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JHE CONCEPT OF human nature as the intrinsic and
radical source of characteristic human activity has great
importance for natural law ethics. But closely allied to
the concept of human nature is the possibility of there being
transient natures in humans, and this possibility has implica-
tions for human life at its outer edges. What transient natures
are will be discussed in detail below. Let us say for now that
they are the life principles of entities in transition {from one
state of being to ancther. These forms enjoy only a temporary
existence before they disappear and are replaced by other
emerging forms." When applied to the outer limits of human
existence, such transient natures offer useful insights for ad-
dressing the difficult problems of when personhood begins and
when death occurs.

Thomistic philosophy defines a human person as a combina-
tion of matter and form, more commonly referred to as a unity
of body and soul.®* Relative to the beginning of life and the

1 Such natures are discussed in William A. Wallace, O.P., “ Nature and
Human Nature as the Norm in Medical Ethics,” in Catholic Perspectives
on Medical Morals, ed. E.D. Pellegrino et al, Philosophy and Medicine
Series, Vol. 24 (Dordrecht-Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Co., 1889). This
essay was originally presented at an international conference held at the
Joseph and Rose Kennedy Institute of Ethics of Georgetown University,
October 13-16, 1986. For further background against which Wallace’s dis-
cussion should be situated, see his “ Nature as Aunimating: The Soul in the
Human Sciences,” The Thomist 49 (1985): 612-648, and  The Intelligibility
of Nature: A Neo-Aristotelian View,” Review of Metaphysics 38 (1984):
33-56.

2 Thomas Aquinas, St., Summa Theologiae, I, .29, a.4.
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onset of death, this philosophy of person raises the question of
when the soul is infused into the body and when 1t is separated
from it. Is the newly-fertilized zygote capable of receiving and
sustaining the rational soul as its substantial form? Or must
the genetic materials be informed by one or more transient na-
tures before they achieve the internal unity and stability neces-
sary for personhood? At the end of life, the person dies when
the soul leaves the body. Does personal death coincide with the
death of the human organism as a whole? Or can the destruc-
tion of only an essential part of the body, e.g. the cerebral cor-
tex, cause personal death by damaging the body so severely that
it is simply incapable of supporting a rational soul, even
though the rest of the body remains intact and spontaneously
alive? If so, is the remaining organism informed by a succes-
sion of transient substantial forms that maintain its existence
but at ever lower levels of life as it gradually declines toward
total death?

In examining these questions posed by the possibility of
transient natures, my point of departure will be an analysis of
transient natures themselves. Recently, William A. Wallace,
0.P., has begun to explore the philosophical meaning and im-
plications of transient natures for issues such as these® His
findings will be summarized here. The insights gathered from
the exploration of transient natures will next be applied to the
questions of when personhood begins and when death occurs.
This will necessarily employ a framework embracing both the
empirical and the philosophical, with the empirical looking to
the available biological data and the philosophical inquiring
about the impact of these data for determining the status of
human life at its outer edges. Since Aquinas’s natural philos-

3 Wallace, “ Nature and Human Nature . . .” pp. 23-51. Additional back-
ground for his researches, apart from the essays cited in note 1 above, will
be found in his “The Reality of Klementary Particles,” Proceedings of the
American Catholic Philosophical Association 38 (1964): pp. 154-166, and
“ Elementarity and Reality in Particle Physics,” Boston Studies in the
Philosophy of Science, 2nd ed. {Lanham, Md.: University Press of America,
1983), pp. 171-183 and pp. 185-212.
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ophy and metaphysics are grounded in the order reason dis-
covers in nature and not in the order reason imposes on na-
ture,* his philosophy is well suited for this task. Gabriel
Pastrana, O.P., has employed transient natures in the problem
of the beginning of personhood,’ and Alan Shewmon, M.D.*
has used a similar concept in exploring the notion of human
death. Since both Pastrana and Shewmon interpret their bio-
logical data in light of Thomistic principles, their arguments
will be presented here as representative of how transient na-
tures ‘can function at the beginning and end of life. Finally, I
will offer my own reflections on the authors’ positions and on
the issues involved.

The Concept of Transient Natures

Father Wallace situates his discussion of transient natures
within the framework of the Aristotelian-Thomistic hylomor-
phic tradition.” In this view, every natural body 1s a composite
of substance and accidents. Natural substance is also a com-
posite, being made up of two essential principles: prime matter
and substantial form. Of the two, substantial form is the more
important because it not only determines that a being will be
this kind of being and no other, e.g., a dog or a tree, but it also
stabilizes the substance and gives it durability. In Wallace’s
words, “it confers on the protomatter (prime matter) a
stable form of being, so that the natural substance underlies
its accidents in more than transitory fashion.”® Because it

4 Aquinas, Commentary on the Nicomachean Hihics, trans. C. I, Litzinger,
0.P. (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1964), Book I, 1, p. 5.

5 Gabriel Pastrana, O.P., “ Personhood and the Beginning of Human Life,”
The Thomist 41 (1977): 247-294.

6 Alan Shewmon, M.D., “ The Metaphysics of Brain Death, Persistent Vege-
tative State, and Dementia,” The Thomist 49 (1985): 24-80; see also his
“ Ethics and Brain Death: A Response,” The New Scholasticism 61 (1987):
321-344.

7 Hylomorphism refers to the Aristotelian-Thomistic theory that every
corporeal entity is composed of two internal principles of being: prime matter
and substantial form.

8 Wallace, “ Nature and Human Nature,” p. 29.
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organizes matter into a determinate reality, the substantial
form is also the source of the entity’s internal unity and the
root principle of its specific activities. This is the ontological
basis for the celebrated axiom agere sequitur esse, a thing acts
according to its nature. In line with this principle, we come
to know the nature of a thing by observing its activities and
by reasoning from them to the powers that produced them and
ultimately to the nature of the entity itself.

In living things, the substantial form is also a life principle
called the ‘soul’” Depending on the complexity of the life
functions involved, the soul can be classified as vegetative,
animal, or human. Plant and animal souls are material forms
in the sense that they are ¢ educed ’ from the potency of mat-
ter. Already pre-existent potentially in prime matter, these
forms await only the right material dispositions and the action
of the suitable agent to bring them into being.® The human soul
is set apart from other souls because it is endowed with the
spiritual faculties of intellect and will, giving it the power to
understand and the freedom to choose. Since this soul is im-
material and spiritual in its being and operation, it must have
an immaterial source. That is why Catholic teaching insists
that God immediately and directly creates the human soul—
ex mihilo—not only when hominization first occurred in the
universe but also when each individual person is brought into
existence through an act of procreation.®

Against the background of such stable, mature natures, Wal-
lace introduces the expression transient natures’. While the
expression is recent, the concept is not new. Wallace notes
that the scholastics referred to this type of being as an ens
viale, a being “ on the way.” However, the medievals applied
the expression mainly to semina, seeds, which could become
plants or animals. Wallace’s understanding of transient na-
tures is much broader. Drawing on his knowledge of contem-
porary physics, he finds a vast number of transient entities

o Thid,, p. 38.
10 Thid., p. 38,
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among the elementary particles of the universe, including
neutrons, protons, electrons, and many hadrons and leptons.
While extremely short-lived, their existence can be demon-
strated and something can be known about their natures in
terms of their basic forces.™® These entities, however, do not
have stable, mature natures. Rather, as he puts it, they are

. . . transient forms that emerge from the potency of protomatter
under more or less violent conditions and then recede back into
that potency, only to be replaced by another emerging form. Their
organizing form is not a stabilizing form like those of [mature]
natures . . . and yet for the brief period of its existence it is a
specifying form. That is why I refer to them as transient natures,
enjoying in most cases but a fleeting existence, but still part of the
world of nature.*?

Wallace further proposes that transient natures have been
operative in one form or another throughout the various
stages of the universe’s formation. At the beginning of time,
God created the transient natures we now know as the ele-
mentary particles. Under the impetus of the Big Bang, these
particles combined in increasingly complex ways, making new
levels of organization possible. The gradual preparation of
matter for the reception of new and higher forms continued
through successive stages, from the formation of stable ele-
ments and compounds to the emergence of plant and animal
organisms, until the universe was ready for hominization. At
that point, God created the human soul, ex nthilo, ““ to match
the ultimale disposition of matter as it has been prepared, over
billions of years, for its reception.”**

For this study, Wallace’s perspective on the formation of
the universe is less important than his perspective on the gen-
eration of individual plants and higher animals, an outlook
“ that respects natural history as we presently experience it,
where oaks come from other oaks, chimpanzees from other
chimpanzees, and so on.” * His main concern here is the role

11 Thid., p. 36. 13 Thid., p. 40.
22 Thid. 14 Thid., p. 46.
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transient natures may play in preparing matter for new, in
dividual, stable forms or natures. Applied to the matter of
procreation, the issue has special importance for deciding
whether hominization is immediate or delayed. Does God in-
fuse the human soul directly when the sperm cell fertilizes the
human ovum, or does he allow transient natures to play a role
in stabilizing the organism in being so that it is naturally
capable of receiving and sustaining a rational soul before he
actually infuses 1t?

Transient Natures in Generation and Procreation

In the generation of plants, Wallace argues, the seed con-
tains a transient but specific form of life that makes it capable
of internal growth. This transient form sustains the initial
process, provides nourishment for the seedling and directs the
early growth of the organism. If external conditions are favor-
able and the genetic materials are not defective, the emerging
organism will continue to develop until it becomes capable of
receiving and sustaining an individual form of the specific
plant nature. At that point, the stable plant soul is educed
from the potency of the matter.*®

The generation of a higher animal such as a chimpanzee is
more complex than that of plants, for in this case the tran-
sient nature may have to undergo more than one stage of de-
velopment in order to produce an organism of that particular
species.’® Immediately following fertilization, according to
Wallace, the chimpanzee zygote is animated by a transient na-
ture that supports the functions of vegetative life. Then, as
the organism continues to grow, the first transient nature is
replaced by a second that sustains the basic characteristics
of animal life. This second transient nature directs the con-
tinuing development of the organism until the material condi-
tions are finally ripe for the emergence of a new individual of
the species. At that point, the stable animal soul is educed

15 Thid., pp. 43-44.
16 Tbid., pp. 44-45.
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form the potency of matter and another chimpanzee comes
fully into being. Wallace adds that even though the organism
manifests only minimal functions in the initial stages of its
existence, its transient form still belongs to the same species
as the parent organism, since in the order of nature, chim-
panzees come from other chimpanzees. He further observes
that the production of a new individual is not automatic.
Genetic and other material defects can lead to the abortion of
the incipient entity. Twinning, the division of the zygote be-
fore implantation, can also occur, resulting in a number of
chimpanzees rather than a single individual **

In human procreation, the issue is complicated by the re-
quirement that the rational soul must be created directly by
God. Assuming this divine intervention, the question of homi-
nization becomes: when precisely does God create the soul and
infuse it into the developing organism? Wallace sees the
dilemma posed by hominization as involving the larger issue of
God’s relation to and respect for the order of nature:

The peculiar problem presented by hominization really relates to
the divine economy, namely, whether God would produce the sum-
mit of his creation-—a new person, an immortal soul—without hav-
ing the proper quantitative dispositions present to match it and
stabilize it in being. Throughout the entire course of nature new
substances are educed from the potency of protomatter only when
such conditions are met. . . . There is no theological reason to hold
that the human soul comes to be individuated in other than a nat-
ural way. . . . God creates the individual immaterial form with a
transcendental order to quantitative dispositions already present
in an incipient human form.*®

Wallace opts for delayed hominization on the basis that it
accords better with nature’s other operations. Again transient
natures provide a new way of conceptualizing this process.
With the completion of fertilization, the zygote is animated by
a substantial form that, while pertaining to the human species,
is only transitory in its mode of operation. The organism’s

17 Thid., p. 46. 18 Thid., pp. 48-49.
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initial stages of existence are characterized by activities that
are essentially vegetative or animal in nature. While it may
not be possible to differentiate clearly between the vegetative
and animal forms of life, or even to identify the precise num-
ber of transient forms involved, one may still maintain that
during its early stages the developing entity lacks the material
organization and stability requisite for receiving and sustain-
ing a rational soul. In this perspective, the initial stages of
development may best be seen as a period during which tran-
sient natures prepare the organism in a gradual way for the
reception of the spiritual soul.

Hominization and Dehominization

Wallace’s application of transient natures to the problem
of delayed hominization was developed in the context of his
work on the modeling of human nature. In subsequent dis-
cussions, he has taken account of Dr. Shewmon’s study on
brain death and has speculated about the possibility of a ° de-
hommization ’ process at the end of human life as the natural
correlate of the hominization process with which it may have
begun.®® ' d

In theorizing about dehominization,” Wallace employs a
distinction between ‘passive’ and ‘active’ death developed
by the Polish philosopher Mieczystaw Krapiec, O.P.*° Death

19 These discussions took place mainly at the St. Thomas Aquinas Col-
loquium held at the Dominican House of Studies, Washington, D.C., on the
weekend from January 30 to February 1, 1987. At the conclusion of the
colloquium, Fr. Wallace prepared a brief paper with the title “ Hominiza-
tion and Dehominization,” which summarized positions that had emerged
during the weekend. Though not intended for publication, Fr. Wallace has
made the paper available to me and given his permission to reproduce its
esgsential content in what follows. I also wish to thank Fr. Wallace for his
careful reading of a draft of this essay and for his numerous substantive and
stylistic suggestions that led to an improvement of the final version of this
study.

20 See his I-Man: An Outline of Philosophical Anthropology, translated by
Marie Lescoe, Andrew Woznicki, Theresa Sandok, et al. and abridged by F. J.
Lescoe and R. B. Duncan, (New Britain, Conn,; Mariel Publications, 1985),
PP 166-186,
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“accepted passively ” indicates the decomposition of the
human organism or the separation of the soul from the body,
while death “understood actively ” refers to the real experi-
ence of death by the human spirit. This latter experience oc-
curs at the moment when the person becomes capable of mak-
ing a final decision about life, a moment that represents the
culmination of all the changeable acts performed during the
entire span of bodily existence. Active death, Krapiec argues,
is a transtemporal experience that takes place in the realm of
the spirit and beyond the point at which the individual can
return to the temporal and changeable condition of earthly
life?* Thus, it does not ceincide with the co-activity of the
brain. The implicit conclusion is that the human soul at the
moment of active death has already departed from the body
and subsists as an individual substance.

Wallace focuses on the absence of brain activity in the per-
sonal experience of death to draw a further corollary. Accord-
ing to the Thomistic theory of knowledge, all human knowing
in the state of union with the body occurs by reflection on
phantasms,”® which are produced by the cogitative power
through the intermediary of various brain states. As long as
the soul operates with phantasms, it can make changes through
its higher powers of intellect and will, and it does not reach
the point of ultimate decision. Conversely, at the moment in
time when phantasmal activity ceases, these changes are no
longer possible and the individual’s rational life is over. If the
intellect and will function later, they do so as separated sub-
stances and not as the operative powers of a natural body. In
other words, the person’s truly human and changeable exist-
ence 1s ended, and the human soul, precisely as human, ceases
to have any proper function it can exercise in the body. The
moment of active death, viewed passively, becomes the mo-
ment in which the human soul departs from, or is separated

from, the body.

21 Thid., p. 179.
22 Aquinag, Summa Theologiae, I, q.84, a.7.
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If this analysis is correct, and the body continues to mani-
fest vital activities, it does so as a humanoid organism. The
body is specifically human, and thus should be classified under
the human species, but it no longer possesses a stable human
nature and will gradually decline and decay. Its life functions
in this state can be seen as those of a transient nature, human
In origin but sensory and vegetative in actual operation. There
is therefore a succession of substantial forms in the humanoid
organism, and the overall dying process can be referred to as
one of dehominization.

The Beginnming of Personhood

With this we are prepared to focus on Pastrana’s views on
the beginning of personhood. Although he makes only one
reference to transient natures, the concept is clearly operative
in his study. In his discussion of fetal personhood, Pastrana’s
point of departure is the current biological information on
what takes place during the earliest stages of zygote existence.
He then subjects these data to a philosophical assessment in
which he poses two fundamental questions: “ When does in-
dividual life begin, that is, what is an individual human being
and when is its individuation realized in the fetus?” and
“ What is meant by personhood, and how and when can it be
applied to the fetus? ”

Biological Data

Relying on the scientific data furnished by Hellegers and
Diamond,* Pastrana notes several stages of growth and or-
ganization in the zygote. The first stage is cell division or
mitosis during which the zygote divides into two carbon copies
of itself. These in turn divide into four, then eight, and so on.
Mitosis continues and results in the formation of a hollow

23 Pastrana, p. 273.

24 Andre E. Hellegers, “ Fetal Development,” Theological Studies 31
(1970) : 3-9; James J. Diamond, * Abortion, Animation, and Biological Homi-
nization,” Theological Studies 36 (1975): 305-324.
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sphere of cells called the blastocyst, with the embryo itself be-
ing referred to as a blastula. At this stage, the cells have al-
ready assumed an inner and an outer configuration. The inner
cell mass will assume the form of the fetus and eventually the
features of a child. Following a different pattern, the remain-
ing outer cells begin the task of implantation and are destined
to become the placenta and the fetal membranes.® However,
despite the flurry of highly-organized activity that is taking
place at this stage of development, Pastrana is in full agree-
ment with Helleger’s conclusion “that, although at fertiliza-
tion a new genetic package is brought into being within the
confines of one cell, this anatomical fact does not necessarily
mean that final irreversible individuality has been achieved.” #¢

For Pastrana, the reluctance of biologists to affirm irrever-
sible individuality until after implantation rests on their aware-
ness that the zygote and the cells formed from it remain un-
differentiated for two or even three weeks following fertiliza-
tion. From conception up until the fourteenth day or so of
gestation, the zygote sometimes divides to produce identical
twins or even multiple offspring. Furthermore, experiments
seem to indicate that on rare occasions the reverse phenom-
enon of twinning occurs and multiple zygotes recombine into a
single entity capable of subsequent normal growth. Twinning
and recombination point to the fact that in the early stages of
fetal development, biological individuality is not irreversibly
fixed. To explain these biological happenings, Pastrana appeals
to the notions of totipotency and cell differentiation.”

As the zygote undergoes the process of mitosis, each cell is
totipotential, i.e., it is undifferentiated and capable of devel-
oping into any subsequent type of cell whatever (blood, brain,
etc.). Laboratory experiments offer some support for this con-
clusion. A developing cluster of cells can be divided, and if the

25 Pagtrana, p. 276. Cf. also B. I. Balinsky, An Introduction to Embryology,
4th edition (Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders Company, 1975), pp. 114-119.

26 Hellegers, p. 5.

27 Pastrana, p. 276.
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parts are allowed to grow, each one will develop into a normal
adult. If the separated groups of cells are rejoined before they
become differentiated, a normal, single entity will result. An-
other point may be added. Prior to differentiation, cells from
one part of the organism can be grafted onto another part
without affecting subsequent growth. However, if the grafting
is done after differentiation has taken place, some type of
monster will emerge. Differentiaticn, then *reveals much
about the process of formation and behavior of the zygote at
that early stage of pregnancy.”

The decisive event for cell division and for biological indi-
viduality and stability seems to be the arrival of what is
termed the primary organizer, an entity that appears toward
the end of the second week of gestation. Pastrana concedes
that much more is known about what this organizer does than
about its origin or how it produces its effects. However, re-
gardless of how it performs its functions, Pastrana insists that
it plays an essential role in effecting cell differentiation and
establishing biological individuality.

If this organizer does not appear, or if it is removed, no subse-
qguent differentiation will occur. No subsequent differentiation of
specific organ systems can take place unless this organizer orders
the pluripotential cells to differentiate into such specific organ sys-
tems. Another crucial point is that when the primary organizer
appears, the unity of the organism is established: twinning and/
or recombination ean no longer occur. For these reasons, Diamond
concludes that we can justifiably hold that at fertilization are laid
down only the characteristics of the subsequently hominizable
entity (ies), the hominization and the individualization of which
cannot be posited until late-second or early-third week after fertili-
zation.?

These considerations provide Pastrana with the biological
information he needs to answer the philosophical question un-
der consideration: Is the fetus an individual human being?

28 Thid.
29 Ibid., p. 227.
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The possibility of twinning and recombination along with the
dramatic effects produced by the primary organizer force the
conclusion that the appearance of this organizer is crucial for
fetal individuality. But what bearing does this biological in-
formation have for the question: Is the fetus an individual
human being in the philosophical sense? A response to this
question requires a brief glance at Pastrana’s philosophy of
individuality.

Philosophical Individuality
Since Pastrana’s philosophy of individuality is relatively
brief, it may be cited in its entirety.

Philosophically considered, an individual is an entity which in and
by itself is one and indivisible. Thus, besides the specific difference
it has by being what it is, a numerical difference is added: it is
one entity within the species it belongs to and, being one, it seals
off the possibility of division, multiplication, or reunification. This
oneness is achieved through the determination brought about by
the full disposition of the matter for the advent of the form.*

By stressing oneness, indivisibility, and numerical difference,
this concept of individuality not only emphasizes unigue-
ness but also excludes the possibility of division, multiplica-
tion, or recombination once individuality has been definitively
established.

Pastrana is convinced that the scientist and the philosopher
can comment on the biological behavior of the embryo in the
early stages of its existence in a remarkably similar way. The
biologist speaks of the phenomena of twinning and recombina-
tion, the totipotency of the cell mass, and the radical differ-
ences in the organism’s behavior before and after implanta-
tion. The philosopher talks about the necessity of the matter
having to go through stages of preparation and organization
before it can be receptive of a particular form. With the ap-
pearance of the primary organizer and the radical changes it

80 Thid,, p. 281.
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effects, the scientist can then refer to the developing embryo
as “a biological human individual.” ** The philosopher inter-
prets this change in biological activity as an indication that the
matter has been sufficiently organized to receive and sustain
the substantial form that qualifies it both specifically and nu-
merically as an individual human being. When does the em-
bryo become a human being? Both the bioclogical evidence and
its philosophical interpretation point to “ the period from the
second to the third week (14th to 22nd day) after fertilization
as the time of the appearance of the biological individual
human being, or more strictly . . ., its nonappearance before
that time.” **

Pastrana moves from his discussion of individuality to that
of personhood with the observation that the concept of person
“1is much broader and richer than that of a human individual
substance.” * Persons are characterized by the following four
attributes: autonomy of being, incommunicability, distinet-
ness, and dynamic openness. Persons are special among in-
dividuals because their substantial form is the rational soul.
In its role as form, the soul related to the body as act to po-
tency. Since it Is Immortal in nature, the soul is also a self-
subsisting entity, ie., it has its own act of existence. Thus,
the soul not only confers numerical individuation on the body,
but it also communicates its own act of existence to the body
so that one being results, unified by sharing the same exist-
ence. This ontological oneness, stemming from the common
act of existence, so unifies a person that participation in its
being or self-communication of its being would amount to the
destruction of its very nature.®* However, the ontological di-
mengsion does not exhaust the full measure of person. Pastrana
also includes a “ dynamic openness ” as an essential quality of
personhood. Everyone’s life history includes unusual physical,

31 Thid.

32 Thid., p. 282.

38 Ibid., p. 284.

34 Thid., p. 286-288. Cf. alse Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, IIT, q.73, a.2.
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psychological, and relational changes as that person passes
from first existence, to full adulthood, and on to death. How-
ever, while remaining “ infinitely open to new forms and ac-
tualizations,” the person keeps its unity, incommunicability,
and distinctness.*

Fetal Personhood

Finally, Pastrana addresses the last question he raised when
beginning his philosophical analysis, namely: When can per-
sonhood be applied to the fetus? Since the philosopher must
theorize from the scientific information to the conclusion that
the human substantial form or the soul is present or not, the
beginning of personhood becomes a matter of determining
when there is a biological structure sufficient for receiving and
sustaining the human soul. Pastrana does not specify clearly
when this event occurs. However, his line of reasoning indi-
cates that the beginning of personhood coincides with the ad-
vent of the primary organizer. Certainly, this is when philo-
sophical individuality takes place. Prior to the presence of the
organizer, the philosophical demands for hominization are not
fulfilled. Internal unity and stability have not been achieved,
nor has numerical individuality been decided. Thus, the
emerging entity does not meet the philosophical requirements
Pastrana considers necessary for personhood, namely: auton-
omy of being, incommunicability, distinctness, and dynamic
openness. On the other hand, the behavioral changes effected
by the primary organizer are dramatic enough to be inter-
pretable as a signal of the soul’s presence. Then, “ the new in-
dividual substance subsists; . . . it becomes incommunicable,
so that no other form can substantially affect it without de-
stroying it; it is distinct and specifically determined by the
uniquely human rational formality; and it is open to new
actualization. ...” %

35 Thid., p. 289.
36 Thid., p. 291.
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Transient Natures

Assuming that hominization does not occur until about the
second or third week after fertilization, what is the nature of
the emerging embryo until that time? Pastrana acknowledges
that “the product of conception is from its very beginning a
certain entity, and as such we would be forced to assign it
some sort of form.” 3" As indicated earlier, the substantial
form is not only a specifying form but also a stabilizing one,
that gives durability to being. The unstable and erratic be-
havior of the embryo during the initial stages of its existence
precludes the possibility of a stable sustantial form. However,
the exact nature of the “ ongoing, undetermined entity ” is not
an important issue for Pastrana. The particular kind of or-
ganism that is emerging is “ better understood philosophically
by what the entity is tending to or is going to be than by what
it is when undergoing the process of change.”*®* Thus, even
if the early stages of embryonic life are characterized by vege-
tative and sensory functions and activities, it is unnecessary to
revive the theory of the succession of souls for an explanation.
Transient natures provide a better solution. Prior to the ad-
vent of the primary organizer, Pastrana declares that “it
would be more in agreement with the biological evidence to
consider the product of conception as animated by a transient
form.” *°

The Demise of Personhood: Hylomorphism and
Brain Death

Shewmon enters into his discussion of hylomorphism and
brain death through the “back door,” as he puts it, by asking
“ how much tissue can be removed from the original body and
kept independently alive, without killing the person? Another
way of phrasing it might be: What is the minimum part of

37 Tbid., p. 283.

28 Thid.
89 Tbid.
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the human body still capable of supporting the human es-
sence? ”* In an effort to answer this question, Shewmon
imagines a bizarre hypothetical laboratory experiment on a2
patient. One part after another is removed from this patient’s
body until it is reduced to the “ brain alone, floating in a warm
solution and connected to the cardiopulmonary, dialysis, and
parenteral nutrition machines.” ** However, even in this trun-
cated state, the person continues to exist, thinking, remember-
ing, imagining, and wishing just as in the past, although no
longer able to communicate with others. Since consciousness
is still present, the spiritual soul continues to inform what hittle
matter is left.*? A skillful neurosurgeon could perform a dif-
ferent version of this same experiment by carefully removing
the living brain from the skull and placing it in a nutrient
solution. With the aid of some mechanical devices, the re-
maining body would show some degree of functional unity at
the vegetative level and could perform the whole gamut of
vegetative activities, However, though it may look like a per-
son, the body is not a person but a vegetative organism with
its own substantial form. Shewmon maintains that the phys-
ical condition of this “ brainless vegetative substance” is ex-
actly the same as that of a person who has suffered total brain
death, except that the former condition is surgically in-
duced.” *

Both versions of this experiment support Shewmon’s con-
viction that the brain is the critical structure for sustaining
the human soul and mediating consciousness. In the labora-
tory experiment, the person does not die when the respirator
is removed from this “vegetative human-looking organism
but rather when the machines are disconnected from the float-

40 Shewmon, “The Metaphysics of Brain Death, Persistent Vegetative
State, and Dementia,” The Thomist 49 (1985) : 44,

41 Ibid., p. 45. Shewmon begins his discussion of the hypothetical experi-
ment on p. 44 and concludes it on p. 47.

42 Thid.

42 Ibid., p. 46.
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ing brain. Shewmon concludes: ““it should therefore be equal-
ly evident that, in the natural context, a person will die (and
his spiritual soul will leave the body) the moment his brain
dies, irrespective of whether the rest of the body maintains
some vegetative integrity or not.” **

Hylomorphism and Persistent Vegetative State

In a persistent vegetative state, the cerebral cortex is de-
stroyed, but the brainstem continues to function normally.
Since the brainstem is responsible for regulating respiration
and such spontaneous, vegetative activities as swallowing,
sleep/wake cycles, etc., the vietim remains alive but un-
conscious In a ‘“‘ persistent vegetative state.” In relation to the
laboratory experiment described above, Shewmon argues that
if the upper brain were removed and the brainstem left in the
vegetative body, the organism’s condition would be identical
to the most severe instances of the persistent vegetative state.
In extreme cases of this condition, the neocortical tissues self-
destruct and eventually liquefy. In less severe instances, “ only
the nerve cells themselves are lost, leaving a residual shrunken
hemisphere, . . . totally lacking any functional potential.” *°
Because the brainstem continues to operate, patients are able
to breathe spontaneously and go through what appear to be
sleep/wake cycles. However, these periods of being awake
“ are not conscious wakefulness * since the patients do not have
any real awareness of themselves or of their environment.
When this condition is irreversible, there is no possibility of
recovery because the brain cells cannot be regenerated. Con-
sequently, Shewmon concludes that patients in a severe and
irreversible vegetative state are dead since they do not and
can never exhibit any human functions. The structure of the
body is simply no longer capable of sustaining the human soul.
This state, therefore, like that of brain death, implies that the per-
son has already died. The moment the brain cells in the hemis-

44 Thid., p. 47.
45 Thid., p. 35.
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pheres and upper brainstem become irreversibly damaged, the
body is rendered incompatible with the human essence, forcing a
substantial change. The spiritual soul departs and a vegetative
soul is actualized.*®

Shewmon hastens to add that great caution must be exer-
cised before diagnosing a persistent vegetative state as irre-
versible. Currently, there are no reliable criteria available to
make that judgment with certainty. Consequently, patients
in a persistent state should not be declared dead merely be-
cause their condition is probably irreversible. As a practical
guideline, Shewmon cites with approval the recommendation
of the President’s Commission that “ extensive observation
should be made before diagnosing permanent loss of conscious-
ness, and that in cases of hypoxic/ischemic brain damage, at
least one month of observation should elapse.*’

While the irreversibility of a condition generally cannot be
determined with certainty, Shewmon cites some exceptions to
this rule. Hydrocephaly is one of those conditions in which
the irreversibility of cerebral destruction is known definitively.
A hydrocephalic infant is one who appears normal but whose
developing cerebral hemispheres have been completely de-
stroyed due to a massive stroke or a severe infection suffered
during gestation. At birth, “ there is nothing but water in the
head.” ** The brainstem remains intact so the infant looks and
behaves just like normal infants. However, it soon becomes
clear that the infant is not developing any functions dependent
upon higher brain structures. This condition can be diagnosed
accurately at birth by a CT scan or by cranial ultrasound. De-
spite the infant’s normal appearance and behavior at birth,
Shewman is forced “ to conclude that the baby has actually
died ¢n utero and that what was born was actually an infant
humanoid animal.” *°

46 Thid., p. 48.
47 Thid,, . 68.
8 Thid., p. 72.
49 Ibid., p. 73.
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Hylomorphism and Dementia.

At this point, Shewmon asks whether the line of reasoning
pursued for persistent vegetative states can be extended still
further and applied to instances of dementia. This extension
would trace the irreversible damage not just to the cerebral
cortex in general but would attempt to pinpoint the specific
part of the cortex that controls human actions. The cogitative
sense of the scholastics is central to Shewmon’s reasoning here.
He notes that St. Thomas envisioned the function of the cogi-
tative sense to be that of collating the sensory information
needed for the operation of the agent intellect. Although St.
Thomas does not mention it, Shewmon believes that the cogi-
tative sense must have a similar relation to the will, ie., a
motor analogue that “ translates the commands of the will into
specific patterns of neuronal activity which regulate other
parts of the brain.” *° Consequently, he is convinced that the
physical basis of the cogitative sense is the area of the cerebral
cortex critical for the functioning of the spiritual faculties of
intellect and will, the faculties that distinguish persons from
all other animals. But in what part of the cerebral cortex is
the cogitative sense located? To answer this question, Shew-
mon embarks on a detailed examination of the structure and
functions of the cerebral cortex. His basic point “is not a
neuro-anatomical one but a philosophical one: that the death
of a person can come about through destruction of only those
parts of the brain which are necessary for the proper function-
ing of the intellect and will.” ** A brief summary of his thought
will suffice here.

Structurally, the cerebral cortex is divided into primary,
secondary, and tertiary areas, with the latter two also being
known as association areas. The primary and secondary re-
gions are not essential for intelligence, freedom, and self-con-
sciousness. Ixperiments indicate that these regions can be

50 Thid., pp. 52-53.
51 Ihid., p. 59.
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damaged or removed without the person losing self-conscious-
ness or the ability to think or choose. Since the cogitative
sense must be located in a structure that is essential for the
operation of the intellect and will, the tertiary association cor-
tex is the only remaining candidate. Shewmon relates this as-
sociation’s hemispheres to the intellect, its frontal lobe to the
will. Both the left and right hemispheres of the tertiary area
process information for the intellect but do so in different ways.
Lesions to the left hemisphere interfere “ with . . . the analytic,
semantic or meaning aspects of thought and language,” while
lesions to the right one hinders” the synthetic, holistic, and
gestalt applications.” 2 The motor analogue of the tertiary as-
sociation region is located in the frontal lobe of the cortex and
affects the activities of the will. Thus, a bilateral prefrontal
lobotomy results “in impaired sequencing of behavior, unin-
hibited interference from inappropriate distractions, thought-
less impulsivity in actions, and inability to formulate and
carry out long-term goals, all resulting in a lack of moral re-
sponsibility.” 5

Here again, the hypothetical patient in the laboratory serves
as an illustration. If the primary and secondary sensory and
motor cortex are removed from the floating brain, the person
still continues to exist and remains conscious, “ thinking about
himself and wishing he were not in such a sorry state.”® If
these same parts are put back into the original body from which
the brain was taken, it is now a “humanoid animal” with
vegetative activities as well as “ primitive sensorimotor func-
tions.” However, the floating brain is the person. Death oc-
curs when the association cortices of the floating brain are de-
stroyed, regardless of what happens to the humanoid animal.
For Shewmon, the conclusion is clear: “ the life and death of a
person are dependent not upon the whole brain, but upon only
a critical part of the cerebral cortex.” ® It does not matter if
this critical part is destroyed by surgery or by natural disease,

52 Thid., p. 56. 54 Tbid., p. 58.
58 Thid. 55 Thid., p. 59.
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for the result is the same: “ the death of a person, even though
a humanoid animal body is left behind.” *

Shewmon does not consider his discussion of partial brain
death to be a “{ar-fetched theoretical speculation.” On the
contrary, selective destruction of the neocortex occurs fairly
often in medicine. Alzheimer’s disease is a case In point. While
this disease is accompanied by a gradual degeneration of the
neocortex In general, it primarily affects “the prefrontal and
parietal tertiary association cortices.”® If the disease pro-
gresses to ‘the chronic stage, it causes severe atrophy in the
critical structures of the brain, producing changes so profound
that the body cannot sustain the human soul.

Patients at this stage of the illness have sensory perception and
cap move around, but do not speak or show any evidence of in-
tellectual understanding of their surroundings; their behavior is
governed totally by primitive impulses. “ Dementia > is really an
excellent term for this state, since it indicates that the mind is no
longer there. The body has been rendered incompatible with the
human essence, so a substantial change must have taken place.
The spiritual soul must have left the body, so that the person is
now in the next life, while an animal which looks like the former
person remains on earth.

Shewmon urges even greater caution in diagnosing instances
of chronic dementia than he does for patients in persistent
vegetative states. As yet, there is no reliable method of find-
ing out when the critical degree of brain damage has occurred.
Thus, demented persons should be given the benefit of the
doubt and treated with all the love and respect due to any
sick person. Moreover, even if precise standards were avail-
able and they confirmed that the person had become demented
to the point of death, the life of the remaining humanoid
animal should not necessarily be terminated out of respect to
the person that the animal used to be. However, Shewmon
might make some exceptions to this rule in the future:

56 Thid.
57 Thid.
58 Tbid., p. 60.
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If there were sufficient reasons, however, it would be justified not
only to withhold simple means of life support as antibiotics and
intravenous, but even painlessly to put the animal “to sleep,” as
is sometimes done even to beloved pets which are terminally ill.
This would not be euthanasia, because we are speaking of some
future age when medical technology is advanced enough to deter-
mine that the patient has already died.®®

Virtual Presence and Transient Forms

When the death of the person does not coincide with that
of the entire organism, Shewmon characterizes the remaining
entity as either a humanoid animal or a vegetative body as it
passes through stages of dehominization. To explain the
source of these vegetative and animal forms, he turns to St.
Thomas’s notion of virtual presence. According to St. Thomas,
lower forms are virtually, not actually, present in compounds
and higher living things. For example, the forms of hydrogen
and oxygen are virtually, not actually, present in water. If
the right conditions arise, these virtual forms can become ac-
tualized. According to Shewmon, virtual presence accounts for
the natural tendency of things to change according to specific
patterns rather than in a random or chaotic manner.®® Thus,
when water undergoes a substantial change in electrolysis, it
will always be the virtual forms of oxygen and hydrogen that
become actualized.

The concept of virtual presence is crucial for Shewman’s
process of dehominization. Although the spiritual soul incor-
porates the animal, vegetative, and spiritual levels into a single
individual, the animal and vegetative powers remain virtually
present in the person. Should the right material dispositions
occur, these souls can become actualized. Structural damage
to a critical part of the brain may be so severe that it forces a
substantial change and results in the death of the person.
Then, Shewman argues, the human soul leaves the body and a
new vegetative or animal soul is educed from the potency of

59 Thid., p. 73.
60 Thid., p. 42.
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the remaining matter where it had been virtually present all
along.®* In irreversible persistent vegetative states, a vegeta-
tive soul will be educed; in severe instances of dementia, an
animal soul will be educed.

Although Shewmon does not appeal to transient natures to
explain the activities of wvegetative bodies and humanoid
animals, these natures are not incompatible with his thought.
The vegetative and animal souls that animate the human or-
ganism after the demise of the person are certainly much more
stable than those that are operative prior to the beginning of
personhood. However, despite their durability, the vegetative
and animal life-principles are not the stable forms of human
nature. Rather, they are transient in the sense of being inter-
mediary forms directing the life of the organism during the
process of dehominization.

Personal Reflections

In general, transient natures can be helpful in discussing the
complex problem associated with the beginning of personhood
and the onset of total death. If a theory of delayed hominiza-
tion is accepted, one still has to account for the human organ-
ism that is present from the moment of fertilization. Not only
does this being have a unique and complete genetic package,
but it also has an innate orientation to become an adult per-
son. Transient natures provide some insight into the nature
and the behavior of the human embryo during the initial
stages of its existence. Similarly, if one holds the less plausible
theory of dehominization, the remaining organism is still
specifically human and its activities need to be explained.
Transient natures can also be helpful here. However, the de-
scription of the entity during its transient phases needs im-
provement. Designating certain patients as “ vegetative en-
tities ” or, especially, as “ humanoid animals ” jars the sensibili-
ties of the average person. Perhaps a distinction between a

61 Thid., pp. 42-43.
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human person and a human being would be preferable. While
there are some obvious difficulties with the distinction, it
nevertheless retains and stresses the humanness of the being
that is in transition.

The Beginning of Personhood

Pastrana’s conclusion about the beginning of personhood is
quite plausible. While the precise relationship of the human
biological structure to the person remains a mystery, the
Thomistic philosopher must still have recourse to scientific in-
formation when deciding the presence of personhood. Pastrana
probes this relationship from both a philosophical and an em-
pirical perspective. His philosophical approach to individuality
reflects the Thomistic insight that an individual is a subsisting
being composed of matter and form, undivided in itself, and
divided from every other thing.®* “ Undivided in itself ” per-
tains to the entity’s indissoluble unity, while “divided from
every other thing ” situates the individual within the realm of
things as existing uniquely in its own way. This emphasis on in-
ternal unity and numerical difference excludes the possibility
of division, multiplication, or recombination, once individuality
has been definitively established. Although the presence of the
spiritual soul makes the person a special kind of individual, the
person nevertheless shares in the common properties of an in-
dividual. Therefore, what applies to the individual relative to
the impossibility of division, ete., applies equally to the per-
son. R

Pastrana’s careful analysis of the biological information
available from the early stages of embryo development indi-
cates that the peried of time from fertilization to implantation
is one of preparation and organization. The crucial event in
this phase of activity is the appearance of the primary or-
ganizer. However, the numerous scientific phenomena that
occur before its arrival force the conclusion that biological in-
dividuality is not definitively established until then.

62 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q.29, a.4,
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Applying the agere sequitur esse axiom, the behavior of the
organism reveals an instability in being that signals a corres-
ponding instability in nature. In its initial phases of existence,
the organism simply does not {ulfill the philosophical demands
for personhood and individuality. It is not a question of the
matter being inadequately organized. What is known of the
genotype and the life of the early cluster of cells reveals a very
complex organization. Rather, the difficulty stems from the
lack of internal unity and stability in the developing human
being. It is not yet uniquely one entity. Prior to the presence
of the organizer, it is not determined if there will be one, two,
or more individuals. Thus, the emerging embryo does not meet
the philosophical requirements of internal unity, uniqueness,
and incommunicability necessary for personhood until the or-
ganizer appears. I agree with Pastrana that the period be-
tween fertilization and implantation is best seen as one in
which transient natures gradually prepare the organism for
the reception of the spiritual soul.

The changes brought about by the appearance of the prim-
ary organizer are so profound that a Thomistic philosopher
can reasonably interpret them as an indication of the soul’s
presence. Not only is individuality definitively settled, but the
human being can develop along definite lines. New structures
can emerge, new functions can be acquired, and, eventually,
self-consciousness, freedom, and personal relationships can be
experienced. When does hominization occur? Both the bio-
logical information and its philosophical interpretation point
to the second or third week after the completion of fertiliza-
tion, or about the time of implantation.®

It should be pointed out that this conclusion is not at odds
with the teaching of the Catholic Church. In its Declaration
on Abortion, the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith has explicitly addressed this problem:

63 Pastrana, p. 282. Cf. also Hellegers, p. 5; and Diamond, p. 315. An-
other helpful article for fetal development is Clifford Grobstein, “ The Early

Development of Human Embryos,” Journel of Medicine and Philosophy 10
(1985) : 213-236.
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This declaration expressly leaves aside the question of the mo-
ment when the spiritual soul is infused. There is not a unanimous
tradition on this point and authors are as yet in disagreement. For
some it dates from the first instant, for others it could not at least
precede nidation. It is not within the competence of science to
decide between these views, because the existence of an Immortal
soul is not a question in its field. It is a philosophical problem
from which our moral affirmation remains independent for two rea-
sons: (1) supposing a belated animation, there is still nothing less
than a human life, preparing for and calling for a soul in which the
nature received from parents is completed; (2) on the other hand,
it suffices that this presence of the soul be probable (and one can
never prove the contrary) in order that the taking of life involve
accepting the risk of killing another man, not only waiting for but
already in possession of his soul.

While beyond the scope of this study, it is worth noting
that a theory of delayed hominization raises important ethical
issues. Questions about the beginning of personhood are not
ethically significant in the normal course of human reproduc-
tion and fetal gestation. However, when posed in the context
of abortion, abortifacients, frozen embryos, experimentation on
zygotes, and embryo wastage from in wvitro fertilization, such
questions have far-reaching moral ramifications., What is the
nature of human life in its initial stages and what moral claims
does it make on those from whom it developed and on society
at large?

Human Death

The approach to personhood at the end of life parallels that
at the beginning, but it moves in a different direction. In
Thomistic philosophy, the person dies when the soul leaves the
body, destroying its internal unity and its radical capacity for
human functions. That is clear enough. However, defining
what is meant by death is much easier than determining when
it has taken place. In the not too distant past, the diagnosis

64 “ Declaration on Abortion,” Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith, November 18, 1974, n. 19,
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for death was based on the permanent absence of heartheat
and breathing. However, the development of life-support sys-
tems has complicated the matter. Modern artificial respirators
have made it possible to revive patients whose hearts and
breathing have stopped, or even to maintain ventilation and
circulation artificially, at least temporarily, beyond the death
of the person. On what basis, then, can a person be declared
dead, whose circulatory and respiratory functions are being
maintained by artificial life supports?

Since a person exists and functions as a single organism, I
will fall back on the agere sequitur esse axiom and argue that
when the individual has suffered irreversible loss of the capac-
ity for human action, the person is dead. Current biological
data suggest that the brain is the organ which unifies and
integrates bodily life and that its death signals the demise of
the person. In what follows, I will first discuss the concept of
brain death, along with objections to that position, and then
focus attention on Shewmon’s stance relating to persistent
vegetative states and dementia. But first, a word about the
structure and function of the brain itself will be helpful.

Brain Structure and Death

The brain is made up of three anatomical divisions: the
cerebrum, the cerebellum, and the brainstem. With its outer
layer called the cerebral cortex, the cerebrum has been tradi-
tionally referred to as the ‘ higher brain’ because it was thought
to control the higher human functions of intelligence, con-
sciousness, free choice, memory, and emotion. The brain stem
was labelled as the ‘ lower brain’, being responsible for respira-
tion and such visceral functions as spontaneous yawning,
swallowing, and sleep/wake cycles. While these generaliza-
tions remain essentially valid, they cannot be considered en-
tirely accurate today. Scientists are coming to realize that ac-
tivities that can be pinpointed to one area of the brain likely
mvolve other regions also. For example, such © higher-brain’
processes as thinking and self-consciousness are probably not
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controlled solely by the cerebral cortex.®® However, regardless
of whether or not specific functions can be traced to particular
areas, the brain as a whole can be identified as the command
center of the body, the organ that integrates and regulates the
body’s vital activities.

Irreversible loss of brain operation usually stems either from
serious injury to it or from some other factor that hinders or
cuts off the blood supply, depriving it of oxygen and other
nourishing materials. Depriving the brain of oxygen for fifteen
minutes causes its entire functional capacity to be destroyed
completely. The cerebral cortex is especially semsitive to the
lack of oxygen and suffers permanent damage more quickly
than the rest of the brain. If it dies but the brainstem con-
tinues to perform normally, the victim will remain alive but
unconscious in a ““persistent vegetative state.” However,
when the entire brain suffers irreversible loss of function, all
the vital activities controlled by both the ‘ higher’ and ° lower”’
areas of the brain disappear completely, and death occurs. In
some situations, life support systems make it possible to main-
tain a brain-dead body, but this can be done only for a limited
period of time.*® Thus, the complete and permanent absence
of brain functions establish a way of determining the state of
death that is as reliable as the customary lung and heart
standard.

In philosophical terms, total brain death reveals that the
physical basis for human unity and for human action has dis-
integrated. In line with the agere sequitur esse principle, the
remalning organism cannot be a person, since it no longer acts
or can ever act as a person. The body has undergone a sub-
stantial change destroying the physical organization needed to
sustain a human substantial form. Thus, I agree with Shew-

65 President’s Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine
and Biomedical Behavioral Research, Defining Death: Medical, Legal, and
Ethical Issues in the Determination of Death (Washington, D.C: Government
Printing Office, 1981), pp. 15-16.

66 Ibid., pp. 16-18.
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mon that the “ person will die (and his spiritual soul will leave
the body) the moment his brain dies. . . .” %

Granted that death coincides with the irreversible loss of
brain functions, is it possible to be sure that the damage is
complete and the brain has in fact died? The President’s Com-
mission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and
Biomedical and Behavioral Research has studied this problem
in depth and adopted the provisions of the Uniform Determi-
nation of Death Act (UDDA) which states:

An individual who has sustained either (1) irreversible cessation
of circulatory and respiratory functions, or (2) irreversible cessa-
tion of all functions of the entire brain, including the brain stem,
is dead. A determination of death must be made in accordance
with accepted medical standards.®®

Since the UDDA relies on “ accepted medical standards ™
for determining when death has taken place, the commission
developed a set of criteria that reflect currently accepted medi-
cal practice. These guidelines take into account both the
traditional cardiovascular signs of permanent cessation of
breathing and circulation and the new brain-death standards.®®
Carefully applied and keeping in mind the exceptions such as
hypothermia, drug and metabolic intoxication, young age, and
shock, I think that these criteria offer a reasonable and reli-
able guide for establishing when death has occurred.

The concept of death based on criteria relating to brain func-
tion has its critics. Some insist that the destruction of the
entire brain, not the irreversible loss of its functions, should be
the basis for determining death. Byrne, O’Reilly, and Quay ™
are representative of this position. These authors argue that
brain function simply cannot be regarded as the equivalent of

67 Shewmon, p. 47.

68 President’s Commission, p. 160.

69 Ibid., Appendix F, pp. 159-166.

70 Paul A. Byrne, M.S., Sean O’Reilly, M.D., and Paul M. Quay, S.J.,
“ Brain Death: An Opposing Viewpoint,” Journal of the American Medical
Association 242 {November 2, 1979) : 1985-1999.
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human life. Such an identification, they claim, is in opposition
to the major American religious groups—Protestants, Jews,
Catholics, Hindus, and Muslims—and is flawed from both a
medical and a philosophical perspective. Due to limitations of
space, I will confine my comments to their philosophical ob-
jections.

Byrne et al. insist that a standard of death based on brain
functions implies a strict materialism because it reduces the
essence of the person to the functioning of the human brain.
Thus, a material brain function is so defined as to take the
place of the human soul, the immaterial principle of life.”™

71 Thid., p. 1986.

From the perspective of this study, that conclusion is not .ac-
curate. Thomistic philosophy envisions the human soul to be
the substantial form of the body. As such, the soul not only
gives the body its specific determination as human but it also
communicates its own act of existence to the matter of the
body so that one entity results, unified by sharing a common
act of being. The functional unity that is so evident in a per-
son stems from this ontological oneness. In its role as substan-
tial form, then, the soul is the first act of the body. Due to
this fundamental act, all the secondary acts, such as brain
functions, can take place. Although the brain can be identified
as the organ that integrates and regulates the body’s vital
functions, it is human nature, not the brain, that is the in-
trinsic and radical source of all these characteristic human ac-
tivities. Such an understanding of the relation between the
soul and the brain clearly excludes materialism in any form.

A parallel can be drawn here between the role of the primary
organizer at the beginning of life and that of the brain at the
end. As noted above, the changes brought about by the or-
ganizer can be reasonably interpreted by a Thomistic philos-
opher as a sign that personhood has begun. However, this
coincidence does not reduce the human essence to the functions
of the primary organizer. As the substantial form, the soul
alone specifies the matter as human and endows the body with
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internal unity and stability. The activities of the organizer are
external indicators revealing the probable presence of the
human soul. Similarly, at the end of life, the ultimate philo-
sophical cause of death is not the irreversible loss of brain
function, but the departure of the human soul from the body.
The irreversible loss of function is the external indication that
the physical basis for human unity and the radical capacity for
human action have been definitively destroyed. The remain-
ing organism cannot be a person, not because the brain has
stopped functioning, but because the physical organization
necessary for sustaining a human substantial form has disin-
tegrated, causing the soul to leave the body.

When Byrne et al. insist that brain destruction rather than
loss of function be the standard for determining death, they
are perhaps afraid that acceptance of functional criteria might
lead to dangerous medical practices, especially in the hasty
harvesting of organs for transplanting.” By redefining death,
some unscrupulous physicians might remove vital organs from
someone who is merely dying but not yet dead. While their
fear is understandable, it can be overstated. It is understand-
able because the pressure to maintain a constant supply of
fresh organs for transplanting might create the temptation to
disconnect hife-support systems prematurely in brain-damaged
patients. That fear can be fueled by some paradoxical prac-
tices regarding organ donation. Some states that do not have
brain-death legislation will allow the removal of organs from
brain-dead individuals who have given legal permission by
signing a Uniform Anatomical Gift Act Card. If organ dona-
tion is not Imvolved, the patient is still alive. Thus, someone
can be considered dead or alive on a basis as casual as having
signed a card.

On the other hand, I think the fear that transplant teams
might rush death is overstated for the following reasons. First,
the criteria for total brain-death provide a reliable norm for

72 Thid.
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determining death. I also think that the overwhelming ma-
jority of physicians apply the criteria carvefully and correctly,
mostly because they respect life encugh to do so, but also be-
cause they fear malpractice suits if they diagnose death pre-
maturely for the sake of obtaining a iransplantable organ.
Secondly, sincere atlempts have been made to minimize the
danger of premature diagnosis by establishing safeguards for
the procedure. For example, the Judicial Council of the Ameri-
can Medical Association requires that the medical team which
determines the death of the donor be different from the one
which performs the transplant.” The Committee on Morals
and Ethics of the Transplantation Society of the United States
demands that “ acceptance of death should be made and de-
clared by at least two physicians whose primary responsibility
is the care of the potential donor and who are independent of
the transplantation.” ™

Partial Brain Death

Shewmon examines his topic from both a philosophical and
an empirical point of view. His philosophy of person and of
death is very Thomistic and his application of principles is ac-
curate and consistent. Since the human soul specifies the body
as human, its departure means death. When does this take
place? The soul leaves when the body’s physical organization
disintegrates to the degree that it is not longer capable of sus-
taining a human substantial form. At that point, the body
undergoes a substantial change, causing the soul’s departure
and leaving behind an organism animated either by a vegeta-
tive or an animal substantial form. How do we know when
the body’s internal unity and radical capacity for human ac-
tivities have breken down? Guided by the agere sequitur esse

73 American Medical Association Judiciel Council Opinions and Reports
(Chicago: AMA Press, 1977), p. 23.

7¢ J. P. Merrill, “ Statement of the Committee on Morals and Ethics of
the Transplant Society,” Annals of Internal Medicine 75 (1971): 631-633.
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axiom, Shewmon answers this question by appealing to em-
pirical evidence.

Shewmon’s research into the pathogenesis of total brain
death, persistent vegetative states, and deteriorated mental
conditions is thorough and detailed. His conclusion that per-
sonal death occurs the moment the entire brain dies is fairly
widely accepted. However, the move from a total-brain stand-
ard of death to a neocortical onz is a giant leap with far-reach-
ing implications for both individuals and society. What are
we to make of his conclusions about the demented, the hydro-
cephalics, and the vegetatives? Do hydrocephalic fetuses die
during gestation, resulting in the birth of an infant humanoid
animal? Have some Alzheimer’s patients actually undergone
personal death while “ an animal which looks like the former
person remains on earth? ” ™ Have some persistent vegetative
patients really died and left behind a vegetative organism that
remains intact and spontaneously alive? Such conclusions are
troublesome to most people and downright shocking to many.
They affect the lives of thousands of patients and challenge
our most basic assumptions about the meaning of life and
death and the moral value of specific actions. However it is
important to note here that Shewmon’s discussion of the vari-
ous brain conditions has been concerned with analyzing levels
of brain damage in relation to the philosophical meaning of
death and not with deciding whether a particular individual
has actually died.

The following will be a theoretical analysis of the nature of these
states in general; we are not here concerned with the practical
issues related to determining whether a given patient is in such a
state or not. The former is a philosophical issue, while the latter
is a medical one. Both are extremely important, as is the distine-
tion between them. . .. The reality and nature of these states in
individual patients should not be considered vague, simply because
of the difficulties in making an early diagnosis of the irreversibility.
.. . One should endeavor to have a clear understanding of the

75 Shewmon, p. 60.
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metaphysical nature of these states, so that when they are diag-
nosed in a given patient, one will know how to apply the norms
of morality governing life and death.™

Although I am impressed with his medical research, his un-
derstanding of Thomistic philosophy and his general sensitiv-
ity to the topic, I find Shewmon’s arguments about partial
brain death to be far from conclusive. My disagreement with
him concerns the amount of physical damage the body can
undergo and still be compatible with the spiritual soul. Shew-
mon argues that the irreversible destruction of only the cere-
bral cortex, or of even a specific area within it, impairs the
body so badly that it cannot support the soul. I disagree with
that conclusion. As the substantial form of the body, the soul
integrates all the human functions, higher and lower alike, into
a unified system. To be indicative of the soul’s separation from
the body, therefore, partial brain death must destroy the phys-
ical basis for human unity and human action. However, neo-
cortical death is accompanied by the loss of only the higher
human functions. While very few partially brain dead pa-
tients will ever regain consciousness, their brainstems remain
intact enabling them to maintain spontaneous respiration and
a whole range of vegetative activities. They still retain enough
functional integrity to be compatible with the spiritual soul.

Before accepting the radical implications of partial brain
death, we need definitive answers to several important ques-
tions.”” First, can it be proven that the neocortex or a specific
area within it is solely responsible for controlling thought and
choice? That is not possible today. On the contrary, current
brain investigation indicates that the cooperative efforts of
several brain systems and regions may be needed for these
higher human functions. Moreover, while rationality is the
essential human characteristic, our entire worth cannot be

76 Ibid., p. 36.

77 Benedict Ashley, O.P., and Kevin O’'Rourke, O.P., Ethics of Health Care
(St. Louis: The Catholic Health Association, 1986). These questions emerged
from pp. 197-198.
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collapsed into our ideas and choices. Secondly, can it be de-
termined that only a small segment of the brain is both the
necessary and sufficlent structure for establishing the internal
unity and functional integrity of the person? While future
medical research may be able to pinpoint the critical physical
basis for the cogitative sense in either the neocortex or the
tertiary association, present empirical evidence cannot estab-
lish a link between neocortical death and the death of the
human person. Finally, even assuming positive answers to the
first two questions, can the irreversibility of the brain damage
be diagnosed accurately? How can we know when the person
dies and the vegetative organism or the humanoid animal
emerges? As Shewmon readily admits, there is not enough
reliable evidence available to answer these questions in any-
thing close to a satisfactory manner. Such evidence would
have to provide “unequivocal certainty, substantiated by
medical data and experience, empirically verifiable, and sup-
ported by autopsy studies confirming the clinical analysis. . . .
Merely a severe dysfunctioning is insufficient evidence for
pronouncing death.”

Although requiring a separate study, the question of medical
treatment for severely brain-impaired patients deserves a brief
mention. Traditionally, ordinary medical care was obligatory
while extraordinary treatment was optional. Health care
efforts were considered extraordinary if they were useless, too
expensive, or experienced as too burdensome. Does the rejec-
tion of the neocortical criteria for death automatically mean
that the vegetative, the hydrocephalics, and the severely de-
mented should always be given aggressive medical treatment?
Should patients in a deep and irreversible coma always receive
artificially administered nutrition and hydration? As the num-
ber of such patients increases and the strain on medical re-
sources mounts, the medical care of such individuals will be

78 Ronald Cranford and Harmon Smith, “ Some Critical Distinctions Be-
tween Brain Death and the Persistent Vegetative State,” Hthics in Science
and Medicine 6 (1979): 207,
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among the most pressing and difficult choices confronting so-
ciety in the future.

Conclusion

"This study has focused on the role transient natures may play
at the outer edges of human life. In general, these natures have
been helpful in discussing the various problems associated with
the beginning of personhood. If delayed hominization is ac-
cepted, transient natures provide insight into understanding
the activities of the human embryo during the initial stages of
its existence. Because I have not accepted the neocortical
standard of death, transient natures have less significance for
me at the ending of life. If the death of the organism as a
whole does not coincide with the death of the entire brain,
there can be an interval during which transient natures come
into play and continue the life of the bodily organism. In the
normal course of total brain death, this interval is brief and
hag little significance. The use of artificial life-supports has no
bearing on this situation. They may enable the heart to con-
tinue beating and the cells to continue functioning, but the
source of these operations is artificial and external. Nature
is an intrinsic principle of activity. However, if future medi-
cal research should vindicate the partial brain death theory,
transient natures will be important for understanding the re-
maining organism during the final stages of its existence. They
will also have significant moral implications for the medical
treatment of the demented, the anencephalics, and the vegeta-
tives.
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g OSES MAIMONIDES (1185-1204) and Thomas
¢ Aquinas (c. 1225-1274), two of the greatest theo-

LV AL logians of the Jewish and Christian faiths, had much
in common.' Like other Christian writers, Aquinas made sev-
eral criticisms of Maimonides’ views on divine predication. In
this article I will discuss these criticisms and evaluate them by
means of a detailed exposition of Maimonides’ position. I will
then offer an account of Aquinas’s justification of analogical
predication and make some suggestions as to the role of causal-
ity in naming God.

1. Introduction

Moses Maimonides was the middle-man in the interaction
of the three monotheistic faiths with Aristotelian philosophy.
He was a great admirer of the ancient philosopher, claiming
that Aristotle’s intellect reached the highest perfection attain-
able by humanity—except by the prophets and they were di-
vinely inspired. Maimonides first work, the short Treatise on
Logic, clearly reflects his own interest in logic and language
and shows the influence of Aristotle mediated through the
Arabs? It was The Guide of the Perplexed, his last major
work, that introduced the mostly Christian West to the
thought of the Islamic philosophers Alfarabi, Avicenna, and

10n some matters Aquinas refers to Maimonides as an authority, e.g.,
De potentia, q.7, a.4, ¢c; Summa theologice (ST), I, q.68, 2.2 ad 1.

2 Treatise on Logic, translated by I. Efros, Proceedings of the American
Academy for Jewish Research 8 (1938): 1-65.
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Averroes.® The Guide, however, is not so much a philosophi-
cal work as a philosophical interpretation of the Bible. Like
the thinkers of the Christian monastic and later cathedral
schools of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Maimonides be-
gan his reflections with the words of Scripture. Soon after its
publication in 1190, two Hebrew translations of the Guide were
produced from the original Arabic by Samuel Ibn Tibbon and
Jehudah al-Harizi; Aquinas worked with a Latin translation
of the Harizi version.*

Feldman has complained that some of the scholastics mis-
interpreted Maimonides, foisting upon him views which were
clearly not his own. According to Feldman, Giles of Rome
(e, 1247-1316), in his Errores Philosophorum, misformulates
Maimonides” theory of negative attributes and suggests that
he employs attributes “ by way of causality.”® Duns Scotus
(c. 1264-1308) cites Maimonides and Avicenna as advocat-
ing attributes of efficient causality. Henry of Ghent (d. 1298),
in his Summa theologiae, incorrectly construes actions as rela-
tions: “Indeed ”, writes Feldman, “he characterises them as
attributes ‘by way of causality”” Aquinas’s translators and
interpreters come in for as much criticism from Feldman as
‘Aquinas himself, e.g., R. Garrigou-Lagrange,® M. Penido,” and
R. Mulligan:® all mistakenly say that according to Maimonides
“ God is good ” means “ God is the cause of good things.”

3 See 8. Pines, “ Translator’s Introduction: the Philogsophic Sources of The
Quide of the Perplexed,” in The Guide of the Perplewed, trans. S. Pines (Chi-
cago, 1963).

¢+ The chapters of the Harizi and Latin versions are enumerated one less
than those of the Ibn Tibbon version. I shall use the latter scheme as is
ecommon practice.

58, Feldman, “ A Scholastic Misinterpretation of Maimonides’ Doetrine of
Divine Attributes,” in Studies in Maimonides and St. Thomas Aquinas, ed.
J. Dienstag (New York, 1975), pp. 58-59,

6 See The One God, (St. Louis, 1944), p. 404.

7 See “Le role d’analogie en theologie dogmatique,” Bibliotheque Thomiste
15 (1931) : 149 and 169.

8 See his translation of De veritate, 9.2, a.l, in The Disputed Question on
Truth (Chicago, 1952),
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2. Aquinas’s Criticism of Maimonides

There are five points of disagreement between Aquinas and
Maimonides. First, Aquinas argues that if expressions such
as “ God is wise” and “ God is angry ” are used to indicate
only a likeness of effect, 1.e., we say “ God is wise” or “ God is
angry ” because in his effects he acts like a wise or angry per-
son, there would be no difference in the way such expressions
are used. But Aquinas wishes to distinguish between words
used analogically, e.g., “ God is wise,” which are used to
signify the divine essence, and those used metaphorically, e.g.,
“God is angry,” which signify attributes which cannot prop-
erly speaking be said to be in God but are used because of a
likeness of effect. Further, since creatures have not always
existed, it would be impossible to claim that God was wise or
good before their existence.’

Secondly, Aguinas claims that Maimonides erred in many
ways on the matter of the relation between God and creatures
because he considered only the relations which result from
quantity, i.e., time and space, and not those which arise from
action and passion.*

Thirdly, when Aquinas explains his view of analogy he does
so by contrasting it with the univocal and purely equivocal
ways of predication.’* His objection to Maimonides’ use of the
way of pure equivocation is five-fold but centers around one
point: Maimonides does not admit the relation of causation
between God and creatures. First, if one accepts Maimonides’
position, one must also accept that there is no order of refer-
ence of one to another, because it would be entirely accidental
that the same word is used of both God and creatures—which

9 De potentia, q.7, a.5, ¢c; Dewveritate, .2, a.1, c.

10 De potentia, q.7, 2.10, c.

11 For the significance of this in understanding what Aquinas is doing by
means of analogy, see R. McInerny, The Logic of Analogy: An Interpretation
of 8t. Thomas (The Hague, 1961), pp. 32-36 and 67-69.
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is contrary to all other explanations of the divine names.*?
Secondly, and more fundamentally, one could not know any-
thing about God, because the fallacy of equivocation would
render the proofs of even the philosophers mere sophisms.*®
Thirdly, getting to the heart of the disagreement, Aquinas
states, “ The effect must in some way be like its cause.” **
Fourthly, when discussing God’s knowledge in the De veritate,
Aquinas observes that if there were not some likenesses between
God and creatures, “ He could not know them by knowing His
essence.” ** Lastly, even if one adopts the negative interpreta-
tion of the attributes, so that “ God is living ” denotes that he
does not belong to the genus of lifeless things, “ it will at least
have to be the case that living said of God and creatures
agrees in the denial of the lifeless.”**

This brings us to the fourth point of controversy, the nega-
tive interpretation of divine attributes itself. Again, Aquinas
says that on this view there can be no reason to use some
words of God rather than others, because there is not a spe-
cific term that does not exclude from God some mode of be-
ing that is unbecoming to him; thus we could say “ God is a
body ” because we want to deny that he is merely potential
being like primary matter.” Moreover, Aquinas claims that
the idea of negation is always based on an affirmation, because
unless we were to know something about God we would be
unable to deny anything about him.*® In the Summa theo-
logiae he observes that this is not what people want to say
when they talk about God.*

Lastly, a causal interpretation of divine predicates is at-

12 Summa Conira Gentiles (SCG), 1, c. 33, 2; De potentis, .7, a.7, c;
De veritate, q.2, 2.11, c.

13 80@, 1, c. 33, 3, 4 and 5; De potentia, q.7, a.7, ¢; 87T, I, q.13, a.5, ¢,
where Aquinas also refers to Romans 1:20; De veritate, .2, a.ll, c.

14 De potentia, q.7, 3.7, ¢; SCG, I, c. 33, 2 and 3.

15 De veritate, q.2, a.11, .

18 80@, 1, ¢ 33, 7.

17 87,1, q.13, a.2, ¢; De potentia, ¢.7, 2.5, c.

18 De potentia, q.7, 8.5, c.

19 8T, 1, q.13, a.2, ¢; cf. De potentia, q.7, a.10, c.
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tributed to Maimonides in the Commentary on the Sentences.®
There, Aquinas reports Maimonides as saying God is said
te be good because he produces goodness in his creatures. The
explicit reference to chapters 57 and 58 of the Guide is odd
since they do not support this view; ** indeed, Maimonides did
not hold it at all. (It should be noted that Aquinas is not
critical of Maimonides’ in this passage, for Aquinas himself
considered that God is said to be good because he produces
goodness i his creatures.) If an argument from silence could
be made, we would conclude that Aquinas recognized his mis-
take since in his later works Aquinas did not attribute this
view to Maimonides, to the best of my knowledge.”

2.1 Likeness of Effect

Before we can discuss the first of Aquinas’s criticisms, we
need to understand what Maimonides means by °actions.
Maimonides 1s noted for his five-fold division of affirmative
attributes: ¢ definition,” ‘part of definition,” ‘quality, ‘“rela-
tion,” and ‘ action.” Actions are the only affirmative attributes
he allows to be predicated of God because, he argues, God
cannot be defined and, being simple, cannot be composite or
have elements added to his essence”® Although the explana-
tion of divine attributes as actions was a commonplace by his
time and is traceable to Philo, Maimonides broke away from
all his Jewish, Moslem, and Christian predecessors who in-
cluded actions under the relation of ‘agent and patient.” *

201 Sent., d.2, q.1, 8.3, ad 3.

21 This is the Harizi enumeration.

22 Cf. H. Wolfson, “St. Thomas on Divine Attributes,” in Studies in
Maimonides and St. Thomas Aguinas, ed. J. Dienstag (New York, 1975), pp.
9-10 and 28; this has not prevented others from doing so, e.g., Garrigou-
Lagrange, Penido, ard Mulligan.

23 Guide, 1. 52-53; for a more detailed discussion of this argument and an
exposition of Maimonides, five-fold division of affirmative attributes see my
Metaphor and Analogy: Thomas Aquinas and Moses Maimonides {(unpub-
lished M. Phil. thesis, University of Cambridge, 1985), pp. 14-31.

2¢ H, Wolfson, “ The Aristotelian Predicables and Maimonides, Division of
Attributes,” in Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion, ed. 1.
Twersky and G, Williams (Cambridge, Mass., 1977), II, pp. 185-187,
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Feldman argues that this distinction between actions and rela-
tions was the essential element of Maimonides’ theory that the
scholastics failed to recognize or, at least, to appreciate fully.®

According to Wolfson, in spite of similarities to the lists of
Algazali and Abraham Ibn David, Maimonides’ five-fold divi-
sion has no literary precedent.® Wolfson offers an etymology
of Maimonides’ list and concludes that it is the result of the
combination of four types of classification: first, Aristotle’s
division of predicables into ‘ verbs’ and those connected with
their subject by the copula ‘is”; * secondly, Aristotle classifica-
tion according to his categories; *® thirdly, Aristotle’s formal
four-fold classification of the predicables;® fourthly, Por-
phyry’s augmentation of Aristotle’s four predicables to five.®
The figure on page 235 shows this etymology diagramatically.

The first of these classifications is the one which concerns
us here. In On Interpretation, X, Aristotle describes ‘is’ as
being “ additionally predicated as a third element.”** In his
Treatise Maimonides explains:

Every proposition whose predicate is a verb, or a verb accom-
panied by other words, we call binary . . . eg., ‘Zayd stood’,
‘Zayd killed Abu-Bekr’, ‘Zayd did not stand’, or ‘He did not
kill Abu-Bekr’. All these provesitions, we call binary, because
they require no third element to connect the predicate with the
subject. But when the predicate of a proposition is a noun,** we
call it a trinary propositicn. Thus, when we say ‘ Zayd-standing’,
the expression does not indicate the connection of the predicate of
this proposition with its subject as to tense. . . . We must there-
fore have a third expression which will connect the predicate with

25 Feldman, p. 61.

26 Wolfsom, op. cit., p. 174.

27 See On Interpretation, V, 17210 and X, 19b19-20.

28 See Topics, I, IX, 103b, 20-104a, 1.

29 Topics, I, IV, 101b17-25 and I, V, 101b37-103b19; it should be noted
that Maimonides’ synthesis includes classifications from different sources in
Aristotle, which were written at various times in Aristotle’s life.

30 Porphyry’s five-fold classification was ‘species’, ¢ genus’, ¢difference’,
‘property’, and ‘accident’; cf. Treatise, 10.

31 On Interprefaiion, X, 19020,

32 Note: this term includes adjectives and participles; see figure on p. 235,
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the subject; e.g. ¢ Zayd is now standing’, ‘ Zayd was standing’, or
*Zayd will be standing ’; though it is immaterial whether this ex-
pression is or is not explicitly stated.®® Hence we call it trinary.%*

A trinary proposition is imperfective in meaning and denoles
a continuocus action, le. it has a descriptive function. A
binary proposition, however, is perfective in meaning and de-
notes discrebe or immediate action. To turn back to the Guide,
Maimonides makes it plain that by this fifth category of at-
tributes he does not mean “ the habitus of an art that belongs
to him who is described—as when you say a carpenter or a
smith.” 5 This habitus belongs to the first of the four subdi-
visions of the third category of attributes (quality) and is
trinary in form, e.g., “Zayd is a carpenter.” Maimonides
means by action, “the aclicn that He who is described has
performed—as when you say Zayd is the one who carpentered
this door ”;® it carries no hint of the existence of a habit
or disposition (which Maimonides has already rejected in his
discussion of qualities when used of God) .

It appears, then, that Aristotle’s distinction between the
binary and trinary forms is a precedent for understanding ac-
tions differently from other predicates; Maimonides was prob-
ably the first to make use of this distinction in a discussion
of divine attributes. He probably did so because, as we shall
see in the next section, he considered all relations to be acci-
dents. Maimonides used the distinction to show that actions
do not violate his first condition for divine predication. At the
close of the chapter we have been examining, Maimonides

83 Note: the copula “to be” might be expressed or merely understood in
Arabic and Hebrew; this, however, does not make any difference as to whether
the proposition is binary or trinary.

3¢ Treatise, 3.

35 Guide, 1. 52; see Efros’s note 25 to chapter 13 of the Treatise, where he
points out that, of the Hebrew translators, both Tibbon and Ahitub use terms
meaning “habit” instead of “action ” when rendering the Arabic “verb”;
Vivas alone seems to have the correct rendering.

36 Thid. (my emphasig).
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Maimonides’ Division of the Affirmative Attributes

predicables
!
f R
those connected by the copulais’ ‘verbs'
(nouns, adjectives or participles)
i
substance accident
1 ]
I i { !
definition genus property accident
including y
difference
5
species genus difference property accident
§
I
o part quality relation action
definition of
definition
[ | ]
habit  physical passive quality Pplace time correlation some
quality quality resulting relation
from
quantity
Notes

1. The first four lines are derived {rom Aristotle’s various classi-
fications of the predicables.

2. The fifth line is the Porphyrian five-fold classification of the
predicables.

8. The sixth line is Maimonides’ five-fold division of the affirma-
tive attributes.

4. The seventh line is Maimonides’ further division of the at-
tributes of quality and relation.
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summarizes why actional predicates do not violate the second
of those conditions:

Now this kind of attribute is remote from the essence of the thing
of which it is predicated. For this reason it is permitted that this
kind should be predicated of God . .. after you have . . . come to
know that the acts in question need not be carried out by means
of differing notions subsisting within the essence of the agent, but
that all His different acts . . . are all of them carried out by means
of His essence, and not, as we have made clear, by means of a
superadded notion.”

We must now examine these two claims: first, why, since ac-
tions are carried out by means of the essence of God, state-
ments employing them do not become tautologies or defini-
tions which are mere explanations of terms, and secondly, why
Maimonides thinks that actions do not violate the unity of
God.

Maimonides’ opponents, the Mutakallimun, claimed that
the essential attributes, generally thought of as ‘living,
‘ powerful,” ‘knowing,” and ‘ willing,” are distinct notions es-
sential to the Deity. Maimonides considers that there are no
essential attributes and takes these words to refer to actions
which are “carried out by means of the essence of God.”**
He complains that some of the attributists attempt to hide
their belief by using phrases such as God is living because of
or by his essence.”® He insists that God’s living is identical
with his essence.®* But he has previously told us that if the
atiribute were the essence of the thing of which it is predicated
it would be either a tautology or the mere explanation of a
term.* How is it that Maimonides considers actional attrib-
utes predicable of God?

An actional attribute is meither tautologous nor the mere
explanation of a term because it is binary in form. Clearly,
“God created the world” is not a tautology like “God is

87 Later, he will argue that these particular attributes are predicated pure-
1y equivocally of God and other beings (1. 56).
38 1. 53, 80 1, 57 and ITL. 20. 407, 51,
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God.” Neither could “ God created the world ” be considered
the mere explanation of a term as might “ God s the creator
of the world.”“ Actional attributes are ““remote from the
essence ” in that they are not habits; they refer to acts which
are done, they are perfective, and they have no accumulative
features as do habits, which are acquired through practise.
Rather, they are acts “ carried out by means of the essence”
because they are not done by something superadded to it.
Actions, therefore, are identical with the essence.

Maimonides makes his second point by means of a simple
example:

Though an agent is one, diverse actions may proceed from him,
even if he does not possess will and all the more if he acts through
will. An instance of this is fire: it melts some things, makes others
hard, cooks and burns, bleaches and blackens. Thus if some men
would predicate of fire that it is that which bleaches and blackens,
which burns and cooks, which makes hard and which melts, he
would say the truth. Accordingly he who does not know the na-
ture of fire thinks that there subsist in it six diverse notions . . .
all of these actions being opposed to one another, for the meaning
of any one of them is different from that of any other. However,
he who knows the nature of fire, knows that it performs all these
actions by virtue of one active quality, namely, heat.*?

Maimonides argues that if this is the case for something which
acts by its nature, it will be even more so for things which act
by their will, and even more so for God. If from human knowl-
edge a person can do such diverse things as sow, carpenter,
weave, build, understand geometry, or govern a city, indeed,
almost an infinitude of actions, is it not intelligible how God
can perform many actions from one simple essence ““in which
no multiplicity is posited and no notion superadded? ”
Maimonides says that we ascribe to God the attribute from
which the action proceeds and the name from the action, e.g.,
God is merciful (the attribute) and pities (the name) his

41 Cf. I. 51 and 52.
427, 53.
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children.*® God is not himself affected nor does he have com-
passion, but:
An action similar to that which proceeds from a father in respect

to his child and that is attached to compassion . . . proceeds from
Him . . . in reference to His Holy ones.**

This explains why numerous emotions are atiributed to God
in the scriptures. Maimonides treats of the thirteen charac-
teristics in Exodus 34:6-7 to show that the attributes ascribed
to God are attributes of his actions and do not mean that he
possesses qualities.*®

It should now be clear why Maimonides thinks that actions
are the only affirmative attributes predicable of God. The
binary form of these attributes has allowed Maimonides to
make non-tautological statements about God without intro-
ducing plurality into his essence.

This concludes our exposition of Maimonides’ fifth division
of affirmative attributes. The exposition has been long because
this division is central to Maimonides’ understanding of divine
predication and it has so often been misunderstood. What then
of Aquinas’s criticisms? .

In response to Aquinas’s criticism of Maimonides on this
particular point, Feldman reminds us that Maimonides does
say that certain attributes are inappropriately predicated of
God, ie., those implying that he is corporeal or subject to
change.® Maimonides also says that anything that leads to
privation or similarity must also be negated in reference to
God.* FElsewhere, however, he says that all five senses are a
deficiency from the standpoint of apprehension because they

48 1. 54; note I. 61: “ All the names of God in Scripture derive from his
actions except one, the Tetragrammaton.”

44 . 54.

45 Thid.

46 Feldman, p. 70; cf. De potentie, q.7, a.5, ¢ where Aquinas says that the
saints and prophets have denied that God is a body or subject to passionms.

47 Guide, 1. 55.
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are passive, but since taste and touch rely on bodily contact
and the others do not, sight, hearing, and smell have been at-
tributed to God in the scriptures.®* He also holds that it is
permissible to say that God is merciful, because, as we have
seen, even though at a first glance this seems to imply that he
18 subject to passions, it really means that an action similar to
a human action proceeding from a passion proceeds from God.
This hint that God is the subject of passions and the similitude
Maimonides employs to deny that there are such passions in
God *® do not seem to viclate the rules about which attributes
are inappropriate. If they do, then Maimonides is simply
self-contradictory; if not, then Aquinas’s criticism is valid. If
the only affirmative attributes predicated of God are predi-
cated to indicate a likeness of effect, then there is no reason
why some things should be affirmed and others denied of God
as long as they are understood as actional attributes. Mai-
monides’ use of this similitude must, however, violate his
denial made elsewhere that there is any similarity between God
and creatures.” Moreover, Maimonides also employs a com-
parison between things which act by their nature, things
which act by their will, and God 1o establish that actional
predicates do not deny the unity of God. Elsewhere he argues
that comparisons rely on similarity.™

Aquinas’s second criticism is clear enough: before creatures
existed God did nothing as regards his effects, so it is not pos-
sible to speak of him as he was after the likeness of his effects,
Offering a way out for Maimonides, Aquinas suggests that per-
haps God would have been called wise because he could have
acted as being wise. That, however, would be to admit that

48 B.g., Genesis 6:5, Numbers 11:1, and Genesis 8:21; see 1. 47.

49 Le., the quotation above from I. 54 about an action similar to that
which proceeds from a father.

501, 53; see 8CG, I, e. 33, 5 and 6 where Aquinas says that if nothing was
said of God and creatures except by pure equivocation, no reasoning pro-
ceeding from creatures to God could take place.

51 1. 56.
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wisdom denoted a disposition in God, and Maimonides would
not have been prepared to do that.”?

2.2 Relation

Aquinas was right to say that Maimonides denied any re-
lation between God and creatures. Maimonides thought a rela-
tion to time or space entailed corporeality. But did he con-
sider the relation of action and passion, especially the mixed
relation that Aquinas was interested in?

In his discussion of relations, Maimonides examines three
types of relation, the first of which is further subdivided into
relations to another being, to space, and to time:

as for instance when you predicate of Zayd that he is the father
of a certain individual or the partner of a certain individual or an
inhabitant of a certain place or one who was at a certain time.”

He comments that relations do not necessarily imply either
multiplicity or change in the essence of something, neither are
they the essence of that thing, nor are they so intimately con-
nected as qualities, so it appears that at least some types of
relational attributes might be predicated of God. Clearly,
those of space and time are inappropriate because both are
connected with bodies. The hope of predicating relational at-
tributes must lie in a “ true relation of some kind,” either what
Maimonides calls ‘ correlation’ or ‘ some relation.” ** The rela-
tion of correlation is reciprocal, implying dependence of both
correlates on each other, eig., that which can heat and that
which can be heated, father and son. These are correlative be-
cause they fail to convey their meaning to the mind unless re-
lated and compared with something else.”® This cannot be the
case between God and other beings because only his existence

52 De potentia, ¢.7, a.5, ¢; cf. De veritate, ¢.2, a.l, ¢ where Aquinas de-
scribes the view that knowledge is some sort of disposition added to God’s
essence as “ quite absurd and erroneous.”

53 Guide, 1. 52.

54 Cf. Aristotle’s distinction between the relation of ““ agent and patient”
and “ numerical relation ” (Metaphysics, V, XV, 1020026-1021b12).

55 Treqtise, 11; cf. Categories, VII, 6b 29-8a 13.
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is necessary, all others’ existence is contingent.”®* Maimonides
then, like Aquinas, does consider and reject this type of rela-
tion, of which father and son is an example.”

Maimonides also denies that there is ‘some relation’ be-
tween God and other things, because there is no notion com-
mon to both. Aristotle argued that this type of relation existed
when two things share the same substance or quality in equal
or unequal proportions.”® Since Maimonides thinks that even
the term ‘existence’ is predicated of God and other beings by
way of ‘perfect homonymity,” there can be “no relation in
any respect.” ** If green and red (two species in the genus
color) cannot be compared, and a hundred cubits and pepper
(from two genera) cannot be compared, how can God and
anything else be compared?

It is in the De potentia that Aquinas discusses a relation of
action and passion in which “there is not always order of
movement on both sides.”® In the Summa theologiae
Aquinas talks of a mixed relation: in one of the related objects
the relation is ‘natural’ (res naturae) and in the other ‘in
the mind’ (res rationis) . This has usually been expressed by
saying that the relation is ‘real” on one side and ‘not real’ on
the other.®* Geach has offered an analysis of propositions of
efficient causality and shows what 1t means to say “in creat-
ing there is no ‘real’ relation of God to creatures.” > Else-
where, however, he is erilical of this ‘real’ and ‘not real’
terminology, and offers an explanation of what Aquinas is say-

56 Guide, 1. 52.

57 Cf. 87, 1, q.13, a.7, c.

58 Metaphysics, V, XV, 1021a10-12; examples of this relation are double
and half, greater and lesser.

59 Quide, 1. 52.

80 De potentia, q.7, a.10, c.

61 E.g., “one side of the pillar is said to be on the right because it is at
somebody’s right hand; the relation of being on the right of is real in the
man but not in the pillar” (87, I, ¢.13, a.7, ¢; see De potentia, q.7, a.10, ¢
for a similar example).

62 P. Geach, God and the Soul (London, 1969}, pp. 82-84.
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ing.® (I believe Geach’s explanation would help eliminate
some of the misunderstandings of Aquinas held by process
theologians.)

This form of the relation of action and passion is of great
importance to Aquinas, but is he correct to claim that Mai-
monides does not consider it? I think that Maimonides does
make a passing reference to this type of relation when he says
that it is appropriate that indulgence should be exercised
with those who predicate relations of God. This is because
relations do not entail the positing of a multiplicity of eternal
things or alteration in God’s essence as a consequence of an
alteration of things related to him.** But, despite Maimonides’
great admiration for Aristotle, he did not thoroughly discuss
this, the third type of relation enumerated in the Meta-
physics.®® Feldman thinks that this was because he considered
all relations to be accidents and therefore not predicable of
God.*® This was probably the genesis of Maimonides’ new
five-fold classification of the affirmative attributes in which
actions were removed from the category of reltions.”” It was
also the nub of the dispute between Aquinas and Maimonides.
Since Maimonides denies any relation between God and crea-
tures, it follows that divine predication must occur by means
of pure equivocation.

2.3 Pure Equivocation or Perfect Homonymity

In his study “St. Thomas on Divine Attributes,” Wolfson
makes a bold claim: Maimonides was the first and only theo-
logian knowingly to interpret divine attributes in a purely
equivocal sense. As we have seen, Maimonides claimed that
there is no relation between God and anything else. Similarity,

63 P, Geach, “ God’s Relation to the World,” Sophia, 7/2 (1968): 1-9; cf.
D. Burrell, Aquinas: God and Action (London, 1979), pp. 84-87.

64 Guide, I. 52; cf. Aquinas’s example of the pillar.

85 Metaphysics, V, XV, 1020b26-1021b11 (especially 1021a29-1021b11).

66 Feldman, p. 72,

67 See figure 1.
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therefore, must also be denied, because where there is no rela-
tion there can be no similarity.®® Aquinas claims that, if terms
are used purely equivocally, it is entirely accidental which
terms are used of God and that we can know nothing about God
through our use of them.®® (We could, for example, say “ God
is ignorant.” )™ Would Maimonides agree with this? On the
surface it would seem that he must. He argues that, since
there is no notion common to both God and other beings, such
terms as ‘ existence,” ‘ life,” ¢ power,” ‘ wisdom,” and ‘will > ““ are
not ascribed to Him and to us in the same sense.” ™ Likewise,
it cannot be affirmed that his existence is more stable or his
life more permanent than ours because comparatives also rely
on similarity. Plainly stated, Maimonides’ view is this:

Those who are familiar with the meaning of similarity will certain-
ly understand that the term existence when applied to God and
other beings, is perfectly homonymous. In like manner, the terms
Wisdom, Power, Will, and Life are applied to God and to other
beings by way of perfect homonymity, admitting of no comparison
whatever.”

Maimonides ensures that he is not misunderstood by adding,
“do not deem that they are used amphibolously.” Amphi-
bolous terms are inappropriately used of God because, accord-
ing to Maimonides, “they are predicated of two things be-
tween which there is likeness in respect to some notion.” ™
The only thing homonymous terms have in common when
ascribed to God and other beings is their spelling. This feature
of homonyms is explained in the Treatise. Maimonides says

68 Guide, 1. 56.

60 §C@, 1, c. 33, 5 and 6; ST I, q.13, a.5, ¢; De potentie, q.7, 2.7, ¢; De
veritate, q.2, all, c.

70 The Jew Gersonides (1288-1344) came to this conclusion (The Wars of
the Lord, 111, 3).

71 Guide, 1. 56.

72 Thid.

73 Ibid.; cf. Treatise, 13; for a brief discussion of Maimonides’ treatment
of these terms see my Metaphor and Analogy, pp. 39-41.
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that words are necessarily divided into three classes; distinct,
synonyms, and homonyms. Different words having different
meanings are distinct, several words having the same meaning
are synonyms, and one word having several meanings is a
homonym. Homonyms, however, are further divided into six
classes; absolute homonyms, univocals, amphibolous terms,
terms used in general and particular, metaphors, and extended
terms. We need to look only at Maimonides’ definition of the
absolute homonyms:

One applied to two things, between which there is nothing in com-
mon to account for their common pame, like the name ‘ain sig-
nifying an eye and a spring of water, and like the name keleb
(dog) applied to the star and to the animal.”*

The difference between God and other beings is expressed by
the manner in which attributes are predicated. When terms
such as ‘existence,” ‘ unity,” and °firstness” are predicated of
beings which have a cause, they are accidents and denote
something superadded to their essence.” In the case of God,
however, his existence, for example, is “identical with His
essence and His true reality, and His essence is His existence.”
This is encapsulated by the phrase, “ God exists without the
attribute of existence.” This also applies to terms like ‘life,
‘ power,” ‘ knowledge,” and ‘will’ which earlier in the Guide
Maimonides interprets as actions. When we ascribe unity to
God, Maimonides says, we do not say that he is one through
oneness. It is just as absurd to ascribe unity as it is multi-
pilicity because such terms can only be used of subjects to
which ‘discrete quantity > is appropriate, quantity being an
accident is inappropriate to God. The problem is that the
bounds of expression are very narrow, so we have to employ
a certain looseness of expression.

74 Treatise, 13; Efros adds, “ that is to the barking dog, to the shark, and
to Sirius * (p. 16).
75 Guide, 1. 57 ;  firstness  ig the biblical term for “ eternal.”
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Maimonides thinks that this problem of inadequate lan-
guage is best overcome by twe expressions taking the form,
“ God exists without possessing the attribute of existence”
and “ God’s existence is identical with His essence and His
essence is His existence.” "® But is Malmonides saying any-
thing more than the tautology “ God is God ” ? This question
can only be answered after we examine Maimonides’ treatment
of the negative interpretation of affirmative attributes in the
next section.

T think Wolfson is right when he suggests that Maimonides’
restrictions on terms predicated of God include those used
purely equivocally as well as those used in an actional sense.”
According to Wolfson, Maimonides would refuse to predicate
‘ignorant’ of God because “ by its mere sound and irrespec-
tive of its meaning ” it carries the implication of an imperfec-
tion.” But this cannot be correct because there is nothing in
common between words used purely equivocally to account
for their common name.” It is rather like a child who, having
learnt some sporting language, objects to using the word * bat’
of the furry mammal which flies. But words are not mere
sounds: spoken words are sounds plus meanings and written
words are shapes plus meanings. An alternative analysis to
that of Wolfson’s might be offered by the teacher of such a
child. No doubt the child might have difficulties understand-
ing how one sound with different meanings can be used to re-
fer to such totally different objects, but that it is is something
which has to be mastered. If, as in the example I have used,
a term is used purely equivocally then, on these grounds alone,

76 Ibid.

77 See I. 47 where Maimonides observes that nothing which the multitude
imagine to be a deficiency has been ascribed to God in the scriptures, even
metaphorically (cf. I. 26 and 46).

78 H. Wolfson, “ Maimonides on Negative Attributes,” in Studies in the
History of Philosophy and Religion, ed. I. Twersky and G. Williams, (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1973), I, p. 224 (my emphasis).

79 Treatise, 13 and Guide, 1. 56.
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there can be no reason for objecting to the use of any term
whether privative or perfective. Nevertheless, T have already
suggested that these are not the only grounds on which to
make a judgment. But we need to examine Maimonides’ nega-
tive interpretation of purely equivocal affirmative attributes
before we can come to a verdict. In the next section I will
show why Maimonides would not allow any but perfection
terms to be predicated of God and creatures.

Maimonides’ interpretation of the affirmative predicates as
purely equivocal is due to his refusal to allow any causal rela-
tionship between God and creatures. And this is why Aquinas
objects to it. According to Aquinas, there is indeed such a rela-
tionship, and because “ the effect must in some way be like
its cause,” terms are not predicated purely equivocally of God
and creatures.®® Since this is the central point of dispute
between Aquinas and Maimondides, we shall also discuss
Aquinas’s justification of analogical predication.

Aquinas’s last objection to the purely equivocal interpreta-
tion of attributes is rather more complicated than it looks at
first; it also takes us into the area of the negative interpreta-
tion of affirmative attributes.

2., The Negative Attributes

According to Maimonides the negative attributes of God
give the true description excluding incorrect notions and any
deficiencies. They share with affimative attributes the ability
to particularize, although negatives do this by the exclusion
of certain things. Affirmative attributes necessarily indicate
part of an object, either substance or accident, but negatives
(except indirectly) do not.®* Sometimes when we are given
sufficient negative statements about an object, there is only
one possibility remaining as to what it might be, e.g., given

80 De potentia, .7, a.7, c: “nothing is predicated equivocally of cause and
effect.”
81 Guide, 1. 58,
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twenty questions to find a number between 1 and 10,000,
someone might be given twenty negative replies but still estab-
lish what it is. Maimonides suggests this is not true of God:

All men . .. affirm clearly that God . .. cannot be apprehended
by the intellect . . . and that apprehension of Him consists in the
Inability to attain the ultlmate term in apprehending Him.2

Thrice in the last section I suggested that a proper under-
standing of Maimonides’ negative interpretation of the affirm-
ative attributes is essential. I shall now offer an exposition of
this interpretation. In his treatment of © firstness * as a perfect
homonym, Maimonides hints at the negative interpretation of
affirmative altributes: “ We say firstness in order to indicate
that He has not come into being in time.” * He was certainly
not the first theologian to state that affirmative attributes are
to be understood in a negative way. In the Christian tradition
the Pseudo-Dionysius (c. 500) is often thought of as the father
of the vie negativa but there are earlier representatives In
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 330-c. 395), Clement of Alexandria (c.
1506-c. 215), Plotinus (c. 205-270), and Albinus, a Middle-
Platonist of the second century.

Maimonides employs eight affirmative attributes, all in
trinary form, to illustrate what he means by affirmatives
signifying negations. To say that God is existing (or is found)
means that his nonexistence is impossible; this is the first dif-
ference between God and other beings. But the order of the
other attributes is not coincidental: existing things are either
sublunar (dead), celestial (living but corporeal), or the in-
telligences (incorporeal but created); things which act are
either incapable of producing certain things (weak) whereas
God brings all things intc existence, blind forces acting of

821, 59; ¢f. I.58 and J. Guttmann, Maimonides: The Guide of the Per-
pleved: an Abridged Edition with Introduction and Commentary (London,
1952), p. 211.

831, 58; i.e., he is not created. I have used “firstness” instead of
“eternal” since it is affirmative in form and introduces the way that Mai-
monides understands affirmative attributes as megations.
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necessity (foolish or ignorant) whereas God apprehends
everything, or act without purpose (hasty or negligent) where-
as God governs all things according to his purpose and will; in
fine, God is unique. Hence the following table can be com-
piled:

Affirmative predicate Meaning
existing (literally: found) not missed
living not dead
incorporeal (pure form) not corporeal
first not created
powerful not weak
knowing not foolish
willing not hasty
one not many

Having given this list, Maimonides claims to have shown
that every affirmative atiribute predicated of God must be
either an actional atiribute or, if intended to convey some
idea of his essence, it signifies “ the negation of the privation
of the attribute in question.” ** This claim needs some explana-
tion.

It is most important to emphasize that the purely equivocal
affirmative attributes signify the negation of their privations.
Habit and privation is one of the four types of ‘opposite’
Maimonides describes in his Treatise. The term ‘opposite’
can refer to contraries, some of which have intermediate states
(e.g., hot and cold, and lukewarm), others of which do not
(esg., odd and even), to habit and privation (e.g., sight and
blindness) , to correlation (e.g., long and short), or, when two
proposttions have identical subjects and predicates, to nega-
tive and affirmative (e.g., “ Zayd is wise ” and “ Zayd is not
wise ) * Contraries and habit and privation differ in that the
former equally partake of existence whereas the latter, being
the existence or absence-of-existence of something, do not,*

84 Ibid. (my emphasis).

85 Treatise, 11 and 4; cf. Categories, X, 11b15-13b35 (particularly 12a26-
13a37).

86 T'reatise, 11












































































































































































































































































































































































































