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In his lectures on medieval philosophy, the German philosopher Franz Brentano (1838-1917)
noted that Anselm had proposed a “peculiar” proof of immortality. This proof caught
Brentano’s attention because it is what he would call a “psychological” proof, that is to say, it
rests on facts about our mental or psychic activities. Anselm tells us, roughly, that the purpose
of our existence is to love God (a psychological activity, in Brentano’s terms), and that God
would not will that our activity of loving him should cease, therefore our souls are immortal.
There is an interesting play between Anselm’s claim that the soul amet summam essentiam (loves
the supreme being) and Brentano’s report that Anselm says the love of God is the soul’s hoechste
Bestimmung (highest determination). Perhaps it is Brentano’s peculiar interpretation of
Anselm’s argument for immortality that turns an activity of the soul into a defining property of
the soul. In any event, Brentano is right that Anselm’s proof of immortality in the Monologion is
remarkable, and apparently it has gone largely unnoticed and unstudied so far.
In his lectures on medieval philosophy, the German philosopher Franz Brentano (18381917) noted that Anselm had proposed a “peculiar” proof of immortality.1 This proof caught
Brentano’s attention because it is what he would call a “psychological” proof, that is to say, it
rests on facts about our mental or psychic activities. Anselm tells us, roughly, that the purpose of
our existence is to love God (a psychological activity, in Brentano’s terms) and that God would
not will that our activity of loving him should cease, therefore our souls are immortal. It is
interesting to explore various aspects of this peculiar proof, both from the point of view of
Anselm’s philosophy and from the point of view of Brentano’s interpretation of the proof. In
particular, there is an interesting play between Anselm’s claim that the soul amet summam
essentiam (loves the supreme being),2 and Brentano’s report that Anselm says the love of God is
the soul’s hoechste Bestimmung (highest determination). Perhaps it is Brentano’s peculiar
interpretation of Anselm’s argument for immortality that turns an activity of the soul into a
defining property of the soul. In any event, Brentano is right that Anselm’s proof of immortality
in the Monologion is remarkable, and apparently it has gone largely unnoticed and unstudied so
far. I shall try to show that it deserves our attention.
Before beginning this discussion, however, it will be useful to recall one of the more
fascinating questions that comes to us from Greek philosophy via the middle ages, namely, the
question whether the human soul is a quality of the human body, or whether the human soul is an
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independent part of the human being. If the former applies, then the human soul is said to be
quality or “form” of the human body, and only the whole human person is said to be hoc aliquid
(τοδε τι, this particular thing), a physical body with a certain quality. If the latter applies, then
the soul, too, the form of the human body, is said to be hoc aliquid, a being in its own right, in
this case a substantial form. The work of Anselm far precedes that of Thomas Aquinas, the
philosopher who presents these two possibilities in especially clear detail.3 The work of
Brentano was done centuries later, of course, than that of either Anselm or Aquinas. In the
discussion that follows here, however, ideas from all three of these philosophers will be
developed. Therefore, if this is not an impossibility, our purpose will be to catch a glimpse of
the truth about the human soul rather than to understand the history of philosophy.
I.

The Tension Between Person as hoc aliquid and Soul as Substantial Form

First we shall take a quick look at the difference between the whole human person as hoc
aliquid, on the one hand, and the soul as substantial form on the other. I say, “quick,” because
whole books could be written about this, and in effect have been ever since the appearance in
ancient times of Aristotle’s de Anima. Because the Greek conception of soul, psyche (ψυχη),
was rooted in biology, it was natural to think of soul as the animating principle of living things,
as a special quality of some physical bodies, namely, of those that are alive. Thus in Aristotle,
the nutritive soul of plants, the sensitive soul of animals (which contains and builds upon the
nutritive soul), and the intellectual soul of humans (which contains and builds upon the nutritive
soul and the sensitive soul) are all what we would now call biological phenomena. They are
biological phenomena in the Aristotelian category of quality, which is to say they are “said of” a
substance.4 Considered by itself, the soul would be in the category of substance only if
substance were considered purely as “form” (ειδοσ), which is to say that the soul does not exist
independently of matter in our experience, and so what is “said of” it, for instance that it knows,
is more properly said of the animal or human being as a whole.5 The substance that is a living
being or a human person is a composite, for Aristotle, of form and matter, and quantities,
qualities, relations and so forth are attributed to this composite. Among these is the quality of
being ensouled. Thus the concept of soul is captured by Aristotle in the well known phrase, “the
first actuality of a natural organized being.”6
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There is a hint in Aristotle that the intellectual soul might be capable of independent,
substantial existence apart from the form/matter composite which is the human person of our
experience.7 Famously, however, this independence is of a type that poses difficulties
concerning the individuality and completeness of the being that would thus exist independently.
Thomas Aquinas followed Aristotle’s analysis of soul as quality of a living thing, calling
it forma corporis and the resulting individual hoc aliquid, i.e., this particular type of living thing.
But Aquinas went further than Aristotle had gone in exploring the potentially independent
existence of this special quality which is the intellectual soul of a human being.8 Concerning this
he made two points which will be important for our discussion: 1) the intellectual soul, because
it is capable of knowing all physical things must itself not be qualified by any material nature;
and 2) because the intellectual soul has its own proper activity (i.e., of knowing physical things),
therefore it must be a substance in its own right, a subsistent form.9 Putting these ideas together,
we have a concept of the human intellectual soul as both immaterial and subsistent. But it
remains true for Aquinas (as for Aristotle and Augustine) that strictly speaking the soul alone is
not the man. The soul is not a hypostasis or person.10
Immateriality and immortality of the soul are important concepts necessary for
understanding the arguments of Anselm and Brentano. Admittedly, as noted earlier, this is not a
historical necessity so much as a conceptual one. This background will help us to understand
Anselm’s discussion of the rational creature (rationalis creatura) in the Monologion even if not
all of the distinctions we have made so far were known to or made by him.
II.

Anselm’s Argument in Monologion 68-69

Let us first consider the vocabulary employed by Anselm in discussing immortality, and
then turn to the argument he presents. In chapters 66 through 69 of the Monologion, Anselm
uses the following expressions:
1. mind (mens)
2. rational mind (mens rationalis)
3. rational creature (creatura rationalis)
4. rational nature (natura rationalis)
5. human soul (anima humana)
It is important to know that these terms all have broad and concrete connotations in Anselm’s
Latin that would not necessarily be captured by their English equivalents in our post-Cartesian
age. According to Pierre Michaud-Quantin, for instance, Anselm’s term ‘mens’ can designate
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the spirit, or reason, or the whole personality.11 The English ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ is now too thin to
designate the whole personality, but those of us old enough to remember the liturgical response,
“And with thy spirit,” though perhaps tempted to complain about the loss of beautiful language,
should realize that, “And also with you,” is a good translation into modern English. Mind—
spirit—person: antique ordinary usage treats these as having equivalent reference, rather than as
making separate reference to distinct parts of a human being.
Likewise, ‘reason’ in Anselm is an inclusive term. ‘Ratio’ may substitute for ‘spiritus’ or
‘mens.’
Reason—spirit—mind; again these are, though not necessarily, quite possibly
equivalent. In adjectival form, ‘reason’ becomes ‘rational,’ and in the proof of chapters 68-69
Anselm refers repeatedly to the “rational creature,” by extension the “spiritual” or “mental”
creature, the one who turns out to be immortal. Later, in chapter 78, Anselm identifies the
individual of rational nature as a “person,” and Maurice Nedoncelle rightly notes that this is to
accept the Boethian definition of ‘person,’ though with a slight modification: a person is an
individual having rational nature or rational essence, for Anselm hesitates to say that every
person is a substance.13 Rational creature—mind—person; these expressions appear to be
equivalent for Anselm with respect to human beings. Finally, Anselm tells us that the human
soul is a rational creature.14 And this is important to bear in mind as we turn our attention to his
proof of immortality.
12

In chapter 68, Anselm defines rationality as, “the ability to distinguish the just from the
not-just, the true from the not-true, the good from the not-good, the greater good from the
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the judgment of true discernment.”16 Therefore the purpose of being rational must be to love to a
greater or lesser degree those things respectively that are inherently lovable to a greater or lesser
degree. But God, the highest essence or supreme being (summa essentia), the highest good, is
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the most lovable of all. Thus the rational creature exists for the purpose of loving God above all
things.
In chapter 69, Anselm points out that the human soul is in fact such a rational creature,
existing for the purpose of loving God above all things. Therefore it exists either to love God
eternally, or else either voluntarily or involuntarily to cease loving God at some time.
Supposing, however, that the human soul was created by God, then to deny that it can love God
eternally would be to affirm that God might put an end to its love of him. God would not do
that, though, since, “he himself loves every nature that loves him.”17 But to affirm that the
human soul can love God eternally is to affirm that it is immortal, since it can love eternally only
if it also lives eternally. Therefore the human soul is immortal, and not only immortal but also
blessed and happy so long as it fulfills its purpose in loving God.
The soul’s immortality, in Anselm’s analysis, is a function not of the immateriality of the
soul nor of the subsistence of the intellect, but rather simply of the nature of the rational creature,
the human person, as one made to love God. Moreover, love is an emotional attachment
involving the will; Anselm preserves Augustine’s psychological trinity of memory, intellect, and
will.18 Recent work in neurology has also shown, in case we had forgotten, that reasoning is
ineffectual without emotional investment in the things one reasons about.19 Thus Spinoza’s
amor dei intellectualis, intellectual love of God,20 and even Kant’s “love of neighbor” in the noninclinational sense,21 are inconceivable, I think, except as activities of the whole rational
creature. I love God and my neighbor, even if I do so with my mind or intellect, not simply by
thinking that I should love them, but also by affectively affirming the good in them. Thus
Anselm’s proof of immortality would appear to apply to the rational creature or human person,
not merely to an intellectual part of the rational creature or human person, or at any rate, not
merely to the intellectual part in the narrow sense associated with immateriality.
III. Brentano’s Account of Anselm’s Proof
In his History of Medieval Philosophy,22 Brentano says, “[We find in the] Monologion a peculiar
proof of immortality [based on the fact that] the love of God is our highest faculty.” This proof
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is peculiar or strange (eigentuemlich) to Brentano apparently because it is what he would call a
psychological proof rather than a metaphysical one. He notes that Anselm follows Augustine,
and that neither of them had fully worked out the ontological status of the soul. “Like the
Fathers of the Church,” Brentano tells us, “Anselm had no idea of the soul as forma corporis
(form of the body).” And Brentano goes so far as to attribute to Anselm the thesis that the soul is
“entirely spiritual (ganz geistig).”
Thus Brentano’s interpretation of Anselm’s proof is fashioned from his own viewpoint as
a philosopher well versed in Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, also influenced by Descartes, and
ultimately convinced of the immateriality, not just of the intellect, but of the entire human soul.
Brentano’s own proof of the immortality of the soul makes use of its immateriality as a
premise,23 clearly on the assumption that the mental and the physical are quite different.
Moreover the strangeness of Anselm’s proof, as it struck Brentano, seems to have been taken by
him as a sign that Anselm’s proof is really about something else, for he concludes his brief
account of it by saying, “We immediately see [the transition to] ethics; the love of God is the
mark of the just. . .” Anselm does indeed tell us in chapter 72 that all human souls are immortal,
the souls of those who love God destined to be eternally blessed and the souls of those who do
not love God to be eternally miserable. So the transition to ethics is clear enough.
But is Brentano right to pass fairly quickly over the proof of immortality in Monologion
69? Is it really based, as he suggests, on the immateriality of the soul? Or is Brentano’s
interpretation rather a consequence, partly of his own philosophical preoccupations, partly of his
own terminology?
When Brentano tells us that Anselm takes the love of God to be our highest “faculty,”
and when he says that the love of God is the “mark” of the just, he actually uses the same word
in German, die Bestimmung, which in Brentano’s usage most typically means a defining
property. I have translated the term differently in the different contexts, for the sake of clarity
and fairness, but not without the suspicion that Brentano may have meant “defining property” in
both cases. The love of God is the highest defining property of the soul; the love of God is the
defining property of the just. The love of God can easily be seen to be definitive in both cases,
from Brentano’s point of view.24 But could this have been what Anselm meant?

ist.” My translations throughout. Passages in square brackets have been added by the German editor to fill out
Brentano’s sketchy notes.
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See On the Existence of God: Lectures Given at the Universities of Wuerzburg and Vienna (1868-1891), Ed. and
Trans. Susan F. Krantz (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1987), pp.330-337. For Brentano this subject is part of
theodicy. See also, The Theory of Categories, Trans. Chisholm and Guterman (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1981), p.208.
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IV. Anselm’s summam essentiam and Brentano’s hoechste Bestimmung
Anselm’s Latin in the relevant passages lacks any equivalent of Brentano’s “hoechste
Bestimmung.” It also lacks any equivalent of the English “purpose,” for what he says, literally, is
just that the rational creature is “made for this, that it love the Supreme Being,”25 or he says that
it, “can do nothing as excellent as remembering, understanding, and loving the Supreme
Good.”26 In light of our earlier discussions, this means that the human being, the rational
creature as a whole, is made to love God, the highest being, the greatest good, not that such love
is somehow the soul’s specific difference or defining property, as interesting as that Brentanian
idea may be.
To distinguish between the soul and the rest of the person for the purpose of proving
immortality is a project that belongs to a philosophical outlook different from Anselm’s, as far as
I can tell. In Thomas Aquinas we find a proof of immortality based on the immateriality of the
intellect, which in turn is based on the nature of the objects known by the intellect, as noted
earlier. In order to comprehend such proofs, a concept of the soul as hoc aliquid is required, that
is to say, the soul must be a substantial part of the person, and not just a quality of a living being
which makes it a living being of a certain (intellectual) kind. Brentano even thought that the
Aristotelian and Thomistic “semi-materialism,” as he called it, would not do the trick, and so he
opted for a concept of the soul as wholly immaterial, a mental substance. As elsewhere, Anselm
is more charming, and perhaps more profound, than this.
The philosophical outlook that comes to us from Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, and
Brentano is distinctly scientific and objective. Aristotle’s account of the human intellect is
biological, Aquinas’s proof of immortality is based on the objects of knowledge, and Brentano’s
thought that immateriality is required for immortality is almost a purely logical idea.27 By
contrast Anselm’s explanation is far more personal.
Anselm emphasizes that our love of God involves memory and understanding as well as
love. Partly this is an echo of the Augustinian psychological trinity—memory, understanding,
will; but the claim is also consistent with Anselm’s holistic sense of the human person. His mens
or mind is multi-dimensional, not specifically restricted, as in Aquinas’s account of the
intellectual soul, to something having an operation independent of the physical body. Anselm’s
rational creature remembers and understands and loves as a mirror (speculum) and true image of
the Supreme Being which “exists as an ineffable trinity of self-remembrance, understanding, and
love.”28 Thus the mind, rational creature, person who is proved by Anselm to be immortal is also
recognizable to any ordinary believer as the person he or she actually is. The same cannot be
25
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said for the highly sophisticated Aristotelian/Thomistic forma corporis as hoc aliquid and
substantial form.29
Though Brentano implicitly criticized Anselm’s strange proof for lacking that
sophistication, it seems to me that he was also attracted to it because it is a proof, so to speak,
“from the inside.” It is a subjectively-based proof, not in the pejorative sense of lacking
universal validity, but in the phenomenological sense of being based on inner experience.
Brentano notes Anselm’s philosophical kinship with Augustine, and Augustine is notoriously
“proto-phenomenological,” for instance, in his well known analysis of time from the
Confessions.30 Brentano himself was torn between the objectivist model of the Aristotelians and
the nascent subjectivist model of his own “descriptive psychology” which ultimately developed
into the phenomenology of his student Husserl. On the cusp of these two paradigms, perhaps he
saw a value in Anselm’s strange proof; certainly he incorporated Anselm’s definition of
rationality into his ethics.31
As for immortality, there is much to be said for the simplicity of Anselm’s proof and for
the wholeness of the rational creature who lives forever. If we are individuals made by God to
love the true and the good, then we have every reason to hope that our own individuality will not
cease to be. Even the ancient Egyptians understood the next life as a personal immortality and
not an abstraction or a metaphysical technicality, though like Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas they
were also interested in distinguishing several parts of the human person.32 Such analysis has its
place, and can lend support to the optimistic view, but not everyone who cares about the next life
will be equally fascinated with those details. May all of us, though, as Anselm promises, “at
some time live happily—truly free from death itself and every other form of distress.”33
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Gillian Evans notes that in De Incarnatione Verbi, “Anselm suggests. . .for purposes of discussion we should
regard the soul as possessing ‘a kind of substance’: anima pro specie substantiae accipitur. The device recalls his
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