The Great Reassignment

How Science and Philosophy Made the Soul Redundant
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The words “soul” and ‘spirit’ are relics, creating These words once had specific explanatory jobs. UCh
linguistic chaos. In Polish, their root is dychac (to But what were they? L
breathe), but their usage has exploded into dozens kKiaml 1wym
of metaphorical phrases: Dusza
e “Dusza” (Soul): Essence of something, the life I OZdar ta / | Zeoll[}\:geg (§otsta fska
of t.he p?rt.y, a torr? soul, t.he. soul f’f a violin. The Dukro Zd art a dl.ﬂ) usza
Polish dictionary lists 57 idiomatic uses. plsza a 1c1ol(1c
* “Duch” (Spirit): The spirit of the age (Zeitgeist), Z el OZZ m seitg gelst
a restless spirit, to lift one’s spirits, to give up the , )] JE 1 t ﬂ ' m Q drarta
ghost (die). The dictionary lists 41 uses. g
klamhwym

What problems were we trving to solve when we invented the ‘soul’?
p ying
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The Soul’s Original Job Description

To make sense of our existence, the concept of the ‘soul’ was assigned three critical roles. We
will explore how, over centuries, each of these roles was reassigned to more precise scientific
and philosophical concepts.

e
'\

1. THE ANIMATOR 2. THE THINKER & FEELER 3. THE SELF
To explain the difference To locate the source of our To define personal identity
between living and non-living thoughts, emotions, reason, and its continuity over time
matter. and will. and after death.
What is the ‘spark’ of life? Wh’?ire? does our inner world What makes ‘me’ persist?
reside’
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Job #1: The Animator

The Need:

What force animates a body, drives its growth, and makes it
move? Early thinkers saw life as an external force inhabiting
inhabiting matter.

The First Candidate: The Soul as Life-Force

e Animism: The soul animates the body and can wander in
dreams or trances. The dead are controlled by ancestor
spirits.

e Ancient Egypt: A complex model including Ka (a spiritual
double needing sustenance after death) and Ba (an
immortal soul-bird that required the body to exist).

e Early Greece: Pneuma (breath) was a universal life force.
For Heraclitus, the soul was fire; for Thales, it was the
magnetic force of a lodestone.
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Reassignment: From Vital Force to Biology

The functions of animation and growth, once attributed to a ‘vegetative soul’ or vis vitalis
(vital force), have been explained by specific biological mechanisms.

THEN: The Soul as Life-Force

NOW: Biological Mechanisms

P
Al

Animator
vis vitalis (vital force)

Form & Growth: Explained by
genetics and developmental
biology (topobiology).

7 %{4’ Movement & Energy:
\

Explained by metabolic
processes.

Verdict: Function Reassigned.
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Job #2: The Thinker

and Feeler
The Need:

Beyond mere animation, what governs our complex
inner lives? Where do reason, sensation, emotion, and
choice originate?

The First Candidate: The Multi-Part Soul

¢ Philosophers proposed increasingly complex models
of the soul to account for these different functions.

e Plato: Three souls corresponding to social classes
in his Republic:
- Rational Soul (head) - Philosophers
- Spirited Soul (chest) - Guardians
- Appetitive Soul (stomach) - Workers

¢ Aristotle: A hierarchy of functions in his treatise
De anima (On the Soul):
- Vegetative Soul (Plants)
- Animal Soul (Animals)
- Rational Soul (Humans)
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Aristotle

REASON
(Rational Soul) ~ APPETITES

(Appetitive Soul)
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SPIRIT

”S  APPETITES
(Appetitive Soul)
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Active Intellect

Abstract Thought

Will Sensory Soul

\__ Movement

|
| Passive Intellect
sensus communis

Nutrition Vegetative

Soul

Reproduction ~ Abstract Thought

Language

Refining the Model:
The Scholastic Soul

St. Thomas Aquinas adapted Aristotle's
framework into a detailed system that became
foundational for Christian philosophy. The soul
was the 'first act of an organized body, with

distinct faculties:
e Vegetative Soul: Controls bodily functions

(metabolism).

e Sensory Soul: Integrates the five senses via a
'‘common sense' (sensus communis) and allows
for a 'passive intellect' (understanding sensory
input).

e Rational Soul: Possesses an 'active intellect’
unique to humans, allowing for abstract
thought, language, and will.

This framework was a sophisticated attempt to reify
complex cognitive and biological processes into
distinct functions of the soul.
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Reassignment: From Faculties to Brain Structures

The New Candidate: Modern neuroscience maps the soul’s proposed
psychological functions directly onto the brain.

A Striking Parallel A CQ /7Y VW
Ancient/Freudian Model Function Modern Neurologlcal Correlate
(Paul MacLean)
T : . U
Vegetative Soul / Id Basic instincts, drives, life Brain Stem
support (Reptilian Braln)
Animal Soul / Ego Emotlons,. persongllty, sensory Limbic System
integration (Paleomammalian Brain)
Rational Soul / Superego Reason, morality, conscious .Neocortex
control, will (especially frontal lobes)

The ‘faculties’ of the soul were placeholders for the functions of an organ
we had not yet begun to understand: the brain.

Verdict: Function Reassigned.
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Job #3: The Enduring Selt

The Need:

What makes me the same person | was yesterday?
What part of me is essential and unchanging? And could
this “me” exist without a body?

The First Candidate: The Immortal, Immaterial
Substance

e Plato: The soul is a simple, pure form trapped in the
“prison” of the body. As a simple substance, it cannot
be broken down and is therefore immortal.

e Descartes: Radical dualism. He divided the world into
two distinct substances:

o Res Extensa: Extended, physical stuff (the body).
o Res Cogitans: Thinking, non-physical stuff (the
mind/soul), unique to humans.

This “ghost in the machine” became the dominant model
for the enduring self, separate from the fragile, mortal body.
Descartes proposed it interacted with the brain via the
pineal gland.




The New Candidate

Neuroscience and psychology see identity not as a static
“thing” but as an emergent and fragile process of the
brain.

e |dentity as Brain Function: Our sense of self,
personality, memories, and beliefs are all functions of
our neural architecture. Damage to the brain
changes or destroys the self.

Age 75, Alzheimer’s
Diagnosis

e The Materialist Critique: Thinkers like Julien Offray
de La Mettrie (LHomme machine, 1748) argued that
mental states—from courage to will—are entirely
dependent on the body's physical condition.

e The Unresolved Question for Dualism: If the ‘I’ is an
immortal soul, which ‘I’ survives? The self at age 57 At
20?7 A year after an Alzheimer's diagnosis, when the self has
disintegrated? My identity is tied to my functioning brain.

Verdict: Function Reassigned.
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The Soul’s Exit Interview

After centuries of inquiry, every major function once assigned to the soul has been successfully

reassigned to specific, observable processes within the brain and body. The concept has been

rendered explanatorily vacant.

Proposed Function of the Soul

Reassigned To (Modern Explanation)

Proposed By

Moving the body Metabolic processes Animistic Religions
Form of the body DNA, topobiology, fetal environment | Aristotle
Passive Intellect Brain - sensorimotor behaviors Thomism

Potential Intellect

Brain - higher mental functions

Thomism, Neo-Scholasticism

Will

Frontal lobes and basal ganglia of the
brain

Thomism, Neo-Scholasticism

Instinctive Behaviors

Hypothalamus, limbic system

Neurobiology

Dispositions (Personality)

Structure of neural connections and
properties

Phenomenology
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Luminiferous Ether

An Empty Name in Search
of a Meaning

Having lost its original functions, the word ‘soul’
persists. Attempts are made to give it new
meanings, like ‘personality’ or a mysterious ‘energy.
This creates confusion, legitimizing an obsolete
concept in contexts where it no longer applies.

The source text notes this is like the scientific
concept of “ether.” We still speak of broadcasts “on
the airwaves” or “on the ether,” but we know for
over a century that the luminiferous ether does not
exist. The word remains a metaphor, detached from
its failed explanatory role.

‘A name is preserved, but the meaning is completely
different.”

We cannot solve the problem of an obsolete
concept by simply giving the old name a
new job.” (Cormorant Garamond, bold)
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The End of a Chapter

After millennia of speculation, there has been zero progress in understanding the nature of a
non-material soul. It is a scientifically sterile concept.

e Asimple, unchanging substance cannot have subjective experiences, because experience
implies change.

e Theinteraction between a non-material entity and the physical brain remains an unsolved, and
likely unsolvable, problem (the “psychophysical problem”).

As psychologist Donald Hebb noted, psychology operates on the working hypothesis that the soul
does not exist. This isn't a statement of faith, but a methodological necessity for scientific progress.

The soul, like the phoenix or the basilisk, exists only in the realm of tantasy.
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The New Frontier: From Soul to Mind

Discarding the soul is not an admission of sterile
materialism. It is the opening of a vast and far more
fascinating area of investigation: the mind as a
process of the brain.

The "mind" is not a simple "thing." It is a concept for a
vast collection of functions:

]
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e Consciousness: John Locke's "perception of what
passes in a man's own mind."

e Unconscious Processes: The immense, automated
neural activity that shapes our thoughts and
behaviors without our awareness.

e Cognition: How a physical system—the brain—gives
rise to memory, perception, language, and thought.

The source text aptly concludes: “The brain is
the substrate; it creates a neural space in
which the non-material mind can arise.”
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"he questions that once ammated the search for the soul have not dlsappeared,f,,_; =
What are we? How do we think? What is the nature of consciousness? , |
Science has not eliminated the mystery of human existence.

It has relocated it from a nebulous, supernatural realm to its physical
source: the 1.5 kilograms of intricate, electrified tissue between our €ars

he great intellectual adventure s not over. Itis just beginning
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