of the whole series. (Procl., El. theol. § 204, 178.31–180.2)

The refence to ‘draws up’ in the passage alludes to Proclus’ belief that the soul’s immortal vehicle was made of ether and therefore immaterial and indestructible and capable of ascending to the heavens, so long as the mortal ‘pneumatic’ vehicle was sloughed off.

Finally, Proclus expands on Plato’s mathematical and musical explanations of the World-Soul in Timaeus to construct harmonious ratios based on the diatonic scale developed by the Pythagoreans and others.

Ptolemy’s Soul

Ptolemy (c. 100–178) is the acknowledged author of Tetrabiblos and the Almagest,
 however recent linguistics research suggests that he was also the author of On the Kritêrion and Hêgemonikon, and Harmonics.
 Both these disputed texts and Tetrabiblos dealt with the human soul so all three will be considered here.


In stark contrast to the philosophers already considered, Ptolemy believed the human soul to be sublunary, physical, mortal and imperceptible.
 He believed the soul to be composed of ultrafine particles made from air, fire and ether – the fineness accounting for its physical yet imperceptible nature.
 Following on from Plato’s Timaeus, Ptolemy distinguishes three parts to the human soul: an intellectual part, a perceptive part and a part that maintains a state.
 Ptolemy explains that this is because human souls have a harmonic form.


Ptolemy doesn’t limit the harmonic connection to just human souls though. In Harmonics Ptolemy argues that ‘all self-moving bodies have the power of harmonia to some degree’.
 A definition that includes all heavenly bodies. A consequence of this is that astrology becomes a mathematical relationship defined by musical relationships, or aspects, between a heavenly body and an individual soul:

We may learn from the following why only these intervals have been taken into consideration. The explanation of opposition is immediately obvious, because it causes the signs to meet on one straight line. But if we take two fractions and the two superparticulars most important in music, and if the fractions one-half and one-third be applied to opposition, composed of two right angles, the half makes the quartile and the third the sextile and trine.

In this passage, Ptolemy is defining the four geometrical relationships, or aspects, that form the basis of his astrology.
Kepler's Soul and its Relationship to his Astrology
After training at the Protestant seminary in Graz and studying theology at the University of Tübingen, Johannes Kepler was employed as a mathematics teacher and astrologer.
 He did not view this as an abandonment of his faith, but rather, as a way to glory God through enlightening His creation.
 In a letter to his mentor, Michael Mästlin, Kepler described himself as a ‘Lutheran astrologer, who casts aside frivolities and preserves the kernel.’
 As a devout believer, Kepler rejected Plato’s idea of a World-Soul believing it to be the misappropriation of ‘the glory of the artificer [gloria artificis].’
 

Nevertheless, despite his renunciation of the World-Soul, like Plato and Proclus, Kepler believed that planetary bodies possessed souls. Planets in this sense included the Sun, which was a solitary one
 at the centre of the Copernican Solar System.
 One of the most significant souls to Kepler’s theories was the Sublunary Nature:

The following Books will offer two splendid examples. One is that of God the Creator himself, who assigned the motions of the heavens in harmonic proportions. The second is that of the soul which we generally call Sublunary Nature, which accentuates objects in the atmosphere in accordance with the rules of the proportions which occur in the radiations of the stars. So let the third example, and the one which is proper to this Book, be that of the human soul … For they take joy in the harmonic proportions in musical notes which they perceive, and grieve at those which are not harmonic.

 Kepler goes on to explain that this Sublunary Nature is ‘diffused throughout the whole body of the Earth’,
 since to him it seemed reasonable that volcanoes and springs were signs that the Earth was not inanimate and dead.
 Likewise, Kepler believed that the Sun, which was known at that time to have sun spots,
 had a soul.
While Proclus believed that the hierarchical chain of relationship from divine beings to humanity explained astrology, Kepler’s Christian belief prevented him from entertaining this view. Instead he viewed astrology as ‘“a silent music” whose appreciation was made possible by a soul that could “dance to the tune of the aspects.”’
 Consequently, Kepler rejected the zodiac and the houses,
 which had been accepted by Ptolemy, regarding them as added on ‘cultural devices’ and kept only Ptolemy’s aspects, which Kepler could use in his theory of harmonic proportions.
 To these he added, based on musical theory, the quintile, sesquiquadrature, and biquintile, but Kepler regarded Ptolemy’s original aspects as far superior.
 
Kepler believed that these harmonies produced geometrical archetypes, which the human soul could understand and use to make predictions.
 Consequently, at the point of birth, the positioning of the planets would be imprinted on to the soul leading some planetary configurations to be more influential than others.
 Hence while Kepler thought that birth horoscopes were of immense value in predicted character and predispositions, he was wary of astrology’s use to predict wealth, relationships and length of life.

Conclusion

As this essay as shown, there is no single classical view of the soul, but diverse views held by different people whose own views are subject to revision over the course of a lifetime. Kepler was well educated and versed in the works of all the authors discussed in this essay and cited all of them in The Harmony of the World and his other writings. Much as Kepler saw himself as a Lutheran astrologer, keeping the wheat and discarding the chaff, he took a similar approach to his use of classical authors. As a Christian he never whole-heartedly endorsed any of these non-Christian authors but instead kept what was useful and ignored what was irrelevant to his argument.


In constructing his astrological belief system Kepler discarded much of the Babylonian system as explained by Ptolemy and kept only the aspects, which due to their similitude with musical harmonies provided a reason for why astrology ‘works’. Kepler appreciated Proclus’ musical explanation for the arrangement of the planets and extended his idea of the human soul having a harmonic component. Kepler believed that the Divine Creator of both the heavens and human souls always intended that the sky at the time of a person’s birth in effect ‘resonated’ with their soul, creating an imprint. Hence for Kepler, Book 4 of The Harmony of the World is not an anachronistic diversion but an integral feature of what Kepler believed to be God’s grand design.  
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