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Abstract
In an important article, John Finley suggests a correction to Aquinas’s understanding of gender distinction. Dis-
agreeing with Aquinas, Finley proposes that gender distinction (male and female) stems from the soul rather than
from the body. In this essay, I will show that this is not a tenable position because it does not fit with either what we
know about the physical development of sex differences or the unity of man and woman as a single human species.
I will defend Aquinas’s fundamental insights into the root of gender distinction without defending his biological
understanding of the process itself. I will argue that there is a single generic generative power in the soul that is
determined by the matter to which the soul is united, to be expressed as either male or female. This paradigm,
I believe, copes better than the one offered by Finley with phenomena such as intersexed persons and sex reas-
signment surgery. While I do not accept the idea of a feminine or masculine soul, the paradigm offered here does
lead to the notion of the soul being feminized or masculinized on account of the matter that it informs.
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In his essay, “The Metaphysics of Gender,” John

Finley (2015) has done us a service in thinking

through the very timely and important issue of sex/

gender,1 from a Thomistic perspective. His article

is carefully argued and has some important insights.

That said, in this essay, I am going to disagree with

his foundational position. I am not going to disagree

with his interpretation of Aquinas vis-à-vis sex

because it is, I believe, accurate. Rather, I am going

to contest Finley’s correction of Aquinas on one cen-

tral point. Aquinas says that sex stems more from the

material principle in man than from the soul. Finley

disagrees with Aquinas on this point and says that

sex stems more from the substantial form, that is,

from the soul. I will seek to explain why it is Aqui-

nas, and not Finley, who is correct on this point.

Aquinas’s Position

As noted, I am not in dispute with Finley in regard to

his interpretation of Aquinas’s position, but I do

need to place this position (in summary form) before

the reader in order to take up the question of whether

sex stems more from the material or from the formal

principle in man.

Finley helpfully expounds two texts from

Aquinas in which the Angelic Doctor reveals his

understanding of sex (Aquinas, Disputed Questions

on the Soul a.12 ad 7 and On Being and Essence,

chap. 7). It is worth noting that in neither of these

texts is sex the central issue, so Aquinas’s exposition

is frustratingly brief. Nonetheless, it is clear enough

that Aquinas understands sex to be an inseparable

accident of the individual (Aquinas, Disputed
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Questions on the Soul a.12 ad 7) and that this acci-

dent stems more from matter than from the substan-

tial form (the soul; Aquinas, On Being and Essence,

chap. 7).

An inseparable accident of the individual is an

attribute that is present as long as that particular indi-

vidual exists. Nonetheless, this reality does not con-

stitute the core identity of the individual. It is, in this

sense, like an inseparable accident of a species. Such

an accident is not in the definition of the species, yet

it is always present when an individual of that nature

is present. For example, the act of burning is an inse-

parable or proper accident of fire.

Aquinas only gives sex as an example of an inse-

parable accident of the individual. However, one

might imagine that temperament (choleric, phleg-

matic, etc.) is also such a reality because, while tem-

perament does not define the individual at the level

of personhood, it is a characteristic that is always

part of him.

To say that sex stems more from matter than from

form means that matter is the determining factor in

whether this human is male or female.2 Aquinas

understands the male/female distinction in terms of

the specific contribution of each to generation. As

Aquinas understands it, the male produces and deli-

vers sperm, whereas the female provides another

type of matter, namely, menstrual blood (Aquinas,

Summa Contra Gentiles II, 89).3 Obviously, he is not

wholly accurate in this but all that matters for the

present purpose is that male and female are under-

stood in terms of their unique contribution to human

generation.

Since male and female are understood in terms of

their unique contribution to human generation, this

means that sex stems from matter only if matter (and

not the substantial form or an accidental form of the

soul) is the factor that ultimately determines which

role the individual human ends up playing in human

generation. Form obviously always plays a role,

since nothing material can be actual without a form

of some kind. Yet, the issue here is whether it is the

soul or whether it is the matter (into which the soul is

received) that ultimately determines which role the

individual plays in human generation.

As a point of clarification, Finley is clear that sex

is an attribute most strictly said of the whole sub-

stance (the body–soul composite) rather than of the

soul alone. He says: “like sensation, gender is a char-

acteristic of the composite substance, stemming

from the soul” (Finley 2015, 598). Indeed, Aquinas

is clear enough about this since the subject of a

power is always that which is capable of operating,

and it is the composite—the body and soul—that is

capable of generating (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae

I 77.5). Yet, to say that the composite is the subject

of sex does not answer the question as to whether

being male or female stems more from matter or

from the soul.4

Aquinas’s metaphysics gives us at least three

reasons to hold the position that matter is the deter-

mining factor in sex. One reason relates to his anti-

quated biology. Aquinas thought that a female child

was the result of something interfering with the

developmental process orchestrated by the male

seed. The male seed, as the active component in

generation (as he saw things), would produce a like

effect (i.e., a male fetus) unless impeded in its work

by some defect in the seed itself or by some external

material interference (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae

92.1 ad 1). Hence, whether a male or female child

emerged from the process of generation was the

result of material factors. Conclusion: sex stems

from matter.

The second reason to affirm that sex stems from

matter is that the contrary position—that sex stems

from the substantial form or from an accidental

form of the soul—seems to compromise the unity

of the human species (Aquinas, Metaphysics X,

lecture 11). Male and female humans would be

different species. The substantial form determines

the species and so if the soul is feminine as such

or male as such, we are dealing with two distinct

species.

Even if sex were taken to be founded on the gen-

erative power understood as an accidental form of

the soul, the problem of distinct species appears to

remain. This is because the “package” of powers that

flow from a substantial form is determinative (or at

least indicative) of the species. For example, the

addition of the rational powers (intellect and will)

to the sensitive powers (imagination, common sense,

concupiscible appetite, etc.) is what distinguishes

humans from other animals. Hence, a soul with a

specifically female generative power—even when

this power is understood to be an accidental

form—would imply a soul with a different set of

powers as compared to a soul with a male generative

power. Given the different set of powers, we would

have distinct species.

The third reason (which is closely tied to the sec-

ond) is that what pertains to the individual (and not

to the species as such) falls on the side of matter

(Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 3.3). Now, clearly,

sex is proper to the individual and not to human

nature as such. Hence, sex stems more from matter

than from the soul.
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Finley’s Critique of Aquinas and
an Outline of His Own Position

Finley sees various problems with Aquinas’s

position. Finley rejects Aquinas’s understanding

of the process of human generation. He points out

that the determination of whether a child is male

or female is not the result of whether or not the

sperm was thwarted in the full exercise of its

generative capacity.

Furthermore, Finley asserts that it is the soul

alone that can organize matter in the way that it is

organized in the case of sex, that is, into complex

organs that have very specific purposes. Matter can-

not, in Finley’s view, be self-organizing in the way

that would be necessary to account for the generative

organs. He quotes Aquinas himself: “the soul consti-

tutes diverse parts in the body, even as it fits them for

diverse operations [emphasis added]” (Aquinas, Dis-

puted Question on the Soul a.10 ad 17).5

In order to hold his position, Finley understands

that he needs to address the issue of whether it leads

to two separate species. He appears to accept the

logic that a distinctive soul-based power (like a sixth

sense) would constitute a new species, different from

human nature. Were there to be a creature with all

the powers of the human soul (intellect, will, irasci-

ble and concupiscible appetite, sight, hearing, etc.)

plus an additional power—such as the ability to

sense gravity—then we would have something other

than human nature before us. So, the question

becomes: if the particular set of soul powers deter-

mines the species, how can one hold that the genera-

tive power (rooted in the soul) is either male or

female and not end up with two distinct species.

Here, Finley makes a couple of points. First, that

the generative power does not specify the soul in the

way that the other powers do because “gender posits

no further power in virtue of which the animal’s

essence is determined; rather, it concerns precisely

the maintenance of the essence” (Finley 2015,

601). The point seems to be that the generative

power merely provides for the replication of the

creature with a particular set of powers, and these

(other) particular set of powers (excluding the repro-

ductive power) are what specifies the creature as the

kind of thing that it is.

Second, Finley focuses our attention on the

apparently unique character of the generative power,

namely, that it is a “co” power. This is to say that nei-

ther the male nor the female generative power stands

alone. Rather, the one is only a capacity at all when

considered in relation to the other. Alone each is

impotent. Finley (2015) says, “the male and female

powers are distinct not simply in the way that the

five senses are many sense powers, but as mutually

dependent contributors to one action: generation”

(p. 602). According to this logic, the generative pow-

ers are insufficiently complete or autonomous to

constitute powers that would characterize the form

sufficiently to constitute a unique and different

species.

Another way of stating this last point would be to

say that all powers are differentiated by their object,

and Finley is claiming that both generative powers

(male and female) as co-powers have the same ulti-

mate object. Hence, we are not dealing with distinct

powers in the way that sight and hearing are distinct

on account of their distinct objects, namely, color

and sound. Finley acknowledges that the male gen-

erative power and the female generative power have

distinct proximate objects (or objectives), namely,

the production and delivery of sperm and ova,

respectively; however, he sees the unity of their ulti-

mate objective—the generation of human life—as

more significant.

An Examination of Finley’s
Position

Before launching into an examination of Finley’s

position, I need to clarify more precisely what I

understand by the categories of “female” and

“male.” Obviously, this is necessary if I am going

to claim that sex stems principally from the body. I

do not think that my position on this is significantly

different from Finley, but it is as well to make things

as precise as possible.

I understand a female human to be “a human indi-

vidual who has the active potency to develop the

organ needed to produce ova,” and I take a male

human to be “a human individual who has the active

potency to develop the organ needed to produce and

deliver sperm.”6

Here, I have been careful to use the phrase “has

the active potency to develop” rather than merely

“has the organ needed for the production of ova or

sperm” because a woman who has had her ovaries

removed (perhaps as part of a treatment for cancer)

is still a female. Furthermore, a fetus who is moving

toward the specialization of its gonads as testes, but

who miscarries before maturation of these organs, is

still a male.

The phrase “active potency” seeks to get at the

fact that within the zygote there is an entelechy that

moves the individual from within toward the specia-

lization of the gonads as ovaries or testes.7 Certainly,

this trajectory can be hampered or curtailed, but, in
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that case, there still is an inner trajectory that is ham-

pered or is curtailed. That clarified, let us move on to

consider Finley’s critique of Aquinas.

Self-Configuring Matter?

Finley is correct to say that matter cannot be self-

configuring, especially when the material entity

under consideration is highly complex and tailored

to a very definite purpose (as the generative powers

are). However, there is a way to understand how sex

stems from matter that respects this truth.

The matter into which the human soul is infused

is matter already under some form. This prior config-

uration is not “wiped clean” by the infusion of the

human soul. Rather, the new substantial form actua-

lizes the particular potential that is in the matter it

receives, potential that is there on account of its prior

configuration. One might say that the matter has

information in it already, and the new substantial

form—or more exactly an accidental form of the

soul, namely, the generative power—reads this

information and builds the generative organ that is

encoded in the matter. The generative power builds

that organ which is already present in the matter in

potency. If the information is for a male generative

organ, then the generative power (neither male nor

female in itself) builds the male organ, and, likewise,

a female organ, if that is what the matter encodes.

This articulation does not imply that matter is

self-organizing. Rather, the formation and actualiza-

tion of the matter (namely, the emergence of the gen-

erative organ) is an effect of the soul (via the

accident of the generative power), but the matter

fully determines whether the resulting organ is male

or female. Hence, sex is determined by the matter as

informed by the soul.

Eternal Frustration?

Finley holds that if the generative power of the soul

is unsexed in itself then, since one sex will never be

expressed, this would result in an inbuilt frustration

in human nature, something that cannot be counte-

nanced. He says, “upon the soul’s union with the

body, an entire set of the soul’s powers would be

in principle denied the possibility of fulfilment. Each

human would naturally possess built-in frustrations

on the metaphysical level, which opposes Thomas’s

thought and the majority of human experience” (Fin-

ley 2015, 603).

I do not think that it is correct to speak of a frus-

tration here. Rather, it is merely that when a potency

is realized in one manner, this can exclude its

realization of another manner and will surely do so

when these actualities are mutually exclusive. The

generative power is no more frustrated in being

determined (by matter) to be male (rather than

female) than my soul is frustrated when (at concep-

tion) it became the form of the matter that constitutes

my body and not the matter that constitutes yours.

Frustration requires that a potency is in no way

realizable.

Certainly, as Finley notes, if one were born with-

out eyes or ears, then the potency to see or hear

would in no sense be realized: it truly would be fru-

strated. When the generative power is actualized as

male or female on account of matter, it is truly actua-

lized in some way and so it is not frustrated. Perhaps

the closest we can get to the notion of the procreative

power as a frustrated potency would be in the case of

an intersex person in whom neither the female or

male organs have correctly developed.8

Sex and Genetics

Finley is correct to reject Aquinas’s antiquated ideas

about human procreation. Aquinas was unaware of

the existence of the female ovum and gave all the

active agency to the male seed. His understanding

was that the semen was “gunning” for a male child,

but material processes that thwarted the activity of

the semen accounted for a female child. Matter

determined the outcome. We now know that this is

not a plausible explanation of how sex distinction

comes about.

However, this only shows that one argument

offered by Aquinas in favor of sex stemming from

matter is unsound. Demonstrating Aquinas’s error

on this point is not a positive argument in favor of

sex stemming from the soul.

Moreover, what we now know about the process

of human reproduction seems to favor Aquinas’s

position; that sex stems more from the matter than

from the soul. We know that material processes that

are directed by a gene called the Sex Determining

Region on Y (SRY) cause the differentiation of the

gonads in the fetus and that this differentiation

causes a different endocrine regime that completes

the process of sex differentiation, including the

development of secondary sex characteristics. The

fact that in the vast majority of cases the SRY is

on the Y chromosome leads to the rule of thumb that

if we have an X/X configuration, then we have a girl,

and if we have an X/Y configuration, it is a boy.

Even in cases of translocation of the SRY gene to

an X chromosome or other unusual situations where

SRY is impeded in its expression (e.g., androgen
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insensitivity), it is still the material configuration of

the zygote that determines the sex.

Obviously, Finley is aware of all this. His way to

maintain that sex still stems principally from the soul

is to suggests that an X/X matter is that which is

properly disposed for a substantial form with a

female generative power, whereas an X/Y configura-

tion is matter that is properly disposed for a form

with a male generative power; each accordingly

receives the appropriate form. You might say that

God sees that this matter (X/Y configured) is suitable

for a soul with a male generative power and so

infuses such a soul into it. Finley sees this merely

as the application of a more general principle,

namely, that when God sees that a certain matter is

disposed for a human form (since the matter is the

result of the fusion of a human ovum and sperm),

he infuses a human substantial form into it rather

than some other type of substantial form (such as that

of a dog).9

I believe that this way of articulating things has

some problems. First, it seems to relegate matter to

a lower importance in the substance than is neces-

sary. Aquinas’s approach in On Being and Essence

might be characterized as “let matter do what matter

can do and only appeal to the form if need be.” The

color of the body is attributed to the side of matter

because matter (by means of inheritance) can

account for this: there is a redundancy in making

an appeal to the substantial form (or a proper acci-

dent of this form). Something similar is true with

sex. The paradigm offered by Finley makes matter

of too little significance, relegating it to little more

than a sign to the Creator as to the appropriate form

to create and infuse.

My second observation is that gender develop-

ment can be redirected at its early stage. It seems that

a zygote with an SRY gene could be interfered with

so that the SRY gene does not express itself in the

development of testes (e.g., by chemically deleting

the SRY very soon after conception). This human

individual would initially be on a trajectory to

become a mature male but could, conceivably, end

up as a fertile female. This phenomenon cannot be

explained by Finley’s metaphysics but is congruent

with the paradigm that I am suggesting because new

information in the matter would be “read” (by the

generative power) and acted on accordingly.

Finally (and connected with the last point), the

paradigm offered by Finley does not fare as well as

the paradigm I offer here when it comes to an expla-

nation of the phenomenon of intersexed persons. If

the soul is innately female or male, then it is hard

to see how a body could ever emerge that is

ambiguous. Defective or resistant matter would

merely lead to an asexual individual, since in such

cases, the soul would be thwarted in developing

either female or male organs. However, if the soul

is unsexed but the sex is determined by the union

of this form with matter, then some ambiguity of

information in the matter could well account for the

fact that both female and male traits emerge and do

so in an imperfect way.

Different Powers Would Mean Different
Species

I now need to turn my attention to Finley’s treatment

of the objection (to his own position) that were sex to

stem from the soul, this really would imply that men

and women are two separate species. Finley, as I

explained, claims that the generative power is not a

reality that could specify the nature of a thing since

it is merely ordered to replication of the nature.

Hence, a sexed generative power (rooted in the soul)

does not make a different species.

But the reproductive power most certainly is spe-

cifying in the sense of being a specific power. It is

not merely a power to replicate, indifferent to nature,

like a Xerox machine. Rather, it is a power ordered

to the replication of this (and only this) kind of sub-

stance. Just as the nutritive power is not merely a

power to maintain a generic substance but is a power

to maintain this kind of substance. After all, the

nutritive power is tailor-made to the substance: it

retains what this substance needs and filters out what

is useless or harmful to this substance. Likewise, the

generative power is a power ordered to the passing

on of a particular nature.

As noted, Finley also seeks to answer this objec-

tion by pointing to the fact that the generative power

is a “co-power.” His argument implies that the

female and male generative powers have the same

objective (human generation) and so are not distinct

powers in the way that seeing and hearing are dis-

tinct by their distinct objects.

To this, I would respond that the generative male

and female powers (as conceived by Finley) would

be distinct powers because they would have distinct

proximate objectives, namely, the fashioning and

delivery of ova (female) and the fashioning and

delivery of sperm (male). The completion of these

distinct activities completes their respective pur-

poses. That this is the case can be seen from the fact

that these gametes can then be frozen, thawed, and

artificially united to each other in a petri dish; a

human life being formed thereby. That these powers

are not operative during a process like in vitro
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fertilization—and yet human generation can still

occur—indicates that the production of the gametes

(and not human generation itself) marks the comple-

tion of each power’s activity.

The fact that these activities are further ordered to

bring about something more than each power alone

achieves (i.e., the zygote) does not change things.

By way of comparison, the telos of the power of

sight and the telos of the power of hearing are united

in a percept by the power of the common sense,10 yet

each (sight and hearing) has its proper (and specify-

ing) object on account of the respective proximate

goal of each power.

By way of contrast, in the paradigm that I am pro-

posing here, the generative power is bipotent and so

it does not distinguish male and female as separate

species. Moreover, the generative power (as I envi-

sion it) is no less generic after developing specia-

lized reproductive organs than before. Yet, on

account of the material specialization, the composite

now contributes in a specific way to the activity of

generation and so the composite is male or female

on account of that.

Not a Feminine Soul but
Feminization of the Soul

While I do not think that we can speak of feminine

souls and masculine souls (neither in truth nor within

Aquinas’s metaphysical system), we might be able to

speak of a feminized or a masculinized soul. This

would seem to be a corollary of Aquinas’s commit-

ment to the notion of body–soul commensuration.

Commensuration is the idea of mutual coadaption

of matter and form (Aquinas, Summa Contra Gen-

tiles II 81). There is a two-way street here, so to

speak, such that the body leaves its mark on the soul

as well as the soul on the body. On account of com-

mensuration, this human soul is adapted to this par-

ticular body and could not become the form of

another human body. Now, given that all the powers

of the soul are rooted in the one same essence of the

soul, one would expect that, at the moment of

ensoulment, each soul-based power is marked in

some way by the particular body that it is the form

of. This “marking” would not change the inherent

nature of any power (re-specifying it, as it were), but

it would give to this power a certain tendency that

would otherwise not be there: for example, a propen-

sity of the intellect to be drawn toward certain ele-

ments of reality more than others, such as to things

rather than to persons.

Aquinas touches on this idea of body-to-soul

impact when he discusses how it is that one person

is cognitively smarter than another. This is a curious

fact, given that both have the same type of intellect.

After all, we are not like the angels who each have

(or are) a different species of substantial form with

a different grade of intellect. Part of the answer to the

varying cognitive abilities among human beings is

that the intellect uses the body as an instrument for

the gathering and processing of sense data. But the

first reason Aquinas gives for the variation is as

follows:

First, as regards the intellect itself, which is more

perfect. For it is plain that the better the disposi-

tion of a body, the better the soul allotted to it

(quanto corpus est melius dispositum, tanto

meliorem sortitur animam); which clearly

appears in things of different species: and the rea-

son thereof is that act and form are received into

matter according to matter’s capacity: thus

because some men have bodies of better disposi-

tion, their souls have a greater power of under-

standing (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 85.7).

The phrase “the better the disposition of a body,

the better the soul allotted to it” could make it sound

as if God foresees the quality of the future body (on

account of the matter that is supplied by the parents)

and then creates and infuses a soul of compatible

quality. Such an interpretation does not seem correct

in light of what follows because Aquinas says that

“act and form are received into matter according to

matter’s capacity.” Here, we seem to have the appli-

cation of a general principle that act is constrained by

potency (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 7.1). Hence,

it is the quality of the matter (into which the soul is

infused) that constrains the actuality of the soul and

so delimits the excellence of the intellect.

The basic point is that Aquinas accepts that mat-

ter can have a refining affect on the powers of the

soul and so one could readily accept (and expect)

that a feminine body will tend to refine the intellec-

tual and sensitive powers of the soul in a way that is

different from what will occur if a soul informs a

male body. I would propose that this idea is really the

foundation of what John Paul II calls “the genius of

woman” (John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem §30).

Hence, we truly can speak of a feminization of the

soul, but not a feminine soul.

Sex Reassignment Surgery

At the end of his article, Finley very briefly considers

the question of sex reassignment surgery. He does
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not believe that this changes the sex of the individual

but rather neuters him or her. However, at least in the

article itself, the surgery that he envisages is merely

plastic. What if the alteration resulted in sex organs

that really could produce and deliver the requisite

gametes? While currently not possible, in the future,

it might be tenable to produce testes from a woman

using her own stem cells. These organs would then

be transplanted back into the woman, giving her the

power to produce sperm. These would be her sperm,

from a genetic point of view.

It seems that even this kind of change would not

bring about a change in sex according to the para-

digm offered by Finley. In fact, Finley’s paradigm

would make this procedure ontologically impossible.

After all, there would be no male generative power

of the soul to sustain and actualize these new testes.

Would the paradigm that I am defending here

come to a different assessment? The scenario under

consideration certainly seems to be ontologically

possible within this alternative paradigm, in the

sense that the generative power of the soul is not

sexed and so it remains open to actualize the matter

that it has before it. It seems that the soul of the

woman could sustain the “manufactured” and trans-

planted testes.11

Yet, I do not think that such an individual would

fully satisfy the definition of a male because the indi-

vidual would have acquired the capacity to produce

sperm rather than having developed it by some ente-

lechy inherent within the individual. At least, this

individual could not be called a male in a univocal

sense as when it is used for me. After all, I have

defined male as “a human individual who has the

active potency to develop the organ needed to pro-

duce and deliver sperm.” Admittedly, this individ-

ual, with artificially generated testes, now has the

power to produce sperm, but this power is not the

self-unwrapping of an inherent capacity. An analogy

would be the transplantation of a human organ, such

as a pancreas, into a pig. The pig would now have an

ability to produce human insulin. Yet, the pig does

not, thereby, become human. It is one thing to be

able to sustain an organ, it is another to have the

inherent power to generate it.

It is worth noting here that I am affirming (as also

is Finley) that sex is (as Aquinas says) a proper acci-

dent of the individual which flows from the individ-

uating principle of the human being. On this point,

we only disagree as to whether this proper accident

flows more from the form or from the matter. Were

one to truly change sex in undergoing the suggested

procedure, this would entail that sex is not a proper,

but a common, accident, and neither of us hold to

that.12

Furthermore, I would not expect the new testes to

have a masculinizing effect on the soul (as is the case

at conception), since the commensuration of the

form and matter has already happened. It seems that

the commensuration of form and matter is the result

of what happens at the moment that the soul is

infused into the body. This is the moment of mutual

impact, so to speak. This would explain why neither

a continuous turnover of matter—98 percent of all

atoms in a two-year period—nor major organ trans-

plants (Bunzel et al. 1992) affect the temperament of

an individual.

Conclusion

Here, I have sought to show why I am in general

agreement with Aquinas in the way that he positions

sex. By “general agreement,” I mean that sex is a

proper accident of the human individual and that it

is determined by the matter more than by the sub-

stantial form (the soul) or any accidental form of the

soul. Sex relates to the power to generate and to the

specific ways in which the female and male contrib-

ute to generation. This power is rooted in the soul,

but whether this power is actualized in the mode of

the male or the mode of the female is determined

by the matter to which the soul is united and material

processes that are linked to this. The alternative posi-

tion that sex stems principally from the soul is not

compatible with what we know about the biological

development of sex nor with higher-level metaphysi-

cal principles such as the unity of man and woman as

the two expressions of the one same human species.
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Notes

1. In this essay, I will use the word “sex” more than

“gender,” but I take them to be synonyms: both
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relating to how an individual contributes to human

generation.

2. I am using the word “stem” as the English translation

of “consequor.” Aquinas begins the relevant section

of On Being and Essence by saying: “In his tamen acci-

dentibus, quae materiam consequuntur, invenitur quae-

dam diversitas” (On Being and Essence, chap. 5).

3. Compare Disputed Questions on the Power of God q.3

a.9 ad 9 and Summa Theologiae I q.119 a.2.

4. Even though the composite is the subject of the nonra-

tional powers (including the generative power), Aqui-

nas argues that the soul is the “source” of these

power and that they “flow from the essence of the soul,

as from their principle (fluunt ab essentia animae sicut

a principio)” (Summa Theologiae I 77.6). This idea

might, at first sight, seem to support Finley’s conten-

tion (that sex stems from the soul), but in truth it does

not answer the question as to what determines whether

a human being is male or female, it merely points out

that the power to generate originates in the soul, which

I am not contesting. Here, the issue is what accounts

for the determination of the generative power as female

or male.

5. It is not clear from what Finley says whether the orga-

nizing of the matter by the soul is an activity of the

essence of the soul or an accident of the soul, such as

the generative power. The latter seems a more likely

thesis.

6. Ova are distinguished from sperm as being larger,

immobile, and produced in fewer numbers.

7. The word “entelechy” implies that something has

within itself a blueprint for its proper development and

an inner drive towards this end.

8. The term “intersex” here denotes persons with some

primary sex characteristics (interior and exterior geni-

talia) that manifest things in common with both male

and female reproductive configurations.

9. Strictly speaking, in subrational animals, Aquinas

understands the form to be educed from a potency in

the matter (cf. Summa Contra Gentiles II 86).

10. A “percept,” in Aquinas’s psychology, is a mental

image of something that is being sensed. The various

sense inputs (sight, touch, hearing, etc.) are collated

into a single mental entity by a power called “the com-

mon sense.”

11. Here, let us be clear, we are not addressing the morality

of this intervention, which may well entail serious

mutilation in order to align the endocrine system with

the new organs (e.g., the removal of the ovaries). Even

were mutilation not required, the procedure may well

be an immoral rejection of the gift of one’s body as

it is. There is nothing wrong with the body that the

individual currently has and so no need to augment

it. I have left aside such considerations here. What

we are interested in is whether such an intervention

would change the sex of the person.

12. It seems only possible to change sex at the very earliest

moment of human development. For example, were the

Sex Determining Region on Y gene in the zygote

destroyed (e.g., by chemical means), then an individual

human who was on a trajectory to develop testes would

develop ovaries. This may well be possible. However, I

would still argue that sex is a proper accident because

the development of those organs that can produce ova

(ovaries) would flow from the constituent principles of

the individual by the agency of the subject itself. This

would be within the definition of a proper (and not a

common) accident (cf. Summa Theologiae I 77.6, I

Sent 3. 4. 1. Corp).
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