
 

 
 

 
 

 
POLITICS & POETICS 
A Journal for Humane Philosophy 

 
 

 
 
The Double Nature of Being Human: Beyond Animality and Divinity 
Author: Jonas Holst 
Article ID: 939547 
Article publication date: December 2018 
Article version: 1.0 
 
Appears in Politics & Poetics - A Journal for Humane Philosophy 
ISSN: 2543-666X 
 
 
 

Part of Issue on 
 

The Human Difference 
(2017 - 2018) 

 
 
 
 
Politics & Poetics is a peer-reviewed journal of the humanities with a focus on philosophy, seeking to 
contribute to a reconciliation of political and literary discourses. It offers a forum for discussion for the 
human person as both a political and a literary animal.   

 
For submissions and enquiries please contact editor@politicsandpoetics.co.uk. 
 

www.politicsandpoetics.co.uk 
 



2018 HOLST, BEYOND ANIMALITY AND DIVINITY Page 2 of 20 

Version 1.0  Article ID: 939547 

 
 
 

 
 

The Double Nature of Being Human: 
Beyond Animality and Divinity 

 
Jonas Holst 

Assistant Professor 
San Jorge University  

 
Abstract: 
Since the ancient Greek tradition, the question of what it means to be human has 
most often been answered by defining humans with reference to animality or 
divinity. The paper will offer an alternative understanding of the meaning of human 
ʻnatureʼ by interpreting the ancient Greek philosophy of logos as a way towards 
self-knowledge, which human beings can approach and perhaps reach, not in idle 
isolation, but together through dialogue and friendship. The thesis of the paper is 
that true human self-knowledge, in so far as it is accomplishable, goes beyond the 
alternative of being a beast or a god and allows humans to access their own 
humaneness together. Yet, reaching that point, all human duplexity is not dissolved. 
Another sort of duality will appear which will be examined, in opposition to the 
simple dichotomy of either-or, under the form of the double nature of being human.      
 

ʻThe misery of man, being neither beast nor god, is compensated 
for by the arduous and precarious gift of friendshipʼ.1 
   
 

Introduction: Socrates’ declared lack of self-knowledge 
At the beginning of the Platonic dialogue Phaedrus, Socrates touches 
upon a potential dichotomy in himself: ʻI can’t as yet “know myself” as 
the inscription at Delphi enjoinsʼ, he acknowledges and continues, ʻ[I] 
direct my inquiries […] to myself, to discover whether I really am a more 
complex creature and more puffed up with pride than Typhon, or a 
simpler, gentler being whom heaven has blessed with a quiet, un-
Typhonic natureʼ. 2  Being a beast (thērion) or a godlike (theias) 
creature—that is the existential alternative Socrates offers himself and 
Plato his readers, although not without a rhetorically well-orchestrated 

                                                   
1 Pedro Cerezo Galán, ʻSabiduría conversableʼ, in Conceptos 3 (2006), 11-31 at 30 (my translation). 
2 Plato’s Phaedrus 230a (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). The literal meaning of the word 
theias, used by Socrates in the quoted passage, is ʻgod-likeʼ, which in the English translation is only vaguely 
appreciable in ʻheavenʼ. 
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humouristic tone. Does Socrates really mean what he says? Is he not the 
one, if anyone in ancient Greece, who knows himself in the sense of being 
aware of his own limits as a human being?  

The meaning of Socrates’ mythic comparison with a many-headed 
beast and a godlike creature may arguably be that he, supposedly not 
knowing what or who he is, transcends his own limits in the two 
directions which the ancient Greek tradition had handed down to him: 
In Homer and the Greek tragedies, men often had the likes of an animal 
or a god, especially when they transgressed their human nature by 
committing terrifying deeds. In the Phaedrus Socrates appears to be 
playing with this idea of humans being stretched out between two very 
different ʻspeciesʼ, suggesting at the same time that if any human being 
had a deeper knowledge of his or her own nature, the tension between 
animality and divinity would no longer exist. Humans would know their 
own nature. Yet, a few questions remain: What kind of nature? The 
nature of a beast or a god? Does Socrates deliberately leave out human 
nature, because he considers that in lack of self-knowledge, what stands 
out is what humans are not, but what they are close to being?  

The understanding of human nature as being half-way between beasts 
and gods is well-attested in the ancient world. One of the oldest legends 
handed down to us, tells the story of the Sumerian king Gilgamesh—
more godly than human—who strikes up a friendship with Enkidu, 
whose nature presents features of both a beast and a god. In the Bible, 
humans are created in the image of God, but if they stray too much from 
their true path, their appearance and behaviour come closer to that of an 
animal. In the archaic shamanic traditions humans are believed to contain, 
besides a rational faculty, a magical being, often identified with an animal, 
which expresses itself in mysterious ways, inaccessible to human reason. 
And returning to the ancient Greek tradition, which is our starting point 
in this paper, Friedrich Nietzsche developed, based on the Greek tragic 
tradition, a theory of the intriguing pas de deux of the Apollonian, 
representing constructive clarity, and the Dionysian, incarnating 
destructive desires.3 

In most of these myths and theories, however, we do not get a clear 
picture or definition of what it means to be human. For if we take 
recourse to gods, animals or natural forces every time we define human 
                                                   
3 Nietzsche highlights the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles, especially Prometheus and Oedipus, as 
achieving a delicate balance between the Apollonian and the Dionysian. For further readings of ancient 
traditions’ view of human nature as being ‘sandwiched’ between beasts and gods, see the opening chapter of 
Geoffrey Lloyd’s Being, Humanity & Understanding (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), which is based 
on the works of the French scholars, Detienne, Vernant, and Vidal-Naquet. 
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nature, then we are not saying what it is to be human, but merely relating 
it to or identifying it with something else. Where we thought that we 
would find a human being, we find instead a god, an animal, or a force. 
Philosophically speaking, that is unsatisfying, and Plato’s Socrates is, 
despite employing myths himself, one of the first in the Western 
philosophical tradition to come up with a series of arguments against such 
theories of human nature which are articulated in mythic language.4 After 
having declared his lack of self-knowledge in the Phaedrus, Socrates 
points to a way of relieving himself of his ignorance, namely by talking, 
not to trees or other natural phenomena, but to other human beings living 
in the city. Through logos — i.e. dialogue based on reasoning — human 
beings can get to know themselves; an idea, which Aristotle develops 
further by defining man as a political being in possession of logos.  

This paper proposes to interpret the ancient Greek philosophy of 
logos as a way towards self-knowledge, which human beings can approach 
and perhaps reach, not in idle isolation, but together through dialogue 
and friendship. The critique of the understanding of man as being 
‘sandwiched’ between animality and divinity — an understanding present 
in some of the works of Plato and Aristotle — does not intend to leave 
their thinking behind, but rather to open up another less explored way 
into their thinking, which outlines human self-knowledge as going 
beyond the alternative of being a beast or a god, allowing for humans to 
access their own humaneness together. Yet, reaching that point in our 
reinterpretation, which moves into a discussion of modern philosophical 
debates of the self, all human duplexity is not dissolved. Drawing on 
Hannah Arendt’s understanding of the self as a dynamic structure of the 
two-in-one, the paper examines another sort of duality, in opposition to 
the dichotomy of either beast or god, under the form of the double nature 
of being human.      
 
Polis and logos  
How well acquainted Aristotle was with Plato’s thinking, becomes clear 
from a short sentence in his Politics: ʻOne who is incapable of 
participating or who is in need of nothing through being self-sufficient is 
no part of a city, and so is either a beast (thērion) or a god (theos)ʼ.5 The 
two Greek words for beast and god, which Aristotle deploys, are of the 
same origin as the ones Socrates pronounces in the above-cited passage 
from the Phaedrus. Where Socrates points to the polis and the possibility 
                                                   
4 Phaidon 97b-99d (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
5 The Politics 1253a (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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of exchanging words with other human beings as a way to get to know 
human nature better, Aristotle underlines, right after he has rephrased 
Socrates’ existential alternative, that man is by nature a political being in 
possession of logos, the latter referring to human beings’ capacity of 
giving reasons for why they act as they do in accordance with ideas, such 
as justice and the human good.  

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle elucidates the human context 
of the polis which does not only refer to the physical space of the city-
state: ʻWhat we count as self-sufficient is not what suffices for a solitary 
person by himself, living an isolated life, but what suffices also for 
parents, children, wife, and, in general, for friends and fellow citizens, 
since a human being is a naturally political animalʼ.6 Humans are political 
beings not in the sense of doing politics, but by the fact of being born 
into an ordered world of human relationships which supports and makes 
human society possible. When Aristotle says that a man, living in idle 
isolation outside any political context, must be a beast or a god, he is 
indirectly commenting on Socrates’s double alternative in the Phaedrus 
and on the human condition in general, which many people have tried to 
escape from, isolating themselves in the forest, in the mountains or in the 
desert, where they supposedly develop extraordinary, superhuman skills.  

According to Aristotle, humans develop their potential and become 
truly human within the polis which induces him to view those living or 
coming from outside the already established society, the stranger and the 
foreigner, as ambiguous beings who are not truly human. Aristotle was 
familiar with one terrifying example of a foreigner who shook the 
foundations of the Greek polis and challenged his political anthropology: 
Oedipus, who was abandoned in the mountains as a newborn baby by his 
own family, only to return later in his life to his home as a stranger (xenos 
metoikos), ends up killing his father and marrying his mother. Like other 
tragic figures, Oedipus becomes homeless (aoikos) and stateless (apolis), 
to which one more important negation is often added, without friends 
(aphilos).7 Is he still human? Or has he turned into a beast or perhaps a 
god-like saint, as one tradition in ancient Greece had it?8  

A few lines before the above-cited passage from his political treatise, 
Aristotle uses the archaic terms ʻwithout clanʼ, ʻwithout lawʼ, and 

                                                   
6 Nicomachean Ethics 1097b (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999). 
7 Sophocles, Oedipus Rex 452 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Sophocles, Oedipus at 
Colonus 1237, 1357 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); see also Sophocles’ Philoctetes 1018, 
aphilon apolin. 
8 Cf. Wolfgang Bernard, Das Ende des Ödipus bei Sophokles (München: Beck, 2001). 
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ʻwithout hearthʼ about the form of idle, apolitical existence of an outlaw 
embodied by Oedipus and other tragic figures. The outlaw stands in 
contrast to the polis with its laws, institutions and houses which are 
bound together in an ordered community of fellow citizens, who come 
together in friendship to exchange goods and share their ideas on what is 
the best form of society.9 It follows from this ʻpoliticalʼ embeddedness 
that living together and communicating with other people allow human 
beings to develop the faculty which is most theirs, according to Aristotle, 
namely logos, while keeping under control or harmonizing the non-
rational part of the human soul, alogos, which humans share with other 
living beings. One could take it that it is when this part takes over in the 
human soul that man loses his way and starts to show inhumane features, 
similar to those which Socrates describes in a rather exaggerated form at 
the beginning of the Phaedrus. 

Aristotle is thus well-aware of the dual nature of the human soul. 
Although man has logos, Aristotle recognizes that there is also something 
else in the human soul which runs counter to and goes against logos, 
namely appetites and desires. Yet, in the same passage in which he defines 
logos as being the father, who has to rule kingly over the partly ‘illogical’ 
desires, he also calls what is other than reason by another name, not 
alogos, but allo ti para ton logon, i.e. paralogical, something other which 
is next to or opposite logos. 10  This means that Aristotle actually 
introduces two different models for understandng the soul: The first 
model, preferred by Aristotle, is constituted by logos and alogos, while 
the other one, which he never elaborated on, presents another more 
ambiguous relation between logos and para-logos. Whereas the first is 
built on exclusion and asymmetry, the other is characterized by proximity 
and opposition. 

The problem with the first model is that what lacks logos, i.e. alogos, 
will have little, if anything at all, in common with logos, and it will hardly 
be able to listen to logos. Examples of what lacks the capacity to reason 
are plants and natural forces, such as wind and water, which in Homeric 
epic are often used as analogies to describe warriors who lose their mind 
and act out of pure instinct. At the peak of maximum outrage, there is no 
way of stopping them, at least not by using words and reasonable 
arguments. 11  Yet, Aristotle cannot rely on such archaic similes when 
                                                   
9 The Politics 1263a-b. 
10 Nicomachean Ethics 1102b. 
11 In some of the war scenes of the Iliad (Virgina: Richer Resources, 2006), Homer compares the Hellenic 
armies to dense black clouds and unstoppable waves driven forward by tremendous storms (Iliad IV 275-
281, 422-27). Diomedes looks like a raging, swollen river in winter, as he moves forward on the battlefield 
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defining man, and he needs that the two parts of the psyche are somewhat 
compatible in order to maintain a certain coherence in the human soul, 
which is why he asserts that alogos is somehow able to listen to and obey 
logos. Still, if this is so, then alogos is not completely devoid of logos. 
Instead of holding on to the division of logos and alogos, as Aristotle 
does, would it not have led to more conceptual clarity, if he had developed 
the other model of that which is next to or opposite logos, i.e. para-logos, 
as it may share and be receptive to something pertaining to logos? 

Aristotle never developed his tentative idea of the paralogical further. 
The reason is probably that if he conceded that reason is intimately linked 
to its own opposite principle, it would not be able to uphold its singular 
status as a mighty, ruling principle which controls, redirects, and 
harmonizes other forces within the soul. Instead of balancing logos and 
its opposite on the same level, he placed logos at the top of the 
metaphysical and psychological hierarchy, where it rules over the part of 
alogos - the emotions and the desires - which somehow abides by logos. 
What could have been won by putting reason and ʻcounterreasonʼ on the 
same level gets lost in Aristotle’s elevation of reason, which equals the 
mythical status of Zeus, who rules like a king and a father over the 
disturbingly temperamental emotions and spontaneous desires.12 

Logos is the distinctive faculty of man, Aristotle underlines, 
relegating everything that is supposedly not in complete possession of 
logos — women, children, slaves, and animals — to a lower status. 
Aristotle succumbs partly to the age-old metaphysical attempt to define 
man with reference to god and in contrast to other supposedly non-
rational beings, creating a hierarchy which again leaves human nature, if 
not undefined, at least partly undetermined somewhere between divinity 
and animality. Yet, the other part or alternative to this traditional 
Aristotelian scheme should not be left out: by reinterpreting the 
Aristotelian concepts of the paralogical and friendship, another 
understanding of being human becomes visible which will be developed 
further in the two following sections. 
 
Preparing another understanding of being human 
In order to sketch out another understanding of being human and develop 
the concept of the paralogical further, we will have to move beyond the 
dichotomy between alogical animality and logical divinity. Instead of a 

                                                   
(Iliad V 87-91), and one of his Trojan enemies considers him to be even more fierce and uncontrollable than 
Achilles (Iliad VI 100-101).   
12 The Politics 1259b; Nicomachean Ethics 1102b. 
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model built on exclusion and asymmetry, the following discussion of 
modern positions of the self will prepare the way for an understanding of 
being human based on proximity and otherness.  

In The Open, the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben argues that 
throughout the Western history of ideas, the category of the human has 
repeatedly been left vacant, mostly by keeping its nature temporarily 
suspended between animality and divinity, and thereafter letting it fall 
into the one or the other depending on the context and circumstances. 
This operation works, according to Agamben, like a machine that 
apparently allows humans to reach a sort of knowledge of themselves, but 
what they actually see at the end of this process is nothing but a naked 
life without any human qualities or a human face.13 Agamben may be 
taking his conclusions too far, as there are, in fact, within the Western 
tradition reinterpreted in this paper, possible ways out of the apparent 
deadlock of ʻdehumanizationʼ. In this and the following section, these 
ways will be explored further by discussing certain modern positions 
which question the Aristotelian division of the soul into logos and alogos.  

In his controversial book On Aggression, the Austrian ethologist 
Konrad Lorenz highlights the British scientist Julian Huxley as being one 
of the first to observe that the mental and emotional life of human beings 
is not ruled by only one captain, which is more the case of animals, but 
there are many commanders on the bridge, who voice their opinion at the 
same time.14 Nietzsche and Freud, in their own way, reached similar 
conclusions that the human soul is a field of forces struggling to get the 
upper hand, and it is far from always reason that gets to rule, but desires 
and emotions are often the guiding principles for human action. 

If we follow this line of thought, are we then transported back to the 
complex, many-headed beast of which Socrates spoke without being sure 
if that was what made up his soul? After having questioned Aristotle’s 
grounding of man’s nature in one single principle, we shall now consider 
the option of letting many elements enter into the definition of the 
human. Two modern philosophers of mind, Marvin Minsky and Daniel 
Dennett, have used the term pandemonium about the plurality of parallel 
components interacting in the human mind without any of them being in 
absolute control.15  

                                                   
13 Giorgio Agamben, The Open (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 38. 
14 Konrad Lorenz, On Aggression (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), 85. 
15  Marvin Minsky, The Society of Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985); Daniel Dennett, 
Consciousness Explained (Boston: Brown and Company, 1991).  
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As is well-known, Socrates called the inner voice that advised him the 
small demon — daimonion — and there is also something unmistakably 
demonic, at least in the Greek sense of the word, about the many-headed 
monster, Typhon, mentioned in the Phaedrus. A daimon was in ancient 
Greece considered to be an ambiguous being, capable of haunting people 
from inside and from outside the soul. Oedipus was a man, who was 
haunted by a bad form of demonry, whereas Socrates’ demon helps him, 
not unlike other demons which were considered to be good, as they 
promoted happiness - eudaimonia.  

Returning to the human soul and mind, both of them appear to be 
as complex as Socrates and modern cognitive scientists say. Even Aristotle 
recognizes in his treatise on the soul that the psyche seems to have ʻan 
infinite number of partsʼ and its whole structure raises questions which 
are difficult to answer.16 Although soul and mind are not the same, there 
is for most philosophers, who have looked deeply into both, something 
in them which logos cannot get hold of. If we decide to call that 
something alogos, as Plato and Aristotle often do, then we are stuck with 
the aporetic problems concerning how logos establishes a relationship 
with that which lacks logos. Moreover, if we follow Aristotle in 
privileging logos over alogos, we get a definition of man, which endorses 
not only a particularly biased view of humans, i.e., of Greek men, 
excluding women, slaves and foreigners, but also of an eminently self-
sufficient man, who has ideally acquired, by harmonizing  his desires and 
emotions, all the virtues and reached, not unlike a god, a state of self-
sufficiency, which allows him to give without having practically any need 
of receiving anything.17 

This is, of course, not the whole story of Aristotle’s reflections on 
the soul, because if it were, what would become of ethics and politics? 
Why would any human being, who has reached this supreme state of self-
sufficiency, need anything from anyone else?18 This critical question is, in 
fact, raised by Plato and Aristotle themselves, and it goes to show that 
                                                   
16 De Anima 432a-b (transl. R. D. Hicks, New York: Cosimo Classics, 2008).  
17 Alasdair MacIntyre' has also raised this critique against Aristotle: see the first chapter of Dependant Rational 
Animals (Chicago: Open Court, 2002), where he adopts a strategy similar to the one proposed here, namely 
of turning Aristotle, who is aware of the human need for friendship, against Aristotle, whose ethical ideal is 
the self-sufficient man. It is true that Aristotle allows for the virtuous to take or receive something worthy of 
their own high status, but when he exemplifies what that could be, he suggests that the virtuous get it from 
their own property, see EN 1120 a-b and 1168 a, where he underlines that it is finer and so more virtuous to 
give well than to receive. 
18 This question is discussed thoroughly by Zena Hitz in ʻAristotle on Self-knowledge and Friendshipʼ (in: 
Philosophers’ Imprint Vol. 11, No. 12, 2011) https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/p/pod/dod-idx/aristotle-
on-self-knowledge-and-friendship.pdf?c=phimp;idno=3521354.0011.012. 
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there is a tendency, incorporated into their reflections on what it means 
to be human, which takes them into a metaphysical realm, where they 
almost lose sight of human beings as flesh and blood who still have basic 
needs to cover as long as they live their lives on earth. As humans share 
these basic needs, for instance, eating and sleeping, with other living 
beings, they are often excluded, together with other bodily needs and 
desires, from forming part of what could be called the core of human 
nature, which instead undergoes a kind of hypothetical apotheosis. 

What should be added to the story of the human soul are the doubts 
raised by Aristotle himself: whether the soul can be divided so easily into 
two or more parts, and whether it is at all possible for humans to reach a 
god-like state of self-sufficiency or not. Did Aristotle not tell us that 
humans are by nature political beings, and that family, friends and fellow-
citizens therefore form an essential part of what it means to be human? 
Outside this context, humans are less humane and come closer to a beast 
or a god, according to Aristotle, but is this really an adequate parallel to 
draw?  Does Oedipus not remain human, although he commits an atrocity 
which most societies reckon to be inhuman? No beast or god would be a 
candidate for committing such an atrocity, primarily because humans are 
different from both beasts and gods, in that there is something in their 
nature which, for good or for bad, runs counter to and even points 
beyond their own limits. It is precisely this double structure of parallel 
forces, called demonic in the Greek tragedies and paralogical by Aristotle, 
which allows human beings, in contradistinction to other living beings on 
earth, to transcend, if not their own nature, their own limits.  

Once it is realized that what moves in directions alternative or 
opposite to reason is not necessarily bad in itself, then we may stop 
identifying it with a beast or a monster, and also leave behind the idea 
that human reason is somehow god-like. Reason, taken on its own, may 
actually run into a deadlock, which it cannot break free from on its own. 
Too much reasoning, without any basis in emotions, may lead to the 
problem which Ronald de Sousa has designated — not without a Socratic 
sense of humour — ̒ the angelic dilemmaʼ. This refers to the predicament 
that even if human reason were god-like, it can get tangled up in its own 
logical reasoning without being able to decide between two principles or 
arguments: ʻIn particular, emotions will help to resolve the angelic 
dilemma. When faced with two competing arguments, between which 
neither reason nor determinism can relevantly decide, emotion can endow 
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one set of supporting considerations with more salience than the other. 
We need emotion, I shall argue, to break a tie when reason is stuckʼ.19 

Not only does reason depend on what de Sousa calls ʻthe rationality 
of emotionʼ in order for its ʻcommandsʼ to be heard, but logos itself, 
operating within the confines of human practice, needs pathos in order 
to remain or become even more sensible. In the Nicomachean Ethics 
Aristotle states precisely that and bases his explanation of the ethical 
virtues on goal-directed desires and emotions. Yet, we contend that 
elevating logos above alogos, which aligns with the metaphysical model 
of divinity at the top and animality at a lower level, is an inadequate model 
for delimiting the complex relationships between rationality and emotion, 
thinking and desire. Humans do not only have logos, but they have it in 
relationship to something else, which is situated right next to it and 
contains, among other drives, desires and emotions which accompany and 
oppose rationality as a part of itself. 

This is the paralogical structure of the soul, in which reason and 
emotions are intertwined, and of which Aristotle is aware, although he 
does not expand on it. Still, when explaining how the virtue of practical 
reasoning, phronēsis, works and expresses itself, Aristotle takes recourse 
to the concept of aisthēsis, sensuous cognition. Phronēsis is a sensible 
form of practical reasoning on what to do, how and when to do it and in 
relation to whom, which is based on a wise understanding of particular 
situations in which logos not only reasons with itself, but it is sensibly 
open towards other people’s judgements, arguments and advice.20 It is no 
coincidence that we speak of being unreasonable and unsensible in almost 
the same vein in most European languages. Reason and sense appear to 
coincide at a deeper level in human understanding. 

Socrates’ alternative between being a many-headed beast or a simpler 
god-like creature does not take into account the possibility of being a 
duality in one, which is the mark of being human. Yet, Socrates actually 
unfolds his own humanity when pretending to go beyond his own human 
nature without ceasing to be human. Plato often dramatizes this 

                                                   
19 Ronald de Sousa, The Rationality of Emotion (Cambridge/London: The MIT Press, 1990), 16. See also 
Nancy Sherman, The Fabric of Character: Aristotle’s Theory of Virtue (New York: Clarendon Press, 1989), 
45: ‘We notice through feeling what might otherwise go unheeded by a cool and detached intellect.ʼ  
20 Nicomachean Ethics 1142a. See Hans-Georg Gadamer, Gesammelte Werke 3 (Tübingen: Mohr, 2000), 
364, and William Fortenbaugh, Aristotle’s Practical Side (Boston/Leiden: Brill, 2006), 49, for arguments in 
favour of connecting phronēsis with a socio-political context and especially with philia in Aristotle’s ethics. 
Along this line of thinking, Aristotle does offer an alternative to his bipartite psychology which should be 
thought of as an integration of emotions and intellect that relate to each other like the convex and the concave, 
see Paula Gottlieb: The Virtue of Aristotle’s Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 105-
106. 
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transcending movement by using examples of animals, as when he lets 
Socrates compare himself to a gad-fly or a torpedo fish; but the 
paradigmatic Socratic example, which brings us closest, not to man as one 
more animal, but to the double nature of being human, is given at the end 
of the Greater Hippias: Socrates envisages an imaginary partner, who 
gives him a ʻwarmʼ welcome when he comes home, by challenging and 
refuting him. In Plato’s dialogues the soul is often compared to a house, 
and the man, whom Socrates lives and shares his life with, is no other 
than Socrates himself.21  

It is not only reason and emotion which are linked to each other in 
an intricate double structure, but thinking is in itself dual. Thinking is a 
silent form of dianoetic reasoning which the soul conducts with itself, 
Socrates says in the Theaetetus 22 , and his vivid illustration of ʻco-
housingʼ in the Greater Hippias is a paradigmatic example of human 
logos being dialogue, or put more dramatically by Socrates himself, a 
‘demonic (daimonia) destiny haunts me’. 23  In this way, he lays out 
poetically, by using his characteristic sense of dramatic humour, what 
Hannah Arendt in her reading of the same passage calls ʻthe duality of 
myself with myselfʼ or ʻthe duality of the two-in-oneʼ.24 

Being human is tied to a dynamic doubling of its own ̒ natureʼ, which 
can lead to a plurality of parts appearing and making humans lose their 
way, if they are not able to recognize themselves again. The ambiguity 
and duality described by de Sousa and Arendt is not as comforting as it 
may seem, in so far as it creates a tension which cannot be resolved 
completely by only one part. The other part of the double constitution 
of the soul is needed and constitutes precisely part of the solution to the 
demonic predicament, which can either turn good or bad depending on 
the influence of that other part involved in the human dual condition. 
Arendt remarks in her reading of the Socratic duplexity that the two parts 
of the soul have to be good friends in order for the self not to fall apart25, 
which describes the human relationship to be studied in the following 
chapter. One part of the human self does not suffice to know itself, and 
we have observed the drawbacks of defining human nature on the basis 
of only one principle. The self, which Socrates is so keen on getting to 
know, constitutes the whole of what humans are, and it expresses itself in 

                                                   
21 Greater Hippias 304d, in Plato’s Complete Works (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1997). 
22 Theaetetus 189e (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1990). 
23 Greater Hippias 304c. 
24 Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind (San Diego/New York/London: Harcourt, 1978), 185-187. 
25 The Life of the Mind, 187-188. 
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a dynamic double structure of which humans themselves form part, which 
is why self-knowledge is so complicated to achieve, because there is no 
way round the self. 

 
A friend: Another self 
Aristotle’s self-assuring claim that the happy and virtuous are not 
seriously affected by changes of fate, clings on to the illusion that reason, 
like a divine guide, always shines through no matter what.26 Aristotle 
knew, however, as we have seen, that no human being is a self-sufficient 
master in complete control of his or her own life, which is why humans 
need each other and also look for each other’s company to flourish in life. 
In a passage from the Magna Moralia, Aristotle mentions the difficulties, 
which even the wise run into in their search for self-knowledge. Yet, is 
there an alternative way towards accomplishing self-knowledge than by 
achieving it oneself? Aristotle comes up with a thought-provoking answer: 
The presence of a friend, who appears like a mirror in front of oneself, 
can help humans to see what is out of reach from the inside, namely 
themselves as they truly are.27 

 The mirror may not be the best metaphor for friendship, as friends 
are not wont to look at each other, as if they were objects, but they see 
each other, and Aristotle recognizes that if they are good friends, they see 
each other as they truly are which turns the friend into another self.28 The 
self is not to be interpreted exclusively from the perspective of the 
almighty principle of logos, but as in need of being complemented by 
another self, a friend, who makes human self-realization and self-
knowledge possible29. A few pages after he has introduced the concept of 
ʻanother selfʼ, Aristotle accentuates that as it is easier for us to get an 
insight into our fellow beings and their actions than in ourselves and our 
own actions, then even the happiest will need good friends, if they want 
to know their own virtuous actions.30   

                                                   
26 Nichomachean Ethics 1100b-1101a. 
27 Magna Moralia 1213a (Cambridge: The Harvard University Press, 1962). 
28 Nicomachean Ethics 1166a. For another critical reading of Aristotle’s metaphor of the mirror, see Mavis 
Biss, ʻAristotle on Friendship and Self-knowledge: The Friends beyond the Mirrorʼ, in History of Philosophy 
Quarterly 28 (2): 125-40. 
29 For readings, which support this interpretation of the friend qua another self as being a way towards self-
knowledge and self-realization, see Laurence Thomas, ‘Friendship’, in Synthese 72 (1987), 232-33; Terence 
Irwin, Arisotle’s First Principles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 391-97; Richard Kraut,  Aristotle on the 
Human Good (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 131-34; A. W. Price, Love and Friendship in 
Plato and Aristotle (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 122-24;  Stern-Gillet, Suzanne, Aristotle’s Philosophy 
of Friendship (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 49. 
30 Nicomachean Ethics 1169b-1170a. 
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In Alcibiades, Socrates employs a similar approach and speaks of the 
way in which two people who care for each other look deeply into each 
other’s souls in order to get to know its best parts.31 It seems that Plato 
and Aristotle presuppose the presence of virtue in the souls of those who 
care for each other, but what would happen, if the friends do not have 
each other to catch sight of their own virtue? Apparently, they would still 
be virtuous, but if it is really so difficult to get to know oneself, as 
Socrates observes in the Phaedrus and Aristotle in the Magna Moralia, 
and it is easier to get an insight into other people’s lives than in one’s 
own, then there must be more things about us human beings which 
remain obscure and unclear even for the virtuous, who need friends to get 
to know themselves better.  

Although Plato and Aristotle, at times, see the virtues 
paradigmatically reflected in extraordinary and infallible persons — a 
vision tied to the conception of the god-like logos ruling over the beastly 
desires — they also allow virtues to grow out of and flourish in the caring 
human relationship called friendship. Friends who accompany each other, 
Aristotle says at the beginning of the first of the two books on friendship 
in the Nicomachean Ethics, become more able to realize their potential 
in action and in thinking and reach a higher shared state of 
consciousness. 32  In Meno, Socrates graduates the levels of dialectical 
thinking and states that between friends a dialogue becomes even more 
dialectical, in so far as a friend takes into account the other partner’s state 
of mind and understanding.33   

What our interpretation of Plato’s and Aristotle’s thoughts on 
friendship adds to the modern debate of the self is a way not just out of 
the angelic dilemma, as de Sousa describes the deadlock of god-like 
reason, but also out of the demonic predicament of being unable to 
recognize oneself in one’s own passions and emotions, which Socrates 
compares to a many-headed beast. Emotions may break the deadlock of 
reason, but they can, if taken on their own, lead into an instinctive, 
thoughtless way of reacting, which is why they are still in need of listening 
to reason in order to remain sensibly humane. Aristotle says it in the 
following way in the Nicomachean Ethics: Passions and desires do well 
in listening to reason just like it is reasonable to listen to one’s father and 
one’s friends. Father and friends are here mentioned together, but two 
sentences later Aristotle prefers the father as the sole representative of 

                                                   
31 Alcibiades I 133b-c (ed. C. D. C. Reeve, in Plato, On Love (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 2011).   
32 Nicomachean Ethics 1155a. 
33 Meno 75d (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976).  
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logos in the soul, which testifies to the way in which he privileges logos 
over alogos, and in the end favors a hierarchical structure of the soul over 
a more egalitarian double structure of complementary and intertwined 
forces.34  
The latter structure is more undefined and labile, but precisely because of 
that it can explain the lability of humans becoming strangers to 
themselves, such as Oedipus and Socrates, who are momentarily or for a 
longer period of time unable to recognize themselves despite still being 
humans. One’s own humanity may, at times, only be recognized by 
somebody coming from outside and still close to the person suffering 
estrangement: Another self in the form of a friend is that other part of 
myself, who can still recognize me and even make me aware of myself, 
when I cannot, and so the ancient ethical discourse on the self and 
friendship elucidates both the double nature of being human and the 
redemption of human nature from the dichotomy of animality and 
divinity. Through a human relation such as friendship, based on dialogue 
and companionship without father figures, the human soul is no longer 
split into two or more parts, but rather united in the dynamic two-in-one. 
This is also described by Arendt as a friendship between two partners, 
who converse with each other in a good state of mind. Douglas 
Hofstadter has given a similar account of the surprisingly close 
relationship between the human self and friendship:  

ʻOne day, as I was trying to figure out where I personally draw the 
line for applying the word “conscious” (even though of course 
there’s no sharp cutoff), it occurred to me that the most crucial 
factor was whether or not the entity in question could be said to 
have some notion, perhaps only very primitive, of “friend”, a friend 
being someone you care about and who cares about you […] And 
so I find myself led to the unexpected conclusion that what seems 
to be the epitome of selfhood – a sense of “I” – is in reality brought 
into being if and only if along with that self there is a sense of other 
selves with whom one has bonds of affection’.35 
 

                                                   
34 In Aristotle’s Dialogue with Socrates – on the Nicomachean Ethics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2008), Ronna Burger also draws attention to how the non-rational part of the psyche both restrains and obeys 

the rational part, but she only focuses on the two parts being ʻlike a child obedient to his parent, leaving aside 
the comparison of the two parts being friends (see pp. 42-43). Still, her detailed reading of the Nicomachean 
Ethics gives due consideration to phronesis and philia and sheds new light on Aristotle’s complex 
argumentation. 
35 Douglas Hofstadter, I am a strange loop (New York: Basic Books, 2007), 354. See also pages 223-224 in 
the same book, for an innovative use of the words ‘oneness-in-twoness’ and ‘one single dual’, similar to the 
way Arendt employs ‘two-in-one’, to describe the peculiar way in which friends, although not being the same 
person, live inside each other. 
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It seems paradoxical that other selves are needed to bring about the 
recognition of the human self, and it is, in fact, paralogical in the sense 
which is advanced in the paper. A friend is not merely someone coming 
from the outside, but can become an integral part of the self, whose 
ʻmonologue describes a conversation with that good friend, who teaches 
me the secret of philanthropyʼ, as the Spanish poet Antonio Machado 
has put it in one of his poems.36 The emotional tie or bond of affection 
most needed in life, Aristotle posits, is friendship which proves to be 
more in accordance with his own practical and political philosophy than 
placing a single principle at the top of a biased hierarchy in the form of 
logos governing like a father and a king. Of all the human relationships 
found in the polis, friendship is the one that apparently holds city-states 
together, Aristotle continues in the same passage37, but it also helps to 
hold human existence together, which is in danger of falling miserably 
apart without its presence.  

If we go back to the stories about formidable heroes in the past, many 
of them, such as Gilgamesh and Enkidu, Achilleus and Patroklos, appear 
more humane when they are together, and it is when they are apart or do 
not listen to each other’s advice that their inner demons start to take over 
and lead them onto a disastrous path. Oedipus is a terrifying example of 
what may happen when love and friendship are completely absent from 
the beginning of a human life. Most of Sophocles’ tragedies remind us of 
the fact that no human being can live well without the presence of caring 
friends, who exemplify what human love means. The predicament of 
Antigone and Philoctetes is that they call out for friends, but they feel 
betrayed and abandoned by those, who call themselves their friends. 
When no friend is there, this should arouse most compassion, according 
to Plato and Aristotle, 38  as no human being, left completely alone, 
abandoned without a place to be or other people to be with, can take care 
of him or herself in a humane way. It is rather at this point that humans 
turn careless, indifferent or even violent, when there is no one in their 
lives who loves and cares for them. 

Plato and Aristotle did not consistently work out the double 
structure of the human soul, but it is implicit in Aristotle’s grounding of 
sensuous cognition in the capacity of listening to reason and in Plato’s 
description of Socrates’ soul as being involved in a critical dialogue with 

                                                   
36 Antonio Machado, ‘Retrato’, in Campos de Castilla (Madrid: Alianza, 2006). 
37 Nicomachean Ethics 1155 a. 
38 Plato, The Laws 729e (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1988); Aristotle, Eudemian 
Ethics 1234b (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961). 
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itself. What is implied in both conceptions is that human rationality, 
understood as being reasonable, involves being open and sensitive to other 
reasons, other selves; a reading which has led us into a reinterpretation of 
the ethical significance of friendship as contributing significantly to a 
humane configuration of the self. 

 What the argument of the paper can help explain is both what 
constitutes humaneness and what happens when humans collapse into the 
simple structures of oneness, emulating beastly instincts or divine self-
sufficiency, thus parting company with their own humaneness when 
approaching one extreme or the other. Arendt became aware of the 
duality in one of the human soul after having witnessed its complete 
absence in a human being: During the Jerusalem trial in 1961, the German 
Nazi officer Adolf Eichmann stated that he complied with the ideology 
of his party to send hundreds of thousands of Jews into concentration 
camps under the Second World War. Arendt did not see him as just one 
more bureaucrat following orders, but he was ideologically convinced of 
one single idea, namely defending his country against the Jewish enemy, 
whom he wanted to eradicate. In his simplistic discourse, filled with 
stereotypes and clichés, Arendt detected ʻsomething entirely negative’39, 
but not in any way monstrous: ʻhis inability to speak was closely 
connected with an inability to think, namely, to think from the 
standpoint of somebody else.ʼ40  

As Roger Berkowitz has emphasized, Arendt’s thesis that Eichmann 
suffered from a severe form of thoughtlessness should not be squared 
with the widely held misunderstanding that he was unable to think 
intelligibly. Arendt wants to avoid such a misreading in the same passage 
quoted above, where she stresses that the ʻflaw in Eichmann’s character 
was his almost total inability ever to look at anything from the other 
fellow’s point of viewʼ.41 This entails the inability to engage with other 
people’s thinking and let one’s own thoughts be questioned by others. 
Keeping in mind that thinking for Arendt is bound up with the dual 
ability of the soul to reason through language and speech, in dialogue 
with other fellow beings, particularly in that paradigmatic relationship 
called friendship, Eichmann’s singlemindedness comes down to his blind 
commitment to one movement’s brutal ideology making him incapable 
of entering into the duality in one of thinking and questioning. Following 
Berkowitz’s close reading of Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, he was 
                                                   
39 The Life of the Mind, 4. 
40 Eichmann in Jerusalem (New York: The Viking Press, 1965), 44. 
41 Eichmann in Jerusalem, 43. 
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ʻlocked in the logical coherence of his own simplified view of the world 
[…] treating complex and messy realities as conforming to the logic of a 
single ideaʼ.42  

Had Arendt investigated further into how intertwined reasoning and 
sensibility, thinking and dialogue are in the human soul, she might as well 
have drawn the conclusion that Eichmann was completely insensitive to 
other humans and their suffering, and not only thoughtless. The practical 
sense, phronēsis, which Aristotle highlights in his ethics, is the crux of 
ethical virtue, because it connects reason and emotion harmoniously in 
the human soul and keeps the virtuous open to the world by guiding them 
in their actions and thoughts. The Nazi regime demonstrated a complete 
lack of such a practical sense, which connects people in virtuous ways, as 
it was built on the megalomaniac idea of standing totally undisputed, 
eradicating any other reasons than the senseless commands sanctioned by 
the Führer, Adolf Hitler, who stood behind the most horrifying 
suppression of human reasoning and sensibility on such a large scale in 
the history of humanity. Nazism is an extreme version of what happens 
when humans go into the singular mode of thoughtlessness or 
insensitiveness, which are not the same, but in their extreme versions they 
look alike, as both close off humans from each other and in multiple ways 
reduce human duplexity to a manageable singularity. 

In The Life of the Mind, Arendt sees thinking as reversing this 
mindless process and opening up to human plurality, which is the mark 
of the political:  

 

ʻWhat thinking actualizes is difference […] only in this humanized 
form does consciousness then become the outstanding characteristic 
of somebody who is a man and neither a god nor an animal. As the 
metaphor bridges the gap between the world of appearances and the 
mental activities going on within it, so the Socratic two-in-one heals 
the solitariness of thought; its inherent duality points to the infinite 
plurality which is the law of the earthʼ.43 
 

It was this ʻlawʼ which the Nazis wished to eliminate from the face of 
the earth. Other regimes, such as the one which Robespierre stood behind 
during the French Revolution, end up breaking the same ʻlawʼ, according 
to Arendt, when they found one body politic on indivisibility and 

                                                   
42 Roger Berkowitz, ‘The Banality of Evil. Did Eichmann Think?’ (In: The American Interest, September 7, 
2014) http://www.the-american-interest.com/2014/09/07/did-eichmann-think/ See also Roger 
Berkowitz (ed.), Thinking in Dark Times. Hannah Arendt on Ethics and Politics (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2010), especially Part IV and VI. 
 
43 The Life of the Mind, 187. 



19 of 20 POLITICS & POETICS  VOL III 

Article ID: 939547  Version 1.0 
 

unanimity. Both these forms of political action tend to turn humans into 
an unthinking mass, ʻa many-headed oneʼ44, devoid of the dialectics of 
questioning and responding inherent in thinking. If indivisibility cancels 
the duality of the two-in-one, unanimity connotes the lifelessness of the 
soul, the opposite of what Arendt was searching for in The Life of the 
Mind as an answer to the inhumanity of the totalitarian regimes in the 
20th century. Although it only plays a minor role in her work, Arendt still 
recognizes in friendship, as a Jew facing the atrocities of the Second 
World War, ʻa bit of humaneness in a world become inhumanʼ.45 

What it means to be human should no longer be described in neutral, 
schematic terms which single out or isolate human nature. In so far as the 
meaning of ̒ human natureʼ includes being humane, it is not to be isolated 
from emotions and relationships to other human beings. Being human 
means to share life with others, who are not just out there in the world, 
but they are in other human beings’ lives, and the question is how the 
sharing and being in each other’s lives takes place. Friendship is an 
example of a human relationship, which embodies the sort of affective 
and reflective dialogue, which the human self needs in order to remain 
and become even more sensible and reasonable. 

       
Conclusion: Filling the gap of human ʻnatureʼ 
Human nature has often been left undetermined, or it has been 
substituted by something else, first and foremost animality and divinity. 
The present paper is not another attempt to define human nature, at least 
not as one stable essence. Being human does not consist in having one 
nature, but in being in relationship to other humans within a double 
dynamics, which springs from the self being defined and marked by 
something other like itself. Human beings contain something that goes 
beyond their own limits, but through friendship it becomes possible for 
humans to recognize themselves in that movement beyond their own 
limits without breaking them violently and turning inhumane. 

If the meaning of being human is to be recovered, staying within the 
limits of humanity, it can only be in relation to other human beings. By 
interpreting the ancient Greek philosophy of logos in light of Plato’s 
dialogues and Aristotle’s ethics, a way has been opened up which leads 
into a little-explored field of the close relationship between the human 
self and friendship. The Greek tragedies illustrate the tremendous terror 

                                                   
44 On Revolution (London/New York: Penguin Books, 1990), 77. 
45 Men in Dark Times (London: Cape, 1970), 23. 
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which breaks loose, when friendship is completely absent or turns into 
fierce enmity. Plato and Aristotle formulated their philosophies in more 
or less direct confrontation with the tragic world view in order to find a 
way out of the demonic predicament of being tossed back and forth by 
destiny without finding a foothold in life. Both philosophers highlight 
friendship as the most necessary caring relationship in life for humans to 
get to know each other and their own human selves.  

The close affective bond between friendship and the human self has 
been taken up by modern thinkers, who enrich and broaden the 
explanation of the double nature of being human. Interpreting the 
dynamics of the mind, Arendt uncovers the two-in-one of the thinking 
process, in which logos is transformed into dialogue, and Hofstadter 
connects being a human self with affective bonds to other selves. The 
twoness-in-oneness of friendship is for both thinkers the way in which 
the human self really becomes conscious of itself and has a chance of 
knowing itself better than it would have been able to all by itself. The 
human self does not suffice to know itself and its own limits. The way 
out of this predicament involves other selves, who care for whom a person 
truly is. Seen from this perspective, the ancient Greek concept of 
eudaimonia should no longer be understood as individual happiness, 
related exclusively to a self-sufficient principle, logos or the I, but as a 
form of human flourishing in unison, involving that ethical relationship, 
based on dialogue and mutual care, which also means love in Greek: philia 
or friendship.    


