
Aristotle on the Soul
In general, we may ask, Why has not everything a soul, since everything either is an element, or
is formed out of one or several or all of the elements? Each must certainly know one or several
or all.

The problem might also be raised, What is that which unifies the elements into a soul? The
elements correspond, it would appear, to the 
matter; what unites them, whatever it is, is 
the supremely important factor. But it is 
impossible that there should be something 
superior to, and dominant over, the soul (and 
a fortiori over the mind); it is reasonable to 
hold that mind is by nature most primordial 
and dominant, while their statement that it is 
the elements which are first of all that is.

All, both those who assert that the soul, 
because of its knowledge or perception of 
what is compounded out of the elements, and 
is those who assert that it is of all things the 
most originative of movement, fail to take into 
consideration all kinds of soul. In fact, not all 
beings that perceive can originate movement; 
there appear to be certain animals which 
stationary, and yet local movement is the only one, so it seems, which the soul originates in 
animals. And the same objection holds against all those who construct mind and the perceptive 
faculty out of the elements; for it appears that plants live, and yet are not endowed with 
locomotion or perception, while a large number of animals are without discourse of reason. 
Even if these points were waived and mind admitted to be a part of the soul (and so too the 
perceptive faculty), still, even so, there would be kinds and parts of soul of which they had failed 
to give any account.

If we must construct the soul out of the elements, there is no necessity to suppose that all the
elements enter into its construction; one element in each pair of contraries will suffice to enable
it to know both that element itself and its contrary. By means of the straight line we know both
itself and the curved -- the carpenter's rule enables us to test both -- but what is curved does not
enable us to distinguish either itself or the straight. Certain thinkers say that soul is intermingled
in the whole universe, and it is perhaps for that reason that Thales came to the opinion that all
things are full of gods. This presents some difficulties: Why does the soul when it resides in air
or fire not form an animal, while it does so when it resides in mixtures of the elements, and that
although it is held to be of higher quality when contained in the former? 

Both possible ways of replying to the former question lead to absurdity or paradox; for it is
beyond paradox to say that fire or air is an animal, and it is absurd to refuse the name of animal
to what has soul in it. The opinion that the elements have soul in them seems to have arisen 
from the doctrine that a whole must be homogeneous with its parts. If it is true that animals 
become animate by drawing into themselves a portion of what surrounds them, the partisans of 
this view  are bound to say that the soul of the Whole too is homogeneous with all its parts. If 



the air sucked in is homogeneous, but soul heterogeneous, clearly while some part of soul will 
exist in the inbreathed air, some other part will not. The soul must either be homogeneous, or 
such that there are some parts of the Whole in which it is not to be found.

From what has been said it is now clear that knowing as an attribute of soul cannot be explained
by soul's being composed of the elements, and that it is neither sound nor true to speak of soul 
as moved. But since knowing, perceiving, opining, and further desiring, wishing, and generally 
all other modes of appetition, belong to soul, and the local movements of animals, and growth,
maturity, and decay are produced by the soul, we must ask whether each of these is an attribute
of the soul as a whole, i.e. whether it is with the whole soul we think, perceive, move ourselves,
act or are acted upon, or whether each of them requires a different part of the soul? So too with
regard to life. Does it depend on one of the parts of soul? Or is it dependent on more than one?
Or on all? Or has it some quite other cause?

Some hold that the soul is divisible, and 
that one part thinks, another desires. If, 
then, its nature
admits of its being divided, what can it 
be that holds the parts together? Surely 
not the body; on the contrary it seems 
rather to be the soul that holds the body 
together; at any rate when the soul 

departs the body disintegrates and decays. If, then, there is something else which makes the 
soul one, this unifying agency would have the best right to the name of soul, and we shall have 
to repeat for it the question: Is it one or multipartite? If it is one, why not at once admit that ‘the 
soul' is one? If it has parts, once more the question must be put: What holds its parts together, 
and so ad infinitum?

The question might also be raised about the parts of the soul: What is the separate role of each 
in relation to the body? For, if the whole soul holds together the whole body, we should expect 
each part of the soul to hold together a part of the body. But this seems an impossibility; it is 
difficult even to imagine what sort of bodily part mind will hold together, or how it will do this.

It is a fact of observation that plants and certain insects go on living when divided into 
segments; this means that each of the segments has a soul in it identical in species, though not 
numerically identical in the different segments, for both of the segments for a time possess the 
power of sensation and local movement. That this does not last is not surprising, for they no 
longer possess the organs necessary for self-maintenance. But, all the same, in each of the 
bodily parts there are present all the parts of soul, and the souls so present are homogeneous 
with one another and with the whole; this means that the several parts of the soul are 
indisseverable from one another, although the whole soul is divisible. It seems also that the 
principle found in plants is also a kind of soul; for this is the only principle which is common to 
both animals and plants; and this exists in isolation from the principle of sensation, though there 
nothing which has the latter without the former. 


