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In its October 2003 issue, the journal Philosophy (Vol. 78, No. 306) published the last round of a multi-year debate on delayed ensoulment in the thought of Thomas Aquinas, who held that life in the womb only becomes human after weeks of gestation.  The journal gave the last word in this debate to John Haldane and Patrick Lee, who argued that Aquinas held this view because of mistaken notions about embryo development.  

When I became aware of this debate some seven years later, I did not find their arguments satisfactory and drafted an earlier version of the present text.  I sent it to Robert Pasnau, whose article in the same issue of Philosophy and earlier work Haldane and Lee were critiquing.  Feeling the discussion had gotten bogged down in the details of medieval embryology, Pasnau had no desire to continue it.  While I understand his weariness, those who may be discovering this debate for the first time might benefit from what I have written here, which summarizes both sides and why I find Haldane and Lee’s position untenable.

In “Rational Souls and the Beginning of Life (A Reply to Robert Pasnau),” Haldane and Lee argue that Aquinas required for human (“rational”) ensoulment “material organization sufficient for the development of the rational organs” but mistakenly believed that such organization is only achieved when “the distinct organs were visibly present.”  (p. 533)  They conclude that Aquinas’s “material organization” standard, combined with current embryology, entails ensoulment at conception.  

In support of this argument, Haldane and Lee discuss the differences between Aristotelian and current embryology.  Following Aristotle, Aquinas held that semen is the instrumental agent of the vital force (“virtus”) of the father’s soul, which acts on a passive embryo in the early stages of gestation.  The embryo is animated first by a vegetative and then a sentient soul during this gestation, but requires the continuing external cause of the semen’s vital force to reach the material organization required for rational ensoulment, which occurs at 40 days (for males) or 90 (for females).
According to current embryology, by contrast, the level of “material organization sufficient for the development of rational organs” is an immediate consequence of conception.  The fertilized egg has already begun the process of cell differentiation that will produce a mature human body and does not require any external agent to direct this development.  It is therefore already human.

For the sake of argument, let us assume that Haldane and Lee present a valid and adequate characterization of Aristotelian vs. current embryology.  The relevant question then becomes whether Aquinas’s standard for rational ensoulment was, in fact, “material organization sufficient for the development of the rational organs.”  Haldane and Lee call this standard “active potentiality,” which they contrast with the “passive potentiality” of a vegetative or sentient embryo dependent for its development on the vital force of the semen. (p. 534)  They further define passive potentiality as “a capacity to be changed by another into a certain kind of effect.” (p. 534)  

According to Robert Pasnau, however, Aquinas held a different requirement for rational ensoulment—the “capacity in hand” for rational operations—what Pasnau calls the “second potentiality” standard.  In this view, Aquinas required the presence of the rational organs because it was the condition for such rational capacity (at least of a rudimentary sort), not (as Haldane and Lee hold) because it was the condition for self-directed embryonic development.  By contrast with capacity in hand, Pasnau calls the potential to eventually develop such capacity the “first potentiality” standard. (“Souls and the Beginning of Life,” Philosophy 78 No. 306, 525-26.)  
Haldane and Lee criticize Pasnau for not distinguishing between embryonic development that is self-directed vs. development dependent on an external cause.  If Aquinas held the second potentiality standard, however, this distinction is irrelevant.  The features of embryonic development relevant to capacity in hand are understood essentially the same way today as they were by Aquinas and Aristotle.  Specifically, we and they both consider the embryo’s anatomy to develop gradually from an inchoate state at the beginning of gestation to the final state of a new-born infant at the end.
       

Which ontological standard for human ensoulment, then, did Aquinas actually hold?  In support of his view, Pasnau had referred to a passage from Aquinas’s commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima.  In the Moerbeke translation, Aquinas’s commentary reads:

Now ‘potentiality’ may be said about a thing in either of two senses: (a) lacking the power to act; (b) as possessed of this power but not acting by it.  And the body, whose act is the soul, is potentially animate in the second sense only. [Past Masters electronic edition, Aristotle’s De Anima with the Commentary of St. Thomas Aquinas, Book II, Chapter 1, Lecture 2, 240]
This passage, in the context of Aquinas’s other writings, is the basis of Pasnau’s distinction between a first and second potentiality.  Haldane and Lee dispute this interpretation, arguing that in this text, “Aquinas is actually distinguishing between a passive and an active potentiality, and the first type of potentiality Aquinas mentions would not be applicable to either what he thought about the semen, or to what we argue is the truth about the human embryo.” (p. 534)

In order to test these competing interpretations, it will be helpful to see how they apply to related passages from the same text.  Two sentences after the above-quoted passage, Aquinas (following Aristotle) says, “seeds and the fruits that contain them are only potentially living bodies with souls; for a seed as yet lacks a soul.”  It is clear how to read this using Pasnau’s categories: seeds have a first potentiality (potential to develop the functions of a living plant) but not a second potentiality (capacity in hand to exercise these functions).  
How Haldane and Lee’s categories apply to this same example, on the other hand, is not clear.  Do seeds have only a “passive potentiality” because they require causes external to themselves to become plants (e.g. water, sunlight)?  If so, the same would apply to an embryo (as understood today), whose development is dependent on the mother’s body until the point of “viability.” Or do seeds have an “active potentiality” because they have the material organization needed to form a mature plant?  In that case, seeds, as well as embryos, would have souls.  But Aristotle and Aquinas explicitly reject this position.

Note that whichever way we interpret Haldane and Lee’s categories (and whether we use theirs or Pasnau’s), embryos (as understood today) and seeds have an essential similarity, and Aristotle’s argument that seeds don’t have souls would seem to apply also to embryos, at least until the latter satisfy other criteria necessary for rational ensoulment.  Note further that Aristotle and Aquinas did not need the modern concept of DNA to theorize about the ontological status of seeds; they could easily infer from common experience that a seed must contain the material organization for producing a given kind of plant.  Yet they did not consider this—what Haldane and Lee call active potentiality—sufficient for ensoulment.  Only when a seed sprouts and is ready to actually exercise the functions of a living plant can it have a soul, consistent with Pasnau’s view that the relevant criterion is “capacity in hand.”
In summary, the view of Aristotle and Aquinas that seeds do not have souls would appear to support Pasnau’s interpretation of Aquinas.  To be sure, an embryo is genetic material that has “sprouted” and as such can be considered to have a vegetative soul.  But with respect to the sentient and rational functions, the fact that it has “the active capacity to form a mature human body” (Haldane and Lee, p. 535) satisfies only what Pasnau calls the first potentiality standard, which is rejected by Aristotle and Aquinas as a criterion for human ensoulment.  The embryo only becomes human when the rational organs are developed and ready to actually function, at least minimally, at which point rational ensoulment can occur.  
In addition to seeds, Aristotle provides this example: “For if the eye were an animal, sight would be its soul.” (De Anima, Book II, Chapter 1, Lecture 2, 239)   Making the implications of this clear, Aquinas says: “Once sight is lost, the eye is no longer an eye . . .  Remove, then, what makes an eye really an eye, and there is left only the name.” (239)  In this example, as in the case of an unsprouted seed, it would appear that Aristotle and Aquinas require Pasnau’s second potentiality standard as a condition for having a soul of a given kind.  This eye example also has bioethical implications for end of life issues.
In summary, Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s writings indicate that an embryo must have the capacity in hand for rational operations “of an extremely crude and rudimentary sort,” as Pasnau puts it (p. 529) in order for rational ensoulment to occur.  Based on current embryology, this stage of fetal brain development probably occurs near the middle of pregnancy, before which the embryo cannot yet be considered human.  
Haldane and Lee make one further argument that merits consideration.  They conclude their article with a reductio ad absurdum of Pasnau’s second potentiality standard: if capacity in hand for rational operations is required for a soul, then by that standard a several month old infant would not be human because he/she does not yet possess object permanence, the precondition for language.  What Pasnau calls “rudimentary” rational operations, they argue, are not yet rational at all but are of the same order as the mental processes of a non-rational animal. (p. 537-539) 
Granting that the “capacity in hand” for language is not fully developed until infancy, this in itself does not invalidate the second potentiality standard.  That conclusion requires an additional assumption, namely, that ensoulment must occur at a specific point in time.    While Haldane and Lee’s reductio ad absurdum presupposes this, it is not the only way to think about the problem of individual human origins.  One can assume, alternatively, that “humanness” develops along a seamless continuum, which avoids the absurd conclusion that a several month old infant is not human.  To be sure, Aquinas did not have the concepts of process philosophy and theology with which to understand ensoulment in this manner.  That, however, is only a commentary on the limitations of 13th century thought, not on the inherent limitations of the second potentiality standard. 
At one end of the developmental continuum—conception—anatomical structure is so inchoate that its humanness can be considered negligible.  At the other end, when an infant begins to talk, humanness is complete.  Exactly when on this continuum the creature becomes human may be a philosophically meaningless question.  This approach to the problem of individual human origins is compatible with but does not entail materialism; it is equally compatible with a theory of the soul as simultaneously dependent on the developing body and on the creature’s relation to God.    
Dependence of the soul upon the stage of anatomical development is a fundamental concept for Aristotle and Aquinas, and the second potentiality standard is simply a corollary of it.  The modern doctrine of ensoulment at conception adheres to the unessential notion of ensoulment at a single point in time at the expense of this fundamental concept.
By today’s moral and legal standards, of course, it is beyond dispute that a newborn infant is human.  Given that consensus, a fetus approaching a newborn infant’s level of functioning and anatomical development in the later stages of pregnancy is presumably more human than not.  Interestingly, this modern line of reasoning using the second potentiality standard reaches essentially the same conclusion as Aquinas did using it with his 13th century theory of ensoulment.  This suggests that the standard is robust, even though Aquinas himself could not formulate the matter adequately with the philosophical concepts available to him.  
� By contrast with this Aristotelian-modern view, a mistaken notion developed in the 17th century that each sperm cell contains an essentially fully formed but infinitesimally small human being—a “homunculus”—that simply grows in size in the womb, rather than develops morphologically.





