Thomistic Bioethics Colloquium:
Toward a Thomistic Understanding of Death in the Clinical Setting

Human death, defined as the moment when the soul departs from the body, is a single event that
no empiric approach can directly identify. Clinical determinations of death have traditionally
relied on signs and parameters to ascertain that death has already occurred. In recent decades,
developments in life-sustaining medical interventions and resuscitation techniques have
complicated determinations of death, prompting additional approaches beyond those based on
cardiopulmonary function to include the neurological determination of death—often referred to
as “brain death.” Ongoing clinical and ethical controversies about how precisely to determine
when death has occurred call attention to the natural tensions and overlap between philosophical
and scientific understandings of death.

These papers were presented at the First Annual Thomistic Bioethics Colloquium,
sponsored by the Dominican Healthcare Ministry, at St. Catherine of Siena Priory in New York
City on June 6, 2025. The overall aim of the colloquium was to work towards consensus in
articulating a more robust philosophical understanding of death—presupposing a Thomistic-
Aristotelian hylomorphic framework—that will aid ongoing conversations about clinical
approaches to determining death across a range of scenarios in end-of-life care.

Specific topics addressed at the colloquium included: 1) an overview of recent concepts
and arguments regarding what constitutes death, followed by a Thomistic response; 2) a
correlation between Thomistic-Aristotelian anthropology and contemporary holistic
biophilosophy; 3) a discussion of whether residual hypothalamic function in a patient declared
brain dead can remain an integrated living whole; 4) an examination of the metaphysical
irreversibility of death; and 5) a proposal of a novel Thomistic-Aristotelian philosophical account
of life and death in the clinical setting. A panel discussion following the talks gave presenters an
opportunity to identify points of consensus and opportunities for further inquiry.



