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What Is the Soul? 

The question "What is the soul?" has echoed across centuries, cultures, and 

cosmologies. From the sacred hymns of ancient Vedic texts to the metaphysical 

inquiries of Plato, from the mystical traditions of Sufism and Kabbalah to 

modern psychological frameworks of self and consciousness, the soul has been 

revered, debated, personified, and, at times, dismissed. Yet its presence 

continues to stir a deep knowing within us—a sense that beneath the flesh and 

intellect lies something enduring, essential, and whole. 

To speak of the soul is to enter the terrain of mystery. It cannot be dissected in 

a laboratory or measured by empirical tools, yet its influence is felt in the quiet 

pull toward meaning, in the longing for truth, in the ache for connection, and in 

the impulse to transcend. It may be invisible, but it is not unknowable. The soul 

reveals itself not through analysis, but through presence. Not through proof, 

but through resonance. 

1. The Soul Through Time: An Evolving Inquiry 

Historically, the soul has been defined in numerous ways: 

• In ancient Egypt, the soul was composed of multiple parts, including the 

ka (vital essence), ba (personality or individuality), and akh (immortal 

self), each contributing to one’s journey through life and after death. 

• In Greek philosophy, Plato posited that the soul is the true self—

immortal, pre-existent, and in pursuit of divine knowledge. Aristotle, 

more practically, saw the soul as the animating principle of the body—its 

essential form. 

• Christianity emphasized the soul as the eternal, God-given essence of 

each person, capable of salvation or damnation. 

• Hinduism describes the Atman—the innermost Self—as a spark of 

Brahman, the universal consciousness, while Buddhism, in its original 

form, denies a permanent soul, favouring anatta (non-self), yet 

preserves the mystery of rebirth through karmic continuity. 

• Sufi mysticism sees the soul as a divine emanation—entrusted to 

journey back to its Source through purification and love. 
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Each tradition speaks a different language, yet the shared intuition persists: the 

soul is more than the body, more than the mind. It is the seat of essence. It 

carries the memory of who we are beyond time. 

2. The Psychological Soul: A Bridge Between Worlds 

In the modern era, psychology has stepped in as a kind of secular theology of 

the self. Early thinkers like Carl Jung and James Hillman attempted to reclaim 

the soul from doctrinal dogma and restore it to the interior life of the human 

being. 

Jung viewed the soul as an expression of the unconscious—the bridge between 

the ego and the Self (the totality of one’s being). He suggested that the soul 

reveals itself through dreams, symbols, and archetypes, leading us toward 

individuation—the process of becoming whole. The soul, for Jung, was not an 

object but a dynamic movement—a guiding force toward integration. 

James Hillman, founder of archetypal psychology, took it further. He did not see 

the soul as a substance but as a perspective—"a viewpoint toward things," a 

poetic sensibility that invites depth and imagination. For Hillman, soul-making 

was the art of seeing life metaphorically, of descending into the richness of 

experience rather than escaping it. He wrote: 

“The soul is not a thing, but a quality or dimension of experiencing life and 

ourselves.” 

In this view, the soul is not something we possess but something we participate 

in. It is revealed in our capacity to feel deeply, to suffer meaningfully, and to 

love without agenda. 

3. The Soul as Energy: A Quantum Perspective 

As science increasingly explores the energetic and informational nature of 

reality, new ways of understanding the soul emerge. In quantum physics and 

consciousness studies, some theorists suggest that consciousness is not simply 

a byproduct of the brain, but a fundamental fabric of the universe—a field of 

intelligence in which the soul may be nested. 

This view resonates with the panpsychic or non-dual perspectives that see all 

matter as imbued with proto-consciousness. If consciousness is primary, then 

the soul may be understood as a unique expression of that field—a localized, 

coherent signature of awareness. 
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The soul, in this sense, could be imagined as a waveform of pure potential that 

temporarily inhabits a human form, not unlike a musical note expressing itself 

through a particular instrument. The body is the instrument. The soul is the 

note. The consciousness playing the melody is universal. 

In such models, death is not the end but a transformation—a return of the 

waveform to the wider field. Life is a temporary dance of individuality in a sea 

of unity. 

4. The Ego and the Soul: Partners in Evolution 

To understand the soul, one must also understand the ego, for these two 

aspects of the self are often portrayed as antagonists—one divine, the other 

delusional. But this dualism is incomplete. In truth, the ego and soul are 

intimately intertwined. 

The ego is the psychological structure that forms a sense of self-identity. It 

helps us navigate the physical world, differentiate ourselves from others, make 

decisions, and protect our boundaries. It develops in childhood in response to 

our environment, and it is shaped by culture, language, family, and experience. 

Without the ego, we would not be able to function as individual beings. 

However, the ego is inherently limited. It is concerned with survival, success, 

image, and control. It seeks safety and recognition, often based on external 

validation. The ego's narrative is shaped by fear and desire, by the past and the 

imagined future. Left unchecked, it can become rigid, defensive, and 

disconnected from the deeper wisdom of the soul. 

The soul, on the other hand, is timeless. It knows who we are beneath the 

conditioning. It is not afraid of uncertainty because it remembers the deeper 

currents of our being. The soul does not seek power, but presence. It is less 

interested in what we achieve and more concerned with whether we are living 

in alignment with our essence. 

Yet the ego is not the enemy of the soul. It is the vehicle through which the 

soul expresses itself in the world. The ego is meant to be refined—not 

eradicated—so that it becomes transparent to the soul’s light. A healthy, 

integrated ego becomes a servant of the soul, able to translate its subtle 

promptings into embodied action. 

This inner transformation is at the heart of all spiritual and psychological 

growth. We move from ego-led living to soul-guided being. We shift from 



4 
 

“What do I want?” to “What is mine to serve?” This is not the annihilation of 

the ego, but its sacred realignment. 

5. Soul and Purpose: The Inner Compass 

One of the most enduring attributes of the soul is its link to purpose. Whether 

called dharma, telos, or calling, the soul seems to carry an inner blueprint—a 

reason for being that transcends mere survival or social success. 

We often speak of someone as “a soulful artist,” “an old soul,” or “a lost soul.” 

These phrases reveal an intuitive recognition that some people live in closer 

contact with the depths of their being than others. They suggest that the soul is 

not merely what we are, but how we live. 

To live soulfully is to orient from within. It is to follow an inner compass that 

does not always align with external rewards. The soul’s values are not profit, 

fame, or comfort, but truth, beauty, love, and coherence. It is not interested in 

status, but in alignment. 

When we ignore the soul, we may feel fragmented, numb, or hollow—no 

matter how successful we appear. When we heed its whisper, we may be led 

into unknown territories, but we are rarely lost. The soul does not promise 

safety, but it offers authenticity. 

6. The Language of the Soul: Symbol, Myth, and Mystery 

The soul does not speak in prose. It speaks in image, feeling, and metaphor. Its 

language is symbolic, encoded in dreams, synchronicities, and intuitive 

knowing. It communicates through poetry, art, music, and ritual—through 

whatever invites us beyond the literal into the luminous. 

Myths and stories have always been soul technologies. They are not just 

entertainment but blueprints for soul development. The hero’s journey, the 

dark night of the soul, the descent into the underworld—these are not mere 

tales but maps of the inner terrain. They remind us that the soul’s path often 

involves descent before ascent, surrender before awakening. 

The soul also lives in paradox. It is simultaneously individual and universal, 

eternal and ever-changing. It longs for both solitude and connection, stillness 

and expression. It teaches us to live in the “both/and” rather than the 

“either/or.” 
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7. Soul in the Collective: Remembering Our Shared Essence 

While often spoken of individually, the soul also has a collective dimension. 

Jung called it the anima mundi—the soul of the world. Indigenous traditions 

speak of the Earth as a living, ensouled being. The mystics remind us that at the 

deepest level, we are not separate souls but One Soul expressing itself through 

many faces. 

To awaken to the soul is to remember our interbeing. It is to know that your 

healing is mine, your liberation is mine. The crises of our time—climate 

collapse, inequality, disconnection—can be understood as symptoms of soul-

loss on a global scale. When we forget the soul of the world, we exploit, 

extract, and divide. 

Healing begins when we remember. When we restore the soul to the centre of 

our lives, our systems, our choices. When we see each person not as a problem 

to solve, but as a soul to love. 

8. The Soul and Death: A Continuum of Consciousness 

What happens to the soul after death? No essay could answer this conclusively, 

but the question has catalysed countless teachings, near-death experiences, 

and mystical revelations. 

Some traditions speak of reincarnation—the soul’s return in a new body to 

complete unfinished lessons. Others speak of heaven or liberation. Some 

suggest that the soul merges with the Divine, like a drop returning to the 

ocean. In modern spiritual accounts, many describe death as a passage—a 

shedding of form, not of self. 

Perhaps the soul is not bound by linear time at all. Perhaps it is always present, 

even when hidden—guiding us, witnessing us, loving us from beneath the 

surface of events. In this view, death is not an end, but a transition. The soul 

continues. It always has. 

Conclusion: Living from the Soul 

To ask "What is the soul?" is not merely to engage in metaphysical speculation. 

It is to ask: What is the deepest truth of my being? What am I here for? What 

does it mean to live a life of depth, meaning, and presence? 
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We may never define the soul fully, for it exceeds the grasp of the mind. But we 

can live in relationship with it. We can listen to its whispers, follow its scent, 

honour its rhythms. We can let it sculpt our lives from within. 

In doing so, we remember what we have always known: that we are not just 

minds, not just bodies, not just roles. We are luminous, tender, fierce 

expressions of something vast and holy. 

We are souls—becoming. 

Richard Barrett. 


