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THESIS:  This paper will attempt to reveal how the philosophies of ancient Greece shaped the traditional Anglo-American view of the human soul, and how the empirical evidence of cognitive science and neuroscience challenge this view.
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People of every culture, religion, and society attempt to answer the questions that 

lie at the core of philosophy. Who are we? What is our purpose in life? What happens 

when we die? These questions have remained in the back of our minds since Thales, and 

every culture, religion, and society attempts to answer these questions in different ways. 

These answers may have satisfied the majority, but there have always been those who are 

moved by the need to dig deeper and not accept what has been passed down to them. 

This is the case for many scientists who throughout history have challenged the popular 

census. From Aristotle in the fourth century B.C.E., the Scientific Revolution of the 

16th and 17th centuries C.E., and the neuroscientists of today, scientists have forged ahead 

seeking for the truths beyond a priori philosophy and doctrines whose validity resides in 

pure faith. The focus of this paper is the traditional Anglo-American concept of the 

human soul. This concept has been shaped by religion, specifically Christianity which 

was in turn influenced by the philosophies of ancient Greece. This Anglo-American 

concept is also what it is because of the way the human mind works. Recent discoveries 

in cognitive science and neuroscience provide more than enough empirical evidence to 

prove false the popular view of Anglo-American tradition. These discoveries could have 

dramatic effects on spirituality in America and on society as a whole, but only if 

Americans are able to accept the proven facts that undermine everything they once 

thought to be true.


Of these truths that Americans hold so dear, the concept of the human soul is 

perhaps the most precious. This concept affirms that every human is composed of two 

elements: the physical, mortal body, and the immortal, invisible, and disembodied 

soul. Whatever this element is named, be it soul, spirit, essence, reason, or the locus of 

consciousness, it is assumed by much of the populace and important to many because it 

offers a spiritual immortality that alleviates fear of death. This firm belief is due in large 

part to the Christian tradition that this country is steeped in. According to The World Fact 

Book of 2003, 56 percent of the American people claim to be Protestant and 28 percent to 

be Roman Catholic, making 84 percent of Americans Christian.1

Christianity is built upon the salvation of the soul that is available only through 

Jesus Christ, while the eternal damnation of the soul is even more accessible by sinning 

against an all-powerful God. When a person dies, his or her soul goes either to heaven or 

to hell. One needs only to look to the Christian Holy Bible for examples of this 

disembodied soul. Matthew 10:28 tells of Jesus preaching to his apostles to “not fear 

those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both 

soul and body in hell.” Salvation is the message of Paul’s letter that makes up the book of 

Romans. In verses 7:24-25, Paul exclaims, “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver 

me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I 

myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin.” In 

Luke 23:46 a dying Jesus cries out, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!”

This dualistic view influences even those who are not religious. People do not 

normally stop to consider where their beliefs come from, they just believe. People are 

compelled to find the reasons why there is existence instead of nothing and in many ways 

Christianity has conditioned the beliefs of even those who do not consider themselves 

Christian. 


This dualistic view is also the result of the way that people think, which goes 

largely unnoticed or ignored. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson explain the 

framework behind the notion of the disembodied mind in their book Philosophy in the 

Flesh.  Lakoff and Johnson note that our understanding of reason is of immense 

importance because “it has been taken for over two millennia as the defining 

characteristic of human beings.”2  They examine this understanding through the 

exploration of a person’s use of metaphor. “Metaphor allows conventional mental 

imagery from sensorimotor domains to be used for domains of subjective experience.”3 

Metaphor is necessary for any abstract thinking, and the breaking down of 

common metaphors helps one to see how it is influential to the idea that the mind is 

separate from the body.


“The concept of a disembodied mind is also a natural concomitant of the 

metaphorical distinction between Subject and Self.”4  The Subject of these 

metaphors represents the “locus of consciousness” while the Self, or Selves in some 

cases, represents the physical part of a person.5  “In these Subject-Self 

metaphors, the person has an independent existence, so the subject must have an 

independent existence.”6  Cases of these metaphors are used in every-day 

conversations all the time. “The Social Self Metaphor” illustrates examples in which the 

Subject and Self appear to have a social relationship: having self-control, being 

disappointed in one’s self, being at war with one’s self.7  These metaphors, 

which are more detailed in Lakoff’s and Johnson’s book, build up much of a person’s 

thought without being realized. “In virtually all of our acts of perception, the bodily 

organs of perception . . .are not what we are attending to . . .The fact that what we attend 

to is rarely what we perceive with gives the illusion that mental acts occur independent of 

the unnoticed body.”8  One must remember that these metaphors only show 

why many of us feel we have an essence that is separate from our physical self, but does 

not entail that this separation truly exists.9 


Religion is also responsible for shaping the way we think, and Greek 

philosophical thought helped shape the way early Christians thought. There is some 

controversy between historians over exactly how much Greek philosophies influenced 

Christianity. Paul writes a warning against philosophy in Colossians 2:8 of The Holy 

Bible: “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit.” Many 

Christians see this supposed influence as a threat to the authenticity of their faith and will 

go to great lengths to disprove any correlations. Ronald Nash of the Christian Research 

Journal concludes that those who claim that a connection exists between the two are 

“guilty of sloppy research and shoddy thinking. It is easy to suspect that their primary 

motivation was a desire to find anything that might appear to discredit the inspiration and 

authority of the Scriptures.”10  When looked at from an unbiased perspective, the 

many parallels between Christianity and certain elements in Greek though are undeniable.


In his book A History of Christian Thought, Paul Tillich begins by saying that 

“the Greek philosophical concepts . . . created the Christian dogma.”11   Greek 

thought focuses on the unknown; “the eternal truth,”12 on which Christianity 

claims to be the authority. Although the later philosophies of Stoicism and Neo-

Platonism were more influential because they coincided with early Christianity, parallels 

can be noted all the way back to the sixth and seventh centuries B.C.E. Thales was 

perhaps the first to “believe that the soul was the motive force of the body.”13 

The characteristics that Parmenides gives to Being, Justinian later ascribes to God—

“eternal, without beginning, needing nothing, beyond passions, indestructible, 

unchangeable, and invisible.”14  The Pythagoreans believed in the immortality 


of the soul and that “the aim in life was to become pure by removing the taint of the body 

and rejoining the universal spirit.”15 

More significant philosophical impacts are found a little later in history within 

Epicureanism, Plato and Neo-Platonism, Aristotle, and Stoicism. Epicureanism didn’t 

have as great of an impact as the others, but it is worth mentioning that the Epicureans 

called their teacher Epicurus “soter” and this is used in the New Testament of The Holy 

Bible in reference to Jesus.16 


Plato’s influence is seen in many areas within Christianity. The Pythagorean idea 

of the imprisoned soul is prevalent in Plato’s teachings, and even stronger in later Neo-

Platonism. Plato illustrates the hindrance of the body to the soul in his work the Timeaus 

where “the faculty of reason (is only) free to contemplate when separated from the 

physical form.”17  This imprisonment stems from Plato’s idea of transcendence, 

“that there is something that surpasses empirical reality.”18  Plato shows his 

belief in the immortality of the soul in Phaedo: “As day follows night, so life follows 

death. When death comes, the immortal part of a person retires to another existence. 

Those who are good find ultimate release from the body in a higher existence . . . The 

wicked are cast into the torments of Tartarus.”19  Another Christian element is 

obvious in this quote and that is of an afterlife coupled with reward and punishment.20 

Plato even answers the question of what a person’s goal in life should be, an 

answer that few Christians would disagree with: “homoiosis tou theo kata to dynaton” or 

“to become as similar to god as possible.”21 



 Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover bears quite a resemblance to the Christian God. Both 

are the “first principle”, eternal, not subject to change, and are “most good.”22 

Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover creates motion with his “radiating love” and is the goal of all 

Life.23  Both notions are compatible with the Christian ideas of God’s love and 

God being the goal of all things.


Heraclitus’s Divine Logos becomes a major influence on Christianity through 

Stoicism. The Divine Logos of the Stoics is interpreted as “the universal self-

manifestation of God in all forms of reality.”24  It is the first principle that 

creates everything out of itself. The term logos was translated in The Holy Bible as God’s 

Word: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God . . . And the Word became flesh and lived among us.” (John1:1-14). 


Stoicism shared many commonalities with Christianity. Both distinguish between 

the body and the soul, both stressed the importance of self-control, both taught that one 

should live for the greater good of mankind, and both believed in a dualistic universe 

connected by a mediator—the Divine Logos and Jesus.25  The Stoics believed 

that the world would end in conflagration, a fatalistic view similar to the Christian one 

found in II Peter.26  The Stoic’s apatheia, acceptance of one’s fate, is comparable 

to the Christian notion of “accepting the will of God.”27 


There have been a many men who assisted in the blending of philosophical 

thinking with Christianity. The individuals who were the most significant were Philo, 

Augustine, Aquinas, and the apostle Paul. Philo was a Hellenized Jew and considered to 

be a Middle Platonist due to his dependence on Platonic thought.28  Philo 

was also influenced by Aristotelian thought as well as some Stoic elements, namely the 

theory of the Divine Logos.29  Philo attempted to reconcile the scriptures of 

the Old Testament with Greek philosophy using the allegorical method.30

Augustine was a theologian of the fourth century C.E. who held “an unusual 

appreciation of philosophy, especially Platonic thought . . . He held that wherever truth is 

found, it belongs to God.”31  Augustine, like the Stoics, claimed “that 

everything works for the good” and the separate parts, while not always pleasant, 

“contribute to the beauty of the whole work.”32  Augustine held a theory of 

“divine illumination” that leads to knowledge of “eternal truths” which appears to have 

been inspired by Plato’s “parable of the sun and the Form of the Good, in which things 

are made visible.”33  Augustine’s views are later embraced by the 

Franciscans in the Middle Ages, and opposed by the Dominicans who represented 

Aristotelian thought within the church.34  The incorporation of Aristotelian 

thought was made possible through the work of Thomas Aquinas who believed that 

“reason is able to express revelation.”35 


Although the apostle Paul warns against philosophy in Colossians as mentioned 

earlier, he contradicts himself in that he draws on Platonic and Stoic thought to support 

his own teachings.36  Paul, as quoted earlier from Romans 7:24, exemplifies 

the Platonic idea that the body imprisons the soul. This is also found in Romans 7:5: “For 

while we are living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in 

our members to bear fruit for death.” Paul even quoted a Stoic writer in his sermon to the 

Aeropagus in Acts 17:28.


Philo, Augustine, Aquinas, and Paul all used the rivals of their faith to support 

and enhance Christianity. The Greek influence is apparent in their teachings and assists in 

the understanding of the more abstract elements of Christianity. All of these beliefs 

support a dualistic view of the human body and soul, a view which is discredited by the 

findings of cognitive science and neuroscience.


For too long the mind has been seen by many as free and separate from the body 

and therefore not subject to scientific investigation. In Philosophy in the Flesh, Lakoff 

and Johnson undertake this neglected investigation and reveal what it means for the mind 

to be embodied. “The mind is embodied in the deep sense that our conceptual systems 

and our capacity for thought are shaped by the nature of our brains, our bodies, and our 

bodily interactions.”37  Reason, concepts, metaphor, and the mind are all 

embodied. “The same neural and cognitive mechanisms that allow us to perceive and 

move around also create our conceptual systems and modes of reason.”38 

Reason, therefore, is not universal. It is perceived as such due to the common way that 

the human brain works.39  Concepts are formed through our neural structures, 

and from the orientation of our bodies, like in front of and behind.40  This 

means that “the locus of reason (is the) locus of perception and motor control.”41

The importance of metaphor to human thought was discussed earlier, but its 

embodiment was not. All metaphors come from the body and bodily experience.42  

Lakoff and Johnson list the three fundamental ways that metaphor is embodied: 

“First, the correlation arises out of our embodied functioning in the world, where we 

regularly encounter cases in which More is Up. Second, the source domain of the 

metaphor comes from the body’s sensorimotor system. Finally, the correlation is 

instantiated in the body via neural connections.”43 


Because metaphor, reason, and concepts are all embodied in that they are all 

formed from the sensorimotor system, the mind could not be anything but embodied, 

leaving any disembodied soul another concept created within the mind.44  No 

separate soul or spirit could possibly exist. When the body dies so does the mind along 

with any soul or spirit within us.


What of the individuals who claim to have undergone spiritual experiences that 

lead them to believe that they have ventured outside of their bodies? In the past few 

years, neuroscientists have made astounding discoveries in this area that is evolving 

theories to facts. The leading scientists in this field are Dr. V. S. Ramachandran, Andrew 

Newberg, and Dr. Michael Persinger. In 1997, Dr. Ramachandran gave a presentation on 

the results of his study on patients with temporal lobe epilepsy.45  The seizures 

that accompany this affliction cause many patients to believe that they have undergone 

overwhelming religious experiences.46  This led Dr. Ramachandran to conclude 

that “the circuits underlying religious experience are in the temporal lobe of the brain.”47  

His study was of only three patients, but made a starting point for later scientists.48


Radiologist Andrew Newberg studied the brain scans of Buddhist monks during 

meditation and of Franciscan nuns during prayer. These scans show abnormally low 

activity in the left parietal lobe of the brain.49  This area produces physical 

bearings for individuals and when activity in this area drops, as in sleep or deep 

meditation, the separation between self and non-self dissolves.50 
These discoveries show that “all experience is mediated by the brain”51 and 

that no states of consciousness exists outside the brain.52 


Dr. Persinger created a helmet that produces a magnetic field that stimulates 

neurons in the temporal lobe that can “induce religious experiences in subjects.”53  The 

unbalanced activity in the brain causes the subject to sense “another self” or 


feel as though they are outside of themselves.54  These conditions that Persinger 

has successfully reproduced may be caused “by crisis situations, prolonged anxiety, near-

death contingencies, high altitudes, starvation and fasting . . . and other physiological 

stressors.”55  Some people are more susceptible to these experiences than 

others, and Persinger, due to the results of a questionnaire given to the studied subjects, 

concludes, “If you are rational, controlled, not prone to fantasy, you will probably resist 

the experience.”56 


The results of cognitive science and neuroscience threaten the foundations of the 

Christian faith—revelation and salvation. Spirituality can be seen as being devalued to 

the extent that the body could not, and is not, a vessel for an immortal soul that will 

survive death and continue in an afterlife determined by one’s actions while alive. 

“Christians are supposed to live a holy life focused on transcending all the things of this 

world . . . because that is what God requires for their salvation, so that they may go to 

heaven and be united with God.”57  But it is our bodies that allow us to be 

spiritual, through the embodiment of our emotions, our empathy, and our morality.


The likelihood of Americans accepting these discoveries is slim. “Commitment to 

ones faith is founded upon an understanding that the teachings of that faith are true 

statements about reality.”58  It is probable that the evidence provided by science 

will be discredited or manipulated to fit the traditional Christian views, or simply 

ignored. Is it necessary that these discoveries be accepted by society? Religion is, for the 

most part, a positive and civilizing force within our country and is of the utmost 

importance to the majority of the American people. This new evidence undermines some 

important elements of the Christian faith. Do the findings of cognitive science and 

neuroscience require people to give up their beliefs entirely?


The answer to this question is found within the individual. A person of strong 

faith needs only to alter their beliefs and understand that what they have been told in the 

past regarding spirituality is not likely in light of empirical evidence. It is important that 

society reevaluate their views on what it means to be human because of the findings 

discussed in this paper. These discoveries change how we see ourselves because we are 

able to understand ourselves more accurately. The views of Americans that have been 

shaped by the workings of our brains and Christianity, which was itself influenced by 

Greek philosophy, are no longer acceptable under the light of cognitive science and 

neuroscience. The mind is embodied and the only soul that could possibly exist would 

also be embodied and dependent on the physical self. We have found a vital resource in 

knowing ourselves. Now we can begin to get to the core of our philosophical questions in 

an accurate manner backed by evidence. The responsibility lies within each of us to take 

this knowledge and apply it to our lives.
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