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Philosophical anthropology, discipline within philosophy that seeks to unify the 

several empirical investigations of human nature in an effort to understand individuals as both 

creatures of their environment and creators of their own values. 

anthropology and philosophical anthropology 

Origins and terminology 

In the 18th century, “anthropology” was the branch of philosophy that gave an account of human 

nature. At that time, almost everything in the domain of systematic knowledge was understood to 

be a branch of philosophy. Physics, for example, was still known as “natural philosophy,” and 

the study of economics had developed as a part of “moral philosophy.” At the same time, 

anthropology was not where the main work of philosophy was done. As a branch of philosophy 

it served, instead, as a kind of review of the implications for human nature of philosophically 

more central doctrines, and it may have incorporated a good deal of empirical material that 

would now be thought of as belonging to psychology. Because the field of study was a part of 

philosophy, it did not have to be explicitly so described. 

By the end of the 19th century, anthropology and many other disciplines had established their 

independence from philosophy. Anthropology emerged as a branch of the social sciences that 

studied the biological and evolutionary history of human beings (physical anthropology), as well 

as the culture and society that distinguished Homo sapiens from other animal species (cultural 

anthropology). In their study of social and cultural institutions and practices, anthropologists 

typically focused on the less highly developed societies, further distinguishing anthropology 

from sociology 

As a result of these developments, the term philosophical anthropology is not in familiar use 

among anthropologists and would probably not meet with any ready comprehension from 

philosophers either, at least in the English-speaking world. When anthropology is conceived in 

contemporary terms, philosophical thought might come within its purview only as an element in 

the culture of some society that is under study, but it would be very unlikely to have any part 

to play in an anthropologist’s work or in the way human nature is conceived for the purposes of 

that work. To put the matter somewhat differently, anthropology is now regarded as an empirical 

scientific discipline, and, as such, it discounts the relevance of philosophical theories of human 

nature. The inference here is that philosophical (as opposed to empirical) anthropology would 

almost certainly be bad anthropology. 

These views reflect a positivistic conception of scientific knowledge and the negative judgment 

of philosophy that typically goes with it. According to this view, philosophy, like religion, 

belongs to a period in the history of thought that has passed; it has been replaced by science and 
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no longer has any real contribution to make to inquiries that conform to the rigorous epistemic 

or cognitive norms set by the natural sciences. It follows that the application of the 

adjective philosophical—not just to anthropology, but to any discipline at all—has fallen out of 

favour. The only exception would be when the philosophical aspect of the discipline in question 

is confined to epistemological and logical matters and remains quite distinct from 

the substantive inquiries in which that discipline engages. 

Any mention of the “philosophy of physics,” the “philosophy of history,” or even the 

“philosophy of anthropology” almost always pertains to philosophy in this narrower sense. Many 

philosophers have signaled an acceptance of this limitation on their work by concentrating their 

attention on language as the medium through which logical issues can be expressed. When other 

philosophers claim that they still have something substantive and distinctive to say about human 

nature, their work is customarily categorized as “philosophical anthropology,” thus avoiding the 

confusion that the old usage might cause. This term is also applied to the older accounts of 

human nature by philosophers whose work predated such distinctions. For the purposes of this 

discussion, however, the primary reference of the term philosophical anthropology will be to the 

period in which these ambiguities developed. 

The concept of the “soul-mind” 

Despite the terminological changes that developed over time, philosophers who have considered 

questions of human nature have demonstrated substantial continuity in the types of issues they 

have studied. In both old and new approaches, the principal focus of philosophical interest has 

been a feature of human nature that has long been central to self-understanding. In simple terms, 

it is the recognition that human beings have minds—or, in more traditional parlance, souls. Long 

before recorded history, the soul was understood to be that part of human nature that made life, 

motion, and sentience possible. Since at least the 19th century the actuality of the soul has been 

hotly contested in Western philosophy, usually in the name of science, especially as the vital 

functions once attributed to it were gradually explained by normal physical and physiological 

processes. 

But even though its defenders no longer apply the term widely, the concept of the soul has 

endured. Within philosophy it has been progressively refined to the point of being transformed 

into the concept of mind as that part of human nature wherein intellectual and moral powers 

reside. At the same time, many of the ideas traditionally associated with the soul—immortality, 

for example—have been largely abandoned by philosophy or assigned to religion. Among a 

wider public, however, the word soul is arguably more familiar and comprehensible than mind, 

especially as an expression of what humans conceive of as their “inner reality.” For the purposes 

of this discussion, therefore, the two terms will be used in their appropriate contexts and, 

occasionally, in a compound form, the “soul-mind.” 

The challenge of materialism 

Despite the aforementioned continuity between ancient and modern philosophical accounts of 

the soul-mind, there is in fact a major difference between the two. During the 19th century the 

long-standing concept of the mind as an entity distinct from the body was challenged, causing it 

(as well as the concept of the soul) to become problematic in a new and quite radical way. 

Appealing to the authority of the natural sciences, the challenge issued in an explicitly materialist 

theory of human nature and of all the functions that had traditionally been thought of as 

“mental.” These developments in turn helped to determine the current situation confronting 

philosophical anthropology, in which it must decide whether or not to join a widening scientific 

and philosophical consensus on these matters. 

In a sense, materialism itself can be treated as a new thesis within philosophical anthropology, 

and due note will be taken of it as such. Even so, it should also be noted that the philosophers 

who side with the new materialism do not refer to themselves as “philosophical anthropologists” 

but usually simply as “philosophers of mind.” It does appear, moreover, that those who do 
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describe themselves as philosophical anthropologists remain committed to working out 

a conception of human personality that centres on the notion of a soul-mind, as well as on the 

various notions of intellectual, moral, and spiritual life that traditionally have been associated 

with it. As such a project, philosophical anthropology now has the status of what, in 

another context, the English political theorist W.B. Gallie called an “essentially contested 

concept.” 

The fundamental issue between philosophical anthropologists who are sympathetic to 

materialism and those who are not is whether the discipline must espouse a 

materialist ontology if it is not to be dismissed as “unscientific.” That issue in turn raises the 

further question of whether a consistently materialist theory of human nature is really possible.  

In dealing with these questions, it is important to acknowledge the deep affiliation of the 

traditional philosophical conception of human nature with the intuitive understanding that human 

beings have of themselves and of their fellow human beings. In that understanding, 

an attitude that is known to philosophers as direct, or “naive,” realism is well established. 

Philosophers regard it as naive because it claims that humans perceive things in the world 

directly and without the mediation of any impression, idea, or representation. Because no 

provision is made for any such direct apprehension in the scientific worldview, the concept has 

been summarily dismissed. More generally, intuitive distinctions of this kind do not fare well 

within scientific thinking, which recognizes facts only when all their components can be reduced 

to a common level of physical process. Although, historically, philosophy has shared this distrust 

of commonsense distinctions and has not hesitated to override them with constructions of its 

own, contemporary philosophical anthropology typically treats such intuitions with more respect. 

It does not simply dismiss them as crude errors, and it does not treat the fact that they may be 

irreconcilable with assumptions made by the natural sciences as the last word on the subject. 

Wherever possible, it tries, instead, to incorporate them into a defensible conception of human 

nature that leaves the work of the sciences standing, though not necessarily within the kind of 

ontological framework that scientists may think is required. 

There is a wide variety of views as to how this can best be done, but these do not seem to engage 

the attention of many contemporary philosophers. As Socrates discovered, many philosophers 

have regarded the natural world and its processes as being at least as interesting, if not more so, 

than the human mind and its vagaries. That attitude has maintained itself down to the present day 

and may even have become more extreme. The name of Socrates does, however, suggest a 

positive affinity for philosophical anthropology with humanism as a mode of thought that is 

animated by a strong sense of both the moral and the human importance of achieving an 

understanding of human nature. It can also be argued that interest in the character of one’s own 

being has been a major motive of philosophical inquiry as a whole. Humans do not, after all, ask 

large philosophical questions primarily in their capacity as workers in a specialized field of 

inquiry; rather, they ask them as human beings who feel the need to understand their own lives in 

as wide a context as possible. It may be that a candid identification of philosophical 

anthropology with that degree of humane interest would express its character better than an 

official designation of it as a subfield within the bureaucratized world of academic philosophy. It 

would then be, in effect, the philosophical rationale for the understanding of human nature that 

humanism has represented, typically without offering much in the way of supporting argument. 

Early conceptions of the soul 

The earliest origins of the concept of the soul are hidden in a remote prehistoric past. Human 

beings undoubtedly lived then, as most still do, in a state of deep absorption in the world around 

them. This has always made it very difficult to turn attention to whatever it may be 

about human beings themselves that makes it possible for them to “have a world” at all. 

What seems to have struck these early human beings most forcefully was the difference between 

what is alive and what is dead. This was the distinction that the idea of soul was originally 
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designed to express. The soul was a life-principle, and, as such, it was regarded as something 

that leaves the body at death. As indicated by a variety of Indo-European words for soul, such as 

the Sanskrit atman and the Greek psychē, it was often identified with breath; it was not so much 

immaterial as it was a finer, attenuated form of matter 

As thinking about these issues progressed, a variety of functions were assigned to the soul, which 

gradually came to be conceived as a kind of container in which the functions resided. The soul 

was what human thoughts and feelings were “in,” and it was itself each person’s inner reality. 

This connotation of inwardness survives to this day. The soul was considered a distinct 

individual entity—not unlike an organ of the body, but also very different, because its location in 

the body could not be determined. Furthermore, the concept of soul seemed familiar because it 

was spoken of in the way people speak about ordinary “things.” It also appears to have been 

modeled on familiar objects in the sense that, in perception, every property of an object outside 

the mind corresponded to a counterpart property within the mind; this was joined by the 

assumption that the latter somehow reproduced the former. In this way, each soul-mind came to 

be understood as one more entity in the world, yet one with the unique quality of containing 

simulacra of the other entities 

Early conceptions of the soul 

The earliest origins of the concept of the soul are hidden in a remote prehistoric past. Human 

beings undoubtedly lived then, as most still do, in a state of deep absorption in the world around 

them. This has always made it very difficult to turn attention to whatever it may be 

about human beings themselves that makes it possible for them to “have a world” at all. 

What seems to have struck these early human beings most forcefully was the difference between 

what is alive and what is dead. This was the distinction that the idea of soul was originally 

designed to express. The soul was a life-principle, and, as such, it was regarded as something 

that leaves the body at death. As indicated by a variety of Indo-European words for soul, such as 

the Sanskrit atman and the Greek psychē, it was often identified with breath; it was not so much 

immaterial as it was a finer, attenuated form of matter 

As thinking about these issues progressed, a variety of functions were assigned to the soul, which 

gradually came to be conceived as a kind of container in which the functions resided. The soul 

was what human thoughts and feelings were “in,” and it was itself each person’s inner reality. 

This connotation of inwardness survives to this day. The soul was considered a distinct 

individual entity—not unlike an organ of the body, but also very different, because its location in 

the body could not be determined. Furthermore, the concept of soul seemed familiar because it 

was spoken of in the way people speak about ordinary “things.” It also appears to have been 

modeled on familiar objects in the sense that, in perception, every property of an object outside 

the mind corresponded to a counterpart property within the mind; this was joined by the 

assumption that the latter somehow reproduced the former. In this way, each soul-mind came to 

be understood as one more entity in the world, yet one with the unique quality of containing 

simulacra of the other entities. 

One of the facts that the soul-mind was supposed to account for was the knowledge that humans 

had of the world around them. However oblivious early humans may have been to the notion of 

themselves as “subjects,” they did not overlook the role that sense organs play in perception. It 

was sometimes thought—and children still often imagine—that rays of some kind emanate from 

the eyes and meet other rays emanating from the perceived object halfway, where perception 

supposedly occurs. Eventually, however, perception came to be understood as a process outside 

the body that reaches a sense organ and then produces some kind of facsimile of the object in the 

person whose sense organ has been affected. Knowledge is thus the production of a copy (or 

something like it) in the mind of the object that is outside it. Just how and where this occurred 

was unknown, but various parts of the body were usually held to be the locus of both perception 

and the other functions that were later referred to as “mental.” 
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The cognitive function thus assigned to the soul could be addressed to many different kinds of 

objects, and the emphasis given to one or the other of these has varied substantially from one 

period in the history of thought to another. The natural world was the immediate object of both 

perception and thought, but it was not long before God came to be considered an even more 

important object of knowledge. Indeed, knowledge of God eventually came to be regarded by 

some philosophers as a necessary condition for any other knowledge the soul might have, 

including that of the natural world. Still another object of knowledge for the soul was the soul 

itself; its ability to take itself, reflexively, as the object of its own awareness has been cited as 

one of its most remarkable characteristics. 

Of these three types of knowledge—of the external world, of God, and of the soul itself—it is the 

first that has received most attention from philosophers. Although that priority of interest will be 

observed in this discussion, the other kinds of knowledge will be touched on in 

appropriate contexts. (Oddly, one kind of knowledge, of the souls or minds of other human 

beings, did not become a major topic of philosophical discussion until late in the modern period, 

and since then it has been much controverted; see other minds, problem of.) But if the soul-mind 

had all of these different cognitive capabilities, it could not be a purely receptive or passive 

entity. It had its own spontaneity even in the area of cognition, where it could 

draw inferences about things or events not immediately present in space or time. Even more 

important, the soul-mind had the power to make decisions and undertake actions, and 

accordingly it held responsibility for the moral quality of those decisions and actions. The 

relation between judgments of the moral quality of action and other so-called “factual” 

knowledge was also much debated. 
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