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Aquinas’s Ethics 1

1 Introduction

Thomas Aquinas’s ethical theory is difficult to classify according to the standard
contemporary philosophical criteria. Even though his work partially inspired
the late twentieth-century revival of virtue ethics as an alternative to Kantian
deontology and utilitarianism or consequentialism, his philosophy shares or
prefigures features of these two systems (Maclntyre 1992). For instance, along
with philosophers who are influenced by Kant, Aquinas emphasizes that moral
rules are necessary for our moral reasoning and that humans are free to
follow or depart from such rules. On the other hand, Aquinas resembles the
consequentialists and utilitarians in his emphasis on the end in his account of
moral goodness. Rules should be followed not for their own sake but because
they indicate how the good is attained. I will show that Aquinas brings together
three elements of moral theories that are often kept apart by modern and
contemporary philosophers — namely, 1) the intrinsic connection between
happiness and the human good, 2) the central role of human virtue in achieving
this good, and 3) the importance of moral rules, including certain rules that
apply to every act or in every relevant situation.

There are special difficulties that must be overcome when discussing
Aquinas’s moral philosophy, and perhaps to some extent the moral philoso-
phy of any medieval theologian. This Introduction addresses perhaps the
three greatest difficulties, which are his indebtedness to previous authors,
his theological context, and his understanding of moral philosophy as
a distinct science of human action. Aquinas does not pretend to develop an
original ethical system. Like much of his philosophy in general, Aquinas’s
ethics is rooted in a variety of earlier philosophical traditions and is worked
out primarily in the context of his theology, which is part of the wider
scholastic attempt to develop a theological science that qualifies as an
Aristotelian science. Although many modern and contemporary philosophers
write works that purport to be comprehensible apart from a historical or
religious tradition, or even a social context, Aquinas and other medieval
theologians do not pretend to write such completely original secular philoso-
phy. Aquinas cannot be understood in isolation from previous Christian
writers and the ancient philosophy that is found in their works. However,
Aquinas also knows Latin pagan writers such as Cicero and Seneca, and the
then growing body of work that was translated into Latin from Greek and
Arabic. In such an intellectual context, ethics is a distinct branch of moral
science about human action. Aquinas does not develop his own completely
original science but uses previous writers to provide what he thinks is an
adequate account of such a topic.
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2 Elements in Ethics

Aquinas’s understanding of the scientific nature of moral philosophy and
theology also needs explanation. Aquinas’s academic work was carried out
largely in universities that taught all branches of the sciences that were then
known or thought to be known, including the science of theology, as well as in
religious houses of study that taught many of the same subjects. Contemporary
readers might be confused by his use of the Latin word scientia to describe
theology and moral philosophy. We are using the common but potentially
misleading translation of this word as “science.” According to Aristotle and
his followers, a science is generally speaking a habit of knowing conclusions
that are demonstrated from better-known explanatory principles. Theology is
a science in this sense. The principles of theology are the articles of faith, which
are in the Bible and passed down through the Christian tradition. These
are known only through revelation. But in order to defend and more fully
understand revelation, Aquinas uses the philosophical sciences, which are
based on principles that are known to human reason apart from revelation.
Moral philosophy is one of many philosophical sciences.

In the thirteenth century, the philosophical sciences were taught in a separate
and preparatory arts faculty at the University of Paris or in other institutional
settings. Only some students continued to study theology under such teachers as
Aquinas, who generally were the best philosophers of the period, even though
they were primarily theologians. Their theology presupposes philosophy.
Additionally, it rests on and develops philosophical principles and arguments.
Even though the theologians were skilled philosophers, it should be kept in
mind that by interest and occupation their acquisition of philosophical science
was subordinated to theology.

The historical background to Aquinas sheds light on how and why he
integrates material from a wide variety of philosophical sources. His era is
distinctive not only for its religious context but also for the way in which it was
influenced by a variety of intellectual currents (Torrell 2005, 63—85). Aquinas,
alongside many of his contemporaries, drew on pagan, Christian, Islamic, and
Jewish thinkers. His generation was the first in the Latin West to have access
to virtually all of Aristotle’s complete works in Latin translation. Theologians
who worked in Latin had to integrate this new knowledge into an already well-
developed theological tradition. Previous generations had relied on a Christian
intellectual tradition that was rooted in the writings of earlier Christians such
as Ambrose of Milan and Augustine of Hippo. These early Latin Christian
writers were influenced philosophically primarily by Neoplatonic and Stoic
philosophers rather than by Aristotelianism. Augustine was not only the most
important theologian for Latin Christianity but a philosopher of the highest
order. However, he had only a scanty knowledge of Aristotle’s works.
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Aquinas’s Ethics 3

A more logically rigorous theological approach developed in the late twelfth
and early thirteenth centuries. Before the early thirteenth century, Western theo-
logians had little direct access to Aristotle’s works, pagan commentaries on it, and
the later Arabic Aristotelian tradition. They knew the pagan philosophy that could
be found in the Church Fathers, some more philosophical Roman writers such as
Cicero and Seneca, and a few Latin translations by figures such as Boethius. In
particular, Cicero’s work was a central part of the education of Aquinas and his
predecessors, and the moral philosophy of Cicero’s more or less Stoic De Officiis
was absorbed by many Christian authors. Consequently, Christian theologians
learned and developed a moral philosophy that, under the influence of Stoicism,
emphasized right reason, living in accordance with nature, and the four cardinal
virtues of prudence, justice, courage, and temperance.

Aquinas’s teacher Albert the Great was among the first to take into account
the newly translated works of Aristotle and, in particular, his Nicomachean
Ethics, which previously had been available only in the first three books. One of
Aquinas’s earliest professional tasks was to put in order Albert’s remarks on the
Nicomachean Ethics, and in his last years he wrote his own detailed commen-
tary on it, which has become one of the most successful attempts to explain
Aristotle’s moral philosophy. There are differences between Aquinas’s reading
of Aristotle and that of many contemporary scholars. Aquinas inherited a living
tradition of commentary on, and reception of, Aristotle’s works. Consequently,
his reading of Aristotle, although often historically plausible, is enriched by
that of later pagan, Christian, and Arabic-language philosophical traditions.
Aristotelian philosophy was in some ways an effort of many individuals who
worked in different cultural and historical settings.

In his own work, Aquinas incorporates Aristotle’s moral thought into what he
thinks the Christian philosophical and theological tradition has accomplished.
Even though the Bible, early Christian Fathers, and indeed other philosophical
traditions determine or at least influence his wider outlook, in some way his
approach is recognizably Aristotelian. For instance, the second part of
Aquinas’s unfinished three-part masterpiece, the Summa Theologiae, largely
follows the order of the Nicomachean Ethics. This second part is itself divided
into two parts (Torrell 2005, 17-48; Porro 2016, 281-304). In the first part of
the second part, Aquinas first considers happiness, human action, and the
virtues in general. Its topics include what is discussed in the Nicomachean
Ethics, Books I-111.6. In the second part of the second part, Aquinas discusses
the distinct virtues, and then the different states of life, such as the episcopacy,
and the distinction between active and contemplative religious orders.
The material on the virtues is divided between the cardinal virtues and the
theological virtues. The section on the cardinal virtues includes but is not
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4 Elements in Ethics

limited to most of the material treated in the Nicomachean Ethics, Books II11.6—
X.5. Aquinas’s discussion of the different states of life, and in particular the
active and contemplative, recalls Aristotle’s comparison of the different kinds
of happiness in Book X, 6-—8. Overall, Aquinas’s second part includes much of
what is discussed in the Nicomachean Ethics and in generally the same order.
But it brings in much else and only partially because it is enriched or expanded
by accounts of specifically theological virtues, such as faith, hope, and charity,
as well as theological concerns with sin, grace, and law.

Aquinas’s moral philosophy is not simply that of Aristotle, or one among
many versions of Aristotelianism. Aquinas’s developed account of virtue draws
also on such non-Aristotelian figures as Cicero and Macrobius and on Pseudo-
Andronicus of Rhodes, who was perhaps an Aristotelian with heavy Stoic
influences (Pinckaers 1992, 3-25). Aquinas incorporates them into a coherent
whole that makes it difficult to extract the distinct strands upon which he works.
Aquinas’s concern is for truth rather than for originality or for a merely histori-
cally accurate account of his predecessors. Even though he does not aim for
originality, his synthesis of such disparate strands gives rise to an original
account that can put him at odds with other and subsequent members of the
philosophical and religious traditions to which he belongs.

Aquinas shows a special interest in philosophical ethics, which he under-
stands to be a particular branch of moral philosophy, which is a practical
science. The practical sciences differ from the speculative sciences because
they are about what humans can do. For instance, the movement of the stars is
known by speculative science, but shipbuilding is a practical science. Moral
philosophy differs from technical skills, such as shipbuilding or horsemanship,
because it is about human actions themselves and not about what humans make.
Technical skill is about what can be produced. Moral philosophy is about what
can be done. Aquinas writes, “The subject of moral philosophy is human
operation ordered to an end, or even a human being insofar as he is acting

]

voluntarily for the sake of an end.”” The end in this context corresponds to the
Greek telos and is a goal for action. This difference between moral philosophy
and technical skill can be seen in the different ends of a shipbuilder. By making
a seaworthy ship, the shipbuilder exercises his skill. The end is the ship. By
charging the just amount, he acts morally. The end is being a just and happy
human. If he involuntarily makes defective ships, he fails with respect to
shipbuilding. If he charges too much for even seaworthy ships, he acts unjustly

and is a defective human.

! “Subiectum moralis philosophiae est operatio humana ordinata in finem vel etiam homo prout est
voluntarie agens propter finem.” SLE, lib. 1, lect. 1.
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Aquinas’s Ethics 5

Aquinas understands “moral philosophy” to cover three distinct species of
moral philosophy, or moral science.” Only one corresponds to what we would
today count as ethics, which is the consideration of the good individual. The
Nicomachean Ethics belongs to this branch of moral philosophy. The other two
kinds of philosophy correspond to the other natural units of human life —
namely, the household and the political community. Aristotle wrote distinct
works about these parts of moral philosophy. Although Aquinas thinks that the
human, the household, and the political community are studied by distinct kinds
of moral philosophy, he also thinks that there is a necessary connection between
them. In order to achieve one’s own good, it is necessary to recognize that one is
good in the context of a household and a political community. Nevertheless, he
thinks that the Nicomachean Ethics belongs to its own kind of moral science —
namely, that which is concerned with the individual, although it considers the
individual in the wider context of the family and the political community. In this
book we will follow contemporary usage of the term moral as applying primar-
ily to the study of an individual’s good, although it should be kept in mind that
Aquinas thinks that this science of the individual’s good belongs alongside the
two other moral sciences.

Aquinas’s use of moral also conflicts with commonly found attempts to
account for moral obligation as only about duties to others and as entirely
distinct or even divorced from other practical obligations. For Aquinas, moral
philosophy is about what ultimately explains and justifies all human acts and
practical reasoning — namely, the human end or good. It is not about a particular
kind of action, such as shipbuilding, oratory, or even the rules of polite behavior.
Moral philosophy considers what makes an act reasonable or not, which
ultimately is about whether the human act is good and makes the agent good.
No human act escapes moral evaluation.

This short work is about the central elements of Aquinas’s moral philosophy,
and not about his theology or more speculative parts of his thought. The purpose
of this book is to explain how Aquinas understands the connection between
three elements of human action. First, human acts are rationally justifiable and
morally good because of their goal or end — namely, human happiness. Second,
moral virtues are the qualities whereby this end is attained. They are “moral”
virtues because they perfect the appetite, whereas the intellectual virtues perfect
the intellect. They are “habits” in his technical terminology, although they are
distinct from what we would ordinarily describe as habits. In this life such moral
virtue is a necessary but not sufficient condition for happiness. Third, the moral
virtues presuppose the intellectual virtue of prudence, which applies the rule of

2 SLE, lib. 1, lect. 1.
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6 Elements in Ethics

reason to acts. Moral goodness principally belongs to good acts, insofar as they
are measured by the rule of reason. The moral virtues exist to produce such acts.
Without revelation, we can know only that a happy life is achieved through the
exercise of such virtue. It should be clear now that it is impossible to address
adequately Aquinas’s presentation of this position without mentioning a variety
of earlier thinkers, such as Aristotle, Cicero, and Augustine, as well as some
theological claims.

2 Part One: Happiness, the Ultimate End

Aquinas largely agrees with what he takes to be Aristotle’s account of ends,
reasons, and action, even though he adds significant precision. There is a way in
which the end is the most important moral feature. The end justifies, motivates,
and even specifies good actions. The ultimate or final end is the most important
motive for action, and in some way it justifies the most general principles of
action. Like Aristotle, Aquinas holds that humans by nature have an end to
which they are directed and concerning which they do not deliberate — namely,
happiness. Ethics is about acting so as to achieve such happiness.

This focus on the agent’s own happiness might seem egoistic or even
hedonistic. Earlier utilitarians such as John Stuart Mill had a similar view of
happiness’s importance, but they were concerned with the greatest happiness of
the greatest number of persons, and they were unclear about how to describe this
happiness. More recent utilitarians and their compatriots generally set aside the
very notion of happiness for that of preference-satisfaction. On the other hand,
Kant and many of those influenced by him mostly separate moral obligation
from happiness. But a misreading of Aquinas as an egoist or even as a hedonist
would overlook key elements of his thought. Aquinas, like Aristotle and
members of other premodern moral traditions such as Stoicism, connects
happiness with the human good and not primarily with the subject’s own
feelings and individual desires. Moreover, philosophers such as Aristotle and
Aquinas subordinate the individual’s good to that of the political community
and the way in which Christians think that happiness involves willing God’s
good more than one’s own. Consequently, Aquinas’s focus on human happiness
does not entail egoism in the sense that someone must or should will his own
good against or above any other good.

This first part will consider the way in which Aquinas understands happiness
to be the human good. First, he thinks that everything is ordered to its
own perfection, but most of all to the perfection of the universe and to
God’s own separate goodness. Second, he holds that humans become good by
participating in such an order. In making these points Aquinas combines
material from Aristotle, other philosophers, and Christian writers. He develops
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Aquinas’s Ethics 7

these sources in ways that can seem innovative, even though he does not
explicitly depart from the essential elements of Aristotle’s philosophy or the
Christian tradition.

According to Aquinas, the end-directedness of humans is to some extent an
instance of the end-directedness of all substances. Aquinas accepts Aristotle’s
account of final causality, according to which every agent or efficient cause acts
for an end.® This final causality is found even in agents that lack reason, or
consciousness, or even life. In these cases, the final cause is the end term of
a natural process, as when a mammal grows to its proper size and does not
continue to grow. According to Aquinas, such an end-directedness is needed to
account for the difference between one kind of action and another. For example,
water can cool hot metal, but fire applied to a pot of water will make the water
itself hot. The difference between the two actions is in their ends — namely, the
cold metal and the hot water. Aquinas and his contemporaries think that without
such final causality there would be no regularity or intelligibility in nature. In
a world that lacks final causality, water might melt iron and fire might freeze
water. Many of Aquinas’s statements about particular instances of natural
causation are imprecise or even false. But the thesis that substances have
capacities and ends for action was widely accepted in his time and has at least
some intrinsic plausibility.

According to both Aristotle and Aquinas, there is some essential connec-
tion between the nature of the good and that of the final cause.” William
Wallace writes that in this sense the end “is somehow a perfection or good
attained through the process” (Wallace 1996, 17). The good can be described
as the end insofar as the end itselfis an object of a desire or an inclination. This
notion of an end or good includes but is not limited to moral goodness. Since
all substances have ends, all substances are inclined to some goods, even if
such substances are not subject to moral evaluation. In this manner of speak-
ing, heat is the good to which fire tends. As the good, it explains what the fire
is achieving through acting on something else. According to Aquinas and
Aristotle, heavy objects naturally tend toward the center of the earth as a place
of rest. The earth’s center is the end of the motion. A heavy object naturally
moves toward the center of the earth when an obstacle to its motion is
removed; it moves against its inclination when it is thrown upward. Such
inclinations are toward ends or goods, and indicate that there is a kind of
nonrational and nonmoral goodness.

Such nonmoral goodness is more easily seen in the inclinations and appetites
of living substances. For instance, we might discuss the way in which nutrition,

3 8CG 3.1-3; STI-II, q. 1, art. 1. Wallace (1996), 15-18.  * SCG 3.16; ST, q. 5, art. 4.
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8 Elements in Ethics

growth, and reproduction are abilities of plants to act for what is good for them.
A tree has roots in order to draw minerals and water from the soil and leaves to
carry out photosynthesis, which in turn allows it to grow and reproduce. It is bad
for it to have leaves that fall off or roots that fail to convey water. We easily
distinguish between trees that are doing very poorly, such as severely diseased
trees, and those that are healthy and doing well. There is something wrong with
such a plant when it does not act in a way that is appropriate to its species.
Furthermore, under appropriate conditions we describe water, fertilizer, and
sunlight as good for the plant insofar as they contribute to its perfection.

Animals not only share the basic inclinations of the plants for growth and
reproduction, they also have conscious inclinations or appetites. Animals,
including humans, desire goods or ends that they know in some way. A dog
not only eats but desires and moves toward food, and it pursues a mate in heat.
We can describe its food or mate as good or bad for it, depending on the
contribution to its survival and reproduction. Similarly, it is good for
a dolphin to hunt as part of a pod and for a deer to run from predators. Such
activities result from inclinations that follow from the animal’s perception of its
environment. Generally, these inclinations direct the animal to the good that
perfects it. For instance, it would be bad for a deer to run toward predators or for
a whale to cast itself ashore.

As can be seen, for Aquinas the term good is the kind of term which has
a variety of different and yet interrelated meanings (Mclnerny, 1997, 12-34).
In the language of medieval scholasticism, it is an “analogous term.” The world
consists of many kinds of substances, each with its own distinct kind of good-
ness and badness, as well as good and bad activities. Moreover, other substances
can be related to it in good or bad ways. For instance, smell is more important
for a wolf than for an eagle, and the ability to dig is good for a mole and not for
a dolphin. Aquinas thinks that the term good has a more robust content when
applied to higher beings — namely, those with more unity, perfection, and,
among bodily creatures, more complexity. For instance, water is a relatively
simple substance that has an inclination to flow downward and to cool, but it
does not have distinct parts that work together and form a unity. We can pour the
water of one glass into two distinct glasses without qualitatively or substantially
altering it. In contrast, a tree has roots, a trunk, branches, and leaves that
cooperate for the good of the whole tree. We cannot easily divide it in the
way that we divide water, although we might cut off a branch from one tree in
order to graft it onto another. Some individual trees are obviously better than
other members of their species in that they can flourish amid inclement weather
or adverse soil conditions. Consequently, the inclinations of a tree are higher
and more complex than are those of an inanimate substance such as water.
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Aquinas’s Ethics 9

An animal such as a wolf or a dolphin has an even higher level of unity
and complexity and a more complicated good. It is a subject of thought or
desire. According to Aquinas, psychological predicates such as perceiving
and desiring can be predicated of organs such as the eye but are most properly
predicated of the whole living substance. The wolf or the dolphin is
the primary subject of such activities. Although wolves hunt in packs and
dolphins in pods, an individual dolphin or wolf is numerically distinct from
another individual of the same species and has a correspondingly distinct set
of desires and perceptions. One wolf might want the same food or mate that
another wolf wants or be afraid of the same fire. He cooperates with other
wolves by hunting in packs, but the packs do not have the same kind of unity
that the individual wolf does. Similarly, the dolphin hunts as part of a pod, but
the pod does not have the same kind of unity as the dolphin does. Different
behaviors and objects are good or bad for the individual dolphin or wolf, both
as an individual and in relation to the pod or pack and ultimately to the whole
species. Dolphins, wolves, and other animals act to attain what they perceive
as good for them and flee what they perceive as evil. Their natural inclinations
and appetites mostly direct them toward their flourishing as individuals and as
a species.

What connects the different meanings of goodness in the above cases?
Different substances have different inclinations and ends. Aristotle and
Aquinas connect goodness with function.” For instance, a good knife is sharp
and a good hammer has a flat face. Similarly, being a good dolphin depends on
swimming more than being a good wolf does. “Goodness” does not indicate just
any quality or activity of a substance, but rather is relative to the proper
functioning of the thing. For example, wolves and dolphins have a tendency
to fall toward the earth, like water or stones. But we do not consider the
goodness of a wolf or a dolphin to consist primarily in what it shares with
stones.

This consideration of natural goodness sheds light on the goodness that is
most relevant to moral philosophy, or what we might call “moral goodness.”
Humans intellectually apprehend the good and can consequently will it. The
human good depends on what is proper to human nature — namely, reason. It
involves acting reasonably, which is the function of the whole human being. We
can consider separately the functions of organs, such as eyes and ears, or the
function that humans might perform as part of the community, such as being
a leather maker or a boat builder. But moral philosophy, or ethics, is primarily
concerned with the function of the whole human being and not human parts or

5 NE,1.7; SLE, lib. 1, lect. 9-11.
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10 Elements in Ethics

partial roles. Moral goodness is consequently a kind of goodness that is
achieved when humans act in accordance with their inclination toward a good
as part of or leading to the ultimate end. By nature humans are directed toward
an ultimate end. By using reason humans act for the ultimate end.

Sometimes Christian ethics is thought of as merely about God or God’s
commands. Since Aquinas is primarily a moral theologian and not only
a philosopher, we might be surprised at his emphasis on particularly human
goodness. But following Aristotle, he rejects the Platonic emphasis on
a separate “Form of the Good” in favor of what is properly human.® Even
though both Aristotle and Aquinas agree that there is a separate good of the
universe, they reject the Platonic account of its relevance for ordinary moral
reasoning. They hold that the separate good is the immaterial Prime Mover,
which is the final cause of the whole universe, existing separately from the
universe in a way that a general exists apart from his army.” This separate good
of the universe keeps everything in motion as one end of the universe.
Nevertheless, its activity as a final cause does not take away from the intrinsic
goodness that creatures possess, nor the different roles they play in the perfec-
tion of the universe. This separate good is sought by the immaterial beings that
rule the universe as well as the apparently unconscious celestial spheres that
move around the earth.

Even though Plato was incorrect in holding that knowledge of the separate
Good is necessary and sufficient for yielding fully practical conclusions, he was
perhaps correct to recognize its special place in moral philosophy. For both
Aquinas and Aristotle, the immaterial Prime Mover, which is the separate good,
is the ultimate end of both the universe and of particular humans. Consequently,
it plays a central role in accounting for the human good. According to Aristotle,
the Prime Mover seems to be important for ethics primarily because the best
human life consists in contemplating it.* The last book of the Nicomachean
Ethics dissatisfies many readers because Aristotle seems to exalt the intellectual
virtue of the philosopher who contemplates the Prime Mover over ordinary
moral virtues, such as justice and courage. He is unclear about the relationship
between the happiness of the contemplative life and the moral life, and he seems
unconcerned with conventional religious duties.

Aquinas and the preceding philosophical tradition identify Aristotle’s Prime
Mover with the God of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim scriptures. Aquinas
thinks that God and religion are central to moral philosophy. In this respect he
differs from most post-Enlightenment philosophers and perhaps even from

® NE 1.6; SLE, lib. 1, lect. 6-8. 7 Met. 12.10; In Met., lib. 12, lec. 12; ST1, q. 6, art. 4.
8 NE 10.7-8; SLE, lib. 10, lect. 10—13.
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Aquinas’s Ethics 11

Aristotle. Aquinas’s philosophical account of religion is not narrowly Christian,
but draws largely on Cicero and Neoplatonic philosophers.” He particularly
relies on Cicero’s account of religion as the moral virtue whereby we render
what we can to God. It is connected with justice, although it is its own distinct
virtue, and it is in a sense the most important of the moral virtues. Moreover,
Aquinas incorporates Neoplatonic accounts of moral virtue as a preparation for
divine contemplation.'® Following these pagan sources, Aquinas thinks that
religion is a moral virtue, and that even nonreligious moral virtues are prepara-
tory for contact with God.

In addition to using such pagan sources, he develops moral philosophy
along lines that seem indicated by the Bible. For instance, he thinks that
the command to love God is the most important and easily known moral
obligation even apart from divine revelation.'' In some contexts it can be
difficult to know the extent to which Aquinas is practicing moral philosophy
or moral theology. Particularly in the area of God and religion, Aquinas finds
human nature to be not only morally insufficient but also corrupted by
original sin. He thinks that the corrupted human nature that we know is
not capable of living well without special revelation and help from God,
especially with respect to the most important moral command to love God.'?
Nevertheless, it is plain to Aquinas that studying the moral virtue of religion
and the natural obligation to love God more than self belongs to moral
philosophy and not only to moral theology.

The Prime Mover, or God, plays an especially important role in Aquinas’s
account of the human ultimate end, which is the first principle of human action
and consequently ethics (Pinckaers 2005, 93—-114; Miiller 2013). Aquinas
develops Aristotle’s scattered remarks at the beginning of the Nicomachean
Ethics into an extended argument for the thesis that humans act for an ultimate
end and that this ultimate end in some way is both happiness and God."’
Although contemporary scholarly literature is divided over whether Aristotle
means to argue for the existence of an ultimate end and, if so, whether the
argument is valid, Aquinas provides an interpretation of the argument that is
valid, although it may be, to some extent, formal and empty of content. It
concludes to the existence of an ultimate end without stating immediately
what that ultimate end is or the extent to which it is one or many."*

Aquinas develops this argument for the ultimate end in many texts. In
the second part of the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas begins his account of

O STII-IL q. 81, '° STI-II, q. 61, art.5; DV q. 26, art. 8, ad 2.

" STI-L q. 100, art. 3,ad 1. ' STI-IL, q. 100, art. 5, ad 1; q. 109, art. 3—4.
13 ST I, qq. 1-5. A much lengthier argument can be found in SCG 3.1-83.

4 For its unity, see especially ST I-1I, q. 1, art. 5, ad 1; art. 6, ad 1 and ad 2.
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12 Elements in Ethics

moral thought with an account of the end of human action and argues for the
position that all actions are for an ultimate end, which is in some way one. As
we have seen, acts are distinct from each other according to the ends to which
they are directed. Human acts are directed to ends that are known and willed
by the agent. For instance, an act of theft is different from an act of adultery
insofar as the agent knows and wills distinct ends. Aquinas, developing
Aristotle’s text in the Nicomachean Ethics and perhaps more fully in book
IT of the Metaphysics, argues that an intermediate end can be willed only on
account of some further end.'” In the Metaphysics, Aristotle had argued that it
is impossible to proceed to infinity in what Aquinas would describe as an
essentially ordered series of causes, including the final cause. Since humans,
like other substances, are ordered to their own perfection and ultimately to
that of the whole universe as an ultimate end, the ultimate explanation of
human action must be the first principle of natural reasoning and human
willing — namely, human perfection as part of the whole. Consequently, any
particular end of action must be part of or subordinate to such a final end. In
this argument Aquinas and Aristotle make no claims about what the ultimate
end is. Aquinas, following Aristotle, establishes first only that it exists. In
later questions he considers its nature.

Aquinas’s account of the ultimate end’s nature draws together themes from
Aristotle and the Christian tradition. He notes that humans differ from other
animals through their ability to reason and choose a good that is understood on
the intellectual level; consequently, the human good consists in the peculiarly
human activity of acting in accordance with reason.'® Substances that lack
consciousness are directed to ends merely by natural inclination. For instance,
atree perfects itself by growing and reproducing. Other animals know their ends
through sense perception and are directed to them more or less by a natural
appetite. Wolves and dolphins are able to perceive what could contribute to their
good or what could harm them, and they are directed by their natural desires to
or against the perceived objects. In contrast, humans can think abstractly about
what their ends might be.

Unlike other animals, humans are free to act for apparent but not true goods
or for one of several true but incompatible goods.'” The desire for pleasure
can cause someone to judge that something is good that is not, such as over-
indulgence in food or drink. Aquinas writes, “That which is apprehended as an

15 ST I-I, q. 1, art. 4-7; SLE, lib. 1, lect. 2; In Met., lib. 2, lect. 4. NE 1.2.1094a18-20; Met.
2.2.994b9-15.

16 §CG 3.1, 17,22-25; ST q. 1, art. 8.

7 In Sent., 1ib. 2, d. 25, q. 1, art. 1c; DV q. 24, art. 2; DM q. 6; ST, q. 59, art. 3. See Gallagher
(1991).
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Aquinas’s Ethics 13

apparent good cannot be entirely not good, but is good in a qualified way.”'® The
food or drink itself is good, but consuming too much of it is not. In this
case, the food is in some way good, even though it is not a true good for the
agent. Sometimes the goods that are the objects of natural inclination can be
incompatible with each other. A good object of natural inclinations can be evil
in certain circumstances, and what would otherwise be evil can become good.
For instance, generally it is bad for the agent to die. Someone should act so as to
protect one’s one life. On the other hand, preserving one’s life might conflict
with other goods, such as justice or temperance. For example, someone might
order another to commit murder or adultery under the threat of death. Even
though suicide is always wrong, it is better to undergo certain death at someone
else’s hands than to commit murder or adultery. Similarly, someone might act
justly through holding political office or both justly and bravely through serving
as a soldier. Both acts can be good, and yet a particular agent might be forced to
choose between them. These choices are between goods that are all objects of
natural inclination. Reason is needed to indicate which goods should be pursued
and how they should be.

Human freedom to choose between different goods indicates an additional
level of complexity in human happiness, in that even on a natural level there are
various degrees and kinds of happiness. For instance, someone might choose
not between good and evil but between a generally greater good and a lesser
good. Aquinas thinks that such a case would be one of choosing a religious vow
of chastity over marriage and reproduction. Moreover, human reason not only
directs the way that the good is achieved but also has its own good — namely,
truth. Consequently, there is in Aquinas as well as in Aristotle a distinction
between a life of good political and moral action, which is happiness in an
imperfect sense, and the more perfect life of contemplation. Such a variety of
goods is unavailable to other animals since their perfection is more determinate
because they lack reason.

This activity in accordance with reason is happiness, which is a good of the
rational soul. In many ways Aquinas follows Aristotle’s arguments against the
positions that happiness is found in honor, money, or pleasure.'” Like Aristotle,
Aquinas starts with commonly held positions about happiness and indicates
how they might both fall short and yet point to the truth. He devotes more
attention than Aristotle does in the Nicomachean Ethics to the suggestion that
happiness might consist in wealth. Aquinas himself appeals to Aristotle’s
Politics to argue that the desire for wealth is artificial and therefore limitless

18 “Ilud quod apprehenditur ut apparens bonum non potest esse omnino non bonum sed secundum
aliquid bonum est.” DV q. 18, art. 6, ad 2. See also DM q. 11, art. 1¢; q. 12, art. 2c.
19 STI-I1, q. 2, art. 1-5.
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14 Elements in Ethics

in such a way that it cannot satisfy.”” The purpose of money is to serve human
nature, and not to subordinate human nature to lower material goods. Aquinas
also develops an argument that happiness cannot consist in power over others.
Power is a principle of human action and not properly an end for human action.
It certainly could not be the final end. We would still need to know the end for
which the power should be exercised. Power in itself can belong both to the
good and the bad, and it can be used well or poorly. Consequently, although
a happy human being would make good use of power, the happiness itself could
never be in its mere possession. In general, external goods, such as wealth and
power, are subject to loss by fortune in a way that seems incompatible with the
human good, and they are themselves capable of bad use.

Similarly, happiness cannot consist in a good of the body, such as health or
even in physical pleasure.”’ Aquinas develops Aristotle’s account of happiness
as rational activity by applying it to his own more sophisticated account of
human nature, according to which humans have subsistent rational souls that
not only are superior to the body but are capable of individual existence after
death. Given the rational soul’s superiority to the body, the human good must
primarily belong to the soul and not to the body.

Like Aristotle, Aquinas thinks that pleasure accompanies or supervenes on
activities when a power or ability acts on account of a suitable good (White
2013). For instance, different pleasures accompany eating and the reproductive
act. Both Aquinas and Aristotle sharply distinguish between the pleasures that
accompany rational activity and the pleasures that accompany merely bodily
activity. The pleasures that accompany eating and reproduction are distinct from
the higher pleasure of studying metaphysics. Consequently, pleasures differ in
kind according to the way in which the actions differ — namely, on account of
their power and ultimately their object or good. Aristotle and Aquinas do not
merely recognize that some pleasures are superior to others. They make the
stronger point that pleasures are willed, or perhaps should be willed, in con-
junction with some good. Someone who acts for sexual pleasure is acting on the
desire for sexual activity and not food. Similarly, someone who eats to satisfy
hunger is acting on the desire for food and not for sexual activity.

Pleasure cannot be separated from the activity that it accompanies. We might
try perversely to separate the pleasure from the end of the activity, especially in
the context of bodily pleasures. However, in some cases it is difficult to know
what that would mean. For instance, what would it mean to separate the pleasure
of doing metaphysics from doing metaphysics or the pleasure of acting bravely
from brave action? If someone were to claim to desire the pleasure of

20 pol 19. 2" STII, q. 2, art. 5-6.
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contemplating the First Cause without the actual contemplation, we might
question the cogency of the desire or perhaps the truth of the assertion. If
pleasure and action were separable, it might even be possible to make the
pleasure that usually belongs to one activity accompany a quite different
activity. In such a case, would it be possible for someone to desire the pleasure
of bravery and not the pleasure of contemplating as an accompaniment to the act
of contemplating? Aquinas thinks that to desire the pleasure of contemplation is
in a way to desire contemplation itself, and similarly to desire the pleasure of
acting bravely is in a way to desire to perform brave acts. The pleasures that
belong to the different kinds of virtue are specifically distinct from each other
and inseparable from their virtuous activities.

Aquinas, following both Aristotle and Augustine, states that pleasure
always accompanies happiness, even though it plays no part in its
definition.?” If happiness consists of an activity of a power with respect to
goods that are suitable to it, then happiness will be pleasurable. Happiness is
pleasurable in the way that humans are capable of laughter — namely, on
account of what it is and not because it is part of what it is. Humans
essentially are rational animals. The ability to laugh is not part of this
human essence, although it comes from it. The fact that humans are rational
means that they can understand incongruities, and the fact that they have
animal bodies make them able to laugh. Consequently, humans can laugh
precisely because they are rational animals, even though the ability to laugh
is not part of their definition. Similarly, happiness is pleasurable since it
involves human powers and suitable goods. But the definition of happiness
does not include pleasure.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle identifies happiness with the ultimate
end, and defines happiness as “an activity in accordance with perfect virtue.”*
Aquinas also holds that happiness is the ultimate end, but he more explicitly
makes the further claim that God is the ultimate end.”* He can hold both
positions because of a distinction that he makes about the ultimate end. He
thinks that in its most complete or perfect form, happiness is the heavenly
contemplation of God and also that God is the separate good of the whole
universe, including its human parts. His twofold description of the ultimate
end depends on the distinction between the end considered as a thing in
itself and the end considered as the possession or attainment of a thing. He
explains this distinction through using the example of a miser and his money.
We can consider the miser’s one end in two ways. First, the end is the thing

22 See also STI-II, q. 4, art. 1. For Aristotle, see NE 1.8.1099a7-30; SLE, lib. 1, lect. 13.
23 “Qperatio secundum virtutem perfectam.” NE 1.13.1102a5, quoted in ST I-I, q. 3, art. 2, sc.
24 ST1-11, q. 2, art. 7.
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itself — namely, the money. Second, the end is the miser’s possession or
attainment of the money. There are two distinct ways of speaking about the
same end. Similarly, both God and happiness are the ultimate end of human
action. If we consider the thing in itself, then we can say that God is the ultimate
end. If we consider the end insofar as it is attained or possessed, then we can say
that the ultimate end of human action is happiness.

Aquinas’s account of perfect happiness as in some way the attainment or
possession of God might seem to conflict with Aristotle’s own account of
happiness as the activity of apparently ordinary moral and intellectual virtue.
Nevertheless, there is an obvious connection to Aristotle’s description of
perfect happiness as the contemplation of the Prime Mover in this life, as well
as to the wider Aristotelian scheme whereby the Prime Mover is the final
cause and separate good of the universe. Aquinas blends Aristotle’s account
of the Prime Mover and object of contemplation with a Christian account of
God as the sole object that can satisfy the human intellect and will. This latter
approach leads to the conclusion that God is happiness since “happiness is the
perfect good that entirely quiets the appetite.””> The human will is left
unsatisfied with any particular goods since it is directed to the universal
good, which is found only in God. Every created good is such only through
participation in God’s own goodness. Consequently, complete happiness lies
only in knowing and loving God as he is in himself, which Christians think is
possible only in the next life.*®

Aquinas thinks that through revelation we know that a higher human happi-
ness is possible because God makes us able to know him clearly and love him as
the source of supernatural goods, which is the beatific vision. In his lectures on
St. Matthew’s Gospel, Aquinas even uses Augustine’s Commentary on the
Sermon of the Mount to argue that the beatitudes describe how happiness
consists not in virtuous activity or even philosophical contemplation in this
life but in the beatific vision of the next.”” For instance, “Blessed are the poor in
spirit” indicates that true happiness cannot be found in riches. The beatitudes
address philosophical questions about the nature of happiness and to some
extent correspond to pagan philosophical views. But Aristotle and other
pagan philosophers were unable to know about perfect happiness since it
exceeds the inclination of human nature and unaided human abilities. In the
Summa Theologiae, Aquinas similarly uses the beatitudes in his description of

25 “Beatitudo enim est bonum perfectum, quod totaliter quietat appetitum.” STI-1I, q. 2, art. 8. For
the argument, see also q. 3, art. 2.

26 ST1,q. 12, art. 4; I-11, q. 3, art. 8; q. 5, art. 5.

2 Sup. Mat., lect. 5. See Pinckaers (2005), 104—106.
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how happiness is attained not through the pursuit of pleasure but instead through
the exercise of virtue and at last the heavenly vision of God.**

In general, Aquinas thinks that revelation supplements and corrects the works
of moral philosophers. Moral philosophy is about that imperfect happiness
which is attained through the purely human exercise of virtue in this life.
Aquinas’s moral theology is about attaining that perfect happiness of seeing
God in heaven. Aquinas makes one of his rare criticisms of Aristotle in the
previously mentioned discussion of beatitude in his lectures on St. Matthew.
According to Aquinas, Aristotle erred by holding that perfect happiness can be
attained through the contemplation of God through the exercise of intellectual
virtue in this life. Aquinas notes that such knowledge can never completely
satisfy our human nature.

If all actions are for the ultimate end, and the ultimate end is God, then how is
moral error possible? Aquinas’s account of happiness and the beatific vision
sheds some light on the way in which happiness is related to human choice
(McCluskey 2000). All human action is for happiness, but not all human action
is directed to the beatific vision. His account of human freedom differs from that
of later writers because he thinks that free choice is ultimately rooted in
a natural — and consequently unfree — desire of the will for the agent’s own
happiness. Like Aristotle, Aquinas states that we will the end, happiness, by
nature, and we deliberate merely about the means to or instances of this end.
Aquinas concludes that because the will is ordered to the universal good and
because God raises the natural inclination for happiness and fully satisfies it in
the next life, the agent in the beatific vision lacks the freedom to will anything in
opposition to God. However, lacking the vision of God in heaven, we can think
of objects as good and choose them even if they are not good for us, all things
being considered.

Free choice is possible because no good other than the universal good
necessitates the will.”” This choice can be between different particular goods
or between real goods and merely apparent goods. For instance, someone might
mistakenly think of theft or adultery as good, or at least of the property or the
sexual activity as good. Both Aristotle and Aquinas think that theft and adultery
are evil in every situation and consequently incompatible with happiness.*’
Nevertheless, we can think of them as good and choose accordingly.
Consequently, for Aristotle and even for Aquinas, all moral disorder depends
on ignorance or a false judgment concerning what is truly good for the agent.”'

28 STI-I1, q. 69. See Pinckaers (2005), 124-129. % ST, q. 82, art. 1-2; I-11, q. 10, art. 2.

30 NE 2.6.1107a10-18; SLE, lib. 2, lect. 7. For Aquinas and his immediate predecessors, see
Pinckaers (2005), 185-235.

31 NE 3.1.1110b28-30; 7.3; ST 1-11, q. 76, art. 4, ad 1; 77, art. 2¢; DV 24, art. 8c.
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The disordered agent, at least at the time of action, judges that the act is part of
his happiness, or contributes to it, even if it does not. Insofar as freedom consists
in the ability to sin, it depends on the ability to judge falsely about human action.
Later theologians will argue not only that sin can occur without ignorance or
positive intellectual error but also that the will is free to choose something apart
from happiness or even reject happiness. On some such accounts, those who
enjoy the beatific vision could will against it. These views are precursors to
modern and contemporary notions of a free will that can choose any object,
whether it is judged to be good or evil. Such an account is foreign to Aquinas,
who thinks that every human act has a natural order to happiness.

It can be unclear whether Aquinas’s discussion of happiness belongs to
philosophy. Aquinas’s distinction between perfect and imperfect happiness is
not exhaustive, nor does it always bear the same signification; most especially,
the distinction does not apply only to the distinction between happiness in
this life and happiness in the next. For instance, in his Commentary on the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aquinas first describes any happiness in this life as
imperfect, but then describes the happiness of contemplation in this life as
a perfect happiness in comparison with the exercise of moral virtue.’” In his
discussion of the beatitudes, Aquinas states that even in this life, holy persons
have a beginning of heavenly happiness, even though such happiness is sub-
ordinated to the beatific vision of the next life.”* Aquinas interprets the Christian
beatitudes (beatitudines) as indicating such happiness (beatitudo). The imper-
fect happiness that is studied by philosophy is imperfect not only because it
belongs to this life but also because it does not essentially require grace or
revelation. Imperfect natural happiness does not necessarily require the possi-
bility of the beatific vision, although it would seem to require some knowledge
of God and the fulfillment of the command to love God. It is natural in the sense
that it is proportionate to human abilities as God created them and not insofar as
they are elevated in a special way by God. Aquinas and his contemporaries call
such elevation “grace” because it is freely given by God to the nature that he
creates. We might see supernatural happiness as a determination or special
fulfillment of this natural happiness, although we should keep in mind that the
human inclination to supernatural happiness is in itself added to human nature
by God, and that the beatific vision exceeds the ability and inclination of
unassisted human nature (Feingold 2004).

The imperfect natural happiness that belongs to this life can be achieved
through action that perfects human nature. This description of happiness should

32 SLE, lib. 1, lect. 10; lib. 10, lect. 11. See Miiller (2013): 59-62, 70.
3 STI-II, q. 69, art. 2¢; Sup. Mat., lect. 5.
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be understood in light of the distinction between the practical knowledge
that is concerned with making or production and that which is about doing
or acting.”* Someone might act well and yet be bad at carpentry or farming.
He would be a good human being although a bad carpenter or farmer.
Similarly, the good carpenter or farmer might be a bad human being, in
that he has failed precisely in being human and in reaching not only his
supernatural but also his natural end. Generally speaking, creatures as
a whole achieve their ends. Trees grow and reproduce, and dolphins swim
and hunt. According to Aquinas, humans seem to be the only animals that
largely fail to achieve their natural end. Aristotle, like many other ancient
philosophers, noted that virtue is difficult and belongs only to the few.”’
Unlike Aristotle, Aquinas emphasizes that at least through grace, virtue and
happiness are possible to all human beings.”® Nevertheless, few humans
overcome their desire for pleasure in this life or achieve the beatific vision
in the next.>’ This failure to attain the end is not merely on account of the
elevation of human nature to an ultimate end that exceeds human powers,
but also through the disorders that are inherited as part of original sin.
Because of such disorder, humans are unable to live even natural fully good
lives without the healing grace that is infused at baptism alongside the
specifically supernatural virtues and gifts.

In order to understand Aquinas’s accounts of virtue and practical reasoning, it is
necessary to keep in mind that humans by nature are inclined to perfection and
that, more precisely, humans attain their perfection by directing their own actions.
In Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, as well as in the Nicomachean Ethics, the
consideration the ultimate end as happiness precedes and leads to is a systematic
account of virtue. The human actions by which humans attain happiness are
perfected and produced by such virtue. Consequently, Aquinas’s account of
human action, like that of Aristotle, demands a substantial account of what virtue
is and how it is acquired. Even presumably apart from supernatural assistance,
and certainly apart from revelation, philosophers such as Aristotle rightly saw that
happiness depends upon the virtues and consists in their exercise.

3 Part Two: Virtue

In order to grasp Aquinas’s account of the imperfect happiness in this life as
virtuous activity, it is important to understand his definition or definitions of
virtue and to consider what the different virtues are. These different virtues in

34 SLE, lib. 2, lect. 4; lib. 6, lect. 4. 3 NE 1.4.1095a22-23; 7.7.1150a15; 7.10.1152a25.
36 SLE, lib. 1, lect. 14; ST, q. 88, art. 1c.
37 8T, q. 63, art. 9,ad 1; 1111, q. 95, art. 5,ad 2; DM q. 1, art. 3, ad 17. See also SLE, lib. 7, lect. 7, 10.
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general do not exist in isolation from each other but are connected. Aquinas
thinks that a great number of specifically distinct virtues must be present for
such happiness in this life and that different happy agents may need to empha-
size different virtues. A consideration of the way in which the virtues cover the
whole of the moral life will show how the good life requires the practice of all of
the major moral virtues and that such virtue presupposes and is presupposed by
correct moral reasoning. Moreover, Aquinas’s account of justice indicates how
his understanding of happiness as the end of human action does not entail
egoism.

When Aristotle states that happiness is “activity in accordance with virtue,”
his notion of “virtue” does not carry the same moral overtones that it does for us
today. In Aristotle’s Greek, virtue (aréte) indicates an excellence. In a wider
sense, the same word can indicate those properties that make other animals
good, such as a horse’s speed. Moral philosophy is concerned with peculiarly
human excellences or virtues, which include such obviously moral virtues as
justice and courage but also other moral virtues, such as liberality and wit, as
well as intellectual virtues, such as wisdom and knowledge. Aquinas uses the
Latin word virtus, which, like the Greek word, has a wider application outside
its use in moral philosophy. This Latin word sometimes refers to manliness,
strength, and courage. In moral philosophy, it is used to translate the Greek aréte
as used not only by Aristotle but also by Plato, Socrates, and later Hellenistic
philosophers, such as the Stoics.

As we have seen, although Aristotle thought that happiness was not virtue, he
defined it as virtuous activity. The Stoics were particularly known for holding the
stronger thesis that virtue is sufficient for happiness. For the Stoics, a virtuous
person cannot fail to be happy. Even though early Christians were influenced by
Stoic accounts of virtue, they strongly rejected this Stoic thesis. For instance,
Augustine emphasizes the misery of the present life and the need for grace.
Nevertheless, Stoic descriptions of the virtues, especially in the form passed on
by Cicero’s De Officiis, provide much of the framework in which Aquinas and his
medieval contemporaries work. Aquinas inherited a philosophical notion of virtue
as central to moral philosophy and necessarily connected with happiness.

Several definitions of virtue can be found in Aristotle’s works. For example,
after connecting happiness with virtue in book I of the Nicomachean Ethics,
Aristotle defines moral virtue in book II as “an elective habit consisting in
a mean relative to us, determined by reason, as the wise human being will
determine it.”*® In another passage he describes virtue more broadly as that

38 “habitus electivus in medietate consistens determinata ratione, prout sapiens determinabit.” NE
2.6.1106b36-1107a2, as cited by Aquinas in S7'I-1I, q. 59, art. 1c.
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Aquinas’s Ethics 21

“which makes the one having it good and renders his act good.”*” Among the
many later definitions of virtue, the most important is that which Peter Lombard
develops from the works of Augustine, according to which virtue is a “good
quality of the mind, by which we live rightly, which no one uses badly, which
God works in us without us.”*" In the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas seems to
think that this Augustinian definition is compatible with the Aristotelian
account.*' For example, since Aristotle thinks that habit belongs to the category
of quality, Aquinas holds that the “quality of mind” indicated by the
Augustinian definition is in fact a habit. Aquinas himself defends the thesis
that virtue is a “good operative habit.” This last definition also applies to all the
different virtues, including both the moral and the intellectual virtues that
Aristotle lists, as well as the centrally important Christian virtues that were
recognized by the scholastic tradition — namely, faith, hope, and charity.

For Aquinas, the words habit and operative have a precise philosophical
meaning. In his Aristotelian metaphysics, any created being is either
a substance, which is more or less something that exists on its own, or an
accident, which is a being that exists immediately or ultimately in a substance.
For instance, a pig is a substance, whereas its shape and color are accidents
that inhere in the pig. Habit is a fairly broad genus, which Aquinas, following
Aristotle, defines as “‘a disposition according to which a thing is disposed
well or badly, either according to itself,’ that is, according to its nature, ‘or in
relation to another,” that is, in order to its end.”** A habit is a quality that
inheres in a substance or in other accidents that inhere in a substance. It is not
concerned with the substance’s mere existence, but rather with how it exists
well or badly. For instance, a human body is capable of existing in different
ways. The habits of sickness and health are those habits or dispositions by
which the body functions well or badly. Similarly, beauty and ugliness are
bodily habits or dispositions.

In Aquinas’s Aristotelian terminology, an operative habit such as a virtue is
not precisely what we might think of as a “habit” in English, which could
include mere animal conditioning or a physical addiction.*’ It is a particular
kind of habit that belongs to intellectual substances. Operative habits are
principles of operations, which are acts of intellectual substances. These

39
40

“bonum facit habenten, et opus eius bonum reddit.” NE 1106a16, cited in STI-11, q. 55, art. 2, sc.
“bona qualitas mentis, qua recte vivitur, qua nullus male utitur, quam Deus in nobis sine nobis
operatur.” Aquinas, ST I-11, q. 55, art. 4, obj. 1.

STI-L q. 55, art. 4.

““dispositio secundum quam bene vel male disponitur dispositum aut secundum se,” idest
secundum suam naturam, ‘aut ad aliud,” idest in ordine ad finem.” Aquinas, ST I-11, q. 49, art.
3. The quoted text is from Met. 5.20.1022b10-11.

43 STI-I1, q. 50, art. 3, ad 2; q. 55, art. 2, ad 2.

4

42
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operative habits do not cause acts on their own, but they cause the acts to be
performed promptly, pleasurably, and consistently. Humans need such habits
because, unlike other animals and merely natural substances, they lack
a determinate order to one end or goal. For instance, a rock falls merely by
being a rock, a tree similarly grows, and deer flee predators. But humans can
choose between different ultimate ends, such as pleasure, wealth, and honor.
Moreover, different humans achieve excellence through different and often
incompatible activities, such as warfare, large public expenditures, and political
activity. The habits that produce the relevant human acts must exist in the reason
or in the faculties that are subordinate to reason. An animal that lacks reason,
such as a deer or a lion, cannot have an operative habit.

There is a way in which humans, like other animals, can be influenced to act
in certain ways by bodily conditions. Both Aristotle and Aquinas recognize that
these bodily qualities are not strictly speaking virtues, even though they can
influence human acts. Aristotle and Aquinas describe these qualities as “natural
virtues” by which humans are directed toward one operation on account of their
individual bodily natures.** They are not habits or virtues in the strict sense. On
account of such “natural virtues,” someone who is naturally mild mannered will
be unlikely to become overly angry, and someone who is naturally courageous
will be unlikely to submit to excessive fear. These bodily features influence
human action, even though they are not rooted in reason or in other powers that
participate in reason.

Since these “natural virtues,” like the qualities of other animals, are directed
to one operation and are independent of reason, they cannot consistently cause
virtuous actions. For example, the naturally “courageous” person resembles
a lion.** A lion’s acts are metaphorically courageous or cruel. The naturally
courageous person will be inclined to those kinds of acts, which if chosen would
be the kinds of acts that are performed by the courageous or cruel person.
Consequently, a human’s merely natural “courage” inclines the agent to the
cruel act in the same way that it inclines to the courageous act. In contrast, true
virtues perfect the properly human powers of intellect and will and those powers
that in some way need to come under their influence. A fully courageous person
follows the order of reason and consequently is not cruel.

Apart from their connection with reason, nonrational human powers do not
need virtues. For instance, the power of sight does not require a habit in order to
see, and the power of hearing does not require a habit in order to hear. They are
directed to one kind of operation. Some nonrational powers, such as that which
makes anger possible, need virtues to moderate them. Virtues assist powers that

4 NE 6.13; SLE, lib. 6, lect. 11; ST1-I1, q. 63, art. 1; DVC, art. 8. *° DVC, art. 8, ad 10
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can be ordered in different ways. Since humans have intellect and will, properly
human acts are not determinate by the natural virtues and dispositions, even
though they can be influenced by them. The operative habits differ from merely
natural “virtues” in that they help to produce particularly human acts, which
proceed from the intellect and the will. They are like nature to the extent that
they help to produce one kind of act, but they are unlike nature in that they
produce human acts. For this reason, Aquinas follows the earlier tradition in his
use of the phrase “custom is another nature.”*® In order for the intellect and will
to act in a consistent way, similar to the way that nature acts, they must be
modified by operative habits.

An operative habit is a kind of habit, and a virtue is a kind of operative
habit. Like nonoperative habits, such as health or sickness, operative habits
can be either good or bad. For example, the good operative habit of temper-
ance is a principle of good human actions that perfect the agent, whereas the
bad operative habit of intemperance is a principle of bad human actions that
make the agent bad. Virtue is a good operative habit, and vice is a bad
operative habit.”” A virtuous person performs good acts firmly, promptly,
and pleasurably.”® Such good acts constitute and lead to the ultimate end,
which is human happiness. A vicious person is inclined to the opposed acts.
For instance, the virtue of temperance inclines the agent to eat a moderate
amount in a moderate way, and the virtue of intemperance inclines to immo-
derate eating.

Virtue perfects the agent by inhering in the agent’s intellect and will or in
those powers that are subordinate to reason. These latter powers are not like
the power of sight or of moving, which immediately follow reason unless there
is some sort of defect or impediment. The nonrational powers that can be
perfected by virtue are subject to reason according to what Aquinas, following
Aristotle, describes as a constitutional or royal manner as opposed to
a despotic one.”” Those under despotic rule have no ability to resist the ruler’s
commands. In contrast, those under a constitutional or royal rule retain
something by which they can resist. According to Aquinas, the appetitive
power is divided into the will, which is an appetite that follows reason and
is intrinsically rational, and the sense appetites, which follow sensation.
The sense appetites undergo what Aquinas calls “passions,” which are like
emotions in that they are felt experiences that follow on the perception of some
good or evil that we perceive sensibly. Unlike the rational appetite or will, the

46 «consuetudo est altera natura.” DVC, art. 8, ad 16; art. 9c.; DV, q. 24, art. 10c.

47 ST1-L, q. 55, art. 3;q. 71, art. 1. *® DVC, art. 1, ad 13; DVCarit., art. 2c.

49 8T, q. 81, art. 3, ad 2; I-II, q. 17, art. 7. Jensen (2013): 203-208; Lombardo (2018): 122—123.
Aquinas refers to Aristotle, Pol. 1.5.1254b2-5.
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sense appetites are not intrinsically rational. Nevertheless, they participate in
reason in that they can be ruled by it indirectly. Although the sense appetites
seem to be the most commonly discussed instances of nonrational subjects of
virtue, they are not the only such powers. For instance, the cogitative power is
a cognitive sense power that works with the intellect in its thinking about
particular good and bad objects. It can be perfected by virtue because it
participates in reason

These powers that follow reason constitutionally or politically require moral
virtue because they do not immediately follow the intellect and the will in the
way that other bodily movements can. A human can usually directly choose
whether or not to pick up a cup or walk across a room. Bodily movements can be
trained, but merely physical training does not lead to a habit as understood by
Aristotle or Aquinas. For instance, someone through physical exercise might
develop the muscles and skills to wield effectively a weapon in battle. Such
training might in some way involve virtue, but it need not. In themselves, the
muscles and nervous system do not participate in reason, even though they obey
it. The arm wields the weapon in simple obedience to reason. In contrast, the
ability to undergo emotions, what Aquinas describes as the “sense appetites,”
does not immediately come under reason. Humans often cannot choose to
become immediately angry, sad, or joyful. Nevertheless, these sense appetites
can be changed in such a way that they assist in the production of good action so
that the agent becomes angry, sad, or joyful in the right way and at the right time.
They do not obey reason in the way that a slave obeys a master, but they
participate in it. Consequently, these sense appetites can be the subjects of
virtue. But since they are to some extent independent of reason, they are not
by themselves distinctively human powers. Many animals who lack reason
possess these powers. The presence of such powers makes it possible for
these animals to possess the previously mentioned “natural virtue,” as in the
case of a lion’s inclination to acts that can in some way be described as
courageous. But, as we have seen, such natural virtue strictly speaking is not
virtue.

Aquinas’s account of virtue as a good operative habit allows him to more
precisely describe the way in which happiness is a virtuous activity and to
connect Aristotle’s account of virtue with that of the Christian tradition. Like
Augustine, he rejects the Stoic thesis that virtue is sufficient for happiness. He
also thinks that Aristotle rejected a version of this claim that predated
Stoicism.”” Unlike Aristotle and perhaps even unlike Augustine, Aquinas
provides a more developed metaphysical reason for this rejection.

50 NE 1.7.1098a3-5; SLE, lib. 1, lect. 10; ST I-11, q. 3, art. 2.
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Aquinas thinks that operations make possible a likeness to God. In the
Summa Theologiae’s discussion of happiness, he notes that everything is perfect
insofar as it is in act and not merely insofar as it is in potency to act. A substance
becomes perfect not through a mere ability or potency to act well but by acting
well. The ultimate act for humans is not just the act of being human but an
operation performed by a human. Consequently, the ultimate end of human life
considered as something attained by the agent — namely, happiness — is an
operation. Later in the same work, Aquinas develops the way in which such an
operation makes the agent more like God. He writes, “Since the substance of
God is his action, the highest assimilation to God is according to some
operation ... The felicity or happiness by which a human being is conformed
to God, which is the end of human life, consists in operation.”51 In these
arguments Aquinas incorporates into a metaphysical and even somewhat theo-
logical framework the definition of virtue as an operative habit and the claim
that happiness itself is an operation.

There is no real distinction between a life of virtuous action and the happy life
or good life. The agent’s goodness is produced by or perhaps consists in good
operations. For this reason, virtues make the agent good. Vices are bad operative
habits that make the agent bad. For instance, a habitual thief steals consistently,
promptly, and pleasurably. The habit may make him a good thief, but he will be
abad human being.’” A good thief is “good” only metaphorically. In contrast to
the vices, virtues make someone good, and moral virtues make someone good as
a human being. The goodness of the operations is prior to the goodness of the
virtues because the goodness of the habit comes from the fact that it produces
good acts, and the agent’s happiness consist in or depends on such acts.
A virtuous person is the same as a good person. Consequently, Aquinas’s ethics
can be described as a virtue ethics to the extent that the subject matter of moral
philosophy — namely, the imperfect human happiness attainable naturally in this
life — is the matter of some acquired moral virtue.

Different notions or aspects of happiness are connected with different kinds
of virtue. First, like Aristotle, Aquinas distinguishes between moral and intel-
lectual virtue. Aquinas’s moral philosophy, as opposed to his moral theology, is
primarily concerned with the moral virtues that follow the rule of reason and are
acquired by human acts, as well as the associated virtue of prudence. The moral
virtues are distinguished from mechanical, or technical skills, and intellectual
virtues.”® Technical skills, such as building or farming, are habits, but they

! “cum Dei substantia sit eius actio, summa assimilatio hominis ad Deum est secundum aliquam

operationem . . . felicitas sive beatitudo, per quam homo maxime Deo conformatur, quae est finis
humanae vitae, in operatione consistit.” S7 I-I1,q. 55, art. 2, ad 3.
52 ST1-11, q. 55, art. 3, ad 1. See Met. 5.16.1021b17; In Met., lib. 5, lect. 18. 33 STI-II, q. 58.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 136.35.227.158, on 25 Apr 2020 at 23:53:51, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108581325


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108581325
https://www.cambridge.org/core

26 Elements in Ethics

produce good products rather than good human actions or agents. Intellectual
virtues, such as mathematics or natural philosophy, make the agent good insofar
as they perfect the intellect. Consequently, in themselves they are higher than
the moral virtues. But since they do not on their own make the agent good, they
are in a way inferior to the moral virtues. Prudence is unusual since, although it
is an intellectual virtue, it depends on and is necessary for moral virtue.

The definition of virtue as a “good operative habit” allows Aquinas to give
a more philosophically defensible account of Lombard’s Augustinian definition
of virtue.”* According to Aquinas, this traditional definition is in terms of the
Aristotelian four causes — namely, the formal, the material, the final, and the
efficient. A formal cause makes something what it is. The formal cause of virtue
is the genus, in this case an operative habit, and its specific difference, which is
the habit’s goodness. The definition of virtue as a good operative habit indicates
the form. For Aquinas it is unproblematic that Lombard’s definition mentions
“quality” rather than “habit” because according to Aristotle a habit belongs to
the genus of quality. The material cause more or less is what something is made
of. Lombard’s definition refers to the matter that is the subject of virtue —
namely, the mind. As we have seen, Aquinas thinks that virtue resides in the
powers of the soul that are either themselves rational or in some way rational by
participation. The final cause is the purpose, end, or goal. The end of virtue is its
operation, which Lombard’s traditional definition indicates in its account of
virtue as “by which we live rightly, which no one uses badly.”

The efficient cause provides some difficulty for Aquinas’s appropriation of
Lombard’s definition. An efficient cause is the agent that brings about the act.
According to Aquinas, Lombard’s definition identifies the efficient cause with
God in the part that reads, “which God works in us without us.” Aquinas does
not apply this part of the definition to an Aristotelian definition of virtue. The
Christian thinkers who pre