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Abstract: Since St. Thomas Aquinas holds that death is a substantial change, a popular current interpretation of his anthropology must be mistaken.  According to that interpretation—the ‘survivalist’ view—St. Thomas holds that we human beings survive our deaths, constituted solely by our souls in the interim between death and resurrection.  This paper argues that St. Thomas must have held the ‘corruptionist’ view: the view that human beings cease to exist at their deaths.  Certain objections to the corruptionist view are also met.


We humans die.  Afterwards, we either exist, or do not exist.  In this paper, I discuss St. Thomas Aquinas’s view on the matter.  I argue that St. Thomas holds unequivocally that after our deaths we do not exist—not until the resurrection, at any rate.  I will call this interpretation of Aquinas the “corruptionist view.”  The paper starts with a little bit of scene-setting, but after those preliminaries are taken care of, my argument is embarrassingly simple.  I can’t help that: it seems to me that when we consider the nature of death in Aquinas, my conclusion follows straightaway.

Despite my convictions about that, other philosophers have recently offered some very clever arguments in favor of an alternative interpretation of St. Thomas.  These philosophers—notably, Eleonore Stump, David Oderberg, Christopher Brown and Jason Eberl
—claim that St. Thomas held we humans do survive our deaths.  After our death, we are constituted (or composed) merely by our souls, rather than by our souls plus our bodies.  I cannot treat all of their arguments here.
  But if my arguments here are correct, then one can conclude either that St. Thomas was hopelessly muddled on the issue—holding both the view that I attribute to him, and the alternative—or, much more likely, that there must be something wrong with arguments in favor of this alternative, which I will call the “survivalist view.”

I


Here is a helpful summary of St. Thomas’s anthropological view:

Now the individual human person is neither his soul, nor his body, nor even both conceived as two; he is one being, one complete substance or nature composed partly of a spiritual principle or soul and partly of a material principle which the soul “informs” and so constitutes a living human body.  Hence the human soul itself, whether we consider it as united to the material principle in the living human person, or as disembodied and separate from its connatural material principle, is not a complete substance, is not capable of subsisting and having its human activities referred ultimately to itself as the subsisting, personal principle that elicits these activities.  No doubt the disembodied soul has actual existence, but it has not the perfection of subsistence or personality: it is not a complete individual of the human species to which it belongs, and therefore it cannot be properly called a human person, a complete subsisting individual of the human species.


The above quotation seems to give a picture of the corruptionist view.  The core point is that the human person is a complete subsisting individual of the human species, while the soul is not, and hence the disembodied soul is not a human person.  Coffey is hardly out on a limb as an interpreter of St. Thomas: the claim that the human person is not identical with a soul can be found explicitly in St. Thomas’s Commentary on 1 Corinthians, where he famously writes: “my soul is not me.”  


Now, if that’s all correct, then it might, at first blush, seem very hard to see how there could be any reasonable dispute about the point of this paper.  If I’m not my soul, but my soul is all that’s left when I die, then clearly I don’t survive my death.  

But things are not nearly so simple.  The defenders of the survivalist view certainly do not overlook the claim that we are not our souls; or that disembodied souls are not people.  The survivalist view’s leading defender, Eleonore Stump, argues that such claims are entirely consistent with her view.  What is being claimed in the passage just cited is that I am not identical with my soul, and she asserts precisely the same thing.  On her view, it’s true that my soul is not identical with me.  Rather, it constitutes me.  More precisely, when I am alive, it is one of my constituents, and when I am dead, it is my only constituent.  It is crucial to this view that constitution is not identity.  My standing, after I’ve died, in a one-one constitution relation with my soul is an entirely different affair than my being identical to my soul.  

If, when you are dead, you are not identical to your soul, what are you?  On Stump’s view, you’re identical to the same thing you were identical to when you were alive: namely, a human person or a human being.
  So what is a human person?  Stump tells us that “a human person is identical to a particular in the species rational animal.”
  Brown tells us that “Socrates is (always) identical to a particular substance belonging to the species, rational animal.  That is to say, whenever or wherever Socrates exists, he is a human person, and human persons are, to use Aquinas’s favorite definition, rational animals.”
  When Aquinas defines man as rational animal, the term he is defining is homo.  So the idea here is that you—that person—are identical with this human being (or man), and the human being is identical with a rational animal.  

So the view in question does make an identity claim in addition to its non-identity claim.  We are identical to animals, and non-identical to our souls (when dead) or to our soul and body (when alive).  This set of claims straightforwardly entails that when we are dead, we will be wholly immaterial animals, for our one and only constituent—our soul—is wholly immaterial.  Defenders of the survivalist view seem happy to accept that entailment, and have argued that it’s not really all that worrisome.

I myself find it very difficult to make any sense of.  But that’s a very weak argument against it.  So, instead, I’ll show in what follows that St. Thomas’s account of death entails that the human person ceases to exist when the composite ceases to exist.  The paper concludes with some supporting material, where I explain various references to dead people in St. Thomas.  

II


Right now, I am a living rational animal, composed of a body and a soul.  This is an uncontroversial claim (insofar, at any rate, as it is being offered as an account of what St. Thomas thought).  Nevertheless, it contains a very difficult claim.  What does it mean to say I’m composed of body and soul?  (Or constituted by them, in Stump’s language: I will tend to use composition language in what follows, simply because it is the traditional way of putting it.  Nothing in what follows depends on fine distinctions that might be made between constitutionalist accounts and compositionalist accounts.)  A simple answer is: it means I’m composed of form and matter.  But this simple answer will not do.  This point has been forcibly posed by Anthony Kenny:

If we identify the human soul with Aristotelian substantial form, it is natural to identify the human body with prime matter. But body and soul are not at all the same pair of items as matter and form. This is a point on which Aquinas himself insists: the human soul is related to the human body not as form to matter, but as form to subject... A human being is not something that has a body; it is a body, a living body of a particular kind. The dead body of a human being is not a human body any longer—or indeed any other kind of body, but rather, as it decomposes, an amalgam of many bodies. Human bodies, like any other material objects, are composed of matter and form; and it is the form of the human body, not the form of the matter of the human body, that is the human soul.


So when St. Thomas says that humans are composites of body and soul, what does he mean?  The text that does the most work in helping us get a grip on this is found in Chapter 2 of De Ente et Essentia.  The parenthetical numbers, of course, are my own insertions.

We can see how this happens by considering how body as a part of animal differs from body as the genus of animal. In the way body is the genus of animal it cannot be an integral part of animal, and thus the term body can be accepted in several ways. (1) Body is said to be in the genus of substance in that it has a nature such that three dimensions can be designated in the body. These three designated dimensions are (2) the body that is in the genus of quantity. Now, it sometimes happens that what has one perfection may attain to a further perfection as well, as is clear in man, who has a sensitive nature and, further, an intellective one. Similarly, above this perfection of having a form such that three dimensions can be designated in it, there can be joined another perfection, as life or some similar thing. This term (1A) body, therefore, can signify a certain thing that has a form such that from the form there follows in the thing designatability in three dimensions and nothing more, such that, in other words, from this form no further perfection follows, but if some other thing is superadded, it is beyond the signification of body thus understood. And understood in this way, body will be an integral and material part of the animal, because in this way the soul will be beyond what is signified by the term body, and it will supervene on the body such that from these two, namely the soul and the body, the animal is constituted as from parts.

This term (1B) body can also be understood as signifying a certain thing that has a form such that three dimensions can be designated in it, whatever form this may be, and such that either from the form some further perfection can proceed or not. Understood in this way, body will be the genus of animal, for there will be understood in animal nothing that is not implicitly contained in body. Now, the soul is a form through which there can be designated in the thing three dimensions, and therefore, when we say that body is what has a form from which three dimensions can be designated in the body, we understand there is some kind of form of this type, whether soul, or lapideousness, or whatever other form. And thus the form of animal is implicitly contained in the form of body, just as body is its genus.


This very lengthy quote bears reproduction in full because it makes very clear exactly what St. Thomas is getting at when he says that man is composed of body and soul.  He makes a two-fold division in the sense of the term ‘body.’  It either (1) signifies under the genus of substance or (2) under the genus of quantity.  Sense (2) is irrelevant to us.  Ignore it.  Sense (1) is subdivided.  We can use the term ‘body’ in this sense to signify either (1A) “with precision” or (1B) “without precision.”  When we speak in sense (1A), we use the term body strictly to mean something having three dimensions, and nothing else.  We are signifying in an excluding way, or with precision.  When, however, we speak in sense (1B), we speak in a non-excluding way, or without precision.  We still use the term to mean something having three dimensions, but we leave it open whether the body in question is gifted with further perfections.  When we speak of body in sense (1B), then, we can call an animal a body.  For the animal is a three dimensional object.  The fact that it’s a living three dimensional object is not specified when we call it a body, but neither is it excluded.  But if we were to use body in sense (1A) to speak of an animal, we’d be making a mistake: for in sense (1A), the term excludes life.  In sense (1A) then, we can say that an animal has a body, but not that an animal is a body.  In other words, when we speak of a body in sense (1B), we can predicate body directly of an animal.  But when we speak of a body in sense (1A), we cannot directly predicate body of an animal.  


St. Thomas introduces this discussion of bodies as an example to clarify his discussion of the relation of man to animal.  He argues that animal can be directly predicated of a man (Socrates is an animal), insofar as we take animal in a non-excluding way.  But if we take animal in an excluding way (such that we take animals in this sense to be things that merely sense and move, and hence are not rational), then we cannot predicate it of Socrates, except as a “part” of him. 


These distinctions are conceptual: when we speak of the animal as having a body, we are not suggesting that the animal has an actual non-living body as a part of it.  Rather, we are thinking of the animal simply under the aspect of being extended in three dimensions.  When we conjoin that three-dimensional extendedness with the notion of being a living, sensing thing, we get the notion of an animal.  The body, in sense (1A) is just a part of the animal: and it must be conjoined with another part—the soul—to get the whole.  But the body in sense (1B) does not exclude soul: a body in sense (1B) couldn’t be a part of an animal, for the body we’re thinking of when we think of an animal in sense (1B) is already living body.  

So when we say that a human is a body-soul composite, we’re speaking of body in sense (1A), and conjoining that notion with the notion of a soul in a corresponding sense: an exclusive sense, meaning only the perfection of life (a perfection that, in principle, needn’t be had only by embodied things).  So when we speak of the human body and the human soul, we must take care to note what sense we’re speaking in.  Are we speaking of the body in sense (1B)?  Then we’re talking about the human being itself, and it would be a mistake to think of a body in this sense as a part of the human being, for this body can be predicated directly of the human: it is a living body, an animal.  But if we’re speaking in sense (1A), then we’re talking merely of a part of the human, and an abstraction at that.

III


Here's why the distinction matters.  The standard way in which a hylemorphist would describe death is as the separation of the body and soul.  What does this mean?  Clearly, the use of body can't be in sense (1B), for when we speak of a human body in that sense, the soul can’t be separated from the body: the human body in that sense is a living body, which means it is ensouled.  So it must be sense (1A).  In which case the claim that the soul separates from the body is perfectly intelligible.  The two parts of the human go their separate ways.  In this parting, what happens is that the body (1B) simply ceases to exist: after death, there is no more ensouled body.  But that ensouled body was identical to me.  So I cease to exist at my death.  That’s the thrust of this paper’s argument.  As I said, it’s embarrassingly simple.  But perhaps it seems too simple, and hence unconvincing.  Fortunately, I can say some more here to make it more complicated and, I hope, more convincing.


To expand: St. Thomas tells us that death is a substantial corruption.
  He also tells us that corruption is a change from existence to non-existence.
  Now, what is corrupted, properly speaking, is the composite, not the form or the matter or the act of existing.
  So when I die—I, this composite of form and matter—I substantially corrupt.  That is, I pass from existence to non-existence.  

This inference, based as it is on a series of texts, can be double-checked for accuracy: if we could find a citation where St. Thomas says that when humans die, they cease existing, that would, I think, offer substantial support to what I’ve said just above.  Fortunately, such passages do indeed exist: “death, which is the privation of life, is painful simply, and the greatest of punishments, inasmuch as it deprives one of the primary good, namely being, with which other things are withdrawn.”
  (My emphasis.)  And again: “…man is corrupted by death.”
  I should say that I consider these texts alone to be a pretty compelling argument against the survivalist view.  If I am deprived of being when I die, then it sure looks like I no longer exist after I die, and that is exactly what the survivalist view denies.  If I—I, this man—am corrupted by death, I do not survive my death.
  So the survivalist view is false.  But we can do more than make that simple point: there’s an argument to be made here.  


What’s crucial is the claim that death is a substantial change.  In a human death, something has stopped being, absolutely speaking.  That something is the composite of body and soul: the human person.  But since the advocates of the survivalist view believe that we human persons are identical to human animals, they must then accept that we human persons cease to exist when we die.  What other alternative remains?  If death is a substantial change, then some substance stops existing at death.  In the case of a human death, what substance is there before death, to play the role of the thing that stops existing at death?  There is, on St. Thomas’s view, only one substance in the neighborhood: the animal—this living body here.  It is composed of the body (1A) and the soul (taking soul in a sense that corresponds with body 1A).  It—this living body—is me, and I’m a substance: an individual substance of a rational nature.  There are no other candidate substances on the scene.  Hence, I corrupt at death.  I am the substance that undergoes the substantial change.  And hence whatever is left over after that change can’t be me: if it were, it wouldn’t have been a substantial change.  It would have been an accidental change.  So the soul, which survives my death, is not me.  I believe that St. Thomas’s views on death make this conclusion inescapable.  And hence the survivalist view cannot be right.
  

Brown actually claims that human death is a mere accidental change, but that’s not defensible, I think, given the texts I’ve cited above.
  Indeed, it is worth looking at the central passage at more length:  “…if the soul were in the body as a pilot in a ship, it would follow that the union of soul and body would be an accidental one.  Then death, which brings about their separation, would not be a substantial corruption, which is clearly false.”
  This whole discussion is about the soul of the human being, and hence the claim that death is a substantial corruption—a claim the opposite of which is “clearly false”—is being made about human death.  This cuts off a possible escape route.  For there is a complication.  St. Thomas thinks the human soul—unlike any other kind of soul—survives death.  But my separated soul’s act of existence after I die will be the very act of existence that is now my act of existence.  That act—numerically the same act—“goes” from me to my soul when I die.
  It comes back to me when I’m resurrected.  This is a unique circumstance.  In no other instance of substantial corruption is the self-same act of existence preserved.  And one might think that insofar as the same act of existence is preserved, we don’t actually have a substantial corruption.  For we’ve seen that a corruption is a change from existence to non-existence: if the existence remains, how has anything been corrupted?  Something persists through the substantial corruption that is human death.  Two somethings, actually.  For as in all substantial changes, the prime matter survives.  But in the case of human death, as in no other case, the soul also persists.  This is a sui generis form of change, because of the uniqueness of humans.  (It shouldn’t surprise us that our corruption is unique, since St. Thomas also tells us that our generation is unique.  Generation is a change from non-existence to existence.  But we know that human generation requires an act of Divine Creation.
  In no other sort of case is this required: in other cases of generation, the substantial form is educed from the potency in the matter.)  


Recall now that humans are identical with bodies in sense (1B).  Now a living body will certainly cease to be when it ceases living.  (“Now it is the soul that gives being to living things; for their being is precisely their life.”
)  So that body is corrupted at death.  So if we are identical with a body in this sense, we are indeed corrupted at death.  This is so even if the act of existence continues: what is corrupted, properly speaking, is the composite.  Indeed, St. Thomas could hardly be clearer on the question of whether we humans corrupt, properly speaking: “Generation…is from the negative to the positive, as from the non-white to the white, or from non-man to man.  Corruption…is from the positive to the negative, as from the white to the non-white, or from man to non-man.”
  St. Thomas also writes, “Now it belongs to the truth of the death of man or animal that by death the subject ceases to be man or animal...”
  The point of all this is simply to drive home the point that the human being corrupts at death, and that corruption just is the end of a thing’s existence.  Hence, humans stop existing at their deaths.  


This is precisely why the doctrine of the resurrection is so important.  Consider the implications of St. Thomas’s answer to the question of whether identically the same man will rise again:

The necessity of holding the resurrection arises from this—that man may obtain the last end for which he was made; for this cannot be accomplished in this life, nor in the life of the separated soul, as stated above (75, 1,2): otherwise man would have been made in vain, if he were unable to obtain the end for which he was made. And since it behooves the end to be obtained by the selfsame thing that was made for that end, lest it appear to be made without purpose, it is necessary for the selfsame man to rise again; and this is effected by the selfsame soul being united to the selfsame body. For otherwise there would be no resurrection properly speaking, if the same man were not reformed.

The question and answer obviously presuppose that the man ceases to exist at his death: it would make no sense whatsoever to worry about whether the same man is going to rise again, if the same man has existed all along.  But since the man is the person is the animal, on St. Thomas’s view (and here the defenders of the survivalist account are on board, recall), then the person hasn’t existed all along.  The man—the person—must be resurrected, St. Thomas tells us, because otherwise he will never attain the end for which he was made.
IV


I’ve argued that St. Thomas thinks we do not survive our deaths.  But there are texts that seem to give this view serious trouble.  Here is a striking case:

…according to the disposition of Divine Providence separated souls sometimes come forth from their abode and appear to men, as Augustine, in the book quoted above, relates of the martyr Felix who appeared visibly to the people of Nola when they were besieged by barbarians….  There is, however, this difference between the saints and the damned, that the saints can appear when they will to the living, but not the damned.
 

Here, St. Thomas says that the martyr Felix appeared to the people of Nola, not that the soul of Felix appeared.  The proponent of the survivalist account draws a natural inference from this text: when St. Thomas says Felix appeared, he means Felix appeared.  But that means he thinks that the dead man Felix existed.  And hence, St. Thomas doesn’t hold the corruptionist view.
  Or so goes the argument.  

But this argument can be answered.  In De Veritate 13, St. Thomas discusses Rapture, which is “elevation, by the power of a higher nature, from that which is according to nature, to that which is contrary to nature.”
  That is, one undergoes Rapture when one is “transported out of his senses and sees things beyond sense.”  (For example, when one sees the Divine Essence.)  St. Thomas is principally concerned with making sense of the relevant biblical passage: 2 Cor 12:2.  There, St. Paul says he knew “a man [who was] caught up to the third heaven.”  (In accordance with the traditional understanding, St. Thomas takes this man to be St. Paul himself.)  St. Thomas asks himself whether St. Paul knew during his Rapture whether his soul was in his body.  He answers that St. Paul did not know.  In the course of the discussion, he gives an important objection/reply pair.  In the 2 Cor quotation, St. Paul says he knew a man who was caught up, St. Thomas writes: “But man means that which is made up of the union of the body and the soul.  Therefore, he knew that the soul was joined to his body.”
  In other words, since St. Paul says a man was raptured, and since man means a thing that is both soul and body, St. Paul knew he was not separated from his body during his Rapture.  Here is the Response:

Through synecdoche, sometimes only a part of man is called man, especially the soul, which is the more noble part of man.  Yet this can also be taken to mean that the one who he says was enraptured was not a man during the rapture, but was a man fourteen years later, that is, when the Apostle said this.


This text gives two replies to the Objection.  The first sentence of the Reply tells us that St. Paul may have used synecdoche in using the term “man” when really only the principal part of the man—and, by implication, not the man himself—was present.  Similarly, then, it is safe to infer that when St. Thomas speaks of the martyr Felix appearing to the people of Nola, it could just as well mean he believes the soul of Felix appeared, but that he referred to that soul as the martyr Felix through synecdoche.  Thus, such passages provide no compelling support for the survivalist view. 

In the second sentence of the Reply, St. Thomas gives an alternative account of why St. Paul might have used the word “man.”  Perhaps St. Paul used the term in recognition that he is now (at the time of the writing of the Letter) a man, though he wasn’t at the time of the Rapture itself.  This seems to me to be proof that St. Thomas takes for granted there is only a man present when both body and soul are present, for if he thought that the presence of the soul is sufficient for the presence of a man, he could easily have said “man means either that which is made up of body and soul or, in some cases, that which is made up solely of soul.”  And that would have fully handled the Objection.   

The defender of the survivalist account could reply that it’s possible that the references to Felix are being made via synecdoche, but it’s also possible that they’re not, so synecdoche is not a decisive rebuttal.  This would be a very weak move, however, since the Felix passage is supposed to provide an argument for the survivalist view, not merely to be consistent with it.  So perhaps the friends of the survivalist view should offer additional texts:  and, indeed, there are some passages in St. Thomas that speak very clearly of the deceased as persons.  For example: “…a man by offering suffrages satisfies somewhat for the deceased person…”
  If the deceased are persons, then the survivalist view is correct.  And if the deceased are persons, then the natural way to interpret the Felix passages is as Stump does interpret them.  

But there is a very straightforward reply to the deceased persons passages.  St. Thomas explicitly claims that Christ, when in the grave, was not a man, in a text I quoted in part earlier: 

Now it belongs to the truth of the death of man or animal that by death the subject ceases to be man or animal; because the death of the man or animal results from the separation of the soul, which is the formal complement of the man or animal. Consequently, to say that Christ was a man during the three days of His death simply and without qualification, is erroneous.

So Christ, after his death, was not a man.  But the passage continues: “…yet it can be said that He was a dead man during those three days.”  So even though he was not a man, we can say he was a man.  A dead man, yes, but still a ‘man.’  Of course, ‘dead’ is what Geach called an alienans adjective, like ‘fool’s’ in fool’s gold.
  So defenders of the survivalist view shouldn’t hang too much on the “deceased person” passage above.  And, in fact, they don’t.  To my knowledge, it hasn’t been invoked by any of them.  

It helps to take this into account, as well: 
Objection 2: Our Lord proves the Resurrection by quoting the words: I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.  He is not the god of the dead but of the living (Matth. xxii 32; Exod. iii. 6).  But it is clear that when those words were uttered, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lived not in body, but only in soul.  Therefore there will be no resurrection of bodies but only of souls…  Reply Obj. 2: Abraham’s soul, properly speaking, is not Abraham himself, but a part of him (and the same as regards the others).  Hence life in Abraham’s soul does not suffice to make Abraham a living being, or to make the God of Abraham the God of a living man.  But there needs to be life in the whole composite, i.e. the soul and body: and although this life were not actually when these words were uttered, it was in each part as ordained to the resurrection.  Wherefore our Lord proves the resurrection with the greatest subtlety and efficacy.
    
I grant for the sake of argument that the first sentence of the Reply could be read as consistent with the survivalist view.  What is important about this passage is another point: it tells us that the potentiality for life (as opposed to its actuality) found in Abraham’s parts as ordered to the resurrection provides sufficient grounds for Christ to refer to Abraham as living.  We just saw that we can call Abraham a dead man.  Now we see that we can call him living, too.  But in neither case should we take these claims literally.  In fact, Abraham is neither a living man, nor a dead man, for he’s not a man at all.  But we can call his soul a living man in virtue of the fact that the parts of Abraham are ordered towards the resurrection, and we can call it a dead man in virtue of the fact that, well, Abraham died and left his soul behind.  

These considerations undermine the evidential force of any texts in St. Thomas that might seem, in virtue of referring to post-death persons, to show that St. Thomas literally believed in post-death persons.  He sometimes speaks somewhat loosely on the subject—but always in ways that he elsewhere explains and justifies.  And in the very course of explaining and justifying these ways of speaking, he undermines any way to claim that the disembodied soul is still a person.  I won’t go so far as to insist that the passages we’ve looked at in this section prove the survivalist view is false (after all, I’ve shown in the previous section that the survivalist view is false, and I don’t want to be tedious): rather, I simply say that they cannot be taken to provide any kind of serious support for the survivalist view.
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