
Do animals have souls like human beings?

Animals have souls–and so do plants. Does this answer sound like 
something out of the New Age movement? Don’t worry–it isn’t. Rest 
assured we’re not saying animals and plants have souls like ours.

The soul is the principle of life. Since animals and plants are living 
things, they have souls, but not in the sense in which human beings 
have souls. Our souls are rational–theirs aren’t–and ours are rational 
because they’re spiritual, not material.

Animals and plants can’t do anything which transcends the limitations 
of matter. Although some animals seem clever, they don’t actually pos-
sess conceptional intelligence. They can’t, for instance, conceive of the 
abstract notion of justice.

Animals and plants also lack a moral sense. When you scold Spot for 
chewing the carpet and tell him what he did was “wrong,” you aren’t 
assigning guilt of sin to him, since he can’t commit a sin.

Animal and vegetable souls are dependent entirely on matter for their 
operation and being. They cease to exist at death. (There’s no “doggie 
heaven.”)

Human souls, by contrast, aren’t material. They’re spiritual. Only a 
spirit can know and love, a spirit’s two chief faculties being the intellect 
(which knows) and the will (which loves). We know human souls are 
spiritual since humans can know and love.

We also know human souls are immortal because spirits can’t decom-
pose. They have no parts: Only a thing with parts can fall apart. A spirit 
is a unit. It has no top or bottom, no left or right, no inside or outside.

Every bit of matter, even the smallest, has parts. The human body can 
decompose–it’s made of matter, after all–but the human soul can’t. 
That’s why we say it’s immortal.

A good discussion of the differences between human beings and 
animals is available in Mortimer Adler’s The Difference of Man and the 
Difference it Makes.
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Rita of Cascia
Saint of the Day for May 22

Like Elizabeth Ann Seton, Rita of Cascia was a wife, mother, 
widow, and member of a religious community. Her holiness was 
reflected in each phase of her life.

Born at Roccaporena in central Italy, Rita wanted to become a 
nun but was pressured at a young age into marrying a harsh and 
cruel man. During her 18-year marriage, she bore and raised two 
sons. After her husband was killed in a brawl and her sons had 
died, Rita tried to join the Augustinian nuns in Cascia. Unsuc-
cessful at first because she was a widow, Rita eventually succeed-
ed.

Over the years, her austerity, prayerfulness, and charity became 
legendary. When she developed wounds on her forehead, people 
quickly associated them with the wounds from Christ’s crown of 
thorns. She meditated frequently on Christ’s passion. Her care for 
the sick nuns was especially loving. She also counseled lay people 
who came to her monastery.

Beatified in 1626, Rita was not canonized until 1900. She has 
acquired the reputation, together with Saint Jude, as a saint of 
impossible cases. Many people visit her tomb each year.
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Visit stursulaparish.formed.org for resources on St. Rita of Cascia, St. 
Padre Pio, and more of your favorite saints!  Watch feature film Saint 
Rita, or the documentary St. Rita of Cascia. Listen to The Life of Padre 

Pio, or watch one of two movies based on his life. 


