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Oliva Sabuco de Nantes Barrera applies hylomorphic principles to human nature. Sabuco’s
human being is not two separate and distinct substances but one substance, a “psycho-
corporeal unity” (Talmano 2002: 202).
Hylomorphism (hylemorphism),19th-century neologism from the Greek ὕλη hyle (wood,
matter) and μορφή, morphē (form), stipulates that every living substance is “composed” of
two  principles:  the  material  (body),  and  the  formal  (living  principle,  identified  as  soul  or
mind). Neither body nor mind can exist alone. Attributed to Aristotle and tweaked by
mediæval philosophers (notably Thomas Aquinas) so something of the human soul might
survive the body’s death, true human nature requires both the original body and soul.
Hylomorphism fell out of favor in the early modern period, especially after René Descartes’
(re)introduction of mind-body dualism.
Sabuco offers a mechanical view of the world and human workings. An organic relationship
between the body and its emotional and mental states occurs through a physical medium
called “chilo,”  the cerebrospinal fluid produced in the spinal column. The brain regulates
the  flow  of  chilo  through  the  pia  mater,  “the  brain  marrow  membrane”  (Sabuco  2007:
254). The mind affects and is affected by this constant flow so that in proper amounts, we
are happy, healthy, but when the flow is dried up, we are sad, sick, dying (Waithe 1989:
275). A matter of hydraulics, Sabuco prefigures Descartes and others with this mechanical
overview of the functioning of the human body as well as in placing supposed mind-body
interaction in the brain rather than the heart. The mind and the body are not separate
substances between which interaction is metaphysically impossible. We are neither a mind
that happens to be embodied nor a body that happens to be animated: we are a psycho-
corporeal unity, an extended mind, a thinking body.
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