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Explore the meaning of soul in renaissance humanism?

From the fourteenth century to the seventeenth century, humanism played a key role in European culture. Beginning as a movement based on the recovery, interpretation and imitation of ancient Greek and Roman texts and the archaeological study of the physical remains of antiquity, humanism turned into a dynamic cultural programme, influencing almost every facet of Renaissance intellectual life.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Kraye, Jill. The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996. P. Title page] 

	The renaissance humanist movement saw a shift in various types of subjects including classical scholarship, education, poetry, philosophy, medicine, and geography among some others. The classification of information into encyclopaedias and studio humanitatis. The movement began when literature was more readily available from the advancement in printing capabilities with new technology in the early fourteenth century. This enabled humanist writers to publish more copies in shorter periods of time for the renaissance reader. The translation of ancient texts from Greek to Latin influenced many of the renaissance humanist’s writings. Philology was an important study for some humanists to understand and better translate ancient texts. Ancient philosophers like Plato and Aristotle’s writings contributed to new theories and practices for humanist’s like Petrarch, Marsilio Ficino and even later influence in Michel De Montaigne.   	
One of the subjects I will be exploring is philosophy in humanism. I will be looking at the way in which the soul and the body were understood to humanist scholars and the way it has changed from the interpretation of the ancient texts.  I will focus on some humanists and their works to further grasp the concept of the soul to the renaissance person and culture. 
The meaning of soul has changed across time. In today’s society, it holds different meaning in different cultures just as it did to different humanists in the fourteenth to seventeenth century. It is still difficult to define what a soul is today and what its function is, therefore I will look at how the soul was defined from the perspective of the ancient philosophers first; Kristeller says:
This primitive conception of the soul was accepted and developed by the earliest Greek philosophers; Plato finally made of it a precise meta physical concept, defining the soul as a "substance," i.e., as an entity existing in itself. This Platonic concept of soul was to dominate the entire subsequent tradition down to Kant. The quite different doctrine of Aristotle, who defined the "soul" as the form of the body and attributed only to the reason, the active part of the mind, an existence independent of the body, had some modifying effect, but did not really supplant Plato's conception.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kristeller, Paul Oskar. “The Theory of Immortality in Marsilio Ficino.” Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 1, no. 3, 1940, pp. 299–319. JSTOR, JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/2707089.> [Accessed 18th December 2018]] 

The definition of a soul was even debated upon far before the humanist movement, as it still is today. One of the most famous humanists in Europe was Marsilio Ficino of Italy. Ficino was known for his translations of the ancient Greek works of Plato into Latin and his platonic thinking, as it says;
Ficino’s Platonism was in many ways a product of the Humanistic movement. Humanistic are his style and the literary form of many of his works, the sources he used and the way he made them available, and even some of the problems that determined his philosophical thought. Yet Ficino was more than a mere Humanist who happened to be interested in Plato. He was a thinker who was attracted by the thought of Plato and of the ancient Neo-Platonists.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The Renaissance Philosophy of Man Selections in translation, edited by Ernst Cassirer, Paul Oskar Kristeller, John Herman Randall, Jr., (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press: 1948) P.7] 

In Ficino’s letters, we can see an ambitious combination of Platonism with Christianity, as Jurdievic argues; ‘(…) Ficino advocated an elitist, gradual, top-down approach to spiritual reform, guided by the study of Plato, who was interpreted by the humanist as a divinely inspired philosopher who had helped prepare the classical world for the arrival of Christianity (…).’[footnoteRef:4] Through this combination, we can see a shift in understanding of the meaning of soul, as portrayed in his letters and other works. Ficino tries to explain how the soul can idealistically act independently of the body. In his letter to Giovanni Cavalcanti, he writes; 		 [4:  Jurdjevic, Mark. “Prophets and Politicians: Marsilio Ficino, Savonarola and the Valori Family.” Past & Present, no. 183, 2004, pp. 41–77. JSTOR, JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/3600860.> [Accessed 19th December 2018]] 

We mortals have two principal questions about the mind. The first is, whether the intellect may be disjoined from the body, and thus separated from the body, still live and act. The second is whether it is then capable of understanding, and whether it understands clearly or not.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, Ed. & trans. Margaret L. King, (Indianapolis, Indiana: Hackett, 2014) P.238] 

In some of his letters to his friends, we can see the use of the word soul many times, as he writes in the same letter; ‘For the soul will clearly see itself through itself, more acutely seeing the light perceived by the intellect than it now sees that lesser light perceived by the senses through the glass windows of this bodily prison.’[footnoteRef:6] Ficino theorises that the body acts more like a prison for the soul and when the soul is free of the body, it is able to see and think more clearly. [6:  Margaret L. King, P.239] 

In the Oration on the Dignity of Man, a study of philosophy by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, human beings are praised as Cunningham summarises: 
Man is a little world, a minor mundus; he is every creature, in the sense that he contains all things; man is created in God’s own image; man is the last thing created, and hence is the highest likeness of God and the summation of all other creation, and he is the end or goal of the creation process; man stands between visible creation and the things which can only be grasped by the intellect – he is the mean.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Andrew Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1997), p. 41.] 

The idea of the soul being a substance and existing of itself, like its own entity, is a platonic idea that Ficino along with Pico understood as a way in which the soul may better itself, as Ficino says; ‘Soul is the intermediate degree of all things, and connects all superior and inferior degrees into one by both ascending to the superior and descending to the inferior.’[footnoteRef:8] Ficino believes that a person or their soul has the ability to improve themselves on the metaphysical ladder, as described by Truglia; ‘It was believed that everything existed on a certain step in a metaphysical ladder, with minerals, plants, and then animals on the bottom and angels/intellects and God on top, with humanity in the middle.’[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Burroughs, Josephine L. “Marsilio Ficino, Platonic Theology.” Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 5, no. 2, 1944, pp. 227–242. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/2707387.]  [9:  Truglia, Craig, [Accessed 18th December 2018]] 

Ficino’s idea of a human ascending the ladder to obtain some God like or angelic being can be seen in the way he writes to his patron Lorenzo de Medici, as he describes his souls as a ‘rare humanity and nobility of soul […].’[footnoteRef:10] Ficino also writes in the same letter:   [10: Margaret L. King, P.236] 

(…) my Lorenzo, I pray you, that he has given us in our time a wealthy citizen whose character is modest and whose intellect is lofty; a young man of private condition, who possesses both prudence and power; a man with many responsibilities, who yet displays wisdom illuminated by eloquence.[footnoteRef:11] [11: Margaret L. King, P.236] 

	The underlying tone of this letter represents love amongst Ficino’s humanist friend, which seems to be a reoccurring theme in most letters humanist letters. Humanists sent letters to each other and to the ancients expressing their love for one another and the letter can be viewed as a humanist genre. The letters always have a sense of brotherhood to them and are always for the betterment of the humanist movement. This is where the sense of encouragement and faith, for Lorenzo, who he is fond of, can obtain this status. The faith and perseverance of an intellectual being who will be at the very top of the ladder. At the bottom of the ladder, there would be the lower forms of beings who would be interested in the baser needs such as powers of generation, nutrition and sensation. These lower forms of life would have no real aspirations to advance in life or climb the metaphysical ladder. 
	Some humanists would argue with the idea of the metaphysical ladder and if it is possible to attain such heights. The humans are placed directly in the middle the ladder, into this system where the only way to go is to ascend or descend, as Cusanus writes:
[H]uman nature is that [nature] which, though created a little lower than the angels, is elevated above all the [other] works of God; it enfolds intellectual and sensible nature and encloses all things within itself, so that the ancients were right in calling it a microcosm, or a small world. Hence, human nature is that [nature] which, if' it were elevated unto a union with Maximality, would be the fullness of all the perfections of each and every thing, so that in humanity all things would attain the supreme gradation. Now, humanity is present only contractedly in this or that. Therefore, it would not be possible that more than one true human being (Jesus) [homo] could ascend to union with Maximality.[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  Truglia, Craig. [Accessed 18th December 2018]] 


	The idea of the microcosm is similar in Pico’s work but Cusanus presents an argument that not all humans have the freedom to obtain God like being and are limited to what position they can achieve in the chain of being. This can be seen as more of a realistic approach to the society as not everyone had the capabilities or wealth to ascend to such heights. It proposes that soul is predetermined by the surroundings in the culture that they grow up in and occupation in society. The microcosm exists in relation to one another in the macrocosm making the lower soul level more relatable to the working class.
Later in the fifteenth century, Montaigne, who was considered a humanist, had different ideas in which the way a soul was viewed and understood. Kristeller argues; ‘Since the soul is thus a substance existing in itself, and since, further, the universe is to be taken as a hierarchy of existing things, it is easy to assign to the soul a determinate place and rank in this hierarchical order.’[footnoteRef:13] The idea of that some souls are lesser than others are challenged by Michel de Montaigne, as he writes: [13:  Kristeller, pp. 299–319. [Accessed 18th December 2018]] 

Shall we say that we have seen no other creature but Man possessed of a rational soul? What do we mean? Have we ever seen anything like the sun? And just because we have seen nothing like it, does it cease to be; or, since we have seen nothing like its movements, shall they, too, cease to be? If things we have not actually seen do not exist, then our knowledge is wondrously diminished.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Montaigne, Michel de, The Complete Essays, trans. M.A. Screech. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2004 pp.504-505] 

In this sense, Montaigne begins by suggesting that it is man’s natural instinct to seek knowledge and better himself, which is in accordance with the metaphorical metaphysical ladder from Ficino. Man’s desire for knowledge in Ficino’s world results in becoming an angel or God like being. Does this mean we all desire to be Gods according to Montaigne’s On Experience, as it is natural for all men to desire knowledge? 
Montaigne states at the beginning of his essay On Experience; ‘No desire is more natural than the desire for knowledge.’[footnoteRef:15] The quote is interesting as it is the opening sentence from Aristotle’s Metaphysics. It is an interesting thought how both Ficino and Montaigne write very differently about how a soul is portrayed and understood. Both humanists were born centuries apart, yet they both studied the ancient texts from the Greek philosophers. the differences in culture and the fact that Montaigne was from France and Ficino was from Italy, played a role in the way each of them understood the Greek philosophers, as it says: [15: Montaigne, P.1207] 

There was a significant difference between the way Aristotle was taken at Paris and in the Italian universities. In Paris the Aristotelian philosophers were either theologians or students of logic and of natural philosophy in the faculty of arts who had to defend themselves against a powerful theological faculty. The Italian universities long had no faculties of theology; and from the beginning Italian Aristotelianism developed as the preparation for medicine rather than for theology.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  The Renaissance Philosophy of Man Selections in translation, edited By Ernst Cassirer, Paul Oskar Kristeller, John Herman Randall, Jr., (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press: 1948) pp. 6 – 7] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Things more than likely would have changed over the years between both countries and the universities, so it is interesting that they would both be considered humanists for such diverse opinions on the soul, as Hartle argues; ‘Montaigne criticizes the philosophy of the schools because it accepts Aristotle’s teaching as truth “with all its structure and apparatus of arguments and proofs, as a firm and solid body, no longer shakable, no longer to be judged.”[footnoteRef:17] Montaigne was amongst some of the worst of the fighting in the wars at the time. Montaigne sceptically suggests in some of his essays that the teachings of the ancient philosophers was accepted as dogma by other humanists and has not been questioned enough or challenged. Montaigne argues:  [17:  Hartle, Ann. “Reversing Aristotle.” Montaigne and the Origins of Modern Philosophy, Northwestern University Press, EVANSTON, ILLINOIS, 2013, pp. 5–28. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv3znz85.6. [Accessed 19th December 2018]] 

I have gone into all this to emphasize similarities with things human, so bringing man into conformity with the majority of creatures. We are neither above them nor below them. “Everything under the Sky”, said the Wise Man, “runs according to like laws and fortune.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Montaigne, p.513] 

If everything under the sky was equal, then that would be problematic because not everyone would be able to achieve a higher status of being. If everyone was able, then how would society function? If there was no one at the bottom of the ladder, then there would be no farmers to collect food for the people at the top of the ladder, thus making the concept of the ladder unrealistic, Montaigne says; ‘If we are dependent upon the disposition of the heavens for such little rationality as we have, how can our reason make us equal to the heavens?’[footnoteRef:19] The metaphorical metaphysical ladder would not be able to function without every member of society contributing their part, just like a body would need all its organs to exist in harmony to fulfil all its needs. [19:  Montaigne, P.504] 

	Another problem with the metaphysical ladder is that Ficino assumes that all humans are equal in the middle of the ladder, and it is just by choice that they may climb to a higher rung if they so wish. Some people in society of the time did not have to option to be able to read and become intellectual because of the way society was. This intellectual soul could only realistically be achieved by the higher class of society who had wealth and power. It would be rather difficult to ascend the ladder from the lower class of society, therefore making the ladder more of a fanatical ideal.
Montaigne gives an example of an animal who is considered to have rational though:
Is there any form of body politic more ordered, more varied in its allocation of tasks and duties or maintained with greater constancy than that of the bees? Can we conceive that an allocation of tasks and activities, so striking for its orderliness, should be conducted without reasoned discourse and foresight? 
Kristeller argues: 
Moreover, from the very fact that we form really simple concepts and conceive true simplicity, the Platonists conclude that that which carries on this process in us is not composed of the intellect and its corporeal instrument nor of the soul and the body, but exists as a simple and unique mind.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Kristeller, pp. 299–319. [Accessed 18th December 2018]] 


If all beings’ minds were created as equals in the sense that animals have an equal soul to humans, would that in turn mean that animals can obtain a higher being as their rational can be understood as the same between animals and humans? Can human deteriorate to a vegetated state making animals worthier than humans based on the metaphorical premise of the metaphysical ladder?
The idea of the soul of a person being able to transcend a metaphysical ladder is interesting but problematic, especially in the time of the renaissance. Not everyone could afford or had access to educate themselves and that was the principal basis of being able to become angelic or God-like. There are also early signs of the duality and the unconscious mind as the soul exists separately from the body as it exists within body. Psychology was a field that was only starting to be touched upon but there are early discussions that emerge in humanist thinkers. Both Ficino and Montaigne both read and studied the ancient philosophers works, but both humanist concluded separate meaning from them and even challenged some of the ideas of the ancients. The cultural differences and historical events that took place of the time that these humanists were alive may have affected the writings and thoughts that they conceived.
It is an interesting thought that a person can better themselves to achieve a higher being of soul, but this presents problems when the ladder excludes other life forms such as animals. The rational being would be seen to ascend the ladder whilst animals were seen to be beast’s incapable of an intelligence. Animals have been observed and have undoubtedly shown degrees of intelligence as Montaigne wrote about, therefore the concept of the ladder poses a narrow-minded view of one type of soul and fails to consider other intelligent life forms as rational beings. 
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