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Abu Ali Al-Husayn Ibn Abd-Alah Ibn-Sina (980-1037 [370-
428]) — named ‘Avicenna’ by the Latin West — was born 
near the ancient city of Bukhara (in present-day Uzbeki-
stan), to a Persian speaking family. His father was an offi-
cial of the Samanid administration.  Ibn-Sina possessed a 
prodigious intellect and memory, and mastered the sciences 
and literature of his day by the age of eighteen.  The only 
work to have caused him trouble was Aristotle’s Metaphys-
ics, for which he was required to turn to a commentary by 
al-Farabi.  His mastery of medicine quickly brought him 
fame.  Much of his adult life was devoted to administrative 
duties, but he nonetheless managed a remarkable level of 
scholarship, in philosophy and qu’ranic exegesis, as well as 
in the various natural sciences.  His medical textbook was 
used throughout the Muslim and European medical schools 
until the 17th century. 
  Al-Farabi, Aristotle, and Plotinus influenced ibn-Sina’s 
metaphysics, who in turn had a strong influence on Latin 
Scholastics, especially Thomas Aquinas.  The following 
selection comes from Avicenna’s Psychology, translated by 
Fazlur Rahman (Oxford U.P. 1952). 

CHAPTER 1 
The Vegetative Soul 

[1] […] The soul is like a single genus divisible in some 
way into three parts. The first is the vegetable soul, which is 
the first entelechy of a natural body possessing organs in so 
far as it is reproduced, grows, and assimilates nourishment. 
Food is a body whose function it is to become similar to the 
nature of the body whose food it is said to be, and adds to 
that body either in exact proportion or more or less what is 
dissolved. 

[2] The second is the animal soul, which is the first en-
telechy of a natural body possessing organs in so far as it 
perceives individuals and moves by volition. 

[3] The third is the human soul, which is the first entelechy 
of a natural body possessing organs in so far as it acts by 
rational choice and rational deduction, and in so far as it 
perceives universals. 

[4] The vegetable soul has three faculties. First, the nutri-
tive faculty which transforms another body into a body 
similar to that in which it is itself present, and replaces what 
has been dissolved. Secondly, the faculty of growth which 

increases every aspect of the body in which it resides, by 
length, breadth, and depth in proportion to the quantity nec-
essary to make it attain its perfection in growth. Thirdly, the 
reproductive faculty which takes from the body in which it 
resides a part which is potentially similar to it and acts upon 
it with the help of other similar bodies, generating and mix-
ing them so as to render that part actually similar to the 
body (to which it had been only potentially similar). 

CHAPTER 2 
The Animal Soul 

[5] The animal soul, according to the primary division, has 
two faculties the motive and the perceptive. The motive 
faculty again is of two kinds: either it is motive in so far as 
it gives an impulse, or in so far as it is active. Now the mo-
tive faculty, in so far as it provides the impulse, is the fac-
ulty of appetite. When a desirable or repugnant image is 
imprinted on the imagination of which we shall speak before 
long, it rouses this faculty to movement. It has two subdivi-
sions: one is called the faculty of desire which provokes a 
movement (of the organs) that brings one near to things 
imagined to be necessary or useful in the search for pleas-
ure. The second is called the faculty of anger, which impels 
the subject to a movement of the limbs in order to repulse 
things imagined to be harmful or destructive, and thus to 
overcome them. As for the motive faculty in its active ca-
pacity, it is a power which is distributed through the nerves 
and muscles, and its function is to contract the muscles and 
to pull the tendons and ligaments towards the starting-point 
of the movement, or to relax them or stretch them so that 
they move away from the starting-point. 

[6] The perceptive faculty can be divided into two parts, 
the external sense and the internal sense. The external 
senses are the five or eight senses. One of them is sight, 
which is a faculty located in the concave nerve; it perceives 
the image of the forms of colored bodies imprinted on the 
vitreous humor. These forms are transmitted through actu-
ally transparent media to polished surfaces. The second is 
the sense of hearing, which is a faculty located in the nerves 
distributed over the surface of the ear-hole; it perceives the 



Ibn-Sina, “Concerning the Soul”  2 of 7 

form of what is transmitted to it by the vibration of the air 
which is compressed between two objects, one striking and 
the other being struck, the latter offering it resistance so as 
to set up vibrations in the air which produce the sound. This 
vibration of the air outside reaches the air which lies mo-
tionless and compressed in the cavity of the ear, moving it 
in a way similar to that in which it is itself moved. Its waves 
touch that nerve, and so it is heard. 

[7] The third sense is that of smell, a faculty located in the 
two protuberances of the front part of the brain which re-
semble the two nipples of the breasts. It perceives the odor 
conveyed to it by inhaled air, which is either mixed with the 
vapor in the air or is imprinted on it through qualitative 
change in the air produced by an odorous body. 

[8] The fourth sense is that of taste, a faculty located in the 
nerves distributed over the tongue, which perceives the taste 
dissolved from bodies touching it and mingling with the 
saliva it contains, thus producing a qualitative change in the 
tongue itself. 

[9] The fifth sense is that of touch, which is a faculty dis-
tributed over the entire skin and flesh of the body. The 
nerves perceive what touches them and are affected when it 
is opposed to them in quality, and changes are then wrought 
in their constitution or structure. 

[10] Probably this faculty is not one species but a genus in-
cluding four faculties which are all distributed throughout 
the skin. The first of them judges the opposition between 
hot and cold; the second that between dry and moist; the 
third that between hard and soft; and the fourth that between 
rough and smooth. But their coexistence in the same organ 
gives the false impression that they are essentially one. 

[11] The forms of all the sensibles reach the organs of sense 
and are imprinted on them, and then the faculty of sensation 
perceives them. This is almost evident in touch, taste, smell, 
and hearing. But concerning sight, a different view has been 
maintained, for some people have thought that something 
issues from the eye, meets the object of sight, takes its form 
from without and that this constitutes the act of seeing. They 
often call the thing which according to them issues from the 
eye, light. 

[12] But true philosophers hold the view that when an actu-
ally transparent body, i.e. a body which has no color, inter-
venes between the eye and the object of sight, the exterior 
form of the colored body on which light is falling is trans-
mitted to the pupil of the eye and so the eye perceives it. 

[13] This transmission is similar to the transmission of col-
ors by means of light being refracted from a colored thing 
and giving its color to another body. The resemblance is not 
complete, however, for the former is more like an image in a 
mirror. 

[14] The absurdity of the view that light issues from the eye 
is shown by the following consideration. What emanates is 
either a body or a non-body. If it is not a body it is absurd to 
attribute motion and change of place to it, except figura-
tively in that there may be a power in the eye which trans-
forms the air and other things it encounters into some sort of 
quality, so that it may be said that this quality “came out of 
the eye.” Likewise, it is absurd to hold the view that it is a 
body, because if so then either 

[15] (1) it will remain intact, issuing from the eye and reach-
ing to the sphere of the fixed stars. In this case there will 
have emerged from the eye, despite its smallness, a conical 
body of immense size, which will have compressed the air 
and repulsed all the heavenly bodies, or it will have trav-
ersed an empty space. Both these views are manifestly ab-
surd. Or 

[16] (2) it will be dispersed, diffused and split up. In that 
case the percipient animal will of necessity feel something 
being detached from him and then dispersed and diffused; 
also, he will perceive the spots where that ray falls to the 
exclusion of the spots where it does not fall, so that he will 
only partially perceive the body, sensing some points here 
and there but missing the major part. Or 

[17] (3) this emanating body is united with the air and the 
heavens and becomes one with them, so that the uniform 
whole is like one organ of the animal. In this case the uni-
form whole in its entirety will possess sensation. This is a 
most peculiar change indeed! It follows necessarily that if 
many eyes co-operate, it will be more powerful. Thus a man 
when in the company of others would have keener sight 
than when alone, for many people can effect a more power-
ful change than a single person. Again, this emanating body 
will necessarily be either simple or composite, and its com-
posite nature will also be of a particular kind. Its motion 
then must be either voluntary or natural. But we know that 
this movement is not voluntary and by choice, although the 
opening and closing of the eyelids are voluntary. The only 
remaining alternative is that the movement is natural. But 
the simple natural movement will be only in one direction, 
not in many; and so the composite movement will also be, 
according to the dominant element, only in one direction, 
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not in many. But it is not so with this movement according 
to those who support the theory of the “issuing body.” 

[18] Again, if the sensed object is seen through the base of 
the conical emanating body which touches it, and not 
through the angle, it will necessarily follow that the shape 
and magnitude of the object perceived at a distance will also 
be perceptible as well as its color. This is because the per-
cipient subject comes in contact with it and encompasses it. 
But if it is perceived through the angle, I mean the section 
between the vitrium and the hypothetical cone, then the re-
moter the object the smaller will be the angle and also the 
common section, and consequently the form imprinted on it 
will also be smaller and will be so perceived. Sometimes the 
angle will be so small that the object will fail to be per-
ceived and so the form will not be seen at all. 

[19] As for the second part, namely that the emanating 
something is not a body but an accident or a quality, this 
“changing” or “being changed” will inevitably be more 
powerful with the increase of the percipient subjects. In that 
case the same absurdity which we mentioned before will 
arise. Again, the air will either be merely a medium of 
transmission or percipient in itself. If it is only a medium of 
transmission and not percipient, then, as we maintain, per-
ception takes place in the pupil of the eye and not outside it. 
But if the percipient is the air, then the same absurdity 
which we have already mentioned will be repeated; and it 
will necessarily follow that whenever there is commotion or 
disturbance in the air, sight will be distorted with the re-
newal of “change” and the renewed action of the percipient 
in perceiving one thing after another, just as when a man 
runs in calm air his perception of minute things is confused. 
All this shows that sight is not due to something issuing 
from us towards the sensed object. It must therefore be due 
to something coming towards us from the sensed object; 
since this is not the body of the object, it must be its form. If 
this view were not correct, the creation of the eye with all its 
strata and humors and their respective shape and structure 
would be useless. 

CHAPTER 4 
The Rational Soul 

[20] The human rational soul is also divisible into a practical 
and a theoretical faculty, both of which are equivocally 
called intelligence. The practical faculty is the principle of 
movement of the human body, which urges it to individual 
actions characterized by deliberation and in accordance with 
purposive considerations. This faculty has a certain corre-
spondence with the animal faculties of appetite, imagina-

tion, and estimation, and a certain dual character in itself. Its 
relationship to the animal faculty of appetite is that certain 
states arise in it peculiar to man by which it is disposed to 
quick actions and passions such as shame, laughter, weep-
ing, etc. Its relationship to the animal faculty of imagination 
and estimation is that it uses that faculty to deduce plans 
concerning transitory things and to deduce human arts. Fi-
nally, its own dual character is that with the help of the theo-
retical intelligence it forms the ordinary and commonly ac-
cepted opinions concerning actions, as, for instance, that lies 
and tyranny are evil and other similar premisses which, in 
books of logic, have been clearly distinguished from the 
purely rational ones. This faculty must govern all the other 
faculties of the body in accordance with the laws of another 
faculty which we shall mention, so that it should not submit 
to them but that they should be subordinated to it, lest pas-
sive dispositions arising from the body and derived from 
material things should develop in it. These passive disposi-
tions are called bad morals. But far from being passive and 
submissive this faculty must govern the other bodily facul-
ties so that it may have excellent morals. 

[21] It is also possible to attribute morals to the bodily facul-
ties. But if the latter predominate they are in an active state, 
while the practical intelligence is in a passive one. Thus the 
same thing produces morals in both. But if the practical in-
telligence predominates, it is in an active state while the 
bodily faculties are in a passive one, and this is morals in 
the strict sense (even so there would be two dispositions or 
moral characters); or character is only one with two differ-
ent relationships. If we examine them more closely the rea-
son why morals are attributed to this faculty is that the hu-
man soul, as will be shown later, is a single substance which 
is related to two planes, the one higher and the other lower 
than itself. It has special faculties which establish the rela-
tionship between itself and each plane: the practical faculty 
which the human soul possesses in relation to the lower 
plane, which is the body, and its control and management; 
and the theoretical faculty in relation to the higher plane, 
from which it passively receives and acquires intelligibles. It 
is as if our soul has two faces: one turned towards the body 
and it must not be influenced by any requirements of the 
bodily nature; and the other turned towards the higher prin-
ciples, and it must always be ready to receive from what is 
There in the Higher Plane and to be influenced by it. So 
much for the practical faculty. […] 
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CHAPTER 6 
How the Rational Soul Acquires Knowledge 

[22] The acquisition of knowledge, whether from someone 
else or from within oneself, is of various degrees. Some 
people who acquire knowledge come very near to immedi-
ate perception, since their potential intellect which precedes 
the capacity we have mentioned is the most powerful. If a 
person can acquire knowledge from within himself, this 
strong capacity is called “intuition.” It is so strong in certain 
people that they do not need great effort, or instruction and 
actualization, in order to make contact with the active intel-
ligence. But the primary capacity of such a person for this is 
so powerful that he might also be said to possess the second 
capacity; indeed, it seems as though he knows everything 
from within himself. This is the highest degree of this ca-
pacity. In this state the material intelligence must be called 
“Divine Spirit.” It belongs to the genus of intellectus in ha-
bitu, but is so lofty that not all people share it. It is not un-
likely, indeed, that some of these actions attributed to the 
“Divine Intelligence” because of their powerful and lofty 
nature overflow into the imagination which symbolizes 
them in sense-imagery and words in the way which we have 
previously indicated. 

[23] What proves this is the evident fact that the intelligible 
truths are acquired only when the middle term of a syllo-
gism is obtained. This may be done in two ways: sometimes 
through intuition, which is an act of mind by which the 
mind itself immediately perceives the middle term. This 
power of intuition is quickness of apprehension. But some-
times the middle term is acquired through instruction, al-
though even the first principles of instruction are obtained 
through intuition, since all knowledge can be reduced ulti-
mately to certain intuitive principles handed down by those 
who first accepted them to their students. 

[24] It is possible that a man may find the truth within him-
self, and that the syllogism may be effected in his mind 
without any teacher. This varies both quantitatively and 
qualitatively; quantitatively, because some people possess a 
greater number of middle terms which they have discovered 
themselves; and qualitatively, because some people find the 
term more quickly than others. Now since these differences 
are unlimited and always vary in degrees of intensity, and 
since their lowest point is reached in men who are wholly 
without intuition, so their highest point must be reached in 
people who possess intuition regarding all or most prob-
lems, or in people who have intuition in the shortest possi-
ble time. Thus there might be a man whose soul has such an 
intense purity and is so firmly linked to the rational princi-

ples that he blazes with intuition, i.e. with the receptivity of 
inspiration coming from the active intelligence concerning 
everything. So the forms of all things contained in the active 
intelligence are imprinted on his soul either all at once or 
nearly so, not that he accepts them merely on authority but 
on account of their logical order which encompasses all the 
middle terms. For beliefs accepted on authority concerning 
those things which are known only through their causes 
possess no rational certainty. This is a kind of prophetic 
inspiration, indeed its highest form and the one most fitted 
to be called Divine Power; and it is the highest human fac-
ulty. 

The Hierarchy of Faculties 

[25] It should be seen how some of these faculties govern 
others. You will find the acquired intellect to be the gover-
nor whom all the rest serve. It is the ultimate goal. The intel-
lectus in habitu serves the intellectus in actu, and is in turn 
served by the material intellect with all its capacities. The 
practical intellect serves them all, for attachment to the 
body, as will shortly become clear, exists for the sake of the 
perfection and purification of the theoretical intellect, and 
the practical intellect governs this relationship. It is served 
by the faculty of estimation which, in its turn, is served by 
two faculties: an anterior and a posterior. The posterior con-
serves what is brought to it by estimation, while the anterior 
is the totality of animal faculties. The faculty of representa-
tion is served by two faculties of different origins: the appe-
titive faculty serves it by obeying it, for the representative 
faculty impels the appetitive to movement, and the faculty 
of imagination serves it by accepting the combination and 
separation of its images. In their turn those two are the gov-
ernors of two groups. The faculty of imagination is served 
by fantasia or sensus communis, which is itself served by 
the five senses, while the appetitive faculty is served by 
desire and anger. These last two are served by the motive 
faculty distributed through the muscles. Here the animal 
faculties come to an end. 

[26] The animal faculties in their entirety are served by the 
vegetable faculties, of which the reproductive is the first in 
rank and the highest one. The faculty of growth serves the 
reproductive, and the nutritive faculty serves them both. The 
four “natural” faculties of digestion, retention, assimilation, 
and excretion are subservient to all these. The digestive fac-
ulty is served on the one hand by the retentive and the as-
similative, and on the other by the excretive. The four 
physical qualities serve these, with cold subservient to heat, 
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while dryness and moisture serve them both. This is the last 
degree of the faculties.  […] 

CHAPTER 12 
Concerning the Temporal Origin of the Soul 

[27] We say that human souls are of the same species and 
concept. If they existed before the body, they would either 
be multiple entities or one single entity. But it is impossible 
for them to be either the one or the other, as will be shown 
later, therefore it is impossible for them to exist before the 
body. We now begin with the explanation of the impossibil-
ity of its numerical multiplicity and say that the mutual dif-
ference of the souls before [their attachment to] bodies is 
either due to their quiddity and form; or to the element and 
matter which is multiple in space, a particular part of which 
each matter occupies; or to the various times peculiar to 
every soul when it becomes existent in its matter; or to the 
causes which divide their matter. But their difference is not 
due to their quiddity or form, since their form is one, there-
fore their difference is due to the recipient of the quiddity or 
to the body to which the quiddity is specifically related. 
Before its attachment to the body the soul is quiddity pure 
and simple; thus it is impossible for one soul to be numeri-
cally different from another, or for the quiddity to admit of 
essential differentiation. This holds absolutely true in all 
cases; for the multiplicity of the species of those things 
whose essences are pure concepts is only due to the sub-
strata which receive them and to what is affected by them, 
or due only to their times. But when they are absolutely 
separate, i.e. when the categories we have enumerated are 
not applicable to them, they cannot be diverse. It is therefore 
impossible for them to have any kind of diversity or multi-
plicity among them. Thus it is untrue that before they enter 
bodies souls have numerically different essences. 

[28] I say that it is also impossible for souls to have numeri-
cally one essence, for when two bodies come into existence 
two souls also come into existence in them. Then either (1) 
these two souls are two parts of the same single soul, in 
which case one single thing which does not possess any 
magnitude and bulk would be potentially divisible. This is 
manifestly absurd according to the principles established in 
physics. Or (2) a soul which is numerically one would be in 
two bodies. This also does not require much effort to refute. 

[29] It is thus proved that the soul comes into existence 
whenever a body does so fit to be used by it. The body 
which thus comes into being is the kingdom and instrument 
of the soul. In the very disposition of the substance of the 
soul which comes into existence together with a certain 

body a body, that is to say, with the appropriate qualities to 
make it suitable to receive the soul which takes its origin 
from the first principles there is a natural yearning to occupy 
itself with that body, to use it, control it, and be attracted by 
it. This yearning binds the soul specially to this body, and 
turns it away from other bodies different from it in nature so 
that the soul does not contact them except through it. Thus 
when the principle of its individualization, namely, its pecu-
liar dispositions, occurs to it, it becomes an individual. 
These dispositions determine its attachment to that particu-
lar body and form the relationship of their mutual suitabil-
ity, although this relationship and its condition may be ob-
scure to us. The soul achieves its first entelechy through the 
body; its subsequent development, however, does not de-
pend on the body but on its own nature. 

[30] But after their separation from their bodies the souls 
remain individual owing to the different matters in which 
they had been, and owing to the times of their birth and their 
different dispositions due to their bodies which necessarily 
differ because of their peculiar conditions. 

CHAPTER 13 
The Soul Does Not Die with the Death of the Body; It Is 
Incorruptible 

[31] We say that the soul does not die with the death of the 
body and is absolutely incorruptible. As for the former 
proposition, this is because everything which is corrupted 
with the corruption of something else is in some way at-
tached to it. And anything which in some way is attached to 
something else is either coexistent with it or posterior to it 
in existence or prior to it, this priority being essential and 
not temporal. If, then, the soul is so attached to the body that 
it is coexistent with it, and this is not accidental but pertains 
to its essence, then they are essentially interdependent. Then 
neither the soul nor the body would be a substance; but in 
fact they are substances. And if this is an accidental and not 
an essential attachment, then, with the corruption of the one 
term only the accidental relationship of the other term will 
be annulled, but its being will not be corrupted with its cor-
ruption. If the soul is so attached to the body that it is poste-
rior to it in existence, then, in that case, the body will be the 
cause of the soul’s existence. Now the causes are four; so 
either the body is the efficient cause of the soul and gives it 
existence, or it is its receptive and material cause maybe by 
way of composition as the elements are for the body or by 
way of simplicity as bronze is for the statue or the body is 
the soul’s formal or final cause. But the body cannot be the 
soul’s efficient cause, for body, as such, does not act; it acts 
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only through its faculties. If it were to act through its es-
sence, not through its faculties, every body would act in the 
same way. Again, the bodily faculties are all of them either 
accidents or material forms, and it is impossible that either 
accidents or forms subsisting in matter should produce the 
being of a self-subsisting entity independent of matter or 
that of an absolute substance. Nor is it possible that the body 
should be the receptive and material cause of the soul, for 
we have clearly shown and proved that the soul is in no way 
imprinted in the body. The body, then, is not “informed” 
with the form of the soul, either by way of simplicity or 
composition so that certain parts of the body are composed 
and mixed together in a certain way and then the soul is 
imprinted in them. It is also impossible that the body should 
be the formal or the final cause of the soul, for the reverse is 
the more plausible case. 

[32] Thus the attachment of the soul to the body is not the 
attachment of an effect to a necessary cause. The truth is 
that the body and the temperament are an accidental cause 
of the soul, for when the matter of a body suitable to be-
come the instrument of the soul and its proper subject comes 
into existence, the separate causes bring into being the indi-
vidual soul, and that is how the soul originates from them. 
This is because it is impossible to bring arbitrarily into be-
ing different souls without any specific cause. Besides, the 
soul does not admit of numerical multiplicity, as we have 
shown. Again, whenever a new thing comes into being, it 
must be preceded by a matter which is prepared to receive it 
or to have a relationship with it, as has been shown in the 
other sciences. Again, if an individual soul were to come 
into being without an instrument through which it acts and 
attains perfection, its being would be purposeless; but there 
is nothing purposeless in nature. In truth, when the suitabil-
ity and preparation for such a relationship exist in the in-
strument, it becomes necessary that such a thing as a soul 
should originate from the separate causes. 

[33] But if the existence of one thing necessitates the exis-
tence of another, the corruption of the former does not nec-
essarily entail that of the latter. This happens only where its 
very being subsists through or in that thing. Many things 
originating from other things survive the latter’s corruption; 
when their being does not subsist in them, and especially 
when they owe their existence to something other than what 
was merely preparatory for the emanation of their being. 
And the being of the soul does in fact emanate from some-
thing different from the body and bodily functions, as we 
have shown; its source of emanation must be something 
different from the body. Thus when the soul owes its being 

to that other thing and only the time of its realization to the 
body, its being would be independent of the body which is 
only its accidental cause; it cannot then be said that they 
have a mutual relationship which would necessitate the 
body preceding the soul as its necessary cause. 

[34] Let us turn to the third division which we mentioned in 
the beginning, namely, that the attachment of the soul to the 
body might be in the sense that the soul is prior to the body 
in existence. Now in that case the priority will be either 
temporal as well as essential, and so the soul’s being could 
not possibly be attached to the body since it precedes the 
body in time, or the priority will be only essential and not 
temporal, for in time the soul will not be separate from the 
body. This sort of priority means that when the prior entity 
comes into existence, the being of the posterior entity must 
follow from it. Then the prior entity cannot exist, if the pos-
terior is supposed to be non-existent. I do not say that the 
supposition of the non-existence of the posterior necessi-
tates the nonexistence of the prior, but that the posterior 
cannot be non-existent except when first something has 
naturally happened to the prior which has made it nonexist-
ent, too. Thus it is not the supposition of the non-existence 
of the posterior entity which necessitates the nonexistence 
of the prior, but the supposition of the non-existence of the 
prior itself, for the posterior can be supposed to be non-
existent only after the prior itself has ceased to exist. This 
being so, it follows that the cause of non-existence must 
occur in the substance of the soul necessitating the body’s 
corruption along with it, and that the body cannot be cor-
rupted through a cause special to itself. But in fact the cor-
ruption of the body does take place through a cause special 
to itself, namely, through changes in its composition and its 
temperament. Thus it is false to hold that the soul is attached 
to the body as essentially prior to it, and that at the same 
time the body is indeed corrupted through a cause in itself; 
so no such relationship subsists between the two. 

[35] This being so, all the forms of attachment between the 
body and the soul have proved to be false and it only re-
mains that the soul, in its being, has no relationship with the 
body but is related with other principles which are not sub-
ject to change or corruption. 

[36] As for the proposition that the soul does not admit of 
corruption at all, I say that there is another conclusive rea-
son for the immortality of the soul. Everything which might 
be corrupted through some cause has in itself the potential-
ity of corruption and, before corruption, has the actuality of 
persistence. But it is absurd that a single thing in the same 
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sense should possess both, the potentiality of corruption and 
the actuality of persistence; its potentiality of corruption 
cannot be due to its actual persistence, for the concept of 
potentiality is contrary to that of actuality. Also, the relation 
of this potentiality is opposed to the relation of this actual-
ity, for the one is related with corruption, the other with 
persistence. These two concepts, then, are attributable to 
two different factors in the concrete thing. Hence we say 
that the actuality of persistence and the potentiality of cor-
ruption may be combined in composite things and in such 
simple things as subsist in composite ones. But these two 
concepts cannot come together in simple things whose es-
sence is separate. I say in another absolute sense that these 
two concepts cannot exist together in a simple thing whose 
essence is unitary. This is because everything which persists 
and has the potentiality of corruption also has the potential-
ity of persistence, since its persistence is not necessary. 
When it is not necessary, it is possible; and possibility is of 
the nature of potentiality. Thus the potentiality of persis-
tence is in its very substance. But, of course, it is clear that 
the actuality of persistence of a thing is not the same as its 
potentiality of persistence. Thus its actuality of persistence 
is a fact which happens to the body which has the potential-
ity of persistence. Therefore that potentiality does not be-
long to something actual but to something of which actual 
existence is only an accident and does not constitute its real 
essence. From this it necessarily follows that its being is 
composed of a factor the possession of which gives actual 
existence to it (this factor is the form in every concrete exis-
tent), and another factor which attains this actual existence 
but which in itself has only the potentiality of existence (and 
this factor is the matter in the concrete existent). 

[37] So if the soul is absolutely simple and is not divisible 
into matter and form, it will not admit of corruption. But if it 
is composite, let us leave the composite and consider only 
the substance which is its matter. We say: either that matter 
will continue to be divisible and so the same analysis will 
go on being applied to it and we shall then have a regress ad 
infinitum, which is absurd; or this substance and base will 
never cease to exist. But if so, then our present discourse is 
devoted to this factor which is the base and origin (i.e. the 
substance) and not to the composite thing which is com-
posed of this factor and some other. So it is clear that every-
thing which is simple and not composite, or which is the 
origin and base (i.e. the substance) of the composite thing, 
cannot in itself possess both the actuality of persistence and 
the potentiality of corruption. If it has the potentiality of 
corruption, it cannot possibly have the actuality of persis-

tence, and if it has the actuality of persistence and existence, 
it cannot have the potentiality of corruption. Obviously, 
then, the substance of the soul does not have the potentiality 
of corruption. Of those things which come to be and are 
corrupted, the corruptible is only the concrete composite. 
The potentiality of corruption and of persistence at the same 
time does not belong to something which gives unity to the 
composite, but to the matter which potentially admits of 
both contraries. So the corruptible composite as such pos-
sesses neither the potentiality of persistence nor that of cor-
ruption, let alone both. As to the matter itself, it either has 
persistence not due to any potentiality, which gives it the 
capacity for persistence as some people think or it has per-
sistence through a potentiality which gives it persistence, 
but does not have the potentiality of corruption; this latter 
being something which it acquires. The potentiality of cor-
ruption of simple entities which subsist in matter is due to 
matter and is not in their own substance. The argument 
which proves that everything which comes to exist passes 
away on account of the finitude of the potentialities of per-
sistence and corruption is relevant only to those things 
whose being is composed of matter and form. Matter has the 
potentiality that this form may persist in it, and at the same 
time the potentiality that this form may cease to exist in it. It 
is then obvious that the soul is absolutely incorruptible. This 
is the point which we wanted to make, and this is what we 
wanted to prove.       


