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Abstract

Aquinas contends that we are soul/body composites, and that one’s
death brings about the dissolution of this union. Although he also
contends that our souls will exist during the interim period between
our death and the General Resurrection, it is not clear whether he
thinks that we will continue exist during this period. While his consid-
ered opinion appears to be that as soul/body composites we cannot
exist apart from our bodies, in his Commentary on the Apostles’
Creed he implies that we will exist for a time as disembodied souls.
In this paper I argue that Aquinas can consistently uphold the con-
tinued existence of the faithful departed. In particular, I argue that
he can consistently affirm both (i) that Peter is not his soul, and (ii)
that Peter can exist for a time as a soul.
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I. Introduction

There is one thing of which we can all be certain: we shall all die.
The physiological processes which sustain our lives will eventually
falter and our earthly existence will come to an end. Will this event
mark the end of our existence? Is it conceivable that we should
continue to exist immediately after we have died? It is hard to see
how. For what could be more obvious than the fact that human
beings are organisms, and that an organism’s death constitutes the
termination of its existence? As a Catholic Christian I am obliged
to deny this position, but on what grounds? And at what cost? Must
we say—in the face of common sense and constant experience—that
we aren’t organisms? Must we say, with Plato, that we are purely
spiritual beings (souls) which are only contingently related to the
living organisms which we call our bodies? Or is there perhaps some
other way of affirming the thesis that we will continue to exist after
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we have died? In this paper we will examine Aquinas’ answers to
these questions. As we shall see, Aquinas thinks that we will indeed
continue to exist immediately after we have died, but he denies the
Platonic thesis that we are contingently embodied souls. He argues
instead that we are ensouled organisms, i.e., organisms endowed
with souls which are capable of existing apart from our bodies. And
though he does not often say so, Aquinas is committed to the thesis
that their continued (post-mortem) existence provides an adequate
basis for our continued existence. That is, he is committed to the
thesis that we shall exist for a time as disembodied souls. As we
shall see, Aquinas’ position is fraught with difficulty. For he also
appears to be committed to the denial of this possibility, and indeed
he appears to have explicitly denied it on several occasions. In what
follows I will argue that Aquinas can consistently maintain both (a)
that we are ensouled organisms, and (b) that we will exist for a time
as disembodied souls.

II. Aquinas on Human Nature

Aquinas’ account of human nature properly begins with his Aris-
totelian conception of souls. In this regard, two points are especially
important. First, Aquinas takes a soul to be “the first principle of
life in those things in our world which live.”1 Living things are thus
described as animated or ensouled (soul = animus): all living things
possess a soul, and its soul is that in virtue of which it is alive.
For Aquinas as for Aristotle, the line which separates living beings
from non-living beings is precisely the line which separates those
things which are endowed with souls from those things which are
not. Second, a thing’s soul is not merely that which gives it life: a
thing’s soul makes it to be what it is. In Aristotelian terms, a soul is
the “actualization of an organized physical body.”2 As Aristotle goes
on to explain in the following passage, this definition rests upon a
distinction between two sorts of actuality:

There are two kinds of actuality corresponding to knowledge and to
reflecting. It is obvious that the soul is an actuality like knowledge;
for both sleeping and waking presuppose the existence of the soul,
and of those waking corresponds to reflecting, sleeping to knowledge
possessed but not employed, and knowledge of something is temporally
prior. That is why the soul is an actuality of the first kind of natural
body having life potentially in it.3

1 Summa Theologica (ST) I, Q. 75, art. 1, body.
2 Disputed Questions on the Soul. Quoted from Aquinas: Selected Philosophical Writ-

ings (SPW), edited by Timothy McDermott (Oxford: OUP, 1993), 186, following Aristotle’s
De Anima II.1 (412a27–28).

3 De Anima II.1 (412a 23–29).

C© 2011 The Author
New Blackfriars C© 2011 The Dominican Council

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.2009.01336.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.2009.01336.x


326 Aquinas on Human Nature and the Possibility of Bodiless Existence

The operative distinction here is that between a (latent) capacity for
some sort of activity and the actualization of this capacity. Thus, for
example, someone is a violinist because he or she has the capacity
to play the violin with a high degree of competency. Since I do not
possess this capacity, I am not a violinist. I am at best a potential
violinist, since with time and practice I might be able to cultivate
this capacity. Because one is a violinist in virtue of this capacity,
one does not cease being a violinist when he or she ceases to be
engaged in this capacity. At the same time, Aristotle thinks that one
who is engaged in this capacity is a violinist in a deeper and truer
sense than one who is merely capable of doing so, thus his distinction
between first and second actuality: a sleeping violinist is a first-actual
(or actual1) violinist, while one who is engaged in this activity is a
second-actual (or actual2) violinist. Note, moreover, that a thing’s
soul does not merely provide it with its defining capacity: its soul is
identified with its defining capacity. Thus Aristotle suggests that if
an eye were a complete organism, then its capacity for sight would
be its soul, and if it were lose this capacity it would remain an eye
in name only.4

To sum up what has been said thus far, an object’s soul is that
in virtue of which it is alive, and it is that which determines its
generic manner of life, where each living being falls into one of three
general categories: it is either a plant, a (non-rational) animal, or a
human being. Thus a plant’s soul is its capacity for growth, nutrition
and reproduction, an animal’s soul is its capacity for sensation and
locomotion, and a human being’s (rational) soul is one’s capacity for
reason and understanding. Although all living things are endowed
with souls, Aquinas contends that only human souls are capable of
existing apart from the human beings of which they are the souls. This
is because the actualization of our defining capacity (understanding)
is not contingent upon the presence of matter. It is abundantly clear
that a plant’s capacity for nutrition and reproduction cannot exist
apart from certain of its bodily parts, and this is no less true of
an animal’s capacity for sensation and locomotion. For Aquinas, as
for Aristotle, it is equally clear that it is possible for understanding
to occur in the absence of matter. For they both take God to be a
rational being who is not partly composed of matter. Since one’s soul
is identical with this capacity, Aquinas contends that it is possible
for one’s soul to exist apart from the human being of which it is the
soul. A rational soul is thus an ens per se, a substantial being in its
own right.

Of course it is one thing to say that it is possible for some manner
of understanding to occur in the absence of matter, and quite another

4 De Anima II.1 (412b 19–22).
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to say that our understanding is presently grounded in a reality which
is devoid of matter. Here again, it is one thing to say that a rational
soul is a substantial reality, and quite another to say that it is an
immaterial substance. Since our souls are that in virtue of which
we are able to understand, it is fitting that Aquinas’ argument to this
effect is grounded in the nature and scope of our understanding. Thus
Aquinas:

It must necessarily be allowed that the principle of intellectual opera-
tion, which we call the soul of man, is a principle both incorporeal and
subsistent. For it is clear that by means of the intellect man can know
all corporeal things. Now whatever knows certain things cannot have
any of them in its own nature, because that which is in it naturally
would impede the knowledge of anything else . . . . Therefore, if the in-
tellectual principle contained within itself the nature of body, it would
be unable to know all bodies. Now every body has its own determinate
nature. Therefore it is impossible for the intellectual principle to be a
body.5

The main idea here is relatively straightforward: since our knowledge
of particulars includes an understanding of their natures, this knowl-
edge involves the cognitive reception of their forms or essences. If
the seat of such knowledge were itself material, it would inevitably
be more receptive to some forms than others, since different sorts
of matter will always assume some forms more readily than others.
Since our intellects are equally receptive to all manner of such forms,
these powers must be grounded in a substance which is devoid of
matter, which is to say that our souls are incorporeal as well as
subsistent.

Having established that a human soul is a substantial being in
own right, the question arises as to how we are related to our souls.
Aquinas is adamantly opposed to Plato’s contention that we are iden-
tical with our souls, i.e., that we are souls which merely use bodies.
Though we certainly have souls, we cannot be souls because there are
things which we do (e.g., see and hear) which a soul cannot do on its
own. He thus concludes that since “sensation is an operation of man,
but not proper to the soul, it is clear that man is not only a soul, but
something composed of soul and body.”6 Aquinas further contends
that Plato’s position cannot account for the substantial nature of hu-
man beings. He thus observes that “if soul inhabited body like a sailor
his ship the union of body and soul would be accidental, and when
death separated them it wouldn’t be the decomposition of a substance,

5 ST I, Q. 75, art. 2, body. See also ST I, Q. 75, art. 5, body. For loosely parallel
arguments in Aristotle, see On the Soul III.4–8. I say “loosely parallel” because Aristotle
does not conclude that the entire soul is both incorporeal and subsistent; this is at best true
of the intellectual part of the soul.

6 ST I, Q. 75, art. 4, body.
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which clearly it is.”7 On his view human beings are composite sub-
stances: each of us is endowed with a rational soul which has been
substantially united to a living body, so that each of us is the substan-
tial product of this union. The crucial difference here between Plato
and Aquinas is grounded in their competing accounts of the soul’s
modal properties: on Plato’s account one’s soul is only contingently
or accidentally related to one’s body, while on Aquinas’ account each
rational soul is essentially the soul of some particular human being,
so that it is essentially united to a particular human body.

Can Aquinas consistently maintain, first, that it is an essential
feature of each soul that it be united to a particular human body, and
second, that it is possible for a soul to exist apart from this body? I
think that he can. Aquinas contends that in such a case a soul will
exist in a radically incomplete and imperfect manner: incomplete
because it lacks a complete specific essence of its own (since it
must ever remain the soul of some human being), and imperfect
because it has been cut off from its normal mode of cognition (which
depends upon the reception of sensible images or “phantasms” by
way of the bodily senses). In other words, though he denies that one’s
soul is ontologically dependent upon its union with one’s body, he
nevertheless insists that it is functionally and teleologically dependent
upon such a union. For apart from this union it cannot operate in
accordance with its ordinary mode of cognition, and apart from this
union it is incapable of fulfilling its inherent purpose or telos, which
is to be (a) substantially united to a human body, and so (b) the soul
of a complete human being.

I thus conclude that Aquinas can consistently maintain that is
possible for our souls to survive the death of the body and the
dissolution of the soul/body union. Of course it is one thing to say
that our souls will continue to exist after we have died, and quite
another to say that we will do so. In what remains of this paper we
will examine whether Aquinas is in a position to affirm this latter
proposition. As we shall see, it looks as if Aquinas wants to have
his cake and to eat it, too. For though he rejects Plato’s thesis that
we are contingently embodied souls in favor of the thesis that we are
soul/body composites, he is wont to say that we can exist for a time
as disembodied souls.

III. Aquinas on Death and our Prospects for Immediate Survival

What happens to us when we die? As we have seen, Aquinas believes
that death brings about the dissolution of the soul/body union. He
thus quotes with approval the Preacher’s observation that upon death

7 SPW, 188.
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“the dust returns into its earth from whence it was; and the spirit
returns to God Who gave it.”8 Aquinas contends that our souls will
continue to exist in the absence of our bodies, albeit in a highly
incomplete and imperfect manner. It is important to add, moreover,
that he takes this separation to be temporary, since he believes that
this union will be restored at the General Resurrection. Thus in his
commentary on Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians Aquinas writes:

The union of body and soul is certainly a natural one, and any sepa-
ration of soul from body goes against its nature and is imposed on it.
So if soul is deprived of body it will exist imperfectly as long as that
situation lasts. Now how can a normal situation in accord with nature
come to an end, having lasted no time at all, and a situation imposed
against its nature then last for ever! But this is what must happen if
the soul is to go on existing without its body for ever. It is for this
reason that the Platonists who believed in immortality believed also in
reincarnation, though that is heresy. And this is why Paul says: if the
dead don’t rise we have only this life to hope for.9

For Aquinas it is inconceivable that our souls should continue for
ever in such an unnatural state, and so he concludes that our hope
for life in the world to come rests entirely in the resurrection of our
bodies. Even so, what are we to think of those who have already
died? Are we to believe that there is some sense in which they
continue to exist? Should we say, for example, that Abraham exists?
Or must we say instead that he does not presently exist, though a
spiritual remnant of him exists (his soul), and though his existence
will eventually be restored at the resurrection? As we shall see,
Aquinas appears to be of two minds on this question. For while he
is on record as affirming our continued existence, he is evidently
committed to the denial of this proposition, and he appears to have
explicitly done so on several occasions.

1. The Affirmation

As a Christian theologian Aquinas is unquestionably committed to
our continued existence during the interim period between death and
the General Resurrection. We see this perhaps most clearly in his
commentary on Articles Five and Nine of the Apostles’ Creed. Article
Five is concerned with Christ’s descent into the underworld and
also with his subsequent resurrection. Aquinas’ discussion of this
article begins with the observation that Christ’s death, like the death
of all human beings, involves the separation of his body and soul.
He subsequently attempts to explain why it was fitting for Christ’s

8 ST I, Q. 75, art. 6, reply 1 (quoting Ecclesiastes 12.7).
9 SPW, 192.
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post-mortem existence to have continued in this manner. His first
reason pertains to Christ’s intention to share fully in our suffering.
Speaking of Christ, Aquinas writes:

He wished to take upon Himself the entire punishment for our sin,
and thus atone for its entire guilt. The punishment for the sin of man
was not alone death of the body, but there was also a punishment
of the soul, since the soul had its share in sin; and it was punished
by being deprived of the beatific vision; and as yet no atonement had
been offered whereby this punishment would be taken away. Therefore,
before the coming of Christ all men, even the holy fathers after their
death, descended into the underworld.10

Although this discussion of punishment and redemption begins with
the plight of disembodied souls, by the end of this passage it is
the holy fathers and indeed all men who are held captive in the
underworld. That is, by the end of this passage he is speaking in
terms of the continued existence of those who were once alive rather
than in terms of the continued existence of their souls. He maintains
this emphasis in his account of Christ’s second reason for descending
into hell, namely, “that he might perfectly deliver all of his friends,”
that is, those who had died in hope of his coming as well as those
who were yet alive. Thus Aquinas continues,

Christ had His friends both in the world and in the underworld. The
former were His friends in that they possessed charity; and the latter
were they who departed this life with charity and faith in the future
Redeemer, such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, and other just
and good men. Therefore, since Christ had dwelt among His friends in
this world and had delivered them by His death, so He wished to visit
His friends who were detained in the underworld and deliver them
also: “I will penetrate all the lower parts of the earth, and will behold
all that hope in the Lord”.11

Here again, Aquinas is implying that Christ has friends both on earth
and in the underworld. Since he can hardly deliver friends who do
not exist, the implication of this passage is clear. We must say, for
example, that Abraham himself exists in the underworld, and not
merely that his soul exists there. Since it is also true that Abraham’s
body was not present in the underworld, Aquinas evidently believes
that during this period Abraham exists as a disembodied soul.

We find a similar emphasis in Aquinas’ commentary on the Ninth
Article of the Apostles’ Creed, which is centered around the words “I
believe in the Holy Catholic Church.” He begins by observing that the

10 The Catechetical Instructions of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. Joseph B. Collins, 1939.
Published online by the Catholic Primer, 2004 [http://www.hismercy.ca/content/ebooks/
St.Thomas%20Aquinas-The%20Catechetical%20Instructions.pdf].

11 Ibid., (quoting Sirach 24.45).
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Holy Church is the assembly of the faithful. He subsequently points
out that one part of this assembly exists on earth, one part exists in
purgatory, and one part exists in heaven.12 This obviously implies that
the faithful departed are still very much in existence, since it makes
little or no sense to say that one’s soul is a member of this assembly.
And while it is true that Aquinas sometimes identifies the denizens
of purgatory and heaven as souls,13 it is nonetheless important that he
does not restrict himself to this manner of speaking. For in speaking
of these disembodied souls as men, as his friends, as the holy fathers
and as the members of Holy Church, he is committing himself to
the thesis that the faithful departed continue to exist, and that they
continue to exist as disembodied souls.

2. The Denial

Although Aquinas evidently believes that we will continue to exist
during the interim period between our death and the General Resur-
rection, this thesis appears to be inconsistent with his account of our
nature as soul/body composites. If we are soul/body composites then
we are not identical with our souls, so even if it is possible for our
souls to continue existing after we have died, it is evidently impossi-
ble that we should continue to exist. For if we are not our souls now
then we shall never be our souls, and so whatever does continue to
exist after we have died, it will not be us. Indeed Aquinas says as
much on several occasions. Consider the following three passages:

The soul is not the whole human being, only part of one: my soul is
not me. So that even if soul achieves well-being in another life, that
doesn’t mean that I do or any other human being does.14

Abraham’s soul, properly speaking, is not Abraham himself, but a part
of him (and the same as regards the others). Hence life in Abraham’s
soul does not suffice to make Abraham a living being, or to make the
God of Abraham the God of a living man.

If soul inhabited body like a sailor his ship the union of body and soul
would be accidental, and when death separated them it wouldn’t be
the decomposition of a substance, which clearly it is.

In each of these passages Aquinas seems to deny our continued
existence during the interim period. Though we are substances and
our souls are substances, we are not our souls. Our relationship to
our soul is one of composition rather than identity. That is, we are

12 Ibid.
13 Cf Compendium of Theology, I.178.
14 The first of these passages comes from his commentary on 1 Corinthians (SPW,

192). The second comes from ST III, Supplement, Q. 75, art. 1, reply 2. The third comes
from his Disputed Questions on the Soul (SPW, 188).
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partly composed of our souls, and partly composed of our bodies. We
are indeed the product of their substantial union. The implication of
this position is almost too obvious to warrant stating: since each of
us is the substantial product of this union, its substantial dissolution
must result in our substantial destruction. Or if this dissolution is
itself temporary, it must at least constitute the temporary suspension
of our existence.

3. Resolution

Will we continue to exist during the interim period between our death
and the General Resurrection? Aquinas appears to be telling us both
that we will and also that we will not. What should we make of this?
It is of course possible that Aquinas’ position is simply contradictory.
And yet I think it is unlikely that he would have contradicted himself
in such an obvious manner, particularly in connection with a doctrine
which is of central importance to the Christian gospel and our hope
for life in the world to come. In what remains of this paper I would
like to consider two ways of making sense of his position which
avoids this charge. The first proposal accepts the implication that
if we are soul/body composites then we cannot exist (even for a
time) as disembodied souls, while the second proposal rejects this
implication.

First proposal. Suppose that it really is a mistake identify a dis-
embodied soul with the human being who was once partly composed
of this soul. Although Abraham’s soul continues to exist during this
period, strictly speaking, Abraham does not, since Abraham is not his
soul. Even so, we might continue to speak of this soul as though it
were Abraham. Aquinas appears to take just this approach in connec-
tion with a dispute surrounding the practice of prayers to the saints.
In the context of discussing the question of whether the saints in
heaven pray for us, he considers several reasons for concluding that
they do not. The last of these reason runs as follows:

Peter is not his soul. If therefore the souls of the saints pray for us,
so long as they are separated from their bodies, we ought not to call
upon Saint Peter, but on his soul, to pray for us: yet the Church does
the contrary. The saints therefore do not pray for us, at least before
the resurrection.15

Here is Aquinas’ subsequent response to this objection:

It is because the saints while living merited to pray for us, that we
invoke them under the names by which they were known in this life,
and by which they are better known to us: and also in order to indicate

15 ST II-II, Q. 83, art. 11, obj. 5.
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our belief in the resurrection, according to the saying of Ex. 3:6, “I
am the God of Abraham,” etc.16

Note that Aquinas’ response does not challenge the thesis that the
soul of Peter is not Peter. Indeed he appears to concede the impli-
cation that (strictly speaking) it is Peter’s soul rather than Peter who
offers prayers on our behalf. At the same time, he appears to be
suggesting that we are justified in referring to this soul as though it
were Peter in virtue of its metaphysical continuity with Peter both
before his death and after his bodily resurrection.17

There is something quite odd about this way of making sense of
Aquinas’ position. For one thing, it is a matter of Christian doc-
trine that immediately following our deaths we will stand before the
judgment seat of Christ and render an account of our lives. Depend-
ing upon the outcome of this judgment, we will subsequently await
the resurrection of our bodies either in a state of abject misery and
isolation from God (hell), in a state of temporary, redemptive pun-
ishment which is tempered by faith, hope and love (purgatory), or
in a state of blissful glory (heaven). In addition, we are repeatedly
advised to pray for those belong to the second category, and to pray
to those who belong to the third. Finally, with the Apostles’ Creed
and the Nicene Creed we believe that we are presently in communion
with the faithful departed, which is to say that we are in communion
with those who were once alive, and not merely with their souls.
None of this is possible without their continued existence.

In addition, consider how this scenario is likely to seem from the
vantage point of one of these souls. Even if Peter is not identical with
his soul, from the vantage point of his soul it will very likely seem for
all the world as if it [better: he] was once a complete human being,
just as it will likely seem to the resurrected Peter that after his death
he existed for a time as a disembodied soul. Since our disembodied
souls will be experiencing the moral consequences of our actions,
we have no choice but to expect a high degree of psychological con-
tinuity here. Are we really willing to say that this sense of personal
continuity is delusory? I don’t think so. And yet suppose that it is.
As a center of consciousness, understanding and volition, we would
have no choice but to regard Peter’s disembodied soul as a person
(which is why we cannot properly refer to such as soul as an ‘it’).
And though this soul would be a person, it would not be personally
identical with Peter either before his death or after his resurrection,
which would mean that multiple, psychologically continuous persons
are associated with each rational soul. Finally, wouldn’t this commit
us to saying one person is being held accountable for the sins of

16 ST II-II, Q. 83, art. 11, repl. 5.
17 Thus Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (New York: Routledge, 2003), 211.
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another? And isn’t this simply unjust? I certainly hope there is a way
of understanding Aquinas which avoids these implications. And so
there is.

Second Proposal. Though Peter is not his soul, it is still possible
for Peter to exist for a time as a soul. That is, it is possible for
one to exist for a time as a disembodied soul without having to say
that one is his soul. Can Aquinas really have it both ways? Can
he consistently say both (a) that we are soul/body composites (and
hence not souls), and (b) that we can exist for a time as disembodied
souls? Following Aristotle, Aquinas thinks that he can. Consider the
following passage:

According to the Philosopher (N.E. ix, 8), a thing seems to be chiefly
what is principle in it; thus what the governor of a state does, the
state is said to do. In this way sometimes what is principle in man
is said to be man; sometimes, indeed, the intellectual part which, in
accordance with truth, is called the “inward” man; and sometimes the
sensitive part with the body is called man in the opinion of those
whose observation does not go beyond the senses. And this is called
the “outward” man.18

In this passage Aquinas is wrestling with the Apostle Paul’s dis-
tinction between the “inner man” (which is being daily renewed
by the grace of God) and “outer man” (which wasting away).19 In
the passage which immediately follows his use of this distinction,
Paul writes about the afterlife in a manner which sound surprisingly
Platonic:

So we are always of good courage; we know that while we are at
home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith,
not by sight. We are of good courage, and we would rather be away
from the body and at home with the Lord. So whether we are at home
or away, we make it our aim to please him. For we must all appear
before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive good
or evil, according to what he has done in the body.20

I say that this passage sounds “surprisingly Platonic” for two reasons.
First, Paul seems to be identifying us with the “inner man” for which
our bodies serve as “earthly tents,”21 and from which we can readily
leave in order to be at “home with the Lord.” This way of speaking
is apparently at odds with his assertion (in 1 Cor. 15) that apart
from the resurrection there is no hope for life in the world to come.
Second, Paul seems to be suggesting that we are better off without

18 ST I, Q. 75, art. 4, repl. 1.
19 2 Cor. 4.16.
20 2 Cor. 5.6–10.
21 2 Cor. 5.10.
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our bodies, grounded as they are in the vastly inferior realm of the
visible, corruptible and transient.22 This suggestion is at odds with our
conviction that disembodied existence is inimical to the flourishing
of our natures.

How does Aristotle’s discussion of parthood enable Aquinas to
come to grips with the Apostle Paul’s nascent Platonism? Following
Aristotle, Aquinas is saying that it sometimes makes sense to asso-
ciate a composite with one of its parts. In particular, he argues that
we can associate a composite with one of its parts when this part
functions as the ruling principle for the whole. And such is the case,
he thinks, with respect to the intellectual part of a human being, i.e.,
the part which stands before the judgment seat of Christ and which
Paul refers to as the “inner man”.

I would like to suggest that the chief claim here is not a claim
about identity, but rather one about essential parthood. In particular,
Aquinas is claiming that our intellectual part is more central to our
existence than our bodily part, and hence that we can be deprived
of the latter without ceasing to exist, but not the former. This is not
a point about identity because the “inner man” and the “outer man”
are not two distinct human beings. Instead, these expressions identify
distinct parts or aspects of a particular human being, with the added
claim that the first is more central to our existence than the latter,
so that it is possible for us to exist (at least for a time) without the
latter, but not without the former. That is, we can exist for a time
as disembodied souls because our souls have a much deeper hold on
who we are than our bodies. Does this commit Aquinas to Plato’s
thesis that we are ultimately identical with our souls? In a word, No.
Because I am a soul/body composite I am not presently identical
with my soul. And because I am not presently identical with my
soul I shall never be identical with my soul. It is still possible for
me to exist for a time as a soul, provided that my soul is essential
to my existence in a way that my body is not. Note, moreover, that
in this disembodied state I will remain numerically distinct from my
soul, since I will continue to be endowed with properties which my
soul must lack, namely, properties which require a body. Since it
is impossible for an immaterial being to play baseball or write a
paper on a laptop computer, my soul will never have the property of
having performed these activities. Since I do have these properties,
I will continue to have them as long as I exist. How then will I
be related to my soul, if not by way of identity? The answer is
readily forthcoming: I will be composed of my soul. That is, I will
be (for a time) wholly composed of that with which I was once partly

22 2 Cor. 4.17–18.
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composed, and of that with which (following the resurrection) I will
once again be partly composed.

Let us now briefly return to the three passages cited earlier in
connection with Aquinas’ apparent denial of our continued existence
during the interim period between our death and the General Resur-
rection:

The soul is not the whole human being, only part of one: my soul is
not me. So that even if soul achieves well-being in another life, that
doesn’t mean that I do or any other human being does.23

Abraham’s soul, properly speaking, is not Abraham himself, but a part
of him (and the same as regards the others). Hence life in Abraham’s
soul does not suffice to make Abraham a living being, or to make the
God of Abraham the God of a living man.

If soul inhabited body like a sailor his ship the union of body and soul
would be accidental, and when death separated them it wouldn’t be
the decomposition of a substance, which clearly it is.

The first two passages are obviously consistent with the position
I have just defended. If we are soul/body composites (rather than
souls), then it does not follow that we shall continue to exist imme-
diately after we have died. But neither does it follow that we cannot
continue to exist. Although Abraham is not his soul, it does not fol-
low that he cannot exist for a time as a soul, and so it does not follow
that Abraham does not exist during the interim period between his
death and the General Resurrection.

The third passage is trickier, for here Aquinas is telling us that
death results in the decomposition of a substance. That is, death
results in the dissolution of the substantial soul/body union which
constitutes each living human being, i.e., the soul/body union which
each of us is. Is this passage compatible with the view which I have
been defending? I think that it is. Even if it is possible for us to exist
as disembodied souls, we must reject the thesis that we are identical
with our souls, since we will continue to be endowed with properties
which our souls must lack. The same holds true for the soul/body
union which exists at present: there are things which are true of us
which will never be true of this substantial union. For one thing, this
composite substance will never exist without a body, even if we shall
exist for a time without a body. So if is possible for one to exist as
a disembodied soul, such an individual is no more identical with the
substantial union of his body and soul than he is identical with his
soul alone. And this means that we can say (with Aquinas) that death
results in the decomposition of a living substance, without having to
say that this event constitutes the termination of our existence. Does
this commit us to saying that we are only contingently human? It

23 See above, n. 14.

C© 2011 The Author
New Blackfriars C© 2011 The Dominican Council

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.2009.01336.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.2009.01336.x


Aquinas on Human Nature and the Possibility of Bodiless Existence 337

does not. We are essentially human in the same way and for the same
reason that our souls are essentially human: just as it is functionally
and teleologically essential for our souls to be united to a human
body, it is similarly essential for us to be partly composed of a
human body. Although it is possible for us to exist for a time as
disembodied souls, this will be a radically incomplete and inferior
manner of existence for us as well as for our souls. This, in turn,
helps to explain why death continues to be a great enemy which will
not have been destroyed until the Last Day, when we will be restored
to complete existence through the resurrection of our bodies.

III. Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that Aquinas can consistently say both
(a) that we are soul/body composites, and (b) that we will exist with-
out bodies during the interim period between death and the General
Resurrection. Because our souls are essential to us in a way that our
bodies are not, Aquinas can say that it is possible for one to exist
for a time as a soul without having to say (per impossibile) that one
has become his soul.

I hope it is clear that the significance of this conclusion extends
far beyond the consistency of Aquinas’ writings. For it looks as
if orthodox Christianity as a whole is committed to the thesis that
we are soul/body composites, since what the Church Fathers have
proclaimed in connection with Christ’s humanity (namely, that he is
composed of a human body and a rational soul), must also apply to
ours.24 What’s more, traditional Christianity is no less committed to
the thesis we will continue to exist after we have died. In addition
to doctrines concerning purgatory and the communion of the saints,
there is the so-called harrowing of hell, in which Christ is said to
have descended to the dead (Apostles’ Creed) and to have preached
the good news to “spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3.19–20); there is the

24 Here, in chronological order, is a list of authoritative statements to this effect.
References are to the seventh edition of Neuner and Dupuis’ The Christian Faith in the
Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church (New York: Alba House, 2001), and cross-
listed with parallel passages in Denzinger’s and Schönmetzer’s Enchiridion Symbolarum.

1. Council of Rome (Tome of Pope Damasus) (382): ND 603/7: 219; DS 159.
2. Second Letter of Cyril of Alexandria to Nestorius (430): ND 604: 221; DS 250.
3. The Tome of St. Leo (449): ND 604–605: 221; DS 250–251.
4. Council of Chalcedon (451): ND 614: 227; DS 301.
5. The Faith of Damasus (late fifth century): ND 15: 11; DS 72.
6. Athanasian Creed (late fifth century): ND 17: 13; DS 76.
7. Second Council of Constantinople (553): ND 620/4: 232–233; DS 424.
8. Fourth Lateran Council (1215): ND 20: 15–16; DS 801.
9. Second General Council of Lyons (The Profession of Faith of Michael Paleologus)

(1274): ND 22: 18; DS 852.
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biblical claim that we will face judgment immediately after we have
died (Heb. 9.27); there is Paul’s claim that to be absent from the body
is to be present with the Lord (2 Cor. 5:1–10); and there are Christ’s
words of comfort to the good thief (Lk 23.39–43). It thus appears
that believers are generally committed both to the thesis that we are
soul/body composites, and also to the thesis that we will continue to
exist during the interim period between our death and the General
Resurrection. Since the truth of orthodox Christianity quite literally
depends upon the consistency of these propositions, and since their
ultimate consistency is far from obvious, Aquinas’ contribution to
this discussion is far from trivial.
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