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1S. Knuuttila and J. Sihvola (eds.), Sourcebook for the History of the Philosophy of Mind, 
Studies in the History of Philosophy of Mind 12, DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-6967-0_1, 
© Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014

        Philosophy of mind and philosophical psychology, which are characterized by a 
wide variety of objects of interest as well as by connections with recent develop-
ments in cognitive science, evolutionary psychology, and computation, form one of 
the leading areas of contemporary philosophical research. This quickly growing 
branch is accompanied by an increasing number of studies on psychological theo-
ries in history, before the emergence of psychology as an independent science in the 
nineteenth century. While the study of philosophical psychology is regarded as a 
valuable part of the history of philosophy as such, it is also considered a particularly 
stimulating resource for dealing with many issues in the philosophy of mind. 
Historical perspectives may improve our understanding of philosophical questions 
by shedding light on the origin of prominent conceptual assumptions such as the 
various notions of cognition, intention, emotion, or volition, but it may also do this 
by contrasting our ways of thinking with quite different approaches in history, thus 
adding to the awareness of the conceptual presumptions of both positions, for exam-
ple some ancient theories of consciousness or medieval views of perception. 

 This work aims to be helpful for philosophers who are interested in the history of 
the philosophy of mind and philosophical psychology from Plato to Kant. Divided 
into fourteenth chapters, which correspond to the main themes in history, it includes 
a collection of texts in English translation which the authors regard as relevant to 
know for those interested in the subject. Chapters are divided into ancient, medieval 
Latin and Arabic, and early modern sections. Each section has a concise introduc-
tion which explains the main ideas with references to a number of basic texts; these 
are translated and thematically ordered after the introductory part. The idea is that 
one may easily see how an issue in philosophical psychology, for example percep-
tion, is dealt in the philosophical tradition beginning from ancient Greek and Latin 

    Chapter 1   
 Introduction 

                              Simo     Knuuttila    

        S.   Knuuttila      (*) 
  Faculty of Theology ,  University of Helsinki ,   P.O. Box 4 ,    Vuorikatu 3, 
FI-00014,     Helsinki, Finland   
 e-mail: simo.knuuttila@helsinki.fi   
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philosophy, and which kinds of historical texts illustrate past discussions. Following 
the introductions and translations, there are some further explanations, scholarly 
remarks, and references to research literature. These are meant to serve those 
who would like to know more about the texts quoted or have a scholarly interest in 
the topic. Explanations are more or less extensive depending on how known the 
texts are. 

 Plato was concerned with psychological phenomena in many works, but it was 
Aristotle who established this research as a branch of natural philosophy in his  De 
anima  and the collection of treatises called  Parva naturalia . In the fi rst part of  De 
anima , Aristotle explains the nature of the soul. The rest of the book consists of his 
accounts of the functions of the soul. 1  This division has shaped the history of the 
philosophy of mind considerably. The studies of the soul as such are traditionally 
conducted in terms of metaphysical and ontological considerations, whereas the 
discussions of mental phenomena are often connected with introspection, behav-
ioural observations about humans and animals and rational reconstructions of ordi-
nary experiences. This roughly corresponds to the terminological division between 
‘philosophy of mind’ as dealing with the metaphysics and epistemology of mind 
and ‘philosophical psychology’ as covering a broader interest in the conceptual 
aspects of psychology. The metaphysical questions of the nature of the soul or soul- 
body relationship are attended to in the present work as well, since they have 
impacted the investigation of empirically recognizable functions of the soul in his-
torical sources. However, the primary subject is the analysis of the treatment of 
psychological phenomena. The main reason for putting the accent on the psycho-
logical capacities and functions is that the historical sources on these issues are less 
known than the metaphysical theories of the nature of the soul which are extensively 
studied in the history of philosophy. 2  

 This volume was fi rst planned at the ‘History of Mind’ centre for the study of 
philosophical psychology in history which included research groups for ancient phi-
losophy, medieval Latin and Arabic philosophy, and early modern philosophy, 
funded by the Finnish National Research Council ‘Academy of Finland’, the 
University of Helsinki, and the University of Jyväskylä. The research of this unit is 
being continued by the centre for the history of moral psychology and politics, which 
is preparing an extensive volume on the psychology of morality and politics in his-
tory. As distinct from this, the present volume concentrates on the analysis of 

1    E. Wagner (ed.),  Essays in Plato’s Psychology  (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2001); M.C. Nussbaum 
and A.O. Rorty (eds.),  Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). For some 
further works on philosophical psychology in Plato and Aristotle, see H. Lorenz,  The Brute Within: 
Appetitive Desire in Plato and Aristotle  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); M. Pakaluk and 
G. Pearson (eds.),  Moral Psychology and Human Action in Aristotle  (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011).  
2    For some recent works, see J.P. Wright and P. Potter (eds.),  Psyche and Soma: Physicians and 
Metaphysicians on the Mind-Body Problem from Antiquity to Enlightenment  (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); T. Crane and S. Patterson (eds.),  History of the Mind-Body Problem  
(London: Routledge, 2000); T.M. Lennon and R.J. Stainton (eds.),  The Achilles of Rationalist 
Psychology , Studies in the History of Philosophy of Mind (Dordrecht: Springer, 2008).  
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cognitive, conative, and affective mental capacities and their functions, dysfunctions, 
and typologies in human beings and, to some extent, in animals. 

 The themes addressed are those which mostly fi gure in the history of Western 
philosophical psychology. While many of them are found in some form in the 
works of Plato and Aristotle, there are also various new questions in ancient and 
medieval Latin and Arabic works, as well as new styles and theories in early mod-
ern thought. The tradition of philosophy deriving from ancient Greek thought is 
not simply a chain of interpretations of earlier positions. While this popular pic-
ture dismissed the breaks and transformations, it is not entirely wrong. It is a 
historical fact that our knowledge of ancient philosophical works is based on 
medieval manuscripts. Many of the Greek works copied were translated into Latin 
and Arabic in the Middle Ages, and a great number of Greek texts and their Latin 
translations were printed in Renaissance times. Since antiquity, the works which 
continued to be studied have shaped the intellectual discussion in the context of 
their reception in various ways. Let us take a look at the main layers of the sources 
of the philosophy of mind in this tradition. 

 After Plato and Aristotle, there were some 300 years from which the philo-
sophical sources are preserved merely as fragmentary later quotations. The situation 
has been somewhat better in this respect since the time of Cicero and Seneca. 
Despite the differences in the psychological studies of Hellenistic philosophical 
schools of Platonists, Stoics, Epicureans, and Sceptics, one may discern similari-
ties in what was regarded as worthy of treatment: perception, thought, emotion, 
choice, action, and the nature of mind. 3  Many issues in Hellenistic philosophy 
continued to be worked upon in imperial and late antiquity. The Post-Hellenistic 
works of Philo, Plutarch, Alcinous, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius and others were 
not very well known in medieval times because of the lack of translations, except 
the Latin works of Cicero and Seneca, but they began to be studied in the 
Renaissance period. The physiological aspect of psychological phenomena was 
addressed in the medical philosophy of Galen (129–199), which later infl uenced 
medieval Arabic medicine and medieval and Renaissance Latin medicine. 4  Three 
major works of ancient physiognomy were those of Pseudo-Aristotle (third cen-
tury BCE), Polemon (second century CE), known through Adamantius’s fourth-
century paragraph and an Arabic translation, and a late ancient work by an 
anonymous Latin author called  Anonymus Latinus . 5  

 In the fi rst century, Aristotle’s works began to be studied as well, after a long 
period of neglect. Alexander of Aphrodisias ( c . 200) wrote an Aristotelian treatise 

3    For Hellenistic philosophical psychology, see J. Annas,  Hellenistic Philosophy of Mind  (1992) 
and A.A. Long and D.N. Sedley,  Hellenistic Philosophers , vol. I: Translations of principal sources 
with philosophical commentary, vol. II: Greek and Latin texts with notes and bibliography 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).  
4    See R.J. Hankinson (ed.),  The Cambridge Companion to Galen  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008).  
5    S. Swain (ed.),  Seeing the Face, Seeing the Soul. Polemon’s Physiognomy from Classical Antiquity 
to Medieval Islam  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).  

1 Introduction
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on the soul; his commentaries on Aristotle’s  De anima  and minor psychological 
tracts have not survived, except the commentary on  De sensu . Late ancient philosophy 
was greatly infl uenced by the Neoplatonist psychology of Plotinus ( c . 205–270), 
and it came to play a signifi cant role in medieval and Renaissance thought as well. 
Many late ancient philosophers concentrated on arguing for the harmony between 
Plato and Aristotle from a Neoplatonist point of view. The surviving late ancient 
works on Aristotle’s  De anima  include a paraphrase by Themistius and two longer 
commentaries traditionally attributed to Simplicius and Philoponus – the authorship 
of the former and the third book of the latter are questioned by contemporary schol-
ars – as well as commentaries on Plato by Proclus and others. 6  Nemesius of Emesa’s 
Platonist  De natura hominis  ( c . 400) reports on the psychological views of various 
ancient schools; its Latin translation was used in early medieval times, as well as 
Calcidius’ Latin commentary on Plato’s  Timaeus  ( c . 400). Some philosophical 
views on the soul and its functions are discussed in Boethius’s  Consolatio philoso-
phiae  and his commentaries on Aristotle’s  De interpretatione  which were widely 
used in the Middle Ages. Augustine’s very infl uential works combined Neoplatonist 
psychological ideas and Christian philosophical theology. 7  

 In the ninth century, many ancient sources of psychology were translated into 
Arabic, such as Plato’s  Timaeus  and  Republic , Aristotle’s  De anima  and  Parva natu-
ralia  with the commentaries by Alexander of Aphrodisias, Themistius’ paraphrase 
of  De anima , parts of Plotinus’  Enneads  under the title  Theology of Aristotle , 
Polemon’s work on physiognomy, and pseudo-Aristotle’s  Physiognomonics . 8  The 
two most advanced Arabic works on psychology were the sixth book of Avicenna’s 
 Shifa ’, often called Avicenna’s  De anima , which combined Aristotelian and 
Neoplatonic motifs, and Averroes’s commentary on Aristotle’s  De anima . Both 
were extensively studied in medieval Latin philosophy. Many of Galen’s works and 
other ancient medical treatises were translated into Arabic. This tradition was con-
tinued in Arabic medicine which had a strong impact on Latin medicine in general 
and on the physiological aspect of psychology through eleventh- and twelfth- 
century translations. 9  

 Aristotle’s  De anima  was translated from the Greek into Latin by James of 
Venice before the middle of the twelfth century and again by William of Moerbeke 
in the 1260s. Michael Scot translated it from the Arabic in early thirteenth century. 
William of Moerbeke also translated the third book of Philoponus’ commentary on 
 De anima  and Themistius’ paraphrase. Some of Aristotle’s psychological treatises 

6    R. Sorabji,  The Philosophy of the Commentators, 200–600 AD. A Sourcebook. Vol. I: Psychology 
(with Ethics and Religion)  (Ithaca, NY., Cornell University Press, 2005).  
7    G. O’Daly,  Augustine’s Philosophy of Mind  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987).  
8    See D. Gutas,  Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in 
Baghdad and Early ‘Abbasid Society  (New York: Routledge, 1998); C. D’Ancona, ‘Le traduzioni 
di opera greche e la formazione del corpus fi losofi co arabo’ in C. D’Ancona (ed.),  Storia della 
fi losofi a nell’Islam medievale , vol. 1 (Turin: Einaudi, 2005), 180–258.  
9    L.I. Conrad, ‘The Arab-Islamic Medical Tradition’ in L.I. Conrad, M. Neve, V. Nutton, R. Porter, 
A. Wear,  The Western Medical Tradition: 800 BC to AD 1800  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 93–138.  
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included in the  Parva naturalia  were translated in the twelfth century and all of 
them by William of Moerbeke in the 1260s.  De anima  was Aristotle’s most copied 
work in the Middle Ages. 10  The fi rst Latin commentaries on Aristotle’s  De anima , 
written in the 1240s, were followed by many others since the work was included in 
the university teaching of natural philosophy in 1250s. 11  Before Aristotle came to 
dominate, Avicenna’s  De anima  was widely studied. 12  It also infl uenced early com-
mentaries on Aristotle’s work, as did Averroes’s  Long Commentary on  De anima, 
which only survives in Latin translation. The former was translated about 1160 by 
Avendauth and Gundissalinus and the latter about 1225 by Michael Scot. Latin 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century discussions of the soul and its faculties also had a 
link to ancient theories through Augustine’s works and Nemesius of Emesa’s  De 
natura hominis  ( c . 400), translated by Alfanus of Salerno about 1080 and again by 
Burgundio of Pisa about 1165, as well as through John Damascene’s  De fi de ortho-
doxa , which is dependent on Nemesius of Emesa, also translated by Burgundio of 
Pisa about 1153. Among the sources of Latin discussions of the medical aspect of 
psychology were the medical encyclopedia of ‘Alī ibn al-‘Abbās, which was par-
tially translated by Constantine the African under the title  Pantegni  in late eleventh 
century and completely by Stephen of Antioch ( Liber totius medicinae  or  Liber 
regalis ) in 1127. Further Latin translations of medical works relevant for psychol-
ogy included Abū Bakr al-Rāzī’s (Rhazes)  Liber ad almansorem  and Avicenna’s 
 Canon of Medicine , both translated by Gerard of Cremona about 1175. Some parts 
of the physiognomies of Polemon and Pseudo-Aristotle were known in the Latin 
West through the  Anonymus Latinus . The Pseudo-Aristotelian  Physiognomy  was 
translated into Latin in 1260s. Physiognomy was also addressed in the  Secretum 
secretorum , an eighth century Arabic work which was partially translated into Latin 
in the early twelfth century and completely c. 1230. There are 350 surviving medi-
eval Latin manuscripts of this very heterogeneous work. 13  

 While medieval psychology was widely shaped by ancient sources, there were 
also new ideas and approaches. These included the Avicennian theory of the facul-
ties of the soul and the functions of the internal senses, detailed analyses of the 
relationship between active and passive factors in perception and intellection, the 
discussions of the nature of theoretical intellect much infl uenced by Averroes, and 
late medieval theories of mental language, will as a free cause, self-awareness, and 
the passions of the intellect. 

 A great number of new Latin translations of ancient Greek philosophical texts 
were produced in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries. While the early printed 

10    Bernard G. Dod counts 144 surviving manuscripts of James of Venice’s translation, 62 of 
Michael Scot’s translation, and 268 of William of Moerbeke’s translation; see ‘Aristoteles 
Latinus’ in N. Kretzmann, A. Kenny, J. Pinborg (eds.),  The Cambridge History of Later 
Medieval Philosophy  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 76.  
11    See C.H. Lohr, ‘Medieval Latin Aristotle Commentaries,’  Traditio , vols. 23–30 (1967–1974); 
 Latin Aristotle Commentaries: Renaissance Authors  (Florence: Olschki, 1988).  
12    D.N. Hasse,  Avicenna’s  De Anima  in the Latin West  (London: The Warburg Institute, 2000).  
13    See Dod 1982, 79.  
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works of Aristotle were mostly medieval translations, the trend was to publish new 
translations in humanist Latin as well as original Greek texts. 14  Because of the uni-
versity curriculum, Latin translations of Aristotle’s books were printed in large 
numbers, but Ficino’s translations of Plato (1484) and Plotinus (1492) as well as 
many late ancient neoplatonic works were also available. There were numerous 
publications of works by Cicero, Seneca, and Augustine, and many post-Hellenistic 
ancient philosophy treatises were translated and published, such as those by 
Diogenes Laertius, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, Plutarch, and Sextus Empiricus. 
New printed translations of ancient works on Aristotle’s  De anima  include the 
paraphrase by Themistius and the commentaries by Simplicius and Philoponus. In 
addition, translations of Alexander of Aphrodisias commentary on Aristotle’s  De 
sensu , Alexander’s own  De anima , Michael of Ephesus’ commentaries on  Parva 
naturalia  and Priscian’s treatise on Theophrastus’  De sensu  were published. Printed 
medieval commentaries on  D e  anima  or  Parva naturalia  (or their abbreviations) 
included works by Averroes, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Peter of Auvergne, 
John of Jandun, John Buridan, Nicole Oresme, Cajetan of Thiene and many 
others. Apart from commentaries and numerous theological treatises with psycho-
logical parts by Aquinas, Scotus, Ockham and others, printed medieval psychological 
treatises included such works as Avicenna’s  De anima , Albert the Great’s  De 
homine , Pseudo-Albert’s  Summa naturalium , Peter of Ailly’s  De anima , Paul of 
Venice’s  Summa philosophiae naturalis , several medieval medical books, as well as 
Pietro d’Abano’s  Conciliator differentiarum philosophorum et precipue medicorum  
and Michel Scot’s popular  Liber pysiognomiae . 

 There were numerous new commentaries or questions on  De anima  and  Parva 
naturalia  in early modern times. Among the most infl uential were the works of 
Agostino Nifo and later those contained in the Jesuit Coimbra commentaries. Other 
much used works related to psychology in the university curriculum were the questions 
on  De anima  by Francisco de Toledo (Toletus) and Francisco Suárez, published 
posthumously in 1621, as well as Philipp Melanchthon’s  De anima . 15  

 The doctrine of the immortality of the human soul was discussed by many 
Renaissance authors because it was declared a dogma at the Fifth Lateran Council 
(1513). The philosophical controversy included positions from Marsilio Ficino’s 
defence of immortality in his  Theologia platonica  (1474) to Pietro Pomponazzi’s the-
sis (1516) that our soul is mortal from an Aristotelian and Averroist viewpoint. 16  This 

14    P.B. Copenhaver, ‘Translation, Terminology and Style in Philosophical Discourse’, C.B. Schmitt 
et al. (eds.),  The Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), 77–110.  
15    S. Salatowsky,  De anima. Die Rezeption der aristotelischen Psychologie im 16. and 17. 
Jahrhundert , Bochumer Studien zur Philosophie 43 (Amsterdam: B.R. Grüner, 2006).  
16    For the discussion of the disciplinary status of psychology in this context, see P.J.J. Bakker, 
‘Natural Philosophy, Metaphysics, or Something in Between? Agostino Nifo, Pietro Pomponazzi, 
and Marcantonio Genua on the Nature and Place of the Science of the Soul’, in P.J.J. Bakker and 
J.M.M.H. Thijssen (eds.),  Mind, Cognition and Representation: The Tradition of Commentaries 
on Aristotle’s  De anima, Ashgate Studies in Medieval Philosophy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 
151–177.  
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was a central issue of the second scholasticism movement, which continued to teach 
Aristotelian psychology in seventeenth-century Catholic and Protestant universities. 
Traditional descriptions of the intentional content of cognitions, emotions and other 
functions of the mind were also used in the attempts to shed light on these phenomena 
from the new perspective of mechanical physics and natural philosophy by Descartes, 
Malebranche, Hobbes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Telesio’s late sixteenth- century materi-
alist panpsychism had some infl uence on Gassendi and other adherents of the new 
science; Gassendi himself was the foremost proponent of neo-Epicurean atomist 
physics. Paracelsus’s occultist psychology was infl uential in other circles, as was the 
Renaissance physiognomic literature. Neo-Stoicism was a further Renaissance move-
ment which continued into the seventeenth century. 17  

 Early modern conception of the science of the mind was embedded in the 
European tradition of natural philosophy which formed an intellectual environ-
ment since the thirteenth century. In the general move from natural philosophy to 
science, psychology was increasingly associated with empirical and observational 
approaches and separated from philosophical and metaphysical concerns in the 
eighteenth century. 18  

 The translations which are included in chapters are by the authors, except that 
some Arabic texts have been translated by Jari Kaukua (JK) and some early mod-
ern translations are quoted for historical reasons. Full references are included in 
the list of primary and secondary sources. We would like to thank Professors Joel 
Biard, David Charles, Sten Ebbesen and Eyjolfur Emilsson, who kindly com-
mented on an early version of this work, as well as many visitors to the ‘History 
of Mind’ centre for useful discussions about the sources of the history of philoso-
phy of mind. The co-editor of this volume, Juha Sihvola, sadly died from a serious 
illness in June 2012.    

17    S. Heinämaa and M. Reuter (eds.),  Psychology and Philosophy: Inquiries into the Soul from Late 
Scholasticism to Contemporary Thought , Studies in the History of Philosophy of Mind 8 
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2009); C. Leienhorst,  The Mechanisation of Aristotelianism: The Late 
Aristotelian Setting of Thomas Hobbes’ Natural Philosophy  (Leiden: Brill, 2002); M. Porter, 
 Windows of the soul: The art of physiognomy in European culture 1470–1780  (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2005).  
18    G. Hatfi eld, ‘Remaking the Science of Mind: Psychology as a Natural Science’, in C. Fox, 
R. Porter, and R. Wokler (eds.), Inventing Human Science: Eighteenth-Century Domains (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1995), 184–231, G. Hatfi eld, ‘The Cognitive Faculties’, in D. 
Garber and M.R. Ayers (eds.),  The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 953–1022, F. Vidal,  The Sciences of the Soul: 
The Early Modern Origins of Psychology , trans. S. Brown (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010).  
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        The ancient Greek and Roman philosophers developed the ingredients of most of 
the conceptions about the soul which have later become infl uential in the history 
of philosophy. Plato’s contributions to psychology include highly infl uential argu-
ments for dualism, whereas Aristotle emphasises a functionalist idea of the soul as 
the form of a living body. However, both philosophers are far from unambiguous in 
their theories of the soul, and their importance is by no means reducible to these 
basic ideas. 

 Plato is famous for his arguments for the soul’s simplicity, non-changeability, 
immateriality, and divinity in the  Phaedo . These characteristics of the human soul 
run through the whole history of philosophy, and even today it is these properties 
which often come to mind when the soul is talked about. However, Plato himself 
seems to have changed his mind about the nature of the soul, or he came to realise 
that the view presented in the  Phaedo  was not the whole story. This can be seen, 
for example, when Plato discusses issues of health and disease. In these contexts 
he does not always follow strict dualism; rather, a different, much more monistic 
conception of the soul seems to emerge. In  Republic  IV, Plato establishes another 
equally infl uential conception of the soul, based on its division into three parts or 
aspects. What was the whole soul in the  Phaedo  is now regarded as the reasoning 
part in a tripartite structure which also includes emotions and appetites as faculties 
of the lower parts of the soul. The  Phaedrus  and the  Timaeus  introduce further 
modifi cations to Plato’s psychology ( 1 ). 

    Chapter 2   
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 As with Plato, with Aristotle there is no real scholarly consensus on the essential 
nature of his theory of the soul. There is discussion on whether Aristotle’s psychol-
ogy should be understood in terms of dualism, materialism, functionalism or any 
other position currently recognised in the philosophy of mind. The problems do 
not only follow from differences between ancient and modern terminology and 
categories: Aristotle seems also to operate with different conceptions of the soul 
in different contexts. His standard view of the body-soul relationship is often 
called ‘hylomorphism’. The soul is understood as the form of a living material body, 
its organization for actualizing a set of functional capacities related to nutrition, 
perception, and thinking. However, in his discussion of the theoretical intellect, there 
are at least traces of a conception in which the soul and the body are seen as two 
distinct entities and the soul is not fully reduced to the psychophysical unity of the 
living body. There are also passages in Aristotle in which the soul is assumed to be 
located somewhere in the body ( 2 ). 

 Among the Hellenistic philosophers, there existed a remarkable consensus 
about some features on the nature of the soul, even though their other philosophical 
views were quite divergent. The Epicureans, the Stoics, and many Hellenistic phy-
sicians endorsed dualist theories of the soul in the sense that the soul and the body 
are distinct from each other as substances. Despite this distinction, many Hellenistic 
philosophers also held that souls are material or corporeal. They share the belief 
that something can be said to exist only if it is spatially extended, three-dimen-
sional, and capable of acting or being acted upon. Therefore, the idea of a purely 
immaterial soul is rejected. Souls have matter which is, however, different from the 
matter of inanimate, or ‘non-souled’, bodies ( 3 ). For Epicurus, the soul is a corpo-
real and material body but constituted by matter which is different from the rest 
of the body, i.e., the bones, the muscles and the blood. The soul has to be corpo-
real since only then can it interact with the rest of the body and be co-affected with 
it. The Epicureans located the functions of thinking and emotions in the mind, 
which they located in the chest (or heart), whereas the other functions of the soul 
extend throughout the body. 

 The sources of the Stoic position on the human soul is much less clear, but 
Tertullian (160–220) and Calcidius (fourth century) both testify that Zeno (333–264 
BCE) and Chrysippus (279–206 BCE) argued that the soul was  pneuma  (in Latin 
 spiritus ) or breath, and that this is a kind of body. It is of interest that both Epicurus 
and the Stoics likened the soul with breath. It is this breath that accounts for all the 
powers of the soul, that is, nutrition, growth, locomotion, sensations, and will. 

 The later part of the ancient philosophical tradition saw a renewed interest 
in Plato and Aristotle. The fi rst major commentator of Aristotle, Alexander of 
Aphrodisias (third century), developed the Aristotelian position in great detail. 
The most important development was the interpretation he gave to  De anima  III.5, 
and the introduction of the so-called agent intellect. The infl uential discussion of 
this doctrine is in a small treatise on the intellect which was translated into Latin and 
known in the Arabic philosophical tradition. 

 The Platonic doctrines became more and more influential towards the end 
of the ancient tradition. Plotinus (204/5–270) and the Neo-Platonists foremost 
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incorporated the view which Plato explicated in the  Phaedo . Plotinus in turn 
had a signifi cant infl uence on the fi rst major Christian philosopher, Augustine 
(354–430). In  De trinitate , Augustine developed arguments for the incorporeality of 
the soul, which in turn had an enormous infl uence on philosophy of mind in a 
Platonic tradition throughout the Middle Ages and into early modern times. 
The immediate self- knowledge which he stresses became a characteristic of the 
soul in this context ( 4 ). 

1     Platos’s Dualism 

  a . Then what do we say about the soul? Can it be seen or not?
 –    It cannot be seen.  
 –   So it is invisible …  
 –   Have we not said some time ago that when the soul makes use of the body for an 

inquiry, be it through hearing or seeing or some other sense – for to inquire through 
the body is to do it through the senses – it is dragged by the body to the things which 
are never the same, and it wanders about and is confused and dizzy, as if it were 
drunk, because it is in contact with such things? …  

 –   But when the soul inquires by itself, it passes into the realm of what is pure, 
everlasting, immortal and unchanging, and being akin to these, it always stays 
with them whenever it is by itself and not hindered; it ceases to wander about and 
remains in the same state since it is in touch with such things, and this state is 
called wisdom …  
 –   [W]hen the soul and the body are joined together, nature directs the one to serve 

and to be ruled, and the other to rule and be master. Now, which do you think is 
like the divine and which like the mortal? Do you not think that the nature of the 
divine is to rule and to lead and that of the mortal to be ruled and serve?  
 –   I do.  
 –   Which does the soul resemble?  
 –   Clearly, Socrates, the soul is like the divine and the body like the mortal.  
 –   Consider then, Cebes, whether this is a conclusion from all that has been said: 

the soul is most like the divine, immortal, intelligible, uniform, indissoluble, always 
the same as itself, whereas the body is most like the human, mortal, multiform, 
unintelligible, soluble and never the same. (Plato,  Phaedo  79b–80b)    

  b . [Y]ou ought not to attempt to cure the eyes without the head, or the head without 
the body; so neither the body without the soul. And this, he [the Thracian king 
Zalmoxis] said, is the reason why most diseases evaded the physicians of Greece, 
that they disregarded the whole, which ought to be particularly studied, for if this is 
not well, it is not possible that the parts are well. For all good and evil, whether in 
the body or the entire human being, originates, as he said, in the soul and fl ows from 
there, as if from the head, to the eyes. And therefore you must treat it fi rst and 
foremost if the head and body are to be well. (Plato,  Charmides  156d–157a) 
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  c . In fact I once heard from wise men that we are now dead and the body is our 
tomb, and the part of the soul in which the desires are is liable to persuasion and 
vacillates to and fro. So a smart man, who might have been from Sicily or Italy, 
played with words and called this part a jar because it was so gullible and easily 
persuaded. (Plato,  Gorgias  493a) 

  d . But a city seemed to be just when each of the three classes of natures within it did 
its own work, and it was thought to be moderate, courageous, and wise … Then, 
if a single man has these same forms in his soul, we will expect him to be correctly 
called by the same names as the city because of these same conditions in them …
 –    Well, then, I said, we are surely compelled to agree that we have within us the 

same forms and characteristics as the city. They could not get there from any other 
place. It would be ridiculous to think that spiritedness did not come into the cities 
from such individuals who are held to possess it, such as the Thracians, Scythians, 
and others who live to the north, and the same holds of the love of learning, which 
is mostly associated with our part of the world, or of the love of money, which one 
might say is conspicuously found among the Phoenicians and Egyptians …  
 –   Do we do these things with the same part of ourselves, or do we do them with 

three different parts? Do we learn with one part, get angry with another, and with 
some third part desire the pleasures of food, drink, sex, and the others which are 
akin to them? …  
 –   It is obvious that the same thing cannot at the same time do or undergo opposites 

with respect to the same part and in relation to the same thing. So, if we ever fi nd 
these in them, we know that they are not the same but many. (Plato,  Republic  IV, 
435b–436c)    

  e . Enough has been said about the immortality of the soul, but this is what we have 
to say about its form. To tell what it really is would require an utterly divine and 
lengthy discourse, but to say what it is like is humanly possible and more modest. 
Let us now do this. We will liken the soul to the composite power of a pair of winged 
horses and their charioteer. The gods have both horses and charioteers which are 
themselves both good and of good descent, whereas those of others are mixed. 
With the human beings, the driver is in control of a pair of horses. Of the horses, 
one is beautiful and good and of similar breed, while the other is the opposite by 
both descent and nature. This necessarily means that, in our case, driving is diffi cult 
and troublesome. (Plato,  Phaedrus  246a–b) 

  f . As we said at the beginning, all things were in disorder when God made all 
things proportionate to themselves and others, as far as it was possible to make 
them to be in harmony and proportion. At this time, they did not participate to any 
proportionality, except by chance, nor did they correspond to the names we now 
use of them, such as fi re, water, and other such things. He fi rst put all of these into 
order and then, out of them, put together this universe, which is a single living 
thing, including all things both mortal and immortal. The demiurge himself 
constructed the divine ones among them, but ordered his descendants to be 
the constructors of the mortal ones. They imitated him, and having received the 
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immortal principle of the soul, around which they fashioned a mortal body. They 
made the whole body a vehicle and constructed within the body another kind of soul 
which was mortal and contained within it terrible and necessary passions ... In this 
way, as was necessary, they framed the mortal soul. ( Timaeus  69b–d) 

 Plato’s dualism is most emphasised in the  Phaedo , in which he argues that 
the soul is a simple unifi ed entity which is unchangeable, immaterial, divine, 
and immortal ( a ). There is a contrast between the strict dualism of the 
 Phaedo , the  Republic , the  Phaedrus , and the  Timaeus , on the one hand, and 
the somewhat more monistic assumptions in the  Charmides  ( b ) and the 
Gorgias ( c ), on the other (see Robinson  2000 ). In Greek culture of the fourth 
century BCE, the idea of immortality of the soul was not commonly 
accepted, as is emphasised by Socrates’ opponents (see, e.g.,  Phaedo  70a, 77b), 
but the arguments designed by Socrates in the dialogue became extremely 
infl uential in the later history of philosophy (see Bostock  1986 ; Lorenz 
 2008 ). The activities directly ascribed to the soul in the  Phaedo  are restricted 
to the cognitive and intellectual features, whereas the emotions and the 
appetites are interpreted as functions of the ensouled body. The soul is 
expected to function in an appropriate way if it is to regulate and control 
the body with its affections and desires. In the  Republic , Plato introduces 
appetite and spirit as the two lower parts of the soul ( d ). These parts, 
however, are presented as mortal, unlike the reasoning part; in the  Phaedrus , 
by contrast ( e ), even the two lower parts are assumed to be immortal. In the 
 Timaeus  ( f ), which is the latest of the dialogues quoted here, Plato returns to 
the conception according to which the appetitive and passionate parts of 
the soul are mortal. See also p. 466.  

2     Aristotle’s Theory of the Soul as a Form 

  a . We call one type of being a substance, either as matter (which in itself is not a 
‘this’), or as shape or form (in virtue of which a thing is called a ‘this’), or thirdly as 
that which is compounded of these. Now matter is potentiality and form is actuality. 
It is actuality in two ways, as in knowledge and as in contemplating. 

 Bodies are most commonly regarded as substances, especially natural bodies; 
for they are the principles of other bodies. Of natural bodies some have life and 
others do not; by life we mean self-nourishment and growth and decay. So every 
natural body which has life is a substance, and it is a substance as a composite. 

2 Ancient Theories



16

Since it is a body of such a kind, for it has life, the soul cannot be a body; for the 
body does not belong to those which are attributed to a substrate, but rather is a 
substrate and matter. Hence the soul must be a substance as the form of a natural 
body which potentially has life. But substance is actuality, and thus soul is the 
actuality of a body of this kind. 

 But ‘actuality’ is used in two ways: as that of knowledge, and as that of 
 contemplating. It is obvious that the soul is an actuality in the same way that 
knowledge is; for both sleeping and waking presuppose the existence of the soul, 
and waking is analogous to contemplating, and sleeping to knowledge, possessed 
but not employed. In a subject, knowledge is temporally prior in the order of origin. 
Hence the soul is the fi rst actuality of a natural body which potentially has life. 
The body so described has organs. Even the parts of plants are organs, although very 
simple; for example, the leaf shelters the pod and the pod shelters the fruit, while the 
roots are analogous to the mouth, both serving for taking in food. If, then, we have 
to speak of something common to all kinds of soul, it is the fi rst actuality of a natural 
body which has organs. (Aristotle,  De anima  II.1, 412a6–b6) 

  b . Therefore, there is no more need to ask whether the body and the soul are one 
than whether the wax and the impression in it are one or, in general, whether the 
matter of each thing and that of which it is the matter are one … The soul is an 
actuality in the same way that the faculty of seeing and the capacity of a tool are 
actualities. The body, on the contrary, is potentially a being. Just as the pupil and the 
capacity of seeing make up an eye, in the same way the soul and the body make up 
an animal. It is clear that neither the soul nor certain parts of it, if it has parts, are 
separable from the body, for in some cases the actuality is the actuality of parts 
themselves. However, nothing prevents that some parts are separable since they are 
not actualities of any parts of the body. It also remains unclear whether the soul is 
the actuality of the body in the same way as the sailor is the actuality of the ship. 
(Aristotle,  De anima  II.1, 412b6–9, 413a1–9) 

  c . Concerning the intellect and the faculty of contemplation nothing is so far clear, 
but it seems to be another kind of soul, and it is only this that is separable, just as the 
eternal is separable from the perishable. (Aristotle,  De anima  II.2, 413b24–27) 

  d . And there is an intellect which is such by becoming all things, while there is 
another which is what it is by producing all things as a kind of disposition, like 
light, for light makes potential colours into actual colours. This intellect is sepa-
rable, impassible, and unmixed, as it is essentially activity. (Aristotle,  De anima  
III.5, 430a14–18) 

  e . It is clear that one has to regard the affection which is generated through percep-
tion in the soul, that is, the part of the body which has it, as a kind of image and the 
state of having this as memory. (Aristotle,  De memoria  1, 450a27–28) 

  f . The only part which animals must have is something that is analogous to the 
heart, since the sensitive soul and the source of life in all animals belong to 
something which rules the body and its parts. (Aristotle,  De partibus animalium  
IV.5, 678b1–4) 
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 Aristotle usually interprets the soul as the form of a living material body, 
organised to actualize a set of functional capacities related to all aspects of 
its living, nutrition, perception, and thinking ( a ). He does not, however, 
quite consistently follow the hylomorphism in his accounts of the soul’s 
activities. There are a few occasions in which Aristotle emphasises the 
separability and immateriality of the intellect (besides  b ,  c , and  d , see, e.g., 
 De anima  III.5, 430a23–26;  De generatione animalium  II.3, 736b26–28). 
The remarks about the immortality and eternity of the separable reason may, 
according to some commentators, indicate the immortality of individual 
human souls, but in fact, there is very little in our sources to support this 
interpretation. Aristotle also seems to assume on some occasions ( e ,  f ) that 
the soul is a distinct entity and has a specific location, i.e., the heart. 
He distinguishes affections which are common to the soul and the body 
from those which are peculiar to the soul ( De somno  1, 453b12;  De anima  
III.10, 433b19–21;  De sensu  1, 436a8), and mentions impulses which arrive 
at the soul or reach the soul ( De anima  I.4, 408b16–18;  De divinatione per 
somnum  2, 464a10–11). See Shields  2011 .  

3     Non-dualist Theories 

  a . Next, we must see, referring to the perceptions and affections (for these will 
provide the surest conviction), that the soul is a body composed of fi ne parts 
which are diffused all over the aggregate and most closely resemble breath 
blended with heat, in one way like breath and in another like heat. There is also 
a part which is much fi ner than these and because of this is more liable to co-
affect with the rest of the aggregate. This is shown by the abilities of the soul: its 
feelings, its ease of motion, its thought processes, and the things the loss of 
which lead to death. 

 Further, we must keep in mind that the soul is most responsible for causing 
sensation. But it would not be thus if it were not somehow confi ned within the rest 
of the aggregate. But the rest of the aggregate, though it provides for the soul this 
causality, itself has a share in this property because of the soul; still it does not have 
all the features of the soul. Hence on the departure of the soul it loses sense- 
perception. For it had not this power all in itself, but something else which came 
into being with it provided it; and this, through the power brought about in itself by 
its motion, immediately achieved for itself a property of sentience and then gave it 
to the other, because of their proximity and mutual harmony, as I said … 
Furthermore, when the whole aggregate is destroyed, the soul is dispersed and 
no longer has the same powers, nor its motions; hence, it does not then have 
sensations, either. (Epicurus,  Letter to Herodotus , in Diogenes Laertius,  Lives of 
Philosophers  X.63–65) 
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  b . He [Cleanthes] also says that neither incorporeal is co-affected with a body nor a 
body with anything incorporeal but only a body with another body. The soul is 
co-affected with the body when it is sick and being cut, and so the body with the 
soul. Thus when the soul is ashamed, the body becomes red, and when the soul is 
scared, the body turns pale. So the soul is a body. (Nemesius,  De natura hominis  2 
(78.7–79.2) = SVF 1.518 = LS 45C) 

  c . Chrysippus says that death is the separation of the soul from the body. But 
nothing incorporeal ever separates from the body, for what is incorporeal does not 
touch the body. The soul, however, does touch the body and is separated from it. 
Therefore the soul is a body. (Nemesius,  De natura hominis  2 (81.6–10) = SVF 
2.790 = LS 45D) 

  d . They [the Peripatetics and the Stoics] fi rst state the assumption that the heart is 
generated fi rst of all. Second, they also believe that the heart generates the other 
parts as if the constructor of the heart, whoever it is, had ceased to exist. Finally, it 
follows, they claim, that even the deliberative part of our souls is situated there. 
(Galen,  De foetuum formatione , Kühn 4, 698 = LS 53D) 

  e . [Diogenes says the following…] Articulate utterances fl ow from the same source 
as plain voice, and, therefore, meaningful articulate utterance also fl ows from there. 
This is language. Therefore language fl ows from the same source as plain voice. 
Plain voice does not have its origins in the head region, but in a lower area, for it is 
obvious that it comes from the windpipe. Therefore neither does language have its 
origins in the head region but in a lower area. But it is also true that language is 
generated from thought, for some people in fact defi ne language as meaningful 
utterance that comes from thought. It is also plausible that language fl ows imprinted 
or as if stamped by means of conceptions in thought, and it is temporally simultane-
ous with thinking as well as the activity of speaking. Therefore, neither is thought 
located in the head but in a lower region, most likely somewhere around the heart. 
(Galen,  On the Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato  2.5.9–13) 

  f . Then Zeno, defi ning the soul as the connatural spirit, teaches as follows: that 
which causes the death of an animal when it departs is a body. But when the con-
natural spirit departs, the animal dies. But the connatural spirit is a body. Therefore, 
the soul is a body. (Tertullian,  De anima  5.3 (SVF 1.137)) 

  g . Chrysippus says that it is certain that we breathe    and live by one and the same 
thing. And we breathe by the natural spirit. Therefore we live as well by that very 
spirit. And we live by the soul. Therefore the soul is found to be natural spirit … The 
parts of the soul fl ow from their seat in the heart, as though from the source of a 
spring, and spread through the whole body, continually fi lling all the limbs with 
vital spirit, and ruling and controlling them with countless different powers, such as 
nutrition, growth, locomotion, sensation, the impulse to action. The soul as a whole 
extends the senses, which are its functions, from the ruling faculty, like branches 
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from a tree, to report what they sense, while it itself like a king passes judgment on 
their reports. (Calcidius 220 (SVF 2.879, part; LS 53G)) 

  h . Intellect, according to Aristotle, is threefold. One is material intellect; by ‘mate-
rial’ I do not mean that it is a substrate like matter … but since what it is for matter 
to be matter is in its power to become all things, then that is material in which this 
power and potentiality is, insofar as it is potential … Another is the intellect which 
is already thinking and has a competence for thinking and is capable of acquiring 
by its capacity the forms of the objects of thought. It is analogous to those who 
have the competence for building and are capable by themselves of doing things in 
accordance with their art … The third intellect, in addition to the two already 
described, is the productive intellect through which the material intellect receives 
its competence, and this agent intellect is analogous, as Aristotle says, to light. 
For as light is the cause which makes potentially visible colours actually visible, 
so also this third intellect makes the potential and material intellect an actual 
intellect by instilling a thinking competence in it … The productive intellect is also 
said to come ‘from outside’, and it is not a part or capacity of our soul, but comes to 
be in us from outside when we grasp it. (Alexander of Aphrodisias,  De intellectu  
(106.19–108.13)) 

 In Hellenistic philosophy, both the Epicureans and the Stoics held that 
there is some grounds for distinguishing soul from the body, but only in 
the sense that the soul is a body which consists of a particular kind of 
matter (von Staden  2000 ). The Stoics argued for the corporeality of 
soul saying that the soul is a body because only bodies have a capacity to 
affect and be affected by one another ( b ), and souls and bodies affect one 
another in occasions of physical pains and emotions (on this argument, 
see, e.g., Annas  1992a ). Epicurus also used the same line of argument ( a ). 
The Epicureans and the Stoics were also in agreement in their views that 
the soul is a particularly fi ne piece of body, the so-called  pneuma  (Lat.  spiritus ), 
a hot breath which is diffused throughout the living organism ( f ,  g ). The 
Epicureans held that the soul is mortal and dissolves at death ( a ), whereas 
the Stoic view was that even though the soul survives death it is mortal in 
the end ( c ). As physicians such a Herophilus performed human dissection 
and possibly also vivisection in Hellenistic Alexandria, new empirical 
knowledge made it possible to locate the soul in the brain, but the Stoics 
still subscribed to the heart-centered theory of the soul’s location ( d ,  e ). 
See Tieleman  1996 . 
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 The short comment by Aristotle in  De anima  III.5 alluding to a distinction 
between the material and the productive part of the intellective soul seems 
innocent, but has generated intense commentary throughout the history of 
philosophy beginning with Alexander of Aphrodisias. He draws ( h ) a three-
fold distinction, but the fi rst two are usually taken to be the same intellect only 
taken differently, that is, in one way in potency and in another in act. The 
active productive intellect is not in the human soul but belongs to the prime 
mover; cf. Alexander of Aphrodisias,  De anima  88.14- 90,19. For discussions 
of the authenticity of the  De intellectu  and Alexander of Aphrodisias’ view of 
the intellect, see Sharples  2008 . In late medieval thought Alexander was 
regarded as a proponent of the view that the human intellectual soul is mortal. 
See pp. 30–31.  

4     Late Ancient Views 

  a . If this [the soul] were extended, and the perceptions were, as it were, projected 
onto both extremes of a line, it will be the case that either they will come back 
together again at a single point, such as the middle, or each of them will have a 
perception of its own, just as if I perceived something and you something else. And 
if there is a single thing perceived, such as a face, either of the following will be the 
case. It will be contracted in a single point, as it appears to happen, for it is gathered 
together in the pupils of the eyes, for how could we otherwise see large objects 
through them? Furthermore, in this case what reaches the ruling faculty will be like 
objects of thoughts and without parts, and the ruling faculty is itself without parts. 
Or alternatively, if it [the thing perceived] were a magnitude, what perceives would 
be divisible in the same way, so that each of its parts would apprehend a different 
part, and nothing in us would have an apprehension of it as a whole. (Plotinus, 
 Enneads  IV.7.6.15–26) 

  b . And, if one ought to have courage to state one’s view more clearly, even if it 
contradicts the opinion of others, even our soul does not completely come down, 
but something of it will always remain in the intelligible. If the part which is in 
the perceptible gains control, or even more if it is controlled or thrown into 
confusion, we shall not be able to perceive those objects which the upper part of 
the soul contemplates. The intelligible arrives within our reach, when it comes 
down to be perceived in its descent. We recognise, for example, an appetite 
which remains in our appetitive faculty, but only when we apprehend it either by 
our internal perceptual or intellectual faculty, or by the both of them. (Plotinus, 
 Enneads  IV.8.8.1–8) 

  c . But since we study the nature of the mind, let us remove from our  consideration 
any knowledge which is obtained from without through the senses of the body, and 
pay more attention to the principle which we have laid down: that all minds know 
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and are certain concerning themselves … Who would doubt that he lives, remembers, 
understands, wills, thinks, knows, and judges? For even if he doubts, he lives; if he 
doubts, he remembers why he doubts; if he doubts, he understands that he doubts; 
if he doubts, he wishes to be certain; if he doubts, he thinks; if he doubts, he knows 
that he does not know something; if he doubts, he judges that he ought not to 
consent rashly … And those do not realise that the mind knows itself even when it 
seeks for itself, as we have shown. But it is not at all correct to say that a thing is 
known while its substance is unknown. Therefore, when the mind knows itself, it 
knows its own substance, and when it is certain about itself, it is certain about its 
own substance. But it is certain about itself, but it is not at all certain whether it 
is air, or fi re, or a body, or something of a body. Therefore, it is none of these things 
… The mind thinks of fi re as it thinks of air or any other bodily thing it thinks of. 
But it cannot happen that it should think of that which it itself is, in the same way as 
it thinks of that which it itself is not. For all these, whether fi re, or air, or this or that 
body, or that part or combination or tempering of a body, it thinks of by means of 
an imaginary fantasy, nor is it said to be all of these, but one or the other of them. 
But if it were any one of them, it would think of this one in a different manner from 
the rest. (Augustine,  De trinitate  X.10.14–16) 

 Plotinus returns to the strong dualism found in Plato’s  Phaedo . He argues 
against the Stoics that the soul, as distinct from the bodies, is not extended 
and immaterial. This is taken to be clear from the unity of the subject of per-
ception ( a ). The subject of perception is not the highest part of the person; it 
is the intellect through which persons can engage in non-discursive thinking 
and which does not descend into the body, remaining eternally in higher 
spheres ( b ). Later Neoplatonists tended to reject the idea of an undescended 
part of the soul. See Sorabji  2005 , 93–99. Augustine was infl uenced by 
Plotinus and argues by way of two related arguments for the incorporeality 
of the soul. One argument takes its starting point in the soul’s immediate 
knowledge of itself while the other one argues that if the mind had any par-
ticular corporeal nature, it should think of that nature without a representation 
( c ). See Matthews  2003  and Lagerlund  2008 .       
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