
HYLEMORPHIC DUALISM*

By David S. Oderberg

I. Introduction

Despite the fact that it continues to have followers, and that it can be
said to have enjoyed something of a micro-revival in recent years, dual-
ism either in the philosophy of mind or in the theory of personal identity
persists in being more the object of ridicule than of serious rational engage-
ment. It is held by the vast majority of philosophers to be anything from
(and not mutually exclusively) false, mysterious, and bizarre, to obscu-
rantist, unintelligible, and/or dangerous to morals. Its adherents are
assumed to be biased, scientifically ill-informed, motivated by prior theo-
logical dogma, cursed by metaphysical anachronism, and/or to have taken
leave of their senses. Dualists who otherwise appear relatively sane in
their philosophical writings are often treated with a certain benign, quasi-
parental indulgence.1

* I am grateful to Stephen Braude, John Cottingham, John Haldane, David Jehle, Joel
Katzav, Eduardo Ortiz, and Fred Sommers for helpful comments and discussion of a draft
of this essay. I would also like to thank Ellen Paul, whose suggestions have helped greatly
to improve the essay’s style and content.

1 Here, in no special order, are some typical examples illustrating the claims of this
paragraph, nearly all in the context of discussions of Cartesian dualism or property dualism
(see the text below). (1) For David Braddon-Mitchell and Frank Jackson, dualism is akin to
explaining lightning in terms of Thor’s anger, and hence is fundamentally primitive and
prescientific. See Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson, Philosophy of Mind and Cognition (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1996), 8. (2) For Colin McGinn, to believe in dualism is ipso facto to believe in
“supernatural entities or divine interventions,” the attribution being clearly pejorative. See
McGinn, “Can We Solve the Mind-Body Problem?” reprinted in Richard Warner and Tadeusz
Szubka, eds., The Mind-Body Problem: A Guide to the Current Debate (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994),
100. (3) For Patricia Churchland, “the concept of a non-physical soul looks increasingly like
an outdated theoretical curiosity.” See Churchland, Brain-wise: Studies in Neurophilosophy
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 173. (4) Robert Cummins gives a one-page caricature,
and a highly inaccurate and misleading one at that, of the sort of position defended in this
essay, which involves putting the word “form” in upper-case letters rather than seeking to
explain just what form is supposed to be: “Mind-stuff inFORMed,” etc. See Cummins,
Meaning and Mental Representation (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), 2. (5) Needless to say,
Gilbert Ryle’s vivid metaphor of the “ghost in the machine” has helped to stifle serious
debate for decades. See Ryle, The Concept of Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1949). (6) Daniel Dennett, for instance, refers approvingly to Ryle’s having “danced quite a
jig on the corpse of Cartesian dualism.” See Dennett, The Intentional Stance (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1987), 214. (7) David Armstrong describes Cartesian dualism as “curiously
formal and empty.” See Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of the Mind (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1968), 23. These and countless other examples are not meant to imply that the
critics do not always offer arguments, of varying degrees of insight, against dualism in its
several forms; but in general the opposition tends toward the curt, the dismissive, and the
incredulous.
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The “dualism problem,” as one might call it —the problem of the odd
place of dualism as no more than an intellectual curiosity in current
debate, its adherents characterized as “swimming against the tide” 2 —is
complicated by the fact that when it comes to attempts to describe and
then, predictably, refute dualism, it is almost without exception the Car-
tesian form that takes center stage. There is, true to say, a respectable
place for property dualism,3 the theory that although the mind is mate-
rial, mental properties such as consciousness are not reducible to material
properties such as states of the brain; and event dualism has begun to
attract attention,4 this being the view that the correct distinction is between
mental and physical events, such as thoughts on the one hand, which are
irreducible to brain processes on the other. Still, Cartesian dualism has
clear and unassailable pride of place as the whipping post on which
dualists are ritualistically flailed. The idea that the mind is a separate,
immaterial substance in its own right, with only a contingent relation to
the body it inhabits, is said to raise a host of problems. How could such
an entity interact causally with a physical body? Exactly what sort of
relationship does this spiritual substance have to a body? What are the
identity conditions for such a substance, and how in the end can such an
obscure kind of thing explain anything about human mental life?

My aim in this essay is not to defend Cartesian dualism. Rather, it is to
set out the groundwork for the sort of dualism that gets little attention
and that, if any form of dualism is defensible, is by far the best candidate.
It is called “hylemorphic dualism,” and is the dualism of Aristotle and the
Aristotelians, most notably St. Thomas Aquinas and his followers. It has
lagged behind the other dualisms as far as the number and prominence
of its contemporary defenders are concerned, though there are signs of
renewed interest and serious intellectual attention.5 Until it acquires more
supporters, it will continue to be conspicuous by its absence from stan-

2 To use Keith Campbell’s term in his discussion of John Foster’s book The Immaterial Self:
A Defence of the Cartesian Dualist Conception of Mind (London: Routledge, 1991): see Camp-
bell, “Swimming against the Tide,” Inquiry 36 (1993): 161–77.

3 This is mainly associated with Thomas Nagel: see Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?”
Philosophical Review 83 (1974): 435–50, and reprinted in many places; see also Frank Jackson,
“Epiphenomenal Qualia,” Philosophical Quarterly 32 (1982): 127–36, and Jackson, “What
Mary Didn’t Know,” Journal of Philosophy 83 (1986): 291–95. David Chalmers’s so-called
naturalistic dualism looks also like a kind of property dualism, identifying mental proper-
ties with irreducibly nonphysical properties, but these are wholly material in the broad
sense and governed by unknown laws of natural science: see Chalmers, The Conscious Mind
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

4 See, e.g., Paul Pietroski, Causing Actions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
5 Defenders of hylemorphic dualism include John Haldane, “A Return to Form in the

Philosophy of Mind,” in David S. Oderberg, ed., Form and Matter: Themes in Contemporary
Metaphysics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 40–64; Haldane, “Analytical Philosophy and the Nature
of Mind: Time for Another Rebirth?” in Richard Warner and Tadeusz Szubka, eds., The
Mind-Body Problem: A Guide to the Current Debate (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 195–203; and J. P.
Moreland and Scott B. Rae, Body and Soul: Human Nature and the Crisis in Ethics (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000). See also Edward Feser’s contribution to this collection.
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dard accounts of personal identity and expositions of the philosophy of
mind.

Dualism is a thesis in both of these fields. The account that follows will
concentrate on dualism as a position in the theory of personal identity,
though the material will inevitably overlap with issues in the philosophy
of mind per se. I will set out and defend the primary theses of hylemorphic
dualism, with the aim not of a comprehensive account that defends against
all reasonable objections and explains every unclarity, but of showing that
the theses taken together present a coherent, distinctive, and compelling
picture of the nature and identity of the person.

Briefly, the central theses to be defended are as follows. (1) All sub-
stances, in other words all self-subsisting entities that are the bearers of
properties and attributes but are not themselves properties or attributes
of anything, are compounds of matter (hylē) and form (morphē). (2) The
form is substantial since it actualizes matter and gives the substance its
very essence and identity. (3) The human person, being a substance, is
also a compound of matter and substantial form. (4) Since a person is
defined as an individual substance of a rational nature, the substantial
form of the person is the rational nature of the person. (5) The exercise of
rationality, however, is an essentially immaterial operation. (6) Hence,
human nature itself is essentially immaterial. (7) But since it is immate-
rial, it does not depend for its existence on being united to matter. (8) So
a person is capable of existing, by means of his rational nature, which is
traditionally called the soul, independently of the existence of his body.
(9) Hence, human beings are immortal; but their identity and individu-
ality does require that they be united to a body at some time in their
existence.

II. Identity, Consciousness, and Psychology

The questions of personal identity and of the nature of mind have, I
would argue, been skewed in recent years by the thought that if there is
a residual puzzle that has not yet been solved by the twentieth-century’s
onslaught of materialism, naturalism, and physicalism, it must be the
problem of consciousness. Hence the attention that David Chalmers attracted
when he published The Conscious Mind,6 a book that for many people
summed up what has come to be known as the “hard problem.” If there
really is something that materialists cannot successfully grapple with, it is
the phenomenology of conscious experience, the felt quality of our inter-
action with the world. Everything else about the mind, according to Chalm-
ers, can be captured within a physicalistic functionalist model. To be sure,
there is still the problem of explaining how to identify the correct func-
tional analysis of human psychological operation; but that there is one,

6 See note 3 above.
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and that it is at least in principle realizable in inorganic systems such as
computer models, is something already taught to us by cognitive science.

This bifurcation of the question of the nature of the mind —into a ques-
tion about human cognition on the one hand, and a separate question
about the special “problem of consciousness” on the other —and then the
subsequent focus on the “problem of consciousness” as the outstanding
conceptual issue in the quest for a total naturalistic theory, is, in my view,
the biggest wrong turn in the recent history of the subject. First, however,
I should explain what I am not claiming. I do not deny that there is indeed
a “problem of consciousness,” and that many of the central claims of the
nonreductionists, including so-called “naturalistic dualists” like Chalm-
ers, are correct: principally, that there is no explanation of the subjective
nature of conscious experience in physicalistic terms. What I do deny,
however, is that this is not a problem affecting the psychological in gen-
eral. For it is at least plausible to claim that there is also a phenomenology
of psychology as much as of conscious experience, and the typical responses
to such a claim look, as they do in respect of conscious experience, to be
question-begging.

By a phenomenology of psychology I mean simply the “what it is like”
of ordinary psychological operations such as judging, reasoning, and
calculating. There is, I claim, even “something that it is like” to calculate
that two plus two equals four. It may not be qualitatively identical for all
people, but then neither is the taste of strawberry ice cream exactly the
same for all people, one might suppose, while at the same time noting
that our similar physiological structures imply that the individual expe-
riences for each kind of act should be highly similar. Indeed, one might
assert that these experiences contain a certain phenomenological core,
and that the class of such experiences is such that its members are all
more similar to each other, all things being equal, than they are to any
experience of a different mental act, state, or process.

It might be objected that the phenomenology of calculating that two
and two make four, if there were such a thing, would hardly be different
from that attending the calculation that four and four make eight, thus
reducing the idea to absurdity —a distinction without a difference. Yet this
would be as misplaced as denying the distinct phenomenologies of seeing
reddish yellow and yellowish red because they are so similar. That there
are such phenomenological differences in calculation is not something for
which there is nonintrospective proof any more than there is for the
standard kinds of qualia to which nonreductionists (such as Chalmers
and Frank Jackson) draw attention.7 Yet introspection does, I believe,
make apparent the qualitative character of calculation, a character easily
heightened by comparing, say, the experience of doing algebra with that

7 For a useful and detailed list, see Chalmers, The Conscious Mind, 6–11. For Jackson’s
work, see notes 1 and 3 above.
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of doing calculus. Again, there is a conscious experience of performing a
piece of deductive reasoning that differs from that attending the judg-
ment of a single proposition. I cannot offer here a taxonomy of such
experiences, nor anything like a catalogue of dimensions of similarity
such as can be done, to some degree, for the usual perceptual experiences
on which the debate always settles. All I propose for consideration is that
there is a phenomenology of psychology, whatever the details.

It will not do to respond (as would most defenders of the idea that
artificial intelligence captures the essence of human cognition) that since
computers can do arithmetic, and by their very nature have no conscious
experience, it must be the case that what I claim to exist for people is an
illusion. For the response assumes that what we do and what computers
do when they calculate that two and two make four is the same in the first
place. As a matter of scientific sociology, for what it is worth, no one has
the faintest idea of what humans do when they do arithmetic, specifically,
what goes on in the brain when even the simplest of calculations is
carried out. Ipso facto there is no agreement on what physical system best
models what we do.8 But the logical point is that one may not assume that
what humans and computers do is fundamentally the same; rather, this is
a proposition that has to be proven. Moreover, the phenomenological
evidence in the human case is so strong that we have a priori reason for
thinking that whatever physical model is proposed, it will not capture
what we do. One could, of course, seek to show that some physical model
captures what we do if one took there to be no problem concerning the
reduction of conscious experience in the first place. However, this is a
claim that dualists of all stripes deny, so minimizing the problem will gain
no traction. Nor, again, is it of any force to claim that since humans can
perform unconscious calculation, such an activity can have no phenom-
enology. For the question is not about what we can do unconsciously.
Similarly, if unconscious perception were a genuine phenomenon (a mat-
ter of dispute),9 this would not disprove the existence of subjective expe-
rience during conscious perception. Thus, one cannot neutralize the claim
that there is a phenomenology of psychological activity by appealing to
unconscious kinds of the same or similar activity.

It might seem to be a somewhat exotic if not irrelevant claim to assert
that there is a problem of consciousness for psychology as much as for
sensory experience. Yet it is important for our purposes, since it high-
lights the error for the theory of personal identity of corralling conscious-
ness into a corner of the mind, particularly that corner associated with the

8 For an idea of the vast difference between kinds of physical models of cognition that
currently have supporters, see Timothy van Gelder, “What Might Cognition Be, If Not
Computation?” Journal of Philosophy 92 (1995): 345–81.

9 See, for example, Philip M. Merikle, and Eyal M. Reingold, “On Demonstrating Uncon-
scious Perception: Comment on Draine and Greenwald,” Journal of Experimental Psychology:
General 127 (1998): 304–10.
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mind’s lowest function, namely perception. It is no more than a perpet-
uation of the Cartesian error of identifying the soul with awareness. It
positively invites a dichotomizing of the human being into a conscious
self plus the physical add-ons, which for the Cartesian dualist means
identifying the person with the soul, and, for the reductionist reacting in
a perfectly understandable way to the ontological split, means doing
away with the Cartesian soul as a piece of obscure metaphysical baggage
and reducing the person to some collection or other of physical states of
whatever complexity.10 Dualists must resist both errors, and they can only
do so by insisting on the essential unity of the person. To point to the fact
that human psychology is shot through with phenomenology is but one
way of emphasizing that unity; and it is that unity which is at the heart
of the kind of dualism I will set out and defend.

That the problem of personal identity is not primarily a problem about
consciousness —at least in the narrow sense that dominates current
debate —is also shown by the fact that consciousness does not constitute
personhood; rather, it presupposes and reveals it. The point is well known
from the classic objections of Thomas Reid and Joseph Butler to the Lock-
ean theory of personal identity:11 there is a vicious circularity in trying to
analyze personal identity, as Locke does, in terms of memory or of con-
sciousness in general, since these phenomena presuppose identity (i.e.,
that it is the same person who remembers or is conscious). Yet it is a point
that cannot be repeated often enough. A person is not merely aware —he
is aware of something, and that something is, fundamentally, himself. There
has, of course, been an attempt to get around the problem by invoking
non-identity-presupposing relations such as “quasi-memory,” but such
notions are of doubtful coherence at best.12 Any attempt to synthesize
personal identity out of a manifold of conscious states will founder on the
task of specifying just what the content of those states is supposed to be,

10 In speaking of the Cartesian position in this essay, I recognize that Descartes does not
always appear to adhere to the position traditionally attributed to him. In the Treatise on Man
(1664), he speaks of the person as “composed of soul and body,” while at the same time
attempting what looks like a purely mechanistic explanation of human action; see Descartes,
Treatise on Man, in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff,
and D. Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), vol. 1: 99ff. (See also
Descartes, The Principles of Philosophy, no. 189, ibid., 279–80.) When I speak of the Cartesian
view, then, I am referring to the view traditionally ascribed to him, which is also the position
that most clearly emerges from the central works published during his life.

11 See Joseph Butler, The Analogy of Religion, first appendix, 1736, reprinted in John Perry,
ed., Personal Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 99–112; and Thomas
Reid, “Of Mr. Locke’s Account of Our Personal Identity,” chapter 6 of “Of Memory,” in his
Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, 1785, reprinted in Perry, ed., Personal Identity, 113–18.
Locke’s theory is in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, II.27, ed. P. H. Nidditch
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 328–48.

12 See Sydney Shoemaker, “Persons and Their Pasts,” American Philosophical Quarterly 7
(1970): 269–85; and Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1984), 220ff. I criticize the notion in David S. Oderberg, The Metaphysics of Identity over Time
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993), 180–85.
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and I take this to be a point extendable beyond persons to the identity of
any conscious being, such as an animal. More generally, the circularity
objection is a special case of the general one against all attempts to give
a non-identity-presupposing, and hence noncircular, theory of diachronic
identity (identity over time) for any kind of object —about which I will
soon have more to say.

It would be specious to deny that either phenomenology or conscious-
ness in general were relevant to the problem of personal identity: any
plausible theory must, for example, account for a person’s sense of self as
an enduring entity, capacity for higher-order conscious states, and aware-
ness of itself as a being endowed with freedom and responsibility. What
I am denying, however, is that the problem of person identity is primarily
one about phenomenology or consciousness. Rather, it is about psychol-
ogy in general, taken in the broad, traditional sense: the problem concerns
the specific mental operation of the human being in particular, and of any
person at all, whether there be angels, animals that are persons, or other
disembodied minds. To broach the problem, we must begin with the
concept of form, since this will take us directly to the concept of identity
by focusing consideration on the nature, function, and operation of
substances.

III. Form and Identity

Here is a standard definition of form: “The intrinsic incomplete con-
stituent principle in a substance which actualizes the potencies of matter
and together with the matter composes a definite material substance or
natural body.” 13 It is “intrinsic” because it is a constituent of the sub-
stance and solely of the substance. It is a “constituent” in the sense of
being a real part or element of it, though not on the same level as the
substance’s natural parts, for example, the branch of a tree or the leg of a
dog; rather, it is a radical or fundamental part of the substance in the
sense of constituting it as the kind of substance it is. It is a “principle” in
the sense of being that from which the identity of the substance is derived —
that in virtue of which the substance is what it is. It is “incomplete” in the
sense that it does not and cannot exist apart from its instantiation by a
particular individual, contra Platonism. (This does not, however, contra-
dict the possibility of a certain kind of form’s existing independently of
present instantiation in matter, as we shall see.) It “actualizes the potencies
of matter” in the sense of being the principle that unites with matter to
produce a finite individual with limited powers and an existence circum-
scribed by space and time. Together with matter, it composes the distinct
individual substance.

13 Bernard Wuellner, S.J., Dictionary of Scholastic Philosophy (Milwaukee: Bruce Pub. Co.,
1956), 48.
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These ideas will be expanded as we proceed. For the moment, it is the
question of identity itself that needs clarification. The problem of personal
identity is a problem about identity over time. Since there is no non-identity-
presupposing analysis of diachronic identity in general, there is no non-
identity-presupposing analysis of personal identity.14 The most popular
current proposal for analyzing identity over time is the four-dimensionalist
account, according to which every persisting object is taken to be a four-
dimensional “space-time worm.” Inspired (if not necessarily justified) by
contemporary relativistic physics and the supposed amalgamation of the
three spatial dimensions and that of time into a “four-dimensional man-
ifold,” this theory has it that persisting objects are really complexes of “tem-
poral parts,” more or less momentary “slices” or “stages” of matter across
space-time. What we think of as three-dimensional objects persisting
through time are, on this view, four-dimensional objects “smeared out”
across the space-time manifold.15 Yet four-dimensionalism, whatever its
version, suffers from many flaws,16 one of the fundamental ones being
that there is no way of analyzing temporal parts that does not either
invoke the very phenomenon of identity that is supposed to be analyzed,
or else reduce to absurdity by the invocation of literally instantaneous
object-stages that cannot give rise to any temporally extended object.

One way out that has gained a little in popularity is to take identity to
be primitive.17 Yet there is a right way and a wrong way of interpreting
this. The right way is to take the phenomenon of identity per se to be prim-
itive. In other words, there is no way of defining identity across time in
other terms: it is a basic, unanalyzable phenomenon. The wrong way is to
take it as meaning that the identity of specific material substances them-
selves is primitive: in other words, it would be incorrect to claim that when
it comes to identity, nothing further can be said about why it is that an object
of a certain kind, existing at a given time, is numerically identical to an object
of a certain kind identified at a later time; or why an object at one time is
identical to this object rather than that object at a later time. It would, to
elaborate a little, be wrong to claim that when it comes to kinds of things,

14 I argue for the general claim in The Metaphysics of Identity over Time, with brief reference
to personal identity at 59–62 and 185–95. Other authors to cast doubt in one way or another
on the idea of finding a non-identity-presupposing criterion of identity include Michael
Jubien, “The Myth of Identity Conditions,” in James E. Tomberlin, ed., Philosophical Perspec-
tives 10: Metaphysics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), 343–56; Trenton Merricks, “There Are No
Criteria of Identity over Time,” Noûs 32 (1998): 106–24; and Michael Rea, “Temporal Parts
Unmotivated,” Philosophical Review 107 (1998): 225–60.

15 For some standard expositions, see Eli Hirsch, The Concept of Identity (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1982); Mark Heller, The Ontology of Physical Objects (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1990); and Theodore Sider, Four-Dimensionalism (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2001).

16 See, e.g., my The Metaphysics of Identity over Time; see also my “Temporal Parts and the
Possibility of Change,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 69 (2004): 686–708; Rea,
“Temporal Parts Unmotivated”; and Roderick Chisholm, Person and Object (La Salle, IL:
Open Court, 1976), appendix A.

17 See the authors in note 14, including myself.
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the criterion of identity for a given kind is primitive, that nothing further
can be said about why, say, objects of kind K continue to exist in certain
conditions but cease to exist in others —other than that’s just how things
are for things of kind K. But even if a sympathizer with nominalism were
to say that there are no real kinds of objects, that every object is purely an
individual, it would still be wrong to assert that nothing further can be said
about why individuals persist in these circumstances rather than those.

The reason the wrong way is wrong is that it simply ignores self-
evident truths of identity. We can explain why it is, for instance, that
Bessie the cow seen at t1 is not identical to Rover the dog observed at t2,
and why Rover at t2 is not the same as Fido at t3 —and why, say, a Lego
house at t3 is distinct from the pile of Lego bricks at t4 that constituted it
at t3. In all such cases, we do not rest content with saying that Bessie is
Bessie and Rover is Rover, that Fido and Rover are just not the same, and
that a Lego house is something different from its Lego bricks. Even if the
criteria of identity invoked are quite simple, they are informative: a cow
and a dog are different kinds of animals; this cow and this dog have
different properties; the two dogs are of different breeds, or else differ
otherwise in their properties; a pile of Lego bricks does not make a house;
and so on. The notion of primitive substance identity does not explain
what we do when we account for the identity of substances.

Clearly what we do is more than simply make assertions about what is
identical with what. And what emerges is that the criteria we invoke all,
whether directly or indirectly, refer back to the forms of things, and, pace
the nominalist, to those forms considered as universal entities instanti-
ated in particular cases. The identity of the substance is primitive in this
sense —that it cannot be decomposed into elements that do not them-
selves presuppose either the identity that is the subject of analysis in the
first place or the identity of other things on which the identity in question
is dependent. So the identity of Rover, for instance, is evidenced by those
features we typically point to as features of Rover —Rover’s bark, Rover’s
bite, Rover’s characteristic way of chasing postmen. But it would be
patently circular to claim that Rover’s identity consisted in these things.
Or, in the case of a bare natural formation, say, such as a river, the identity
is evidenced by typical features of that thing —its characteristic shape or
flow. Aggregates such as a pile of bricks have an identity wholly depen-
dent on the identity of their constituents, which need not commit us to
mereological essentialism —the idea that even the slightest addition to or
replacement of parts destroys a thing —even though it is notoriously dif-
ficult to say just how many bricks need to stay the same for the pile to be
the same pile. We refer to evidence, and evidence is all we have to go on.
Even the much-vaunted phenomenon of spatiotemporal continuity only
gives us evidence rather than an analysis.18

18 See my The Metaphysics of Identity over Time, esp. chap. 2.
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The sorts of features to which we point, however, when we try —
impossibly —to analyze identity (as distinct from the actual practice of
reidentification, which we do successfully all the time) are notable for
having this in common: they are all features referable back to, and deriv-
ing from, the form of the object in question. In general, what matters are
the congeries of powers, operations, activities, organization, structure,
and function of the object, whether it be something as bare as shape in the
case of the diachronic identity of a circle drawn on a piece of paper, or
something as complex as character in the case of the identity of a rela-
tively higher animal such as a dog. Hence, it is Rover’s special way of
barking at dinner time that is of more relevance than his color —after all,
he could have been swapped for a twin from the litter —and it is his
mournful mien when refused a walk in the park that is of more relevance
than his enthusiasm for chasing postmen. There seems to be a hierarchy
of attributes to which we attach relative importance in grasping a thing’s
identity; it is better, perhaps, to think of it as a series of concentric circles,
moving from the periphery where certain attributes —perhaps (but not
necessarily) color, shape, posture, having been at a certain place at a
certain time —have a fairly transitory importance, toward the center where,
in the case of, say, a higher animal, features such as manner of behavior
and characteristic function assume dominance. The closer we get to the
center, the nearer we approach what we think of as the essence of the
thing.

Why can we not simply refer identity criteria back to spatiotemporal
characteristics? Apart from the impossibility of an analysis in terms of
spatiotemporal continuity, and apart also from the well-known Max Black–
style counterexamples to the Identity of Indiscernibles,19 the possibility of
exact spatiotemporal coincidence of objects precludes any analysis in
terms solely of such characteristics. I have argued elsewhere that coinci-
dence is impossible for substances of the same kind because of the prob-
lem of individuation, and that for non-substances (at least of certain
kinds) it is possible since individuation is effected by appeal to the iden-
tity of the coincident objects’ ontological sources, since non-substances
are ontologically dependent entities. For instance, coinciding objects such
as two shadows or two beams of light, one on top of the other, are
individuated by their sources (the distinct occluding objects and the dis-

19 Black invites us to consider two qualitatively identical spheres existing in a homo-
geneous space devoid of any other entity. Since, according to the Identity of Indiscernibles,
objects that have all their features in common must really be one and the same thing
numerically, these distinct spheres must be discernible in respect of their qualities. Yet,
argues Black, what quality distinguishes them? They are intrinsically the same; further, all
their relational properties and spatiotemporal properties are the same, since they are the
only two things in an otherwise void, homogeneous space. Thus, he concludes, the Identity
of Indiscernibles must be false. The alleged counterexample and his interpretation of it are,
to say the least, controversial. See Max Black, “The Identity of Indiscernibles,” Mind 61
(1952): 153–64.
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tinct light sources, respectively).20 Again, for substances of different kinds,
if coincidence is possible it will be referred back to distinct identity cri-
teria for those substances, and this may include modal features, that is,
features concerning how things might have been with respect to one or
both objects (these being genuine features of objects as much as their
nonmodal features such as shape or size). For instance, if a statue is a
substance then it is distinct from the lump of marble constituting it because
of the different identity criteria for statues and lumps of marble; one could
have existed without the other, say, if the lump had been rearranged into
a differently shaped object.21 In all cases where coincidence is possible,
reference to distinct identity criteria entails reference to the distinct forms
possessed by the entities in question, substances or not. (In the case of
non-substances of the same kind, such as property instances, or such
entities as shadows and beams of light, reference is to the identity criteria
for the substances on which they are ontologically dependent.)

The moral of the story is that form is the root cause of identity: another
way of putting it is that identity has a formal cause. Since, however, sub-
stances are individuals and form is not of itself individual, we have to
posit a material cause of identity as well: in other words, the identity of a
substance is given by the form as instantiated in matter. That the matter
is not the root cause of identity is shown by the fact that most macro-
scopic objects can and often do change all their matter without ceasing to
persist.22 No substance can change its form —that is, its substantial form —
and continue to exist. Another way of expressing the proposition that

20 See David S. Oderberg, “Coincidence under a Sortal,” Philosophical Review 105 (1996):
145–71, sec. 5; I call examples such as shadows and beams of light “Leibnizian cases.” For
the concept of ontological dependence, see E. J. Lowe, “Ontological Dependency,” Philo-
sophical Papers 23 (1994): 31–48, substantially reprinted in chapter 6 of his The Possibility of
Metaphysics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); see also Roderick Chisholm, “Ontologically
Dependent Entities,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54 (1994): 499–507.

21 See note 20, and also E. J. Lowe, “Coinciding Objects: In Defence of the ‘Standard
Account’,” Analysis 55 (1995): 171–78, replying to Michael B. Burke, “Copper Statues and
Pieces of Copper,” Analysis 52 (1992): 12–17.

22 Despite what is often proposed to philosophy undergraduates, however, human beings
do not turn over all of their cells during their adult life. Most neurons and muscle cells are
not replaced. A girl is born with all the egg cells she will ever have, all in an arrested stage
of cell division. Then, after puberty, ordinarily just one cell each month finishes its process
of cell division to produce the released egg. Some organisms have fixed numbers of cells: the
lobster has exactly nine nerve cells in its cardiac ganglion that are fixed for life; the adult
roundworm Caenorhabditis elegans has exactly 959 somatic cells (not counting sperm and
eggs) which are never replaced. Much of the physical material forming our cells is replaced,
though. Even the mineral in our bones is constantly being turned over. The DNA is a
prominent exception. Although there are some attempts to correct errors in the sequence
that may accumulate with time, once a DNA molecule is produced, it stays unchanged until
the cell divides or dies. When the cell divides, one of the old strands ends up in each new
cell unchanged. That one strand may go unchanged through many cell divisions until the
cell it happens to reside in dies. Another structure not replaced is the lens of the eye.
Damage to these cells or to the proteins in them tends to accumulate so that our vision is
constantly deteriorating. (Thanks to Richard Norman, Associate Professor of Biology at the
University of Michigan, Dearborn, for this information.)
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identity has a formal cause is to say that form is the bearer of identity. For
a substance to persist is for it to possess this substantial form: not merely
a substantial form, but a form instantiated by this matter —where this
matter is not identified by there necessarily being a single parcel of atoms
or other stuff, since as noted this may itself change over time. The matter
is simply the matter of the persisting substance. Only if this were offered
as an analysis of identity would there be a problem of circularity; rather,
what is offered is an analysis of the causes of identity, and seen as such
there is no circularity: a substance persists because it consists of a form
instantiated in matter, the form being the actualizing principle in virtue of
which the substance is what it is, and the matter being the limiting prin-
ciple of that form in virtue of which the substance is individual.23

Since a person is, following the classic definition of Boethius (480–524
a.d.), an individual substance of a rational nature,24 it follows that a
person persists in virtue of its form. The form just is the person’s rational
nature; it is also called the person’s soul. Anyone who objects to the term
“soul” as metaphysically or theologically loaded can simply use the term
“rational nature” wherever “soul” appears in what follows. It is now
necessary to understand exactly of what the soul is the form.

IV. Body, Unicity of Form, and Primordial Matter

We can only grasp what the soul is the form of, however, via a defense
of two central doctrines of hylemorphism, namely, those of the unicity of
substantial form and of the existence of primordial (or prime) matter.
Unicity of form means that for any substance, there is one and only one
substantial form that it possesses. This is because a substance is one kind
of thing, and substantial form determines the kind of thing it is. Hence,
when a substance comes into being, it does so in virtue of acquiring a
single substantial form, and when it loses that form it ceases to exist
altogether as that kind of thing, even if something else is left over that is
not that kind of thing. Thus, when a lump of clay is smashed to pieces it
ceases to exist altogether even though other, numerically distinct lumps
of clay may come into existence in virtue of the persistence of clay mate-
rial that is not itself a lump of any kind but rather the referent of the mass
term “clay.” Suppose, on the contrary, that the lump of clay possessed two
substantial forms, that of lump and that of clay. Then we would have to
say that if the lump form were removed, say by smashing, the clay form
would remain and the lump of clay, not having been completely destroyed,
would continue to exist. But how could it exist? One might think it exists

23 On matter as the principle of individuation, see David S. Oderberg, “Hylomorphism
and Individuation,” in John Haldane, ed., Mind, Metaphysics, and Value in the Thomistic and
Analytical Traditions (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 125–42.

24 Boethius, Liber de persona et duabus naturis contra Eutychen et Nestorium, c. ii.
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as the clay itself. But this is absurd: in what sense has the lump of clay
persisted —as clay? But a lump of clay is not mere clay. Or suppose it
exists as in some respect “partially identical” to the clay. Yet this is unintel-
ligible, whatever the proponents of “degrees of identity” or peddlers of
the idea of “survival” (a kind of persistence short of full identity) may
think. Further, it would then seem impossible even to destroy a lump of
clay without removing the clay form as well, which would require dis-
integrating it into its atomic or subatomic parts —but surely destroying a
lump of clay cannot be that difficult.

Whatever one might say about the substantiality of such objects as
lumps of clay —and some recent writers have cast doubt on it25 —the
unicity doctrine is even more apparent in the case of objects over whose
substantiality there is no dispute, such as living things. Let us go back to
Fido. If substantial forms were multiple in Fido, the multiplicity theorist
would have to say either that one substance, Fido, instantiated two sub-
stantial forms, or that there were actually two substances where it looked
as if there were only one. Take the first alternative. Suppose we say that
Fido, being both a living thing and a dog, falls under the two substantial
kinds living thing and dog. These being distinct forms, why could they not
come apart, with Fido instantiating one but not the other? One scenario
is that Fido goes the way of all doggy flesh, leaving behind a canine
corpse. It might be said, pointing at the corpse, “There is Fido,” meaning
that Fido is still a dog, albeit a dead one. But a dead dog is not a kind of
dog any more than the proverbial rubber duck is a kind of duck, or, to
change the analogy, than a dead parrot is anything other than an ex-parrot.
A substantial form, as defined earlier, supplies the proper functions and
operations of its instances. Since no such functions and operations take
place in a dead dog26 —indeed, the processes undergone by and taking
place in a corpse are in general the very reverse of those undergone by and
taking place in a functioning dog —clearly a dead dog does not fall under
the substantial kind dog.

Another scenario is that Fido acquires the powers of Proteus and morphs
into various other kinds of substance, while retaining the form of living
creature. Does this indicate that Fido would have ceased to fall under the
substantial form dog while continuing to instantiate the separate form of
a living creature? No, because in the case of Protean change the transient
forms are not substantial but accidental: they do not determine the kind
of thing Protean Fido is in his essence or nature, but merely the diversity
of forms which that essence or nature allows him to take on. Observing

25 The writers are not themselves (at least overt) hylemorphists, it should be noted. See,
e.g., Joshua Hoffman and Gary Rosenkrantz, Substance: Its Nature and Existence (London:
Routledge, 1997); Trenton Merricks, Objects and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001); Peter van Inwagen, Material Beings (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990).

26 We can safely leave aside such transient phenomena as the continued growing of hair
and nails postmortem.
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Protean Fido in his canine form, we do not behold a substance that is
essentially a dog and a Protean living thing, but an essentially Protean
living thing that has taken on the form of a dog. Therefore, neither of the
scenarios just described gives us a way of positing distinct substantial
forms possessed by a single substance.

Might there, taking the other alternative, be two substances where there
only appeared to be one? We can easily dispense with this thought in
respect of Protean Fido, because we cannot plausibly say, observing the
living creature in its canine form, that here there are two things, namely,
a dog and a Protean organism: rather, there is one thing, a Protean organ-
ism appearing as a dog. For the organism, the sortal “dog” is as much a
phase sortal27 as the sortal “teenager” is for a thirteen-year-old person, in
which latter case there do not exist two things, a human being and a
teenager. More plausibly, however, it might be argued in the case of
normal Fido that there are two substantial forms, namely, those of dog and
of body, and that either there are two substances (for example, a certain
body constituting a dog) or there is one substance instantiating the forms
of both body and dog. The basic confusion at the root of both proposals
is that they misunderstand the concept of substantial form. Substantial
forms do not make up a hierarchy within a substance —the canine form is
not an add-on to the inferior corporeal form, for example. For how would
one specify exactly what kind of body the canine form was superadded
to? We can eliminate the idea that the canine form is the form of a certain
kind of corpse. It is tempting to think that a living dog just is a dead dog
plus something extra, and one might imagine dead Fido’s being mirac-
ulously brought back to life and call that the re-addition of canine form to
canine matter. But dead flesh is not a formally impoverished kind of
living flesh: in dead flesh, from the moment death occurs, not only is the
substantial organic canine form absent but it is replaced by the very form
of a dead thing, in which new functions of decay and disintegration
immediately begin to occur. The reanimation of dead Fido by means of
the re-addition of the organic canine form would involve not merely the
super-addition of something to a corpse, but the actual reversal of disin-
tegrative processes already commenced. In other words, Fido’s form qua
living dog is the form of living flesh; that is, the living flesh has a formal
cause in Fido’s substantial form. There simply is no metaphysical space
for another kind of flesh to which the organic canine form is added to
produce a living, breathing dog.

Another way of putting the point is to say that substantial form per-
meates the entirety of the substance that possesses it, not merely horizon-

27 A sortal term, here “dog,” tells us what sort of thing —in the most liberal sense —an
object is. A phase sortal is a sortal term applying to a thing that goes through a temporary
stage or phase denoted by the term; e.g., “teenager” is a phase sortal under which human
beings fall. A substance sortal, in contrast, is such that an object that falls under it must fall
under it or else cease to exist altogether, e.g., “human” for human beings.
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tally in its parts —there is as much dogginess in Fido’s nose and tail as in
Fido as a whole28 —but also vertically, down to the very chemical elements
that constitute Fido’s living flesh. To use the traditional scholastic termi-
nology, the chemical elements exist virtually in Fido, not as compounds in
their own right but as elements fully harnessed to the operations of the
organism in which they exist, via the compounds they constitute, and the
further compounds the latter constitute, through levels of compounds,
proteins, the DNA the latter code for, the organelles that make up the
cells, the organs made up of the cells, and so on.29 Supposing there to be
elementary particles (a proposal I deny),30 and supposing these to be
quarks, it does not follow from the fact that every material substance is
made of quarks that every substantial form is the form of a bundle of
quarks, because in the existing substance the quarks have no substantial
identity of their own, their behavior having been fully yoked to the func-
tion and operations of the substance in which they exist. The substantial
forms of the particles exist virtually in the substances they constitute. In
other words, the quark is ontologically dependent on the whole of which

28 Note that this does not imply, absurdly, that Fido’s nose is a dog, only that Fido’s nose
is nothing other than a canine one. The canine form is not partially present in the nose: it is
wholly present but it informs the nose and every other part according to its own exigencies
qua canine form. The way a substantial form informs the parts of, say, a dog is thus not
essentially different from the way an accidental form such as whiteness informs the parts of
a white object: a white object has white parts, a canine substance has canine parts. The
difference lies in the relative heterogeneity of the parts, which depends on the forms them-
selves. Organisms generally have sharply differentiated parts, whereas color is relatively
homogeneous. See also St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.72, trans. James F.
Anderson (Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1956), 213–15.

29 The same point applies to such phenomena as the transplantation of foreign DNA or
cells into another species. Fido may have had mouse cells inserted into him by an experi-
menter, but if those cells really do enter into the dog’s very makeup, taking their operative
place within the genome, then they have no substantial identity of their own any more than
they did in the body of the mouse from which they were taken. Outside any creature —
sitting, say, on a petri dish —the cells are substances in their own right, but when yoked to
the nature of the creature into which they are inserted, their existence is virtual, not sub-
stantial. Contrast the case of parasitism, where the parasite inside the organism retains its
substantial identity because, however closely it may interact with and depend upon the
functioning of its host, it does not enter into the very nature of that host, it does not become
part of what informs that host or determines its specific identity.

30 To be clear on what my denial amounts to: I recognize that physicists currently believe
there to be “elementary particles,” i.e., particles with no structure and no parts, in particular,
leptons and quarks. But I regard it as a metaphysical, rather than a physical, truth that no
spatially extended object can be essentially elementary and hence indivisible. Thus, I take it
that strict metaphysical atomism is false a priori. Leaving aside the raised eyebrows such a
philosophical claim might cause given the supposed empirical evidence to the contrary, note
that what physicists actually hold is that if quarks (for instance) have a structure, it must be
smaller than 10−16 cm, but measurements cannot yet reach that far. Further, if it turned out
that quarks did have a structure, they would, as physicists quite rightly admit, no longer
merit the name elementary. What this shows is (a) that there is at least no law of nature, as
currently understood, that prevents quarks from having structure and hence parts, and (b)
that merely calling a particle “elementary” does not mean that it really is so. It is, then,
unjustified to claim that my denial of the existence of elementary particles has simply been
proven false by physics.
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it is a part, but its causal powers persist, albeit in a way radically limited
by the whole. The substantial form is what determines the permissible
and impermissible behavior of the quarks in the body, which is why some
chemical reactions typically occur, others rarely, and others not at all. Nor
is there any particular bundle of quarks of which the form could even be
the form, given the familiar fact that every body loses and gains quarks
all the time. Again, it is the form that determines the when, how, and how
much of the loss and gain that may occur, with external circumstances
merely operating upon predetermined possibilities.31

According to the hylemorphic theory, the unique substantial form of
any material substance must be united to something to produce that
substance, since in itself it is only an actualizing principle. What does it
actualize? It does not actualize anything whose actuality already pre-
supposes the existence of the substantial form. Here it is useful to
distinguish between two senses of “of” in the expression “x is the form
of y.” In one sense, the substituend for “y” is simply that whose iden-
tity depends on the substituend for “x,” as when we say that a father
is the father of his son (“He is his father’s son”). In the other sense, the
substituend for “y” is the object whose identity does not so depend,
the object with its own real existence apart from that to which it is
functionally related, as when we say that a father is the father of a
person. In the first sense, then, we can say with Aristotle, when speak-
ing about life, that the soul, understood as the organic principle, is the
first actuality of a natural body with organs.32 In other words, the soul
is the form of an organism, that which makes the organism an organ-
ism; we could also say that the soul is the form of a body that has these
kinds of properties. In terms of the real unity relation, however, the
soul is the form of something else, something not itself shot through
by the very soul to which it is united —and this is what the hylemorphist
calls primordial matter. There is no space here to enter into a detailed
explanation and defense of primordial matter: for our purposes, it is
enough to know that although I have called it a something, it is, in the
well-worn phrase, not a something but not a nothing either. It is the
closest there is in the universe to nothingness without being nothing-
ness, since it has no features of its own but for the potential to receive
substantial forms. There has to be something to which form unites, and
primordial matter is the only thing that can fill that role.

31 Joel Katzav has drawn my attention to the similar position adopted by A. N. Whitehead:
see Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1926), 98–99 and the pages leading up to these. At p. 99, he says: “Thus an electron within
a living body is different [substantially?] from an electron outside it, by reason of the plan
of the body. . . . But the principle of modification is perfectly general throughout nature, and
represents no property peculiar to living bodies.” This appears to be wholly in accord with
the scholastic doctrine, at least if “different” is taken to mean “substantially different.”

32 Aristotle, De Anima, II.1, 412b4.
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To return now to our main concern, which is persons, the situation is
this. A person, like any other substance, is actualized by a substantial
form. For human beings, the kind of person that is our focus, the
substantial form is that principle in virtue of which the person is a
person, and that means the principle of life, of consciousness, and of
rationality. These are all one principle since the doctrine of unicity
applies as much to persons as to any other substance. The fact that
persons are also sentient and alive does not mean that there are three
forms, the form of life, the form of sentience, and the form of rational-
ity, for what could this mean? There are not three distinct substances —
the organism, the animal, and the rational creature. There is one
substance, a person, who is both living, and sentient, and rational.
There is not one substance instantiating three distinct substantial forms —
life, sentience, and rationality —because they are all constituents of one
set of powers. What gives the person life is precisely what makes the
person sentient, and what makes him sentient is just what makes him
rational, even though canine sentience, by contrast, does not give rise
to canine rationality. The reverse also holds: for instance, what makes
the person rational is also what makes him organic, since the sort of
rationality persons have essentially involves the use of sensation, and
sensation requires life. There may be —indeed are —kinds of rationality
that do not require sensation, but they are irrelevant to consideration
of the human person.

The person, then, like any substantial kind of thing, is an essential unity
manifesting a multiplicity of operations: one nature, many manifestations
of that nature. The nature is called by hylemorphists the soul, the term
having been traditionally used for all living things, even plants, but now
restricted to human beings. In what sense, then, is hylemorphism a kind
of dualism?

V. Soul and Knowledge

The hylemorphic theory is dualistic with respect to the analysis of all
material substances without exception, since it holds that they are all
composites of primordial matter and substantial form. When it comes to
persons, however, the theory has a special account. The soul of Fido, for
instance, is wholly material —all of Fido’s organic and mental operations
are material, inasmuch as they have an analysis in wholly material terms.
The soul of a person, on the other hand, is wholly immaterial, the argu-
ment for this being that a person has at least some mental operations that
are not wholly explicable in material terms —and we can deduce what a
thing’s nature is from the way it necessarily acts or behaves. If, however,
some such operations are not wholly materially explicable, the soul itself
cannot be anything other than wholly immaterial because there is no
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sense in postulating a soul that is a mixture of the material and the
immaterial.33

To take the last point first, if the soul were a mixture of the material and
immaterial it would be subject to contrary properties: qua material it
would have spatiotemporal characteristics, qua immaterial it would not;
qua material it would have parts, qua immaterial it would not; qua mate-
rial it would be divisible, qua immaterial it would not.34 Although very
much imperfect, the analogy with abstract objects is useful: the color red,
for instance, though wholly dependent on material tokenings for its exis-
tence, is in its own nature an immaterial, abstract object, not a mixture of
the material and the immaterial. Its very immateriality is what allows it
to be wholly instantiated in more than one place at one time, which is not
possible for material objects. But if it is true of immaterial objects wholly
dependent on material instantiation that they are not a mixture of the
material and the immaterial, how much more will it be true of immaterial
objects that are not wholly materially dependent? (We will see this lack of
dependence later.) Note also that this point does not exclude the follow-
ing. (i) The person, being a compound of matter and form, is a compound
of the material and the immaterial. In this sense one can speak loosely of
the person’s being a “mixture” of the material and the immaterial. The

33 A word of explanation is in order. Lest it be thought that hylemorphic dualism commits
itself to an absurd position concerning the immortality of purely material objects such as
tables and chairs, or dogs and cats, it must be emphasized that the theory is not one about
universals but about particulars. As abstract objects, universals such as chairness and felinity,
and even humanity, are immaterial. Nevertheless, just what that means for a universal is a
difficult and complex issue that cannot be explored here. If, as it seems, it is correct to say
that universals are wholly present wherever and whenever they are instantiated, we are
compelled to assign to universals a kind of spatiotemporal location that must still be com-
patible with their essential immateriality. But their immateriality does not entail that they
can exist without their instances: on the Aristotelian view of universals, the ceasing to exist
of, say, all the green things means the ceasing to exist of the universal greenness, even though
greenness, qua abstract object, is immaterial. Of course, greenness continues to exist even if
this particular tree is destroyed, as long as there are other green things; but the total absence
of green things entails the absence of greenness. Hence, we cannot deduce from the facts that
a universal F is an immaterial entity and that F is instantiated in some particular object, that
F can survive the destruction of that object (for it might be the only instance of F). Even more
importantly for present purposes, however, is the point that every particular instance of a
universal is distinct from the universal itself: the hunger of Felix, for example, is a property
instance (“trope,” as it is now called; “mode,” as it is traditionally called), to be distinguished
from the universal hunger. Property instances are concrete entities, not abstract ones, and as
such are not essentially immaterial. Thus, one cannot read off from hylemorphic dualism the
view that an individual instance of some universal is immaterial because the universal is
immaterial, and hence the absurd conclusion that every substance is immortal simply
because —to revert to the Aristotelian terminology —it possesses a substantial form. As
possessed by a substance, the substantial form is particular, not universal, and concrete, not
abstract. If it is immaterial, it will not be because it instantiates an immaterial universal, e.g.,
human nature or felinity, but rather because there is something about the instances of the
relevant universal such that they themselves are properly to be regarded as immaterial. In
the human case, this is the idea that the human intellect is immaterial in its essential
operations.

34 Aristotle, De Anima, III.4, 429a25.
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soul, however, does not have parts and thus is not itself a compound
object (this I assume rather than argue for in the present essay): so it
would really possess contradictory properties were it to be both material
and immaterial. (ii) The soul, although immaterial in itself, can be described
as having a certain essential relation to matter, in that its complete oper-
ation requires embodiment. Again, however, this does not mean that the
soul has contradictory properties.

Now, if the soul is immaterial, it follows that human nature is immate-
rial, since the soul of a person just is that person’s nature. We can see this
by understanding the concept of a hierarchy of capacities. Although some
may balk at the idea of such a hierarchy, in fact the idea is easily explained
by saying that F-type capacities are superior to G-type capacities just in case
the former entail the latter but not vice versa. It follows that sentience is
superior to nutrition because sentient operations require nutritive ones but
not vice versa —we have abundant examples of such. Hence, the nature of
an object that has sentience and nutrition as capacities is sentient, and by
implication nutritive, but not merely nutritive. In other words, the nature
of a thing is defined in terms of its highest capacities. Human rationality
is superior to both human sentience and human nutrition according to the
definition given, so human nature is defined in terms of the rational capac-
ity. If the rational capacity is immaterial, however, it follows that human
nature, that is, the substantial form of the human person, is immaterial. (This
does not imply that nutrition, say, is an immaterial process, only that human
nature, being essentially immaterial, contains a power of nutrition that can
exist apart from any embodiment. But in the absence of the requisite mate-
rial conditions —embodiment and objects upon which to act —that power
cannot be exercised.)

There are various ways of establishing the immateriality of human
reason, or the human intellect, and one of these does indeed appeal to
consciousness. But as I have claimed, an excessive focus on consciousness
is deleterious both to the debate about personal identity (and the mind-
body problem) and to our very conception of human nature. Instead,
hylemorphists take their primary cue from Aristotle, who asserts that the
intellect has no bodily organ.35 In other words, intellectual activity —the
forming of ideas or concepts, the making of judgments, and logical
reasoning —is an essentially immaterial process, a process that is intrin-
sically independent of matter, however much it may be extrinsically depen-
dent on matter for its normal operations in the human being.36 Aristotle’s

35 Aristotle, De Generatione Animalium, II, 736b28: “for bodily activity has no share in the
activity of reason [nous]”; see also note 34 above, and De Anima, II.1, 413a6.

36 Extrinsic dependence is a kind of nonessential dependence. For example, certain kinds
of plants depend extrinsically, hence nonessentially, on the presence of soil for their nutri-
tion, since they can be grown hydroponically; but they depend intrinsically, hence essen-
tially, on the presence of certain nutrients that they normally receive from soil but can
receive via other routes.
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position, it must be emphasized, is not that hylemorphism of itself entails
the immateriality of the intellect, but that within the hylemorphic con-
ception, considering the specific function of the human person, the intellect
must be immaterial. The central theses of hylemorphism in general then
tell us in what manner and to what extent the human person is immate-
rial, as will be explained in due course.

The reason for the proposition that the intellect is immaterial is that
there is an essential ontological mismatch between the proper objects of
intellectual activity just mentioned and any kind of potential physical
embodiment of them: we might call this the embodiment problem, but looked
at in a slightly narrower way, in cognitive-scientific terms, it might be
called the location or storage problem. Concepts, propositions, and argu-
ments are abstract; potential material loci for these items are concrete.37

The former are unextended; the latter are extended.38 The former are
universals; the latter are particular. Nothing that is abstract, unextended,
and universal —and it is perhaps hard to see how anything abstract could
be other than unextended and universal —could be embodied, located, or
stored in anything concrete, extended, and particular. Therefore, the proper
objects of intellectual activity can have no material embodiment or locus.

To complicate the problem even more for the materialist, consider those
concepts that are not only universal, unextended, and abstract, but also
semantically simple. Suppose, per impossibile, that the materialist could
overcome the problem of the first three features of concepts, adding that
those that are semantically complex, such as the concept of a black dog,
had their locus in the brain spatially distributed in a way that mirrored
their complexity: thus, the concept black had location A, the concept dog
had location B, and some kind of structural relation between A and B
constituted the relation between these concepts as elements of the unified
concept of a black dog. (Whether it is even right to analyze complex
concepts in this way is another matter that cannot be discussed here.)
Now what about simple concepts such as the concept of unity, or of being,
or of identity? Such concepts do not admit of analysis into semantic parts,
though it is possible to explicate the notions contextually, illustrate them,
and so on. They are, nevertheless, semantically simple. So there is not

37 The point here is not one about instantiation, since the instantiation of the abstract by the
concrete is a commonplace (which is not to say that it is easily understood) that reveals
nothing special about the human mind. Human beings and human minds do not instantiate
concepts, they possess and store them. The ontological problem, then, is how an abstract
object such as a concept, with all its sui generis properties, could ever be stored in or
possessed by a concrete object such as a brain.

38 The thought here is that concepts are not even categorially capable of embodiment due
to a lack of extension, the lack being not merely a privation, such as when a concept happens
not to have a possessor, but an intrinsic incapability of possession, as in the case of a
number’s not being red. Looked at this way, it is arguably straight nonsense to claim that a
concept is either extended or unextended; but this supports my point equally well, since it
does make sense (and is true) to say that a brain is extended, and so the ontological
mismatch is preserved. (Thanks to Fred Sommers for emphasizing this point to me.)
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even a prospect of finding a material locus for such concepts, assuming all
the other difficulties could be overcome, unless the putative locus were
materially simple, in the sense of being material and yet metaphysically
indivisible. But the very idea of a material simple makes no sense. If a
material object were simple it would be unextended —but then in what
sense would it be material? An extensionless point is not a something but
a nothing, and thus cannot be a locus for concepts, which are something.
Further, extensionless points cannot have any constitutive relation to the
extended, which is why Aristotle was adamant that the infinite divisibil-
ity of space is only potential, not actual. Suppose, however, we could
make sense of the idea of a material simple —could it be the candidate
locus for simple concepts? Well, are we to postulate a simple located in
the brain? If so, is it the same simple that embodies all simple concepts?
It would have to be if we were to postulate a single mind having those
concepts. But it is hard to make sense of the idea of multiple simple
concepts in one materially simple location —about as hard as making
sense of many dimensionless points located at one dimensionless point.
Yet if we proposed multiple material loci, we would have to account for
the mental unity by which one mind has many concepts. All of this
without yet having accounted for the possibility of complex concepts, like
that of a black dog, in a material simple —how could that be? Yet if there
were a non-simple location for these, how again could we account for
mental unity given that the simple concepts had simple locations? All in
all, the existence of simple concepts merely aggravates the already immense
difficulty of smoothing over the fundamental mismatch between concepts
and their putative material embodiment.

Needless to say, one of the fundamental problems of cognitive science,
in its ubiquitously materialistic contemporary guise, has been to explain
the storage of concepts. And needless to say, again, most of the research is
either beside the point insofar as it attempts to solve the embodiment prob-
lem, or else yields precious little knowledge. For example, one recent paper
notes: “A common feature of all concrete objects is their physical form [note
the use of the term ‘form’, which in the context of the paper means some-
thing more than shape]. Evidence is accumulating that suggests that all
object categories elicit distinct patterns of neural activity in regions that
mediate perception of object form (the ventral occipitotemporal cortex).” 39

The authors go on to describe how functional brain-imaging techniques
show that representations of different object categories are located in dis-
crete cortical regions that are “distributed and overlapping,” embedded in
a “lumpy feature-space.” To be sure, functional imaging may well reveal
correlations between certain intellectual activities and certain cortical activ-
ities: for the hylemorphic dualist, such correlations are only to be expected,

39 Alex Martin and Linda L. Chao, “Semantic Memory and the Brain: Structure and
Processes,” Current Opinion in Neurobiology 11 (2001): 194–201, at 195.
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since persons as embodied beings require corporeal activity in order to inter-
act with the world. Persons are not pure spirits capable of immediate intel-
lectual apprehension or action upon the environment (assuming such things
to exist for the purpose of contrast). Nevertheless, the substantial form is
what directs and controls corporeal activity, whether by acting upon phys-
ical inputs or producing physical outputs.

The authors of the paper go on, prudently, to say: “Clearly, it would be
difficult, as well as unwise, to argue that there is a ‘chair area’ in the brain.
There are simply too many categories, and too little neural space to accom-
modate discrete, category-specific modules for every category. In fact,
there is no limit on the number of object categories.” 40 Indeed, this latter
observation points again to the ontological mismatch between concepts
and their putative material embodiment. The intellect is capable of grasp-
ing a potential infinity of concepts, but no corporeal organ can harbor a
potential infinity of anything.41 In particular, the intellect is distinguished
by this feature: that it can grasp a potentially infinite number of categories
of concepts, and within each category a potentially infinite number of exem-
plars. In other words, there is no limit to the number of kinds of things the
intellect can recognize, and no limit to the number of examples of each kind
that it can grasp. By contrast, the eye or ear, for instance, can only receive
colors and sounds, respectively; and within each kind of sense datum, they
can only receive a limited number of examples —hence, we cannot natu-
rally see certain colors or hear certain sounds. The very physical finiteness
of the organs of sight and hearing means they are bounded with respect to
what kinds of information they can take in. This is patently not so for the
intellect —and it does not exclude the fact that the intellect, being finite in
its own way, cannot discover certain things. There is a difference between
the intellect’s not being able to reach certain truths by its own operation,
and its suffering an intrinsic material limitation on the kind of information
it can take in. The absence of such a material limitation, again, is consistent
with its being extrinsically limited in respect of the physical information it
can take in: for example, not having the concept of a color that is beyond
the visual spectrum available to the eye. But if the sort of limitation I have
been talking about applies to the eye and the ear, it must apply to any pro-
posed organ for embodying concepts. The features of the eye and ear that
make them singularly unsuitable for intellectual operation apply equally
to the brain, the nervous system, or any other proposed material locus. It
is the very materiality of such a locus that prevents it from embodying the
proper objects of intellectual activity.

40 Ibid., 196.
41 One does not need to resort to exotic arguments to prove that the mind can grasp a

potential infinity of concepts: one need only refer to the possibility of iteration or of grasp-
ing, say, a potentially infinite conjunction. Noam Chomsky’s emphasis on “linguistic cre-
ativity” is relevant here. See, e.g., Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1965), chap. 1, sec. 1.
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If researchers into functional imaging have shown anything, then, it is
merely that category-specific object recognition is correlated with activity
in certain distinct, if highly diffuse and non-discrete, regions in the brain.
But this sort of research, as interesting and as potentially useful for brain-
damaged patients as it might be, goes no way to even beginning to
provide a theoretical or empirical foundation for the idea that concepts,
judgments, and inferences themselves have a physical location.

There are, of course, many kinds of challenges that might be leveled
against the defense of the immateriality of the intellect I have given. One
might level a Rylean-style charge of illegitimate reification against the
very idea of concepts as things.42 One might object that an appeal to
immateriality to solve the embodiment problem is a classic case of obscurum
per obscurius. One might deny that there are concepts in any meaningful
sense at all, and claim that there are only distinct, particular acts of
representation. There is no space here to canvass these and other objec-
tions. But as a general reply we should emphasize that a refusal to reify
concepts means an inability to explain fundamental semantic and logical
phenomena: not merely the fact that the concept of a black dog is a
function of the concept of black and the concept of dog, but that the
concept-possessor understands this, which is more than saying he can rec-
ognize a black dog only if he can recognize black things and dogs. Rather,
it means that if he has those concepts, he can see how one is derived from
the others. Mutatis mutandis for judgments and for inferences. And if a
person grasps a certain concept, and if that concept is an object ( pace
Gottlob Frege’s worries about the concept horse),43 then the person grasps
an object. Since this is a mental act, his mind must take hold of something,
and if it takes hold of a thing then that thing must make a kind of contact
with it —which means, since there is no other plausible way of under-
standing it, that the concept must somehow be in its possessor’s mind.
But if the concept is not the sort of thing that can be physically inside the
possessor’s brain, his mind cannot be his brain, and moreover must be
immaterial since only an immaterial thing can be suited to laying hold of
the concept.

42 See Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson, 1949), for a sustained attack
on what he saw as the illegitimate practice of taking the mind to be an entity or substance
of some kind, rather than as a concept denoting various kinds of behavior. In attacking the
supposed conceptual mistake of making a thing out of what is not a thing, Ryle was, of
course, heavily influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein.

43 Due to the distinctive features of Frege’s semantic and syntactic theory, an expression
such as “the concept horse” ought to refer to an object —namely, the concept of a horse. But
since he radically distinguishes between concept and object (objects, such as the horse
Dobbin, satisfy concepts, such as the concept “. . . is fast”), how could one and the same thing
be both a concept and an object? See G. Frege, “On Concept and Object,” in P. Geach and M.
Black, eds., Translations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege (Oxford: Blackwell,
1952). I suspect that this paradox in Frege is genuine, and I take it to count against his rigid
distinction between concept and object.
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VI. Soul, Identity, and Material Dependence

What, then, of the complex relationship between the soul, the person,
and the matter the soul informs to produce the person? The first thing to
note is that the soul is not the person.44 The person is the human being,
the substantial compound of matter and form. A person is an individual
substance of a rational nature, but the soul is not such a substance —for it
is the rational nature, not a substance with a rational nature. Hence, the
fundamental flaw in the Cartesian conception of the person is the illegit-
imate identification of the person with the soul, taking them to be one and
the same substance. It might with good reason be said that Descartes,
having given up on the notion of substantial form,45 yet eager to preserve
personal immortality, had nowhere else to go. Yet the mistake is basic,
and leads to so many of the problems that have dogged Cartesian dual-
ism ever since.

Next, given the unicity of substantial form, one cannot take there to be
separate, lower orders of soul or nature in the human person. Growth,

44 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (hereafter ST ), I, q. 75, a. 5, trans. Fathers of the
English Dominican Province, 2d ed. (London: Burnes Oates and Washbourne, 1922), vol. 4:
13–16. For a contrary view, though not couched in terms of souls, see E. J. Lowe, “Form
without Matter,” in Oderberg, ed., Form and Matter, 1–21, at 8–9, where Lowe identifies the
individual concrete substance with its own substantial form, suggesting later that perhaps
persons are examples of matterless substances, i.e., forms without matter (21). But it is not
clear from his discussion why the two must be identified. For if, using his example, the form
of a statue is the property (although it is dangerous to use this term for reasons apparent
from the above discussion) of its particular being a statue of such-and-such a shape, and if the
individual statue itself is an instance of the substantial kind statue of such-and-such a shape,
then the form as property and the statue as concrete substance are not one and the same. The
statue is a compound of matter and form (however one wishes to construe matter, and it
should be noted that Lowe eschews prime matter in favor of proximate matter such as lump
of bronze), and it is this that is the instance of the kind. The form remains only a part of that
compound, its very individuality being given by the matter with which it is united (though
again, Lowe rejects the idea of matter as the principle of individuation).

45 Descartes says this about substantial forms:

For they were not introduced by philosophers for any other reason than that by them
an explanation might be given for the proper actions of natural things, of which the
form is to be the principle and root, as was said in an earlier thesis. But clearly no
explanation can be given by these substantial forms for any natural action, since their
defenders admit that they are occult and that they do not understand them them-
selves. For if they say that some action proceeds from a substantial form, it is as if they
said that it proceeds from something they do not understand; which explains nothing.

He also says that “the prophets and apostles, and others who composed the sacred
scriptures at the dictation of the Holy Ghost, never considered these philosophical entities,
clearly unknown outside the Schools,” and that substantial forms are “nowhere, we think,
clearly mentioned in Holy Scripture. . . .” Descartes’s letter to Regius, January 1642, in
Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, eds., Oeuvres de Descartes III: Correspondance (Paris: Cerf,
1899), 502, 506. Although Descartes is here responding directly to the charge by the Calvinist
theologian Voetius that the former’s denial of substantial forms is inconsistent with Scrip-
ture, the context suggests that he is more than happy to sound triumphant about there being
no clear biblical mention of them, as though this lent positive support to his denial. Contrary
to popular parody, however, scholastic method hardly takes reference in Holy Writ to be a
criterion for the acceptability of a philosophical concept.
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nutrition, reproduction, sentience, perception —all of the operations of
the organism belong to the unique human nature of the person. A
human being is an essential unity, not a plurality. Some of those oper-
ations, however, depend essentially on matter —such as reproduction
and sensation —and others, such as the operations of the intellect, as
we have seen, do not. But if the person is not to be broken down into
a plurality, how do we reconcile the partial dependence and partial
independence of matter that we find in human nature? We have to say
something like the following. The person, being essentially embodied,
depends for its existence and identity on embodiment, as also for some
of its operations. Whether it exists at all depends upon its having a
human nature individualized in matter; and which person it is depends
on which material individualization it is. Again, this is not proposed as
an analysis of identity in other terms, but rather as an account of the
causes of that identity.

To say, however, that the person is existence- and identity-dependent
on its embodiment does not entail that all of its parts depend for their
existence on being united in the embodied person. As an imperfect anal-
ogy, we observe that a broom cannot exist without a brush but the brush
can exist without the broom to which it belonged. That is, it is not a
universal truth that if an F cannot exist without a certain part P, then P
cannot exist without F: it depends on the kind of thing one is talking
about. In the case of nonrational animals, we can say that the animal
cannot exist without its soul, but neither can the soul exist without embodi-
ment in the animal since all of the animal soul’s operations are wholly
material, not rising beyond sensation and perception of the concrete par-
ticular. On the other hand, since some of the operations of the intellectual
soul are not material, it can exist without its embodiment in matter. The
principle at work here is the following: x can exist without y if and only
if x can operate without y. The first half is that if x can exist without y then
x can operate without y: if x exists without y, then x’s nature is actualized
without y; but if x’s nature is actualized, then x possesses the very oper-
ations given to it by its nature, and thus can operate according to that
nature without y. It might be the case that x operates in an imperfect way
because of the lack of y, but its essential nature and the functions proper
to that essential nature will not in themselves be destroyed. Fido can exist
without his tail, so he can function without his tail even though the lack
of a tail impairs that function. He cannot exist without a head, however,
and so cannot function without a head.

The second half of the biconditional says that if x can operate without
y, then x can exist without y. If x can operate without y, albeit perhaps
imperfectly, then x must have a nature that can be actual without y’s
being actual. But for x to be actual is for x to exist, and for y not to be
actual is for y not to exist. So x can exist without y. I can function without
ten fingers; so I can exist without ten fingers. I might not be able to hold
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a baseball bat without ten fingers, but holding a baseball bat —indeed,
being able to hold anything —is not essential to my functioning as a
human being. By contrast, I cannot function without a heart, or without
something that fulfills the role of a heart; hence, I cannot exist without a
heart. Whether or not the biconditional is true for any x and y or only for
material substances, the hylemorphist only needs it to be true for living
things in order to make his point about human souls as opposed to other
souls. Since the human soul can operate without matter, it can exist with-
out matter. It might exist in an imperfect state, since it cannot, for instance,
perform acts of sensation that require material stimuli and the formation
of mental images, but it can still exist apart from matter.46

Although the soul of the person is not existence-dependent upon
matter, in the way I have claimed (it does not require material embodi-
ment to exist), it is not plausible to deny that its existence depends
upon matter in the following sense: that it must be embodied at some
time during its existence. This is a weaker form of existence-dependence,
and it follows from the fact that the human soul just is the rational
nature of an individual substance belonging to a certain kind. Human
persons just are embodied creatures, and thus not only must their souls
be attached to their bodies —at least at some time in their history —for
them to exist, but also their souls, in order to be souls of persons, that is,
in order to be what they are, must be at some time the forms of bodies.
This means that the idea of a human person disembodied throughout
its history is incoherent. Such a being might be a disembodied person,
but it would not be a disembodied human person because human per-
sons are just not that kind of thing. In which case, if the human soul
has a disembodied existence, that existence can only be made possible
by its once having been the form of a body.47 Further, it is also identity-
dependent on its once having been the form of a body.48 In other words,
to be the particular soul that it is, it must once have been the form of
a particular body making a particular individual substance of a ratio-
nal nature; just as, in its embodied state, the soul’s identity depends on

46 The idea that form can exist without matter might seem repugnant to the very Aris-
totelian conception of substance that I have been concerned to defend. But it is not, and is
not to be confused with Platonism about universals, which is of course repugnant to
Aristotelianism. For an interesting recent defense of form without matter that seeks to stay
faithful to both the Categories and the Metaphysics, see Lowe, “Form without Matter.”

47 What about the possibility of a soul’s having begun to exist in a disembodied state, with
its existence and identity being dependent not on its having once been the form of a body,
but on its becoming at a future date the form of a body? This depends on whether one can
make sense of the idea of backwards material causation —the idea that x exists at ti because
of the matter to which x will be united at tj (ti < tj). There are of course epistemological
problems with the idea of identifying something on the basis of its future matter, but
perhaps there is no straightforward metaphysical problem if the future is at least knowable
in principle, say to an omniscient mind.

48 For more on the concepts of identity-dependence and existence-dependence, see Lowe,
“Ontological Dependency.”
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whose, that is, which person’s, soul it is.49 In short, the principle of
individuation for persons must be cross-temporal.50

As I claimed earlier, the form is the bearer of the identity of a substance,
in the sense that it is the primary part of the substance responsible for the
substance’s being the substance it is over time. The soul, as form of the
body, is therefore also the bearer of personal identity. From the subjective
point of view, when I reflect upon my own identity as a person it is my
soul that exercises that intellectual operation, recognizing itself as the
bearer of my identity as a person. This does not mean that the first-person
pronoun is ambiguous, only that it refers to me as a person by means of
referring to that person’s chief part, which is the soul, just as, when I say
“I am in pain” after I stub my toe, “I” refers to me as a person by means
of one of my parts, in this case my toe: I am in pain because my toe is in
pain. I take the primary reference of the first-person pronoun, as used by
me, to be myself as a person; but I propose tentatively that the reference
to my soul (in the case of thought) or my toe (when I stub it) is a kind of
secondary or instrumental reference.

In the disembodied state, I continue to exist —that is, the person that is
me persists despite my physical death, which is the separation of my form
from my matter —even though one of my constituents, namely my body,
does not. What this means, then, is that my death results in the person
that I am continuing to exist as my chief part, namely the part in virtue of
which I am specifically different, or different in kind, from any other kind
of animal. When the body my soul informs ceases to exist, as surely it
does at some time, then the person I am dies but does not thereby cease
to exist; hence, death and cessation of existence, for entities like us, are not
the same event.51 I persist both as a person and as the form that once was
the form of the body that was a part of that person. My soul is the bearer
of my identity as a person, but I am not, and was never, strictly numer-

49 Howard Robinson sums up this position succinctly, in answer to the Aristotelian ques-
tion of “why and how a soul should be —in this life at least —tied to a particular body as a
substantial unity”: “the soul is the form of the body, for the individualized identity of a form
depends necessarily on the matter in which it is individualized, so there can be no worry
about how it comes to belong to this body.” See Howard Robinson, “Form and the Imma-
teriality of the Intellect from Aristotle to Aquinas,” in Henry Blumenthal and Howard
Robinson, eds., Aristotle and the Later Tradition (Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy), ed. Julia
Annas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 207–26, at 225–26.

50 Hence, it should be clear that although human nature per se is universal, a human
person, being an individualized human nature, is particular.

51 Just as the soul, having intrinsic existence independent of matter, does not cease to exist
via separation from matter, so by parity of reasoning it would seem that the soul cannot
come into existence by the very fact of the coming into existence of the person as compound
of soul and body. In other words, neither the soul’s generation nor its corruption depend on
matter. As Aristotle puts it in On the Generation of Animals 736b21–28, the rational soul is
unique in having to come “from outside.” It requires further argument, be it philosophical
or theological, to determine whether “from outside” entails pre-existence (Plato) or imme-
diate creation (Christianity).
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ically identical with my soul.52 Another imperfect analogy helps to make
the point. Suppose it were technically possible to reduce my organic
existence to that of a head.53 Then I would exist as a head, but I would not
be numerically identical with a head any more than I would have been
numerically identical with my whole body —there being no reason to
affirm one and deny the other, transitivity of identity would be violated.
And yet in some sense I am a head: perhaps, to use a much-discussed
concept, we can say that I am constituted by a head, as I was once con-
stituted by a whole body (let us leave aside the soul for the moment —the
point should be graspable by materialists as well). Although the concept
of constitution is not well understood, I think that the best way of inter-
preting it in this context is to say that my existing as a head just means my
being reduced to one of my parts, my existing in a radically mutilated
state.

Finally, the consequences for personal responsibility must be some-
thing like the following. If persons die when their souls leave their bodies —
which is no more than a special case of the general truth that substances
cease to exist when their form and matter are no longer united —then can
any sense be made of a soul’s bearing any responsibility for the acts of the
whole person of which it once was a constituent? To pursue the gory
analogy of the bodiless head, there does not appear to be anything repug-
nant to reason in the idea that a person existing solely as a head should
be punished for crimes committed while the head was connected to a
body. Yet perhaps intuitions differ strongly on this question. I think we
can accommodate any divergence by considering generally whether sense
can be made of the idea that a part of an F can be held responsible for the

52 Although the overwhelming textual evidence from Aquinas is that this is exactly what
he believes, there is also a particularly tricky sentence from his Commentary on 1 Corinthians,
referred to by John Finnis in “‘The Thing I Am’: Personal Identity in Aquinas and Shakespeare”
(elsewhere in this volume), to which attention should be drawn. In his commentary at 15.2
on chapter 15, verses 13ff. (“If there be no resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not risen
again. . . . [I]f the dead rise not again, your faith is in vain,” etc.), Aquinas says: “My soul is
not me [anima mea non est ego]; and so even if my soul should attain salvation in another
life, still neither I nor any man would have attained it.” This looks as though he is denying
that the person survives death and asserting that only the soul does so. Read in context,
however —both the context at hand and that of all his other remarks on the subject (includ-
ing those referred to in this essay) —I do not think that this is what he has in mind.
Immediately prior to the quoted assertion, he points out that the soul is a part of the man,
and not the whole man (totus homo). So by going on to say that the man does not achieve
salvation after death, he implicitly means this of the whole man, and this is correct, since the
person after death is deprived of his body. Moreover, since he is commenting on St. Paul’s
claim that without the resurrection of the dead, faith is in vain, and since he explains that
man has a natural desire for his salvation (naturaliter desiderat salutem sui ipsius), he must
be taken to be pointing out that what a person desires is the salvation of his whole self, body
and soul —not of himself in some reduced or impoverished way, as a mere part, namely, the
soul. Hence, the sort of salvation ultimately desired, which prevents faith from being in
vain, is that represented by Christ’s resurrection, to wit that of the entire person, body and
soul, in his fullness.

53 Gruesome as it may sound, patents have already been taken out on just such a proce-
dure (see U.S. Patent no. 4666425).
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acts of a whole F. To see that such an idea is not only coherent but has
real-world application, consider the case of a corporation (a legal and
moral person) whose chief executive is held responsible for that corpo-
ration’s illegal actions. Considering the corporation as a kind of aggregate
or collectivity, and its directors as constituent parts of that collectivity, we
can see that the chief executive as a part of the corporation can be held
responsible for the latter’s transactions, as can the directors in general.54

It is true but irrelevant that the courts have traditionally been reluctant to
impute such responsibility in a blanket fashion, their reluctance being
motivated not by metaphysics but by a recognition of the disincentive
such blanket responsibility would be to anyone thinking of becoming a
director, let alone CEO, of a corporation. All we need to see is that it is
coherent to suggest that a part might be held responsible for the actions
of the whole —moreover, that not any part will do, but only that part (or
those parts) which are, as it were, in the driver’s seat. The soul, if it is part
of the person at all, certainly is in the driver’s seat, so if any part of the
person can be held responsible, it must be the soul. But since, as I have
argued, the person I am continues to exist as a soul (even though I am not
numerically identical with a soul), it must be me who is responsible pre-
cisely for what I did when my soul informed a certain body.55 But doesn’t
this imply a twofold responsibility, and hence a twofold punishment or
reward (if there be such after death)? No, because the soul is held respon-
sible solely in virtue of its being the chief part whereby I, the person, did
whatever I did that incurred responsibility. As Aquinas puts it, I am
rewarded or punished “in the soul” for what I did when my soul informed
my body. To return to the example of my being reduced to a bodiless
head, if it is true to say that the head suffers a punishment, it does not do
so qua head, but qua the part that now constitutes me: if there is to be any
punishment at all of bodiless me, the only way it can be carried out is by
punishing my head.

VII. Conclusion

My aim in this essay has been to set out the main lines of the much-
neglected hylemorphic theory of the person, and of the dualism that is at
its heart. It has not been possible to canvass the many questions and objec-

54 In ST, I, q. 75, a. 4 (1922 ed., vol. 4, p. 12), ad 1, St. Thomas himself uses the analogy of
governor and state to support the idea that what the person does can be imputed to the soul.
The soul then, according to him, can after a fashion be called the man (= the person), though
it is not strictly identical with the man. This is compatible with the proposition that the man
(= person) continues to exist as a soul, i.e., in a radically mutilated form.

55 Having said that each man is an individual person (ST, III [Supp.], q. 88, a. 1 [1922 ed.,
vol. 21, p. 12], ad 1), Aquinas goes on to explain that the “particular judgment” due to him
“is that to which he will be subjected after death, when he will receive according as he hath
done in the body (2 Corinthians 5:10), not indeed entirely but only in part since he will
receive not in the body but only in the soul.”
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tions that may be raised. If the essay shows nothing more than that the
theory is worthy of far more serious attention than it has commonly been
given, that will be enough. I do, however, want to conclude with a general
observation. The theory that I am not strictly identical with my soul, hence
that soul and person are distinct, the person having an essential connec-
tion to its body as well as its soul, seems more strange to dualist ears than
it should. The “problem of personal identity,” as it has come to be known,
has a relatively recent currency (due to Locke) and is more fitted to a meta-
physical viewpoint that at the very least takes the ideas of disembodied
existence and of the immateriality of the soul to be at best highly prob-
lematic, at worst not even worth a place in the conceptual landscape on
which the problem is grappled with. More strongly, I would venture to say
that the problem of personal identity is a problem made for materialists —at
least those materialists who take seriously the peculiar ontological status
of the mental, the existence of free will and rational agency, and perhaps
even the possibility of a future life. The contemporary dualist reaction to
materialism, however, has tended to be one of recoiling from the idea of
any essential connection between body and soul, and hence between per-
son and both. This has led, in turn, to making the apparently “obvious”
move (for the dualist) of identifying person with soul, or at least of regard-
ing person and soul as having an exclusive essential relationship.

For the hylemorphic dualist, on the other hand, the acceptance of a gen-
uinely immaterial element in human nature means a greater flexibility in
trying to comprehend just how human persons persist. The concept of form
can be pushed heavily into service, as can the idea of the person as a com-
pound substance, in this respect just like a material substance —namely, a
substance composed of matter and form. Nevertheless, the hylemorphic
dualist must avoid the disastrous fall into Cartesianism or Platonism, both
of which diminish the role of the body in personhood. Once the soul is
united to a body, it is the form of that body for all time, even after that body
has ceased to exist. Its identity after death —and hence the identity of the
person that is reduced to it —depends on its having once informed certain
matter. The soul must always have a retrospective character, one that looks
back on what choices it made when it actualized that matter, and hence on
what the person did of which it was once the chief part. (Again, think of
the chief executive who, long after his corporation’s demise, is forever tarred
with the brush of responsibility for those decisions he made —and hence
his corporation made —when he was its chief constituent.) The soul has, as
it were, the indelible stamp of personhood, and due to its very nature as
an actualizing principle of matter it has an essential tendency or direction
toward the full flowering of its capacities in matter. Whether it may also
look forward to a reuniting of itself with matter is, however, beyond the
scope of philosophy to answer.
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