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In one minute



Here are some of the questions with which the philosophy of mind is concerned:


  [image: image]    What is my mind, and how does it relate to my body?



  [image: image]    Are my mind and my brain one and the same thing?



  [image: image]    Could a perfect neuroscience tell us all we need to know about the mind?



  [image: image]    What is consciousness? Can it be disembodied?



  [image: image]    How does the mind know things? Do we passively receive data from the outside world, or does our mind shape the world we experience?



  [image: image]    What does it mean to be an individual? What gives me my identity?



  [image: image]    Can I really know another person, or am I just guessing from what I see and hear of them?



  [image: image]    Am I free to act, or is freedom an illusion in a totally determined physical world?



Questions about the mind have always been central to philosophy, and particularly the fundamental question about the relationship between mind and body. There is a whole spectrum of views on this, ranging from a dualism that sees mind as separate from and potentially independent of the body, to a materialist view that identifies the mind with neural activity.


It is difficult to imagine a question more immediate or relevant than this. Social life, morality and basic self-respect all depend on our common-sense notion of ourselves as free, conscious, intelligent and responsible individuals. Aided by memory and our ability to communicate with other people, we have a sense of who we are; we have a point of view; we can become the subject of biography. Yet neuroscience appears to reduce the mind to neural activity in the brain, processing inputs from the senses and organizing physical responses to them in a causally conditioned physical chain of events that leaves no scope for a guiding self or mind.


The philosophy of mind explores who we are, and does so today against the background of a developing neuroscience that appears to challenge all our assumptions about what it means to be a thinking, feeling, acting human being. However, we shall see that our knowledge of the way in which the brain works shows that it is far more flexible and responsive than we had imagined. Our lifestyle and habitual actions shape the neural pathways in our brain, so we are far from being simply a product of neural activity.


In exploring these questions, the philosophy of mind both sharpens our views about ourselves, and helps us to assess the nature and limits of what science can show.




Introduction


‘Who am I?’ is the most fundamental question that anyone can ask.


There are many superficial answers to it, but few are satisfactory. I have a name, but what does that mean? I can change my name, without changing myself. I have friends and relatives, a career, a position in society; I am ‘known’ to a good number of people, who rely on me and predict how I will act. But if I live simply in order to fulfil their expectations, is that authentic living? Am I no more than a product of what others expect? Could I go against everything that others have come to know about me, and do something completely out of character and outrageous? Am I, even for a moment, really free to do whatever I like?


And does anyone else know the real me, anyway? They may guess what I am thinking, but they cannot actually know what goes on in my mind. Their idea of me is put together from what they have observed and what I have said. But that’s hardly certain knowledge: I could be an actor, fooling them all. And if they do not know the real me, can I ever fully know anyone else? Am I alone in this world, except for what I can guess about other people?


When a relationship breaks down, or a friend does something completely out of character, we find it profoundly disturbing, because we tend to rely on other people. We assume we know them and can trust them to act in a reasonably predictable way. We take for granted the fact that they have minds and personalities; that they can be known, loved, feared or detested. But how – and to what extent – can we ever ‘know’ another person?


And what is a ‘person’, anyway? Am I simply a complex body, controlled by patterns of electrochemical impulses in my brain? If so, do I change as my body changes? How can I possibly be the same ‘person’ from babyhood to old age? If alcohol, drugs, a severe blow to the head or a degenerative disease can change my personality, warping or destroying the ‘mind’ that has been known to other people, then am I really just a by-product of a physical body? Am I fooling myself that I am in control of things when, in reality, I am simply a small and totally predictable part of the physical order?


And what does it mean to be conscious? Are animals conscious? They certainly appear to be, but does that give them a ‘mind’ like our own? And if so, should we be killing and eating them, or trying to communicate with them?


And what of computers? Is the brain sufficiently like a computer that, fed with an appropriately elaborate program, or the ability to learn for itself, a sufficiently powerful computer could actually become intelligent? Become a ‘person’ even? Perhaps machines have a primitive intelligence already. But, if so, what do we mean by intelligence?


Prevailing views in the philosophy of mind are always shifting. Fifty years ago, most philosophers tended to accept some form of dualism, at least to the extent that they considered minds and brains to have very different properties, and regarded behaviourist and reductionist views as inadequate. Today it is materialism that is the fashionable approach in both philosophy and cognitive science, and it is dualism that is attempting a comeback as the limitations of a materialist view are being exposed.


One reason for the importance of the philosophy of mind is that it overlaps with other areas of philosophy – you can’t really get to grips with the theory of knowledge without a view on the nature of mind, nor can ethics make sense without a view of the nature of human freedom and responsibility, and the nature of the mind relates closely to the nature of the universe as we perceive it, which raises fundamental questions about the nature of reality.


It is also a branch of philosophy which needs to work alongside other disciplines – medicine, neuroscience and psychology – all three of which make assumptions about the nature of mind. It is all too easy to assume that neuroscience provides the last word, and that we should therefore try to get our ideas about the mind and what it means to be a conscious individual to fit with what it tells us about neural activity. However, it is more challenging and relevant to question and examine the basis on which neuroscience works, assessing what it can and cannot tell us. What sort of information is science able to provide? After all, it is one thing to plot out the chemical and electrical changes in large numbers of neurons, quite another to experience oneself as a conscious and thinking subject. How can these two ways of looking at the mind match up?
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The structure of this book


Clearly, the philosophy of mind is an enormous field of study, and a book such as this can do no more than touch on or outline some of the main debates, and point to the questions that need to be addressed.


The first four chapters give a broad historical overview of the issues:


    1  From the earliest traditions of Western philosophy, there has been discussion of the nature of the self and the mind. We shall look briefly at ideas about the self in Plato, Aristotle and later Greek thought, but also at the importance of the idea of the self or soul in later medieval thinking. Am I an eternal soul, trapped within the body? Do I have a destiny beyond this world? Both in philosophical and religious terms, vital issues were raised during this period, and many questions were framed that are still discussed today.


    2  From the time of Descartes, in the 17th century, the discussion of mind became dominated by his dualistic idea of the mind as an unextended, thinking substance linked to a physical body. Discussions of Descartes and reactions against his thought, with a range of mind/body options spanning materialism, idealism and many different forms of dualism, were the core issue in the philosophy of mind right up to the second half of the 20th century. The debates took in issues of epistemology (the theory of knowledge) and language. How is it possible to know another person’s mind? What does it mean to call someone, or some action, intelligent?


    3  From the mid-20th century, however, the debates broadened and took into account the growth of computer science, artificial intelligence and the functional approach to the mind. At the same time, linguistics developed as a separate discipline, raising a whole new range of issues about the function of communication and evolutionary psychology sought to understand how and why consciousness has developed and the advantage it gives a species. These disciplines together form a broad category of cognitive science. The key questions of this period were less ‘Do we have an immortal soul?’ or ‘How can we prove the validity of ascribing a mental predicate?’ but more ‘What does the mind actually do? What difference does it make? How does it operate in processing sense experience and making decisions?’


    4  More recently, there have been considerable advances in the understanding of the way in which the brain works, particularly since, by means of fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) we are able to observe brain activity in a living human subject. This correlation of mental and neural activities, along with a generally view that everything is physical and that the mind should therefore be understood in physical terms, has shifted both the balance of the debate away from dualism and in favour of some form of physicalist or materialist view of the mind.


The remaining chapters of the book return to some of the key questions in the philosophy of mind, examining them in the light of the thinkers and theories outlined in the first part:


  [image: image]    What is the nature of consciousness, and why does it present a ‘hard’ problem? How is it possible for something physical (the brain) to generate consciousness?


  [image: image]    How does our understanding of the nature of mind relate to questions about the theory of knowledge? Does all knowledge come through the senses, or are some ideas innate?


  [image: image]    What does it mean to be an individual? Am I the same person now as the baby I once was? How does our personality develop?


  [image: image]    Can we know the minds of other people, or can we do no more than guess what they are like from their words and actions?


  [image: image]    Are we free to choose how we act, or are we determined by physical and neural causes? If the latter is the case, should we be held morally responsible for what we do?


Finally, we shall consider whether the discussions that take place in the philosophy of mind are adequate to account for the creative aspects of the mind in the arts and religion.


The problem with the philosophy of mind (as with most philosophy) is that, in order to appreciate anything, you need to know something about almost everything. Inevitably, therefore, there will need to be a fair amount of overlap and cross-referencing between the first and second parts of the book.


A warning: Be prepared for some nonsense! Some of the theories and conclusions in the philosophy of mind are what might politely be termed ‘counter-intuitive’ – in other words, they go against everything that common sense would expect. To say that the physical world is simply a feature of our mind, or that a headache is no more than a disposition to hold one’s head, look glum and reach for aspirin, is clearly nonsense. But so is the claim that the rich variety of human experience can be exhaustively described and explained in terms of waves of activity among the billions of neurons that make up our brains. My experience is made possible by neural activity, but it is certainly experience ‘of’ something quite other than what is happening in the brain’s grey folds.


Take it from me, the physical world does exist, and headaches are real enough even if you give no visible indication of your suffering. Philosophers have the infuriating habit of driving arguments to their logical conclusion, even if they appear to have left the realm of sanity in order to do so. But don’t give up on them; sometimes the important thing is to follow the logic of an argument, even if its conclusion appears to be less than sensible.


But, above all, remember that you have the ultimate criterion for assessing all such theories; you have a mind. You are using it at this moment. As your eyes are scanning these lines, neurons are firing in your brain and energy is being used, whatever your mind is, it is engaged in interpreting these marks on paper (physical or digital), forming concepts and relating them to a whole network of meanings that you have learned. The ideas themselves are being assessed and related to all that you have experienced in your life so far. And all of this is happening automatically, in what has become a normal mental function – reading. Perhaps, the final question to ask of all theories is this: Does this make sense of what I experience myself to be?





1
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From the Greeks to the 16th century


In this chapter you will:


•  examine the ideas of Plato and Aristotle on the soul



•  explore the legacy of ancient Greek philosophy



•  consider some religious and philosophical views on the self.



The Greek word that most obviously describes the self or mind is psyche, from which, of course, we get the word psychology. But the psyche was not exactly what we would call mind, since it was often used in a much wider sense as the power of a living thing to grow and move and have an effect upon its surroundings, as well as to will something to happen, and other aspects of what we would call ‘mental states’. Thus, for example, both Plato and Aristotle thought that plants had psyche, and the very first philosopher and scientist, Thales of Miletus (6th century BCE), described magnets as having psyche because of their power to move other things, and declared that ‘all things are full of gods’, implying that psyche is universal.


Notice therefore that the ancient philosophers looked at mental states without trying to relate them to a separate, immaterial substance called ‘mind’. Psyche was simply the word used to describe the distinctive features of living things, as opposed to inanimate objects.


The ancients were as much scientists as philosophers. Democritus (b. mid-5th century BCE), who analysed everything in terms of atoms in space, thought that the psyche comprised the very simplest of atoms (spherical ones); Heraclitus (540–480 BCE), contemplating the process of change, thought that the psyche was a kind of transforming fire. The Pythagoreans (as described by Plato in Timaeus) thought of the psyche as a controlling and balancing principle of harmony within the body.


The ancients were also influenced by the idea of reincarnation. Herodotus knew of the Egyptian idea of an immortal soul being able to leave a body at death and move into another about to be born. Indeed, Pythagoras (c.570–497 BCE), who was a notable philosopher as well as a mathematician, held that the souls of those who had died could enter into animals for their future lives.


[image: image]


Insight


The implications of reincarnation for Greek thought are quite profound. If there is a soul (or psyche) that can enter into an animal after having been a human, then it cannot be identified exclusively with the thinking element of the self – otherwise you would end up with ‘thinking’ animals. Rather the psyche that they thought able to be reincarnated is much broader, comprising the basic power to animate a body and give it character.


In the next chapter we shall consider Descartes’ dualism of an unextended, thinking mind and an extended physical body. The psyche of the ancient Greeks was far more than that; for the narrower sense of a thinking element, the Greeks would have used the term nous. A key question in the philosophy of mind is therefore whether one should be considering ‘mind’ (in the narrow sense of a thinking self) at all, or rather the broader concept of psyche.
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An immortal soul?


A good starting point for examining Plato’s view of the soul lies with the source of his original inspiration – Socrates. Plato (427–347 BCE) presents Socrates (469–399 BCE) as a thinker who was concerned above all with the question about what it means to live well. In other words, he is concerned with the nature and purpose of a human life – that which raised the human above the animal. When Socrates was condemned, he accepted death calmly, not thinking of himself as limited to his physical body. For Socrates, the self is largely non-physical, and the body is not the true person. His task, shown in his challenge to conventional thought and in his acceptance of death, was to explore the spiritual, or non-material, aspects of human life.


Plato argued for a dualism of immaterial substance (psyche) and physical body. In Timaeus, he claims that it is an essential feature of the psyche to be self-moving, since it is the power to move and change other things, rather than being itself moved by the physical body. The psyche is the animating principle, and without it we are left with a corpse. But in the same dialogue he introduces the idea that the relation of soul to body may be likened to the way in while a lyre is tuned – in other words, that the soul is not part of the physical body, but as the arrangement through which the whole body is able to live. Later, in Phaedo, Plato was to change his theory somewhat. Instead of seeing the psyche as responsible for animating and giving rise to human activity and mental states, he limits the mind to the reasoning part, and leaves emotions and other aspects of human life – like the ability to perceive and respond to something – to the realm of the body. By the time he wrote The Republic, however, he saw the psyche as more complex, and allowed that it was concerned with all aspects – both those connected with emotion and activity, and those connected with thought.


In The Republic, he makes the analogy between the city and the soul. Just as the soul has three parts – reason, the spirited (or seat of passions) and the basic appetites – so the city has its philosopher-rulers or guardians, those who defend it and make it work, and the workers, who seek only the satisfaction of their needs. The self, therefore, for Plato includes, but is not limited to, the reasoning part. He sees the ideal life is one in which all three aspects of the self are balanced. The basic appetites are held in check by the active faculties, which are themselves guided by reason. The good life is achieved through integrity, not elimination. He does not deny the appetites and actions, but places them firmly under the control of reason.


Overall, for Plato, the self has as its goal an understanding of the good and the beautiful, and it is capable of doing this in spite of the hazards, frustrations and limitations of the particular things with which we are surrounded in this life. The impulse - led by reason, but not limited to reason - is to aspire to something higher. Thus, given the choice of seeking truth or pleasure, Plato suggests that we should opt for truth, since pleasure is limited and transient. In an unstable and hazardous world, the mind aspires to understand the good and the beautiful – thus displaying both its origin and its true home.
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Insight


Plato has been enormously influential in this area, partly because – through the Neoplatonists and then Christian philosophers like St Augustine – his views have been introduced into the Christian world-view, which formed the background of so much Western thought. Partly also because, unlike the pre-Socratics who speculated about the nature of mind, Plato relates the mind to broader issues of psychology – to the questions of ethics, knowledge and the appreciation of beauty, and to the basic question of what it means to lead the good life. In other words, Plato sets the agenda; he shows that questions about the self are fundamental to the issue of how we can know things, how we should relate to one another, and how we should seek personal balance and integrity.
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Plato argues that the psyche has knowledge of the ‘Forms’ (his term of the universals in which particular things participate) rather than simply of the particular things that we see in experience. So, for example, we have a general concept of ‘tree’ although we have seen only particular trees. But, since he believes that the Forms are eternal, he reasons that the psyche must be immortal, having gained knowledge of the Forms before birth. For Plato, there is a real feeling that the self has a come down to earth from its natural heavenly abode, and is entombed within the physical body, but at the same time – through reason and knowledge of the Forms – it cannot help but betray its origins. This is emphasized by a pun that arises in the Greek, for the body (soma) becomes the tomb (sema) of the soul. Naturally enough, the soul is not at home in this tomb, and aspires to transcend it.


However, Plato’s concern for the distinction between soul and body should not lead us to assume that he saw individuals as in some way arriving on earth fully formed. He took the view (e.g. in The Republic, Book 6) that people were like plants, developing according to the soil in which they are planted, arguing that the soul takes on the characteristics of its environment. He was also very aware of the ability of society to influence the individual. Clearly, Plato needs to account for the very obvious influence that nurture and environment have on individuals, if he is also to claim that the mind pre-dates the body and is linked with the eternal realm of the Forms.
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Insight


This raises a broad but fascinating issue, which is seen most keenly in the case of the very gifted. Is the genius – the brilliant musician, artist, scientist, writer or philosopher – ‘born’ as such, or is he or she simply the product of heredity and environment? Is there anything in their background that can ‘explain’ a Shakespeare, a Mozart or an Einstein?


For Plato and his three aspects of the self, the thinking element is primary, and has responsibility for guiding the others. Logically, therefore, philosophers should strive to remain philosophers, even if the environment within which they find themselves is not conducive to their craft. Emotions and basic urges may have shaped Mozart’s day-to-day living, but in any overall assessment, the primary element is that which links him with the realm of the eternal.
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Making us what we are


Aristotle (384–322 BCE) thought that all living things had souls, and that the psyche was a ‘principle of life’ – that which distinguishes the living from the inanimate. Within the range of creatures having souls, there was a subset, namely those who were also capable of rational thought. Thus the rational mind (for which the Greek term is nous) is part of, but not identical with the psyche.


Aristotle rejected Plato’s idea of the psyche as an immaterial substance, but also rejected the Atomists view of it as a fine and extended physical thing, and the Pythagorean approach of seeing it as the agent of balance within the body. The shorthand way of describing Aristotle’s view of the soul and its relationship to the body – set out in his book On the Soul (De Anima) – is to say that the soul is what makes a thing what it is. In other words, it is that thing’s essence, as he shows in this example:


 


‘suppose that the eye were an animal – sight would have been its soul, for sight is the substance, or essence, of the eye… the eye being merely the matter of seeing; when seeing is removed the eye is no longer an eye, except in name.


 


‘As the pupil plus the power of sight constitutes the eye, so the soul plus the body constitutes the animal.


 


‘From this is indubitably follows that the soul is inseparable from its body, or at any rate that certain parts of it are (if it has parts) – for the actuality of some of them is nothing but the actualities of their bodily parts.’


Now this suggests that, when we are dealing with the mind, we should not assume that it might in some way be shown as existing in among the various parts into which the body can be divided. However, just because it cannot be in parts of the brain or other physical system does not make it any less a part of the ‘essence’ of a person.


Aristotle sees the psyche as the form that organizes the material body into what it essentially is. Notice that this makes the psyche distinct from the material body, but not separate from it. You do not have the body in one place and the soul somewhere else – they are locked together, the former being given its shape and characteristics by the latter. The soul is thus the actuality of the body as an organized thing. Aristotle is therefore able to dismiss the question whether the soul and the body are one. Using his own analogy, it is as meaningless ask this as to ask whether the wax and the shape given to it by the stamp are one. There is no ‘shape’ without wax that has been pressed into that particular shape. But wax and shape are not therefore identical; they are very different things – the one is matter, the other is the form in which the matter appears.


A statue remains a piece of marble. You cannot separate out the marble from the statue. You cannot point to that which is statue but not marble; and to think that ‘statue’ must refer to something other than that which the marble forms is nonsense. However, as we shall see later, such nonsense was still being railed against by Gilbert Ryle in the 20th century, in what he termed a ‘category mistake’, even though Aristotle had dealt with it quite adequately more than two millennia earlier.
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Insight


From time to time, as you read through the arguments presented in this book, refer back to these quotes from Aristotle. I have a feeling that much time and effort in the philosophy of mind could have been saved had his principles had been attended to more carefully. We shall see later that what he has to say – namely that the soul or mind is distinct from particular material parts of the body, that is it holistic, and that it is inseparable from the body – has implications for much modern discussion about materialism and functionalism. What Aristotle is surely saying here is that the way you describe a soul, or the essence of an animal – human or otherwise – depends on, but is not reducible to, what one might say about parts of that animal body, including (most importantly) its brain.


If he were alive today Aristotle would have been be quick to point out that detailed descriptions of neural activity are simply descriptions of parts of the body and cannot show its essence.
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For Aristotle, the self or mind is the essence or form of a human being, an essence that is distinct from but also inseparable from the material body. But we need to distinguish between the ‘soul’ in the sense of being an independent, living thing (as seen in animals) and the distinctively human ability to think. This distinction is important because much modern debate concerns consciousness, along with sensations, emotions, responses and the like. These are features of life that humans share with animals. On the other hand, the principle form of dualism, stemming from Descartes and against which so much subsequent debate has been pitched, is a dualism of extended body and thinking mind. If thought is seen as the sole function of the mind, then animals – although clearly conscious – are seen as mindless.


 


FORM AND CHANGE


It is worth taking Aristotle’s argument into account when considering the process of change and personal identity. When particular material parts of oneself change – whether through amputation or ageing – there remains an overall form that realizes the capacities of the body, and gives it coherence. That is the soul, or substance, or form; it is what is distinctive about each living thing. To change the form of something, it would be necessary to change the whole meaning and essence of the thing – form isn’t located, but is a principle of definition and of recognition; it makes a thing what it is.


	Example






Suppose you fall into the hands of a skilled transplant surgeon. He (or she) can remove bits of your body and replace them by others. You gradually find yourself composed of bits of material that were not part of the original you. But you still have an identity, because your essence is the overall shape (not physical shape, but the sense of who you are) given to that material, and this cannot be considered on the same level as the bits and pieces that are removed and replaced. Form or essence is holistic; it is what the whole of you is, and does not depend upon the various parts of which you are composed.


In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, there is a dramatic moment when the creature that Frankenstein has constructed from various human ‘materials’ comes to life. Soon this monstrous replica of a human being starts to develop thought and emotion, and responds with horror to the enormity of its artificial birth and the fact that it has been constructed in isolation, devoid of society and a normal personal history – with terrible results.



Frankenstein exposes the hubris of science, which assumes that it can analyse and then reassemble the human person without paying a terrible price for venturing into an area in which mechanical analysis and assembly simply will not suffice. Any human subject, viewed merely as a construction of parts, becomes a monster.
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BODY AND SOUL


If the soul is what gives the body its form, bringing it forth as a living individual, then we need to recognize just how close the relationship between body and soul becomes. We do not have a body, with its own form and performing its own actions, to which a secondary, invisible thing called a ‘soul’ is added. The term ‘soul’ describes that which shapes and gives life to the body.


Consider the analogy of the actor on stage. The performer transforms himself or herself into the character being portrayed. That character is displayed in terms of words, actions, gestures and responses. The question to consider is how the actor relates to the character:


  [image: image]    The Aristotelian approach is to see the soul as the character being displayed, not as some hidden actor behind that character.


  [image: image]    The Platonic approach is to see the soul as more like the actor, with an eternal and therefore ongoing life quite apart from this particular character and performance.
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Later Greek thought


Some later philosophers were to revert to more materialist ways of thinking about the self. Epicurus (341–271 BCE), like Democritus earlier, took an atomist view of reality. That is, he thought that the whole of reality could be seen as made up of physical bodies (atoms) in a void. The soul or self could not be void; therefore he needed to find some way of describing it in physical terms. He saw it as atoms, spread throughout the body, animating it – rather like a wind passing through and around a physical structure. The problem was always how this kind of physical reality could be related to the process of thought and perception.


Epicurus and others objected to the Platonic notion of an immortal and immaterial substance on the grounds (among others) that such a psyche could neither act nor be acted upon, since it would have no direct link with the physical and mutable world.
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Insight


Notice here a fundamental feature of the mind/body problem. If the mind is physical, it is difficult to see how it can originate the sense of freedom and choice, since it is fixed within the web of physical causality. On the other hand, if it is not physical, it is difficult to see how it can exert an influence on the physical world. In other words – putting it crudely – either it’s not free to decide what to do, or it can’t do it.
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The Stoics considered the soul to be like breath (pneuma), permeating and animating the body, giving it the ability to move about and relate to the world. They also introduced an important concept – that of representations (phantasia). When we perceive something, an idea of that thing is formed in the mind – a ‘representation’ of the object. We cannot know anything except by way of these representations. We must also have a perception of ourselves, before we can start to be aware of our world. Even animals, by showing fear in the face of something stronger then themselves, or aggression in the face of an attacker, must have some awareness of what they are, and of their relative place in the scheme of things. Without such basic awareness, their responses to the external world would make no sense.


The Stoics went one step further, and claimed that whatever was known through representations could also be described. Every representation has its lekton, or ability, to be articulated. In other words, the mind plays an important role in receiving and naming experiences. But such reception is only half the story. The mind then gives assent to what it perceives. In other words, it makes value judgements, either approving or disapproving of something and then acting accordingly.


According to Epictetus (55–135 CE), our personal identity comes from our moral character, which consists in making good use of the representations (phantasia) we receive. The self is not simply our reasoning faculty, but the application of our reason in selecting our goals and shaping our course in life. For a Stoic, this highlights a fundamental difference between a human being and an animal. Animals simply respond automatically to the stimuli they are given. A human being is able to reflect on the stimuli, to appreciate them and to choose how to respond to them. The whole of moral and social life follows from this.
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Insight


The interest here has shifted from physical considerations of how a non-extended thing such as a soul can encounter the world, to seeing what it does about it. We may not be able to show exactly how our experience matches reality, but we at least know that we do have experiences and we display our selfhood by the way in which we deal with them.
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The Stoics saw the whole of the self’s controlling power (its hegemonikon), located in the heart, as responsible for the process of receiving and responding to impressions from outside. They did not separate out the rational aspects, nor did they speak of a self that was separable from the physical body through which it acted.


Against the Stoics, Plotinus (205–270 CE) and other Neoplatonists continued the tradition of the separate soul and body, although they generally held that the brain was the seat of the perceptions. They considered the self to be both aware and self-aware at the same time, and that the whole of the self was present in every part of the body. In other words, unlike the Stoics, they were concerned to remove any possibility of physical location; the soul was real, but not physical.


Plotinus discusses the soul in Book 4 of his Enneads. The soul was distinct from the body, because the body itself was composite and needed to be ordered, directed and given life by the soul. Without the soul, the body is dissolved. Notice here that there is a restatement of the Platonic dualism of soul and body, but taking into account some elements of Aristotle’s view of the soul as giving form and order. This reflects the general position of the ‘Neoplatonists’, who would not have thought of themselves as having that label, but were simply restating Plato in the light of subsequent criticism.


As with the later medieval thinkers, there is also an important religious and moral element here. This physical life is essentially evil and limited, whereas the soul can look forward to its own good through the exercise of virtue and anticipate a non-physical destiny. The soul is superior to the body, although (at least in this life) it is expressed through the body, which it fills and directs.


Plotinus also saw the soul as descending into matter, passing through the various heavenly realms as it did so, and therefore he was able to argue that the patterns of the heavenly bodies could influence our earthly life, since at one time, before our appearance on earth, we had a celestial body. Thus, the soul arrives on earth with its character and dispositions already formed, and after this life it is destined to ascend again to the higher realm.
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