SOUL-BODY RELATIONSHIP

velopment was not the most pressing moral problem
faced by the Church during the rise of legalized abortion.
Nonetheless, the much referenced footnote 19 of the Dec-
laration on Procured Abortion (1974) took note of the
debate between proponents of immediate and delayed
hominization and stated that:

It is not within the competence of science to de-
cide between these two views, because the exis-
tence of an immortal soul is not a question in its
field. It is a philosophical problem from which our
moral affirmation remains independent . . . sup-
posing a later 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.

One finds here two important points: the question
of when the soul is infused is not one that can be
decided by any empirical means, and even if the
soul were to be infused at some later point in em-
bryological development, the zygote that is pres-
ent at fertilization is surely a human life. As such
it deserves the same respect as is due to any other
human being.

With the discovery of human genome, and the recog-
nition that it contains the entire code for the epigenetic
unfolding of the human being, there was a growing con-
viction among many Catholic theologians that person-
hood must begin at conception. Others, in spite of this
new evidence, insisted that the lack of individuality in the
early embryo, which is capable of twinning in its earliest
stages, or the supposed absence of a proper material foun-
dation to support the human soul, such as the ‘‘primitive
streak’” (primitive spinal cord and brain), which appears
at approximately 14 days, left the question at best unde-
cided or perhaps even settled in favor of delayed homin-
ization on scientific grounds.

In 1987 the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith entered this debate with Donum vitae: Instruction
on Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on the Digni-
ty of Procreation. The document addressed a panoply of
moral issues related to modern reproductive technolo-
gies, but it took special note of the question of the origin
of the human soul. The Congregation stated that it was
‘‘aware of the current debates concerning the beginning
of human life, concerning the individuality of the human
being and concerning the identity of the human person’’
and then, calling attention to recent findings of science
that indicated that a ‘‘new human individual’’ is consti-
tuted at the moment of conception, remarked:

Certainly no experimental datum can be in itself
sufficient to bring us to the recognition of a spiri-
tual soul; nevertheless, the conclusions of science
regarding the human embryo provide a valuable
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indication for discerning by the use of reason a
personal presence from this first appearance of a
human life: how could a living human creature not
be a human person? The Magisterium has not ex-
pressly committed its authority to an affirmation
of a philosophical nature, but it constantly reaf-
firms the moral condemnation of any kind of pro-
cured abortion. [1.1]

Thus, while leaving the door open for the possibil-
ity of later animation, Donum vitae placed the
weight of the Vatican on the side of those who
view a personal presence in the human zygote;
however, because this document did not make its
judgment definitive, the debate on this important
topic continues. What is clear beyond any doubt
is that, in the view of the Church, ‘‘the fruit of
human generation, from the first moment of its ex-
istence, that is to say from the moment the zygote
is constituted, demands the unconditional respect
that is morally due to the human being in his bodi-
ly and spiritual totality.”’

The prospect of so-called therapeutic human clon-
ing, in which human clones are made and destroyed for
research purposes, and the desire among certain members
within the scientific community to exploit the unfortunate
plight of frozen human embryos, has greatly heightened
the stakes in this debate and promises to keep the ques-
tion at the forefront of philosophical and theological dis-
cussion well into the twenty-first century.

See Also: SOUL, HUMAN; IMMORTALITY.
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SOUL-BODY RELATIONSHIP

In the context of scholastic teaching that man is com-
posed of body and soul, the question arises how the rela-
tionship between these two elements is to be conceived.
(Although modern nonscholastic authors rarely use the
term soul, they do speak of the mind-body problem, and
in so doing ask essentially the same question in a less
philosophical way.) The answer can be investigated gen-
erally, as applied to all species of living organisms, or it
can be investigated only in relation to humanity, where
it raises particularly difficult problems. Man’s soul being
spiritual in nature, how can such a spiritual principle be
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related to the matter of the human body? The dispropor-
tion between matter and spirit seems so great that it is dif-
ficult to conceive how both can be joined in man to form
an essential unity.

Greek Thought. As long as GREEK PHILOSOPHY
considered only the material cause, as Aristotle noted, no
major difficulty of this type arose. With the discovery of
a spiritual dimension to reality, as in Plato’s world of
ideas, however, the problem immediately came into
focus: how can something spiritual, characterized as it is
by its independence from matter, be essentially bound to
something material? Such a union seems contrary to the
very nature of spirit. Influenced by this line of thought,
PLATO considered the union to be a punishment for some
sin committed by the soul in a former life. The relation
of the soul to the body, in his view, was that of a prisoner
to his prison (Phaedrus 250; Phaedo 80-83). In other
texts, Plato compared the relation to that between a ship
and the pilot, insofar as the soul moves and directs the
body as a pilot does a ship—a relationship that remained
somewhat extrinsic and accidental.

ARISTOTLE criticized this teaching of his master as
inconsistent with the facts. Man is one substantial reality,
not an accidental union of two different substances. Yet
how can he be one substance, if two such different ele-
ments as a material body and a spiritual soul are found
in him? Aristotle saw the solution in his doctrine of HY-
LOMORPHISM. He defined the soul as the first act of a
physical organic body (Anim. 412a 20-28). Unfortunate-
ly, this cryptic definition seemed to imply a contradiction,
because a physical organic body, as something deter-
mined, was already conceived as in act, and thus it was
hard to see how the soul could be its ““first’” act. The dif-
ficulty, it turns out, is largely terminological; an adequate
explanation of the Aristotelian formula can be given, al-
though it is not easy to comprehend (see SOUL; ENTELE-
CHY). Possibly because of its concise and somewhat
elliptic formulation, it has been regarded by many as not
giving a satisfactory and adequate solution to the prob-
lem.

Thomistic Explanation. St. THOMAS AQUINAS, and
most scholastic philosophers, took over the Aristotelian
formula and used it to derive a more accurate conception.
(1) The basic reality to account for, as Aquinas saw it, is
the essential unity of man. This unity is clearly demon-
strated by the fact that the same concrete man who is
given to one’s phenomenological experience in his bodily
presence is also a person who thinks. The spiritual activi-
ty of thinking and the material givenness of the body are
both manifestations of one and the same human reality.
(2) Again, the transcendence of the spirit over material
reality is manifested by the immateriality of thinking; this
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means that the soul, having an activity that is intrinsically
independent of material conditions, cannot have a mode
of being inferior to its mode of acting. In other words, it
must be essentially independent of matter. (3) On the
other hand, man is really material, and this not only acci-
dentally: the body belongs essentially to his nature. How
can one reconcile all three seemingly contradictory, but
equally certain, data?

Soul-Body Union. Taking into account all three as-
pects, St. Thomas proposed a precise and ingenious solu-
tion. He refused to admit a contradiction between the
spirituality of the soul and its union with a material body.
This union, he argued, need not be understood as imply-
ing an essential dependence on matter. The soul, as spiri-
tual, really exists on its own account and in its own right.
In other words, it is not dependent on matter in the very
fact of existing. This, in turn, does not entail that the body
belongs to man only accidentally. The body is a real and
essential part of man’s nature, but not in such a way that
the soul is essentially subjected to it or ontologically de-
pendent upon it. On the contrary, the body is dependent
upon the soul and exists in virtue of the soul’s existence.
As Thomas puts it: ‘‘Human existence pertains to corpo-
real matter as receptive and as subjected to something
above it; it pertains to intellectual substance as to a princi-
ple, and according to the demands of its proper nature’’
(C. gent. 2.68). This describes an intimate, ontological re-
lationship between body and soul, destroying neither
man’s substantial unity, nor the spiritual character of his
soul, nor the body as an essential part of his nature.

Solution of Difficulties. Is this, however, only a clev-
er theoretical construction, or is it an interpretation of
man that conforms to genuine human experiences? Does
the human soul really enjoy the type of superiority over
the body that this ontological interpretation implies?
Does experience not show, on the contrary, that man’s
spiritual soul is dependent upon his body in many ways?
Man comes into being through biological conception and
birth; the very existence of his soul seems thus to be con-
ditioned by his body. And what about fatigue, illness, and
death? In all these cases is not the soul subject to the law
of the body? How can one bring such arguments in har-
mony with the Thomistic conception of a soul that exists
in its own right, in ontological independence of the body?

It may be noted that, apart from these instances of
negative interplay between body and soul, innumerable
instances of a positive relation between the two are equal-
ly evident in authentic human experience. The body ap-
pears as an instrument of the soul, for example, in
acquiring knowledge or in executing decisions of the
will; or it simply appears as an expression of the soul,
e.g., in language, in gestures, in a smile or in a tear. The
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main thing to be noted about these experiences, however,
whether they be positive or negative, is that the Thomistic
explanation does not conceive these as an interplay be-
tween two realities, but rather a mutual conditioning of
two constitutive principles in one reality. Thus the soul
is conditioned by the body, just as the body is conditioned
by the soul. Yet the fact that the body is dependent upon
the soul need not entail that the soul is also dependent
upon the body. If the soul really assumes the body into
its own existence, as Thomists maintain, the body cannot
be considered as alien to the soul. It is the soul’s body,
and nothing else. The whole bodily condition, with all its
implications, positive and negative, is assumed by the
soul as its own. The soul cannot be said to depend upon
the body, but it can be said to have assumed as its own
a bodily condition. The soul does not participate in the
existence of the body, but the body is assumed in the exis-
tence of the soul. Thus, although body and soul really co-
incide in man’s substantial unity, and in a total mutual
conditioning, there is a one-way dependence in the strict
sense of the word, namely, that of the body upon the soul.

This delicate, subtle, and finely balanced conception
of the soul-body structure gives due account of the con-
crete human situation, which, however materially condi-
tioned, is marked by the absolute primacy of the spirit
and of spiritual values. It is also in accord with the image
of man that is presented in divine revelation.

Other Explanations. The value of this particular in-
terpretation of the soul-body relationship may be con-
firmed by a brief comparison with alternative solutions.

Extreme monistic solutions, such as those reducing
man to mere spirit or not taking the reality of the body
seriously (e.g., PLATONISM), or those reducing man to
matter alone, considering the soul to be a manifestation
of matter (e.g., MATERIALISM), do not explain the real
man as given in experience. Nor does an exaggerated DU-
ALISM, such as that of DESCARTES, account for the subtle
complexity and unity of man as manifested in personal
and intersubjective experiences.

Again, man cut as it were in two parts—the phenom-
enal and the noumenal, as KANT presents him—does not
furnish an adequate explanation. Similarly, the positivist
approach to the question reduces the delicate and com-
plex ontological problem to a psychophysical parallelism
in which the spiritual dimension of man disappears, to be
replaced by a superfluous and meaningless epiphenome-
non of physiological processes.

A newer and sounder conception of man’s duality
has been proposed in PHENOMENOLOGY, particularly by
M. MERLEAU-PONTY and by Gabriel Marcel (see EXISTEN-
TIALISM, 4). Though thinking in very different categories,
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confining themselves more to phenomenological descrip-
tion than to ontological analysis, these thinkers have re-
discovered the intimate, indissoluble union of body and
mind in their conception of man as esprit incarné. Marcel
concentrates on the question, ‘‘Am I body or do I have
abody?’’ and, distinguishing between the corps objet and
the corps sujet, affords new evidence for a conception of
man akin to that of traditional scholasticism. Though the
deeper ontological view is lacking in such phenomeno-
logical approaches, they represent a great progress over
positivist conceptions and can lead to a fuller understand-
ing of man in terms of the soul-body relationship.

See Also: SOUL, HUMAN; IMMORTALITY; MAN, 3, 4.
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SOUL OF THE CHURCH

The early Christian creeds point to a faith in the life-
giving Spirit (H. Denzinger, Enchiridion symbolorum,
ed. A. Schonmetzer 42, 150) present in the Church and
in the saints, quickening and sanctifying them (ibid. 44,
46, 48, 60, 62, 63). The historical reasons why the Church
was originally inserted among the items appended to the
third member of the Trinitarian-structured creeds have
not been clarified. However, the logic of Christian life
soon associated the mention of the Church with the mis-
sion of the Spirit, precisely because the Church was para-
mount among ‘‘the realities that could be, and were,
regarded as the fruits of the Spirit in action’” [J. N. D.
Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (2d ed. London 1960)
155]. The Fathers, with a copious range of imagery, pres-
ent the Spirit as the prime inward principle of all life and
unity in Christ’s Body, the Church [see S. Tromp’s flori-
legia: De Spiritu Sancto anima: I. Testimonia e PP. grae-
cis (2d ed. Rome 1948); II. Testimonia e PP. latinis
(Rome 1932)]. St. Augustine, in particular, compared the
Spirit’s role in the Church with that of the soul in the
human body, thus striking off a fresh analogy destined to
influence the whole Western Church; see especially two
sermons on the mystery of Pentecost (267.4, Patrologia
Latina, ed. J. P. Migne 38:1231; 268.2, ibid. 1232). As
for the Eastern Church, see Chrysostom’s commentary on
Eph 4.3 (Hom. 9.3; Patrologia Graeca 62:72).

The Augustinian theme became a commonplace of
medieval and later Western theology. However, specula-
tion concerning the headship of Christ interested scholas-
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