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Plato, Aristotle and Artificial Intelligence 

 

 “But what is life? We all have some idea. After all, we ourselves are manifestations of life, and 

endlessly varied forms of it abound around us. But when asked to say explicitly what life is, we find 

that a satisfying answer eludes us.” Taken from Biological Science, a college textbook by William 

Keeton, this passage perfectly describes the mystifying question all humans consider at least once over 

the period known as their lifetime. It is indeed disturbing that this one word, this one simple 

qualification that unites not only all humans, but all organisms in the expanse of our universe continues 

to go undefined. This question in turn raises other questions; do we possess a soul? If so, what is it? 

How is it related to what we call the mind? 

 Recent advances in computing power have given a strong foundation on which artificial 

intelligence may one day stand. True artificial intelligence would essentially amount to a human-

engineered manifestation of life. This is not such an unrealistic idea anymore, as unattractive as some 

may find it to be. The purpose of this essay is to address the question of life, specifically, what 

fundamentally separates us from the objects around us, if anything. Secondly, we will apply this to the 

idea of artificial intelligence, and attempt to better understand if such a creation is truly possible. 

 Plato and Aristotle published numerous works citing their ideas on the nature of life. Aristotle 

believed that we possess a soul, and that this soul was responsible for uniting our sensory organs. In 

doing so, it would provide us the ability to compare and contrast sensory input from different organs. 

Taken from Aristotle's De Anima, the following passages describes this point: “...vision distinguishes 

white and black and taste sweet and bitter; and similarly in regard to the other senses. But since we also 

distinguish white and sweet, and each of the objects perceived with respect to each other, by what sense 

do we perceive that they differ?” Here, Aristotle is giving evidence for the existence of a higher sense, 



one that enables us to distinguish between the lower senses. He calls this sense the soul. Plato often 

commented on certain items as transcending physical reality. Mathematics serves as a perfect example 

of this. There is no physical object representing mathematics, it is an idea that has an existence only 

within the framework of our minds. Plato applies this idea to build a hierarchy to describe our 

perception of all things. He describes the mind and soul as the ability for us to rationally consider the 

existence of abstract ideas. 

 We can now apply these ideas to our original questions. I would define life, or the concept of 

being alive, rather, as the ability for a being to not only perceive the other objects and beings that make 

up its surrounding, but to also possess, on some level, the ability to perceive and understand its own 

existence. I would define the soul as a living being's innate ability to perceive, understand, and 

mentally manipulate abstract ideas that transcend physical reality.  

 Now that we have a working definition of life and what we call the soul, we can intelligibly 

discuss the possibility of artificial intelligence. The code structures in modern computer systems are 

made up of vast hierarchies of algorithms. Each of these algorithms is designed to handle a given 

situation the computer system may encounter during it's operation. In order for one of these systems to 

be considered true artificial intelligence, it must retain the same abilities that we outlined above in our 

definition of life. Again, these are the abilities to both perceive and understand it's surroundings, and to 

perceive and understand itself. Advances in computing power, combined with increasing complexity of 

the algorithms that make up the system will certainly allow it to become more effective at mimicking 

these abilities. The problem solving abilities of these robots will likely become so sophisticated in the 

not-so-distant future that interaction with them will closely resemble interaction with another human. 

The level of sophistication may eventually reach a level that allows these robots to so effectively mimic 

the external mental processes of humans that in certain situations we would be unable to distinguish 

between the two. However, it is important that we realize that this does not mean these robots would be 

considered conscious, free-willed beings. The soul, as defined above, is a fundamental part of what 



gives us our perception of free will (whether or not it actually exists). Again, the soul provides us with 

the ability to perceive and understand abstract thoughts and ideas that transcend the physical world. 

Morality is included among these abstract ideas, and it is morality that guides us to choose our actions. 

In the case of robotics, their actions, no matter the sophistication of the systems behind them, are 

ultimately driven by the results obtained by human-coded algorithms.  


