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The object of the present essay is to bring to light the contrast of the divergent positions 

of Descartes and Aquinas on the unity of a human being.  Thomas considers the unity of soul and 

body to be one of matter and form.  Yet for both Aquinas and Descartes the soul is substantial in 

its own right.  How then, do the soul and body interact in such a way as to form the human 

subject?  That is, what does it mean to adapt the analysis of matter/form unity to the analysis of 

soul/body substance?  What is the relationship between the soul and body? Is the unification a 

description of a single nature? Or is the nature of the mind distinct from the nature of the body? 

That is to say, can mind and body be so conceived, that one soul is grasped as a substance—

essentially unique and superior—from the other extended substance, the body?  Or is it that 

together the soul and body make up one being with a single act of existence?  If it be the case 

that the one soul be conceived as an existing essence, separate from the other, then one may infer 

that it can exist completely and separately from the other.   
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I was educated in classical studies from my earliest years, and 

because I was given to believe that through them one could 

acquire clear and sure knowledge of everything that one needed in 

life, I was extremely eager to acquire them.  But as soon as I had 

finished my course of study, at which time it is usual to be admitted 

to the ranks of the well-educated, I completely changed my 

opinion, for I found myself bogged down in so many doubts and 

errors, that it seemed to me that having set out to become learned, 

I had derived no benefit from my studies, other than that of 

progressively revealing to myself how ignorant I was.
1
 

 

 

I. Descartes: following the new ‘method of acquiring knowledge’  

Descartes advises his readers in the preface of the Meditations on First Philosophy to free 

their minds from the attachment to the senses before reading the following six meditations.
2
  In 

other words, in order that we may meditate and understand the demonstration of the ‘real’ 

distinction between the soul and body, we must first separate the principles which have been 

formerly understood as true in western philosophy, as fundamental to, that is, as “at one” in, 

human nature.  Now, my first response is: Is this possible? How can one accustom one’s mind to 

be independent of the senses?  How can I even read this book, without my sense of sight? 

Doesn’t “reading this book” name a human act in which seeing and thinking are, inseparably, “at 

one”?  As troubled as I was at my mind’s lack of ability to detach from my senses, I thought it 

best to continue reading, for fear of being labeled as one of the two sorts of minds to which such 

a course of action is unsuitable:   

First, there are those who, believing themselves cleverer than they 

are, cannot stop themselves jumping to conclusions, and do not 

have enough patience to govern their thoughts in an orderly way, 

with the result that once they have allowed themselves to doubt 

accepted principles and stray from the common path, they would 

never be able to keep to the road that one must take to proceed in 

the right direction, and would remain lost all their lives.  Second, 

there are those who, having enough sense or modesty to realize 

                                                           
1
 A Discourse on the Method of Correctly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking Truth in the Sciences, I, 4-5 

2
 Meditations on First Philosophy, Preface, (10). 
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that they are less capable of distinguishing the true from the false 

than certain others by whom they could be guided, must content 

themselves with following the opinions of these others rather than 

seeking better ones from themselves.
3
 

 

In the First Meditation, ‘Concerning Things that can be Doubted’, Descartes offers his 

reasons why we can (and should) doubt all things in general, particularly material objects.  His 

first effort lies in discrediting the principles on which all of his former judgments are founded.  

These old principles have been instilled in Descartes, as they have been in all of mankind, since 

childhood, so that in effect it “is almost impossible that our judgments are as pure or as solid as 

they might have been if we had the full use of our reason from the moment of our birth, and had 

been guided by that alone.”
4
   Here Descartes is using ‘judgment’ in a purely formal sense to 

mean something like “any act of a thinking being that terminates in affirmation or denial.”
5
  

 For Descartes, reason must detach from the senses and, in effect, from the principles 

formerly assured from or by means of the senses.   Because the senses sometimes mislead us, as 

at those times when we are unable to distinguish dreams from waking life, we may reasonably 

doubt everything which we know through the senses. Not only is he rejecting formerly accepted 

opinions, but also the testimony of the senses, simply because they occasionally deceive us; he is 

rejecting his entire collection of ideas thus far gathered through the senses—the data that man  

associates with being “conscious”—because one sometimes dreams the same thing.  In other 

words, Descartes destroys realism on the basis of supposition: 

And so, because our senses sometimes deceive us, I decided to 

suppose that nothing was such as they lead us to imagine it to be.  

And because there are men who make mistakes in reasoning, … I 

                                                           
3
 Discourse, I, 15 

4
 Discourse, II, 13 

5
 Among the acts Descartes ascribes to thinking things—feelings, perceivings, doubtings . . . etc.—judgments 

(whether standing alone, self-evidently, or as parts of reasonings) are (as they are for Aristotle) those human acts 
to which the predicates “true” or “false” properly and necessarily attach. 
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judged that I was as prone to error as anyone else, and I rejected as 

false all reasoning I had hitherto accepted as valid proof
6
 

 

Accordingly, in the Meditations Descartes uses the idea of a certain ‘evil spirit’ who has 

bent his efforts to deceive Descartes in the judgments he makes.  Because of this distrust, 

Descartes resolves to “suppose that the sky, the air, the earth, colors, shapes, sounds, and all 

other objective things, are nothing but illusions and dreams that he has used to trick my 

credulity.”
7
  This universal doubt is thus taken as a law inasmuch as the faculties of knowledge 

themselves are suspect.   

Thus, he must consider himself as “having no hands, no eyes, no flesh, no blood, nor any 

senses.”  After resolving to maintain the hypothesis that all objective reality is a mere illusion 

(for objective things may be doubted), Descartes moves on to the Second Meditation: “On the 

Nature of the Human Mind
8
, and That it is more easily known than the Body”.  He first invites 

the reader to meditate on what could still be thought true (if anything), supposing that ‘nothing 

has ever existed of all that [the] deceitful memory recalls [him].”
9
  Here lies a crucial point in the 

meditation; for if the existence of all bodies may be doubted, what then is left to say of his own 

existence?  Descartes purposefully alters the focus from objective, general notions to what is 

most intimately obvious to him: his thoughts. 

Descartes’ idea of self is his existence as a thinking being: “without doubt, I existed if I 

was convinced [or even if I thought anything]… I must finally conclude and maintain that this 

proposition: I am, I exist, is necessarily true every time that I pronounce it or conceive it in my 

                                                           
6
 Discourse, IV, 28 

7
 Meditations, I, (23)[18] 

8
 Latin: mens 

9
 Meditations, II, (24)[19] 
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mind.”
10

  Although Descartes can doubt everything else, he is as certain of his own existence as 

he is aware that he is carrying out mental acts: if he doubts, he must think, and if he thinks, he 

must exist.  Strictly speaking, the only thing that he knows as necessarily true in this context is 

that he thinks, and therefore he must exist: the ‘I’, for Descartes—the thinking thing or the 

thinking substance—is that which remains one and the same as the thoughts that ‘I’ think change 

from the perspective of ‘that which I’m thinking.’  This principle is not a process of reasoning 

that would suppose a truth already known; it is an immediate intuition of fact.  Since ‘to think’ is 

to ‘be thinking’, in having consciousness of thought, of doubt, etc., I have consciousness of being 

and of existing. So although language demands the two verbal expressions, “I think’ and ‘I am’, 

the expressions together are expressing one fact. 

In his pursuit of identifying what exactly he is, Descartes takes caution against attributing 

any qualities which are involved in the nature of the body, for he knows that it is possible that all 

these images may be either adequate or inadequate to their original—may be only dreams or 

illusions:  

I know manifestly that nothing of all that I can understand by 

means of the imagination is pertinent to the knowledge which I 

have of myself, and that I must remember this and prevent my 

mind from thinking in this fashion, in order that it may clearly 

perceive its own nature.
11

 

 

Fundamental to the knowledge which Descartes claims to have of himself is the idea that 

what he is may be defined by what is inseparable from his nature.  Yet these other extended 

attributes are only separable in so far as they ‘may be doubted’. Admitting nothing except what 

is necessarily true,
12

 Descartes sums up his first principle: he knows himself to be real and really 

                                                           
10

 Meditations, II, (25)[20] 
11

 Meditations, II, (28)[22] 
12

 In Part Two of Discourse on the Method, Descartes notes that in the great number of precepts that go to make 
up logic, he will adopt four precepts in his new method of acquiring knowledge.  The first is to never           (cont.)         
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existing as “a thinking being, that is to say, a mind, an understanding,
13

 or a reasoning being.” As 

affirmed in this principle, nothing belongs to his essence except that he is a thinking and un-

extended thing.   

This proposition, I think, therefore I am, does not deduce existence from thought by a 

syllogism; rather Descartes recognizes it as if it were known through itself by a single act of the 

intellect.  Because he maintains that he can and ought to doubt objective reality, he cannot 

explicitly say that all things which think exist.  On the contrary, at this point in the meditation he 

must recognize this proposition strictly through individual experience, without applying it as a 

general notion: Insofar as Descartes thinks, Descartes exists, so that intuitively, he understands 

that unless he exists he cannot think: “I infer most properly the existence of the mind that thinks 

this thought, but not the existence of the body that acts.”
14

   

As of this point in the meditation Descartes makes no affirmation of the existence of his 

body, for his body must come under the category of things which can be doubted.  He does, 

however, have a clear and distinct idea of body as an extended, unthinking thing.  What he is 

certain of (what is necessarily true) thus far is that he is a ‘thinking being’
15

; a being which 

understands, doubts, conceives, affirms, denies, wills, rejects, imagines, and perceives.
16

  All of 

these powers which belong to the mind’s intellectual nature are, strictly speaking, acts of the 

mind, so that even if perception through observation is false (as in a dream illusion) it necessarily 

occurs in his consciousness.  Descartes uses the famous example of a piece of wax: given a piece 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
(n. 12 cont.) “accept anything as true that he did not incontrovertibly know to be so; that is to say, carefully to 
avoid both prejudice and premature conclusions; and to include nothing in my judgments other than that which 
presented itself to my mind so clearly and distinctly, that I would have no occasion to doubt it.” 
13

 Latin: intellectus 
14

Reply to the Fifth Objection, p 96: So described, we have a sort of inference (if not syllogism): unless I exist, I 
cannot think—but, here I “am,” thinking—so, here I am.   
15

 Latin: res cogitans. 
16

Meditations, II, (28)[22] 
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of wax fresh from the hive, Descartes brings the wax close to the fire so that all of the qualities 

which it formerly had, i.e., everything in the field of taste, smell, sight, touch and hearing, have 

been changed.  Yet, the same wax nevertheless remains as something extended, flexible, and 

movable.
17

   The mind has an intuition of the wax which is not any of the sensations that the 

body presents.  The direct object of the mind’s awareness is the bodily changes that take place 

sensationally through the wax, so that the mind’s act is the intuition by which these changes are 

registered as changes in a single object, i.e. in the wax.  Perception is not a vision (or any other 

action of the physical), but rather an inspection by the mind, which may be confused or clear; it 

is merely the mode of intuition, which is itself an act of the mind.  Thus comprehension—the 

mind’s registering of changes posited in reality, outside of the mind, yet through the body—is 

only possible through the faculties residing in the mind as a complete agent. 

It is not until the Sixth Meditation—“Of the Existence of Corporeal Things and the Real 

Distinction between the Mind and Body”—that Descartes introduces the truth of the existence of 

body as an integral part of human nature. It occurs to him that he cannot doubt that he has the 

“passive faculty of perceiving, that is, of receiving and recognizing the ideas of sensible objects”.  

Without the faculties such as perceiving, imagination, or power of movement, Descartes may 

have been able to conceive of himself, “clearly and distinctly, as a whole being.”
18

  Yet insofar 

as he recognizes them as data—that is, as occasions for intuitions, for acts of the mind—he may 

conceive them as the distinct, but inseparable accessories of mental acts.    

This perception is useless to Descartes without an active faculty which is capable of 

forming and producing ideas.  This active faculty cannot be within him, insofar as he is a 

thinking being and it does not presuppose his intelligence.  Furthermore the ideas often occur to 

                                                           
17

Meditations, II, (31)[25] 
18

 Meditations, VI, (78)[62] 
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him, or he realizes them, without ever contributing to them, and sometimes against his will, so 

that this active faculty “must necessarily exist in some substance different,  . . .  in which all 

reality that exists objectively in the ideas produced by this faculty is formally or eminently 

contained.”
19

  In so far as he has “a very great inclination” to believe that these ideas come from 

corporeal objects, Descartes asserts that “we must conclude” that corporeal objects exist.  This is 

not to say that the objects are entirely what our senses perceive them to be, because our 

perception may be confused or obscured.   

For Descartes, it is nature
20

 which teaches him explicitly that he has a body which 

maintains certain conditions such as feelings of pain, hunger and thirst.  For this reason he no 

longer has sufficient reason to doubt that there is some truth as to the existence of his body.  

Furthermore, Descartes claims that he is not only residing in his body, “as a pilot in his ship”, but 

there is an intimate connection between his soul and body, so much that in the production there is 

“something like a single whole.”
21

 The reason for this is that he perceives, that is, carries out 

mental acts, not through understanding alone, but also through bodily sensations—his body is 

feeling something, and he notices that bodily affection.  If it weren’t the case that there is an 

intimate connection between his mind and body, he would only know sensations as belonging to 

something foreign to himself, just as a pilot perceives the conditions of his ship.   

The final notion of the human being, or “full self”, for Descartes, is a sort of 

condominium of one substance—the mind—with an extended substance—the body.  Man is a 

composition of two substances of different natures which correspond, respectively, to two 

distinct ideas of thought and extension.  Descartes notes that these substances which compose the 

                                                           
19

 Meditations, VI, (79-80)[63] 
20

Meditations VI, (80)[64]: “by nature, considered in general, I now understand nothing else but God himself, or 
else the system that God has established for created things; and by my nature in particular I understand nothing 
else but the arrangement of all that God has given me.”  
21

 Ibid. 
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full self may (and ought to) be conceived of distinctly, insofar as they are two substances
22
: “it is 

sufficient that I can clearly and distinctly conceive one thing apart from another to be certain that 

the one is distinct [or different] from the other […] for they can be made to exist separately, at 

least by God, and we are obliged to consider them different.”
23

  Descartes thus lays out a 

complete conception for each of the two distinct substances in the complete life:   

although I have a body with which I am very closely united, 

nevertheless, since on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea 

of myself in so far as I am only a thinking and not extended being, 

and since on the other hand I have a distinct idea of myself in so 

far as it is only an extended being which does not think, it is 

certain that this ‘I’ [that is to say, my soul, by virtue of which I am 

what I am—] is entirely [and truly] distinct from my body and that 

it can [be or] exist without it.
24

  

 

In this sense the mind may exist without the body, and the body may exist without the mind; we 

are able to formulate complete conceptions of each of the substances, without admitting any 

properties or characteristics of the other.   

 There is a fundamental distinction between the soul and body for Descartes, yet he seems 

to regard the truth of the unity of the two purely off of experience: there must be an act for the 

mind that corresponds to the bodily event of having one’s senses stimulated. It is clear that there 

is an intimate connection between the soul and the body if we reflect on experience, but it cannot 

be known by pure understanding.  In other words, this unity has not proved to be known as a 

clear and distinct idea; rather it is an obscure understanding, a contradiction of Descartes’ 

proposed method of acquiring knowledge of which he can be certain.  The strongest connection 

                                                           
22

 In this context, Descartes understands substance as an ‘ens per se’ (literally being-by itself), that is, “a thing that 
exists in such a way that it needs nothing else in order to exist”.  By nothing else, Descartes is referring to God.  All 
other substances are able to exist simply by God’s conservation. The term ‘substance’ does not apply to God and 
to other substances univocally; there is no meaning of the term that can be understood distinctly and that is 
common to God and to creatures. (Principles, I, 51) 
23

 Meditations, VI, (78)[62]  
24

 Ibid. 
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that might be conceived between the soul and body would be a condominium of two substances, 

mind and body, that is, thought and extension: “the human body… is only composite, produced 

by a certain configuration of members and by other similar accidents, whereas the human soul is 

not thus dependent upon any accidents, but is a pure substance.”
25

 Thus the mind itself, as a 

complete substance, has its own act, and informs the whole body and is substantially united to 

the body, as to another complete substance.  In themselves, they are complete substances, that is 

to say: they are independently existing beings, somehow unified together to make the human 

person. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
25

 Meditations, synopsis, 14.10 
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II. Aquinas: Treatise on Human Nature; Man who is composed of a spiritual and 

corporeal substance 

 

In the Treatise on Human Nature (Summa Theologica I, Questions 75–102), Aquinas 

provides a systematic study of the nature of the human person, beginning with the nature of the 

soul, considered in itself. Aquinas defines the soul as “the first principle of life of those things 

which live: for we call living things “animate,” [i.e. having a soul], and those things which have 

no life, “inanimate.”
26

  For Aquinas, the soul is the act of a body
27

, thus making it to be a living 

body.  Every living body—every body that has a soul—owes its act of living to the soul (its first 

principle of life).
28

  That is to say, the “act by which a body lives”, or the “actuality of the living 

body”, is the soul, insofar as the soul communicates to the body the act of existing. 

In article 2, of Question 75, Aquinas directs the focus from the souls of things which live to 

the human soul.  What is peculiar to man in relation to other living beings is his intellect, or 

mind, so that the human soul is the “principle of intellectual operation”.  Through the intellect, 

man may have knowledge of corporeal things.  This intellectual principle which Thomas calls 

the mind or the intellect “has an operation ‘per se’ apart from the body”.  There cannot be any 

corporeal thing in the nature of the intellect, for “that which is in it naturally would impede the 

knowledge of anything else.”
29  If the soul were itself a form-matter composite, that is, a 

particular thing for itself—instead of for the body—it could not become the form of the known.  

Now, what makes this argument particularly challenging is that it presumes that we can argue 

from our knowing forms to the nature of the intellectual soul, as from something better known 

(more evident) to us to something less evident to us: our own intellectual essence is more 

obscure to us than are our acts of knowing. 

                                                           
26

 ST, I, Q.75, a. 1. 
27

 NOT one of the ‘actions’ through which some (antecedent) power belonging to a body as such comes to its term. 
28

 ST, I, Q. 75, a. 1. 
29

 ST, I, Q. 75, a. 2. 



Johnson 12 
 

 Aquinas goes on to clarify that “only that which subsists can have an operation per se.  For 

nothing can operate but what is actual.”
30

  The human soul then is a substance in its own right, 

yet insofar as every body has its own nature, man, whose human soul is a part of his human 

nature, must be a substantial unity.  Substance is not what one thing has or possesses; rather, 

anything of which  is said ‘this’ is a substance.
31

  It is important to note that ‘this’—meaning 

‘this particular being or substance—may be understood in two senses:  

Firstly, for anything subsistent; secondly, for that which subsists, 

and is complete in a specific nature. The former sense excludes the 

inherence of an accident or of a material form; the latter excludes 

also the imperfection of the part, so that a hand can be called “this 

particular thing” in the first sense, but not in the second. Therefore, 

as the human soul is a part of human nature, it can indeed be called 

‘this particular thing,” in the first sense, as being something 

subsistent; but not in the second, for in this sense, what is 

composed of body and soul is said to be “this particular thing.”
32

 

 

 

 For Aquinas, there is a necessary distinction between essence and being (esse).  A 

substance is ‘that which is’, or, ‘that which properly exists’.  In this characterization are two 

notions: ‘that which’, or the ‘what it is’ of a thing (form, essence, nature), and ‘is’, referring to 

‘being’ (esse), in the sense of the power to be, or the act of existing.  Essence is that which is 

known about a thing by our forming of a concept: “it remains that the notion of the genus, or of 

the species, belongs to an essence according as it is signified as a whole, as by the word “man” 

                                                           
30

 ST, I, Q. 75, a. 2. 
31

 Thomas has access to a twofold notion of substance which can be found ch. V of the Aristotle’s Categories: 
“Substance in the truest and strictest, the primary sense of the term, is that which is neither asserted nor can be 
found in a subject.  We take as examples of this a particular man or horse.”(V, 2a, 11-15) “Asserted of a subject” 
refers to the relation of universal to particular, “present in a subject” refers to that of an attribute to its possessor.  
“But we do speak of secondary substances—those within which, being species, the primary or first are included, 
and those within which, being genera, the species themselves are contained.  For instance, a particular man we 
include in the species called ‘man’ and the species itself in its turn is included in the genus called ‘animal’.” (V, 2a, 
15-18).  Aquinas defines the proper meaning of substance as “an essence to which it belongs to exist not in a 
subject” and “has nature to which it belongs to exist not in another” (Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, Bk 1, 25.9-
10.).  A substance is a thing or essence that can exist through itself, unlike an accident that can exist only in a 
substance as in a subject 
32

 ST, I, Q. 75, a. 2 
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or “animal,” according as it contains implicitly and indistinctly everything that is in the 

individual.”
33

  This formal principle is abstracted by the human intellect, so that, signified as a 

whole, the intellect may understand many material individuals to be of the same kind.  For 

Aquinas, nature or essence signified as a whole can be considered in two ways: firstly, according 

to its proper content: “to man as man belong rational and animal, and whatever else falls into his 

definition.
34
”  Secondly, an essence is considered “according to the existence it has in this or that 

object.”
35

  Taken universally, man’s essence, i.e. rational animal, is such as to be said of another, 

yet when taken particularly, this man’s essence cannot me said of that man’s essence, insofar as 

we are speaking of an essence that is: “what a thing is” is not to say “that it is”.  

   ‘A being’ or a particular substance simply refers to an essence that ‘is’.  In the 

Compendium of Theology, Aquinas writes on this distinction of essence and existing: “the 

essence of each thing is what its definition signifies.  And what the definition signifies is the 

thing defined, unless by accident, namely, inasmuch as something besides the definition may 

belong to the thing defined.”
36

   Because human beings have intrinsic elements as well as 

accidental attributes, the essence of human being is not the same as man’s particular existence.   

In other words, man’s essence cannot be identical with his existence, in that a thing’s 

essence does not guarantee that the thing really is.  Insofar as man is a created being, there is in 

him “something by way of potentiality and something by way of actuality.  For the essence is 

related as a form to the thing to which the essence belongs (e.g., humanity to human beings).”
37

  

Of anything that is said to be a really existing thing, it is said that it exists by its act of existing, 

                                                           
33

On Being and Essence, Ch. 4, 53. 
34

 Ibid., Ch. 4, 54 
35

 Ibid. Ch. 4, 55 
36

 Compendium of Theology, c.11 
37

 Ibid. 
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so that in virtue of this act of existing an essence actually exists: a thing’s existence accounts for 

the very existing of a really existing thing, and thus makes an essence to be.   

For Aquinas the ultimate actuality is existence itself: 

Inasmuch as every motion is a transition from potentiality to 

actuality, that toward which every motion tends needs to be the 

ultimate actuality.  And inasmuch as natural motion tends toward 

what is naturally desired, this object needs to be the ultimate 

actuality that all things desire, which is existence itself.  Therefore, 

the divine essence, which is pure and ultimate actuality, 

necessarily is existence itself.
38

 

 

Existence actualizes the potency of a thing’s essence, just as form actualizes matter.  Existence 

then must take primacy over essence, so that we must look for the essence of man in man’s act of 

existing.  

Aquinas asserts that the intellect—or soul, which is the principle of intellectual 

operation—is the form of the human body, so that man is an individual of one nature [in contrast 

to the conclusions of Descartes]; man is one essence composed of body and soul as matter and 

form:  

For that whereby primarily anything acts is a form of the thing to 

which the act is to be attributed: for instance, that whereby a body 

is primarily healed is health, and that whereby the soul knows 

primarily is knowledge; hence health is a form of the body, and 

knowledge is a form of the soul. The reason is because nothing 

acts except so far as it is in act; wherefore a thing acts by that 

whereby it is in act.  Now it is clear that the first thing by which the 

body lives is the soul. And as life appears through various 

operations in different degrees of living things, that whereby we 

primarily perform each of all these vital actions is the soul. For the 

soul is the primary principle of our nourishment, sensation, and 

local movement; and likewise of our understanding. Therefore this 

principle by which we primarily understand, whether it be called 

the intellect or the intellectual soul, is the form of the body.
39

 

 

                                                           
38

 Compendium of Theology, c.12 
39

 ST, I, Q. 76, a. 1. 
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For Aquinas, (and Aristotle), there is no more profound unity than that of matter-form/ 

soul-body compositions.  Unlike any other kind of form in relation to “its” matter, the soul is 

substantial in its own right.  As we have seen, Descartes claims the same thing, but his notion of 

substance is a complete and independent entity, so that the soul, as a substance, needs nothing 

else for its existence.  For Descartes, both the soul and the body fit this description of substance, 

so that it is hard to see how the two form one substantial unity, i.e., the human being.  On the 

other hand, Aquinas has no problem with the unity of the human being as a soul-body composite 

according to his notion of substance: this unity expresses one act of existing—one being being: 

“The soul communicates that existence in which it subsists to the corporeal matter, out of which 

and the intellectual soul there results unity of existence; so that the existence of the whole 

composite is also the existence of the soul.”
40

  

The soul then, is both the substantial form of the body, and a substance in its own right—

possessing its own act of existing (esse)—yet immediately communicating that act of existing to 

the body, so that the two, i.e. soul and body, are at once the human being: 

inasmuch as the soul is the form of the body, it has not an 

existence apart from the existence of the body, but by its own 

existence is united to the body immediately. This is the case with 

every form which, if considered as an act, is very distant from 

matter, which is a being only in potentiality.
41

 

 

Aquinas makes sure to mention the absurdity of maintaining that the intellect is united to 

the body as its motor: “The intellect does not move the body except through the appetite, the 

movement of which presupposes the operation of the intellect.”
42

  Man is only moved by his 

intellect because he—that man, the human subject—understands; it is not the case that one is 

thinking and then one’s body is obeying.  Rather, one—this human being—is doing a thing or 
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acting in virtue of (by the power of) one’s intellect and will.  Further, “The soul does not move 

the body by its essence, as the form of the body, but by the motive power, the act of which 

presupposes the body to be already actualized by the soul: the soul by its motive power is the 

part which moves; and the animate body is the part moved.”
43

 In this sense, the soul with the 

body constitutes the human being; without the body, the soul—though it has a complete esse—

would not constitute the what-it-is-to-be-human, a complete human essence: the soul is “a form 

by virtue of some part of itself…that part which is the form we call the soul, and that of which it 

is the form we call the ‘primary animate’.”
44

  The soul is a part of human nature, just as the body 

is a part of human nature, so that the human person is a composite of one single nature—an 

animal with a rational essence, whose (single) nature is expressed in an assemblage of powers.   

The substantial form, i.e. the rational soul, perfects the whole, making a thing to be 

“simply” (to be one substance, the human person).
45

  Every other form—accidental form— adds 

accidental being to a person’s substantial form, making that being to be “such” rather than 

“simply”.
46

  These accidental forms may be in constant flux while the animal persists.  Also, 

these accidents are not unique to one subject, in that they exist in other substances (there can be 

two dogs, each a substance in its own right, yet both having the same accidental quality “brown 

in color”). Thus, “presupposing the body to be already actualized by the soul” is to say that the 

human subject comes into being as a whole act “generated simply”, and goes out of being as a 

whole act “corrupted simply”
47
.  Man’s functional organization thus remains one and the same 

through accidental change. 
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 While the body does not contribute anything per se to the existence of the soul, Aquinas 

holds that the “form is not for the matter, but rather the matter for the form.”
48

  The reason for 

this is that the intellectual soul lacks the natural gift of the knowledge of truth.  It is necessary, 

then, that the intellectual soul “be endowed not only with the power of understanding, but also 

with the power of feeling.”
49

  It follows that the action of the senses is only performed with a 

corporeal instrument, so that it “behooved the intellectual soul to be united to a body fitted to be 

a convenient organ of sense.”
50

  It is for the good of the composite, which has its vital functions 

in virtue of its soul, that the soul is united to the body.  In a way the body is an instrument of the 

soul, something which seems at first glance to be similar to Descartes understanding of the soul-

body relationship.  

 For Descartes, the bodies of humans are instruments of minds in that they are extended 

substances with a set of enduring characteristics which belong to them and make them 

instrumentally useful for the mind; the mind is essentially unrelated to the body.  On the other 

hand, Aquinas asserts the soul-body unity as constituting two parts of one being—one act of 

existing, with one substantial form—so that the mind is aware through or by means of the body; 

one cannot sense without the body.  The proper operation of man as man is to understand; 

understanding—or intellect—is man’s power to know objects; the intellectual soul gathers 

knowledge of individual things by way of the senses.  Thus, in order for human beings to 

exercise their proper operations, they necessarily must have a body.  Rational animal then is the 

essence of ‘man’ who is a composite substance of body and soul as matter and form. 
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III. The Order of Knowing 

 

[A]mong created things truth is found both in things and in 

intellect.
51

   

 

But the true that is in things is convertible with being as to 

substance; while the true that is in the intellect is convertible with 

being, as the manifestation with the manifested
52

  

 

For Descartes, the existence of his mind is what is most evident and certain.  Thus, he 

holds it as the first principle.  It is only through this knowledge of the existence of his mind that 

he can know anything about the existence of the sensible world.  Aquinas, on the other hand, 

affirms that material objects are first known, and through them we gain knowledge of our mind.  

This is not to say that the truth of an object is dependent on the human intellect, but rather that 

there is nothing in the intellect that is not first in the senses.
53

   

Strictly speaking, being—the apprehension that something is, the fact of existence—is 

the first judgment that falls into the mind.  Man is receptive to objects through his senses; he 

acquires knowledge of real things through sense perception.  Man begins to know when his sense 

organs are impressed by any number of qualities of bodies.  Sense perception is when he 

responds to these impressions, thus being cognitively aware.  On this level of knowing, man is 

similar to other (higher) animals which are equipped with external sense organs such as sight, 

hearing and touch, so that this sense perception is not peculiar to man (although necessary to the 

judgment of the intellect).   

Intellectual knowledge is caused by the senses. But since the 

phantasms cannot of themselves affect the passive intellect, and 

require to be made actually intelligible by the active intellect, it 

cannot be said that sensible knowledge is the total and perfect 
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cause of intellectual knowledge, but rather that it is in a way the 

material cause.
54

 

 

In Aquinas’ view, all of man’s natural knowledge starts in sense perception.  Yet man, as 

a knower, has a peculiar ability to understand the universal characteristics of things. “For other 

animals perceive these intentions only by some natural instinct, while man perceives them by 

means of coalition of ideas. Therefore the power which in other animals is called the natural 

estimative, in man is called the ‘cogitative,’.”
55

  Because there are different vital functions, there 

are different kinds of souls, the rational soul being the highest of vital functions.  Further, there is 

only one soul for any particular animal, so that the rational soul is the principle also of the other 

functions (i.e. sensitive and vegetative functions) in a human being: “The intellectual powers are 

prior to the sensitive powers; wherefore they direct them and command them. Likewise the 

sensitive powers are prior in this order to the powers of the nutritive soul.”
56

 

Question 79 of the Summa I discusses the Intellectual Powers, namely reason and 

intellect.  “For to understand is simply to apprehend intelligible truth: and to reason is to advance 

from one thing understood to another, so as to know an intelligible truth.”
57

  For Aquinas, man 

arrives at the knowledge of intelligible truth by advancing from certain things simply 

understood—namely first principles, to other intelligible truths.  In this sense he is rational.
58

   

Reasoning, therefore, is compared to understanding, as movement 

is to rest, or acquisition to possession; of which one belongs to the 

perfect, the other to the imperfect. And since movement always 

proceeds from something immovable, and ends in something at 

rest; hence it is that human reasoning, by way of inquiry and 

discovery, advances from certain things simply understood--

namely, the first principles; and, again, by way of judgment returns 
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by analysis to first principles, in the light of which it examines 

what it has found.
59
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