Aquinas –Treatise on the Virtues

Intellectually, the medieval period was challenged by the rediscovery of Aristotle (d.323bc).  The majority of Aristotle’s works were unknown in the West until they began filtering into the major universities through contact with Islamic Spain.  The Islamic thinkers had a long history of scholarship on Aristotle, far surpassing that of Europe.  While Aristotle represented a huge advance for Europe in disciplines such as physics, biology, scientific method and even the arts, Aristotle’s thought did not blend well with the Christian Platonism that dominated the era. Christianity and Platonism enjoyed a highly successful complementary relationship since the time of Augustine.  However, on key points Aristotle’s thought is diametrically opposed to that of Plato’s and also opposed to many important Christian doctrines such as the immortality of the soul.  This idea is central to both Platonism and Christianity and is an example of how both teachings worked so well together.  However, although Aristotle accepted the existence of the soul, he denied its immortality.  If Aristotle’s reasoning was not so profound and if he was not so successful in many other areas, he might have been ignored.  But Aristotle’s thought was too important to just go away.


The responses to Aristotle were various and often extreme.  Some wanted his books banned, which meant throwing out his contributions in logic, physics, and psychology as well.  Some held the double truth theory: e.g. we know by faith that the soul is immortal but Aristotle has shown by reason that it is not.  Modern thinkers might be comfortable with this approach, but this ran counter to the spirit of the age which held that since God is the author of both faith and reason, and since God cannot be self contradictory, then, ultimately, faith and reason can’t be contradictory.  Some simply held that Aristotle was right and that the Church was wrong.  This was certainly detrimental to the spirit of the times (and possibly one’s health).


St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), following his mentor St. Albert the Great, sought, among other things, to reconcile Aristotelian thought and Christianity.  Aquinas’s treatment of Aristotle is complex, but generally we may say that Thomas saw that Aristotle’s ideas (with some modifications) might fit in a larger framework, and that this framework was compatible with Christianity.  In class we examined Aquinas’s treatment of ethics.


For Aristotle all human beings seek the good life.  This is our ultimate goal to which all other choices – e.g. marriage, family, and career are subordinate.  Making the right choices in life will lead to happiness.  The question is what is it that we have to be good at – what skill or skills do we need -in order to make these correct choices?  Clearly, the question revolves around choice so the needed skills will be primarily intellectual.  Since the object we are seeking – the good life – is not something we choose, but is something we seek by nature, then our choices revolve around the means to that end.  Hence human excellence or virtue is excellence in deliberating about the means to achieve our goal.  The chief virtue then is the intellectual virtue of prudence or practical wisdom, which is general excellence in deliberating about the means to an end.  For Aristotle, prudence supports and is supported by the moral virtues which are habits with regard to pleasures, pains, and feelings, found in a mean between extremes, and necessary to our overall goal of happiness.  Because people are essentially free and capable of a variety of actions, right actions (the mean between extremes) must be the result of practice and habit.  These moral virtues are e.g. friendship, loyalty, trust, courage, and so on.  For Aristotle, these habits, which moderate our feelings, help us to make the correct choices that lead to the good life.


Aquinas refines and expands this notion and places it in the wider contexts of Natural Law and Christian Theology.  Aquinas elsewhere establishes the existence of God, and the oneness of God (God is simply Being) and the goodness of God (Being itself lacks nothing and is therefore perfect and so all good), it follows that God’s goodness, intellect, and will are identical, and that God can only will the good.  This is sometimes referred to as God’s providence.  Since God created us with free choice we may choose objects or paths that are harmful to ourselves or others.  We know something will be bad for us in the long run but we choose it anyway.  This is the genesis of moral evil or sin. However, God knows and wills only the best for us.  Thus if we seek the best for ourselves it only makes sense to conform our will to the will of God.  In order to accomplish this we have the tool of our intellect and the exemplar and pathway of Jesus. These ideas were well-supported in Augustine’s writings and were an established part of Christian theology by the time of Aquinas.


Since the above idea and Aristotle’s ethics had the concept of choice in common, Aquinas seeks a blending of the two notions.  First the search for human happiness is placed squarely in a theological context.  People are created and provided for by God. So human good or happiness is both the object of God’s will for us, and the object of human deliberation and choice.  God wills the good for us and we are inclined by nature to seek the good.  For Aristotle human happiness was dependent on perfecting one’s nature – the intellect.  The more excellent the intellect the more able we are to achieve our goal or good, which is happiness. Aquinas agrees with this but argues that this nature can only be understood as emanating from God, and since God is perfect, all-knowing, and wills only the good, it is pointless to search for happiness apart from God.


We see also that Thomas’s analysis includes the will.  Obviously if human beings knew clearly what is best for them they would do it without question.  But human beings are intellectually limited and can choose their actions from among many options.  Hence making correct choices in the various situations we encounter requires training or discipline or habit.  But intellect alone is insufficient.  Habit and therefore virtue and so happiness require action.  For Aquinas the rational faculty that moves us from merely thinking about something to doing something is the will.  Hence the will must be disciplined or habituated as well.  You need a strong will or fortitude to follow through on your ideas.  If you give up on your dreams you can’t be happy.  Human excellence, then, or virtue is more than simply a craft or art.  Though virtue is goal oriented and therefore practical it aims at more than production.  Virtue must include the right use of what is produces, and so the desires, appetites, passions and will must be formed as well. Platonists tended to stress the intellect when it came to virtue and morality. Knowing the form of a virtue would produce virtuous action since no one knowingly seeks what is bad. Thus if you clearly knew the right course of action you would follow it. Aristotle, though was aware that exposure to situations in life and practice were essential to producing a good result. Choosing the right course of action required training and habit. Aquinas notes that habit requires a well-trained will – an additional cognitive faculty that perhaps did not receive proper attention previously. Our cognitive faculty includes sensation and intellection, but it also includes desire and the will. When we desire or want something we are usually trying to satisfy ourselves in some way – as when we desire food or sleep. However when we will something to be the case we are trying to go beyond our own needs. So for example when we love someone we are not only concerned for ourselves but we are concerned for the welfare of the other person. Moral choices generally involve the will and for so for Aquinas must extend beyond individual wants and desires to others, family, community, and so on.
Thus the most important or cardinal virtues for Aquinas are Prudence, or excellence in deliberation, and those skills necessary for good judgment in practical matters: temperance – balance in the passions – justice – balance in the intellect – and fortitude – a well disciplined will.


Aquinas sees his ethical theory in the wider context of Natural Law.  The good is that which enhances or perfects human nature Human nature is defined by our two unique rational capacities: the intellect and the will.  Acting in conformity with your nature is good - acting contrary to your nature is bad or evil.  Thus if your intellect tells you a course of action is correct then you are morally obligated to follow that course.  If you do not then you are morally at fault.  Likewise if deliberation tells you something ought not to be done and you do it anyway – you are equally guilty.  Aquinas sees this as part of his political theory – in order for someone to rule justly, he or she must provide for the common good by restraining that which hinders the perfection of a person’s nature and supporting those activities which lead to the enhancement of our nature.  Since a person’s first duty is to conscience and salvation, he or she is under no obligation to obey an unjust law or unjust ruler.  Again Aquinas sees this as part of the wider theological context.  First God is the author of human nature, and wills the good for us, and so true happiness is derived from discerning and following God’s will, as we noted above. Second, ultimate reward or punishment is determined by how well or poorly you followed the dictates of your nature (the intellect and the will).

