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Abstract: This article deals with the relationship between body 

and soul according to Aristotle and Plato.  The body-soul 

relationship presented in Plato’s Phaedo and appears in 

Aristotle’s thesis On the Soul and is unequivocally criticized by 

both. Plato’s, epistemological and ethical arguments ascertain the 

dualistic nature of soul and body. Aristotle insisted that the 

human being is consists of body and soul and that the soul is 

inseparable from the body. The two intangible approaches to the 

mind-body problem by Plato and Aristotle have been established 

throughout history. Plato observes human  (matter) as split into 

two or more divisions, while Aristotle perceives the human as a 

basic unity. Both Plato and Aristotle excellently contend that the 

soul and body are two different kinds of entities. They also see 

that the materialistic body and immaterial soul and are able to act 

and be acted upon because there is a communality between the 
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soul and body. Our purpose here is to address the different aspects of 

the philosophy of mind and matter of Plato and Aristotle. We also 

discuss the active and passive capabilities of the soul and body 

according to Plato and Aristotle.  This article shows that Plato almost 

agrees with the relational feature of mind and matter as active and 

passive. But Aristotle attempted to fine-tune the mind-matter issue 

with a ‘middle-path psychological theory,’ the two extremes of ‘crude 

materialism,’ and a ‘pure immaterialism.’ 

Keywords:   Body-Soul Relationship, Plato, Aristotle, Crude 

Materialism, Pure Immaterialism. 

Introduction 

THE BODY-SOUL relationship 

presented in Plato’s Phaedo and in 

Aristotle’s thesis On the Soul is 

unequivocally criticized by both. 

Plato’s, epistemological and 

ethical arguments ascertain the 

dualistic nature of soul and body. 

Aristotle insisted that the human 

being consists of body and soul 

and that the soul is inseparable 

from the body. The two intangible 

approaches to the mind-body 

problem by Plato and Aristotle 

have been established throughout 

history. Plato observes human 

(matter) as split into two or more 

divisions, while Aristotle 

perceives the human as a basic 

unity. Both Plato and Aristotle 

excellently contend that the soul 

and body are two different kinds of entities. They also see that 

the materialistic body and immaterial soul and are able to act 

and acted upon because there is a communality between the soul 

The body-soul 

relationship presented 

in Plato’s Phaedo and 

in Aristotle’s thesis On 

the Soul is 

unequivocally 

criticized by both. 

Plato’s, 

epistemological and 

ethical arguments 

ascertain the dualistic 

nature of soul and 

body. Aristotle insisted 

that the human being 

consists of body and 

soul and that the soul 

is inseparable from the 

body. 
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and body. Our purpose here is to address the different 

aspects of the philosophy of mind and matter of Plato and 

Aristotle. We also discuss the active and passive 

capabilities of the soul and body according to Plato and 

Aristotle.  

The Dualistic Approach of Plato 

The dualistic claims of Plato are based mainly on two 

arguments: metaphysical or epistemological and ethical.  

Platonic dualism is supposed to be the coexistence of two 

different levels – physical reality and a metaphysical realm, 

one of which is invariably compromised. According to 

Plato, the metaphysical dimension is superior; this is to the 

impairment of the body, of earthly life, of relational ethics, 

and politics. 

One of the most vital Platonic passages dealing with this 

philosophical interpretation is the famous parenthesis in the 

Theaetetus. According to Plato the aim of human life is 

grasped to accord with man’s integration to God: 1 

And therefore we ought to try to escape from 

earth to the dwelling of the gods as quickly as we 

can; and to escape is to become like God, so far 

as this is possible; and to become like God is to 

become righteous and holy and wise. But, 

indeed, my good friend, it is not at all easy to 

persuade people that the reason generally 

advanced for the pursuit of virtue and the 

avoidance of vice – namely, in order that a man 

may not seem bad and may seem good – is not 

the reason why the one should be practised and 

the other not; that, I think, is merely old wives’ 

chatter, as the saying is. Let us give the true 

reason. God is in no wise and in no manner 

unrighteous, but utterly and perfectly righteous, 
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and there is nothing so 

like him as that one of 

us who in turn becomes 

most nearly perfect in 

righteousness. 

According to Plato, the soul  

(ψυχή) has more superiority 

than the body and it is 

separable from the body. It 

implies that the soul is in an ethereal and purely spiritual 

condition and it can also exist on its own. There is a possibility 

that the soul may lead an improved life in ethereal form. The 

life of a bodiless soul or the ethereal soul is a form of life 

unknown to us but entirely different from the life in the world 

which we experience. This valuable property of the soul makes 

it ‘more treasured’ than the body.2 Plato distinguishes the soul 

from the living body and he argues that the soul rules over the 

body. Socrates proposes the following interpretation of what the 

separation of body and soul  (death) is:  

Is it anything other than the separation of the soul 

from the body? And that being dead is this, the 

body’s having come to be apart, separated from 

the soul, itself by itself, and the soul’s having 

come to be apart, itself by itself, separated from 

the body? Can death be anything other than 

this?3  

In Phaedo Plato organized his points of view regarding the state 

of the soul before, during and after its incarnation: the Cyclical 

Argument  (69e6-72e1)4, the Recollection Argument  (72e3-

78b3)5, the Affinity Argument  (78b4-84b4)6  and the Final 

Argument  (102a10-107b10)7. In these urgings, Plato 

endeavours to establish the immortality of the soul. The Affinity 

If there is an active–

passive relation 

between the soul and 

body the soul, even in 

Plato’s works there is a 

certain co-dependence 

relation between them. 
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Argument has been regarded as Plato’s weakest proof for 

the soul’s immortality by some of his commentators.8 

If there is an active-passive relation between the body and 

soul, even in Plato’s works there is a certain co-dependence 

relation between them. It is asserted by Plato that there is 

no active without passive or passive without active.9  

Plato identifies a variety of views about the soul in Phaedo. 

The first one is clearly a philosophical view about the soul, 

but the rest of them are more compatible with the general or 

customary view.10 These views are discussed below. 

(1) The soul is the rational faculty.  

The soul is responsible for our intellectual or cognitive 

functions. The soul, he claims, grasps the truth  (65b9)11; 

reasons (65c2-5)12; has knowledge of the forms  (76c2-5)13; 

and has wisdom  (76c12)14. It opposes the affections of the 

body like hunger and thirst  (94b8-10)15  as well as its 

passions and fears  (94d5)16. 

(2) The soul is the person.  

The soul, both personified and spiritual has the same 

character  (81e2-82b2)17.  

(3) The soul is the subject of conscious states.  

Plato describes the embodied soul can get confused (66a5-

6)18; has wanted, desires and fears  (66c2-3, 83b5-7)19; can 

become confused and dizzy  (79c7-8)20; and can suffer pain 

and pleasure  (83b5-7; 83c5-6)21. The soul is the seat of 

conscious states both in a living human being and in an 

ethereal soul. According to Plato, the soul has very little 

difference between the soul in person and incorporeal life. 

(4) The soul is the cause of life.  

Plato treats the soul as the ‘animating agent’22 of the body 

it inhabits. This plays a prominent role in the Final 

Argument for the immortality of the soul (102a10-
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107b10)23. In the course of the Cyclical Argument  (69e6-

72e1)24, Plato seems to attribute souls to human beings as well 

as plants and animals  (70d4-e4)25.  

(5) The soul is  (or can be) spatially extended.  

Plato describes the soul as spatially dispersed throughout the 

body and can be haggard and collected together  (80d8-84b8).26 

Hence, for Plato, the possibility of 

separation between the soul and 

body constitutes both the basis for 

future eternal life and the most 

operative and explicative model to 

understand and standardize the life 

of man in his present condition of 

the body. When we look at each 

claim Plato makes, the soul has 

four properties which it shares 

with the forms:  (i) When soul and 

body are present in the same thing, 

nature ‘orders’  (ἡ φύσις 

προστάττει)27 the latter to be ruled 

and to be a slave  (τῷ μὲν 

δουλεύειν καὶ ἄρχεσθαι).28.  (ii) The soul, in being intangible, is 

unchanging,29 invisible30  and divine31 and the body is mortal. 

In accordance with Plato, illogical wants are related to the body, 

not to the soul32, and the body is avowed to be interference for 

attaining truth and wisdom; it is nothing but a source of 

confusion and real evil.33 Since the body needs nurturing, it fills 

us with erotic desires, appetites, fears, fantasies, the pleasures 

of food and drink,34 sex,35 fine clothes,36 shoes or other bodily 

adornments.37 Therefore body acts as an irritating element 

because it averts us from having wisdom  (φρονῆσαι) and its 

appetites  (ἐπιθυμίαι).38 Plato has put this point rather fervently, 

For Plato the 

possibility of 

separation between the 

soul and body 

constitutes both the 

basis for a future 

eternal life, and the 

most operative and 

explicative model to 

understand and 

standardize the life of 

man in his present 

condition of the body. 
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asking whether the body helps or hampers the soul’s 

attempts to gain wisdom:  

Do sight and hearing offer any truth to people or, 

as the poets are always saying these sorts of 

things that we neither hear nor see anything 

accurately? And yet if these among the bodily 

sense are neither accurate nor clear, the others 

can hardly be; for they are somehow worse than 

these.39 

The soul suffers from both the proficiency and sequence of 

opposites. Plato responds to the retaining of the same state 

by the soul in this way: 

When the soul investigates by itself, it passes 

into the realm of what is pure, always existing, 

immortal and unchanging and on account of its 

kinship with it, always stays with it, whenever it 

comes to be itself by itself and is able to do so; it 

ceases from its wandering and always stays in 

the same state on account of its laying hold of 

things of the same kind and this condition of it is 

called ‘wisdom.’40 

The Integral Approach of Aristotle 

According to Aristotle, the soul  (form) and the body  

(matter) are intimate, inseparable and reciprocally 

interdependent constituents of the living compound. It is 

difficult to speak about the soul as a “material  (or 

embodied) form”, or about the body as an “informed  (or 

animated) substrate.” Aristotle articulated two concepts of 

the soul using the methods of division and induction and 
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they are complementary to each 

other. In the first notion, the soul is 

defined as “substance in the sense 

of being the form and the first 

actuality of a natural body 

potentially possessing life; and such 

will be any body which possesses 

organ.”41 The principle and first 

cause of the faculties of the living is 

given as, “whereby we live and perceive and think in the 

primary sense”42. 

According to Aristotle the soul is not blended with the body43 

and is not a body.  It is always ‘located’ in a body and exists 

through a body  (de An. 403a16–19, 414a19–20). Aristotle 

challenges Plato’s ‘substance dualism’, according to which the 

soul exists independently of the body  (Pl. Phd. 78c-79b). 

Aristotle also believes like Plato that body and soul are different 

entities. But he argues that the soul cannot advance in its vital 

functions autonomously of the body.44 

Plato splits the ever-moving phenomenal world from the true 

and everlasting ideal truth. But Aristotle proposes that the ideal  

(essence) was found “inside” the phenomena, the universals 

“inside” the particulars. Aristotle’s views on the body and the 

soul are briefly described in the passage:  

Substances are, by general consent, [taken to 

include] bodies and especially natural bodies; for 

they are the principles of all other bodies. Of 

natural bodies some have life in them, others not; 

by life we mean self-nutrition and growth  (with 

its correlative decay). It follows that every 

natural body which has life in it is a substance in 

the sense of a composite. But since it is also a 

body of such and such a kind, viz. having life, 

According to Aristotle 

the soul is not blended 

with the body and is 

not a body.  It is 

always ‘located’ in a 

body and exists 

through a body.   
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the body cannot be soul; the body is the subject, 

or matter, not what is attributed to it. Hence the 

soul must be a substance in the sense of the form 

of a natural body having life potentially within 

it. But form is actuality, and thus soul is the 

actuality of a body as above characterized.45 

There are several definitions of the soul by Aristotle (or 

different interpretations of Aristotle’s definition of the soul) 

that are found inconsistent with each other by some 

scholars. The ambiguity in different definitions can be 

explained as follows:  

The divergences between the definitions arise 

not from an incoherent notion of soul, but from 

ambiguity in Aristotle’s use of the Greek word 

for ‘body’. Sometimes the word means the living 

compound substance: in that sense, the soul is 

the form of a body that is alive, a self-moving 

body. Sometimes the word means the 

appropriate kind of matter to be informed by a 

soul: in that sense, the soul is the form of a body 

that potentially has life. The soul is the form of 

an organic body, a body that has organs, that is 

to say parts which have specific functions, such 

as the mouths of mammals and the roots of 

trees.46 

The affections of the soul listed are passions  (pathe in the 

strict sense of the word, or pathemata), such as anger and 

fear,47 and all the characteristic activities  (“any function or 

affection”) of the soul as perceiving and thinking.48 He 

attributes some of the affections exclusively to the soul and 

not to the body which may influence the very explanation 

of the soul.49  However, “it is evident”  (phainetai) that most 

of them involve the body.50 The sub-class of affections of 
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the soul “anger, gentleness, fear, pity, courage and joy, as well 

as loving and hating”51 are “associated with the body.”52 

Experiments show that they comprise “simultaneously”  (hama) 

body and soul, “for when they appear the body is also 

affected.”53 

There is good evidence for this. Sometimes no 

irritation or fear is expressed, though the 

provocations are strong and obvious; and 

conversely, small and obscure causes produce 

movement, when the body is disposed to anger, 

and when it is in angry mood. And here is a still 

more obvious proof. There are times when men 

show all the symptoms of fear without any cause 

of fear being present.54 

Aristotle describes perception (to aisthanesthai) as the exercise 

that involves the sense organs. In this exercise, the discernment 

of sensory variances is created by the contact of the sensible 

object with the sense organ through a medium and the sense 

organ receives the sensible qualities “without the matter.”55 The 

perceiving is described as a process that is fundamentally 

focused on the understanding of an end, that is, as a 

“completion” (teleiosis).  

According to Aristotle phantasia acts as a “bridge” between 

sensory knowledge and the activity of thought. Malcom 

Schofield started a heated debate regarding the exact definition 

of the notion of phantasia according to Aristotle.56 The 

schematic definition of the term phantasia is: “that by virtue of 

which x appears or presents itself to y as z” where x is the object 

of a perception and it is qualified as “post-perceptive”  

(“imagination”, y the perceiving subject, and z the mental 

picture.57 So also phantasia “seems to be a certain movement 

(kinesistis).”58 According to Aristotle, it is “the movement 

produced by the perception in act.”59 The sensory impressions 
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are fixed in mental pictures only after they have been 

transmitted to the “central sensorium” (the heart) and there, 

they leave a kind of “imprint” or “likeness” (typos).60 

In the third book of De Anima, Aristotle explained that the 

activity of thought that is not possible without 

imagination.61 Aristotle used the analogy of painting to 

explain the connection between the mental picture reflected 

“in itself” and the mental picture reflected “in relation to 

something else” which is a “portrait” (eikon).62 

In so far as we consider it in itself, it is an object 

of contemplation  (theorema) or a mental picture  

(phantasma), but in so far as we consider it in 

relation to something else, e.g., as a likeness  

(eikon), it is also an aid to memory  (mne-

moneuma). Hence when the stimulus of it is 

operative, if the soul perceives the impression as 

independent, it appears to occur as a thought  

(noema), or a mental picture.63 

Mental pictures can be endangered to a succeeding noetic 

process that leads to the development of perceptions: 

We have already dealt with imagination in the 

treatise On the Soul. It is impossible even to 

think without a mental picture. The same 

affection is involved in thinking as in drawing a 

diagram; for in this case although we make no 

use of the fact that the magnitude of a triangle is 

a finite quantity, yet we draw it as having a finite 

magnitude. In the same way, the man who is 

thinking, though he may not be thinking of a 

finite magnitude, still puts a finite magnitude 

before his eyes, though he does not think of it as 

such. And even if the nature of the object is 

quantitative but indeterminate, he still puts 
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before him a finite magnitude, although he 

thinks of it as merely quantitative.64 

Thus, we come to the conclusive thesis of the compulsory 

participation of mental pictures in the activity of thought:  

Since apparently nothing has a separate 

existence, except sensible magnitudes, the 

objects of thought—both the so-called 

abstractions of mathematics and all states  

(hexeis) and affections  (pathe) of sensible 

things—reside in the sensible forms. And for this 

reason  (…) no one could ever learn or 

understand anything without the exercise of 

perception  (…).65 

Subsequently, it would be unbearable either “to learn” or “to 

understand” anything without perception,66 which is the basis of 

imagination and, therefore, of thought.67 

The Convergences and Differences 

Plato believes in a different entity of soul which is completely 

different from the materialistic world. He proposes the cave 

analogy to elucidate his theory of dualism. According to him 

there are two distinct realms, the realm of the forms and its 

reflection, physical realm. He assumes that the reason for the 

commonality between body and soul is that they have both 

passive and active capacities. The soul is more valuable, 

because of the active property of the soul. Plato believed that 

after the death of bodies, the soul goes to the realm of the forms 

to gain wisdom. According to him, the body is constantly 

changing while the soul is immortal and unchanging. 
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As a materialist, Aristotle 

holds a different view of the 

body and the soul. According 

to him body and soul are 

interconnected and they 

cannot be separated.  The soul 

is manifested by conscious 

bodies of appropriate structure 

and provides abilities to the 

body. According to Aristotle, 

there are different kinds of 

souls depending on the 

specific case of corporeal 

bodies, i. e., plants, nonhuman 

animals and human beings. He 

clarifies that the  soul is 

located and exists through a body and not blended with  the 

body. Aristotle emphasizes the primacy of the soul and the 

co-dependence between soul and body.  It is clear that 

Aristotle does not ratify substance interactionism, the 

causal powers of the soul over the body.  Even though 

Aristotle and Plato believe that the body and soul are 

different in all aspects, Aristotle refutes the independent 

vital powers of the soul. The theoretical root for the 

difference is that for Plato, the soul is separable from the 

body whereas, for Aristotle, it is a form or act of the living 

organism. 

Conclusion 

This paper discussed the feature of the soul and body 

detailed by the two philosophers, Plato and Aristotle. Their 

teachings on the nature of soul and body are profoundly 

distinct. They explain the functional behaviour of the soul 

that acts upon the body, the body’s capacity to receive the 

As a materialist, 

Aristotle holds a 

different view on the 

body and the soul. 

According to him body 

and soul are 

interconnected and 

they cannot be 

separated.  The soul is 

manifested by 

conscious bodies of 

appropriate structure 

and provides abilities 

to the body. 
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soul’s action, and vice versa. Plato almost agrees with the 

relational feature of mind and matter as active and passive. But 

Aristotle attempted to fine-tune the mind-matter issue with a 

‘middle-path psychological theory,’ the two extremes of ‘crude 

materialism,’ on the one hand  (the atomists), and a ‘pure 

immaterialism’  (Plato), on the other.68 
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