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Dowjn throuCh th« cenfcurien natiure. fehinkiim men of 
all races have puzzled themselves with the problem of man and 
hie nature* The conclusions that these men reached were not 
always the same. Aside from the teachings of the Jewish 
religion, the conclusions of the ancient thinkers were largely 
a mixture of myth and reason, they all had this point in 
common, however, in that eadh one tried to answer these basic 
questions* 1) What is man? 2) f&ere did he come from? 3) Where 
is he going?

Turning toward Greek philosophy, which was the most 
highly developed in the ancient western civilisation up to 
that time, it is noted that Aristotle regarded man as the most 
important part of the universe.

Bolding as we do that knowledge is a good and honor
able thing, yet that some kinds of knowledge are more so 
than others, either because they are more certain or be
cause they deal with subjects more excellent and wonder
ful, we naturally give a primary place, for both these 
reasons, to an enquiry about the soul.2-

1Aristotle, De Anima. 402 a 1-6. in the version of 
William of ttoerbeke, trans. Kenhelm foster and Silvester 
Humphries {London i Routledge and Kogan Paul Ltd., 1951), 
p. 41. All subsequent references to Aristotle's De Anlraa 
will be from this translation.
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Aristotle's view of the importance of the soul is shared by 
Plato and Socratea• This paper, therefore, as the title 
suggests, will deal with the teachings of Plato and Aristotle1  

on the soul of man, particularly with respect to the question 
of the soul's origin and immortality*

The method used in each of the following chapters is 
designed to coincide with the basic questions mentioned above. 
For that reason each chapter may be more or less divided into 
four parts* 1 ) background and Influential factors, 2) the 
nature of man's soul, 3) the origin of the soul, and 4) the 
immortality of the soul. Two chapters will be spent in con
sidering the doctrines of Plato and of Aristotle separately, 
while the third chapter will be by way of comparison and 
contrast.

^The views of Socrates will not be treated in this 
work, since he did not formulate a philosophical system like 
that of Plato or Aristotle.
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CHAPTER Z 
PLATO

Plato was born in 428*27 B.C. of noble parents. 
According to tradition he studied philosophy and the arts 
with different masters and in 407 became a pupil of Socrates.
Plato remained with him until he was sentenced to die in 399SShBI
B.C. on an absurd charge of impiety. The unjust treatment of 
Socrates convinced Plato that the political factions in 
Athens were without honor, and he abandoned his original in- 
tention of an active career in politics. Plato established 
the Academy at Athens in 388 B.C.# and this school endured 
several centuries after the master's death in 348*47 B.C.

Where Socrates had assumed the existence of the soul 
and left open the question of its possible survival after 
the death of the body, Plato, his student, examined the pro
blem conscientiously, and endeavored to support his conclu
sions with sound proofs. He is the • first Greek philosopher 
to formulate in scientific language and to establish with
scientific proof an answer to the question. Does death end 
all things?"2, immortality of the soul had been a part of the

^William Turner, ffistqar q^ ,Phi^qsc>̂ g, (Boston* Ginn 
and Company, 1929), p. Ill*
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religious systems of Asia and Greece, but Plato preseats it 
for the first time aa a scientific thesis, as part of a purely 
rational system of philosophy. Plato gives the soul a meta
physical foundation, which is borrowed from Orphic-Pythagorean

W  ' 5, f] IjJ t'w, ■ ", ■:'?mysticism, that is, he tries to support with philosophical 
proofs the myth of the immortality of the soul.

Plato did not write just one specific work on the 
nature of the soul? he presented no complete psychology in the 
modern sense of the word. Rather, his teachings on the soul 
are found in several scattered observations. The Phaedo. how
ever, is the dialogue Which deals expressly with the problem 
of immortality. Most of the other references to the soul, 
however, are made in connection with the theory of ideas, as 
In the Meno, or with Plato's moral theory, aa in the Republic, 
or with the discussion on the existence of God in the Laws.

Plato defines the soul as a self-moving principle, or 
that which moves itself. ”1 The soul is real ted to the body 
as a "causa movens," and is of a higher nature than the body.

The soul itself Plato divides into two parts, rational 
and irrational. The irrational is in turn divided into the

^Plato, Phaedrus. 245 e, trans,B, Jowett, The 
Dialogues.....of Plato (3rd ed.j Hew York* Random House, 1937). 
All subsequent references to any of the dialogues of Plato 
will be from this translation.
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irascible and the appetitive. Thus the soul has a tripartite 
natures Only the rational part ia immortal, for it alone is 
completely independent from the body. It follows that the 
rational part is the most characteristic aspect of the soul.
Both the irascible and the appetitive parts of the soul are 
mortal; and the appetitive part, dealing with the desires of 
the body, is subordinated to the irascible part, which deals 
with the nobler impulses. These irrational parts are merely 
added when a soul enters a body in order to equip it for liv
ing in a sense world.

This separation of the soul into a higher and a lower 
part is dualistic, and it is characteristic of all Plato's 
philosophy. He distinguishes two kinds of being* the unseen 
and eternal, to which the soul belongs. Body and soul, there
fore, enter only into a temporal combination. The body is
merely a "vehicle" of the soul and it actually hinders the free

2development of the soul's powers. The soul is held "prisoner," 
as it were, by the body.

Soul and body, therefore, are united in an unhappy 
relation. But how, it is asked, did the pure, rational soul 
happen to become united to the body in the first place? To

X* m M I S '  IV, 436a.
2EMedfi* 66 a-b.
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begin with, Plato teaches that the eoul 1* pre-existent,~ a 
notion suggested by his theory of knowledge.

At this point Plato has recourse to mythical explana
tion. The Orphic myth of creation is unfolded in the Timaeusi 
The Creator* or Demi-urge, made a number of created gods which 
were in turn to make creatures which are perishSble• The 
Creator's own work, however, is izqperlsheble, and so it is he 
who makes the immortal souls, while the created gods make the
bodies. Each soul is conducted to its own star and given a

2perspective view of the universe and its structure. The soul, 
however# became possessed with a desire for the world of sense,
and as a punishment it "became enclosed in a material body as

3in a prison.” If the soul should live well in its present 
state and succeed in conquering its lower nature it will re
turn to its native star, otherwise the soul will be reincar
nated in the bod̂ y of a woman. If this "punishment** is insuf
ficient for correcting its ways, the soul will be reborn as 
various brutes, and it will never return to its native star 
until it has once more ascended the scale of transmigration

tThis doctrine is closely allied with the doctrine of 
immortality, but for the sake of clarity* the author makes 
this distinction in treating them separately.

2This becomes the foundation for Plato's theory of 
reminiscence.

3Prank Chilly, &J£ljsfesgy..,i>f m^.oftoph.y (3d ed. rev.i 
New Yorkt Henry Holt and Co., 1957), p. 89*
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from brute to man. Had the soul resisted desire in its celes
tial life, it would have continued to enjoy a transcendent 
existence and to occupy itself with the contemplation of ideas. 
Since it has failed in this, it must pass through this stage 
of purification.1

In the Phaedrus Plato described the soul by using the 
analogy of the charioteer and two winged horsess

Of the nature of the soul, though her true form be 
ever a theme of large and more than mortal discourse, 
let me speak briefly, and in figure. And let the figure 
be composite - a pair of winged horses and a Charioteer 
... .The human Charioteer drives his [horsesj in a pair; 
and one of them is noble and of noble breed, and the 
other is ignoble and of ignoble breed; and the driving of 
them of necessity gives a great deal of trouble to him...
.. .When perfect she [the soul) soars upward, and orders 
the *faole world; t&ereas the imperfect soul, losing her 
wings and dropping in her flight at last settles on the 
solid ground - there, finding a home, she receives an 
earthly frame which appears to be self-moved, but is 
really moved by her power; and this composition of soul 
and body is called a living and mortal creature. For im
mortal no such union can be reasonably believed to be.2

Plato's teaching on the nature and origin of the soul 
has been observed above; it now remains to study in detail the 
Platonic concept of immortality. Throughout the dialogues 
there are several references to immortality, and the entire 
Phaedo is itself devoted to the discussion of this problem.

^It should be remembered that this and other myths are 
not to be taken literally. Plato did not intend that. But 
neither are they to be totally rejected, for they are pictorial 
representations of the truth that Plato wished to convey.

2Phaedrus. 246 a.



The soul, according to Plato, la not only pre-axis tent# but 
it is also post-existent* Plato obviously believed in a 
personal immortality, although this may not be clearly demon
strated by any one proof*

In the Apology Plato wrote t
But if death is the journey to another place, 

and there, as men say, all the dead abide, uhat good,
o ay friends and judges, can be greater than this?
•....what would not a nan give if he might converse 
with Orpheus and Musaeus and Hesiod and Sonar? say, 
if this be true, let me die again and again. *

The arguments or proofs which Plato gives for immortality 
are many* i&en taken alone, these proofs may not be convinc
ing in themselves# but taken together they constitute a per
suasive argument. Plato's keen training as a philosopher is 
fully manifested in these arguments and in the thoroughneas 
with tiiich he treats his subject.

Xn the Phaedo there are four arguments for Immortality 
(or three, if the first two are considered as one)* Socrates 
is the narrator of the Phaedo. and he discusses the future 
existence in his cell with his friends cebes and SIranias While 
the jailer stands at the door of the prison with the cup of 
fatal hemlock in his hands*

The first argument* states that contraries are produced 
from contraries r weaker is produced front stronger; sleeping



is produced from taking, and front sleeping waking. Now, life 
and death are contraries, and from life death is produced, 
fhe conclusion, therefore, is that from death life is produced. 
There is the assumption, however, of an eternal cyclic process# 
and there is no mention of the exact condition of the soul When 
it becomes separated from the body. The argument is Obviously 
Insufficient, but it is at least a beginning,

The second argument of the Phaedo is from the doctrine 
of reminiscence, and is closely connected with the pre~ 
existence and the theory of knowledge. It is actually CSbes 
who presents this arguments

Your favorite doctrine, Socrates, that knowledge is 
simply recollection, if true, also necessarily implies 
a previous time in which m  have learned that Which we 
now recollect. But this would be impossible unless our 
soul had been in some place existing in the form of mani 
here then is another proof of the soul*s immortality.

cebes goes on to explain more fully the doctrine of reminis
cence. The main argument for this theory is the one that 
appears in the Meno (83 ff.), and states that since a man can 
be made to give the true solution of a problem by merely ask
ing him appropriate questions, that man is plainly in posses
sion of the truth Which the questioner draws from him.

Siionias agrees that this argument proves that the soul 
existed before its union with the body, but it does not prove

9

%iaedo, 72 e - 73 a.



that the soul survives death, These first two arguments, 
however, were meant to he considered together as one complete 
proof,

The next argument is more metaphysical in nature - 
it considers the intrinsic character of the soul, Socrates 
distinguishes between things that are composite and things 
inonqposite, Visible things# such as the body, are subject 
to dissolutions and death • they are composite. The soul, 
however, can survey Invisible, unchanging and imperishable 
Forms, and it would seem that the soul is more like these 
Forms than it is to visible, corporal things, which are mortal 
In other wards, the soul knows these pure Forms, and it must 
be like them - pure and eternal * for only like can know like. 
Furthermore, since the soul is naturally destined to rule the 
body it appears to be more like the divine than like the mor~ 
tal. The soul then, has a del form nature, as the Orphic 
religion had taught, it is "divine” - which for the Greeks 
meant immortal and unchanging. 1

Plato*s point is not that the soul is a simple sub-
: . . . . . .stance - he had not the language in which to express such a

notion. The soul's "deiformity", not its individuality, "is
what he is anxious to establish; the indivisibility is a mere

W d o . 78 b - 84 b.



consequence.
The final argument from the Phaedo occurs when Socrates 

is answering the objections of Simmias and Cebes. This proof 
assumes the postulate that the Forms exist. Mow* the presence 
of one Fora will not admit the presence of a contrary Form, 
nor will a thing that is nftiat it is by virtue of its partici
pation in one Fora acbait the simultaneous presence of a con
trary Fora* For exanple, not only should the statement that 
"waxnth is cold" be denied as false, but the statement, "fire 
is cold,* should also be denied, for although fire is not 
"warmth, * it is "warm" and cannot be simultaneously be called 
"cold." The soul, however, is what it is by virtue of its 
participation in the Form of lifey therefore, the Form 
"death" cannot be present in the soul. When the body dies 
the soul must either be annihilated or "retire." Socrates 
assumes that the latter alternative is correct, and hence, 
the final conclusion to the imperishability of the soul re*
mains for him an act of faith which he does not try to demon- 

2strata. Socrates does succeed, however, in answering the 
objection which Cebes had advanced against this proof. Cebes 
accepted the spirituality or "deiformity" of the soul, but

XA.E. Taylor, Ejato,. tftftJMa Jfflfl.M JUSa&i <4th «<*•!New York* Meridian Books, Inc., 1952), p. 189.
2Phaedo, 102 a -107b.
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argued that it wight "wear itself out" by the expenditure of 
energy which it undergoes. The reply of Socrates states, in 
effect* that "a spiritual substance cannot wear itself out. " 1  

Plato presents another argument for the immortality

principle that a thing cannot perish or be destroyed except 
through its own specific evil, which is inherent in it. For 
exanple* iron is destroyed by rusty grain is destroyed by 
mildew. Mow the specific evils of the soul are injustice* 
intemperance, cowardice* and ignorance. But these cannot 
destroy the soul* except indirectly* as in the execution of
a criminal, on the contrary, an evil such as injustice tends 
to make a man more lively and watchful. Furthermore, an un
just man often lives longer than a just man. But if the soul 
is not destroyed by any internal evil* it is unreasonable to 
assume that it can be destroyed by any external evil. There-

The above proof is reinforced with a moral argument!
"A consideration of justice would seem to indicate that* since 

the world is a rational and just order* there must be some

Frederick copies ton* AEistory of Philosophy I (West
minster* i The Bewman Press* 1948) 214*

P u b l i c , X* 608 d - 611 a.
3Thls argument is a good example of Plato's strong 

dualistlc tendencies.

fore the soul cannot be destroyed - it is isaaortal. 3



future life to provide ft reward for the good and ft punlahment
for tihe evil ftcts performed la this life. 1

2In the Phaedrus it is argued that a thing which moves 
another and is moved by another may cease to live, since it 
may cease to be moved. The soul, however, is expressly de
fined as a "self-moving principle.* It is therefore the source 
and initiator of its own motions; that is, the soul's motions 
are not cocaaunlcated from without, but spontaneously origin
ated from within. Thus, "they were never started by anything 
else, and, as the soul Itself is the first fountain of them 
its own motions , they can never come to an end." The soul, 
then, is always in motion, and consequently, it is immortal.

4This same argument is expanded in the Lews in such 
a manner that it is used not only as a proof for the inaaor- 
tallty of the soul, but for the existence of God as well.

Plato also mentions a proof for immortality la con
nection with his doctrine of *erosM, which Is the driving 
force of the soul by which it yearns for a higher life, tihen 
the soul perceives sensuous beauty it recalls the ideal beauty 
which it contemplated in the former life. These recollections

1Republic, 612 a ff.
245 c ff*

3A. E. Taylor, op. clt., p, 307
4Laws, 894 b ff*
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inspire in the soul a yearning for etamal values* and this 
is interpreted as a yearning for ianortallty* But Whatever 
the soul aspires to must he attainablei and therefore* these 
inpulses are considered as evidence of the iamortality of the 
soul.

These* then* are the principle arguments of Plato for 
the immortality of the soul. This brief consideration indi
cates to the reader the deep understanding that Plato had of 
his subject and the breadth and precision with which he 
treated it. The nature of his proofs for immortality are of 
several types. They are metaphysical* moral, eplsteaological* 
and evaluations!. They constitute one of the most complete 
collections of arguments for immortality in all of philo
sophical history. "However carefully we may search subse
quent philosophical literature on immortality it will be 
difficult to find any argument advanced which has not been 
clearly foreshadowed by Plato. " 1

^Frank Thilly, ap. clt.. p. 89.



CHAPTER II

ARISTOTLE

Aristotle of Stsgeirs was born in 384 B.C., the ■on 
of Nicomachus, the court physician. In his eighteenth year 
Aristotle came to Athens and entered the Academy where for 
twenty years he remained tinder the influence of Plato. Al
though he later wavered from, and in many respects even re
jected, the theories of his master, Aristotle's personal 
attitude toward Plato was always one of respect and devotion.

After Plato's death in 348 B. C. Aristotle found that 
he had become too independent to submit to Speusippus, Plato's 
nephew, who has become the new head of the school. Conse
quently, he left Athens and founded a branch of the Academy 
in Assus in the Troas.

In the year 335 B. C., however, Aristotle returned to 
Athens where he established his own school, the Lyceum. The 
school was also Known as the Uĉ fTTAToq , "The peripatetic 
School," probably from the custom of carrying on discussions 
and instruction while walking up and down the cloister. The 
Lyceum was more than just a philosophical center. Aristotle 
and his disciples spent considerable time in what scholars of
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today would call empirical research* Aristotle's invest!3a- 
tions in biological and other natural sciences# however 
primitive* were an inyportant step in the advancement of 
learning# and they show his broad range of scholarly endeavor.

After the death of Alexander the Great# who bad been 
a pupil and friend of Aristotle* certain suspicions and 
Charges arose against the Lyceum and its founder* Aristotle 
thereupon withdrew from Athens* and shortly afterwards he died 
of an Illness in 322 B* C*

Aristotle's works are of two types# the exoteric 
works* which were written for the most part in dialogue form 
and Intended for general publication* and the pedagogical 
works* which formed the basis of Aristotle's lectures in the 
Lycsun* The exoteric works exist only in fragment* but a 
large number of the pedagogical works have survived* These 
latter were first made known to the public in the edition of 
Andronicus of Rhodes (c* 60-50 B*C«) •

Aristotle's philosophical works possess neither the 
rigidity nor the unchangeableness which have often been 
attributed to them. His philosophy varies from the purely 
Platonic to that which is sharply critical of Plato's theory. 
Aristotle's development* however* is gradual* At first it

^Lest the Athenians should sin against philosophy 
for the second time* as Aristotle is reported to h aw said*
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shows ft close connection with Plato, and then the gradual 
liberation of his own thought. For this reason commentators 
have distinguished three periods in Aristotle's career which 
are marked not only toy the change in external circumstances, 
tout by changes in his philosophical thought as well. These 
three periods area 1) the Platonic period, during which 
Aristotle attended the Academyy 2) the Transition period, 
when Aristotle was engaged in Independent teachingr and 3) 
the period in the Lyceum, when he established his own school.

The Platonic period (367-347 B.C.) extends from 
Aristotle's enrollment in the Academy to Plato's death. Xn 
the second half of tills period Aristotle wrote the dialogue 
Budemus, which treats of the soul, in memory of a friend who 
died in battle. The main subject of the dialogue is immor
tality, and it corresponds in many ways to the Phaedo. The 
Budemus shown Aristotle to toe completely dominated toy the 
influence of Plato. "Life, apart from the bo$y, is the 
soul's normal state; its inhabitation of the body is really 
a severe illness. This is a very different view from that 
afterwards put forward by Aristotle when he had taken up bis 
own independent position. 1,1

nThe Transition period (347*33$ B.C.) begins with the 
death of Plato and ends with the founding of the Lyceum.

. • _ V ..  ̂ , _ • - r . ■

^Frederick copleston, 1* 270.



Although Aristotle apparently atill considered himself an 
Academe cl an, he began in thla period to diverge from his 
former Platonic position and to develop a more critical 
attitude toward the views of the Academy. As a matter of 
fact, it was because his theories differed fundamentally from 
those of speusippus, the new head of the Academy, that Aris
totle retired from Athens to Assus. The works that are 
ascribed to this period contain an attack on the theories of 
speusippus, as well as an attack on the Platonic doctrine of 
Forms, and they mark the beginning of Aristotle's metaphysics. 
In this period Aristotle formulated the basic principles that 
were to become the foundation of what is known as Aristotelian 
philosophy.

The period of the Lyceum (335-322 B.C.) extends from 
the foundation of that school to Aristotle's death. During 
this period Aristotle gave lectures in the school that he had 
founded, end these lectures formed the basis of the pedagogi
cal writings which have bean preserved. These writings were 
very extensive in their subject matter, but in this discussion 
it is necessary to mention only those works which deal with 
Aristotle's teaching on psychology. The on the
Soul, which is Aristotle's principle work on this subject, 
deals not only with the human soul, but it also includes the 
whole of the organic, human, animal, and plant life in the 
extent of its inquiry. A number of smaller treatises are
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usually classed with tbs De Anlaaa, and these ars generally 
referred to under the collective title Parva Haturalla. They 
deal with perception, memory, sleeping, dreams, life, death, 
and breathing.

The discussion now turns toward the problem of the 
nature of the soul. Aristotle defines the soul ( T? tyvXTi ) 
as "the first enteleohy of a natural body endowed with the 
capacity of life, * or as "the first actuality of a material, 
organic body.nl The soul is the actuality of a particular 
body, and hence, it cannot survive it, for the soul and body 
srs one substance, and therefore inseparable. Professor Ross 
explains that this inseparability is necessary to maintain the 
unity of body and soul*

Aristotle is no holder of a two-substance doctrine. 
Soul and body are not two substances, but inseparable 
elements in a single substance. But the word 'insepar
able* here needs carsful consideration, soul and body# 
like form and matter in general, are in a sense separ
able* The matter which is now linked with a soul to 
form a living thing existed before the union began and 
will exist after it ceases. Xt is only from form, not 
from this form, that matter is inseparable. And again 
this form can exist apart from this matter. For in 
Aristotle's vlsw it is one form that is embodied in all 
the member's of a species, and it can exist independently 
of any one member though not of all. It requires for its 
existence, therefore, not this matter but this kind of 
matter.

Xpe Anlma. 412, b 4.
2w. ». Ross, Aristotle (Londons Methuen and Co.,

1953), p. 132.



Soul and body, then, form a union which while it last* 
la complete? they are two aspects vftiich can be divided only by 
a logical analysis.

The origin of this substance of bcxty and soul is found 
in sexual reproduction. The male parent is the efficient 
cause which contributes the soul, or form* whereas the female 
supplies the natter or body*

The human soul is distinguished from plant and animal 
souls by reason or intellect ( o vouq }, by which Aristotle 
means the faculty for thought. How all the powers of the 
soul, with the exception of reason are inseparable from the 
body, and therefore perishable. The reason or "nous'* alone 
is unorlglnated and imperishable. Aristotle does not discuss 
the origin of the soul as extensively as did Plato, but he 
does assert the "nous" is pre-existentj it "comes in from 
outside*,1 although there is no recollections of the previous 
existence in the mind.

Prom the pre-existence of the "nous*1 it is natural to 
conclude to its immortality. Die problem for Aristotle is 
not so much whether the soul is immortal, but whether it is 
separable from the body* for if it is separable from the body 
it cannot perish with the body. Aristotle begins lay 

fho general method of his arguments*

20
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It the soul has sens operation or affection exclusive 

to itself# then it could exist as a separate entity. Xf 
however# there is nothing thus proper to it# then it is 
not separable. " 1

Following this approach Aristotle answers the objection that
the soul seems to depend on the body since its powers become
weak with old age*

But intellect would seem to be a subsisting essence 
implanted in the soul# and not to corrupt. For it would 
corrupt (if it did)# principally throu$* the debility 
accompanying old age. But in fact what happens is simi
lar to the ease of the sensitive powers. Zf an old man 
could acquire the eye of a young man# he would eee as a 
young want hence# senility Is not an affliction of the 
soul# but of that which it inhabits • like drunkenness 
or disease* understanding and thinking# then# decay 
with the decay of something else within, understanding 
itself cannot be affected. 2

Aristotle later develops this point more fully by showing
that the Intellect has no bodily organi

Zt is a reasonable inference that it (intellect) 
is not Involved in the body, were it so# it would also 
have some quality either hot or cold# and it would have 
an organ# like the sensitive faculties f but there is in 
fact none such. 3

Finally# Aristotle distinguishes between the faculties of
sensation and intellection and he concludes that the intellect
must be separate*

For the sense cannot receive an impression from too 
violent a sense-object - e. g. a sound from very great 
sounds# whilst from over-powerful odours there comes no 
smell# nor from over-strong colour any seeing. But when 
the intellect understands something highly intelligible#

âe. Anima,403 a. 2lbld.» 408 b. 3lbld., 42 9 a.



it does not understand what is inferior to these less 
than before* but more so. For whereas the sensitive 
faculty is not found apart from the body, the intellect 
is separate. 1

How reason is separable from the body# but since it 
is a cognitive faculty* it requires a potential or passive 
principle - a "tabula rasa* - on which to ixogprlnt forms cur 
essences. This leads to the distinction between the active 
reason (VOUQ 7To<77T(K’Oq) and the passive reason (VO0£ TfaenT//T0C) * 
Aristotle said that the former is that which causes everything* 
while the latter Is that which becomes everything.

Aristotle's distinction between active and passive 
reason corresponds to his doctrine of matter and form. In the 
passive reason concepts are merely potential# the passive 
intellect is the Matter on which the active reason* the form* 
acts, The concepts which are potential in the passive reason 
are made real by the active reason. Essences are known dir
ectly in the active reason - thought and its object are one, 2 

Furthermore* the active reason is "separable* unccnpounded
and incapaible of being acted upon* a thing essentially in

3 —act." This seems to suggest that the active reason is pure

I££_£&S£* 429 b.
2This resembles Plato's pure soul which contemplates 

the world of ideas.
38SLj£ti&, 430 a.
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act* and not really the actuality of any body. 1

The active reason survives the passive season. It 
alone is pre-existent and ixeyperishable. The passive intellect# 
on the other hand, is perishable and dies with the body, roar 
just as the "nous" has no recollection of its prior existence, 
similarly after death it tskiw no impress,1 ons front the circum
stances of life. Since the passive intellect Is merely a mold 
on which the active intellect Jjqpresses the forms of knowSble 
Objects, there is no need for the passive intellect after the 
death of the body.

By making this distinction between active and passive 
reason, Aristotle was able to coincide the theory of inaor* 
tality with the theory that body end soul form a single 
substance, for he did not conceive the notion of self as a 
pure spiritual being to which body is as much a part of the 
outside world as other physical things. The "nous", however, 
which distinguishes man from other animals, enters into the 
soul germ frora outside.

Most commentators agree that Aristotle is obscure in 
the distinction between active and passive reason and that he 
did not develop this point as clearly as he might have in the 
De. Anlma. The question "What was Aristotle's precise doctrine

^Aristotle's obscurity on this matter has given rise 
to great controversy which shall be discussed later.
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aa to the active intellect? * has been asked many times in the 
past t m  thousand years, but a definite, precise answer cannot 
be given, this much disputed passage from the Be Anlma reads 
as follows*

Sow since in all nature there is a factor that is an 
natter in the genus, and is potentially all that is in 
the genus, and something else whlc& is as cause and agent 
as making everything in its so there must be these 
differences In the soul. 'Shere is that intellect, which 
is such as being able to become everything* and there is 
that which acts upon everything, as a sort of state, like 
light; for ll$it too, in a way, makes potential colours 
actual.

And iff intellect *"gflpayhi*t uncompounded and 
incapable of being acted on, a thing essentially in act. 
For the agent is always more excellent than the 
recipient, and the principle than its material.

Knowledge in act is the same aa the thing itself,
But what is potential has temporal priority in the 
individual# yet this is not true universally, even with 
respect to time. Mind does not know at one time and not 
know at another time,

only separated, however, is it what it really is.
And is and perpetual.

It does not remmaber, because it is impassible! 
the passive intellect is corruptible, and the soul 
understands nothing apart from this latter.

Many interpretations of this passage have been 
advanced* Some of these difficulties are caused by attempts 
to reconcile an apparent inconsistency between some of the 
doctrine in the De Anlma and in the Metaphysics of Aristotle, 
other difficulties arise from the interpretation of a par
ticular word or words in the text . It is unnecessary and 
impractical to make an extensive and detailed consideration

430 a 17 ff.



of these various Interpretations in a work such as this, but 
three of the principle theories which have been advanced will 
be mentioned.

Alexander of Aphrodisias, who held the position of 
head of the Lyceum in Athens and was one of the greatest 
fwnwK»nftat*>rff on Aristotle# to up w wftriMaa when
in the second century A. D. he said that the active reason 
exists entirely apart from natter. Be stated furthermore* as 
Aristotle had not stated, that the active reason is numeri
cally the same in all men and is identified with God. conse
quently the passive intellect is all that is specifically 
human in man.

The great Arabian Aristotelian, Averroes (Xbn stoshd) 
of Cordova <1126-1198 a .d .) took Alexander's view to an 
extreme. Arguing from the statement that the active and 
passive reason can be separated only by a logical abstraction, 
Averroes concluded that men do not actuallv at allt
there is only a»y* thy ■»*”>» individual * | < xn ^  

universe, and all that men call thinking is not really theirs 
but ood's. Although Averroes was important for introducing 
Aristotle to the great Christian scholastics of the thirteenth 
century mod was called "the conmentator* by St. Thomas, his 
doctrine of the active reason is explicitly denied by Christian 
philosophers.
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This led to the interpretation of St. Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274 A.D.) who said that Aristotle could not have pos
sibly meant to say that there is really no such thing es 
human intelligence* Professor Taylor brilliantly suns qp 
the Thomist interpretation*

Die active reason is neither God nor the same for 
all men, but la the highest and most rational 'part' of 
the individual human soul# ham no bodily 'organ* •
Aristotle has said of It* that it is the only thing in 
us is not contributed by parents but e?,w 9̂f
'from outside* * Xn Christian theology this becomes the 
doctrine that the 'rational soul* is directly created 
by God*1

1Alfred E. Taylor* Aristotle {Revised ed. reprinted# 
New York* Dover Publications* inc.* 1955), p. 97*



CHAPTER XIX

EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

It is difficult to give s brief and simple analysis 
of the doctrines of Plato and Aristotle on the problem of the 
soul for there are, as has been shown, many phases of that 
problem to be considered, it is necessary to consider each 
one of these phases methodically and to ask the question*
"How do they differ?"

First it must be remembered that Plato was forty- 
four yesrs the senior of Aristotle. The latter reoeained a 
disciple of Plato until his death in 347-48 B.C. The in
fluence of Plato in this period is clearly seen in Aristotls's 
dialogue* the Sudexaua. which resembles Plato's Phasdo. Al
though Aristotle later deviated from his msster*s teachings, 
the Plstonlc influence is noticeable even in the writings 
from the period of the Academy. Aristotle did not diverge 
from Plato so much that hs denied either the pre-existence or 
the inmortality of the soul. Moreover* the active reason* 
which knows essences directly* corresponds greatly to Plato's 
pure soul.
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Plato likewise was influenced by philosophers that 
preceded him. Be was a student of Socrates, whose appearance 
in several of the Platonic dialogues betrays the socratlc in- 
pact. Plato was especially impressed by his integrity in ac
cepting the sentence of death, for Socrates did not believe 
that death ended all, and this is especially obvious in the 
conversation of the Phaedo. Plato was also undoubtedly in
fluenced by the Pythagoreans, who believed in immortality 
and transmigration. The Orphic religion should be listed as 
another of the influences upon the thought of Plato on the 
soul of nan, for the mixture of myth and science in his 
anthropological doctrines is more frequent and more misleading 
than in any other part of his philosophy, these myths were, 
of course, pictorial representations of the truth that Plato 
wished to convey, but how literally he intended or did not 
intend then to be taken is uncertain* These three influences 
indicate how natural it was for Plato to reject any kind of 
epiphenomenallsm and to make the soul the spirit of movement 
in man.

There is a distinct difference between Plato and 
Aristotle in their actual writings on the soul. Plato's 
psychological doctrine is not to be found in any one dialogue, 
although he devoted the Phaedo to the problem of immortality. 
Aristotle is somewhat more systematic and restricts his
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doctrines on the soul to the do Anlma* Bis earlier, Platonic 
doctrines are found in the Sudsaus. which also shows a 
stylistic resemblance to Plato, for exsaqpls in the dialogue 
form and in the occasional introduction of myth.

The above discussion has dsalt with the external dif
ferences between Aristotle and Plato * it remains to compare 
their doctrines in themselves. It is on the subject of the 
nature of the soul that Aristotle disagrees strongly with his 
predecessor. Plato believed that the soul constituted what 
was the essence in many it is united to the boty only as in 
a tomb * the soul is being "punished." Aristotle insisted 
that this was not a satisfactory explanation for the union 
of body and soult rather, it is for the good of the soul to 
be united to the body, for only then can it exercise all its 
faculties, snd only then does it form a singls complete sub
stance. Body snd soul are as matter and form, and the soul 
csnnot exist independent from the body, although here Aristotle 
does not include the active reason, which is the highest ele
ment in the human soul .

Plato and Aristotls both distinguished between a 
rational and sn irrational element in the soul. Plato's 
theory m u  that of the tripartite soul * "By that
the soul hss parts Plato weakens his doctrine of Immortality



and exposes it to many okjaction*• *i Aristotle's distinction 
between active and passive reason, however, is equally weak 
and subject to misinterpretation and error,

Plato dearly believed in a personal issuer tall ty, 
although not one of his arguments. When taken alone, can prove 
that life after death is any more than a mere subsistence* 
Plato's myth of the transmigration of souls into brutes tends 
to degrade the dignity of the human soul, but by the very fact 
that it la a myth it la not to be taken too literally*

Aristotle's active reason is clearly immortal, but 
his obscurity on this matter makes it difficult to say any* 
thing further. The Thomist interpretation affirms a personal 
immortality, Aristotle does not enumerate several rigid argu
ments for immortality, as does Plato, but it must be remembered 
that Aristotle taught in Athena where immortality, because of 
the influence of the Academy, was generally accepted among 
scholars.

Zn summary, the basic differancee between Plato and 
Aristotle on the soul are theses Although for Plato man la 
essentially a spiritual being and the relation of the soul to 
the body is merely accidental, he waa very definite on his 
doctrine of personal immortality. Aristotle, on the other 
hand, said that soul and body form a single substance, but his
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doctrine of the active reason is not satisfactory sad leaves 
tbs question of personal immortality in a shadow of uncertainty.

A cine to understanding the difference between the 
views of Aristotle sad Plato is afforded by the reason fear 
which each philosopher considers the problem of the soul. 
Plato's main interest was not strictly psychological# snd sven 
less was it biological. He was concerned with the soul pri
marily from the ethical approach. Plato always insisted that 
ths soul is men's dearest possession# and caring for its wel
fare is man's hipest task and duty. Thus Plato's views of 
the soul are meant to have a practical application.

wherefore my counsel is that we hold fast ever to 
the heavenly way and follow after justice and virtue 
always, considering that the soul is issoortal and able 
to endure every sort of good and every sort of evil.*

Although Aristotle also insists on ^  A ayortance of ***** soul 
and of education and moral culture, his characteristic con
tribution to psychology lies more in his treatment of the soul 
in its biological aspects. "Plato was an untiring dialec
tician, Aristotle was always ready to consider fresh problems 
snd was careful in the statement of his own theories. " 2

As a final word of evaluation it is added that, in this 
writer's opinion, the most ispressive feature of a study of

ĴBSE$S2MS» 621.
2Frederick Copleston, AJttliaBttJftS 1* 494.
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Aristotle and Plato la the breadth and scope of their philo- 
aophical ayetana, formulated without the light of Christian 
revelation. Their conclusions were baaed on unaided reason 
and a sincere desire for knowledge. Plato'a concept of the 
soul after death is the highest and moat satisfactory in all 
of pagan philosophy, similarly* Arietotle ahinea out for his 
explanation of man here on earth. Xn a aenee the two philos- 
ophers complement each other. The Thomistic synthesis of 
Aristotelian and Platonic doctrinea is ample evidence of the 
debt which Chriatian scholasticism owes to these two pagan 
philosophers.
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