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De Anima, Book I 

 
Part 1  
  
Holding as we do that, while knowledge of any kind is a thing to be honoured and prized, 
one kind of it may, either by reason of its greater exactness or of a higher dignity and 
greater wonderfulness in its objects, be more honourable and precious than another, on 
both accounts we should naturally be led to place in the front rank the study of the soul.  

1. The knowledge of the soul admittedly contributes greatly to the advance of truth in 
general, and, above all, to our understanding of Nature, for the soul is in some sense the 
principle of animal life. Our aim is to grasp and understand, first its essential nature, and 
secondly its properties; of these some are taught to be affections proper to the soul itself, 
while others are considered to attach to the animal owing to the presence within it 
of soul.  
 
To attain any assured knowledge about the soul is one of the most difficult things in the 
world. As the form of question which here presents itself, viz. the question 'What is it?', 
recurs in other fields 

2.  
First, no doubt, it is necessary to determine .., what it is; is it …'a substance, or is it a 
“quale” or a “quantum”  [or a ghost or an aura]? 
 

3. … there seems to be no case in which the soul can act or be acted upon without involving 
the body;  e.g.(for eample)  anger, courage, appetite, and sensation generally. Thinking 
seems the most probable exception; but … it too requires a body as a condition of its 
existence. If there is any way of acting or being acted upon proper to soul, soul will be 
capable of separate existence; if there is none, its separate existence is impossible.  

4.  
5. The latter assigns the material conditions, the former the form or formulable essence;  
6. The one who confines himself to the material, or the one who restricts himself to the 

formulable essence alone?  

 

7. But we must return from this digression, and repeat that the affections of soul are 
inseparable from the material substratum of animal life, to which we have seen that such 
affections, e.g. passion and fear, attach, and have not the same mode of being as a line or 
a plane.  
 
Part 2  
 
For our study of soul it is necessary, while formulating the problems of which in our 
further advance we are to find the solutions, to call into council the views of those of our 
predecessors who have declared any opinion on this subject, in order that we may profit 
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by whatever is sound in their suggestions and avoid their errors.  
 
The starting-point of our inquiry is an exposition of those characteristics which have 
chiefly been held to belong to soul in its very nature.  
 
 

8. Two characteristic marks have above all others been recognized as distinguishing that 
which has soul in it from that which has not-movement and sensation. It may be said 
that these two are what our predecessors have fixed upon as characteristic of soul.  
 
Some say that what originates movement is both pre-eminently and primarily soul…This 
is what led Democritus to say that soul is a sort of fire or hot substance; his 'forms' or 
atoms are infinite in number; those which are spherical he calls fire and soul, and 
compares them to the motes in the air which we see in shafts of light coming 
through windows; the mixture of seeds of all sorts he calls the elements of the whole of 
Nature (Leucippus gives a similar account); the spherical atoms are identified with soul 
because atoms of that shape are most adapted to permeate everywhere, and to set all the 
others moving by being themselves in movement.  
 

9. This implies the view that soul is identical with what produces movement in animals. 
The same tendency is shown by those who define soul as that which moves itself; all 
seem to hold the view that movement is what is closest to the nature of soul, and that 
while all else is moved by soul, it alone moves itself.  

10.  
Similarly also Anaxagoras…declares the moving cause of things to be soul. ..it is found, 
he says, in all animals, great and small, high and low, but mind (in the sense 
of intelligence) appears not to belong alike to all animals, and indeed not even to all 
human beings.  
 
All those, then, … adopted the view that soul is to be identified with what is eminently 
originative of movement.  

11.  
As to the nature and number of the first principles [of soul], opinions differ. The 
difference is greatest between those who regard them as corporeal and those who regard 
them as incorporeal, and from both dissent those who make a blend and draw their 
principles from both sources. …That has led some to regard it as fire, for fire is the 
subtlest of the elements and nearest to incorporeality; further, in the most primary 
sense, fire both is moved and originates movement in all the others.  
 
 Anaxagoras, as we said above, seems to distinguish between soul and mind, but in 
practice he treats them as a single substance, except that it is mind that he specially 
posits as the principle of all things; at any rate what he says is that mind alone of all that 
is simple, unmixed, and pure. He assigns both characteristics, knowing and origination 
of movement, to the same principle, when he says that it was mind that set the whole in 
movement.  
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Diogenes (and others) held the soul to be air because he believed air to be finest in grain 
and a first principle; therein lay the grounds of the soul's powers of knowing and 
originating movement. As the primordial principle from which all other things are 
derived, it is cognitive; as finest in grain, it has the power to originate movement.  
 
Part 3 

12.  
We must begin our examination with movement; for doubtless, not only is it false that 
the essence of soul is correctly described by those who say that it is what moves (or is 
capable of moving) itself, but it is an impossibility that movement should be even an 
attribute of it.  
 
There are two senses in which anything may be moved-either (a) indirectly, owing to 
something other than itself, or (b) directly, owing to itself. …There are four species of 
movement-locomotion, alteration, diminution, growth; consequently if the soul is 
moved, it must be moved with one or several or all of these species of movement.  

13.  
Now, in the first place, it is a mistake to say that the soul is a spatial magnitude.. mind is 
either without parts or is continuous in some other way than that which characterizes a 
spatial magnitude. How, indeed, if it were a spatial magnitude, could mind possibly 
think?  

14.  
The view we have just been examining, in company with most theories about the soul, 
involves the following absurdity: they all join the soul to a body, or place it in a body, 
without adding any specification of the reason of their union, or of the bodily conditions 
required for it.  Yet such explanation can scarcely be omitted; for some community of 
nature is presupposed by the fact that the one acts and the other is acted upon, the one 
moves and the other is moved; interaction always implies a special nature in the two 
interagents.  
 

15. All, however, that these thinkers do is to describe the specific characteristics of the soul; 
they do not try to determine anything about the body which is to contain it, as if it 
were possible, as in the Pythagorean myths, that any soul could be clothed upon with any 
body-an absurd view, for each body seems to have a form and shape of its own. It is as 
absurd as to say that the art of carpentry could embody itself in flutes; each art must use 
its tools, each soul its body.  
 
Part 4  
 
There is yet another theory … Its supporters say that the soul is a kind of harmony, for 
(a) harmony is a blend or composition of contraries, and (b) the body is compounded out 
of contraries. Harmony, however, is a certain proportion or composition of the 
constituents blended, and soul can be neither the one nor the other of these. … the power 
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of originating movement cannot belong to a harmony, while almost all concur in 
regarding this as a principal attribute of soul. 

16. That soul is a harmony in the sense of the mode of composition of the parts of the body is 
a view easily refutable; for there are many composite parts and those 
variously compounded; of what bodily part is mind or the sensitive or the 
appetitive faculty the mode of composition? And what is the mode of composition 
which constitutes each of them?  

17. It is equally absurd to identify the soul with the ratio of the mixture; for the mixture 
which makes flesh has a different ratio between the elements from that which makes 
bone. The consequence of this view will therefore be that distributed throughout the 
whole body there will be many souls, since every one of the bodily parts is a 
different mixture of the elements, and the ratio of mixture is in each case a harmony, i.e. 
a soul.  
 
From Empedocles at any rate we might demand an answer to the following question for 
he says that each of the parts of the body is what it is in virtue of a ratio between the 
elements: is the soul identical with this ratio, or is it not rather something over and 
above this which is formed in the parts? Is love the cause of any and every mixture, or 
only of those that are in the right ratio? Is love this ratio itself, or is love something over 
and above this? Such are the problems raised by this account. But, on the other hand, if 
the soul is different from the mixture, why does it disappear at one and the same 
moment with that relation between the elements which constitutes flesh or the other 
parts of the animal body? Further, if the soul is not identical with the ratio of mixture, 
and it is consequently not the case that each of the parts has a soul, what is that which 
perishes when the soul quits the body?  
 
 
The case of mind is different; it seems to be an independent substance implanted within 
the soul and to be incapable of being destroyed. If it could be destroyed at all, it would be 
under the blunting influence of old age. What really happens in respect of mind in old 
age is, however, exactly parallel to what happens in the case of the sense organs; if 
the old man could recover the proper kind of eye, he would see just as well as the young 
man. The incapacity of old age is due to an affection not of the soul but of its vehicle, as 
occurs in drunkenness or disease.  

18. Part 5  
19.  

the absurdity peculiar to Democritus' way of describing the manner in which movement 
is originated by soul. For if the soul is present throughout the whole percipient body, 
there must, if the soul be a kind of body, be two bodies in the same place;  
 

20. Such are the three ways in which soul has traditionally been defined; one group of 
thinkers declared it to be that which is most originative of movement because it moves 
itself, another group to be the subtlest and most nearly incorporeal of all kinds of body… 
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21.  
Further, the word 'is' has many meanings: it may be used of a 'this' or substance, or of a 
quantum, or of a quale, or of any other of the kinds of predicates we have distinguished. 

22. What is that which unifies the elements into a soul?  
23. 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 … it seems rather to be the soul that holds the body 
together; at any rate when the soul departs the body disintegrates and decays..  


