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Abstract

The study of the soul (psychology) is a subject that, although variably treated, remains prominent
in Plato’s dialogues and constitutes a central theme in Aristotle’s philosophical inquiries. The
ideas of these two thinkers were further developed by the Neoplatonists and subsequently by
Christian philosophers, thereby laying the groundwork for the evolution of soul-related thought
in two major traditions: Islamic philosophy after al-Farabi, and modern philosophy after
Descartes. The continuity and depth of these ideas, spanning from ancient Greece to these later
traditions, are so significant that any attempt to understand recent theories about the soul without
reference to their origins would be both inadequate and incomplete. This study, drawing upon
logical analysis of the formulations presented by Plato, Aristotle, and their commentators—and
their subsequent transmission into Christian philosophy—aims to provide a coherent and
plausible account of the historical development of the concept of the human soul. The central
question guiding this inquiry is how these philosophers conceptualized the soul during this
historically dynamic period, characterized more by fluctuation and transformation than by
uniformity, and how these conceptual shifts can be identified and explained.
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Introduction

The concept of the soul (psyché) stands as a foundational theme across Greek, Islamic, and
modern Western philosophical traditions. In ancient Greece, psyché bore specific connotations
that were later transmitted into both Islamic and Christian philosophies. In Islamic thought, from
al-Farabt to Mulla Sadra, the notion of the soul was developed in ways that preserved much of its
Greek heritage. In Western philosophy, however, Descartes marked a radical shift from “soul” to
“mind,” paving the way for the modern conception of subjectivity. Despite significant differences,
both Islamic and Western philosophical traditions initially relied on the Greek conception of the
soul. Thus, any nuanced understanding of subsequent developments requires revisiting the Greek
foundation. Greek discourse on the soul evolved across two major phases: an early phase
characterized by the work of ancient poets, biblical influences, and the physiologoi; and a later
phase, spanning from Socrates and Plato to Aristotle and the Hellenistic philosophers. The latter
phase proved especially influential in shaping both medieval and Islamic philosophical
approaches to the soul. This study concentrates on this second phase, analyzing key differences
and commonalities in the conceptions of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. The subsequent section
examines how these ideas were extended and reinterpreted within Christian philosophy—
interpretations that played an essential role in the philosophical exchanges between Christian and
Muslim thinkers and laid the groundwork for transformations during the Renaissance. More
broadly, this inquiry aims to trace the conceptual evolution of the human soul through a historical
and analytical lens.

Research Findings
1. Plato and Socrates: A Philosophical Turn Beyond Nature
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Plato and Socrates represent a pivotal shift from the physiologoi of early Greek thought by moving
beyond purely naturalistic explanations of the soul. Two main ideas underpin this transformation:
first, their emphasis on nous as the source of life and teleological order in nature; second, the
influence of Pythagorean dualism, which sharply distinguishes the soul from the body. Plato
intensifies this dualism, linking the soul to ethics, the polis, and cosmic harmony. For him, the
virtuous soul is the arché (principle) of life and the guarantor of human flourishing. Its immortality
is grounded in its immateriality, and liberation from the body is seen as the path to salvation—
even at the expense of erasing individuality and history.

2. Aristotle: The Soul as Form, Not Substance Dualism

In contrast, Aristotle incorporates the body into his account of the soul. He defines the soul as the
“form” of the body, asserting a substantial unity between them. Unlike Plato’s dualism, Aristotle
develops a hylomorphic (matter-form) synthesis: the soul is the actuality of a particular kind of
living body. Thus, understanding the soul necessarily involves its bodily and behavioral
manifestations. The soul is not a detachable entity but the organizing principle of bodily life.
However, this approach complicates the notion of intellect (nous) as a transcendent faculty, as
Aristotle struggles to reconcile its separateness with his otherwise unified model of the human
being. He begins De Anima by distinguishing between nous and logos in relation to the human
condition.

3. Christian Philosophers: From the Reception of Platonic Ideas to the Turn Toward the
Aristotelian Soul

Early Christianity inherited a heart-centered anthropology, rooted in biblical and experiential
language. The Platonic model—especially in its Neoplatonic form—appealed to Christian
thinkers like Augustine for its focus on the soul’s divine nature, moral purification, and aspiration
toward transcendence. However, this model left little room for individuality and bodily
resurrection, both central to Christian soteriology. The Aristotelian view of the soul as the form
of the body offered a more unified understanding of personhood, better aligning with the doctrines
of resurrection and embodied salvation. Yet, it raised challenges regarding the soul’s
immateriality and survival after death. Thinkers like Aquinas sought to synthesize both traditions
but found neither wholly sufficient; the imperatives of personal identity, moral responsibility, and
resurrection demanded a conception of the person beyond Platonic immateriality and Aristotelian
hylomorphism. This need ultimately propelled Christian thought toward more robust
philosophical accounts of individuality and personal immortality.

Conclusion

Plato’s philosophy presents a conception of the human soul grounded in a form of body-denial—
a Gnostic-influenced view shaped by Pythagorean thought. For Plato, knowledge entangled with
bodily emotions and affections does not count as true knowledge; instead, genuine knowledge
must be pure, divine, and rational. Thus, the soul must liberate itself from the body, increasingly
regarded—especially by later Neoplatonists—as a source of evil. Earlier conceptions of the soul,
such as those in the Hebrew scriptures or in Homeric and physiologoi traditions, which related
the soul to bodily impulses and earthly desire, proved incompatible with Plato’s ideal of an
otherworldly, rational essence. In contrast, Aristotle, drawing on both the legacy of Plato and the
naturalist traditions of ancient Greece, offers a different account: the soul as the form of a natural
body—a principle of life, not a separate, immaterial entity. For Aristotle, the human being is a
unity of body and soul, a view that allows him to address emotional and physical experience in
ways that Platonic dualism cannot. However, by emphasizing the importance of embodied
existence, Aristotle sacrifices belief in the immortality of the individual soul. Still, he maintains
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that the highest forms of knowledge are attained through nous, which leads to unresolved tensions
concerning the relationship between intellect and soul. Both Plato and Aristotle bequeathed to
Christian Europe a profound philosophical legacy: a sharp distinction between reason and bodily
experience. Plato’s vision of a disembodied, purely rational soul harmonized with Christian
mysticism but did not foster a theology of personal individuality. Even with the integration of
Aristotelian thought by Aquinas, what emerged was a recognition of individual particularity,
though not fully realized personhood—Ileaving Christian theology only partially satisfied with
either classical model.
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