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socio-cultural world.”18 One understanding of this view of the human is that we are only 

one of the many animals on the planet, and do not have any special status. The line 

between humans and animals is blurred the more we look at our biological beginnings.19  

This section will briefly expound the historical position of this idea as found in 

Charles Darwin and E. O. Wilson. Afterward we will look at the two most common 

positions on the nature of mind in academic literature today: eliminativism and 

functionalism. Eliminativism says that “mind” is simply identifiable with certain brain 

states, and thus we can do away with any talk of “mind.” Functionalism says that a 

“mind” is present when the biological parts are functioning properly. Daniel Dennett is 

utilized to explain aspects of eliminativism, while Jerry Fodor is used as an exponent of 

functionalism. 

 

2.2.1.1  Humans are a Product of Evolution – Historical Background: Charles Darwin 

Charles Darwin is credited with being the one who formalized a workable theory 

of evolution for the modern scientific community. Through his travels on the H.M.S. 

Beagle and observations from the Galapagos Islands, Darwin hypothesized that the 

variation in different species could be accounted for by environmental, reproductive, and 

genetic factors. “Guided” by natural selection, the surviving members of a species pass 

                                                           

18 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 56. 

19 “Biology and evolutionary theory over the last two centuries have simultaneously produced 

modern organisms as objects of knowledge and reduced the line between humans and animals to a faint 

trace re-etched in ideological struggle or professional disputes between life and social sciences.” Donna J. 

Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s,” in The 

Gendered Cyborg: A Reader, ed. by Gill Kirkup, Linda Janes, Kathryn Woodward, and Fiona Hovenden 

(New York: Routledge, 2000), 52. 
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their traits on to the next generation.20 Certain environmental pressures may favor one 

trait over others. As such, species that can adapt to this pressure survive and pass their 

genetic material on to the next generation. Those that cannot adapt or do not have the 

appropriate genetic material will die out and their genetic lineage ceases.21 This process 

of modification by descent is slow. It is recorded in geological timescales. Hence, a 

species’ stability is the most deceptive aspect of its existence given how we do not notice 

its transformation.22 Sometimes a genetic variation occurs which is so momentous that 

the advantage gained eventually becomes present throughout the entire species. When 

enough of these mutations prevail, a new species is introduced. Extrapolated to the entire 

biosphere, a plausible account for the genetic similarities and differences among all living 

creatures on earth emerges. Darwin’s grand idea of descent with modification gave 

scientists a way to explain multiple criteria in an elegant system. Natural selection 

coupled with environmental pressures and genetic reception could (in theory) account for 

all of the variety of life found on earth. When applied to humans, it follows that humans 

are just one branch along the evolutionary tree of life.23  

                                                           

20 Darwin defines natural selection as the “preservation of favourable [sic] variations and the 

rejection of injurious variations.” Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, 1859, reprint, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 

UK: Oxford University Press, 2008), 102. 

21 Ibid., 103. 

22 Put differently, because species change so slowly, we mistakenly think they have an unchanging 

essence.  

23 Darwin states “probably all the organic beings which have ever lived on this earth have 

descended from some one primordial form, into which life was first breathed.” Ibid., 303. Humans may 

have different capacities than other creatures, but in a Darwinian sense of evolution, there is nothing 

“special” about human beings. We are simply one among the many different types of terrestrial creatures. 
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This “natural selection” works by the accumulation of infinitesimally small 

inherited variations which prove to be valuable for survival.24 And it is important for the 

purposes of this project since it acts as the basis for the biological understanding of how 

modern homo sapiens have evolved. If it is the case that modern humans are the product 

of a purposeless biological process, then the transhumanist agenda in wanting to wrest 

control of human evolution from this blind process has significant merit. Why leave the 

next stage of human evolution to chance? 

 

2.2.1.2  Humans are a Product of Evolution – Contemporary Grounding: E. O. Wilson 

E. O. Wilson, the famous Harvard biologist, has made significant contributions in 

the way of the evolutionary and biological origins of sociability. Taking his knowledge of 

evolutionary biology to the human person, Wilson is confident that humans can be 

understood in completely biological terms – indeed, he thinks biology is the “key” for 

understanding human nature.25 He says evolution can account for the origins of humanity 

(and to a degree determines our future), current scientific studies can fully account for 

how the human mind and body operate, and a thoroughgoing knowledge of biological 

sociology can explain how humans are to act. This “consilience” among various branches 

of human knowledge can provide a robust view of human nature.26 In Wilson’s 

estimation, biology can tell us what humans are, neuroscience can tell us what and how 

                                                           

24 “Natural selection can act only by the preservation and accumulation of infinitesimally small 

inherited modifications, each profitable to the preserved being.” Darwin, On the Origin of Species, 74. 

25 Edward O. Wilson, On Human Nature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 13. 

26 Edward O. Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1998), 

81. 
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humans think, and bio-sociology can tell us how humans should act.27 Thus, there is no 

need to introduce any notion of an immaterial “mind” or “soul.” Indeed, for Wilson we 

are on the verge of a complete scientific understanding of all relevant criteria for what 

makes humans “human.”28 The brain is simply an organ for survival and reproduction – 

its ability to reason is a side-effect of needing to meet these two primary purposes.29  

 It is not surprising that Wilson, the model biologist, sees biology as the clue to 

achieving total consilience.30 Nor is it difficult to see why the scientists and materialists 

are so confident in what science can do and will prove. The past four hundred years have 

been one massive success story regarding the advances of science. Once the universe was 

scrutinized against basic physical laws and supernatural causes were removed from the 

equation, scientific learning exploded.31 There seemed to be absolutely nothing that a 

philosophically materialistic view of science could not answer. “All roads to the truth will 

                                                           

27 Ibid. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Wilson, On Human Nature, 2. 

30 “Everything in this world is organized in terms of a small number of natural laws and that these 

laws comprise the principles underlying all branches of learning.” Amitrajeet Batabyal, “Book Reviews,” 

Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics 12 (2000): 223. Wilson states, the “most complex 

systems known to exist in the universe are biological, and by far the most complex of all biological 

phenomena is the human mind. If brain and mind are at base biological phenomena, it follows that the 

biological sciences are essential to achieving coherence among all the branches of learning, from the 

humanities on down to the physical sciences.” Wilson, Consilience, 81. 

31 In each area in which supernaturalism held sway initially, but was then challenged by scientific 

evidence, supernaturalism lost. “During the seventeenth century, through what has become known as the 

scientific revolution, a mechanistic view of nature gradually displaced a more organic view of nature—at 

least among the best educated and scientifically inclined. Over the next three centuries, this mechanistic 

view was to become the dominant view of the world. Left behind were the Aristotelian and Thomistic 

approach, with its talk of act and potency, form and matter, formal and final cause, as well as the 

Neoplatonic approach, represented by Bonaventure, and (in a very different way) by the tradition of 

Renaissance magic, a vitalist view of nature, epitomized in Paracelsus. The ‘mechanistic philosophy,’ as it 

was called, entailed major changes in the understanding of matter, of causality, and of God.” Terrence L. 

Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos: Christian Faith and the Challenge of Naturalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos 

Press, 2003), 41. 
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be scientific.”32 When this long success story is applied to our current topic we can see 

why scientists are so confident that eventually philosophers and theologians will give-in 

and admit to the materialistic basis of mind. Philosophers and theologians of mind have 

assigned so many emergent properties to physical reactions, that it is only a matter of 

time before the entire mind is shown to have a material basis.  

 It is believed that the elements for what makes the brain work (neurons, 

neurotransmitters, etc.) are fairly well known. What is lacking is an understanding of 

what brings them together to create cognition and consciousness.33 However long it takes 

to completely map the brain and all of its connections, Wilson is confident that this will 

be accomplished. And given the successful history of science, he considers it a forgone 

conclusion that the physical basis of mind will be mapped through its patterns of neural 

activity.34 At bottom, humans are simply a biological species born in an environment 

conducive to evolutionary advancement.35 The brain was shaped by epigenetic rules (i.e., 

hereditary regularities in development) through the millennia.36 There is nothing 

immaterial about this process. According to Wilson, what the Enlightenment started and 

                                                           

32 Charles Gillispie, “E. O. Wilson’s Consilience: A Noble, Unifying Vision, Grandly Expressed,” 

in Amercian Scientist, www.americanscientist.org/bookshelf/id.2479,content_true_css_print/bookshelf.aspx 

(accessed March 27, 2012).  

33 Wilson, Consilience, 109. 

34 Ibid., 135. For Wilson the issue is when this will happen, not if. 

35 “Among paleolithic peoples, the genes imprinted upon individual minds certain pathways for 

mental development, certain epigenetic rules which, taken together, compose the complex that is human 

nature.” Gillispie, “E. O. Wilson’s Consilience: A Noble, Unifying Vision, Grandly Expressed.”  

36 Wilson, Consilience, 223.  

http://www.americanscientist.org/bookshelf/id.2479,content_true_css_print/bookshelf.aspx
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Romanticism continued, but ultimately failed to provide is nearly within our grasp – “the 

physical basis of mind.”37 

 Given this biological reality there are a number of consequences that follow. That 

the brain is a machine geared for survival is the most obvious.38 For our purposes, 

though, we will only examine some areas to which Wilson draws specific attention: 

objective knowledge; artificial intelligence; and free will. The first fallout from a 

materialistically based reality is that scientific inquiry can yield objective knowledge.39 

The argument runs as such: There is a universe outside our brain and only crazy persons 

(and some philosophers) doubt its real existence. Our brain synthesizes the sensory inputs 

imposed on it from this reality and creates concepts – there is no “ghost in the machine” 

or soul putting this data together. However, this data is subject to perspective distortion. 

“The proper task of scientists is to diagnose and correct the misalignment. . . . No one 

should suppose that objective truth is impossible to attain . . . . In particular it is too early 

for scientists, the foot soldiers of epistemology, to yield ground so vital to their 

                                                           

37 Ibid., 61. 

38 Ibid., 96. But also, what we call “meaning” is nothing but the “linkage among neural networks.” 

Likewise, “decision making,” is simply “competitive selection among scenarios” looking at “winning 

scenarios” or “favorable states.” What we call “mood” is simply a “persistent form and intensity of 

emotion.” Further, “creativity” is no more than the brain’s ability to “generate novel scenarios and settle on 

the most effective among them.” However, if the brain cannot stop producing multiple scenarios, the brain 

can rightfully be called “insane.” Ibid., 115. 

39 “Criteria of objective truth might be attainable through empirical investigation. The key lies in 

clarifying the still poorly understood operations composing the mind and in improving the piecemeal 

approach science has taken to its material properties.” Ibid., 60. 
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mission.”40 Wilson staunchly defends the possibility of objective knowledge despite cries 

that our individual perspectives mitigates such an understanding.41 

 The second consequence for Wilson is that since all thought is determined by 

biochemical and neural stimulation, in theory it is possible to have a true “artificial 

intelligence” (AI). However, though this is theoretically true, in practice it will be a long 

time before science has a sufficient grasp of the inner-workings to make a true AI.42 

Given our current technology we can only approximate AI. It is not enough, he says, to 

approximate the functional complexity of the brain, because the continuous flux of 

mental activity is to a large part regulated by emotions. As such, to have a true AI would 

also need an account of a true “artificial emotion” (AE) and science has a long way to go 

in developing anything of this sort. This will require an all new type of computation.43  

                                                           

40 Ibid., 60-61 (emphasis in original). 

41 This is one of the areas in which I tend to agree with Wilson. While I think the possibility of 

objective knowledge/truth is there, discovering it can be difficult. On this we agree. Beyond this simple 

agreement, however, I disagree with his understanding of what it means for something to be objectively 

true. First, he limits knowledge to only that which is empirical, but since this is itself not an empirical claim 

it is self-defeating and not a source of knowledge. Second, it is doubtful if in his materialistic system if 

“we” can actually “understand” anything at all. If our “minds” are our “brains” and “think/understand” as a 

necessary biochemical reaction, then it is difficult to see how we can “know” anything – since it would 

require my brain’s neural activity to ascent. But in his system, “I” cannot “choose.” For there is no “I,” nor 

is there “choice” – the brain just does what it does. 

42 Ibid., 120-121. It should be noted that several transhumanists are quite optimistic about the 

emergence of AI within the next few decades. Indeed, Ray Kurzweil is banking on AI by the year 2045. 

See his The Singularity is Near (New York: Viking, 2005). Ben Goertzel is likewise optimistic about the 

prospects of AI emerging in the near future. See his “Artificial General Intelligence and the Future of 

Humanity,” in The Transhumanist Reader: Classical and Contemporary Essays on the Science, 

Technology, and Philosophy of the Human Future, ed. by Max More and Natasha Vita-More (Malden, MA: 

John Wiley & Sons, 2013), 128—137. 

43 Wilson, Consilience, 123. But note that some transhumanists are confident that this new type of 

computation is indeed possible. Ray Kurzweil remarks that researchers have been experimenting with 

parallel functioning hardware like “neural chips” – systems based on the structure of the human brain – for 

many years. In other words, the computation likely to result in a true AI will not really resemble standard 

computer programming languages like Basic, Pascal, C++, and the like. See, Ray Kurzweil, “The Evolution 

of Mind in the Twenty-First Century,” in Are We Spiritual Machines?: Ray Kurzweil vs. the Critics of 

Strong A.I. (Seattle, WA: Discovery Institute, 2002), 38—39. 
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 The third consequence for Wilson is that since humans are biochemical machines, 

and since chemical reactions occur in repeatable (and seemingly necessary) patterns, the 

question arises – can humans actually exercise free will? Physicalism seems to demand a 

negative answer, but if the answer is “yes” then physicalism would seem false.44 If 

humans are but an extravagant biochemical machine, then their (re)actions should be just 

as determined as any other chemical process. Wilson phrases the dilemma nicely when he 

says:  

An old impasse nonetheless remains: If the mind is bound by the laws of physics, 

and if it can conceivably be read like calligraphy, how can there be free will? I do 

not mean free will in the trivial sense, the ability to choose one’s thoughts and 

behavior free of the will of others and the rest of the world all around. I mean, 

instead, freedom from the constraints imposed by the physiochemical states of 

one’s own body and mind.45 

 

 Wilson’s answer attempts to bypass the horns of the disjunctive dilemma. He 

says, in principle individuals do not have free will, but the processes involved in brain 

chemistry are so complex that it is the same as if the individual had free will.  

So there can be no simple determinism of human thought, at least not in 

obedience to causation in the way physical laws describe the motion of bodies and 

the atomic assembly of molecules. Because the individual mind cannot be fully 

known and predicted, the self can go on passionately believing in its own free 

will. And that is a fortunate circumstance. Confidence in free will is biologically 

adaptive. Without it the mind, imprisoned by fatalism, would slow and 

deteriorate. Thus in organismic time and space, in every operational sense that 

applies to the knowable self, the mind does have free will.46   

 

                                                           

44 All chemical reactions occur due to the properties of the chemicals and elements involved, not 

because the elements and chemicals “choose” to act in a certain way – sodium does not “choose” to react 

violently when mixed with water, it just does. 

45 Wilson, Consilience., 119. 

46 Ibid., 120. Terrence Nichols notes that this (mis)understanding about the reality of free-will is 

common among naturalistic philosophers. Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 126. 
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From the clothes you wear to the political policies you endorse, every action is 

ultimately tied to a chemical / electrical reaction in the brain. The illusion of freedom is 

an adaptive quality that aids survival. For, if we ever knew how determined we were, 

then it would drive us to depression – which is detrimental for survival.47  

 

2.2.2  Humans as Only Physical and Biological Organisms: 

The Physical Basis for Human Cognition 

 

2.2.2.1  Eliminatvism – Mental States are Just Brain States: Daniel Dennett 

 

Two concepts from Daniel Dennett important to this discussion are: first, his 

notion that the “self” should be viewed narratively; second, his argument about the 

“intentional stance.” In regard to the narrative-self position, it is popular among modern 

physicalists to outright deny any notion of there being an actual “self.” Indeed, given the 

common understanding that the mind is just the brain at work, and that the body is a 

Humean bundle of parts, the idea of some stable “self” appears incoherent.48 There is, 

though, a collection of particles that combine to make a being that sometimes refers to 

itself as “I”. However, Dennett finds this talk unsatisfying. These two options – either the 

soul exists or the “self” is wholly unreal – are simply too limiting for his taste and thus he 

seeks a middle ground.49 For when we use personal pronouns and reflective words, we 

really think we are referring to something. Now, Dennett would agree with these 

philosophers and scientists that there is no substantial form to the human person, and 

                                                           

47 Wilson, Consilience., 119-120. 

48 He rejects the notion that there is some immaterial mind / soul that is true self and he denies that 

the “self” is wholly unreal. If there is no underlying substantial form, then there can be no self. Thus, terms 

like “self”, “me”, “you”, “we”, etc. are simply shorthand for the current conglomeration of biological parts 

at that moment. There is no literal “you” or “me”. “I” do not exist, for an “I” is not a physical thing. 

49 Daniel Dennett, Consciousness Explained (New York: Little, Brown and Co., 1991), 413. 
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certainly nothing like the traditional religious or philosophical notion of a soul. But he 

hesitates to say that our language is wholly incorrect. For Dennett it appears some sort of 

“selves” obviously exist now even if there was a time when there were no selves.50 

Rather, there is something to be said about the notion of “self.”51 Thus, he develops his 

idea of the narrative-self.  

For Dennett – and like Wilson above – the basis of the self is biological. 

Biological selves are useful for distinguishing between different biological entities, but it 

is too “porous” to be of any use in developing an individual identity.52 There are few (if 

any) clearly defined boundaries. Yet, psychologically we think that what is “in” us is part 

of us, but this does not seem correct either – otherwise intestinal parasites would be 

considered part of “us” too.53 We tend to think what is outside of us is something 

“other.”54 Evolution has shaped us to respond to outside stimuli – this is an adaptive 

feature. All animate creatures respond to outside stimuli – only humans, however, seem 

to regularly decide how to act. 

Thus, there is an aspect to humans that appears to be unique among biological 

beings – we can create an “extended phenotype.” Simpler creatures still seem to have 

                                                           

50 Ibid. 

51 Ibid., 412-413. 

52 The “boundaries of a biological self are porous and indefinite.” Ibid., 414. 

53 For example, humans are hosts to many parasites from worms (which we do not need) to 

bacteria (which are essential to our survival). These parasites are both distinct and part of our “selves.” 

Even psychologically we tend to think that what is “in” us is part of us, but what leaves us is distinct 

(swallow some spit that is in your mouth, no big deal. Now collect your spit into a cup and then drink it, 

pretty gross). 

54 Ibid. 
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some sense of “self” and extend themselves through “extended phenotypes.”55 For 

Dennett, the creation of this self is a biological product of evolution. It is a survival 

mechanism that enables the passing on of genes to have a sense of “self.”56 When 

reflecting on human behavior it may appear as though there is some immaterial soul 

driving our complex (and beautiful) behavior but there is no such thing. Upon reflection 

we see that human boundaries expand and shrink – humans make grandiose claims and 

retract regrettable statements.57 It is not hard to see that humans and animals present 

“themselves” differently. Whereas animals use “things” as extended phenotypes, humans 

use “words” – ideas.58 We concoct stories about ourselves.59  

It is the story, the narrative, that accompanies this particular collection of 

biological parts that makes me “me”. Now this narrative-self is not itself a “thing” but it 

is real. For Dennett a close analogy would be the concept of a “center of gravity.” In the 

same way that physicists utilize the concept of a center of gravity to find the “center” of 

an object, so too do humans use a center of narrative gravity to find the “self.”60 Centers 

                                                           
55 Beavers build dams, crabs acquire shells, birds build nests, termites build dirt towers, etc. These 

creatures, however, respond to instinct, not deliberation. Humans alone create a “self” through words and 

deeds. Ibid., 415-416. 

56 Ibid., 416. 

57 Ibid., 417. 

58 Ibid. 

59 “Our tales are spun, but for the most part we don’t spin them; they spin us. Our human 

consciousness, and our narrative selfhood, is their product, not their source.” These stories, then, attempt to 

weave a coherent narrative. Ibid., 418. 

60 “Like the biological self, this psychological or narrative self is yet another abstraction, not a 

thing in the brain, but still a remarkably robust and almost tangible attractor of properties, the ‘owner of 

record’ of whatever items and features are lying about unclaimed.” Ibid. That is, a thing’s center of gravity 

is not an actual part within an object, but it is not unreal either. It is a fiction, but it is a magnificent and 

useful fiction as it helps to explain the phenomenon. 
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of gravity really exist, but they exist as an aspect of a thing not as a reality on its own. So 

too, the narrative-self really exists, but it exists as a concept and not a reality on its own. 

“Selves” are the centers of narrative gravity.61  

We may use the term “soul” in our everyday language for convenience but it is 

misguided to think it is real.62 Some may want to retain the use of the term “soul” for 

moral reasons, since the notion of a soul appears to allow society to lay blame or praise 

on individuals as there is some continuous entity that performed the moral act, but 

Dennett thinks this is wrong headed.63 Rather Dennett asserts that the only way to retain 

free-will and moral responsibility is to relinquish any notion of the soul.64 The “self” is a 

representation of one's center of narrative gravity. It is an abstraction accumulated by 

different attributes and various interpretations. It is a fiction, but it is a “magnificent 

fiction.”65 Thus, moral responsibility attaches to people because of the narrative that is 

created by their actions. Though important for the cognitive development of the person it 

is important to remember there is no immaterial “self” just the material “self.”  

This idea that the narrative-self is a concept leads us to the second of Dennett’s 

contributions, and that is the notion of the “intentional stance.” In regard to the 

“intentional stance,” in the philosophy of mind a perineal problem for physicalist 

conceptions of mind is how the brain / mind can account for intentionality – being about 

                                                           

61 Ibid.  

62 Ibid., 424. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid., 430. 

65 Ibid., 429. 
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something else.66 Physicalists have a hard time saying how something material – the 

brain – can intend, or be about, something else that is material. Intentionality appears to 

be inherently immaterial. Dennett takes it that he has solved this problem by developing 

the idea of the intentional stance.67 Basically, the intentional stance is explaining a certain 

behavior of an entity by attributing to it beliefs and desires – or more accurately, what 

looks like beliefs and desires, but really is not. We treat the thing as having a mind (even 

though it really does not) in order to make sense of its actions and reasoning. The 

presence of an actual “mind” is unnecessary, for what matters are the beliefs and desires 

of the being.68  

However, for Dennett, the intentional stance can be used to “unravel” all sorts of 

mysteries related to the mind – from how we account for similarity in thought among 

people to how we attribute “mind” to inanimate objects.69 The basic strategy for applying 

the intentional stance is simply to just treat the subject as if it really does have a mind all 

                                                           

66 “Intentionality in the philosophical sense is just aboutness. Something exhibits intentionality if 

its competence is in some way about something else.” Daniel Dennett, Kinds of Minds: Towards an 

Understanding of Consciousness (New York: BasicBooks, 1996), 35 (emphasis in original). 

67 See the discussion by John Heil on this topic. John Heil, Philosophy of Mind: A Contemporary 

Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2004), chapter 11. He says, the “intentional stance is the 

strategy of interpreting the behavior of an entity (person, animal, artifact, whatever) by treating it as if it 

were a rational agent who governed its ‘choice’ of ‘action’ by a ‘consideration’ of its ‘beliefs’ and 

‘desires’” (Dennett, Kinds of Minds, 27 emphasis in original). For Dennett, we “routinely adopt [this 

position] toward one another” and as a result anthropomorphize various things (people, animals, nature, 

etc.). Ibid. 

68 As will be discussed in chapter 3, Edward Feser points out a significant hurdle for Dennett’s 

position on the intentional stance. He says, “For us to take a stance toward something, including the 

intentional stance, is itself a manifestation of intentionality; so we can’t coherently suppose that 

intentionality is a mere artefact of the stance we take toward ourselves.” In other words, for Dennett’s 

position to make sense, he must utilize intentionality, but this is precisely what he denies exists. Thus, if 

Dennett, is right about the intentional stance, then he must at the same time be wrong about the intentional 

stance. Edward Feser, Philosophy of Mind: A Beginner’s Guide (Oxford, UK: Oneworld Pub., 2006), 191. 

69 Dennett, Kinds of Minds, 27. 
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the while cognizant of the reality that it does not have one literally.70 Adopting the 

intentional stance is highly useful when interacted with complicated machines (artificial 

or biological).71 As Dennett puts it, “You predict its behavior as if it were a rational 

agent.”72  

But, how should we understand intentional objects? Dualistic minded 

philosophers have opted for an “intrinsic intentionality” – that is, there is something 

about a baked apple that communicates to the observer (i.e., red, apple-shaped, fragrant, 

yummy, etc.). Dennett finds this explanation inadequate. Rather, there is only a “derived 

intentionality.” We easily see that conventional messages are derived. We understand the 

contents of a shopping list only because we are familiar with language, lists, the items 

listed, and the practice of going shopping for food. But what applies to our conventional 

practices also applies to our natural observations. Its only because of our past experiences 

with baked apples that we know they are good for eating. Hence, even the baked apple 

                                                           
70 Ibid., 27—28. 

71 For example, suppose you are playing chess against a computer. You can take the intentional 

stance with the computer and simply assume that it has “goals” (i.e., capture your king) that are achieved 

by performing certain maneuvers that it “believes” (i.e., moving the knight to E7 will put your king in 

check) will best achieve its goal. Now, the computer does not literally have a mind, but in order to 

complete the game of chess, we treat it as if it had a mind. 

72 Dennett, Kinds of Minds., 30—31. If you treat the computer as an “intentional system” – you 

have essentially anthropomorphized the computer. But this anthropomorphism takes place with every 

“intentional system.” “We treat all intentional systems as if they were just like us – which of course they 

are not.” Ibid., 33. What makes something an intentional system is when its “behavior is 

predictable/explicable from the intentional stance.” Ibid., 34. It seems then that intentional systems have 

thoughts, and for Dennett, they do. Their thoughts (i.e., perception, identifying, recalling, etc.) are limited 

to the particular way that the system thinks. For example, suppose that there is a freshly baked red apple on 

a counter. Since humans are limited to sight along a narrow “visible” band of the electromagnetic spectrum, 

what the person sees is a red apple. Now, some animals can see along other wavelengths (e.g., infrared – 

like rattlesnakes), if these animals were to look at the apple what would they “see”? They would see a 

warm object in the shape of an apple. The experience of the same baked apple is different for the person 

and the animal. The question then becomes, of what is it that is being “thought” by the person and the 

animal? Dennett’s answer is the “intentional object.” The baked apple is what the various thoughts are 

about. Ibid., 37. 
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(as an eatable object) is no less a derived intention than the shopping list. Indeed, for 

Dennett, there is no benefit of assuming an intrinsic intentionality that cannot be at least 

as explanatory (if not better) than derived intentionality.73 What then is the use of 

intrinsic intentionality? None. Derived intentionality of an intentional object provides the 

basis for thought in an intentional system. There is no need to resort to some immaterial 

soul or mind or self to account for this behavior. It is completely explicable in terms of 

evolutionary biology. 

Thus, the intentional stance and the narrative-self are similar in this respect – they 

presuppose the existence of something else even though it does not exist in order to make 

sense of the phenomena. Hence, this is why Dennett is being categorized as an 

eliminativist – he has removed the immaterial “self” and reinterpreted the language of 

self in material terms. Dennett takes it that the narrative self and intentional stance are 

sufficient for explaining why we experience and utilize terms of “self” as well as believe 

that actual immaterial “minds” exist. Both are ultimately figments of our imagination, but 

useful for engaging with the world. 

 

2.2.2.2  Functionalism – Mental States Result from a Properly Functioning Brain: Jerry 

Fodor 

 

It should come as no surprise that empirically minded scientists and philosophers 

seek an “experiential basis of concepts” to account for “various verbal and non-verbal 

responses to specified stimuli.”74 Any given (re)action must have some cause. Part of the 

                                                           

73 Ibid., 55. 

74 Jerry Fodor, “Materialism,” in Materialism and the Mind-Body Problem, ed. by David M. 

Rosenthal (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971), 129.  
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impetus for this conviction is that the unity of science demands that various phenomena 

be reduced to their constituent parts. Hence, if there is some psychological phenomena, 

then the empiricist is bound to explain it in materialistic terms as basically as possible.75 

Jerry Fodor takes it that there are a number of ways to explain psychological phenomena. 

Dualism is the most problematic as it seems to undermine the unity of scientific 

experience. This leaves materialistic approaches like Behaviorism and Identity Theory as 

the only major competitors. For Fodor, both Behaviorism and Identity Theory are 

insufficient to account for psychological phenomena, thus Fodor opts for functionalism.76 

Suppose you observe the neurological event of someone experiencing pain. Say, 

they are being poked with a needle. If their experience of the pain (p) is identical to the 

neurological event (n) which you observed, then it follows that you (y) observed their 

pain.77 But this process is explicable in wholly materialistic terms. The poking needle 

caused the neurons to fire in a particular way which causes the person to experience pain. 

This event was registered on some machine and observed by you. If you could stimulate 

the nervous system to replicate the neurological pattern without the needle poke, then the 

person should still “feel” pain, even though the needle were no longer present. This is 

taken as evidence that the inferred entities (IEs – in this case the IE is the experience of 

                                                           

75 Ibid., 128. 

76 Fodor begins his analysis by acknowledging that our everyday ordinary language expresses 

culturally accepted views. Ibid., 130. Of course, our culturally accepted views could be wrong. 

Nevertheless, our common language usage is the starting point. He takes it that behaviorism cannot actually 

“link” our actions with our mental perceptions of the world with logical necessity. However, this does not 

mean that dualism is acceptable either, since there is a “peculiar intimacy of the relation between 

statements about behavior and statements about mental states.” Ibid., 131. In short, behaviorism lacks the 

logical necessity empiricism needs to explain our experience of inferred entities (IEs) and dualism neglects 

the physical basis for desire to explain certain behaviors related to IEs. What is needed is a middle path. 

And the middle path that Fodor proposes (i.e., functionalism) is in-line with materialism. 

77 Put as a formula it would go like this: If y observes n, and n is identical to p, then y observes p.  
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pain) can be explicable in wholly materialistic terms. And for Fodor, the possibility to 

observe IEs is essential for materialism as an explanatory model.78 For it is in 

materialism’s ability to explain the observable world that unifies scientific knowledge.79  

For Fodor, identity theory (IT) is insufficient to account for the psychological 

phenomena.80 Fodor then reasons that psychological phenomena need not be superfluous 

                                                           

78 Ibid., 134. 

79 At this point, Fodor needs to address a couple of objections to materialism. The first objection is 

Leibniz’s Law of Indiscernibles (LLI). Now LLI holds that “if x is identical with y, then every 

nonintensional predicate true of x is also true of y and vice versa.” Ibid., 135. That is, if x is really identical 

to y then there are no instances in which y has some predicate that is not also shared by x. For if there were 

any differences, then they would not be identical. This comes into play as an objection that a neurological 

event is identical to the experience of pain. Can x be identical to y? Are neurological events identical to 

mental states? If they are identical, then there should be no aspect of one that is not shared with the other. 

Likewise, if it can be shown that either y or x have some feature not shared by the other, then they are not 

identical, and Fodor’s hope of an observable IE is negated.  

Similar to LLI is the Law of Transferable Epithets (LTE), which holds that “if x is identical with y, 

and if Fx makes sense (is linguistically possible), then Fy must also make sense (be linguistically 

possible).” Ibid. Fodor takes it that if LTE were true that this would have ramifications for a materialistic 

view of IE. As a crude example, reconsider the person experiencing pain above. Suppose that the 

neurological event took place four inches from the base of their skull. Because the neurological event (n) is 

supposed to be identical with the pain (p) it would follow that p took place four inches from the base of the 

skull. But surely, this doesn’t make sense. It seems reasonable to say that a pain (p) occurred four inches 

from the base of the skull, but it seems false to say that the neurological event (n) was experienced four 

inches from the base of the skull. The pain would be experienced wherever the needle poked the person. 

This is taken as a primary objection to materialistic accounts of IE. Fodor remarks that there are three 

common responses to this type of argument – and none of them are successful. Ibid., 136—139. First, if 

one simply denies that n took place four inches from the base of the skull, then this both neglects 

neurological sciences which do account for neurological events and gives too much power to linguistic 

oddities – and materialism cannot be ultimately threatened by the idiosyncrasies of language. Even if 

language is limited, this is no reason to abandon materialism. Secondly, one could claim that LTE is an 

invalid way of reasoning. Denying LLI may result in contradiction, but denial of LTE does not. However, 

LTE does have good scientific grounding, so dismissing it as unnecessary seems a bit extreme. For 

example, the statement “Earth is round” is identical with some statement like “the Earth can be 

circumnavigated.” Is it possible to imagine a scenario in which Earth could not be circumnavigated (in 

principle) and yet be round? Of course not. The Earth being round and circumnavigable go hand-in-hand, 

but denying the Earth’s roundness does not logically entail the impossibility of circumnavigation (e.g., 

suppose the Earth were a cube). The final argument is to point out that by using LTE materialist can be 

shown to use psychological states to ultimately dismiss the existence of psychological states. Fodor’s reply 

is that this is merely a restriction on grammar, not a restriction on materialism.  

80 For physicalism to unify scientific knowledge, an appropriate materialistic account of 

psychological states must address a number of problems. As such, can IT – where certain psychological 

states are understood to just be brain states – be a sufficient explanation of psychological phenomena? For 

Fodor, the answer is no. IT upholds materialism’s insistence that psychological states are reducible to 

material basis, but does so at the expense of arbitrarily restricting forms of “inference that otherwise 

appears to be valid: the inference from ‘Having an X is just being in state Y’ to ‘an X is a Y.’” Ibid., 139. If 
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to understanding mind. Why should psychological phenomena necessarily be a danger to 

materialism? They shouldn’t. Hence, they should be taken as part and parcel with our 

materialistic explanation of the world. Thus, Fodor opts for a functionalist view of 

psychological phenomena. This is established in two phases. The first phase attempts to 

refer to psychological states according to the “mechanisms responsible for the production 

of behavior”81 – their function. The second phase, explores the biochemical systems that 

create the functional characteristics as found in phase one.82 This allows for the 

unification of science under materialistic terms, and avoids the problems inherent in IT, 

behaviorism, and dualism.  

For Fodor, then, materialism as expressed in functionalism is a superior way to 

examine psychological phenomena. It also has the added benefit, he believes, of avoiding 

reductionism, for psychological phenomena (e.g., sensations) cannot be simply examined 

in terms of their neurological parts. The function of “pain” is system-wide – it involves 

the whole entity. It cannot be reduced to simply different neural firings. The difference 

here is considering in what something consists versus what role something plays. To 

merely ask the question of what something consists, is to ask a reductive type question. 

This is legitimate, to be sure, but limiting. In what does “pain” consist? A series of neural 

                                                           

IT is true, this inference is invalid. But for Fodor, surely this inference makes sense. As such, he must look 

for some other materialistic thesis to account for psychological phenomena in a materialistic outlook.  

81 Ibid., 140. At this level we can distinguish between psychology and neurology. Psychology is 

the study for explaining the overall pattern of behavior. Why are certain actions performed? What is being 

intended? And so forth. Neurology, on the other hand, is examining the “hardware” of the brain. Two 

different brains may have the same psychological function. For example, a basic calculator and a smart 

phone may both be able to consider equations like “2+2=4” and thus they have the same “psychological” 

function. But how they operate to derive their respective conclusions is determined by different 

“neurology.” This insight leads Fodor to reject IT. The neurology does not need to be the same as the 

psychology to produce the same results. 

82 Ibid., 142. 
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firings, sure. But this fails to account for why “pain” hurts. The further question is 

needed, of what role does “pain” play? The function of “pain” is more holistic and thus a 

more satisfying account. “Successful functional analysis . . . requires an appreciation of 

the sorts of activity that are characteristic of a mechanism and of the contribution made 

by the functioning of each part of the mechanism to the economy of the whole.”83 As 

such, functionalism allows for reductive analysis of a system (i.e., psychological in terms 

of brain states), but also allows for analysis at a higher functional level. This preserves 

the unification of scientific experience. 

 

2.3  Substance Dualism 

 

After mounting an argument there is no soul or mind, Nancy Murphy makes the 

following point that no amount of “accumulation of data can ever amount to a proof that 

there is no immaterial mind or soul in addition to the body.”84 Yet, she insists the idea of 

a “soul” is a Western philosophical concept, not a Hebraic concept.85 The idea of the soul 

                                                           

83 Ibid., 144. 

84 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 69. 

85 There is ample reason to think that Murphy is simply wrong to assert the notion of a soul is 

(only?) a “western” philosophical concept. Various non-western religions also retain some notion of a spirit 

or soul that is essential to a proper view of human nature. Native American burial practices are specifically 

designed to respect and “feed the departed spirit.” The common Hindu belief of reincarnation is wholly 

predicated on the idea that people are essentially spiritual beings. Likewise, some forms of Buddhism (i.e., 

Pure Land) believe that human souls depart to paradise upon death. Winfried Corduan, Neighboring Faiths: 

A Christian Introduction to World Religions (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 181. William 

A. Young, The World’s Religions: Worldviews and Contemporary Issues, 2nd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 

Princtice Hall, 2005). Terrence Nichols remarks “most religions, including tribal religions (e.g., traditional 

African and Native American religions), Hinduism, and Christianity, have traditionally held that the 

animating force in a person is a soul.” Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 126. The notion of an immaterial soul 

is a worldwide phenomenon. 

However, Murphy could reply that all she means to say is the notion of a soul does not derive 

from within Judaism. In other words, she could be saying that if Judaism had never had any contact with 

other belief systems, then no notion of the soul would have developed. I find this thesis highly unlikely. J. 

P. Moreland and Scott B. Rae, Body and Soul: Human Nature & the Crisis in Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2000), 27—33. Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 127—130. 
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was an explanation for certain capacities and functions of human behavior – but 

biologically, the soul is no longer needed and is wholly unnecessary.86 Nevertheless, the 

notion of a soul has a long and venerable history. Below are some of the historical and 

contemporary arguments utilized for believing that humans are more than merely 

biological organisms. 

 

2.3.1  Substance Dualism – Plato, Augustine, and Descartes 

 

That humans have a soul of some sort has a long and venerable history in both 

religious circles and philosophical circles. This fact in itself does not prove that souls 

exist, but the persistence of the belief in souls may say something about our common 

experience with the world that is worth exploring. Here we will look at the classical 

arguments as put forth by Plato, Augustine, and Descartes. These classical authors argue 

that humans are best understood as body and soul. With the mind and soul often being 

thought to be interchangeable.   

Plato’s Republic ultimately discusses Plato / Socrates’ vision of the ideal State 

that will allow humans to flourish.87 The goal is for human happiness, but there is a 

particular way in which the parts must fit together to achieve that happiness. Further, how 

Plato views the State has implications for human nature, since for Plato, the State and 

human nature are mirrors of sorts and have a similar hierarchy (Rep. II, 368e).88 Having a 

                                                           

86 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 69. 

87 It is often difficult to determine where Socrates’ ideas end and Plato’s begin. Some scholars 

speculate (with good reason!) that Plato simply uses Socrates as a mouthpiece for his own ideas. For ease 

of use, however, I will attribute the ideas to Plato. See A. E. Taylor, Socrates: The Man and His Thought 

(New York: Doubleday, 1952), 25—27. 

88 All references are to the Republic are found in John M. Cooper, ed. Plato: Complete Works 

(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Co., 1997), 971—1223. 
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proper view of the human nature in turn, provides a clue for how people are to obtain 

happiness and how they are to live with others (II, 369d).  

When the State is operating properly, then it will exhibit wisdom, courage, and 

moderation – and the proper balance of these is justice. The person too will be living a 

“just” life if they are wise, courageous, and moderate in the right proportions. When 

people are acting with virtue, this is an indicator that they are in proper balance and their 

soul is “healthy” (ὑγίειά – IV, 444d). When people are not in balance they experience 

conflicting inclinations. To explain this conflict and need for balance, Plato relies on the 

notion of the soul.89 

Plato believes there is a soul because he is convinced that there is a “world of 

forms” and that the human mind has beheld this world of forms, thus the need for an 

immaterial aspect to humans is apparent. The forms are intellectual realities and can only 

be “seen” by intellect (which is inherently immaterial), thus if the forms are immaterial 

then the intellect that beholds them must also be immaterial. 

For Plato then, an analysis of human knowledge will reveal the immaterial nature 

of the soul. As such, we can turn to Plato’s account of how humans obtain knowledge of 

the forms. For Plato, true philosophers (the wise) love the sight of truth (V, 475e), and 

though people love to see beautiful things, the wise person will want to know the nature 

                                                           

89 The different parts of the soul incline one to different desires, and the solution to control them is 

found in ordering the soul properly (IV, 441d—e). The rational part (i.e., rational power) of the soul is 

equated with the ruling class, and as the ruling class rules the State so too does reason rule the rest of the 

soul (IV, 441e). The irrational aspect of the soul is like the merchant class which must be restrained but 

provides clues on what the body and soul need or want. The spirited part is equated with the guardians and 

just as the guardian class is employed to defend the State, so too does the spirited part of the soul give the 

person “gumption” (ἀνδρεῖον – IV, 442b).   
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of beauty itself (V, 476b—d).90 So how does one achieve knowledge? Plato’s strategy to 

answer this question is to analyze what it is we “see.” And here he finds the relevant 

insight. Things are visible, but not intelligible. Forms are intelligible, but not visible (VI, 

507b).91 The mind is able to know the forms because the “good” is the cause of the forms 

and is also itself an object of knowledge.92 To know what is “good” is to know the forms 

(VI, 509b), for the other forms owe their being to the “good.” To have knowledge is not 

to know things, but forms.93 But the only way for the intellect to know an immaterial 

                                                           

90 Hence, Plato is after knowledge, not mere opinion (V, 476d). Opinion is neither ignorance nor 

knowledge (V, 478c), but is undesirable since it is only half-way between knowledge and ignorance (V, 

477a—b). So, opinion is clearly not knowledge, which is what Plato is after (V, 478a). 

91 For example, I can see triangular shaped things, but I never see any true (perfect) triangles. 

Every triangle in my experience is in some way defective – even if only slightly so. “Triangle” as a 

geometric concept is pure only in its form, not in any instantiation. Thus, in a way, the mind and sight are 

similar. The understanding is kind of like seeing. But what the mind “sees” is intelligible forms 

(“triangleness” itself), not things. He says, “understand the soul in the same way: When it focuses on 

something illuminated by truth and what is, it understands, knows, and apparently possesses understanding, 

but when it focuses on what is mixed with obscurity, on what comes to be and passes away, it opines and is 

dimmed, changes its opinions this way and that, and seems bereft of understanding” (VI, 508d). 
“οὕτω τοίνυν καὶ τὸ τῆς ψυχῆς ὧδε νόει: ὅταν μὲν οὗ καταλάμπει ἀλήθειά τε καὶ τὸ ὄν, εἰς 

τοῦτοἀπερείσηται, ἐνόησέν τε καὶ ἔγνω αὐτὸ καὶ νοῦν ἔχειν φαίνεται:  ὅταν δὲ εἰς τὸ τῷ σκότῳκεκραμένον, 

τὸ γιγνόμενόν τε καὶ ἀπολλύμενον, δοξάζει τε καὶ ἀμβλυώττει ἄνω καὶ κάτω τὰςδόξας μεταβάλλον, καὶ ἔοικεν

 αὖ νοῦν οὐκ ἔχοντι.”  

92 “What gives truth to the things known and the power to know to the knower is the form of the 

good. And though it is the cause of knowledge and truth, it is also an object of knowledge. Both knowledge 

and truth are beautiful things, but the good is other and more beautiful than they” (VI, 508e). “τοῦτο τοίνυν 

τὸ τὴν ἀλήθειαν παρέχον τοῖς γιγνωσκομένοις καὶ τῷ γιγνώσκοντι τὴν δύναμινἀποδιδὸν τὴν τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἰδέαν

 φάθι εἶναι: αἰτίαν δ᾽ ἐπιστήμης οὖσαν καὶ ἀληθείας, ὡςγιγνωσκομένης μὲν διανοοῦ, οὕτω δὲ καλῶν ἀμφοτέρ

ων ὄντων” 

93 Using the example of a triangle we can describe what Plato has in mind here. When we are 

young we encounter triangular shaped things (i.e., image, or imagination). We see these flat three sided 

figures and begin with basic judgements about it. It is called a “triangle,” for example. As we grow we gain 

certain beliefs about triangles – they exist, they have only three sides and three angles, etc. At this point we 

do not quite understand triangles, but neither are we ignorant of them (i.e., belief / opinion). As we reflect 

on the nature of the triangle, we discover that the sum of their interior angles add up to 180 degrees. 

Likewise, we may discover properties of right triangles like the square of the sides equals the square of the 

hypotenuse (i.e., thought). At this level we are approaching knowledge of triangleness. Once we recognize 

that we have never encountered a true triangle, but we are able to recognize what a triangle is (i.e., 

knowledge of the form) we can be said to have knowledge of the triangle. This illustration shows that for 

Plato, knowledge is in knowing the immaterial form of things. This is brought out more expressly in the 

Phaedo where Plato expounds on his doctrine of recollection. The same idea is at play there as here, 
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form is for itself to also be ultimately immaterial. And since the intellect is the ruling 

power of the soul, it follows that the soul is itself immaterial. Here then is why Plato 

thinks humans have an immaterial soul – the human intellect is able to behold immaterial 

forms.94 

Saint Augustine operates within a neo-Platonic framework wedded to a Christian 

view of persons. Humans are terra animata “animated earth” or “earth with a soul.”95 He 

makes distinctions between the body and soul, with the soul being better than the body.96 

For on Augustine’s theory of being, souls are higher on the scale than physical bodies. 

Indeed, for Augustine, the soul “rules” the body in the same way that God “rules” our 

souls. Thus the soul inhabits a middle ground in which it needs God as its master, but the 

body as its slave. For the soul needs the body to perceive the world.97 But the soul does 

poorly when it obeys the whims of its “slave.” Hence, to retain the right order of being, 

the soul should obey God and the body should obey the soul.  

As an argument that the soul and body are distinct, Augustine notes that the 

power to think is not a physical ability. Likewise, the ability to judge and reason is higher 

                                                           

however. The mind knows because at some point it was beholding the immaterial forms. The implication is 

the same – the mind is immaterial. 

94 Plato goes on to discuss the analogy of the Cave, but it is irrelevant for our purposes at this 

point. All that needed to be established is how Plato establishes his account of the dual nature of human 

beings. 

95 As he says, “For it was into a face of earth that God breathed the breath of life when man was 

made a living soul; as if it were said, Thou art earth with a soul, which thou wast not; thou shalt be earth 

without a soul, as thou wast” (CoG 20.20). Saint Augustine, The City of God, trans. by Marcus Dods (New 

York: Modern Library, 2000), 742 (emphasis added). “quod eras antequam esses animatus (terrae quippe 

insufflauit Deus in faciem flatum uitae, cum factus est homo in animam uiuam); tamquam diceretur: ‘Terra 

es animata, quod non eras; terra eris exanimis, sicut eras.’” 

96 Saint Augustine, The Essential Augustine, ed. by Vernon J. Bourke (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 

Pub., 1974), 45. 

97 Ibid., 46—47. 
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than the objects it considers. For example, the ability to reason about apples is itself a 

higher capacity than the apple itself. Mental activities are better than bare physical 

existence. Thus, Augustine concludes that the rational soul cannot be corporeal.98 As 

further evidence that the mind is different (and better) than the body Augustine notes that 

the mind can consider “color” without being able to currently see anything – as when one 

dreams about a rainbow. This ability shows that the mind is different than body. For if 

mental events were purely physical, so he reasons, then we could not consider “color” 

without it being present to our senses.99  

Augustine believes that thoughts can be abstracted from phantasms, but in this act 

the mind prefers to contemplate the unchangeable rather than the changeable. That is, the 

mind would rather focus on “beauty” per se rather than to perceive beautiful things (i.e., 

paintings, landscapes, etc.). But if the mind is able to make this distinction, then it 

follows that the mind is able to know the unchangeable (7.17.23). And what is 

unchangeable cannot be material which often changes. Likewise, what beholds the 

immaterial cannot itself be material, thus it follows that the mind – the soul – must be 

immaterial. 

Considered the “Father of Modern Philosophy,” Rene Descartes ushered in a 

wave of European rationalism.100 Consumed with how to overcome doubt and achieve 

certain / absolute knowledge, Descartes performed a number of thought experiments. The 

                                                           

98 Ibid., 58. It should be noted that Augustine considers the rational soul and the ability to think as 

a one and the same substance. For Augustine, it is the rational soul that thinks in its entirety. That is, it is 

the whole soul that thinks, remembers, and wills. Ibid., 68, 77. 

99 Ibid., 72. 

100 Francis H. Parker, The Story of Western Philosophy (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, 1967), 177. 
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most famous was enclosing himself in a vault to block out as many of his senses as he 

could. Utilizing the approach dubbed, “methodical doubt,” he tried to question the truth 

of everything of which he could think – the physical world, his senses, and even the 

principles of mathematics.101 The one truth, however, that he could not doubt no matter 

how hard he tried was that he existed – cogito ergo sum. From this unshakeable starting 

point, Descartes built a philosophical system that delineated what was real and what was 

unreal based on human rational abilities. Part of what his insight required is that people 

are really minds whose bodies are extended in space. If you remove the body, the mind 

remains. Humans are ultimately and essentially immaterial souls.  

There are several arguments that Descartes gives for thinking that the soul is 

immortal (and thus immaterial, not to mention existing). The first is by noting the rational 

capacities of humans compared to mere machines and other animals. But for out puposes, 

the second, and more popular, way that Descartes argues for the existence and 

immortality of the soul is found in the Mediations on First Philosophy. In the sixth 

meditation he begins by recalling a number of early beliefs about the soul that he would 

later come to repudiate.102 However, Descartes eventually came to believe after engaging 

                                                           

101 It should be noted as well that Descartes begins his system with a rejection of the Aristo-

Thomistic understanding of formal and final causes. This assumption drives his views of material reality. 

Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 135. 

102 First, that physical sensation is merely corporeal. Second, that we know different things simply 

by having different sensations. Third, our ideas are brought about by empirical observation. Fourth, our 

ideas of sensations are vivid and prominent. Fifth, as such nothing in the intellect was not first in the 

senses. Finally, he could not separate thought from his body. “I had some reason for holding that the body I 

called ‘my body’ by a special title really did belong to me more than any other body did. I could never 

separate myself entirely from it, as I could from other bodies.” Rene Descartes, Meditations on First 

Philosophy, in Descartes: Philosophical Writings, trans. and ed. by Elizabeth Anscombe and Peter Thomas 

Geach (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971), 111—112 (emphasis in original).  “Non etiam sine 

ratione corpus illud, quod speciali quodam jure meum appellabam, magis ad me pertinere quàm alia ulla 

arbitrabar: neque enim ab illo poteram unquam sejungi, ut a reliquis.”   
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in methodical doubt, that he could put no faith in his senses, since they can be 

deceived.103 Indeed, the same “sense” can be experienced either when asleep or awake.104 

For Descartes, the experience of eating an apple can occur when you are awake or asleep. 

The experience is the same. Hence, he concludes that it appears our reason can produce 

objects of sensation.105 Thus, our senses cannot be fully trusted. 

Now, any clear and distinct idea must be from God who cannot deceive.106 For 

while all that belongs to us is consciousness, it cannot be doubted that we are closely 

bound to our body. However, the clear and distinct idea of “me” is unextended, thus, “I” 

must be distinct from my body.107 For Descartes, the only thing that matters is that “I” am 

a conscious being.108  

                                                           

103 Ibid., 113. “I have had many experiences that have gradually sapped the faith I had in the 

senses. It sometimes happened that towers which had looked round at a distance looked square when close 

at hand . . . And there were countless other cases like these, in which I found the external senses to be 

deceived in their judgment.” “Postea verò multa paulatim experimenta fidem omnem quam sensibus 

habueram labefactarunt; nam & interdum turres, quae rotundae visae fuerant è longinquo, quadratae 

apparebant è propinquo . . . . & talibus aliis innumeris in rebus sensuum externorum judicia falli 

deprehendebam.”  

104 Ibid. 

105 Ibid., 113—114. 

106 Ibid., 114. This assertion was “proved” in Meditation 3.  

107 Ibid. That is, “I” can imagine myself being disembodied. Descartes takes this to mean that “I” 

am not my body. If “I” were my body, then the “I” could not even be thought to exist without the body – 

but the “I” can be thought to exist without the body. 

108 He says, “Now I know that I exist, and at the same time I observe absolutely nothing else as 

belonging to my nature or essence except the mere fact that I am a conscious being.” Ibid. “ex hoc ipso 

quòd sciam me existere, quòdque interim nihil plane aliud ad naturam sive essentiam meam pertinere 

animadvertam, praeter hoc solum quòd sim res cogitans.” This argument will be reasserted by modern 

defenders of substance dualism, since this is quite possibly, the most powerful rational argument for the 

immateriality of the soul.  
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Descartes notes that our bodies work like a machine even without the presence of 

a mind. The body, he says, is a machine.109 Likewise, the body is divisible and separable. 

However, the mind is not.110 For Descartes, it makes no sense to talk about the mind 

being “cut off” from itself the way a foot can be cut off the body. The mind wills, feels, 

and understands – it is one thing.111 Further, the mind is not affected by all parts of the 

body – just the brain (and even then possibly just one small part of it).112 The body may 

experience a sensation or not, but the brain can experience the same effect. That is, 

science tells us that if there is a pain in the foot it is because nerves are disturbed.113 

These nerves link with others up the spinal cord and into the brain where the sensation of 

pain is experienced. As such, it is conceivable to illicit pain or pleasure by pressing the 

correct nerve, without ever actually affecting the corresponding organ.114 That is, one 

could experience pain “in the foot” without the foot actually being damaged as long as 

the correct nerve(s) were being disturbed. Thus, Descartes concludes that it appears that 

                                                           

109 “Fitted together and made up of bones, sinews, muscles, veins, blood, and skin in such a way 

that, even if there were no mind in it, it would still carry out all the operations that, as things are, do not 

depend on the command of the will, nor, therefore, on the mind.” Ibid., 120. “si considerem hominis 

corpus, quatenus machinamentum quòddam est ex ossibus, nervis, musculis, venis, sanguine & pellibus ita 

aptum & compositum, ut, etiamsi nulla in eo mens existeret, eosdem tamen haberet omnes motus qui nunc 

in eo non ab imperio voluntatis nec proinde a mente procedunt, facile agnosco illi aeque naturale fore.”   

110 Ibid., 121. If a body part is lost (i.e., an arm), part of the mind is not also lost. Many people lose 

an appendage, but are no less of a person. We can imagine ourselves being torn apart limb by limb, but 

remaining the same person. But we cannot do that with our mind. 

111 Ibid.  

112 Ibid. 

113 Ibid., 122. 

114 Ibid. 
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the experience of sensation is merely for the well-being of the person (so they avoid 

pain).115 The actual person, however, cannot be equated with their body. 

In summary, then, working through his own personal struggles seeking certain 

absolute truth – indubitable knowledge. Descartes utilizes methodical doubt to question 

the existence and rational stability of as many things as he can in order to find that which 

cannot be doubted. His search leads him to the popular notion – cogito ergo sum. As far 

as Descartes is concerned, he is a thinking thing. But thinking things are not extended. 

That is, they do not have matter. As such, the “I,” the “soul,” the “me,” for Descartes just 

is the mind. “I” am a “soul” which is a “mind” and it is called “me.”  

Sifting through the material above the following conclusions about Descartes’ 

view of the human person emerge. First, the “I” is the soul.116 Second, the soul does not 

give life to the body – the body is its own substance and a type of machine.117 Thus the 

body and soul are separate substances and can each be understood without reference to 

the other. Third, any notion of the soul giving capacities, powers, or properties must be 

incorrect – contra Aristotelian notions of souls granting vegetative and sensitive 

powers.118 Fourth, given that the soul is not extended, it follows that it cannot be located 

                                                           

115 Ibid., 123. 

116 Stewart Goetz and Charles Taliaferro, A Brief History of the Soul (Malden, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2011), 67.  

117 Ibid., 68. 

118 Ibid. 
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“in space.”119 Fifth, likewise, the body can be divided into parts, but the soul cannot.120 

Sixth, it follows therefore that the mind is a “thinking thing” unlike the body.121 Seventh, 

sensations (such as pain) are located in the soul, because the soul feels that sensation.122 

And eighth, because of this “the soul is joined to the entire body, even though it is not 

located in space.”123 Descartes’ influence on the modern defenders of substance dualism 

should be obvious. 

 

2.3.2  The Modern Non-Physical Basis for Human Cognition: Substance Dualism – 

Richard Swinburne, and J. P. Moreland and Scott Rae 

 

Given the historical importance and pedigree of substance dualism, its staying 

power is easily understood. Here we will look to some contemporary defenses of the 

notion that humans are more than their physical parts. One particularly powerful 

philosophical argument will continually arise can be called the “conceivability argument” 

– the idea that “If it is even conceivable that a mind could exist without a brain, then 

mind and brain can’t be the same thing.”124 For, if it “is entirely conceivable that one 

could exist as a disembodied mind, with one’s body and brain, and indeed the entire 

                                                           

119 Ibid., 70—71. “A soul is that which is non-extended and, thereby, without any shape in a given 

space, is not divisible into parts and is not moveable in the sense that it cannot change spatial position. 

Therefore, Descartes believes that a soul is not located in space, period,” 72. Please note that his suggestion 

that the soul may possibly link to the brain (pituitary gland, specifically) seems to go against this idea of the 

soul be non-extended. 

120 Ibid., 71. 

121 Ibid. 

122 Ibid., 75. Descartes “believes that our pains are located in our souls, which are not themselves 

located in space, although they are represented as being present in the different extremities of our physical 

bodies.” 

123 Ibid., 76. 

124 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 34. 
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physical world, being nothing but a figment of one’s imagination. But then it is 

conceivable and therefore at least metaphysically possible for the mind to exist apart 

from the brain. Therefore, the mind is not identical to the brain.”125 The roots of this idea 

can be found in Descartes, but it has found new life with a number of contemporary 

philosophers who resist the growing physicalist account of human beings. Below we will 

examine the arguments of Richard Swinburne, and J. P. Moreland and Scott B. Rae. 

Combined, they make an impressive case for the acceptance of an immaterial aspect to 

human nature. 

Richard Swinburne, the famed Oxford professor, takes it as fairly obvious that 

humans are more than physical constructs. For he notes that humans engage in multiple 

different mental events: sensations; thoughts; “purposings” [sic]; desires; and beliefs.126 

These various events interact, somehow, with brain events. Swinburne sees an intimate 

relationship between the brain and the mind, but denies that the brain is what gives rise to 

the mind, hence he rejects epiphenomenalism. This form of dualism is substance dualism, 

in which human persons are seen to have two parts – a physical body and a mental soul. 

Swinburne’s account of dualism is rather broad, as he sees any aspect of reality that 

exhibits physical and mental accounts as containing a mixed mental property.127  

                                                           

125 Ibid., 32. 

126 Richard Swinburne, “Dualism and Personal Identity,” in Philosophy of Religion: A Reader and 

Guide, ed. by William Lane Craig (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002), 496. 

127 Ibid., 497. If something is a mixed mental property, then it exhibits both physical and mental 

characteristics. For example, words on a page. There is the physical paper and physically inked shapes of 

the letters. But there is also a mental component – the particular ordering of letters and spaces creates 

words and statements which have meaning in a particular language. 
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Looking at humans, though, Swinburne sees the soul as the “necessary core” for 

one’s existence.128 The soul is the unifying factor for the person. Thus, the “person is the 

soul together with whatever, if any, body is linked temporarily to it.”129 Swinburne 

defends this proposition in two stages: first, he notes that physical descriptions of 

personhood are insufficient to account for personhood; and second, the soul is a better 

container for personal identity than the physical body. In the first stage, the key question 

for the physicalist is – how much of the body must remain for me to retain my identity? 

The physicalist’s answer would seem to be necessarily linked to the brain. For I can lose 

my arms and legs and still be “me.” But if I suffer a serious head trauma, I may lose my 

sense of “self.” The brain is obviously important since, for both physicalists and dualists, 

it is the locus of mental events, character, beliefs, desires, memory, and all other mental 

states. But this just raises a second question – how much of the brain can change and I 

still retain my identity? Swinburne considers two scenarios and concludes that any 

indication that people are more than their biological parts is enough to establish a base 

notion of soul.130  

                                                           

128 Ibid. 

129 Ibid. It should be noted that Swinburne does not want to identify people as being their souls the 

way Descartes does (according to Swinburne). J. P. Moreland and Scott Rae also identify people with their 

souls. J. P. Moreland and Scott B. Rae, Body and Soul: Human Nature & the Crisis in Ethics (Downers 

Grove: IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 168. Swinburne, presumably, would disagree with Moreland and Rae 

as well.  

130 First, the brain operates in two hemispheres. Generally, the right hemisphere controls the left-

side of the body, and the left hemisphere controls the right-side of the body as well as is a major contributor 

to speech. Further, these two hemispheres interact in a way that gives the person the perception of a near 

seamless experience of the world. Likewise, if some part of the brain is damaged, other parts sometimes 

“pick up the slack” – demonstrating the plasticity of the brain. For Swinburne, in our normal everyday 

experiences of the world we recognize that almost all people’s brains operate according to two normally 

functioning hemispheres – and yet, we recognize that these two hemispheres together only make one 

person (p1) . But, he asks, what would happen if we were somehow able to transplant one of the 

hemispheres into some other body, so that it shared a hemisphere with someone else (p2)? Would this now 

be one person or two people in new bodies? Swinburne takes it that there would now appear to be two 

people in one body. Swinburne, “Dualism and Personal Identity”, 498. What to make of the new “person” 
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 Swinburne concludes that these thought experiments show “that there is 

something other to the continuity of the person than any continuity of parts of brain or 

body.”131 Persons simply cannot be reduced to their brain. This is because knowledge of 

what has happened to a person’s body (or brain) is insufficient for knowing what has 

happened to the person. Thus, persons are not to be simply identified with their bodies.132 

                                                           

(p3) who just had the two hemispheres from p1 and p2? Both hemispheres would (presumably) operate 

according to ways of each original person from whom the hemisphere was taken “and since memory and 

character and their manifestation in behavior are dependent on factors present in both hemispheres, we 

would expect each [hemisphere] publicly to affirm such apparent memories and to behave as if he had” the 

original characteristics. Ibid., 498—499. Perhaps the behavior of p3 is misleading and it is not two people in 

one body, but a new person. Surely, the different hemispheres began their own story separate from their 

previous one once separated from their original companion, and once brought together they begin to pen 

their own story. Thus, p3 is a new person – albeit one with a unique origin. For Swinburne, though, 

however one attempts to resolve the conundrum, the point remains that no matter how “much we knew in 

such a situation about what happens to the parts of a person’s body, we would not know for certain what 

happens to the person.” Ibid., 499. Is p1 and p2 now dead because of the removal of the respective cerebral 

hemispheres? If they are still alive, is it possible for them to remain the same person with half their brain 

gone? Swinburne takes another route with this scenario as well. If we split the brain of one person and put 

the hemispheres in two bodies (with no companion hemisphere), would we then have two people? He 

answers that we simply do not know. It would take many complex experiments over time to render a 

judgment. For example, to conclude that two people were now present, then we would need to perform a 

comparison of beliefs regarding: sensations, general beliefs, desires, general character of good and bad, 

inclinations, and patterns of limbic movement – and possibly other factors. In any case, the issue for 

Swinburne is not “does the split-brain experiment disprove dualism”? But rather the further question of 

“how many souls can share one brain”? Ibid., 506—507. Each of these questions is assuming that the 

person is more than the biological parts, and that’s Swinburne’s point. 

The second, thought experiment for Swinburne is borrowed from Bernard Williams. Ibid., 499. Cf. 

Bernard Williams, “The Self and the Future,” Philosophical Review, 79 (1970): 161—180. Suppose a mad 

scientist kidnaps you and is going to separate the hemispheres of your brain, putting one in one body and 

the other in another. One body will be tortured, the other will be made fabulously wealthy. The scientist lets 

you choose which body will be tortured and which will be rewarded. Further the scientist promises to abide 

by your wishes and you believe him. Now, the question is: how do you choose which body will be 

punished and which will be rewarded? Further, assume that you know all there is to know about 

neurobiology, would this give you insight into which body should get the money and which should be 

tortured? This all assumes that you recognize there will be something of a continuation of consciousness in 

this experiment and you want to experience the pleasures of wealth rather than the bodily tortures meted 

out to the “other.” No matter which hemisphere is rewarded and the other punished, there is a “risk” 

involved. A “risk” for what? A risk that you chose incorrectly and your consciousness continues with the 

body that is tortured. Swinburne, “Dualism and Personal Identity”, 499. 

131 Ibid., 499. 

132 “Knowledge of what has happened to a person’s body and its parts will not necessarily give 

you knowledge of what has happened to the person, and so, that persons are not the same as their bodies,” 

Ibid., 500. 
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Further, the fact that we can talk about people apart from their physical parts is sufficient 

to show that people are more than their physical parts. People are neither reducible to 

their body, nor is bodily continuity sufficient for people to retain their identity. In his 

version of the “conceivability argument,” Swinburne says that the fact that a disembodied 

mind is a coherent concept (or at least it is not incoherent) indicates that persons can be 

understood as being more than their bodies.133 Not only that, the laws of nature do not 

seem to necessitate that people have bodies. That is, there is nothing in the natural order 

that demands people be only physical. Indeed, there is nothing incoherent with the idea of 

people “switching” bodies or at least having different bodies. Thus, Swinburne concludes 

that since “the body which is presently yours could have been mine (logic and even 

natural laws allow [this possibility]), that shows that none of the matter of which my 

body is presently made is essential to my being the person that I am.”134   

This leads Swinburne to the second stage of his argument. Here he wants to make 

sense of the notion that persons do not need a material body for identity or existence. To 

do this he makes use of what he calls a “quasi-Aristotelian assumption.” He states it like 

this:  

Quasi-Aristotelian Assumption: a substance S2 at t2 is the same substance as an 

earlier substance S1 at t1 only if S2 is made of some of the same stuff as S1 (or stuff 

obtained therefrom by gradual replacement).135  

 

                                                           

133 He says, “the mere logical possibility of a person surviving with only half his brain (the mere 

fact that this is not a self-contradictory supposition) is enough to show that talk about persons is not 

analyzable as talk about bodies and their parts.” Ibid. 

134 Ibid., 502. Alvin Plantinga makes a similar point. See The Nature of Necessity (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1974), chapter 6. 

135 Ibid., 503. 
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When this assumption is combined with the “conceivability argument” (the notion that it 

is logically possible a person can exist without a body) it follows that people have souls. 

This is because, if it were the case that I were only a physical being and then all of my 

physical parts were destroyed, then I would cease to exist. But if it is conceivable that I 

could survive such a bodily annihilation (either all at once or gradual), then I must be 

more than my bodily parts. But for Swinburne, this more than is the same as the 

traditional notion of “soul.” Thus, our continued consciousness (which testifies to the 

continuity of substance) is the “immaterial core” of the person – their soul.136  

J. P. Moreland and Scott Rae argue that ethical actions and moral teachings bear 

directly upon one's views of human person-hood. As such, a proper view of what people 

are is of paramount importance. Now, Moreland and Rae hold that humans are best 

described by a position they call “Thomistic Substance Dualism” (TSD).137 Their 

contention is that TSD provides the best basis for a Christian approach to anthropology. 

TSD is best understood as the human person being identifiable with their soul. Thus, they 

take it that an immortal and substantial soul exists which is the human person. The human 

body is, therefore, an ensouled structure. In general, they claim that humans are 

substances, not just “property-things.” That is, humans are not just a collection of various 

properties or qualities. Stated differently, humans are not just a bundle of different 

characteristics. They take it that naturalism and “complementarianism” – which tends to 

accept naturalistic approaches to human nature – are both false. Indeed, for Moreland and 

                                                           

136 Ibid. 

137 I find it doubtful that the authors have correctly labeled their viewpoint, since Aquinas 

specifically repudiates some of the positions the authors take to be representative of Aquinas. See Christina 

Van Dyke, “Not Properly a Person: The Rational Soul and ‘Thomistic Substance Dualism,’” in Faith and 

Philosophy Vol. 26, no. 2 (April 2009): 186—204. 
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Rae, the fact that humans are free and are able to maintain a semblance of identity over 

their lives, indicates (for them) that TSD has something going for it. Basically, they argue 

that certain features of human personhood cannot be adequately addressed by either 

naturalism or complementarianism, thus TSD should be adopted.  

As mentioned above with Jerry Fodor, Leibniz’s Law of the Indiscernability of 

Identicals looms large for Moreland and Rae.138 They state LLI like this: for any x and for 

any y, if x and y are identical, then for any property P, P will be true of x if and only if P 

is true of y.139 In other words, if you want to test to see if two things are really not 

identical then find a property true of x but false for y. The impact of this statement for 

Moreland and Rae is quite profound in relation to human persons. Reminiscent of the 

“conceivability argument,” they note that in light of LLI persons cannot be identical to 

their bodies (which materialism ostensibly affirms) because there is no possible world in 

which a body could exist in a disembodied state.140 Moreland and Rae take this as a 

convincing reason to give some form of dualism a fair hearing. 

With these ideas in place Moreland and Rae then consider how identity can be 

maintained through change. Because of the nature of a substance and its relationship to 

its various properties, they believe that a proper analysis will show how sameness 

through change is possible. Essentially, during change it is the substance that remains the 

                                                           

138 Above this is simply called Leibniz’s Law of Indiscernables (LLI), and for simplicity sake, I 

will use the same acronym.  

139 “In general, everything is what it is and not something else. Everything is identical to itself and 

thus shares all properties in common with itself.” Ibid., 56. 

140 Ibid., 57. That is, we can imagine possible worlds were people are roaming around bodiless, 

but if people were identical to their bodies, then this would be quite literally unthinkable (per LLI). If 

people were identical to their bodies, then we should have just as hard a time imagining disembodied 

persons as we do triangles with more than three angles – but we don’t. We can quite easily imagine people 

being disembodied, but cannot imagine a triangle having more than three angles. 
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same, but it is the various non-essential properties (e.g., accidental properties) that are 

gained or lost.141 It is the substance that persists throughout the change, for indeed, 

“change” presupposes that something remains the same in the process. And that 

something for Moreland and Rae is the substance. When applied to the purposes of this 

project, it should be evident why dualism persists despite a strong physicalist narrative. If 

Moreland and Rae’s accounting of how properties and substances relate is true, then if 

physicalism is correct, for anything that changes – no matter how minor – technically, 

there was no “change” but rather a destruction of one entity and the construction of a new 

entity. Per LLI if “I” am merely the collection of my physical parts, then if any of the 

parts that make up “me” changes, then “I” can no longer be the same person. Stated 

differently, under physicalism, there could be no “me.” Moreland and Rae take this as 

evidence that if we can have the subjective experience of “me” throughout some change, 

then this is strong (if not determinative) evidence that “I” am more than mere physical 

parts.142  

This type of broad “conceivability argument” is not the only arrow in Moreland 

and Rae’s quiver. They pursue two additional reasons for thinking humans are soul-ish 

creatures. The first is that humans have free-will.143 The second is the very fact we are 

                                                           

141 Ibid. 

142 Ibid., 82. Physicalists tend toward a property-view of people while dualists tend toward a 

substance view of people. The main difference between the property-thing view and the substance view is 

that the property-thing is structured as a series of external relations while the substance view is structured 

as a series of internal relations. The strength of the substance view is being able to account for identity 

through change. Its greatest weakness is that it cannot be observed or empirically verified – it relies on a 

thick philosophical basis that is not particularly easy to penetrate and in which its concepts are not 

altogether agreed upon. In other words, while there is a certain type of plausibility in Moreland and Rae’s 

thesis, since it cannot be observed it will always be controversial. 

143 Ibid., 121—155. Note that this is in direct contrast to E. O. Wilson’s position above. 
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able to express rational thought indicates we are more than physical beings.144 For 

rational and logical connections are distinct from physical connections.145 This 

demonstrates that it is one subject undergoing the reasoning process. If the person is only 

identified with their physical parts, then the person that recognizes that “it is raining 

outside” would be different than the person that recognizes “an umbrella can keep me 

dry.” Indeed, if strict physicalism is correct, you are a different person reading this 

sentence now, than when you began this paragraph. Moreland and Rae find these types of 

implications of physicalism to be absurd. But the clear alternative, as far as they are 

concerned, that can account for these notions of persistence is one in which there is a 

stable “self.” But if there is a stable “self,” then this would be the same thing as saying 

the person just is a soul. 

 

2.4  Brief Evaluation of Physicalism and Substance Dualism 

 

Both physicalism and substance dualism have powerful reasons for affirming the 

truth of either. Hence, someone could hold either position and they would not be 

obviously irrational in believing that position. Likewise, each position has powerful 

reasons for distrusting the other position. Now, both physicalists and substance dualists 

alike take it that evidence for their position is evidence against the other position. For 

example, physicalists believe that explaining how the brain works is sufficient for 

                                                           

144 This type of argument will be explored more deeply in the next chapter. 

145 For example, the statement “it is raining outside,” is rationally connected to the statement “it is 

wet outside,” which can be rationally connected to the statement “I desire not to get wet,” which can be 

logically connected to the statement “an umbrella can keep me dry,” which can be rationally connected to 

the statement “If I go outside, then I need an umbrella to stay dry.” What this chain of individual thoughts 

express are rational and logical connections to various mental states: knowledge that rain is wet; the desire 

not get wet; the belief that an umbrella can keep me dry; and so on. None of these ideas are physically 

caused by the previous idea. For, what physically follows from the realization that it is raining outside? 

Nothing. And that’s the point. 
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explaining thought and consciousness – thus any recourse to a “soul” is, at best, 

superfluous.146 Substance dualists often see something like the “conceivability argument” 

as sufficient reasoning that the mind / soul cannot be equated with the body, irrespective 

of what neuroscience says. 

With both physicalism and substance dualism’s positions presented above this last 

section will briefly examine what I find to be the most salient criticisms of each position. 

Some of these criticisms have already been addressed above, but were not developed. 

Nor were some of the implications of some other arguments explored. What follows is a 

section detailing the salient problems with physicalism, followed by a section noting 

serious problems with dualism. I am not claiming that any of these arguments are not 

unassailable and that adherents to either position may not have responses to the 

arguments. Nor am I saying that these arguments demand adherents abandon their chosen 

system. What I am saying is that I find these following criticisms sufficient to look for 

some other account of what it means to be human. 

 

2.4.1  Problems with Physicalism 

 

Physicalism’s insistence that all reality be accounted for in third person, scientific 

terms, is both admirable and disappointing. It is admirable because the attempted 

explanation of reality is so grand. Likewise, there is something appealing about a hard-

nosed empiricism – given how successful and powerful scientific studies have been, 

scientific methodologies seem to be the way to true knowledge. But it is for this reason 

that physicalism is also a bit disappointing. This push to say all true knowledge is based 

                                                           

146 John Searle remarks, “Dualism in any form is today generally regarded as out of the question 

because it is assumed to be inconsistent with the scientific world view” John R. Searle, The Rediscovery of 

Mind (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1994), 3. 
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in scientific methodology is self-defeating. For to say that only science is the way to 

knowledge, must be known by some means other than the scientific method. That is, the 

claim that all true knowledge is born of science, is not a scientific claim – it is a 

philosophical claim.147 Thus, physicalism is simply too limited to fully explain what it 

means to be human.148 

There are four main criticisms of physicalism.149 First, is the fact that physicalism 

has difficulty responding to the “conceivability argument.” Second, is that physicalism is 

often charged with simply begging-the-question on trying to define what it means to be 

human. Third, following the second problem, is that physicalism uses the wrong 

methodology and philosophy to study the range of human beings. Finally, physicalism 

has great difficulty in accounting for rationality. 

 

 

 

                                                           

147 Likewise, science depends on knowledge, beliefs, and principles derived apart from the 

scientific method. Logic, mathematics, aesthetics, morality and value judgements, and the scientific method 

itself are determined by means other than science. Philosophy, religious conviction, and societal pressures 

supply most of the content for these areas. 

148 Addressing E. O. Wilson specifically, Marilynne Robinson notes the main problem with 

Wilson’s project. She says, “By identifying the soul with the mind, the mind with the brain, and noting the 

brain’s vulnerability as a physical object, he [Wilson] feels he has debunked a conception of the soul that 

only those who find the word meaningless would ever have entertained” Marilynne Robinson, Absence of 

Mind (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 111—112. Stated differently, Robinson finds 

Wilson’s conception of what the soul is to be so impoverished that it can only be convincing to someone 

who already agrees with Wilson. 

149 Marilynne Robinson notes a consequence of physicalist reductionism that could act as a fifth 

criticism. She says, “If the brain at the level of complex and nuanced interaction with itself does indeed 

become mind, then the reductionist approach insisted upon by writers on the subject is not capable of 

yielding evidence of mind’s existence, let alone an account of its functioning. One who has inquired into 

the properties of hydrogen and oxygen might reasonably conclude that water is a highly combustible gas – 

if there were not his own experience to discourage this conclusion. As proof of the existence of mind we 

have only history and civilization, art, science, and philosophy. And at the same time, of course, that 

extraordinary individuation. If it is true that the mind can know and seek to know itself in ways analogous 

to its experience of the world, then there are more, richer data to be gleaned from every age and every 

culture, and from every moment of introspection, of deep awareness of the self” Ibid., 120.  
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2.4.1.1  Problem #1: Physicalism has Difficulty Responding to the “Conceivability 

Argument” 

 

As explained above, one of the favored arguments by substance dualists is the 

“conceivability argument” – that if you can imagine the mind existing apart from the 

brain, then the two cannot be identical. Stated differently, if the mind just is the brain (or 

brain states), then we could not even imagine a mind existing without a brain – but we 

can. We can imagine angels, ghosts, gods, God, demons, spirits, and the like.150 It thus 

follows that the mind and brain are not the same.151  

A physicalist may reply, however, that the preceding reasoning is faulty because 

we do not have any empirical examples of minds existing without some sort of brain. 

Software always resides in hardware. Thus, it seems to be the case that the dualist is 

simply incorrect that the mind can exist apart from the brain, for either: 1) there actually 

is no mind, only brain; or 2) if there is a mind it can only exist as an epiphenomenon of 

                                                           
150 Note that none of these beings need actually to exist for the argument to work. These types of 

beings just have to be possible. In other words, to falsify the “conceivability argument” one would have to 

prove that we cannot even imagine these types of beings. A very tall order indeed. 

151 Now while this argument may be problematic for the standard physicalist, many transhumanists 

do not have a problem separating the mind from the brain. Indeed, this is primary assumption for Ray 

Kurzweil who wants to upload minds to computers. Ray Kurzweil, “The Evolution of Mind in the Twenty-

First Century,” in Are We Spiritual Machines? Ray Kurzweil vs. the Critics of Strong A.I. ed., by Jay 

Wesley Richards (Seattle, WA: Discovery Institute, 2002), 36—39. Ray Kurzweil, The Age of Spiritual 

Machines (New York: Viking, 1999). Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity is Near (New York: Viking, 2005). 

For Kurzweil, it is the “pattern” of the neural firings that is important for consciousness and personality. He 

is confident that by “mapping” the neural patterns of persons, we will then be able to recreate the same 

patterns in other substrates. In theory, then, Kurzweil will have “uploaded” a human mind to a machine. 

For Kurzweil, the mind can – in theory – exist in substrates other than biological brains, and he is awaiting 

the day when this becomes a reality. For Kurzweil, like a computer, the mind is just software and the brain 

is just hardware. Software can move to any medium so long as the hardware is sufficiently able to support 

it. But, as Ed Feser asksError! Main Document Only. “if minds could possibly exist in physical systems 

other than brains, how can they be identical to brains?” Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 69 (emphasis in 

original). The answer, of course, is that they cannot be. Thus, in an interesting twist, at least some 

transhumanists, while usually physicalists, generally accept this notion that minds and brains are not 

identical – at least those that think mind uploading is possible. 
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the brain. Either way, if there is a mind it cannot exist apart from the brain, for we have 

no empirical evidence otherwise. 

This type of response is indeed powerful, but ultimately misplaced. The substance 

dualist can grant the empirical evidence and point out that the conclusion does not follow 

from the argument.152 Just because all of the samples we have are of minds existing with 

brains (ignoring for the moment the religious convictions to the contrary) does not prove 

minds and brains are the same because we can imagine the mind existing apart from the 

brain. In other words, just providing more examples of minds existing alongside brains 

does nothing to strengthen the argument that minds just are brains. Nor does it weaken 

the “conceivability argument” that minds can be thought to exist apart from brains. As 

such, the “conceivability argument” provides a strong argument that humans must be 

more than just their physical parts.  

 

2.4.1.2  Problem #2: Physicalism often Begs-the-Question 

 

From a traditional Christian perspective, perhaps the most serious critique of 

physicalism is based in a worldview difference. For the traditional Christian, such as 

myself, reality is simply more than the material world. Hence, when a physicalist insists 

that only physical / material explanations are acceptable, this seems to the traditional 

Christian as limiting what it is that is possible to know. Specifically, in regards to the 

issue we have been considering on whether humans have minds / souls, it appears 

inappropriate to the traditional Christian to remove a possible explanation of our 

                                                           

152 As Feser remarks, “If you really can conceive of the mind existing apart from the body or 

brain, it is at least plausible that this would provide evidence that they are not identical . . . . But to conceive 

of them existing together hardly proves that they are identical . . . . So the materialist conceivability 

argument cannot, in the nature of the case, prove its conclusion.” Ibid., 60. 
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experienced phenomena from the table before the discussion begins. For the physicalist / 

materialist rules out from the beginning any non-physicalist understanding of human 

persons. But if this is the case, then no evidence or argument is available to convince 

them otherwise. For any physicalist / materialist / naturalist account – no matter how 

unlikely – will always be more probable than appeal to immaterial minds / souls. As 

such, if the physicalist is asked why they do not think humans have minds / souls, they 

simply respond, “because minds / souls do not exist.” And when asked how they know 

minds / souls do not exist, they can respond, “because we don’t have any empirical 

evidence for minds / souls.” But if it is pointed out that minds / souls are not the sorts of 

“things” that are detectable by empirical methods (precisely because minds / souls are not 

physical), the physicalist replies “precisely! It is because minds / souls are not physical / 

material we know they do not exist.” But this is just to argue in a circle. The physicalist 

knows minds / souls do not exist, because they are not material, and only material things 

can be known to exist. Circular reasoning, however, is not an attractive way to establish 

one’s position. 

Ed Feser remarks that physicalists tend to “give accounts of mental phenomena 

that leave out everything essential to them: qualia, consciousness, thought and 

intentionality get redefined in physicalistic terms, with the consequence that materialist 

analyses convey the impression that the materialist has changed the subject, and failed 

genuinely to explain the phenomenon the analysis was supposed to account for.”153 That 

is, we have first person experience of sensations (qualia), our own consciousness, our 

own thoughts, and our own intentionality. But if you review the physicalist philosophers 

                                                           

153 Ibid., 218. 
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above, you will see a systematic attempt to redefine or replace each of these experiences 

as being in some way illusory, or at least not literally true.154 Thus, we can see that a 

problem for physicalists is that they must deny the existence of really experienced 

phenomena. However, the only way they can deny these phenomena is by assuming that 

only physicalist / materialist explanations are available. If there is more to the universe 

than just matter, then other explanations are available, but the physicalist has ruled these 

out before any analysis begins. 

Much of the reason physicalists adopt this minimalist position is due to the rise of 

materialistic reductionism – the idea that large scale interactions can be “reduced” to 

smaller physical interactions. The operative notion here is that if we understand what is 

happening at the most basic of physical reality, then we can actually explain all of reality. 

When applied to humans, this takes the form of a biological reductionism. Thus, humans 

are explicable in terms of their biological parts. But as philosopher Ric Machuga explains 

this biological reductionism borders on incoherence. For to say that humans are nothing 

more than the sum of their biological parts is just to commit the fallacy of composition.155 

In other words, reductionism is attractive to philosophical materialists because of the 

                                                           

154 For example, some physicalists hold that qualia either do not exist, or are just explicable by 

analyzing certain brain states. Likewise, they hold that consciousness – though mysterious – can be nothing 

more than a properly functioning brain. And the same goes for thought and intentionality. For example, 

review Dennett’s position on the intentional stance to see how he addresses the personal experience of 

thoughts being about something – he says that intentionality literally does not exist, but we must act as 

though it does to make sense of the world (i.e., we must take an “intentional stance”). 

155 For example, saying that humans are just a collection of biological systems, would be like 

saying Mozart’s Requiem is just a collection of musical notes and acoustic disturbances, or that this project 

is just a collection of ink marks on paper. As Machuga says, “but they are not merely ink lines on paper; 

computer software is a collection of electrons, but it is not merely a collection of electrons. In all of these 

cases the whole is more than the sum of its parts, and thus any reductionist explanation of music, written 

words, or computer software is always conceptually incoherent.” Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 62 

(emphasis in original). 



95 

 

need to “fit” reality into a “causal network described by physical science.”156 However, 

this desire to map reality has the side effect of “reducing” all of reality to its basic “core” 

interactions and laws. The problem is that these philosophers and scientists choose that 

the only interactions and causal networks worth studying are physical.157 They ignore all 

non-physical reality, precisely because it is non-physical, and then state that there is no 

non-physical reality.158 Of course, as stated above, this merely begs-the-question in favor 

of philosophical materialism. It is not difficult to prove your conclusion when you 

assume it from the outset. 

And this type of methodology is not limited to secular scientists and philosophers. 

For example, the Christian physicalist Nancy Murphy falls into the same trap. For 

Murphy, human distinctiveness from other creatures is only a matter of degree, not 

kind.159 This is telling in regards to her background. Because Murphy holds to a type of 

(unstated) scientism, any philosophical positions at odds with scientism’s orthodoxy must 

be wrong.160 Because Murphy has limited herself to purely neurobiological explanations, 

it is no surprise that she can only find neurobiological explanations – even if it means 

denying something that is an ontological possibility. Namely the possibility of souls. 

                                                           

156 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 146. 

157 Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 25-26. 

158 “What counts as ‘knowledge’ for Wilson is in effect only one kind of knowledge, not all human 

knowledge.” Steve Pope, “A Scientist’s Search for Comprehensive Knowledge,” in The Christian Century 

www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=84 (accessed March 27, 2012).  

159 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 117. 

160 For example, a plant’s ability to grow and assimilate nutrients is of a different kind than any 

inorganic entity. Likewise, an animal that has sensory powers to various stimuli is of a different kind than a 

plant’s ability to “react” to sunlight or claps its “jaws” shut on a fly. In the same vein, the human ability to 

reason and comprehend is of a different kind of activity than an animal responding to various stimuli. 

http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=84
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Murphy, however, wants to avoid the reductionism that is prevalent among 

physicalist philosophers and scientists. She is after all convinced that God exists and has 

a special plan for humans. She states, “Thus, I maintain that science studies the whole of 

human life – there is no metaphysically distinct part of us that is immune from scientific 

investigation. However, science gives us an incomplete account of human life, an account 

that can only be put into perspective by a religious point of view. Science can say: in this, 

this, and this way we humans are like the animals, and in that way and that way we are 

different.”161 What is astonishing about this claim is that “science studies the whole of 

human life” – except when it does not and “gives us an incomplete account” of it. She 

may mean that science can speak to the whole of life in some ways more efficiently than 

others. But the problem under either interpretation is that there appear to be aspects to 

human nature that are not subject to scientific inquiry (as empirical research) only.162 

Further, if there is a metaphysical aspect to humans, then it would necessarily be beyond 

scientific investigation precisely because this metaphysical aspect would not be empirical 

– metaphysical means “beyond / after the physical.” What Murphy is saying is that 

because her preferred methods cannot reach x it must follow that there is no x. But this is 

clearly fallacious thinking.163   

                                                           
161 Ibid., 120. 

162 For example, logic; mathematics; metaphysical truths (i.e., there are actually other minds other 

than mine; the world was created longer than just five minutes ago; etc.); moral truths (which Murphy 

admits); aesthetic truths; and science itself (i.e., the scientific method is not proved by the scientific method 

but by philosophical reflection). 

163 As Etienne Gilson noted, just because you cannot shoot the moon with a bow and arrow, it does 

not follow there is no moon. Rather, you need a different method to get there. Etienne Gilson, The Unity of 

Philosophical Experience (1937; repr., San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999), 249.  
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Now the argument of the philosophical materialist is not often this blatantly 

question-begging. It is often quite subtle. A biologically minded materialist may say 

something like this. Natural selection and the phylogenetic continuity of nature has 

created an amazing array of species. Through millions of years of evolution, humanity, 

which is no more than the combination of “differential reproductive rates” and survival of 

the fittest, has appeared in its current form, and for the first time may be able to guide its 

own evolution.164 Humans differ from plants and other animals by their parts and degree 

of intelligence. Plants have no “nervous system,” but all animals do. Humanity’s 

difference in intelligence from other animals is by degree, not kind. All intelligence is the 

biochemical reactions in the brain. Humans have a larger brain, hence greater intellectual 

capacity than most animals. 

 This (brief) scenario must assume that there is no “formal” difference between 

humans, other animals, and plants. Again, this simply begs-the-question. The only 

differences considered are “material” differences. But it is precisely whether there is a 

“formal” difference between humans and other objects that is at issue. It is only by 

assuming that there is a discrepancy between science and philosophy that this position 

would be adopted. If one (like Aristotle or Aquinas) rejects the notion that science and 

philosophy are at odds and rather sees them as complimentary, then there is no need to 

make those assumptions. A sufficient explanation of reality requires both “material” and 

“formal” differences.165 

                                                           
164 Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 36. 

165 Ibid., 55 (emphasis in original). 
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 Further, there is no “material” difference why a plant with cambium layers cannot 

“feel,” but an animal with a central nervous system can. There may be ontological 

reasons why this is the case, but then that would be an appeal to non-material reality.166 

Ultimately, this biological reductionism fails because it commits the fallacy of 

composition. This position amounts to saying that an object is the sum of its parts, which 

is false. Which is more valuable, a car that has been assembled and is ready to drive or a 

box of parts for a complete car? Is Mozart’s Requiem merely acoustical disturbances? Are 

the words on this page nothing more than the ink and paper? If biological reductionism 

were true, then in the first question both cars are identical in value; the answer to the 

second and third questions are “yes.” But because the answers are clearly false, then 

reductionism cannot be the whole story. Likewise, any attempt to reduce humanity to the 

sum of its biological parts is doomed for failure or worse – incoherence.167 

 

2.4.1.3  Problem #3: Physicalism uses the Wrong Method and Philosophy 

 

 Related to the previous idea that physicalism often begs-the-question is the notion 

that this is due to the wrong methodology and philosophy. For example, substance 

dualists attempt to show that mind is non-physical. And since it is reasonable to think that 

mind is non-physical, the dualist will object to the materialist that will only allow 

                                                           

166 Machuga summarizes this point well, “It is no use saying that nerve cells are necessary 

conditions for the ability to feel and since trees lack nerve cells they can’t feel. The problem is that 

‘nervous system’ means ‘a system which is able to feel.’ Or as a mocking Moliere might say, the reason 

animals are able to feel is because of their sentient powers!” Ibid., 39 (emphasis in original). 

167 Ibid., 62. Likewise, Machuga states “It is simply silly to suggest that biology, chemistry, or 

physics has now proved that the human soul is really nothing more than electro-chemical actions of the 

brain or that it is merely an ephiphenominal (sic) (and hence not fully real) aspect of the brain. This may be 

true, but it cannot be discovered by these disciplines because these disciplines limit their subject matter to 

physical stuff from the outset. If it is true that feelings and thoughts are identical to certain brain processes 

or that they are not fully real, then this is a truth that could only be discovered – as opposed to merely 

assumed – by taking an ontological point of view.” Ibid., 26. 
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physical means of investigation.168 The materialist’s approach begs-the-question in favor 

of materialism and fails to answer the arguments of the dualist from the start.169 Indeed, 

Machuga thinks it is in principle impossible for science to one day prove that humans are 

just complex biological machines. For even if science were limited to just physical 

explanations, it will never be able to mitigate the distinction between mechanistic causes 

and non-mechanistic causes. So long as this distinction exists humanity cannot be 

completely reduced to a mere biochemical machine. Many events in nature simply are not 

reducible to mechanistic causes.170 And since not every event is mechanical, it follows 

that mechanical explanations are not all there is in describing reality. And this is the 

problem, physicalist methodology can only look for mechanical explanations of reality. 

As Machuga explains, this mechanical methodology simply cannot prove that the mind / 

soul is nothing more than its biochemical parts (or an epiphenomena of the brain) because 

a mechanical methodology is only limited to understanding material causes – which, 

                                                           

168 Steve Pope notes that Wilson’s “project rides on the dubious assumption that there is only one 

kind of truth, the kind of empirically established explanations attained by scientists.” Pope, “A Scientist’s 

Search for Comprehensive Knowledge.” But this criticism can be applied to any system of positivism or 

scientism. 

169 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 207. 

170 For example, where exactly any individual raindrop will fall, or how certain “S” shaped cracks 

form in rocks, or the individual shapes clouds take. These events are bound by the laws of nature to behave 

in certain ways. Hence, as the atmosphere becomes saturated rain will fail. As pressure in the crust builds 

rocks will crack. And as water vapor is carried along by weather patterns they will continuously change. 

None of these explanations or laws account for why these events happen the exact way they do. It is not 

necessary or essential for a raindrop to hit in a particular spot. Nor is it necessary or essential for any given 

rock to form a crack in the shape of an “S”. Nor is it necessary or essential any given cloud look like a 

bunny or turtle. These events are properly called accidental and not essential / mechanical. Machuga, In 

Defense of the Soul, 144. Bernard E. Rollin agrees. He says, that there “is no one set of rules or laws that 

governs the behavior of all things, as the mechanists suggest, so even if everything is in fact made of atoms, 

atomic explanations do not explain function; to think otherwise is to commit a category mistake.” Bernard 

E. Rollin, “Telos, Value, and Genetic Engineering,” in Is Human Nature Obsolete? Genetics, 

Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human Condition, ed. by Harold W. Baillie and Timothy K. Casey 

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 318. 
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again, mind / soul is not. Thus, the only way to know mind / soul does not exist is to 

assume it does not exist is by adopting some ontological (i.e., materialistic) stance about 

all of reality.171 As Bernard E. Rollins comments, mechanistic worldviews do not 

disprove teleological ones, but simply reject them out of hand.172  

The philosopher Allen Buchanan, who is sympathetic to both physicalism and 

transhumanism, rejects the notion that humans are merely reducible to their biological 

components,173 but the question is whether he is able to avoid this position given his strict 

materialistic stance on human beings. It is not at all clear to me that Buchanan will be 

able to hold both of these propositions: 1) human beings are a collection of biological 

characteristics forged in the haphazard process of evolution; and 2) human beings are not 

reducible to mere biological characteristics.174 Buchanan’s position will be explored 

further in chapter 4, but for now, this simply highlights the methodological problem in 

looking for only mechanistic causes. In the physicalist’s attempt to offer a unified view of 

reality, they have neglected important aspects of that reality. Both empirical science and 

(immaterial friendly) philosophy are needed to have a truly unified vision of reality. If 

one views science as being in competition with philosophy (or vice versa), then one has 

                                                           

171 “It is simply silly to suggest that biology, chemistry, or physics has now proved that the human 

soul is really nothing more than electro-chemical actions of the brain or that it is merely an ephiphenominal 

(sic) (and hence not fully real) aspect of the brain. This may be true, but it cannot be discovered by these 

disciplines because these disciplines limit their subject matter to physical stuff from the outset. If it is true 

that feelings and thoughts are identical to certain brain processes or that they are not fully real, then this is a 

truth that could only be discovered – as opposed to merely assumed – by taking an ontological point of 

view.” Machuga, 26. 

172 Rollin, “Telos, Value, and Genetic Engineering,” 319. 

173 Allen Buchanan, Beyond Humanity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 43. 

174 I commend Buchanan for wanting to avoid a “crude reductionism” but I have not seen how he 

avoids this conclusion given his ontological position on what comprises human beings. If humans are 

merely physical, then it remains mysterious how physicalistic reductionism does not result. 
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not understood the true complementary nature of both disciplines. 175 If something is true, 

then it cannot be contradicted by some other “truth” – for if something is really true, then 

it cannot be displaced and its opposite must be false. Of course, determining what is true 

is the difficult part. 

A significant distinction physicalists often miss, which results in this collapsing of 

reality into only mechanistic causes, is the apparent inability to distinguish between: 1) 

methodical naturalism; and 2) philosophical naturalism. Modern scientific endeavors 

operate according to methodical naturalism. That is, modern science must assume that 

nature normally operates according to regular laws that govern the entire universe. 

According to Cambridge Mathematician John Lennox, methodical naturalism is the 

default position for modern science.176 And this method has been useful to distinguish 

between good and bad science as well as avoiding “god-of-the-gaps” reasoning. But 

methodical naturalism has one major drawback – it seems wedded to philosophical 

naturalism, which is the position that only naturalistic causes exist (i.e., there is no 

supernatural reality). However, Lennox disputes this, and notes that methodical 

naturalism is neither supportive nor hostile to metaphysical or religious beliefs. It just 

says this is the way we must look at the world to understand it. And science has been 

enormously successful taking this methodical naturalistic approach. The problem, again, 

is the assumption that methodical naturalism entails philosophical naturalism – the view, 

                                                           

175 “If materialism is true and reality is a single, gapless line moving from left to right, we could 

only know that this was the case by adopting the philosophical perspective, i.e., by viewing it from the side. 

In an Aristotelian understanding, science and philosophy are complementary disciplines. A complete 

description of reality requires both. Any competition between them is the result of one or the other 

trespassing in forbidden territory.” Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 55 (emphasis in original). 

176 John Lennox, God’s Undertaker: Has Science Buried God? (Oxford, GB: Lion Hudson, 2009), 

34. 



102 

 

that there is only the natural / physical world. This, though, does not follow from 

methodical naturalism, even though it is consistent with it. For methodical naturalism is 

also consistent with philosophical supernaturalism. As Lennox notes, “science done on 

atheistic presuppositions [philosophical naturalism] will lead to the same results as 

science done on theistic presuppositions [philosophical supernaturalism].”177 As such, to 

claim that philosophical naturalism / physicalism is the only compatible position with 

methodical naturalism, not only begs-the-question, it simply does not follow.  

Given these notions it should now be clear that the way to determine if minds / 

souls exist is by philosophical reflection, and not scientific study. It is through 

metaphysics and not physics that can help us judge whether humans have an immaterial 

aspect to their nature. Dualistic arguments attempt to show that the mind / soul is non-

physical, hence any type of physical scientific inquiry to (dis)prove the notion of mind / 

soul is ultimately inadequate to determine if minds / souls exist. Thus, if one insists on 

only appealing to empirical science to resolve the matter, then they ultimately are 

begging-the-question in favor of physicalism.178 For at bottom, the real issue is the 

                                                           

177 Ibid., 37. It should be pointed out that this is normally the case. So long as science is looking at 

operational / experimental data, then either philosophical naturalism or supernaturalism should arrive at the 

same conclusion. However, if one is looking at origin / explanatory data, then philosophical 

presuppositions come into play. For philosophical naturalists there would be absolutely no “outside” 

influence on any such data, but for philosophical supernaturalists, “outside” influence cannot be ruled out 

before-hand. For example, when looking at the origin / cause of the universe, philosophical naturalists 

cannot allow any sort of deity to be involved as this would require philosophical naturalism to be false – 

and some (wrongly!) fear this would falsify methodical naturalism. Philosophical supernaturalists, 

however, have no problem assigning a causal explanation to a deity. And the same principles at play in the 

origin of the universe debate apply to the debate over a human soul as well. Philosophical naturalists seem 

to fear that giving credence to any notion of “soul” will somehow discredit the methodical naturalism on 

which modern science depends. This, however, is simply mistaken. Modern science was doing just fine 

(and will continue to do just fine) given the belief that humans had / have souls. At bottom, the issue is not 

against methodical naturalism and methodical supernaturalism – as this is not really an issue. At bottom, 

rather, is the difference between philosophical naturalism versus philosophical supernaturalism. And it is 

upon this distinction on which the whole debate lies. Ibid., 36—38. 

178 “The proper approach to the study of the mind, in the dualist’s view, is via metaphysics rather 

than physics, and philosophy rather than natural science. For since, in the dualist’s view, the arguments for 
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ontological differences between humans and other creatures. Comparing the biological 

parts is simply inadequate to discover if humans are in anyway unique among other 

biological species.179 The only way to move forward is for physicalists to adopt a new 

methodology and a new philosophy. 

Finally, it must be noted that there is a fundamental difference between 

mechanistic functionalism as defended by physicalists and the Aristotelian and Thomistic 

hylomorphism (ensoulment) that this project will defend in chapter 3. “The crucial 

difference is that, like other forms of materialism, functionalism is implicitly committed 

to a ‘mechanistic’ conception of the material world on which it is devoid of Aristotelian 

formal and final causes.”180 And it is this rejection of formal and final causes that is 

precisely being disputed. For the argument goes, that one cannot get rid of formal and 

final causes without eventually resorting to them at some point. As shown above, the 

attempt to remove intentionality (which is a subspecies of final causality) cannot be 

dismissed without using it. Aristotle accepted the reality of final causes because they are, 

in a very real sense, obvious and self-evident. The lengths philosophical materialists and 

other physicalists must go to (as demonstrated above) in order to eliminate final causality 

has resulted in a position that approaches incoherence.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           

dualism show that the mind is non-physical, they thereby show also that it is only via inquiry other than 

scientific inquiry that we are going to understand its nature, if we are going to understand it at all. For the 

materialist to reject the possibility of such inquiry, a priori, would simply be to beg the question against the 

dualist.”  Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 207. 

179 Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 39 (emphasis in original). 

180 Edward Feser, Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide (Oxford, England: Oneworld Publishers, 2009), 

172. 
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2.4.1.4  Problem #4: Physicalism Cannot Account for Rationality 

 

The final problem with physicalism will be further explored in chapter 3. For 

now, however, it should be noted that physicalism has a distinct problem in accounting 

for rational thought. For if physicalism is true, all neurological events are merely material 

events and subject to material causes. That is, neuron x fires because of input from 

neuron y which fires because of input from neuron z and so forth. In a very real sense, the 

individual parts that make up the brain are all “dead” matter. In fact, as Feser remarks, 

various forms of identity theory is based on the idea that each “type” of mental state can 

be matched – one-to-one – with a particular “type” of brain state. But, the “trouble is that 

it seems clear that there can’t be such a neat matching, because there can’t be such a 

thing as a law-like correlation between mental states and brain states. . . . Any given 

mental state, then, is never had individually, but involves the having of other mental 

states as well; and it typically also involves there being rational connections between the 

mental states one has.”181 For example, my having the current brain and mental state that 

“it is raining outside” corresponds to other mental states that are currently not existing as 

brain states: “If it is raining, then it is wet”; “I don’t like to get wet”; “Umbrellas can 

keep me dry”; “If I go outside while it is raining, I should take an umbrella”; etc. But this 

is important, because each of these statements are rationally and logically connected to 

each other, they are not physically related to each other.182 But if there are existing mental 

                                                           

181 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 68 (emphasis in original). 

182 “So there are logical relations between mental states that partially determine precisely which 

mental states one will have, if one has any at all. . . . Neurons and hormone secretions have causal relations 

between them; but logical relations – the sort of relations between propositions like ‘It is raining outside’ 

and ‘It is wet outside’ – are not causal. There seems to be no way to match up sets of logically interrelated 

mental states with sets of merely causally interrelated brain states, and thus no way to reduce the mental to 

the physical.” Ibid., 68 (emphasis in original). 



105 

 

relationships that are not based in a physically caused relationship, then physical 

causality is not the whole story. Rational connections, therefore, show that the mind 

cannot be fully explained by a physical thesis. 

Even having the “freedom” to be rational is denied under physicalism. As 

explored above with Wilson, free-will is an illusion – even if vastly complex. Terrence 

Nichols summarizes this objection well. He says that if our thoughts are merely 

determined by some prior neural network operation in the brain, and one’s reaction 

“whether of agreement or disagreement, is likewise determined to be what it is. I am not 

really free to change my mind. So it is hard to see why I should seriously consider his 

argument. He cannot argue otherwise than he does, nor can I respond otherwise than I 

do.”183 If the physicalist’s notion of rationality and free-will are correct, then arguing 

about competing theories is literally pointless. One cannot believe, react, or do otherwise 

than they do. And Wilson’s suggestion that this process is so complex that it is the same 

as if we have freedom, may serve some psychological need to avoid some sort of 

biologically induced fatalistic determinism – but fatalistic determinism via 

neurochemistry is the result. And any suggestion to the contrary is either: impossible, 

since it denies the logical force of the argument; or pointless, since the person could not 

argue otherwise due to their neurological determinism.184 

                                                           

183 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 147. 

184 When applied to ethical theory, the inability to express free-will implies that moral 

responsibility is likewise an illusion. For if you literally can do no other than kill Jack, how are we to pass 

praise or blame for that action? You could not do otherwise. And thus, you should bear no guilt if you 

killed Jack in cold blood, nor should you be honored as a hero for killing Jack before he attempts to 

slaughter a group of orphans. Either way, moral responsibility – the ability to act or refrain from acting – is 

impossible. Your neural networks are simply responding to stimulae, “you” have no real control over your 

(in)actions. Of course, if one is prone to take moral responsibility as a given – that is, we actually have real 

moral responsibility, then it would seem strict physicalism would be a problematic position to adopt. Ibid., 

149. 
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One surprising implication of this inability to reason is that it renders science 

impossible. If our brains operate according to impersonal physical and chemical laws, 

then argumentation, experimentation, and the like can play no role in determining what 

one thinks about some subject. Each person would be caught within their own subjective 

bubble, there could be no objective knowledge.185 For under the physicalist paradigm, 

there is no “mental” causation there is only “physical” causation. As Nichols puts the 

challenge, “there must be room in the mind for ideas to cause other ideas. Yet if every 

idea is correlated with a particular state of a neural network, and that state is caused by a 

previous state of the same network, it is hard to see how ideas can cause other ideas.”186 

The impact of this line of reason is not only can we not decide, choose, or deliberate 

arguments and evidence, but it eviscerates one’s ability to do science, which is precisely 

the practice of deliberating between arguments and evidence.  

 

2.4.2  Problems with Substance Dualism 

 

Just because physicalism has multiple problems, it does not follow that dualism is 

therefore true. Indeed, substance dualism has issues of its own. Physicalists have often 

understood these problems with substance dualism to be so significant that it warrants 

dropping substance dualism from serious consideration. While that suggestion may be 

taking things too far, it does suggest that substance dualism may not be the correct view 

of human nature either. Whatever advantages substance dualism gains over physicalism 

                                                           

185 Ibid., 147. 

186 Ibid., 148. Nichols provides a helpful way of considering the problem of mental and physical 

causation. He says to suppose that N1 applies to a neural network state that corresponds to some particular 

idea, I1. Now, suppose N1 is the cause of N2, which corresponds to I2. Even if the person claims that I1 led to 

the idea of I2, this would be incorrect. It was the neural network (not the idea) that caused I2. As such, 

mental causation must be an illusion for physicalist, but this means that both reason and science are 

impossible. 
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by pointing out the “conceivability argument” or that physicalism “begs-the-question,” it 

suffers a disadvantage in having difficulty explaining just how it is exactly supposed to 

work. Just because physicalists cannot disprove the existence of the soul, is not evidence 

that a soul does, in fact, exist. It is the existence of a thing that requires explanation, not 

its non-existence.187 As such, the burden of proof falls on the one making the positive 

claim of existence. In this case, if the substance dualist claims there is a mind / soul that 

makes up persons, then this claim must be demonstrated and defended. 

As above, we are considering four primary problems with substance dualism.188 

First, is the classic problem of accounting for exactly “where” the soul resides in body. 

Second, is the classic interaction problem. Third, is the criticism that the soul is simply 

unparsimonious as scientific advancement has done away with the soul. Finally, is the 

problem of identification.  

 

2.4.2.1  Problem #1: “Where” is the Soul? 

 

 Physicalists reject all theories of a soul and body dualism and take the primary 

instance of this theory to be related to Descartes. Physicalists sees Descartes as the 

paradigm in which to understand all forms of dualism. But for physicalists like E. O. 

Wilson, Descartes made a blunder by trying to locate “where” exactly the soul interacts 

                                                           

187 “Existence requires an explanation; nonexistence doesn’t. In a dispute about the existence of 

immaterial intellects, the burden of proof falls on the person affirming their existence, not on the person 

who denies their existence. The mere fact that materialistically-minded philosophers cannot presently 

disprove the existence of immaterial mind is not itself an argument in favor of immaterial minds.” 

Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 102 (emphasis in original). 

188 Terrence Nichols lists what he sees as the three main reasons substance dualism has been in 

decline: 1) the “rise of an evolutionary explanation for human origins” shows human souls are not 

“unique”; 2) advances in modern neuroscience “prove” the soul does not move the body, just the brain; and 

3) the contemporary theory that humans emerge from a complex “social matrix,” thus demonstrating 

humans are not isolated beings as substance dualism suggests. Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 136—137. 

These are certainly concomitant reasons for dualism’s lack of appeal in modern society.  
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with the body.189 The inability of philosophers, theologians, and scientists to discover 

exactly “where” the mind is supposed to be in order to interact with the body is taken by 

Wilson and other physicalists to be strong evidence that perhaps there is no material mind 

to begin with. 

The problem of identifying the “location” of the soul intersects with the 

interaction problem and has been a stumbling block for many. For example, Anthony 

Kenny calls Descartes’ understanding of the interaction of the mind and body one of the 

most “puzzling features of the Cartesian system.”190 The interaction problem is discussed 

below, but Kenny notes that Descartes’ “solution” to this was to place the soul in the 

pineal gland. But this just puts the problem back one step. For as Kenny remarks, this just 

in effect, makes the mind a little homunculus. In other words, by placing the mind in the 

pineal gland, the “mind-body problem is not solved, but merely miniaturized.”191  

Though, Wilson and Kenny’s remarks are specifically applied to Descartes, the 

general issue of the location of the soul in the body can be applied to any substance 

dualist. For if someone wants to say that humans are of two parts – one material and the 

other immaterial – then it is incumbent upon that person to explain how this sort of “two-

tiered” system works. Indeed, one can look the body over quite thoroughly and find no 

“house” for the soul to reside. For the materialistically minded philosopher and scientist, 

                                                           
189 “According to the great philosopher [Descartes], the noncorporeal mind and hence the 

immortal soul repose somewhere in the corporeal and moral body. Its location, he suggested, might be the 

pineal gland.” Wilson, Consilience, 98—99. This is clearly false. The pineal gland secretes melatonin 

which helps regulate the body’s “biological clock.” It does not act as the conduit through which the mind 

interacts with the body.  

190 Anthony Kenny, “Descartes to Kant,” in The Oxford Illustrated History of Western Philosophy, 

ed. by Anthony Kenny (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 121. 

191 Ibid. 
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there is literally no “place” for the soul in the body, and the inability of dualists to locate 

that “place” is taken as evidence that there is no soul. Thus, the mind-brain dualism of 

Descartes and others has been rejected by the majority of scientists and philosophers of 

mind / brain.192  

 

2.4.2.2  Problem #2: “How” Does the Soul Move the Body? 

 

But it is not just the location of the soul in the body that is problematic. As Kenny 

noted just above, it is also how the mind and the body are supposed to interact. This is the 

classic “interaction” problem.193 If the soul is separate from the body, then how can the 

body provide any information for the soul, and how can the soul control the body?194 

Descartes’ understanding of how the body operates simply cannot allow for any outside 

interference from a soul. Only the physical / material interacts with the physical / 

material. How then can the immaterial soul affect the material body, or the body inform 

the soul? It seems it cannot – hence, substance dualists have needed to opt for alternative 

epistemologies.195  

                                                           

192 Wilson, Consilience, 98. “The brain and its satellite glands have now been probed to the point 

where no particular site remains that can reasonably be supposed to harbor a nonphysical mind. . . . But 

even as mind-body dualism is being completely abandoned at long last, in the 1990s, scientists remain 

unsure about the precise material basis of mind. Some are convinced that conscious experience has unique 

physical and biological properties that remain to be discovered.” Ibid., 99.   

193 Terrence Nichols calls this the “great problem” Descartes’ system must face. Nichols, The 

Sacred Cosmos, 136. 

194 Kenny highlights the difficulty well, “The transactions in the [pineal] gland, at the mind-body 

interface, are highly mysterious. Is there a causal action of matter on the mind or of mind on matter? Surely 

not, for the only form of material causation in Descartes’s system is the communication of motion; and the 

mind, as such, is not the kind of thing to move around in space.” Kenny, “Descartes to Kant”, 121. 

195 I have in mind systems like Augustine’s “divine illumination” theory and Godfried Liebniz’s 

“pre-established harmony” though strictly speaking, Leibniz is not a substance dualist. For Augustine’s 

treatment on “divine illumination” see above. For Leibniz’s notion of “pre-established harmony” see his 

The Principles of Philosophy Known as Monadology 50—59; 77—80. 
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Along these same lines, Feser remarks that if something like substance dualism is 

true, then the person could never know if their experiences were real.196 In some ways, 

this is worse than epiphenomenalism. At least with epiphenomenal approaches, any 

sensate experience one has is accounted for as happening because of a change to the 

body. But for the Cartesian it is impossible to “even think about our mental states”197 or 

qualia. As Feser says, “For if your beliefs – including your belief that you have qualia – 

are physical states of your brain, and qualia can have no effect whatsoever on anything 

physical, then whether you really have qualia has nothing to do with whether you believe 

you have them. . . . if property dualism is true, then you cannot even be certain that your 

own conscious experiences exist.”198 Surely, this is strange. Substance dualism is based 

on the idea that one can be thought to exist apart from the body. But, if substance dualism 

is correct, then it would seem to also follow that one’s mind (and self) cannot be affected 

by that same body. For whatever sensations (i.e., qualia) are experienced by the body, or 

whatever the mind experiences as a sensation, literally have no connection to each other. 

And thus, it further follows that one cannot be aware of what is happening (at least, 

directly) to the body. But since it seems obvious we do know what is happening to the 

body, it would follow that substance dualism (at least as currently described) is likely 

false. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

196 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 110—111 (emphasis in original). 

 

197 Ibid., (emphasis in original). 

 
198 Ibid. 
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2.4.2.3  Problem #3: The Notion of “Soul” is Unparsimonious Since Scientific 

Advancement has Displaced the “Soul.” 

 

Nancy Murphy explains this criticism well. The basic idea is that scientific 

explanations of the world have been slowly eroding the older notions of spirit and soul. 

More recently, neuroscience has nearly thoroughly displaced any explanatory need for a 

soul, thus leaving the soul as an unsightly wart on the nose of theology and philosophy. 

In other words, physicalism can account for several philosophical problems without 

recourse to the “soul” as an explanation. For example, scientific advancement has shown 

the unreliability of “philosophical intuitions.” And the notion of a “soul” is almost 

thoroughly based in a philosophical intuition – obviously there is no empirical evidence 

for a soul. But the problem is that if philosophical intuitions were true, then there should 

not be much disagreement over what is or is not an intuition. But there is. Hence, what 

Descartes takes as “clear and distinct” is “obscure and muddled” to someone else. 

Likewise, even the idea of dualism being an intuition is suspect since many do not have 

this intuition.199  

Indeed, much of the way we think of ourselves is dependent on the language that 

we use. Thus a study of language and its sources is needed to understand the self. In this 

vein, dualism seems to have been employed to explain ethical problems. To better 

account for moral responsibility people were attributed with souls, so that punishment 

and blame could be dispensed even after much time had passed. Likewise, it was and is 

thought that justice must be done. Yet, since justice is not always distributed equally in 

                                                           

199 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 113.  
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this world, there must be some afterlife in which justice is served.200 And an afterlife, 

seems to demand that there is some immaterial soul that can live without a body. 

Further, Murphy notes that physicalism is doing very well in scientific research in 

regard to cognitive notions and emotional health. But these scientific advancements are 

under physicalist assumptions and not dualist assumptions. Indeed, dualism does not 

seem to allow for any scientific advancement in these areas.201 This leads Murphy to say, 

“Thus, however inconclusive the philosophical arguments may be, we can say that 

science provides as much evidence as could be desired for the physicalist thesis.”202 

While I am not necessarily impressed with physicalism as a system, it must be admitted 

that there is a significant “optics” problem for substance dualism in light of physicalism’s 

success in the scientific arena. If dualism is essential to what it means to be human, but 

scientific study operates under a non-dualistic assumption about human persons, and 

science seems to be successfully describing the human condition, then it follows that 

dualism is superfluous to understanding human nature. As such, relying on the notion of a 

soul seems to violate Ockham’s Razor – the idea that one should not multiply causes 

beyond necessity.203 The existence of souls, thus, seem to be wholly superfluous to 

having a sufficient (complete?) understanding of human beings.  

 

                                                           

200 Ibid., 114.  

201 Ibid., 115—116. 

202 Ibid., 116. The pitting of science against philosophy seems problematic, since science itself is 

dependent on certain philosophical truths (e.g., logic; mathematics; morality; and science itself). Indeed, 

Murphy’s conclusion here could be turned around and be just as compelling – ‘thus, however conclusive 

the scientific arguments may be, we can say that philosophy provides as much evidence as could be desired 

for the dualist thesis.’ Science and philosophy are not at odds, though scientists and philosophers often are. 

203 See Ernest A. Moody, “William of Ockham,” in Vol. 8 of The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. 

by Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan Publ. Co., 1967), 307. 
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2.4.2.4  Problem #4: Substance Dualism makes Identifying Persons Difficult (if not 

impossible) 

 

There is an aspect to physicalism and substance dualism that both have in 

common. Both hold to a mechanistic view of material nature. Both affirm there are no 

“final” causes in material nature. This presents a unique problem to both physicalism and 

substance dualism – the problem of personal identity. The physicalist can either deny that 

a “person” really exists (understood as a unified something), or can say that the physical 

body just is the person. The substance dualist, however, has no recourse to either of these 

options. Mainly since substance dualism is employed to explain how the person exists – 

the person is primarily a soul. Second, the substance dualist denies that the person just is 

a physical body. Indeed, recall Moreland and Rae’s contention above that the person is 

best understood as an “immaterial soul.”204  

So, what then is “the problem of personal identity”? Remember, one of the 

motivating factors for adopting substance dualism is supposedly its ability to account for 

stability through change. When a person grows from an infant into an adult, what is it that 

makes them the same person? Physically, they are wholly different. But the substance 

dualist can claim that what remains the same is their rational soul from infancy through 

adulthood. Thus, there is an unbroken chain of experiences had by the soul. This is all 

well-and-good, but it raises a different problem. Feser states it well, substance dualism 

“seems to make it impossible in principle ever to know that one is dealing with the same 

person from day to day, or even from moment to moment. A Cartesian immaterial 

                                                           

204 Moreland and Rae, Body and Soul, 168. 
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substance is unobservable, devoid as it is of any physical properties.”205 Because you 

cannot observe a soul, how do you know if you are dealing with the same person (or 

anyone at all!) from moment to moment? It is important to note that the problem here is 

not whether you can have any confidence that the person you are talking to is a friend or 

spouse. If that were the case, then this would just be the philosophical problem of “other 

minds.” Rather, what is significant for our purposes is the claim “that our inability to 

reidentify immaterial substances over time poses a challenge to the very coherence of the 

idea of an immaterial substance.”206 Because the soul has no necessary connection to any 

particular body, we are left guessing whether we ever deal with the exact same person on 

a daily basis. Above it was noted that some dualists claim that minds can (theoretically) 

enter other bodies (i.e., “mind switching”). It is the implications of this claim that are 

pertinent here. What assurances do we have under dualism that the person to whom I am 

talking to “right now” is the same person as who I talked to yesterday? The answer, is 

none. 

Now, a substance dualist might reply that some psychological continuity shows 

that the soul is the same from day-to-day and moment-to-moment. Thus, memories, 

behavior, and personality all contribute to our identifying an individual as that individual. 

But, again, Feser points out, the “problem with these theories is that it seems 

conceptually possible that more than one person could be psychologically continuous 

with some earlier person.”207 Even if the substance dualist insists that the issue is not 

                                                           

205 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 212.   

206 Ibid., 213. 

207 Ibid., 214—215. 
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continuity so much, but instead “non-branching” continuity, then the problem becomes 

that the solution seems just ad hoc. Worst of all, it seems to make identity based on 

external factors – how others perceive you. If someone does not make a psychological 

connection to you tonight, then how will they know if it is you tomorrow? Your thoughts 

may continue on in one continuous stream, but for the other person, how could they be 

convinced that you are you? Again, this just seems absurd. But since that is the case, it 

should be taken as evidence that substance dualism has significant problems.  

 

2.5  Conclusion 

 

This chapter has explored the both the historical and philosophical reasons for 

adopting a physicalist or substance dualist approach to human persons. Both were found 

to have strong points in their favor as well as significant challenges to their overall 

coherence. Physicalism was seen to have strong scientific backing from evolutionary 

theory and from that several philosophical positions developed to address the human 

phenomenon of “mind.” Whether one opts for eliminativism or functionalism, 

physicalism provides an attractive position for empirically inclined individuals. 

Substance dualism finds its strength not so much in providing scientific arguments, but 

rather by the strength of the philosophical case for its position. Indeed, the 

“conceivability argument” alone is a powerful reason to think humans are more than 

mere physical parts. 

The next chapter will offer a mediating position between the hard materialism of 

the physicalist thesis and the abstract spiritualism of the substance dualist. Following the 

systems of Aristotle and Aquinas, I will argue for a hylomorphic view of human persons 

– called “ensoulment.” This position avoids the difficulties raised by both physicalism 
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and substance dualism, and as such, provides a substantive basis upon which we can 

understand the nature of human beings. The second half of the next chapter will also look 

at the theological basis for human uniqueness and sacredness. Hence, the notions of 

ensoulment tied to the theological framework that humans are the imago Dei provides a 

compelling foundation for any further consideration of what it means to be human. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Anthropological Proposal: Ensoulment 

 

Systems that are too spiritual and ignore bodily constraints and systems that are 

too materialistic and ignore spiritual realities, such as free will and the soul, both 

fail to reach a comprehensive view of the human person. 

— Terrence L. Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 127 

 

Whoever controls the definition of mind controls the definition of humankind 

itself, and culture, and history. 

  — Marilynne Robinson, Absence of Mind, 32 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Both physicalism and substance dualism have impressive upshots in their favor as 

well as significant difficulties. Physicalism provides a strong scientific basis for placing 

humanity firmly within the flow of biological history. Humans are one among many 

species vying for survival and domination, and physicalism has a compelling narrative to 

explain how humans have arrived on the scene in our current state. Indeed, given this 

information it is easy to see why this has become the dominant view among scientists and 

philosophers regarding human nature. Substance dualism, on the other hand, has a strong 

pedigree of philosophical reflection supporting it. When a position is held by such great 

minds as Plato, Augustine, Descartes, and indeed most of western philosophy, then even 

though substance dualism may not be able to strictly prove there is a soul to everyone’s 

satisfaction, it should not be laughed off as simple folk psychology. As seen in chapter 2, 

the “conceivability argument” all by itself provides a powerful (even if not fully 

compelling) reason to think that humans are more than just their bodies and brains. 

Of course the difficulties with each position falls along the same lines as their 

respective strengths. Physicalism appears weakest in answering the “conceivability 
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argument” and also seems to beg-the-question against the possibility of there being a 

soul. Substance dualism has difficulty in explaining exactly how a soul and a body 

interact, as well as providing certainty of personal identity for other people. Stated 

differently, physicalism simply has not ruled out the possibility of persons having souls, 

and substance dualism has not (indeed, cannot!) established basic knowledge of how the 

soul and body relationship operates. Are we then stuck in a stalemate? Are there no other 

alternatives to account for the body and soul relationship which acknowledges the 

successes of these two rival systems but avoids each systems’ weaknesses? I suggest 

there is. 

Physicalism and substance dualism are not the only options available to examine 

the metaphysical basis of human nature. There is a mediating position, one that attempts 

to take the “best of both” and combine them into one coherent package. This chapter will 

expound and defend this third option, attempting to walk the tightrope between the main 

competitors explored in chapter 2. “Hylomorphism” is taken from the Greek terms “hyle” 

meaning matter and “morphe” meaning form. It is matter and form, together. If 

physicalism sees humans as bodies without souls (matter only) and substance dualism 

sees humans as souls with bodies (form primarily), then hylomorphism sees humans as a 

body and soul unity (matter and form). This position finds its roots in Aristotle and then 

given its Christian formulation in Aquinas. This chapter will adopt the term “ensoulment” 

to describe this view.1 While what follows will be a general defense of the classical 

position, the term “ensoulment” is adopted because it will sound more familiar to modern 

                                                           

1 The theologian Terrence Nichols takes a similar tactic in discussing the body and soul 

relationship. However, instead of calling the relationship “ensoulment” he prefers the term “holistic cause.” 

The Sacred Cosmos: Christian Faith and the Challenge of Naturalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 

2003), 167. 
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sensibilities and “hylomorphism” tends to sound archaic and (perhaps) intimidating.  

Ensoulment, then, attempts to walk the line between physicalism and substance dualism, 

even as it “takes fire” from both sides. Nancy Murphy offers a nice critique of the 

common physicalist rejection of the ensoulment tradition as based in Aristo-Thomistic 

metaphysics. She first notes that the rise of atomism spelled the doom for Aristotelian 

physics.2 Once atomism was adopted, the notion of a soul being the form of the body – as 

Aristotle held – no longer seemed feasible.3 After atomism became the accepted position 

in academia, the perennial philosophical problem of the interaction of the mind-body 

problem arose.4 Murphy notes the “last gasp” of the medieval notion of soul was in the 

20th century debates between the “vitalists” and the “emergentists.”5 The end result, 

however, is that vitalism has essentially disappeared except for a few (mainly Catholic) 

circles. Emergentists are just another name for physicalists. Murphy sees this historical 

                                                           

2 Once the Earth was no longer seen as the center of the universe, an Aristotelian style 

hylomorphic / ensouled understanding of nature was untenable – particularly in regards to the nature of 

“matter.” Nancy Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies? (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2006), 41. Harold W. Baillie notes the same critique. Namely, that any Aristo-Thomistic anthropology is 

based on an outdated metaphysic. Harold W. Baillie, “Aristotle and Genetic Engineering: The Uncertainty 

of Excellence,” in Is Human Nature Obsolete? Genetics, Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human 

Condition, ed. by Harold W. Baillie and Timothy K. Casey (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 215. 

3 As Murphy says, “in this new worldview there simply is no such thing as form.” Murphy, Bodies 

and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 44. Allen Buchanan remarks that “Darwinian theory obliterated any hopes 

that final causation would play an irreducible metaphysical role in the evolutionary process,” Allen 

Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?: The Ethics of Biomedical Enhancement (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 

Press, 2011), 206n6. Of course a number of theologians and philosophers would disagree with this 

assessment, but Buchanan’s observation cannot be simply brushed aside. If Darwinian evolution is true, 

this could pose a serious challenge to any teleologically based metaphysical system.  

4 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 47. 

5 The vitalists were Aristotelian and argued that there was some force to “direct the formation of 

an organism and to account for its being alive.” While the emergentists affirmed all that was needed was 

the “proper functioning of a suitably complex entity” to achieve life – life emerges and depends on a 

complex organization, not some other thing like a soul. Ibid., 57. 
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narrative pointing positively in the direction of physicalism and against the flow any sort 

of dualism – substance or otherwise.6 

What follows, then, are three sections. The first will establish the historical 

backdrop for ensoulment in the thought of Aristotle and Aquinas and a modern 

philosophical basis for the ensoulment view. The second section will look at the 

theological reasons for accepting ensoulment as compatible with the Christian faith. Of 

course, the argument will not be content to just leave the conclusion as “ensoulment is 

permissible,” but rather that ensoulment should be the preferred theological position. The 

final section will summarize the preceding remarks and contrast ensoulment against both 

physicalism and substance dualism. This approach should establish ensoulment as a 

reasonable base metaphysical understanding of human nature.7 And from this basis we 

will then be able to turn to the moral implications of this viewpoint in chapters 4 and 5. 

 

3.2  Philosophical Considerations 

 

The following will expound two sub-sections. The first will be the historical 

grounding for the ensoulment position. This will be accomplished by looking at the 

relevant classical thought of Aristotle and Aquinas. The second section will look at the 

issues relevant to human cognition as mainly interpreted through the admirer of Aquinas, 

                                                           

6 Ensoulment is, indeed, a form of dualism. However, it differs from substance dualism in that the 

soul is not a separate “thing” from the matter it informs. Again, substance dualism would say that the 

person is the soul. Ensoulment says the person is the soul and body unity. 

7 Establishing the metaphysical basis of humanity is important for establishing a moral system, 

since the moral system should be congruent with the metaphysical. As Harold W. Baillie observes, while 

“the notion of personhood is an ethical concern, it must also have metaphysical roots. If genetic 

engineering gives rise to concerns that go beyond an evaluation of the consequences of an action or the 

political understanding of it, then it is because such a practice would be an alteration of the metaphysical 

nature of the human being. Thus, if there are to be effective arguments about genetic enhancement, they 

must represent a metaphysical discussion about human nature.” Baillie, “Aristotle and Genetic 

Engineering,” 211—212. 
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Edward Feser. Specifically, this section will look at issues related to qualia, 

consciousness, reasoning, and intentionality. A brief examination of these issues will 

show the difficulty that physicalism has in sufficiently accounting for these phenomena. 

Likewise, it will highlight the inadequacy of substance dualism to address physicalist 

criticisms. 

 

3.2.1 Historical Considerations: Ensoulment – Aristotle and Aquinas 

 

3.2.1.1  Aristotle – The Human Soul is the Form of the Person: The Soul Cannot Exist 

Apart From the Body 

 

Of interest and relevance to this project is the idea that Aristotelian physics can be 

rejected, but one could still accept Aristotelian metaphysics. Though Aristotle did the 

best he could in understanding the physical world with what he had and worked it into a 

complete (and elaborate) system – it is clear (as Murphy noted above) his view of physics 

was / is wrong. But this does not necessarily spell the end of his metaphysical system. For 

the principles that are undergirding a system are more fundamental an explanation than 

those on the surface. By analogy, the concrete foundation of Aristotle’s metaphysics is 

still useable, but the house of straw built by his physics has blown away. 

Aristotle's approach to human beings must be placed in the context of how he 

views the world. Aristotle was operating in the early flow of western philosophy and was 

a student of Plato. As such, many of the terms and concerns that Aristotle sees as being 

essential to philosophical reflection can be derived from his historical situation. Briefly 

put, Aristotle as well as the pre-Socratics, Socrates, and Plato, are responding to the 

arguments of Parmenides.8 Simply stated, they are searching for the nature of “being.” 

                                                           
8 It should be noted that we do not have any writings from Parmenides directly. What we have that 

is attributed to Parmenides comes from other authors. As such, there is disagreement among scholars about 
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Parmenides put forward a simple, but profound, argument for Monism – that is, all reality 

and all being is one. He said that for two things to exist, they must differ in regards to 

either their being or non-being. Difference cannot be due to their being, since that is what 

they have in common, and it cannot be due to non-being since non-being is nothing. As 

such, there cannot be two things at all.9 For indeed, if the issue of “being” cannot be 

settled, then all reality really is one. There cannot be different things, motion, change, 

generation, corruption, etc. And yet, all of these events seem real. But if Parmenides is 

right, this is just an illusion.  

To see specifically how Aristotle accounts for motion against Parmenides it is 

important to look at how Aristotle understands form, matter, and privation. These three 

notions are the “principles of change.”10 For all change involves something going from 

one state into another. Change involves something remaining partly the same and partly 

                                                           

just what exactly can be attributed to Parmenides. However, it seems that the argument I sketch seems as 

though it accurately (if perhaps too simply) represents ideas commonly attributed to Parmenides. See 

Patricia Curd, ed. A Presocratic Reader: Selected Fragments and Testimonia, trans. by Richard D. 

McKirahan (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publ. Co., 1996), 43—44. 

9 Simplicius attributes the following to Parmenides, “how could what is be in the future? How 

could it come to be? For if it came into being, it is not, nor if it is ever going to be. In this way, coming to 

be has been extinguished and destruction is unheard of. Nor is it divided, since it all is alike; nor is it any 

more in any way, which would keep it from holding together, or any less, but it is all full of what is. 

Therefore, it is all continuous, for what is draws near to what is. But unchanging in the limits of great 

bonds, it is without start or finish, since coming to be and destruction were banished far away and true 

conviction drove them off. . . . For neither is there what is not – which would stop it from reaching its like – 

nor is what is in such a way that there could be more of what is here and less there, since it is all inviolate; 

for equal to itself on all sides, it meets with its limits uniformly.” Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, 

145.1—146.25 (lines 18—28; 45—48) in Curd, A Presocratic Reader, 47—49. Frederick Copleston 

summarizes this argument well: “change is impossible, because being cannot come out of not-being (out of 

nothing comes nothing), while equally it cannot come from being (for being already is)” Greece and Rome: 

From the Pre-Socratics to Plotinus, vol. 1 of A History of Philosophy (1962; reprint, New York: Image 

Books, 1993), 311 (emphasis in original). 

10 Henry B. Veatch, Aristotle: A Contemporary Appreciation (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1974), 31. 
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different.11 For example, the tree in my front yard is taller now than it was last year. Or, 

the leaves that were on the tree a few months ago are now no longer there. What has 

changed in either case is the tree’s matter. It grew taller and it lost its leaves. The form of 

the tree – as a tree – remained the same. As the tree grows taller, it does not become some 

other plant. Likewise, as its leaves fall and regrow, it does not suddenly become 

something else entirely, like an animal. Thus, the form of the tree remains the same 

throughout the change in its matter – however, the form of the tree limits the ways it can 

possibly change.  

The operative principle at work here is the distinction between act and potency. 

And it “is through the distinction between potency and act that Aristotle answers 

Parmenides.”12 The actuality of the thing being a tree limits the thing to its “type” of 

existence. This limitation of its being is its potentiality. Hence the tree has the potential to 

grow a foot a year, but not thousands of feet a year. Likewise, its potential allows it to be 

used for firewood, but not to turn into a whale. As Frederick Copleston remarks, even if 

Parmenides remarks that these possibilities are either: 1) the result of being; or 2) coming 

from nothing, then Aristotle can simply respond that the privation and potentiality 

exhibited by the tree derives in a subject and not just being per se.13 And from this we 

                                                           

11 For Aristotle, the substance of something cannot exist in varying degrees. Something either is or 

it is not. Using the tree as an example: either the thing is a tree or it is not a tree. It makes no sense to talk as 

though the thing is “kind of” a tree. However, even though the substance of a thing cannot exist in degrees, 

it can allow for divergent qualities – contrary accidents. The tree may be at one time green and another 

time black. It could be at one time short and another tall. Whatever the quality under consideration, it does 

not affect the substance of the tree. Indeed, these qualities adhere in the substance in some way that makes 

them applicable to the tree so that it is the same tree that expresses contrary qualities (Cat., 3b.32—4b.4). 

12 Copleston, Greece and Rome, 311. 

13 Ibid. The tree has the potential to become fire, but it is not actually on fire. The tree has the 

potential to grow taller, but it has not yet actually grown taller. These potentialities may or may not be 

actually achieved. The tree may be destroyed by a zealous lumberjack and hence not grow anymore. Or it 
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can see that for Aristotle form is related to actuality while matter is related to 

potentiality.14 Thus, the principles of form and matter, and act and potency, provide a 

response to Parmenides.15   

This has everything to do with Aristotle’s understanding of human nature. The 

starting point for Aristotle’s metaphysics is conducting an analysis of change in response 

to Parmenides. For the principles that emerge from that analysis are applied to all other 

areas of his philosophy – including human biology and psychology. Now, by analyzing 

change Aristotle lands on four types of causes: material, formal, efficient, and final. The 

material and formal causes have already been discussed. The formal cause is the 

whatness of a substance – it is the unifying factor and what makes the substance what it 

is. The material cause is the of which a substance is – it is what the substance is made of. 

In a sense, these two causes can be thought to be the most obvious since they are the ones 

most directly observable by our senses.16 However, these two principles are incomplete 

as a full explanation of things. For what is missing is the agent of change – the efficient 

cause. Now, the efficient cause is the who or what brings about a certain change – it is the 

“moving” cause of the substance.17 That is, what creates or destroys the substance. 

Finally, there is the final cause – which is the purpose of the substance. The final cause is 

                                                           

may not ever be turned into kindling. However, the potential for either future (or any other) is there due to 

the potentiality inherent in the tree. 

14 “And it is such an ability or capacity or potentiality for being other and different that Aristotle 

calls matter.” Veatch, Aristotle, 33. 

15 The response to Parmenides put simply is that it is a substance that undergoes change because of 

the potential of its matter to be otherwise. Ibid., 34. 

16 Though form is more remote than matter and is revealed by material reality. 

17 Veatch, Aristotle, 46. 
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the most obscure and hidden of the four causes, but for Aristotle it is just as much a part 

of reality as the others.18  

When these four causes are combined with the correlative principles of act and 

potency, a more complete understanding of reality is possible. For Aristotle, all of reality 

is understood by the various relationships these principles allow. For from them, flow 

various categories that provide further understanding.19 Likewise, we can understand 

human beings. For humans can be understood according to these principles and causes. 

Thus, reflecting on the formal cause of humanity, the key question for Aristotle emerging 

from the preceding consideration is “what is the soul?” (De Anima 2.412a.5).  

                                                           

18 We can understand these causes working together to provide a complete explanation of a 

substance. Consider a chair. The material cause is the wood, nails, glue, screws, etc. whatever material 

things go into making it a chair. The formal cause is its chairness – its shape, conventional and 

ergonomical design, etc. The efficient cause would be the carpenter who builds it. The final cause is for 

sitting – the chair was made so that someone could sit. This conventional example can be useful for 

explaining Aristotle’s four causes. However, as we move to “natural” substances formal and final causes 

have become difficult (though probably not wholly impossible) to identity. Thus, we see modern scientific 

theory abandoning formal and final causality as too hidden to the senses and inaccessible by scientific 

methodology. The trend, then has been to ignore formal and final causes or simply consider them as non-

existent. 

19 “The categories, considered as a classification of the ways in which things may be determinate, 

are thus simply a classification of the formal determinations or forms of things” Veatch, Aristotle, 32. For 

Aristotle there are eight categories for determining being, though the same information can give ten 

categories. These are the traditional ten categories: substance; quantity; quality; relation; place; time; 

position; state; action; and affection. See Aristotle, Categoriae. 
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The body is material and potential, the soul is formal and actual.20 The material 

body must be organized by some principle which is the soul / form.21 The soul unifies the 

body under one substance, thus the soul is the substance of a thing’s essence.22 

As previously stated, western philosophers have tended to treat the soul as a 

separate substance on its own. But “such a way of conceiving of the soul or the psyche is 

seriously misleading in Aristotle’s eyes.”23 The soul is intimately connected to the body 

as the form of the body, not as a wholly separate thing on its own. Rather, the soul 

provides the foundational principle that grounds change for the subject.24 Now, this 

conception of the relationship of the soul to the rest of the body has a significant 

implication. If the form / soul is removed from a body / thing it is no longer that thing 

                                                           

20 As Veatch states it, “if for Aristotle the soul or psyche is to be regarded as no more and no less 

than that formal principle of determinacy, in virtue of which living things are the kinds of things they are, 

then such a formal principle requires a material principle as its correlative: there must be something that is 

thus made determinate, or that takes on its specific character, through the reception of a form – namely, 

matter” Veatch, Aristotle, 62. 

21 “That is why the soul is the first grade of actuality of a natural body having life potentially in it. 

The body so described is a body which is organized” (De Anima 2.412a.29—30). “διὸ ἡ ψυχή ἐστιν 

ἐντελέχεια ἡ πρώτη σώματος φυσικοῦ δυνάμει ζωὴν ἔχοντος. τοιοῦτον δὲ ὃ ἂν ᾖ ὀργανικόν.” 

22 “Unity has many senses (as many as ‘is’ has), but the most proper and fundamental sense of 

both is the relation of an actuality to that of which it is the actuality. . . . [the soul] is substance in the sense 

which corresponds to the definitive formula of a thing’s essence. That means that it is ‘the essential 

whatness’ of a body of the character just assigned” (De Anima 2.412b.8—9; 12—13). “διὸ καὶ οὐ δεῖ ζητεῖν 

εἰ ἓν ἡ ψυχὴ καὶ τὸ σῶμα, ὥσπερ οὐδὲ τὸν κηρὸν καὶ τὸ σχῆμα, οὐδ' ὅλως τὴν ἑκάστου ὕλην καὶ τὸ οὗ ἡ ὕλη· 

τὸ γὰρ ἓν καὶ τὸ εἶναι ἐπεὶ πλεοναχῶς λέγεται, τὸ κυρίως ἡ ἐντελέχειά ἐστιν. . . . τοῦτο δὲ τὸ τί ἦν εἶναι τῷ 

τοιῳδὶ σώματι, καθάπερ εἴ τι τῶν ὀργάνων φυσικὸν ἦν σῶμα, οἷον πέλεκυς· ἦν μὲν γὰρ ἂν τὸ πελέκει εἶναι ἡ 

οὐσία αὐτοῦ, καὶ ἡ ψυχὴ τοῦτο· χωρισθείσης δὲ ταύτης οὐκ ἂν ἔτι πέλεκυς ἦν, ἀλλ' ἢ ὁμωνύμως, νῦν δ' ἔστι 

πέλεκυς. οὐ γὰρ τοιούτου σώματος τὸ τί ἦν εἶναι καὶ ὁ λόγος ἡ ψυχή.” For Aristotle the soul is related as the 

actuality of the thing, and its body is the potentiality. Note well that Aristotle is not saying the soul is the 

substance of the thing, but just the thing’s essence. It is the soul, as the form of the thing, which determines 

what it is. As Veatch puts it, “it would be far more correct simply to regard the soul as being the ‘what’ or 

the essential principle of a living thing” Veatch, Aristotle, 60. 

23 Veatch, Aristotle, 60. 

24 When a tree loses leaves, the “soul” of the tree remains the same, thus allowing us to say that 

“this tree” once had leaves, but now it does not. 
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is what happens. For example, the classic deductive argument “all men are mortal, and 

Socrates is a man, therefore Socrates is mortal” is an example of thoughts affecting each 

other, not physical causes.81  

 

3.2.2.3.2  The Computational and Representational Theory of Thought (CRTT)82 

 

The British mathematician-logician Alan Turing, developed a thought experiment 

whereby we could “test” whether a computer or any machine had become 

indistinguishable from a real intellect relying on a purely physical basis for “thought.”83 

                                                           

81 “How can the wholly contingent tendency of certain neural processes to trigger certain other 

ones account for our ability to think in accordance with the utterly inflexible laws of logic?” Ibid., 147. 

Terrence Nichols states the problem well, “there must be room in the mind for ideas to cause other ideas. 

Yet if every idea is correlated with a particular state of a neural network, and that state is caused by a 

previous state of the same network, it is hard to see how ideas can cause other ideas.” (Nichols, The Sacred 

Cosmos, 148). Nichols provides a helpful way of considering the problem of mental and physical causation. 

He says to suppose that N1 applies to a neural network state that corresponds to some particular idea, I1. 

Now, suppose N1 is the cause of N2, which corresponds to I2. Even if the person claims that I1 led to the idea 

of I2, this would be incorrect. It was the neural network (not the idea) that caused I2. As such, mental 

causation must be an illusion for physicalist, but this means that both reason and science are impossible. 

The above example should now more clearly establish the problem for physicalism. I remove my 

sock to further examine the damaged toe, but I have reasons for wanting to observe the toe (i.e., to evaluate 

the extent of damage), when I observe the toe (i.e., after I sit down, so as not to further injure myself), and 

how best to observe the toe (i.e., by removing obstructions to evaluating the toe – by removing the sock). 

These reasons are not physically caused even though there is an attending brain state with them. The point 

is that these thoughts cause each other, but are not caused by some neurochemical event – even though 

there is an attending neurochemical event. Feser summarizes the complaint well, can “the vast network of 

beliefs, desires, thoughts, and other propositional attitudes as a whole, which largely constitutes the mind, 

can [these] plausibly be explained in terms of the network of causal processes that constitute the brain”? 

Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 144. It seems they cannot. 

82 While this is the first time I am using the term CRTT, the position was largely alluded to in 

chapter 2 by Jerry Fodor. CRTT is a “functionalist” view of how the mind works. Examining CRTT is 

important for this project because this is the primary way most transhumanists view how the mind operates. 

See Susan Schneider, “Future Minds: Transhumanism, Cognitive Enhancement and the Nature of Persons,” 

http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1037&context=neuroethics_pubs (accessed 

February 4, 2016), 6. 

83 Alan M. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” (1950) in Introduction to 

Philosophy: Classical and Contemporary Readings, ed. by John Perry and Michael Bratman (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1986), 375. The Turing Test was passed recently for the first time. “Turing Test 

Success Marks Milestone in Computing History,” http://www.reading.ac.uk/news-and-

events/releases/PR583836.aspx (accessed January 13, 2016). A computer program by the name “Eugene 

Goostman” created by Vladimir Veselov and Eugene Demchenko, acted as though it were a thirteen year 

old boy. Hence, the computer (intentionally!) misspelled words, used pop-references, and made juvenile 

comments. 33% of the judges were fooled and deemed they were talking with a human – thus the Turing 

test was passed. I think this actually exposes a flaw in the Turing test. The programmers had the program 
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biological computer.97 One problem with this type of reasoning, however, is that 

algorithms and the rules they follow are not mind-independent phenomena. Rather, they 

need to be interpreted.98 It is insufficient to explain the human mind by an algorithm 

since an algorithm itself can only be interpreted by some mind. That is, mind precedes 

any algorithm – biological or synthetic. But if an algorithm is used to explain the 

existence of mind, but cannot itself exist without a mind, then it follows that mind cannot 

be fully accounted for by attributing to it some inherent algorithm. And if this is the case, 

then CRTT would appear to be false.99  

What this all means is that algorithms and computation are all observer-relative 

phenomena.100 Any “computation” in the world must be interpreted by someone. A basic 

calculator or abacus only “make sense” because we recognize the symbols from these 

tools as making sense. There is nothing inherent about the electrical impulse in the 

                                                           

97 Searle reminds us that a standard CRTT slogan is “the mind is to the brain as a program is to a 

computer.” Seale takes it that this slogan must ask three distinct questions: 1) is the brain a digital 

computer?; 2) is the mind a computer program?; and 3) can the operations of the brain be simulated on a 

digital computer? Now Searle takes it that the answers to 1) and 2) are “no” but the answer to 3) is “yes.” 

The brain is not a digital computer, nor the mind a program. However, neural operations could 

(theoretically) be replicated by a computer. John R. Searle, The Rediscovery of the Mind (Cambridge, MA: 

The MIT Press, 1992), 200—225. Given Searle’s response to these questions, it is easy to see why many 

physicalists think that mind is just a program. For even Searle acknowledges that a computer could 

duplicate the functions of the brain, and thus for many physicalists this is sufficient to show that mind could 

exist not just in brains, but computers as well. Searle’s response, however, is that these physicalists are 

reducing the mind to mere function – a warrantless leap since properties of the mind cannot be reduced to 

physical operations. 

98 As Feser puts it, so “the fact that a computer is following some basic set of algorithmic rules 

cannot fully account for its behavior, because that the set of rules . . . is to be understood in this way rather 

than that requires some interpretation to be put on those basic rules; and since there is, by definition, no 

more basic set to appeal to in order to fix the interpretation, we need to appeal to something outside the 

computer – a mind that interprets the rules. Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 162 (emphasis in original). 

99 By analogy, what CRTT is trying to do is explain the way George Washington (i.e., human 

mind) looked by describing his picture on the one dollar bill (i.e., algorithm), and then taking the dollar bill 

(i.e., algorithm) as the standard for Washington’s appearance, when the true standard of Washington’s 

appearance was Washington himself (i.e., human mind). 

100 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 161. 



153 

 

calculator that necessitates “2 + 2” equal “4”. We are the ones that programed the 

calculator to solve that equation – and once it is programmed properly, it will carry out 

that function very well. We are the ones that determined which electrical impulses would 

result in which symbol to be manipulated. The algorithm functions properly only because 

some mind above it determined the rules it would follow. But given the reality that 

computation is observer-relative, a significant consequence follows – CRTT would 

appear to be incoherent.101 At bottom, thought cannot be explained in terms of a program 

– it can only be accounted for in terms of intentionality.102  

 

3.2.2.2  Intentionality 

 

Intentionality means to be about something else.103 It points to something beyond 

itself. Intentionality is the “mark of the mental” and is the “essential feature of all mental 

phenomena.”104 It is by intentionality that the mind recognizes things and is about other 

                                                           
101 “Computation . . . is an observer-relative phenomenon. There is nothing intrinsic to the nature 

of anything in the material world that makes it a computer, or that makes it true that it is implementing a 

program. It is all a matter of interpretation: our interpretation. . . . If computation is observer-relative, then 

that means that its existence presupposes the existence of observers, and thus the existence of minds; so 

obviously, it cannot be appealed to in order to explain observers or minds themselves. . . . [It] is 

computation that must get explained in terms of the human mind, not the human mind in terms of 

computation. The brain is not intrinsically a digital computer, because nothing is. So the mind’s ability to 

think in accordance with the laws of logic cannot be explained in terms of the brain’s running a certain kind 

of program. The computational/representational theory of thought [CRTT] thus seems incoherent.” Ibid., 

161—162 (emphasis in original). 

102 The “argument from reason implies that the standard materialist attempts to explain human 

rationality fail to account for the effect intentional mental states qua intentional have on the physical world; 

and . . . the categories these materialist theories appeal to – computation, representation, language and 

elements . . . – presuppose intentionality and the point of view of the conscious subject, and thus cannot 

form the basis for a theory explaining the rational intentional processes of the subject. . . . There is an 

inherent link between consciousness, intentionality, and subjectivity, and that one cannot account for one of 

these without accounting for the others.” Ibid., 168 (emphasis in original). 

103 The term “intentionality” derives from the Latin term intendere which means to “to stretch; 

extend; to aim at; to direct; focus.”  

104 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 171. 
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things. Knowledge itself is an intentional act, since to say “I know the grass is green” is 

to mean that my mind turns its attention to the object grass, recognizes it as such, and 

overlays the concept “green” to the object to which the mind is attending. Note, that I do 

not need to be looking at grass to have this thought. I could be thinking this while 

incarcerated in some dungeon. The question is, how can a mind be about something else, 

especially if there is no object presently being presented to it?  

Physicalists take this phenomenon to be a puzzle that neuroscience will one day 

answer. Nancy Murphy, for example, seems to take it that “knowledge” is the brain 

recognizing patterns and, thus, the key question in neuroscience is how the brain 

recognizes these patters.105 In this conception, intentionality is just a series of neural 

patterns. But under this conception it is indeed, mysterious how the brain – as a physical 

thing – “recognizes” anything at all! How can something physical be about something 

else that is also physical? This is the mystery of intentionality for physicalists. It is why 

Daniel Dennett preferred the “Intentional Stance” as discussed in chapter 2. For Dennett, 

intention is not real but we must act as though it is to make sense of the world. But this is 

a curious position. The main reason Dennett drops the existence of intentionality is 

because it conflicts with his physicalism, but if intentionality seems to be real, then 

physicalism will need serious reevaluation. 

But, why think intentionality is real? Certainly, it seems to be real, since we are 

able to communicate meaning. Perhaps, the physicalist is correct and by studying the 

neural processes more carefully we will be able to unravel the mystery of intentionality. 

However, this project argues that this scenario is unlikely in extremis. Why? Because as 

                                                           

105 Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, 62. 
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will be argued below, intentionality is inherently non-physical. If intentionality is non-

physical and real, then it cannot be accounted for in physicalist terms. Aquinas, for 

example, took intentionality to be the “distinctive feature of the mind” and “impossible to 

explain” in principle in materialistic terms.106 Hence, the argument sketched below is 

basically saying that “Whatever intentionality is, it isn’t physical.”107 

John Searle notes that there are three types of intentionality: intrinsic, as-if, and 

derived.108 To borrow Searle’s example, we can compare these three types of 

intentionality by the following sentences: 

1. I am now thirsty, really thirsty, because I haven’t had anything to drink all day. 

2. My lawn is thirsty, really thirsty, because it has not been watered in a week. 

3. In French, “j´ai grand soif” means “I am very thirsty.”109 

 

The second sentence uses the term “thirsty” in a metaphorical sense. The lawn does not 

really thirst, but is in a condition that if we were parched we would be thirsty. As such, 

we identify that state with the lawn and apply it to the lawn. Hence, this is an “as-if” type 

of intentionality. The lawn is thirsty “as-if” it could really experience thirst, but it cannot. 

The third sentence is a “derived” intentionality. It is like the first sentence in that “it 

ascribes intentionality,” and it is like the second sentence “in that the intentionality 

described is not intrinsic to the system.”110 In other words, people can be intrinsically 

                                                           
106 “Aquinas instead takes what is now called ‘intentionality’ to be the distinctive feature of the 

mind, and the one that it is in principle impossible to explain in materialistic terms.” Edward Feser, 

Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide (Oxford, UK: Oneworld Pub., 2009), 131. This can be seen in the way 

Aquinas treats knowledge and intellect (ST 1a14.1). 

107 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 207. 

108 Searle, The Rediscovery of the Mind, 78—82. 

109 Ibid., 78. 

110 Ibid. 



156 

 

“thirsty” – they can experience thirst and their thoughts can be directed toward that 

experience – however, there is no necessary connection between that experience and it 

having to be expressed in any particular language (French, English, German, or 

otherwise). As Searle puts it:  

I literally ascribe intentionality to the French sentence, that is, the French sentence 

literally means what I say it does. But the intentionality in the French sentence is 

not intrinsic to that particular sentence construed as a syntactical object. That very 

sequence might have meant something very different or nothing at all. . . . 

Linguistic meaning is a real form of intentionality, but it is not intrinsic 

intentionality. It is derived from the intrinsic intentionality of the users of the 

language.111 

 

As such, for intentionality to be intrinsic, there must be a connection of some sort that 

necessitates that meaning point to some specific reality. For the purposes of this project, 

it is the first and third sentence that will be important. 

The first sentence is an intrinsic intention if it is spoken truly. If it is the case that I 

am really thirsty, and I experience thirst, and I think the first sentence, then it can be said 

that this is an intrinsic intention. The thought is directed towards the subjective 

experience of thirst. I desire a drink, and my thoughts are toward that end. Now, Searle 

takes it that intrinsic intentionality is something that humans and other animals 

experience as part of their biological nature.112 For him, it is just a plain fact that animals 

get thirsty or hungry or tired, and have mental events about those various states. It is 

important to remember that for Searle the key issue is not that some system merely 

behaves as-if it is thirsty or hungry, but that it must really be thirsty or hungry to exhibit 

                                                           
111 Ibid., 79. 

112 Ibid. 
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intrinsic intentionality.113 A robot that acts thirsty or hungry but really is not, does not 

have intrinsic intentionality – even if it were very convincing in its thirst or hunger. The 

robot only has “as-if” intentionality.114 Thus, Searle wants to maintain a real connection 

between the biological experience of being in some condition and the mental state that is 

directed toward it. 

The third sentence is a derived intention and it shows that “we often do literally 

endow nonmental phenomena with intentional properties.”115 The third sentence is not 

as-if, it is quite literally true – the French phrase means the English phrase (and vice 

versa). In a similar way, road maps literally represent various areas to help facilitate ease 

of travel. Portraits of famous dignitaries and celebrities really point to their name sake. 

Notice, however, that even though the road map points to a real place, and the portrait 

could be about a real person, these examples are all derived from some human agent.116 

Someone made the map. Someone made the portrait. That is, someone had a direct 

experience of some reality and recorded it in a format that could be expressed to other 

                                                           

113 Ibid. 

114 Note how Daniel Dennett would object to Searle. Whereas Searle wants to uphold different 

types of intentionality, Dennett’s “intentional stance” reduces all intention to what Searle calls “as-if” 

intention. Indeed, Searle finds the notion of the “Intentional Stance” problematic, and he uses the following 

example to make his point. The intestinal tract is sometimes said to be a “highly intelligent organ” with a 

“developed decision making ability” and can be called the “gut brain.” Searle takes this to be a clear case of 

“as-if” intentionality – the gut acts as-if it were intelligent, but it is really not. Now, if Dennett were to 

come along and say that this is just an example of the “intentional stance” and no different than the human 

brain, then Searle would reply “just try in real life to suppose that the ‘perception’ and the ‘decision 

making’ of the gut brain are no different from that of the real brain.” Ibid., 81. Can we really say that the 

“gut brain” and the “brain brain” are equivalent? For Searle the answer is “no” and it surprises him that 

Dennett would have to answer “yes.” For Searle, to deny this distinction is to face a reductio ad absurdum. 

To deny the intrinsic vs. as-if distinction in the way that Dennett does is to make everything in the universe 

intentional. 

115 Ibid., 79. 

116 Ibid., 79—80. 
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persons. There is no necessary connection to make a road map look a specific way, nor 

for a portrait to look this way rather than that.117  

And here is the rub: brain processes are a series of inherently meaningless 

neurological firings – brain states seem inherently empty of any intentional content. In a 

way, brain states are the neurological versions of portraits and road maps. For the firing 

of certain neurons creates a particular brain state, but does that brain state necessarily 

need to correspond to some reality? It seems not. In the same way that sentences, whether 

French, English, or German, could have any number of different structures, so too can 

brain states. Brain states do not have to be the way that they are. Hence, if there is any 

intentionality it cannot be attributed to the brain – it must be attributed to something else: 

mind. The “mind is the source” of intentionality – the mind has intrinsic intentionality.118 

Thus, we can now see the difference between the first sentence and the third sentence. 

The first sentence is directly and necessarily connected to the experience of the person 

(irrespective of the language in which it is put). The third sentence is indirectly and 

contingently connected to the relationships between different language groups. The first 

sentence is about the current experienced state of the person (i.e., they are thirsty). The 

third sentence is about the expression of a mental state of persons (i.e., how to say “they 

                                                           

117 Maps can be super realistic (i.e., satellite imagery) or cartoonish (i.e., a kid’s placemat at some 

restaurant), yet the level of detail may be sufficient to get us to our destination. Portraits can be photos, 

photo-realistic drawings, or cartoonish, and yet we know who the portrait represents. But in all of these 

cases, there is no necessary connection for why one thing is made this way rather than that – hence, this 

shows that it is a derived intentionality. 

118 Brain “processes, composed as they are of meaningless chemical components, seem as 

inherently devoid of intentionality as soundwaves or ink marks. Any intentionality they have would also 

have to be derived from something else. But if anything physical would be devoid of intrinsic 

intentionality, whatever does have intrinsic intentionality would thereby have to be non-physical. Since the 

mind is the source of the intentionality of physical entities like sentences and pictures, and doesn’t get its 

intentionality from anything else . . . it seems to follow that the mind has intrinsic intentionality, and thus is 

non-physical.” Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 172. 
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are thirsty”). The “meaning” of the first sentence is found in the one experiencing thirst. 

The “meaning” of the third sentence is found in the conventional expression between 

language groups. Physical things cannot inherently mean something else (they just are 

what they are), hence, any meaning that is applied to reality must be non-physical. 

Therefore, the reality of intentionality is a strong reason to think physicalism is false. 

 

3.2.3  A Brief Word on the Advances in Neuroscience 

 

Neuroscience has rapidly become one of the more exciting fields in medical 

research. With the development of technologies such as the CAT scan, MRI, and PET 

scan, scientists and doctors are able to investigate the neural world as never before. 

Likewise, these developments allowed neuroscientists to isolate “particular mental 

functions in particular brain areas.”119 And due to these developments “most 

neuroscientists believe that mental events are directly explainable by brain processes.”120 

This has led to the conviction that brain processes demand that one deny the existence of 

a soul.121 Likewise, other facets of human psychological life – emotions, morality, 

religious belief, etc. – will be fully explained as brain processes.122  

Advances in neuroscience has fueled “reductionistic naturalism” – the belief that 

all of reality can be understood by “reducing” it to its most fundamental parts. Under this 

                                                           

119 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 141. 

120 Ibid. 

121 Neuroscientist Mario Beauregard agrees with this assessment, though he thinks the evidence 

favors the reality of a soul. “The discipline of neuroscience today is materialist. That is, it assumes that the 

mind is quite simply the physical workings of the brain” Mario Beauregard and Denyse O’Leary, The 

Spiritual Brain: A Neuroscientist’s Case for the Existence of the Soul (New York: Harper One, 2007), x. 

122 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 141. 
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assumption, if we want an “accurate account of consciousness” then philosophical and 

theological reflection and introspection must be rejected. Rather, the only appeals can be 

made to what brain science tells us.123 Neurons, and how they are organized, provide all 

we need to properly understand humans.124 Modern neuroscientists generally say that the 

ability to judge, believe, think, and so forth is a product of the whole brain, not just one 

particular part. But as Nichols observes, this is just to say that the brain functions as a 

holistic cause.125 Our thoughts can affect the release of hormones, which in turn, affects 

how genes are expressed.126 The rub is that having a complete neuroscientific 

understanding of the mind will simply be inadequate to fully understand the whole mind. 

Neuroscience will be invaluable moving forward, and it will surely continue to expand its 

knowledge base on how the human brain works. It seems likely that neuroscience may in 

the near future actually be able to achieve breakthroughs in memory enhancement – not 

only from curing Alzheimer’s, but in actual technical enhancement to the brain.127  

                                                           

123 Culture commentator Tom Wolfe, puts the issue poetically, “Since consciousness and thought 

are entirely physical products of your brain and nervous system—and since your brain arrived fully 

imprinted at birth—what makes you think you have free will? Where is it going to come from? What 

‘ghost,’ what ‘mind,’ what ‘self,’ what ‘soul,’ what anything that will not be immediately grabbed by those 

scornful quotation marks, is going to bubble up your brain stem to give it to you? I have heard 

neuroscientists theorize that, given computers of sufficient power and sophistication, it would be possible 

to predict the course of any human being's life moment by moment, including the fact that the poor devil 

was about to shake his head over the very idea. I doubt that any Calvinist of the sixteenth century ever 

believed so completely in predestination as these, the hottest and most intensely rational young scientists in 

the United States at the end of the twentieth.” Tom Wolfe, “Sorry, But Your Soul Just Died,”  

http://www.orthodoxytoday.org/articles/Wolfe-Sorry-But-Your-Soul-Just-Died.php (accessed January 19, 

2016). 

124 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 143. 

125 Ibid., 173. 

126 Ibid., 174. 

127 Laura Y. Cabrera, “Memory Enhancement: The Issues We Should Not Forget About,” Journal 

of Evolution & Technology 22, no. 1 (2011): 97—109. 

http://www.orthodoxytoday.org/articles/Wolfe-Sorry-But-Your-Soul-Just-Died.php
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However, it is unlikely that neuroscience will be the only discipline needed to 

completely understand the working of the human mind. The above considerations on 

reasoning and intentionality should be sufficient for showing that mind includes more 

than just scientific (i.e., empirical) consideration. Indeed, Neuroscientist Mario 

Beauregard explicitly states that materialism has “stalled” in neuroscience when it 

addresses “spiritual” issues, and it “neither has any useful hypotheses for the human mind 

or spiritual experiences nor comes close to developing any.”128 This is due to the fact that 

for materialistically-minded neuroscientists, the spiritual realm is not empirical (and thus 

illusory). By extension, any aspect of the “mind” that is unempirical is assumed to be 

false. As such, many modern neuroscientists deny the existence of meaning / 

intentionality, free-will, and feeling (as discussed above and in chapter 2).129 However, it 

is important to note that neuroscience is not inherently materialistic, and neuroscience is 

compatible with non-physicalist notions of human persons.130 Hence, simply appealing to 

neuroscience (or neuroscientists) as “proof” that there is no human mind / soul is 

unwarranted.  

 

3.3  Theological Considerations 

 

While this project has spent considerable time establishing a philosophical 

position for ensoulment, it is important to remember that ensoulment has a theological 

dimension as well. The basic proposal for this project is that the theological data relevant 

                                                           

128 Beauregard and O’Leary, The Spiritual Brain, xiv. 

129 Ibid., x—xi. 

130 For a couple of examples of contemporary neuroscientists who are non-physicalists regarding 

the human mind, see: Beauregard and O’Leary, The Spiritual Brain.; Jeffrey M. Schwartz and Sharon 

Begley, The Mind and the Brain: Neuroplasticity and the Power of Mental Force (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2003). 
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to ensoulment is found in two notions: 1) the imago Dei; and 2) being loved by God. The 

imago Dei operates as a baseline theological concept that establishes the sacredness of 

human life. Humans are beings in God’s image. And since God is priceless, so too are 

humans as a reflection of God’s image. Likewise, being loved by God further establishes 

the importance of human life since humans are deemed as valuable by God. It is not, and 

cannot be, the imago Dei alone that establishes human worth, for God’s image may be 

found in many places in creation – even if, there is something special shared just with 

humans. As such, the argument is that we should value those things that God values, and 

since God values human life, so too should we. Thus, the conjunction of the imago Dei 

and being loved by God, provides a powerful theological basis for establishing the moral 

value of human persons. 

 

3.3.1  On the Imago Dei 

 

The concept of the imago Dei (Lat. “the image of God”) plays a significant role 

for Christian anthropological theological speculation.131 The imago Dei is often 

considered the locus of human dignity, human rights, human sanctity, and human worth. 

For our purposes, we will mostly be considering human dignity as a “catch-all” for the 

issues related to rights, sanctity, worth, value, etc. The problem that presents itself, 

however, is that the notion of human dignity is not agreed upon. Socio-biologists (pace E. 

O. Wilson) tend to collapse humans into just some class of mere animal – and to suggest 

                                                           

131 Francis Fukuyama acknowledges this fact, “Christian doctrine emphatically asserts that all 

human beings possess an equal dignity, regardless of their outward social status, and are therefore entitled 

to an equality of respect.” Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the 

Biotechnological Revolution (New York: Picador, 2002), 89. 
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that humans have some quality greater than other animals is to engage in “speciesism.”132 

Under this view, human dignity (whatever that is) does not signify a special sort of status. 

Human dignity – at best – would be whatever society generally designates as being 

important to humans. The opposite pole of saying that humans are mere beasts is to make 

humans nearly divine. That is to say that humans are the highest and most worthy beings 

(i.e., they have the most dignity) in the universe.133 

Gilbert Meilaender takes a middle path and says humans are “neither beast nor 

God” but are somewhere in-between.134 Because humans fit this in-between status the 

tendency is to focus on one or the other. Hence, some see humans as mere beasts (i.e., the 

socio-biologists) while others see humans as nearly divine (i.e., some transhumanists).135 

Orthodox theologian John Behr notes that the idea of humans having dignity is in a real 

sense a matter of faith.136 This notion of dignity is so intimately wrapped within one’s 

religious viewpoint that were one’s religion to “whither away” so too would one’s notion 

of human dignity.137  

                                                           

132 Thomas Albert Howard, “Introduction,” in Imago Dei: Human Dignity in Ecumenical 

Perspective (Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press of America, 2013), 3. 

133 I am not taking into account the idea of theosis at this point. All this is doing is establishing the 

spectrum of positions regarding human dignity. That is, on one end humans have no dignity and on the 

other end, only humans have dignity. 

134 Gilbert Meilaender, Neither Beast Nor God: The Dignity of the Human Person (New York: 

Encounter Books, 2009). 

135 Howard, “Introduction,” 5—6. 

136 As he puts it, “we would nevertheless surely still want to say that there is something about 

every human being as a person that is absolute, equal, and irreplaceable. But because this conviction is not 

an empirical conclusion, nor even empirically verifiable, it is an a priori assumption, or, in other words, a 

statement of faith.” John Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” in Imago Dei: Human Dignity in Ecumenical 

Perspective (Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press of America, 2013), 17. 

137 Ibid., 21. Indeed, David Bentley Hart comments that “If . . . the ‘human’ as we now understand 

it is the positive invention of Christianity, might it not also be the case that a culture that has become truly 

post-Christian will also, ultimately, become posthuman?” David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions: The 
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Given the importance of religious conviction for establishing human dignity, it 

should be no surprise that the modern notions of human dignity are deeply indebted to the 

Judeo-Christian notion of the imago Dei.138 The reality is that much of the notion of 

human dignity is due to religion in general and the Judeo-Christian tradition in 

particular.139 And it is because of human dignity’s close association with certain religious 

traditions that some (more skeptically minded) thinkers have taken the notion of human 

dignity to be essentially worthless, or if dignity is to be preserved, then it must be 

grounded in some rational capacity.140 As we will see however, placing human dignity 

(or the imago Dei) in some form of capacities approach proves problematic.  

There are different interpretations of what the imago Dei entails simply because 

there is no clear cut definition of what it is and exactly what it involves.141 The imago 

Dei is scarcely mentioned in Scripture, but plays a large role in Judeo-Christian 

anthropology.142 The phrase “image of God” appears only ten times in the entire Bible 

                                                           

Christian Revolution and its Fashionable Enemies (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 215, 

quoted in Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” 21. 

138 Howard, “Introduction,” 2. 

139 Ibid., 4. 

140 Ibid., 5. 

141 James Peterson identifies three different ways that the imago Dei has been interpreted. The first 

is that humans have unique “God-like” capacities, like the abilities to reason and make free choice. The 

second is that humans are directed by God to have dominion over the world in a way that God would have 

dominion. The third sees the imago as a type of relationship between God and other human beings. James 

C. Peterson, Changing Human Nature: Ecology, Ethics, Genes, and God (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Pub., 2010), 19. Following Gregory of Nyssa, John Behr notes that while humans may be made 

in the image of God, how this is the case may remain an eternal mystery. Behr, “The Promise of the 

Image,” 30. 

142 C. Ben Mitchell, “The Audacity of the Imago Dei: The Legacy and Uncertain Future of Human 

Dignity,” in Imago Dei: Human Dignity in Ecumenical Perspective (Washington, DC: The Catholic 

University Press of America, 2013), 86. John Kilner makes the same point, and further notes that the reason 

for this is thoroughly intentional – it may provide “a model for how to think and communicate about the 

divine image appropriately,” John F. Kilner, Dignity and Destiny: Humanity in the Image of God (Grand 
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(including apocryphal texts).143 John Kilner remarks that the infrequency of the “image of 

God” suggests that the text is trying to “affirm a core idea or two” about the relationship 

between humans and God rather than showing that they are alike in “particular ways.”144 

No wonder there are various interpretations.  

For example, various views of “liberation” are often directly tied to the idea of 

God’s image in the person, since the image of God ideally respects and protects “the 

dignity and life of all human beings.”145 Indeed, a robust idea of the imago Dei combined 

with a strong notion of the importance of Christian service in conforming to the image of 

Jesus, provided the impetus in the early Church to help the poor, the sick, and the 

oppressed.146 Prominent philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff agrees that human rights are 

most often associated with humans being associated with the image of God, but the 

attending speculation on what constitutes the imago Dei has promoted “fruitless 

                                                           

Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2015), 42; cf., 37. That is, there is little explanation because it 

needs to remain somewhat mysterious. 

143 The verses where the phrase “image of God” applies to all humans appear are: Gen. 1:26; 5:22; 

9:6; Wis. of Sol. 2:23; Sir. 17:3-4; Rom. 8:29; 1 Cor. 11:7; 2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 3:9-10; James 3:9. 

Highlighting specifically Genesis 1, 5, and 9, John Kilner notes that these are three of the more important 

statements. Genesis 1 simply because this is the “statement about who human beings are,” Kilner, Dignity 

and Destiny, 38. Genesis 5 because this instigates the genealogies and reiterates that there is something 

about the “image of God” that is “irremovable from who human beings are.” Ibid. Even adding to that the 

statement in Genesis 9 shows that the “image of God” – whatever it is – is to be valued because it somehow 

connects us to God (Ibid). In a real sense, the “image of God” carries an inordinate amount of theological 

“weight” considering its infrequent appearance in the text. Kilner remarks, “Some people, then, attribute 

less significance than they should to humanity’s creation in God’s image simply because the divine image 

seems to receive relatively little attention in the Bible” (Ibid., 40—41). 

144 Ibid., 39. He goes on to say that this is a “strategic attempt in the Bible to use the image of God 

concept as a ‘gravitational force’ or ‘seedbed’ to anchor and stimulate some understanding of humanity.” 

Ibid. 

145 Ibid., 6. 

146 Ibid., 8—9. Kilner further notes that Christian reflection on the image of God was a driving 

force for the abolition of slavery in the Western world. It also provided a theological perspective for the 

protection of women against traditional patriarchal cultures. Ibid., 10—14.  
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controversy.”147 As it is, the notion of the imago Dei has had far-reaching implications 

for Christian theology – particularly in regard to the creation of humanity and its renewal. 

Indeed, as Kilner notes, the idea of “God’s image plays a pivotal role in a Christian 

understanding of God and all of life.”148 The importance of the imago Dei is 

demonstrated by the fact that relational justice between humans is based in God’s image 

and not God’s character.149 It is evil to murder a person primarily because they are made 

in God’s image (Gen. 9:6), not because of some abstract moral principle.150 The image of 

God, therefore, confers a worth to whoever bears that image.151  

C. Ben Mitchell says that “As creatures, human beings belong to God in a special 

way.”152 However, Mitchell notes that the Bible nowhere actually spells out in what the 

imago Dei consists.153 So the imago Dei needs to establish the dignity of all humans, but 

nowhere in the biblical text does it actually state how this is to be accomplished. Despite 

                                                           

147 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2008), 342. 

148 Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 5. 

149 Mitchell, “The Audacity of the Imago Dei,” 87. 

150 Abstract moral principles may still be relevant, but only provide supplementary support for the 

primary motivation to value human life.  

151 “I dare say no argument has to be offered for the thesis that being in the image of God . . . gives 

great worth to those creatures who bear the image.” Wolterstorff, Justice, 347. 

152 Mitchell, “The Audacity of the Imago Dei,” 85. As Kilner phrases it, “Human beings are 

connected with God in a profoundly significant way: they are created in God’s image. God has a very 

personal stake in the life of a human being. When one destroys (or badly damages) a human being, one is 

affronting God.” Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 116. 

153 Mitchell, “The Audacity of the Imago Dei,” 88. He does note some various possibilities that 

theologians have developed over the years, but the Bible does not explicitly state any of them. He says that 

the imago Dei has been thought to be: 1) the erect human bodily form; 2) human dominion over nature; 3) 

the ability to reason – a favorite among scholastic theologians; 4) human prelapsarian righteousness; 5) 

various capacities; 6) distinction between man and woman; 7) being responsible and moral conformity to 

God; or 8) some combination of the above. 
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the lack of biblical data on what the image of God actually entails, the implications of the 

imago Dei are so attractive that Christian theologians are simply compelled to develop 

this concept.  

One way to develop the imago Dei is to highlight that the Bible is clear that 

humans are (in some way) in God’s image. Kilner opts for the position that humans have 

the imago Dei but not yet in the way Jesus shares in God’s image. That is, Jesus is the 

exemplar of what it means to be human and through God’s sanctifying power, people are 

ever being conformed to Christ’s image – which is God’s image.154 Orthodox theologian 

John Behr takes an eschatological perspective on the imago Dei.155 Because of this future 

looking perspective, Behr comes to the intriguing position that we are not quite human 

just yet – not until we are redeemed. For Behr, this is the case because Jesus was the first 

true human (not Adam), and until we fully reflect Christ at the final redemption we are 

not fully human.156 It is by following Christ that we become human. 

It is better to see the imago Dei as being part of the human nature itself, all 

humans have worth and dignity because all humans are the image of God – regardless of 

attending capacities.157 The importance of the imago Dei in describing the worth of 

                                                           

154 People “are not God’s image now the way that Christ is; however, they are intimately 

connected with God because God’s image is the very blueprint for humanity. . . . The distance is great now, 

but because God is transforming people into the very image of God in Christ (2 Cor. 3:18), that distance 

will eventually decrease substantially. The basic idea here is that God has a likeness-image, and God has 

created people with that in view.” Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 92. 

155 The “human being in the image of God to Christ as the image of God, and to place this in 

eschatological perspective—we are created looking forward to, in anticipation of, as a type of Christ.” 

Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” 29. 

156 Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” 31. This leads Behr to make an astute observation: if we are 

not yet human because we have not been redeemed, then a post-Christian world cannot become posthuman. 

However, a post-Christian world may not desire to even become human. Ibid., 37. 

157 Wolterstorff, Justice, 350. Likewise, they are in God’s image despite their gender. It may be an 

easy criticism to say that the imago Dei applies only to men (and indeed, historically some have understood 
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human being is explained well by Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Yes, a human being in whom 

human nature is functioning properly is of great worth, truly admirable. But why would 

one think that a being in whom human nature us seriously malfunctioning is still of great 

worth just because it has that [human] nature?”158 If the imago Dei is tied solely with 

function, or if there is no imago Dei at all, then humans are only as valuable as their 

capabilities allow. A fully functioning human may be considered to have great “worth.” 

But what about the child with Down’s Syndrome? What about the person suffering from 

Parkinson’s or ALS?159 If this approach is taken seriously, then humans who have less 

functionality are of less worth, and may be treated accordingly as beings of less worth. 

The Christian tradition has historically abhorred this idea. Humans are not disposable 

simply because they have lessened capacities. The whole person is in the image of God, 

not just some part.160 The whole human reflects God’s image regardless of functionality 

                                                           

the “image” to mean “men only”), however, John Kilner is quick to point the difficulty of such a view – 

especially in light of the “image’s” connection with “glory.” He says, to avoid the conclusion that the 

imago applies only to men “some commentators have suggested that he [Paul] is talking here [1 Cor. 11] 

about Adam or Christ only — or not really about God’s image. However, there is no need to circumvent the 

straightforward connection of men and God’s image in this text. Paul does affirm that men are God’s 

image; but he does not say that only men are involved in the image and glory of God. He affirms this status 

of men and then makes a different affirmation of women — that a woman is a glory of a man.  

The contrast here between men and women involves glory only, with the understanding that God’s 

image encompasses both male and female being so obvious from Genesis 1:27 that Paul does not need to 

restate the woman’s image status here. . . . There is nothing surprising about men and women being God’s 

glory in different ways.” Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 93—94 (emphasis in original). 

158 Wolterstorff, Justice, 351. 

159 If worth is found in capacity and ability, then these persons have less “worth” than a normally 

functioning human. The same implications apply to the very young and the very old – limited capacity 

equals limited societal “worth.” 

160 “We would do well then not to locate the imago Dei in some component of our identity, but in 

the created whole.” Mitchell, “The Audacity of the Imago Dei,” 92. 
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or capacity. However, even though humanity is supposed to be like God and reflect God, 

because of sin this is rarely the case.161  

Kilner summarizes well the preceeding consideration about the impact and extent 

of the imago Dei for this discussion. Kilner is quoted at length: 

Humanity’s creation, then, in the “likeness-image” . . . means the 

following. All people are created according to God’s image, which the New 

Testament identifies as Jesus Christ. . . . from before the beginning of creation, 

God intended that humanity should conform to the divine image, to Christ. So 

God created humanity well along the way toward that end. Even before the Fall, 

humanity had a further way to go before becoming a full reflection of Christ, 

having a transformed spiritual body and imperishability (not able to die). 

However, after the Fall people lost most of their ability to reflect God. . . . they 

continue to be in God’s image, unique among creation as those whom God 

intends to become conformed to the divine image. No image has been damaged, 

for God’s image is Christ — it is the standard of what God intends humanity to 

become. Nevertheless, sin has severely damaged people, who desperately need 

renewal according to the image of Christ.  

Only Christ, then, currently is God’s image in the complete sense of what 

it means to be the image of God: embodying a special connection with God and a 

glorifying reflection of God. People are created in (according to) that image. 

Simply by virtue of being in God’s image, people do have a special connection 

with God. But it is not a connection of identity, as Christ (who is God) has. 

Rather, it is a connection of similarity. . . . Simply by virtue of being in God’s 

image, people can manifest some reflection of God; but it is far from all the 

reflection that God intends. Only after death will people’s transformation into the 

image of God in Christ be complete. Until then they are in (according to) that 

image, accountable to God to develop increasing likeness to God.162  

 

 

3.3.2  On Being Loved by God 

 

The imago Dei goes a long way in establishing the moral worth of persons, but 

there is one significant problem – it cannot establish a basis for guaranteeing universal 

human rights. As Wolterstorff notes, even if the imago Dei is viewed as being inherent in 

                                                           
161 Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 131. 

162 Ibid., 132 (emphasis in original). 
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our very being then “while all human beings possess the image, possessing it does not, as 

such, give its bearers a very exalted status; among those who possess the image will be 

human beings who are seriously lacking in capacities on account of human nature being 

malformed in their case. The image of God is not adequate, all by itself, for grounding 

natural human rights.”163 What is needed is a way to convey the worth of human beings 

without that worth being grounded in human capacities. Above it was argued that this 

capacities approach is insufficient for a proper view of the imago Dei. Wolterstorff takes 

a slightly different tact and says that the most appropriate place to ground the worth that 

the imago Dei conveys is in the fact that God loves human beings. It is the love of God 

that bestows dignity to humans.164 Only humans are specifically said to be in the image of 

God (Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1; 9:6; Col. 3:9-10; James 3:9). Modern thinkers may try to place 

human dignity in some notion of human autonomy and / or respect for “persons,” but this 

is not how Christians have (historically) viewed what grants humans dignity.165 

Christians are to love others as they love themselves (Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:37-40) 

because it is God who first loved us (1 John 4:19).  

Now, being loved by God is an example of having bestowed worth.166 But, how 

can “bestowing” worth give value? We can look at some human examples to answer this 

                                                           

163 Wolterstorff, Justice, 352. 

164 As Wolterstorff puts it, “if God loves equally and permanently each and every creature who 

bears the imago dei [sic], then the relational property of being loved by God is what we have been looking 

for [to ground moral worth].” Ibid., 352. 

165 Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” 16. 

166 Wolterstorff, Justice, 353. 
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question. Humans give (i.e., bestow) worth to paintings and relics.167 As Wolterstorff 

notes, the worth of a painting or relic “is purely instrumental to the worth of the person – 

or, more precisely, purely instrumental to honoring the worth of the person.”168  

According to Wolterstorff (who is, himself, following Augustine) there are three 

types of love: 1) love as attraction; 2) love as benevolence; and 3) love as attachment.169 

In love as attraction there is something in the object that the subject finds pleasurable – 

the subject is attracted to the object.170 In love as benevolence there is a desire to increase 

the well-being of the other – whether it be a person or a thing.171  

                                                           

167 There is nothing inherently valuable about Leonardo Da Vinci’s, Mona Lisa, that makes it 

valuable. Indeed, higher quality materials could be purchased at a local craft store. Nor can it be the case 

that the artist, Da Vinci, gives the Mona Lisa worth. For even if Da Vinci did give the painting value while 

he was alive, since he is dead he cannot be the one giving the painting value now. The reason the Mona 

Lisa has value today is because we give it value as an exemplary piece of Da Vinci’s artistic genius. In a 

similar manner, historical relics generally have no inherent value. The Declaration of Independence is not 

“materially” special – without proper care it will continue to decompose – and like the Mona Lisa, better 

materials could be purchased from any craft store. It cannot be the words of the Declaration of 

Independence that are valuable, for while their specific combination may be powerful and inspirational 

other powerful and inspirational writings are produced with great regularity. So, like the Mona Lisa, the 

Declaration of Independence has value because we give it value as a powerful political statement of this 

country’s historical conflict with Great Britain. In both cases, we may admire Leonardo Da Vinci and 

Thomas Jefferson for their artistic, philosophical, and political genius, but again this has value only because 

we think it has value. 

168 Ibid., 358. 

169 Ibid. 

170 A young lady may find a particular diamond breathtaking, or a young man may be “smitten” by 

the beauty of his betrothed. In both cases there is something in the one that the other finds irresistible. 

Interestingly enough, however, this type of love does not add any worth to the object. You may be attracted 

to the diamond or the young lady, but your attraction to the item or person bears no relevance on the worth 

of the item or the person. They retain their properties whether you find them attractive or not. Ibid., 359. 

171 Often love as benevolence is associated with love as attraction or attachment, but it retains its 

own distinct notion. That distinction, again, is found in wanting to improve a person or thing’s state. But as 

with love as attraction, love as benevolence does not convey worth to the object either. It may improve a 

person or thing’s lot in life, but it cannot be said that it inherently makes the person or thing worthy.  It may 

be good to give food to a starving person, thus making their life better, but it does not follow that they now 

have worth because you gave them food. Ibid. 
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Finally, with love as attachment. Here the love that is expressed is markedly 

different than either attraction or benevolence – for here, one just loves the other because 

it is to that object one has bonded. Wolterstorff gives the example a young child’s 

attachment to their (hideous!) stuffed animal. Why does the child love this raggedy toy? 

It is supremely ugly and mostly broken. There is seemingly nothing that the stuffed 

animal offers that could not be better served by a newer, better conditioned toy. Yet, as 

nearly any parent can attest, children can become attached to a singular toy to the point 

that it is that toy – and only that specific toy – that the child has any interest. In other 

words, the stuffed animal has worth because the child attaches worth to it.172  

In a similar vein, God loves humans in a way that the child loves the stuffed 

animal. For if love can bestow any worth, it must be a love by way of attachment. Both 

love as attraction and benevolence are insufficient to bestow any relevant sense of worth. 

As such, if humans are worthy of honor and respect it is because God has attached 

Himself to humans in such a way that His love makes all bearers of the imago Dei 

valuable – irrespective of capacities. In the same way the child’s stuffed animal is busted 

and unlovely (i.e., it has lessened capacities; it is “broken”) but the child loves it anyway, 

so too are humans often busted and unlovely – humans have lessened capacities (i.e., 

down syndrome; ill-formed limbs; sin; etc.) – but God loves humans anyway. Indeed, 

God thinks humans are enormously valuable (Psalm 8:4-6; 144:3; Job 7:17; Heb. 2:6-8). 

Thus, humans have value even if their capacities are diminished or if others do not find 

them attractive. As such, Wolterstorff concludes, “if God loves a human being with the 

love of attachment, that love bestows great worth on that human being; . . . I conclude 

                                                           

172 Ibid. 
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that if God loves, in the mode of attachment, each and every human being equally and 

permanently, then natural human rights inhere in the worth bestowed on human beings by 

that love. Natural human rights are what respect for that worth requires.”173 Just as God 

loves humans, so too are Christians commanded to love others (Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:37-

40). And this love for others is a means of seeing the dignity that all humans possess.174  

 

3.4  A Working Proposal for Understanding Human Persons 

 

Gilbert Meileander noted that persons – human persons, that is – are replete with 

dualities. It is the human person that is the locus of both freedom and finitude, body and 

spirit. These notions can no more be separated in reality than words from sentences. 

However, it is the fact that these realities are distinct by way of reason that we often 

perceive that they are truly different. Though these dual aspects of human persons are 

rationally distinct – and thus can be examined individually by rational reflection – they 

are not really distinct and so cannot be actually separated without failing to consider the 

whole person.175 Hence, we can see the importance of maintaining the different causes of 

human persons as Aristotle observed. To only consider the mechanical and material 

aspects of human persons is to neglect half of their nature – namely, the formal and 

                                                           

173 Ibid., 360. 

174 Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” 20. Behr points to Irenaues Against the Heresies (2.7, 19; 

4.6.6; 5.6.1) as an example of this thought. Christina Bieber Lake notes that “love is what gives beauty” or 

in this case worth or dignity. Christina Bieber Lake, Prophets of the Posthuman: American Fiction, 

Biotechnology, and the Ethics of Personhood (Notre Dame, IL: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 

101. 

175 “The person simply is the place where freedom and finitude are united. Body and spirit cannot 

be separated in our understanding of human beings; yet, because of the two-sidedness of our nature. We 

can look at the person from each of these angles.” Gilbert Meilaender, Bioethics: A Primer for Christians 

(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1996), 4. 
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teleological.176 Thus, there is a significant difference between mechanistic functionalism 

found in physicalism and Aristotelian hylomorphism represented by ensoulment. “The 

crucial difference is that, like other forms of materialism, functionalism is implicitly 

committed to a ‘mechanistic’ conception of the material world on which it is devoid of 

Aristotelian formal and final causes.”177 And what applies to mechanistic functionalism 

also applies to substance dualisms like that of Descartes. Descartes’ error was assuming 

that all causes were simply materialistic and efficient, for he too neglected the formal and 

teleological causes of human persons.178  

The mechanistic assumption by both physicalists and substance dualists creates 

problems for fully comprehending the nature of human persons. Under a physicalist 

conception of mechanistic causes the human person “disappears.” That is, under 

physicalism “you” are not you – at least not in the self-reflective manner you think you 

are. However, under a substance dualist conception of mechanistic causes the human 

person “disappears” also, but in a different way. That is, under substance dualism, “there 

appears to be no way, in principle, to identify anything as an immaterial substance.”179 

The only way we are able to identify who people are is by physical and psychological 

                                                           
176 Bernard E. Rollin notes the importance of telos as a basic metaphysical category for 

understanding living things. See his Bernard E. Rollin, “Telos, Value, and Genetic Engineering,” in Is 

Human Nature Obsolete? Genetics, Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human Condition, ed. by Harold 

W. Baillie and Timothy K. Casey (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 318. 

177 Feser, Aquinas, 172. 

178 “The mistake of Cartesian dualists and materialists alike, according to the hylomorphist, is to 

think of all causation as efficient causation.” Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 223. 

179 Ibid., 216—217. 
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characteristics, but because the mind of a person is so radically divorced from their body, 

we can (in no principled way) ever know with whom we are interacting.180  

Ensoulment, as defended in this chapter following Aristotle and Aquinas, holds 

that material substances are “inherently purposive composites” of form and matter.181 

There is no real separation between them and, as such, there cannot be any purely 

mechanistic and efficient causes (in the physical realm at least). Both physicalism and 

substance dualism abandon the composite understanding of material substances and in 

doing so introduce a number of conundrums that serve as the hallmarks of modern 

philosophy: the mind / body problem; the problem of personal identity; the interaction 

problem; etc. Ensoulment may seem an unhappy half-way house between physicalism 

and substance dualism, but it does have the distinct advantage of not succumbing to these 

modern paradoxes. 

So, how then would ensoulment account for answering these classical puzzles? 

The answer is by exposing the assumption in each and realize that ensoulment operates 

on an understanding of a “holistic cause.” Physicalists (particularly those that are 

functionalists) say that human persons are nothing but a collection of biological parts 

                                                           
180 “The upshot of both Cartesian and reductionist theories of personal identity seems to be the 

complete disappearance of persons as such, and for similar reasons: in the case of Cartesian dualism, there 

appears to be no way, in principle, to identify anything as an immaterial substance, and thus (in this view) 

as a person, since no appeal to the only plausible criteria for making such an identification – bodily and 

psychological characteristics – can suffice; in the case of reductionist theories, such characteristics are all 

that really exist in the first place, so that talk about the persons who have the characteristics comes to seem 

otiose or even empty. The reason for this consequence, some would suggest, is identical to the reason why 

there is an interaction problem: the mechanistic conception of the human body that Cartesian dualism 

shares with materialism.” Ibid. 

181 “Materialism and Cartesian dualism alike eliminate formal and final causes from the 

explanation of material things, replacing the classical hylomorphic conception of material substances as 

inherently purposive composites of matter and form with a conception of them as collections of particles or 

the like devoid of either intrinsic purpose or objective, irreducible form, and explicable entirely in terms of 

efficient causation.” Ibid., 221. 
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arranged in such a way that they have some “functional organization” – if the parts are in 

the proper order, then they function in a proper way. For the proponent of ensoulment, 

human persons are “irreducible to their component parts.”182 The soul unifies the body, 

gives it direction, and gives it life.183  

Even though the soul is the unifying factor of the body and the source of life, it is 

affected by the body since the soul is part of a composite substance. For humans, this 

means that damage to the body affects the soul in some way – especially damage to the 

brain which has a special relationship with the soul.184 Nichols prefers to think of the soul 

                                                           

182 Feser, Aquinas, 172—173 (emphasis in original). Feser summarizes this position well. He says, 

“The whole is also ordered to a certain natural end or final cause, and the various parts are themselves 

ordered to various ends that are subordinate to this overarching final cause. Accordingly, the parts are 

related by final causality as much as by efficient causality; and the unity between the parts is therefore 

organic and necessary, not ‘mechanical’ and contingent” (Ibid., emphasis in original). It is for this reason 

that Feser (among other Aristo-Thomistic minded thinkers) doubt the possibility of a true artificial 

intelligence. As Feser puts it, “for the Aristotelian, a machine could not possibly count as a living thing, 

precisely because it is an artificial construct whose parts are naturally ordered to various other ends, rather 

than to the flourishing of the system into which they have been configured for human (and thus external) 

purposes” (Ibid., 173, emphasis in original). A machine may give the similitude of life, but it cannot 

actually be alive – there is no holistic unity as the parts are ordered to external rather than internal ends. 

Terrence Nichols agrees with Feser’s assessment, “the soul is the ultimate organizing principle of the body. 

It is not a separate, independent substance, as Descartes thought. Rather, it is an active, internal principle 

that acts to keep the whole functioning as an integrated unit. We could think of it as a field of active 

information, which informs the whole, keeping it in order.” Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 167. 

183 Ric Machuga makes the point that the mechanistic view of nature found in physicalism and 

substance dualism is often contradicted by our observations of nature. We may pride ourselves on 

discovering the mathematical formulas that dictate how clouds form the shapes that they do, and it may be 

possible (someday) to accurately predict the shape they take (pending the relevant conditions), but it will 

still be the case that the causes involved in shaping the clouds are of a different sort than those of a finely 

tuned time-piece. They operate on different principles of motion. A cloud must take a shape, but must it 

look like a bunny? A properly functioning clock on the other hand, must keep a specific time. The problem 

for mechanistic minded thinkers is that they take nature – all of nature – to be like a clock. The point is, 

says Machuga, that “clouds are not clocks, and our universe contains many more cloud-like events than 

clock-like events. Therefore, the fear that modern science might one day prove that humans are really 

nothing more than complex machines is unfounded. Even if we limit our discussion to events whose causes 

are wholly physical, there will always be a crucial distinction between mechanistic and nonmechanistic 

causes, or what Aristotle and Aquinas called per se efficient causes and per accidens efficient causes.” 

Machuga, In Defense of the Soul, 144. A cloud only accidentally looks like a bunny, even though it must 

take some form necessarily to be a cloud. 

184 “As an information field, the soul is embodied, and is therefore affected by any damage to the 

body, especially to the brain.” Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 167. 
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as both a “holistic cause” and a “field of active information.” This means that the soul is 

able to direct the parts of the body to their natural end and affects the whole person. But 

because he thinks of humans in these terms, it follows that humans have a sort of dual 

causality – physical and formal. “The parts affect the whole, but the whole also affects 

the parts.”185 This is a two-way street, not a one-way alley – the soul affects the body and 

the body affects the soul (in different ways). As such, there is no conflict with the notion 

of ensoulment and current studies in neuroscience or biology, for ensoulment affirms that 

affecting the body or brain affects the mind / soul.186 What ensoulment holds in 

distinction to physicalist studies in neuroscience and biology is that the mind / soul also 

affects the body – a supposition often denied. How is this done? Nichols suggests that the 

soul may affect the physical body at the quantum level. He takes it, that because states of 

electrons and subatomic particles exhibit an element of indeterminacy, that this could be 

a way for the immaterial soul to affect the physical body. As he puts it, an “input of 

information could cause a change in the state of a quantum system, and so, possibly, in 

the state of a neuron network.”187 But this could not just happen once, it would have to 

happen many times to be a viable account. In other words, for this to work any changes at 

                                                           

185 Ibid., 174. 

186 “If the human soul is a holistic cause, whose effect as a field of active information is to order 

and direct the whole person, this would be a complementary cause to the part-whole causality that is 

investigated by the sciences. In the human person, then, there would be dual causality. The parts affect the 

whole, but the whole also affects the parts. The hypothesis of a holistic cause need not conflict with any of 

the work being done in contemporary neuroscience, which is principally focused on the influence of the 

parts on the whole.” Ibid. 

187 Ibid., 168. I tend to shy away from this type of speculation, for it seems to collapse the 

discussion back into the issue of nature just being mechanically ordered. It seems to revert to the idea that 

matter can exist apart from some form – which of course the ensoulment approach denies. 
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the quantum level would have to be holistic, not particular.188 But this is just to say that 

the soul affects the whole person.  

 

3.4.1  Advantages of the Ensoulment Perspective of Human Persons 

 

The primary advantage of ensoulment over physicalism and substance dualism is 

the fact that ensoulment does not limit reality to only efficient and material causes.189 

Regarding the human person, this is significant. First, it values the body and the soul of 

the individual – it does not privilege one to the neglect of the other. This is important for 

ethical considerations. If a body has the principle of life, then a soul is present (even if it 

is not functioning at peak capacity), and it follows that a living being is present and 

should be treated with respect. This has obvious importance for issues related to 

beginning and end of life ethical questions, such as abortion and euthanasia. Second, it 

recognizes the close relationship between the body and soul. It recognizes that to harm 

the soul or the body is to harm the person. Any view that says it is acceptable to torture 

the body because the soul is not affected is despicable. Any view that says the body is all 

there is and ignores the soul is mistaken.190 Third, an ensoulment view of reality leads to 

                                                           
188 Nichols notes four areas that science generally suggests that “holistic” causes exist: 1) 

“entangled” particles operate as though they are connected to the same information field; 2) the Pauli 

exclusion principle, which holds that no two electrons can share the same four quantum numbers in an 

atom, indicates some holistic organizing principle for atoms – electrons, after all, do not “decide” which 

spin they should adopt, or which atomic shell they should occupy; 3) “directed mutations” in biological 

systems suggest that under certain conditions, organisms can affect which mutations take place – but this 

seems impossible if all mutations are random. The fact this happens is taken as evidence that there is some 

overarching (i.e., holistic) principle guiding the organism; and 4) holism appears in the brain sciences as 

well, as discussed above. Ibid., 168—172. 

189 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 223. 

190 There is a particularly pernicious viewpoint among the religiously minded that is of special 

concern. Some religious believers value the soul so much, that they neglect the body – whether their own or 

someone else’s (i.e., “What matters is salvation of the soul, not bread for today.”). The other, equally 

incorrect view, is that the body is all that needs to be tended to and not the soul (i.e., “Here is some bread, 
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the position that there are objective moral values. This follows from the fact that objects 

have natures (forms and final ends). To act contrary to the form and / or its final end is to 

bring objective harm to the object. However, to enhance its form or help it towards its 

final end is to do objective good. For example, animals need food. As such, to give them 

food is to do them good, but to deny them food is to do them harm. Determining what is 

or is not objectively good or evil is not always easy, but it is possible. Thus, it follows 

that any view (like physicalism) that does not hold that objective right and wrong exists 

(to some degree) is ignoring a significant part of reality. 

 Ensoulment recognizes the richness of reality and is willing and able to express 

that reality in its fullness.191 Both physicalism and substance dualism remove formal and 

final causes from consideration in material things. These views replace the unity of things 

with the conviction that all material things are nothing more than a collection of their 

respective parts. These material objects, reduced to no more than their parts, are said to 

be completely explainable in terms of efficient causality. As shown above, this is hardly 

the case.192 To clarify, below are listed some specific advantages of ensoulment over 

physicalism and substance dualism. 

                                                           

now go your own way.”). I think the Christian approach should account for both the body and the soul (i.e., 

“Here is some physical bread, now let me tell you about the ‘bread of life.’”). 

191 Harold W. Baillie comments that ensoulment (in the Aristo-Thomistic tradition) can offer a 

promising argument against certain genetic enhancements for two reasons: 1) ensoulment “avoids the 

Scylla of the abstract comfort of freedom in the face of the material rootedness of the discussion of genetic 

enhancement,” and 2) it avoids the “Charybdis of a materialism that issues in a genetic determinism that 

undercuts the very idea that there is a moral dilemma in this discussion.” Harold W. Baillie, “Aristotle and 

Genetic Engineering: The Uncertainty of Excellence,” in Is Human Nature Obsolete? Genetics, 

Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human Condition, ed. by Harold W. Baillie and Timothy K. Casey 

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 215. That is, ensoulment both sets limits against an unmitigated 

desire to wholesale change human nature, and it recognizes the moral reality that genetic modification 

conditions.  

192 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 221. 
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3.4.2  Advantages of Ensoulment Over Physicalism 

 

 The obvious advantage ensoulment has over physicalism is that it is able to 

account for our lived experiences of our conscious self-reflection.193 It can account for 

qualia, consciousness, rationality, thought, and intentionality. It can also account for how 

the mind affects the body and how the body affects the mind. Ensoulment resists the 

temptation to strip teleological explanations away from reality. Rather, it embraces 

teleology along with its other causes. One regrettable result of physicalism is that its view 

of reality is voluntarily shallow.194 By limiting all inquiry to areas that only explore 

efficient and material causes, materialistically minded philosophers and scientists miss 

out on the richness of reality.195   

 Physicalism (understood as philosophical naturalism) further cannot adequately 

explain religious experience. Whereas ensoulment allows for – and can endorse – such a 

position. The argument runs as follows: if physicalism is true, then religious experiences 

are simply natural phenomena; but religious experiences are more than natural 

phenomena; therefore, physicalism must be false. Now, this argument does not depend on 

the notion that the vast majority of humans alive today are religious. Rather, the argument 

moves along the lines of any religious experience(s). And it is here where the data is 

                                                           

193 Terrence Nichols wryly remarks that the implications to reductionist physicalism are so 

repulsive that many adherents “would probably want to disclaim” it. Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 150. 

194 Jeffrey P. Bishop connects physicalism to technological mastery explicitly and notes that this 

“shift in emphasis to efficient causation changes the relationship among other causes, such that the telos or 

final cause no longer enters into scientific description, but becomes a political ideal.” Jeffry P. Bishop, 

“Transhumanism, Metaphysics, and the Posthuman God,” Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 35 (2010): 

707—708. Transhumanists tend to eschew formal and final causes in favor of efficient and material ones. 

Thus, the most efficient way implement technological systems into society is by political means. 

195 By relegating formal and final causes as a myth of a bygone era, these thinkers deny 

themselves true wisdom. The real tragedy is that in their quest for an ever increasing knowledge of physical 

reality, they propagate a view that is inherently and intentionally impoverished. 
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interesting. People claim to have true religious experiences – personal, transcendent 

experiences. The difficulty for the physicalist is that they must show how each individual 

instance of a religious experience is explicable in naturalistic terms. General 

pronouncements about delusion, hallucination, drugs, etc. are insufficient to dismiss all 

instances of religious experience. Many experiences simply defy explanation in 

naturalistic language – as many people really believe they have a personal relationship 

with God.196  

Another issue with various forms of physicalism is its inability to account for 

free-will. As stated previously, under physicalism, all beliefs, thoughts, and actions are 

materially caused. They are not (and cannot be) caused by previous beliefs or thoughts. 

Simply declaring that freedom is a useful heuristic because the physical causes are so 

complex – ala E. O. Wilson – does not solve the problem. For, even if it seems I am free, 

then under the dictates of physicalism I am not, and can never be, really free. The key 

issue here is that we are free not just because there are no external constraints, but that we 

are also free from internal constraints.197 If our thoughts and beliefs are simply the result 

of neurochemical reactions, then our beliefs are never our own. They necessarily come 

about by the demands of chemistry and physics. However, freedom “has an element of 

intentionality about it.”198 Electrons and chemicals operate according to fixed laws, and it 

                                                           
196 Ibid., 157. Nichols notes that this experience of God’s presence is not limited to mystics, but 

also many sincere lay persons. Further, these experiences span multiple religions, in multiple countries, 

over multiple ages. Religious experience is a persistent occurrence in human lives. William James makes a 

similar observation in his The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York: 

Touchstone, 1997). Neuroscientist Mario Beauregard has developed a similar argument. See Beauregard 

and O’Leary, The Spiritual Brain. 

197 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 158. 

198 Ibid. 
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is this rigidity to their reactions that allow us to have scientific advances. Yet, no matter 

how complicated these interactions are, no matter how unpredictable the outcomes may 

be, it would be absurd to say that electrons and chemicals were “free.” Humans, on the 

other hand, can choose to behave in certain ways undetermined by prior influences. As 

Nichols summarizes it, “Material systems, even chaotic systems or highly complex 

systems (like computers) might exhibit randomness (and therefore unpredictability), but 

they do not exhibit freedom.”199  

 

3.4.3  Advantages of Ensoulment Over Substance Dualism 

 

Ensoulment has the distinct advantage of not neglecting the bodily processes in 

favor of the non-physical mind. Both are needed. Brian Davies rightly reminds us that it 

“is not my soul which understands and wills. I do.”200 Descartes made the mistake of 

identifying people with only their souls to the neglect of the body. By making the body a 

mere biochemical machine he set the stage for the rejection of supernaturalism in the 

modern era. It is ironic that Descartes, a deeply spiritual man, developed a philosophy 

that was used to block discourse of the spiritual. The Cartesian reduction of matter to 

mechanical laws paved the way for the rejection of teleology in the sciences and 

ultimately to the philosophical rejection of all non-physical realities (i.e., the mind / soul, 

angels, and God).201  

                                                           
199 Ibid., 158—159. 

200 Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford, England: Cambridge University Press, 

1992), 214. 

201 Feser, Philosophy of Mind, 216-217. Commenting on Descartes mechanistic philosophy and its 

implications, Timothy K. Casey states, the “ideal of a clockwork universe implied [by Descartes], among 

other things, the denial of any natural teleology as anthropomorphic; the positing of unobservable entities 

such as corpuscles or atoms as real and the demotion of perceptual qualities to, at best, useful illusions 

generously provided by nature to aid in our survival; and in general an idea of the natural as dead, 
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A second advantage of ensoulment over substance dualism is in being able to 

identify persons via their body. Remember, under the dictates of ensoulment there is only 

one substantial soul to a body, and any body that soul inhabits will take on the shape as 

determined by that form. As such, for the proponent of ensoulment, souls cannot inhabit 

other bodies and that body remain the same. The eminent philosopher, Alvin Plantinga 

(who readily acknowledges his indebtedness to platonic metaphysics), very famously 

stated that Socrates could have inhabited an alligator’s body.202 He can hold this position 

because he identifies the person as being coextensive with just their soul. As such, 

Socrates could inhabit not just an alligator’s body, but any body whatsoever.203 The 

proponent of ensoulment denies this possibility, for part of what makes a person be who 

they are is determined in large part to the experiences of a specific body. That body 

provides the mind / soul with content from the world and the mind / soul provide form 

and structure to the body. One cannot be wholly separated from the other without great 

violence being done to the person. Hence, while the soul may exist without a body, any 

matter that it informs would take on the shape as determined by the soul. The ensoulment 

                                                           

mechanical stuff emptied of any religious, aesthetic, or moral qualities. The mind (and with it all the 

meanings and values not amenable to quantification) was simply locked up in a small part of the brain, 

surrounded, if not yet engulfed, by an alien and alienating universe that could not but weaken previous 

convictions concerning the reality of freedom and by implication moral choice.” Timothy K. Casey, 

“Nature, Technology, and the Emergence of Cybernetic Humanity,” in Is Human Nature Obsolete? 

Genetics, Bioengineering, and the Future of the Human Condition, ed. by Harold W. Baillie and Timothy 

K. Casey (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 42. 

202 Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 65—69. 

203 Plantinga makes it clear that this is the case only if Socrates is essentially immaterial. For if 

Socrates is essentially immaterial, then Socrates can inhabit any body as neither Socrates nor the body 

would be really affected by Socrates inhabiting the body. Ibid., 69. This notion is called haecceities and can 

be understood as “a thing’s individual essence . . . it is a property such that . . . [x] has it in the actual world 

and in every world in which he exists and nothing different from . . . [x] has it in any possible world. It is a 

property essential and necessarily unique to [x].” Michael J. Loux, Metaphysics: A Contemporary 

Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2002), 210. 
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position thus states, that if we can identify the person via a body, then this is good prima 

facie evidence that we are dealing with that person’s soul as well – given the unity of soul 

and body. Under substance dualism, the confidence in this connection is severely 

undermined. 

 

3.4.4  A Key Objection to Ensoulment: When Was the First Human Soul? 

 

The strength of this objection is that it essentially asks how one can one avoid 

arbitrarily saying that today’s humans have immortal souls, but past human ancestors 

along the evolutionary tree of life do not? Stated differently: when did humans first have 

souls? Famed Oxford biologist, Richard Dawkins, criticizes John Paul II’s anthropology 

along these lines.204 Modern theologians (at least those who adopt some form of 

evolutionary theory) often believe that modern homo sapiens have immortal souls, but 

earlier proto-humans like homo erectus did not. It thus seems theologians have a 

dilemma: either, modern humans – and all of humanity’s ancestors – have immortal 

souls, or if proto-humans did not have immortal souls, then neither do modern humans. 

Some theologians (like Nancy Murphy) adopt the second horn of the dilemma and simply 

deny that any human (or proto-human) has ever had a soul. These theologians say that the 

notion of “souls” is all wrong and needs to be abandoned. I am unaware of any 

theologians that take the first horn of the dilemma seriously. Rather, it seems most 

                                                           
204 In describing (or more accurately, mocking) John Paul II’s comments on evolution delivered to 

the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in October 1996, Dawkins comments, “[according to the Pope] there 

came a moment in the evolution of hominids when God intervened and injected a human soul into a 

previously animal lineage. (When? A million years ago? Two million years ago? Between Homo erectus 

and Homo sapiens? Between “archaic” Homo sapiens and H. sapiens sapiens?) The sudden injection is 

necessary, of course, otherwise there would be no distinction upon which to base Catholic morality, which 

is speciesist to the core,” Richard Dawkins, “Obscurantism to the Rescue” The Quarterly Review of Biology 

72, no. 4 (1997): 398. 
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theologians (or at least those that askew a special creation of Adam) must assign an 

arbitrary time to the creation of the human soul. If a theologian wants to hold that humans 

develop along evolutionary lines, and want to hold the position that early hominids did 

not have souls but later hominids did, then this is the only option available. 

The most common way to respond to this difficulty and still retain a notion of a 

soul is to say that the human body developed via evolutionary means, but that God 

implanted a unique soul in “Adam” at some point in the past.205 This solution has the 

benefits of retaining the notion of a soul and maintaining the semblance of a creation 

account. This belief often entails the conviction that God creates a unique soul at (or 

shortly after) each human conception, for the pattern has been established that the only 

way to have a soul is for God to create one.206  

The most severe limitation of this account from an ensoulment perspective is that 

this view of soul has more in common with substance dualism than the version of the soul 

                                                           

205 This seems to be approach taken by John Paul II. He says, “With man, we find ourselves facing 

a different ontological order—an ontological leap, we could say. But in posing such a great ontological 

discontinuity, are we not breaking up the physical continuity which seems to be the main line of research 

about evolution in the fields of physics and chemistry? An appreciation for the different methods used in 

different fields of scholarship allows us to bring together two points of view which at first might seem 

irreconcilable. The sciences of observation describe and measure, with ever greater precision, the many 

manifestations of life, and write them down along the time-line. The moment of passage into the spiritual 

realm is not something that can be observed in this way—although we can nevertheless discern, through 

experimental research, a series of very valuable signs of what is specifically human life. But the experience 

of metaphysical knowledge, of self-consciousness and self-awareness, of moral conscience, of liberty, or of 

aesthetic and religious experience—these must be analyzed through philosophical reflection, while 

theology seeks to clarify the ultimate meaning of the Creator's designs,” John Paul II, “Message to the 

Pontifical Academy of Sciences: On Evolution,” 

https://www.ewtn.com/library/PAPALDOC/JP961022.HTM (accessed January 30, 2016, emphasis mine). 

This “ontological leap” seems like John Paul II is saying God implanted a soul in an ancestor making them 

essentially “Adam.” 

206 See for example Aquinas, “Therefore, everything else acts by producing a change, whereas 

God alone acts by creation. Since, therefore, the rational soul cannot be produced by a change in matter, it 

cannot be produced, save immediately by God” (ST 1a90.3). The Catholic Catechism affirms the same, 

“The soul . . . can have its origin only in God” (33). Likewise, it says, “The Church teaches that every 

spiritual soul is created immediately by God” (366). Also, “The doctrine of the faith affirms that the 

spiritual and immortal soul is created immediately by God” (382). 

https://www.ewtn.com/library/PAPALDOC/JP961022.HTM
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expounded in this chapter. Thus, it appears ensoulment faces a significant dilemma: on 

one hand, it cannot allow for God to create a new soul for each conceptus as this appears 

to sever the connection of the form and matter unity ensoulment demands;207 on the other 

hand it does not seem consistent for ensoulment to affirm that God implanted a soul in 

some proto-human in the past as this would mean that proto-humans had capabilities 

supplied by souls even though they did not have a soul.208 Ensoulment cannot affirm the 

second horn of the dilemma and hold that God never implanted a form in some proto-

human, which in effect just denies that modern humans have souls. This position cannot 

be taken since, after all, this view is called en-soul-ment. But ensoulment does not seem 

able to affirm the first horn of the dilemma either since that would be inconsistent with 

the principles set forth by the position. Is there then a plausible alternative? 

Terrence Nichols offers an intriguing account of how the proponent of 

ensoulment can maintain both beliefs that modern humans have souls and modern 

humans are derived biologically from proto-humans that also have souls. The distinction 

that Nichols draws on, in good Aristotelian fashion, is not to deny that proto-humans 

have souls. Indeed, per Aristo-Thomistic metaphysical principles all material reality must 

have some form (i.e., soul) to be actualized. Thus, homo erectus had a soul, though the 

powers of that soul may have been closer to modern animals that modern humans. 

Likewise, the offspring of proto-humans are also ensouled, and this chain of ensoulment 

continues to this day. The difference between modern humans and proto-humans then 

                                                           

207 In other words, if God implants a soul, then this means there is a body present before the soul / 

form is present, thus invalidating the conviction that no physical bodies can exist without some form being 

present. 

208 This would, likewise, imply that there was some physical being (indeed a biological being!) 

that did not have a soul / form. 



187 

 

might seem then to be just physical differences – but while the body expresses the soul’s 

holistic information on the body, this is not the key distinction.  

Remember, for Aristotle, the soul is so united to the body and that upon the 

body’s death, the soul dies too. Aquinas modified this to say that the soul, being 

subsistent, could survive the body, but would be incomplete. Nichols’ suggestion is that 

ensoulment accounts for both of these convictions. And the key difference that 

determines if a soul is immortal or not is whether it has a personal relationship with God. 

Under this conception, the soul develops naturally (there is no special implantation of a 

soul), but at some point in the past, God decided to develop a special relationship with a 

proto-human – thus making them the “first” human. God initiates a relationship with 

every soul since then, and it is this (potential) relationship that makes the soul immortal. 

As Nichols puts it, “My hypothesis is that the human soul is not naturally transcendent or 

immortal. It becomes transcendent and immortal through a divinely initiated gift of a 

personal relationship with God.”209 Evolution does not naturally lead to transcendence – 

even if it increases complexity of an organism. This is because transcendence and 

immortality lie outside of the “natural” realm. For the soul to be transcendent, it is God 

who must make it so. 

Thus, at some point in the distant past, God developed a relationship with a proto-

human making them the “first” human person – the first “Adam” if you will. Just as grace 

perfects nature, so too does the relationship with God elevate the natural soul to a 

transcendent and immortal soul.210 Nichols favors Cro-Magnon man as about the time 

                                                           
209 Nichols, The Sacred Cosmos, 174—175. 

210 Ibid., 175. 
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when God initiates this relationship, for it is at that time that burial practices seem to 

begin – and along with it an apparent belief in an afterlife.211  

Therefore, Nichols’ account offers an intriguing answer to the objection of 

“when” the soul of modern humans began. His answer is that the question is ambiguous 

on what we mean by “begin.” If you mean “begin” in the sense that proto-humans did not 

have souls, then he answers this is the wrong view of souls – proto-humans had souls as 

evidenced by their various capacities. For we can imagine a proto-human with the ability 

to use a rudimentary language and comparatively significant intellectual ability, but still 

not have a transcendent soul.212 If you mean “begin” in the sense that the soul had a 

proper relationship to God, then this is the correct approach even if we cannot identify the 

exact date of when this relationship began. In general, ensoulment in the relevant sense 

began when God first nurtured a relationship with humans, elevating their concerns to the 

transcendent and immortal. Thus, it appears the soul “began” about the time humans 

became concerned with burial practices. This approach maintains a general evolutionary 

view of humanity, but also explains why modern humans have a unique role in creation – 

God develops relationships with these beings, thus elevating their souls to the divine. 

Stated differently, to the beings that God develops this relationship of elevating the soul, 

we can say that these beings exhibit the imago Dei.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
211 Ibid. 

212 Ibid., 176. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Moral Alternatives: “Personhood Only” and “Human Nature Only” 

 

If we say that certain capacities that we believe (perhaps wrongly) are peculiar to 

human nature are important for our well-being, all the normative work is being 

done by the idea that they are important for well-being, not by the claim that they 

are part of our nature. 

— Allen Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?, 138 

 

Aristotle, together with his immediate predecessors Socrates and Plato, initiated a 

dialogue about the nature of human nature that continued in the Western 

philosophical tradition right up to the early modern period, when liberal 

democracy was born. While there were significant disputes over what human 

nature was, no one contested its importance as a basis for rights and justice. 

— Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future, 13 

 

 

4.1  Introduction 

 

The Judeo-Christian tradition believes that human lives are sacred. However, as 

the notion that humans are nothing but biological machines has become the dominant 

position, the sacredness of human life has slowly evaporated. It is now believed by a 

large swath of society (scientists, philosophers, etc.) that there is nothing sacred, special, 

or unique about any living creature – much less human beings.1 As Francis Fukuyama 

has pointed out, modern society has severed the connection between human beings and 

“human rights.”2 That is, conventional wisdom is currently that “rights” are established 

independently of “being.” Historically, there was widespread agreement that knowing 

human nature was important as a basis for knowing rights and justice. Fukuyama 

reiterates, however, that this historic approach is dying. Indeed, “the concept [of human 

                                                           

1 Ben C. Mitchell, Edmund D. Pelligrino, Jean Bethke Elshtain, John Kilner, and Scott B. Rae, 

Biotechnology and the Human Good (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2007), 41. 

2 “The connection between human rights and human nature is not clear-cut, however, and has been 

vigorously denied by many modern philosophers who assert that human nature does not exist, and that even 

if it did, rules of right and wrong have nothing whatever to do with it.” Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman 

Future: Consequences of the Biotechnological Revolution (New York: Picador, 2002), 101. 
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nature] has been out of favor for the past century or two among academic philosophers 

and intellectuals.”3  

What a human is is not easily defined, as the previous two chapters have 

demonstrated. Often “humanity” is considered to be a “cluster concept” composed of “a 

set of necessary and sufficient conditions.”4 For example, humans can be considered 

under physical traits such as bipedalism or having opposable thumbs, etc. Likewise, they 

can exhibit psychological traits like the ability to use language, higher reasoning skills, 

exhibit a high level of sociability, etc. Or, one could consider phylogenetic traits like 

being of the biological species homo sapien. Any number of other traits could be added to 

this list, and it is not even agreed upon that having these traits make one a human being, 

some beings may have these traits and not be human and others may be human and lack 

these traits.5 How then can a notion of “human nature” be of any use in our contemporary 

setting? 

This challenge is heightened for the theologian who must provide a holistic 

account according to multiple disciplines reporting on what it means to be human. For 

example, the theologian must assess the philosophical, theological, anthropological, 

scientific, as well as any other discipline that says something about human beings. This 

holistic approach endeavors to avoid reducing human beings to simple technological 

individuals as well as avoid constructing an individualistic morality without taking into 

                                                           

3 Ibid., 13. 

4 David Resnik, “The Moral Significance of the Therapy-Enhancement Distinction in Human 

Genetics,” Cambridge Quarterly of Healthcare Ethics 9 (2000), 369. 

5 Ibid. 
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account the social nature of human beings.6 Humans are certainly individuals, but we are 

not solely individuals – we live in a particular historical and social context. How we view 

ourselves is by necessity somewhat individualistic and self-interpretative, but it is no less 

contextualized by society.7 Thus, the challenge is to neither deny our individual 

autonomy, nor excise it from its historical and social context. We are individuals, but 

individuals within a society. We are encultured creatures. By extension, our technology is 

to be neither worshiped nor feared. Those who shy away from embracing enhancement 

technology sometimes do so because of the assumption that if something is “natural” then 

it is “good,” and to alter what is “natural,” would then be interpreted as doing something 

“bad.”8 This viewpoint, while retaining a valid insight, is ultimately too limited be of any 

real use. Sometimes, it may be good to alter our nature, just as it may sometimes be good 

to leave our nature as it is. 

Allen Buchanan takes it that critics of transhumanism have two overarching 

concerns enhancement entails for human nature. First, that enhancement may alter or 

destroy human nature itself – and given transhumanism’s tendency to foresee a 

“posthuman” future, this concern is not unjustified. Second, that the alteration or 

destruction of human nature will impede our ability to know what is “good” since this is 

                                                           

6 Stephen Garner, “Christian Theology and Transhumanism: The ‘Created Co-creator’ and 

Bioethical Principles,” in Religion and Transhumanism: The Unknown Future of Human Enhancement, ed. 

by Calvin Mercer and Tracy J. Trothen (Denver, CO: Praeger, 2015), 235. 

7 John Behr, “The Promise of the Image,” in Imago Dei: Human Dignity in Ecumenical 

Perspective (Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press of America, 2013), 23. 

8 Allen Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?: The Ethics of Biomedical Enhancement (Oxford, UK: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), 143. 
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determined by our nature.9 Both concerns have a key assumption that Buchanan 

challenges. To the first, it is the assumption that altering human nature is inherently 

wrong. To the second, it is that it is impossible to judge what is “good” apart from human 

nature.10 

Buchanan challenges the critic of enhancement directly, and states that there is 

nothing inherently wrong with changing human nature. First, humans are a mixture of 

good and bad, so why not increase the good and remove the bad? Second, even if humans 

were eventually eliminated, perhaps a posthuman future actually is just objectively better 

than one with just mere humans. Thirdly, he argues that the alteration of human nature 

does not affect our judgment of what is “good.” Finally, he thinks that discussions about 

“human nature” obscure, rather than clarify, the key issues.11  

In what follows we will examine two broad approaches to establishing human 

dignity in light of technological enhancements. The first section will look at the claim 

that the only morally relevant criteria for the debate is by examining “personhood.” This 

position is exemplified by Allen Buchanan, and this section will expound his argument. 

The second section argues that the relevant moral issues are primarily found in “human 

nature” and this banner is taken up by Francis Fukuyama. The last section will briefly 

evaluate both positions, but ultimately determine that despite their insights, neither are 

ultimately sufficient for establishing a proper moral system to engage enhancement 

technology. 

 

                                                           

9 Ibid., 115. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid. 
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4.2  Common Claim: “Personhood” is the Only Relevant Moral Factor 

 

This section will focus primarily on the arguments put forth by Allen Buchanan, 

as he has developed a powerful position prioritizing personhood over human nature. 

Buchanan wants to ground any discussion about humanity in the scientific evidence. That 

is, any discussion of humanity must start with a proper view of biology and Darwinian 

evolution.12 He says, no valid (much less compelling) account of humanity can afford to 

mishandle this essential point. There must be an insistence on using the proper scientific 

evidence. Because of this approach and given our knowledge of how species come to be 

and pass away, “human nature” will need to adapt to changing environments by 

relinquishing or gaining new characteristics.13 The notion of a “fixed” essence, thus, must 

be dispensed. Darwinian evolution simply does not allow for any type of a stable essence. 

Thus, quite literally, posthumanism cannot be inherently bad as all creatures are “post” 

some previous creatures.14 Modern homo sapiens are in a sense, post-homo habilis. The 

term “homo-sapien” allows for a broad range of characteristics, but if this is the case, 

then the emergence of the posthuman simply cannot be dismissed as inherently wrong.15 

Human nature is a mixture of both good and bad traits – we have powerful brains 

for great comprehension, but we are fairly fragile creatures. Given that these sorts of 

good and bad traits could be multiplied, Buchanan asks the obvious question: what is so 

                                                           

12 Ibid., 116. 

13 Ibid., 119. 

14 Ibid., 120. 

15 Ibid., 121. 
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wrong with removing the bad traits?16 Likewise, what would be wrong in enhancing the 

good traits? These two questions highlight the problem for critics of the transhumanist 

project, there seems to be nothing wrong – indeed, it seems to be morally required – to 

remove humanity’s bad traits and enhance their good traits. Hence, Buchanan takes it that 

appealing to some “biological essentialism” or “innate human dignity” as reasons not to 

pursue this agenda is inadequate. Indeed, by accepting even common medical 

interventions we already admit to some level of alteration to our biological selves. 

Likewise, given the acceptance of Darwinian evolution, there appears to be no such thing 

as “innate dignity.”17 And even in light of Darwinian evolution, Buchanan is not at all 

convinced that the emergence of a posthuman future would necessarily dispense with 

“human rights.” For indeed, Buchanan notes that depending on what features or 

capacities ground “human rights” now, may also be applied to posthumans tomorrow. 

And if his argument proves to be successful, then both humans and posthumans would 

accrue some sort of rights on that common basis.18  

 

4.2.1  Human Rights and Personhood – Allen Buchanan 

 

For Buchanan, “human rights” are a “threshold” concept – once the conditions are 

met, all rights are attributable to that being. And if rights are accorded by the capacity of 

                                                           

16 Ibid., 136. 

17 As Brent Waters states, this “appeals to biological essentialism and innate human dignity are 

ineffectual objections to the self-transformation imperative driving posthuman discourse, because in the 

former instance no substantive claims can be made once the efficacy of medical intervention per se is 

admitted, and in the latter case the central claim loses any substantive content, given evolutionary change.” 

Brent Waters, This Mortal Flesh: Incarnation and Bioethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2009), 127. 

18 Buchanan puts it this way, “the emergence of posthumans, even if this were accompanied by the 

extinction of human beings, would not entail that the concept of human rights would no longer be 

applicable. The concept of human rights would still be applicable if posthumans had the capabilities or 

interests that ground (what we now call) human rights.” Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?, 214 (emphasis in 

original). 
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a being, then the level of that capacity should not affect that being’s moral status. For 

example, a normal functioning human adult is accorded certain moral worth due to some 

capacity met by that person – i.e., ability to reason, ability to feel pain or empathy, etc. 

Whatever the criteria is, if the person fulfills said criteria, then they are of moral worth. 

Likewise, this moral worth is not affected even if the person is not able to fully use their 

capacities. A severely brain damaged individual may still have moral worth even though 

their capacity for reasoning is greatly diminished – but the capacity is still there, and that 

is Buchanan’s point.19 If a person has a capacity for some relevant criteria, then their 

respective ability to utilize that capacity matters not. 

Now, in regards to the enhancement debate, the concern is often put that the 

enhanced will have a greater moral status than the unenhanced. This discrepancy will 

result in comparative injustice between the enhanced and the mundane. The enhanced 

will enjoy greater freedoms and privileges not available to the unenhanced. Thus, the 

unenhanced will be perceived as less morally worthy than their enhanced counterparts. 

That is, the worry is that the unenhanced will have a lower moral status than the 

enhanced. 

Buchanan is not ignorant of this concern. Indeed, he thinks the notion of “human 

rights” plays a significant role in light of this possibility. For Buchanan, “human rights” 

(or “person’s rights”) are best understood as a threshold concept, and our current 

understanding of “human rights” is based on the types of beings we are now – not what 

we were nor what we may become.20 But as a threshold concept, no matter how enhanced 

                                                           
19 Ibid., 215. 

20 Ibid., 214. 
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some person is – even to the point of a full-blown posthuman – you cannot violate the 

rights of another person. In this way, Buchanan believes that he can alleviate the concern 

of the enhancement critic. The critic is concerned that the unenhanced will be 

undervalued, but Buchanan states that the enhanced will have a moral obligation not to 

violate the rights of the unenhanced. Problem solved. Right? Not quite. Even Buchanan 

acknowledges that it will not always be possible to protect the rights of those that are not 

as privileged.21 Indeed, even in today’s world we already have a discrepancy between the 

enhanced and the unenhanced. We understand this difference as that between the benefits 

enjoyed by the first-world (technologically advanced and largely economically free) and 

those missing in the third-world (technologically stunted and largely in economic 

bondage). So, the question that arises, is how would the introduction of truly enhanced 

persons be any worse than the situation we have now? For even today, the notion of 

“human rights” plays an important role in the civilized world for the allocation of 

resources and as a language of speaking about economic (in)justice. As Buchanan notes, 

this language of “rights” conveys moral entitlements that grounds the duties of others.22 

What today’s society fails at being able to accomplish in light of the relevant moral 

demands, an emotionally and morally enhanced being would be in better condition to 

meet those demands for the good of the unenhanced. 

After consideration, Buchanan comes to three conclusions: first, enhancement 

technologies can, and should, be pursued even if such enhancements altar “human 

nature.” The upside to enhancement technology may simply be too beneficial to preserve 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 215. 

22 Ibid., 215—216. 
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some outdated and incorrect concept what it means to be “human.” Second, even when 

expressing concerns about enhancement technology, one does not need to resort to terms 

about “human nature” to make their point. Instead, Buchanan finds concerns about 

enhancement technologies apart from “human nature” more compelling and appealing. 

Finally, we can make sufficient judgments about what is “good” without appealing to 

“human nature.” As such, even if “human nature” were to change, we should still be able 

to discuss what is or is not “good.”23 Moral order, therefore, should not be impossible just 

because we change what it means to be human. 

 

4.2.2  Moral Status and the Moral Equality Assumption 

 

One of the key concerns in the enhancement debate is whether the introduction of 

enhanced beings means that a segment of society (i.e., the enhanced) would have a 

“higher” Moral Status than the unenhanced.24 What seems to be the worry is that the 

assumption that whatever it is that makes one a “person” and thus making all of them 

“morally worthy” is demeaned if someone should appear on the scene who is thought to 

be more “morally worthy.” Buchanan calls this the “Moral Equality Assumption.” Which 

is “the assumption that all who have the characteristics that are sufficient for being a 

person have the same moral status.”25 As such, if person P has certain traits associated 

with retaining moral value, and person P2 has those same traits, then both P and P2 are 

said to have the same Moral Status as they share the same moral value.  

                                                           

23 Ibid., 138—139. 

24 Ibid., 209. 

25 Ibid. 
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 Buchanan argues that since Moral Standing is a threshold concept, once you have 

met the appropriate “conditions” one’s Moral Status as an equally worthy being is 

established regardless of whatever “inequalities” may be present.26 As he puts it, “Merely 

augmenting the characteristics that make a being a person doesn’t seem to be the sort of 

thing that should confer higher moral status.”27 As far as Buchanan is concerned, it is 

difficult to see how someone being enhanced, grants them a higher Moral Status than a 

“person.” The arrival of posthumans would not spell the end of mere human rights. In the 

same way it is morally wrong for humans to torture animals, so too it would be morally 

wrong for a posthuman to torture a mere human just for fun. The fear that Buchanan 

wants to allay is that the arrival of posthumans would not automatically spell “doom” for 

non-enhanced humans. For the non-enhanced would still retain certain moral rights in 

virtue of their Moral Standing as persons and not as human beings.28  

                                                           

26 Ibid., 217. 

27 Ibid. 

28 I find Buchanan’s argument here inadequate and borderline incoherent. On one hand, he wants 

to maintain that the arrival of posthumans would likely introduce a set of additional post-person rights in 

addition to those already attributed to persons. On the other hand, he wants to maintain that posthumans 

maintain the same Moral Status as mere humans. But if posthumans have more rights than mere humans, it 

seems difficult to maintain that posthumans and mere humans have the same Moral Status. Even using 

Buchanan’s example of the three groups representing the moral structure of the world seems to argue 

against his position – as he admits. “The moral universe already includes the inequality of moral status” 

between groups A and B. Ibid. He even states that we grant a higher Moral Status to humans rather than 

rats. We often sacrifice group A for the benefit of group B. Now, if this is the case, it is only a small step to 

envision a time with the rights of group C outweigh those of groups A or B. Again, this seems a natural 

concern for the anti-enhancement crowd and it seems disingenuous on Buchanan’s part to assert that this 

apprehension is either: a) overblown, since post-persons will be more morally aware than us and thus will 

not violate our rights; or b) wholly incorrect, as this multi-status moral structure of the world is inadequate. 

First, there is no guarantee that post-persons will be more morally aware than us, nor does it address the 

cruel calculus that post-persons may conclude which determines it is best for posthumans to eliminate (or 

restrain) mere humans – for their own good. Second, given how humans justify their treatment of rats even 

in light of a Moral Status hierarchy, it seems absurd that posthumans would not consider mere humans 

“beneath” them (in a moral sense) even if they acknowledge mere humans have certain rights. As such, I 

am not bullish on Buchanan’s suggestion that moving the discussion into the realm of “person’s” rights will 

actually solve the problem. 
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It is important to note that Buchanan’s assumption on what “personhood” is here 

is a fully Kantian approach. And the concept that is the central theme of Buchanan’s 

project is in assuming that the key trait that makes one a “person” is rational capacity.29 

One criticism that will reoccur here is that if someone retains some different account 

about what makes one a “person” apart from rational capacity or if Moral Standing is not 

granted based on rational capacity, then Buchanan’s optimism for a relatively peaceful 

human and posthuman coexistence may be unwarranted.  

Finally, it is important to keep in mind the distinction between Moral Standing 

and Moral Status. Moral Standing is understood as an essential non-transferable quality, 

while Moral Status is a comparative condition. Buchanan takes it that something has 

Moral Standing if it counts morally “in its own right.”30 That is, the thing has moral value 

due to some quality or characteristic “essential” to that thing. Moral Standing then is a 

non-comparative quality – you either have it or you do not. Whereas Moral Standing is 

more-or-less an “essential” quality of a thing, Moral Status is a comparative quality 

between multiple things that have Moral Standing.31 That is, it may be the case that when 

two objects which have Moral Standing are compared, one object may have a higher 

Moral Status than the other. Both a lab rat and a human child have Moral Standing, but 

we consider the human child to have a higher Moral Status. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           

29 Nicholas Agar, Truly Human Enhancement: A Philosophical Defense of Limits (Cambridge, 

MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 159. 

30 Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?, 209. 

31 Ibid., 210. 



200 

 

4.2.3  “Personhood” Defined as a Functioning Set of Capacities 

 

Gilbert Meileander acknowledges a trend over last several decades to “define 

personhood in terms of certain capacities.”32 It has become fashionable to hold that a 

person is a being who is conscious, self-aware, and productive. The problem as 

Meileander puts it is that it is obvious that the class of human beings is wider than the 

contemporary notion of “personhood” allows. Under this definition, there are quite 

literally human beings who do not qualify as “persons.”33 For Meileander, this is a 

disturbing trend. 

We humans routinely create moral groupings that include some beings and 

exclude others. Likewise, we frequently imbue some groups with special privileges that 

others do not have. This is generally how we make moral distinctions between mere 

animals and humans, and why we are willing to sacrifice animals for the “good” of 

humans. We regularly use animals as biological test subjects for various experiments 

before we move to human trials. Whether this is actually moral or not is beside the 

relevant point. The relevant point is: we use animals in ways we do not use humans. This 

practice points to the de facto reality that we (generally) recognize humans as having 

some special Moral Status that mere animals do not have. 

Now, the main reason we distinguish between animals and humans is because we 

recognize some key distinction between humans and animals in which we judge one to be 

                                                           

32 Gilbert Meilaender, Bioethics: A Primer for Christians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans, 1996), 6. 

33 “To be a person one must be conscious, self-aware, productive. The class of persons will widen 

or narrow depending on how many such criteria we include in our definition of personhood. But, in any 

case, the class of human beings will be wider than that of persons. Not all living human beings will qualify 

as persons on such a view and, we must note, it is persons who are now regarded as bearers of rights, 

persons who can have interests that ought to be protected.” Ibid. 
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more valuable than the other. Humans have a greater moral worth (on the whole) than 

some particular animal. The trend in ethics is to place moral worth with the expression of 

some relevant capacity. Hence, to the greater degree a being exhibits the relevant 

capacity, the greater moral worth that being has. Now, Buchanan wants to say that the 

relevant moral capacity is rationality, but he also wants to hold that once the threshold is 

met for rational capacity it does not matter how rational one is. A super-genius is no more 

morally worthy than a dullard who just passes the threshold of rationality. Thus, while he 

wants to mitigate his approach to Moral Status as being equitable to all who meet the 

criteria, this by necessity means that he holds to a capacities based approach of morality. 

“Persnohood” is quite literally defined as having sufficient rational capacity. Thus, 

“personhood” is denied to any being that does not meet this nebulous rational threshold. 

Below we will see how Buchanan argues that morality should be understood in an 

Intrinsic-Based sense rather than an Interest-Based sense. He takes this position because 

he sees an Intrinsic-Based approach to morality as a way to properly decide what should 

or should not be done. He argues that an Interest-Based approach is simply too vague to 

be of any real use. Likewise, we will look at Buchanan’s defense of an Intrinsic-Based 

morality against a couple of objections. His position will then be summarized. 

 

4.2.3.1  Interest-Based Morality vs. Intrinsic-Based Morality 

 

Buchanan is not unaware of the difficulties this capacities based morality causes. 

He thus seeks for a solution to this moral disparity.34 To that end, he notes that there are 

basically two different ways that philosophers have attempted to explain moral reality. 

                                                           
34 The following discussion summarizes Buchanan’s account. Buchanan, Beyond Humanity?, 

218—219. 


