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Abstract

There are different meanings of the word “God” that have been used by philosophers
throughout the history of philosophy, such as theism, pantheism, panentheism,
deism, and etc. The subject of this paper is the concept of “God” in Plato’s
philosophy. Considering Plato’s different treatises that have the most theological
material, it can be said that he has not meant a single concept of this word. In The
Republic, given the characteristics that have been attributed to God, like simplicity,
transcendental, it seems that his conception of God is close to theism. In Phaedo, since
Plato does not give any role to the gods, it seems that we are encountered a Plato
without God. In Timaens, we encounter two candidates, Demiurge and the world’s
soul. Some philosophers consider Demiurge as a myth and the world’s soul as Plato’s
God. According to this view, Plato can be regarded as the source of inspiration for
the Pannanteists. In contrast, some other believe that the world’s soul here is a myth
and Demiurge is Plato’s God. This viewpoint is closer to theism. In the Laws, since
Plato mentions some attributes to God, such as three absolutes, the origin of moral
obligation, and etc. His conception here is very close to theism. On the other hand,
the “first self-moved Movet” presents a panentheistic conception of God. His
various treatises also provide evidence in favor of the unknown God of the Negative
Theology. Thus, there are various conceptions of God in Plato’s philosophy.
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Introduction

Plato's philosophy has been widely discussed by philosophers and scholars, but his
theological views have not been much researched for some reasons such as
inconsistency and complexity of his philosophical language. This paper attempts to
examine one of the most important issues of Plato's theology, the concept of God.
The main question is what concepts and meanings of God are understood in Plato’s
works? The hypothesis of this research is that the roots of panentheism, theism,
deism, and negative theology can be discovered in Plato's theology. Achieving this
goal, his richest treatises on theology, in which the most theological material can be
found, are sequentially examined.

The Republic. Theism

In the Republic, Plato describes the most important attributes of God like simplicity,
immutability, and transcendence. Therefore, it can be said that his conception of God
in this treatise is close to theism. The reason for this claim is that the attribute of
simplicity is one of the most essential properties of God in the doctrine of theism,
and the rest of God’s attributes are systematically deduced from it.

The Phaedo: Plato without God or gods without a role

In the Phaedo, although he assumes the existence of gods, but he does not give any
role to his gods. Plato does not resort to “Nouse” (Intellect) as the ultimate cause in
the nature, but explains the cause of generation, duration, perishing and all things in
the cosmos by his theory of forms. According to an evidence in #he Laws, which he
equates atheism with believing in gods without roles, some have called him Plato
without God.

The Timaeus: Panentheism, Deism, Theism

In the Timaens Plato’s theory of the world's soul has become the soutce of inspiration
for the Pannantists. In this treatise, however, Plato places the craftsman as
independent of the created world and even independent of the Forms, but he does
not place the Forms or the material world in the craftsman. Therefore, Plato is not a
panentheist here. But the theory of his wotld's soul has led some philosophers to call
him an ancient panentheist. On the other hand, the concept of deism is obtained from
this treatise since Plato points out that craftsman, after graduating from giving orders,
returns to a situation he deserves.

The Laws: Theism, Panentheism

In the Laws, Plato proves the supreme soul as the first mover. Now, the question is
what is the “supreme soul” of all kinds of theism? Regarding to the characteristics
Plato mentions in the Laws for the gods, it seems that his god has three absolute
attributes, namely, goodness, power, and knowledge, and is also the source of moral
duties. Therefore, his concept of God in this treatise is very close to theism. But on
the other hand, by focusing on the soul, since his argument does not specify whether
this soul is distinct from physical world, it seems that Plato distances himself from
theism in the Laws. Some by referring to the soul as the self-moving mover, call him
the precursor of panentheism.
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Plato’s Negative Theology in Parmenides, Cratylus, Republic, Timaeus, Laws

Another approach which is traced in Plato’s dialogues to the problem of God, is
negative theology. Plato says in the Timaeus: “Now to find the maker and father of this
universe is hard enough, and even if I succeeded, to declare him to everyone is
impossible” 28c.

Demiurge, the Idea of Good, and the Best Soul of the Laws

According to the treatises were considered, there were three candidates for Plato’s
God: the Idea of Good, Demiurge, and the Best Soul. The question that arises here is
whether these three names indicate to a same thing or not? If, as explained in
the Timaens, Demiurge is considered as a soul, he can, therefore, be equated with the
Best Soul of the Laws. But the soul is dynamic in the Laws, and this dynamism of the
soul distinguishes it from the unchanging Idea of Good which is one of the Forms
and the main feature of the Forms is immutability. Therefore, although Demiurge and
the Best Soul of the /aws can be regarded as a same thing, but no one can speak of the
unity of the good Soul and the Good Idea. Hence, we can agree with Hartshorne that
Plato's theology revolves around the two principles of unchangeable Idea of Good
and the dynamic soul (Hartshorne, 1953: 54); and these two concepts cannot be
reduced to one thing. The dynamism of the soul in Plato's philosophy almost has been
neglected.

Conclusion

Examining Plato’s most important theological treatises, it seems that he explicitly and
systematically presents no single conception of God and does not state any dogmatic
doctrine. In his various treatises, one can discover several conceptions of God as
deism, theism, panentheism, and negative theology and even Plato without God.
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