
speculative attributions (to Jean Gerson and to John
Gersen, in the thirteenth century). On the other hand, the
first attribution of the book to him occurred rather late,
in the second edition of an account of the Windesheim
community written in the latter part of the fifteenth cen-
tury. The fact that Thomas signed a manuscript of the
Imitation is not conclusive, for he was, like his fellow
monks, a copyist and also signed a Bible. But the balance
of probability is that Thomas himself compiled the work
anonymously, and he certainly incorporated into it mate-
rials not original to himself, especially in the first book.

The wide circulation of the book was partly due to
the efforts of the copyists at Windesheim, but it was also
due to the kind of piety it recommended. The second part
of the full title (Of the Imitation of Christ and of Contempt
for All Worldly Vanities) indicates that its teachings were
adapted to the monastic life—and indeed it was primarily
intended as a handbook for monks. But its tender con-
centration on the figure of Jesus made attractive its doc-
trine of resignation—the surrendering of all worldly
concerns to the service of, and imitation of, Christ. More-
over, it gave very concrete guidance on many problems—
for example, how to distinguish the results of grace from
natural acts and propensities. The most notable feature of
the book, however, is its uncompromising and uncom-
fortable insistence on self-mortification as preparation
for grace and the presence of the true Lover of the soul,
Christ. The “imitation” of Christ that Thomas recom-
mends is not a simple copying of Jesus but acting by anal-
ogy with Jesus, whose life was mainly characterized,
according to Thomas, by suffering and self-sacrifice.

The first book has mainly to do with the moral
reform of the individual. The second concerns the prepa-
ration for the interior or illuminative life. The third con-
sists in a dialogue between Christ and the soul that gives
a further exposition of ascetic practices, and one or two
passages give a hint of the kind of mystical experience
awaiting those who truly love Christ. The fourth book is
a manual for those who receive Holy Communion.

There is very little theology in the Imitation. Thomas
seems to have been reacting against the speculations of
academic theology, for he wrote: “Of what use is your
highly subtle talk about the blessed Trinity, if you are not
humble?” and “I would rather feel compunction than be
able to produce the most precise definition of it.” The
strongly practical bent of the work, in any event, gave it a
continuing relevance to the Christian life and enabled it
to achieve the status of a classic ranking, in Christian
piety, with Pilgrim’s Progress.

See also Asceticism; Gerson, Jean de; Ruysbroeck, Jan
van; Virtue and Vice.

B i b l i o g r a p h y

WORKS BY THOMAS

Opera et Libri Vite Fratris Thome a Kempis. Edited by P.
Danhausser. Nuremberg: Per Caspar Hochfeder, 1494.
Critical edition by M. J. Pohl, 7 vols. Freiburg im Breisgau,
1902–1922.

Prayers and Meditations on the Life of Christ. Translated by
William Duthoit London, 1904.

The Founders of the New Devotion. Translated by J. P. Arthur.
London, 1905.

The Chronicle of the Canons Regular of Mount St. Agnes.
Translated by J. P. Arthur. London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner,
1906.

Meditations and Sermons on the Incarnation, Life and Passion of
Our Lord. Translated by Dom Vincent Scully. London, 1907.

Sermons to the Novices Regular. Translated by Dom Vincent
Scully. London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1907.

The Imitation of Christ. Translated by Ronald Knox and
Michael Oakley. New York: Sheed and Ward, 1960. The
freshest and most direct translation.

WORKS ON THOMAS

Huijben, Jacques, and Pierre Debougnie. L’auteur ou les auteurs
de L’Imitation. Louvain, 1957. On the question of
authorship of the Imitation.

Scully, Dom Vincent. Life of the Venerable Thomas à Kempis.
London: R. and T. Washbourne, 1901.

Yule, George Udney. The Statistical Study of Literary
Vocabulary. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press,
1944. On the question of the authorship of the Imitation.

Ninian Smart (1967)

thomas aquinas, st.
(c. 1224–1274)

St. Thomas Aquinas, the Catholic theologian and
philosopher, was born at Roccasecca, Italy, the youngest
son of Landolfo and Teodora of Aquino. At about the age
of five he began his elementary studies under the Bene-
dictine monks at nearby Montecassino. He went on to
study liberal arts at the University of Naples. It is proba-
ble that Thomas became a master in arts at Naples before
entering the Order of Preachers (Dominicans) in 1244.
He studied in the Dominican courses in philosophy and
theology, first at Paris and, from 1248 on, under Albert
the Great at Cologne. In 1252 he was sent to the Univer-
sity of Paris for advanced study in theology; he lectured
there as a bachelor in theology until 1256, when he was
awarded the magistrate (doctorate) in theology. Accepted
after some opposition from other professors as a fully
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accredited member of the theology faculty in 1257,
Thomas continued to teach at Paris until 1259.

Thomas Aquinas then spent almost ten years at vari-
ous Dominican monasteries in the vicinity of Rome, lec-
turing on theology and philosophy (including an
extensive study of the major works of Aristotle) and per-
forming various consultative and administrative func-
tions in his order. In the fall of 1268 Aquinas returned for
his second professorate in theology at the University of
Paris. He engaged in three distinct controversies: against
a group of conservative theologians who were critical of
his philosophic innovations; against certain radical advo-
cates of Aristotelianism or Latin Averroism; and against
some critics of the Dominicans and Franciscans and their
right to teach at the university. Many of Aquinas’s literary
works were in process or completed at this time. It is
thought that he was provided with secretarial help in this
task, partly in view of the fact that his own handwriting
was practically illegible. Called back to Italy in 1272,
Aquinas taught for a little more than a year at the Uni-
versity of Naples and preached a notable series of vernac-
ular sermons there. Illness forced him to discontinue his
teaching and writing toward the end of 1273. Early in
1274 he set out for Lyons, France, to attend a church
council. His failing health interrupted the trip at a point
not far from his birthplace, and he died at Fossanova in
March of that year.

The writings of Thomas Aquinas were produced
during his twenty years (1252–1273) as an active teacher.
All in Latin, they consist of several large theological trea-
tises, plus recorded disputations on theological and
philosophical problems (the “Disputed Questions” and
“Quodlibetal Questions”), commentaries on several
books of the Bible, commentaries on twelve treatises of
Aristotle, and commentaries on Boethius, the pseudo-
Dionysius, and the anonymous Liber de Causis. There are
also about forty miscellaneous notes, letters, sermons,
and short treatises on philosophical and religious sub-
jects. Although Aquinas’s philosophic views may be
found in almost all his writings (thus the “Exposition of
the Book of Job” reads like a discussion among philoso-
phers), certain treatises are of more obvious interest to
philosophers. These are listed in detail at the end of this
entry.

general philosophical position

In the main, Aquinas’s philosophy is a rethinking of Aris-
totelianism, with significant influences from Stoicism,
Neoplatonism, Augustinism, and Boethianism. It also
reflects some of the thinking of the Greek commentators

on Aristotle and of Cicero, Avicenna, Averroes, Solomon
ben Judah ibn Gabirol, and Maimonides. This may sug-
gest that we are dealing with an eclectic philosophy, but
actually Aquinas reworked the speculative and practical
philosophies of his predecessors into a coherent view of
the subject that shows the stamp of his own intelligence
and, of course, the influence of his religious commitment.

One of the broad characteristics of Aquinas’s work in
philosophy is a temperamental tendency to seek a middle
way on questions that have been given a wide range of
answers. This spirit of moderation is nowhere better illus-
trated than in his solution to the problem of universals.
For centuries philosophers had debated whether genera
and species are realities in themselves (Plato, Boethius,
William of Champeaux) or mere mental constructs
(Roscelin, Peter Abelard). What made this odd discussion
important was the conviction (certainly shared by
Aquinas) that these universals (such as humanity, justice,
whiteness, dogness) are the primary objects of human
understanding. Most thinkers in the Middle Ages felt that
if something is to be explained, it must be treated in uni-
versal terms. Therefore, the problem of universals was not
simply an academic question.

Aquinas’s position on this problem is now called
moderate realism. He denied that universals are existing
realities (and frequently criticized Plato for having sug-
gested that there is a world of intelligible Forms), but he
also insisted that men’s universal concepts and judgments
have some sort of foundation in extramental things. This
basis for the universality, say of humanity, would consist
in the real similarity found among all individual men. It
was not that Aquinas attributed an actual, existent uni-
versal nature to all individual men: that would be an
extreme realism. Rather, only individuals exist; but the
individuals of a given species or class resemble each other,
and that is the basis for thinking of them as universally
representative of a common nature.

Thomas’s spirit of compromise as a philosopher was
balanced by another tendency, that toward innovation.
His original Latin biographers all stress this feature of his
work. Thomas introduced new ways of reasoning about
problems and new sources of information, and he han-
dled his teaching in a new way. In this sense Thomas
Aquinas was not typical of the thirteenth century and was
perhaps in advance of his contemporaries.

faith and rational knowledge

As Aquinas saw it, faith (fides) falls midway between
opinion and scientific knowledge (scientia); it is more
than opinion because it involves a firm assent to its
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object; and it is less than knowledge because it lacks
vision. Both are intellectual acts and habits of assent: in
the case of faith a person is not sufficiently moved by the
object to accept it as true, so, by an act of will, he inclines
himself to believe. Knowledge implies assent motivated
by a personal seeing of the object without any direct
influence from will. Where objects of belief have to do
with divine matters that exceed man’s natural cognitive
capacity, the disposition to believe such articles of reli-
gious faith is regarded as a special gift from God. Reason
(ratio) is another type of intellectual activity: Simple
understanding and reasoning differ only in the manner in
which the intellect works. Through intellection (under-
standing) one knows simply by seeing what something
means, while through reason one moves discursively
from one item of knowledge to another. (These functions
of believing and knowing are treated in many places by
Aquinas: Summa Contra Gentiles III, 147; In Boethii de
Trinitate, Ques. II and III; Summa Theologiae I, Ques.
79–84.)

Aquinas thought that philosophy entailed reasoning
from prior knowledge, or present experience, to new
knowledge (the way of discovery) and the rational verifi-
cation of judgments by tracing them back to more simply
known principles (the way of reduction). Where the basic
principles are grasped by man’s natural understanding of
his sensory experiences, the reasoning processes are those
of natural science and philosophy. If one starts to reason
from judgments accepted on religious faith, then one is
thinking as a theologian. Questions V and VI of In Boethii
de Trinitate develop Aquinas’s methodology of the philo-
sophical sciences: philosophy of nature, mathematics,
and metaphysics. He distinguished speculative or theoret-
ical reasoning from the practical: The purpose of specu-
lation is simply to know; the end of practical reasoning is
to know how to act. He described two kinds of theology:
The philosophical “theology,” metaphysics, which treats
divine matters as principles for the explanation of all
things, and the theology taught in Scripture, which “stud-
ies divine things for their own sakes” (In Boethii de Trini-
tate V, 4 c).

Thus philosophy, for Aquinas, was a natural type of
knowledge open to all men who wish to understand the
meaning of their ordinary experiences. The “philoso-
phers” whom he habitually cited were the classic Greek,
Latin, Islamic, and Jewish sages. Christian teachers men-
tioned by Aquinas were the “saints” (Augustine, John of
Damascus, Gregory, Ambrose, Dionysius, Isidore, and
Benedict); they were never called Christian philosophers.
The word theology was rarely used by Aquinas. In the first

question of his Summa Theologiae he formally calls his
subject sacred doctrine (sacra doctrina) and says that its
principles, unlike those of philosophy, are various items
of religious faith.

Thus, Thomas Aquinas was by profession a theolo-
gian, or better, a teacher of sacred doctrine who also stud-
ied and wrote about philosophy. He obviously used a
good deal of pagan and non-Christian philosophy in all
his writings. His own understanding of these philoso-
phies was influenced by his personal faith—as almost any
man’s judgment is influenced by his stand for or against
the claim of religious faith—in this sense Thomism is a
“Christian philosophy.” Aquinas did not ground his
philosophical thinking on principles of religious belief,
however, for this would have destroyed his distinction
between philosophy and sacred doctrine, as presented in
the opening chapters of the first book of Summa Contra
Gentiles. One of the clearest efforts to maintain the
autonomy of philosophy is found in Aquinas’s De Aeter-
nitate Mundi (about 1270), in which he insists that, as far
as philosophical considerations go, the universe might be
eternal. As a Christian, he believed that it is not eternal.

Among interpreters of Aquinas there has been much
debate whether his commentaries on Aristotle deal with
his personal thinking. It is generally agreed even by non-
Thomists (W. D. Ross, A. E. Taylor) that these expositions
are helpful to the reader who wishes to understand Aris-
totle. It is not so clear whether the mind of Aquinas is eas-
ily discernible in them. One group of Thomists (Étienne
Gilson, Joseph Owens, A. C. Pegis) stresses the more obvi-
ously personal writings (such as the two Summa’s) as
bases for the interpretation of his thought; another
school of interpretation (J. M. Ramírez, Charles De Kon-
inck, J. A. Oesterle) uses the Aristotelian commentaries as
the main sources for Aquinas’s philosophic thought.

THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE. The Thomistic theory of
knowledge is realistic. (This theory is presented in
Summa Theologiae I, 79–85; Quaestiones Disputatae de
Veritate I, II; In Libros Posteriorum Analyticorum I, 5; II,
20.) Men obtain their knowledge of reality from the ini-
tial data of sense experience. Apart from supernatural
experiences that some mystics may have, Thomas limited
human cognition to sense perception and the intellectual
understanding of it. Sense organs are stimulated by the
colored, audible, odorous, gustatory, and tactile qualities
of extramental bodies; and sensation is the vital response
through man’s five external sense powers to such stimula-
tion. Aquinas assumed that one is cognitively aware of red
flowers, noisy animals, cold air, and so on. Internal sensa-
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tion (common, imaginative, memorative, and cogitative
functions) works to perceive, retain, associate, and judge
the various impressions (phantasms) through which
things are directly known. Man’s higher cognitive func-
tions, those of understanding, judging, and reasoning,
have as their objects the universal meanings that arise out
of sense experience. Thus, one sees and remembers an
individual apple on the level of sensation—but he judges
it to be healthful because it contains vitamins, or for any
other general reason, on the level of intellectual knowl-
edge. Universals (health, humanity, redness) are not taken
as existing realities but are viewed as intelligibilities
(rationes) with a basis in what is common to existents. As
a moderate realist, Aquinas would resent being classified
as a Platonist; yet he would defend the importance of our
knowledge of the general and common characteristics of
things.

Although human cognition begins with the knowing
of bodily things, man can form some intellectual notions
and judgments concerning immaterial beings: souls,
angels, and God. Aquinas taught that man does this by
negating certain aspects of bodies (for instance, a spirit
does not occupy space) and by using analogy. When the
notion of power is attributed to God, its meaning is
transferred from an initially physical concept to the anal-
ogous perfection of that which can accomplish results in
the immaterial order. Thomas did not think that men,
during earthly life, can know the nature of God in any
adequate, positive way.

Discursive reasoning was taken as an intellectual
process moving from or toward first principles in logical
processes of demonstration (the ways of discovery and
reduction, described above). In one way, sense experience
is the first principle (starting point) for all of man’s natu-
ral knowledge. This is one aspect of Aquinas’s empiri-
cism. Following Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, Thomas
taught that many sensations combine to form a unified
memory, and many memories constitute sense experi-
ence. From this manifold of experience, by a sort of sen-
sory induction, there arises within human awareness a
beginning (principium) of understanding. Such first prin-
ciples are not demonstrated (they naturally emerge from
sense cognition), but they become the roots for conse-
quent intellectual reasoning. A doctor who tries a variety
of remedies to treat headaches eventually notices that one
drug works well in almost all cases—at some point he
grasps the universal “Drug A is a general remedy for
headache.” From this principle he proceeds rationally to
order his practice. If he becomes a teacher of medicine, he

uses such a theoretical principle to instruct others. This is
the basis of the life of reason.

philosophy and the physical
world

In his exposition of the Liber de Causis (Lect. 1), Aquinas
described a sequence of philosophic studies: logic, math-
ematics, natural philosophy (physics), moral philosophy,
and, finally, metaphysics. The first kind of reality exam-
ined in this course would be that of the physical world.
(At the start of the next century, John Duns Scotus criti-
cized Thomas for attempting to base his metaphysics and
his approaches to God on physics.) Interpreters still
debate whether Aquinas himself felt that this was the
order to be followed in learning philosophy, or whether
he was merely reporting one way that the “philosophers”
had taught it. In any case, the philosophical study of bod-
ies, of mobile being in the Aristotelian sense, was impor-
tant to Aquinas. One group of his writings (De Principiis
Naturae, parts of Book II of the Summa Contra Gentiles,
the treatise De Aeternitate Mundi) offers a quite personal
treatment of this world of bodies. Another set of writings
(the commentaries on Aristotle’s Physics and De Genera-
tione et Corruptione) shows how indebted Aquinas was to
Aristotle in his theory of physical reality.

MATTER AND FORM. The philosophy of nature (phusis)
was understood as the study of a special kind of beings,
those subject to several kinds of change. Physical beings
have primary matter as one component and, depending
on their species or kind, substantial form as their other
integral principle. Neither matter nor form is a thing by
itself; matter and form are simply the determinable and
determining factors within any existing physical sub-
stance. Like Aristotle, Aquinas took it that there are many
species of bodily substances: all the different kinds of
inanimate material (wood, gold, water, etc.) and all the
species of plants and animals. Within each such species
there is one specifying principle (the substantial form of
wood, potato plant, or dog), and the many individual
members of each species are differentiated by the fact that
the matter constituting dog A could not also constitute
dog B (so viewed, matter is said to be quantified, or
marked by quantity).

CHANGE. Being mobile, physical beings are subject to
four kinds of change (motus): of place (locomotion), of
size (quantitative change), of color, shape, and so on
(qualitative change), and of species of substance (genera-
tion and corruption, substantial change). Basically, prime
matter is that which remains constant and provides con-
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tinuity during a change from one substance to another.
When a pig eats an apple, that part of the apple really
assimilated by the pig becomes the very substance of the
pig; some factor in the apple, the prime matter, must con-
tinue on into the pig. All four types of change are
explained in terms of the classic theory of four causes.
The final cause is the answer to the question “why” some-
thing exists or occurs; the agent or efficient cause is the
maker or producer of the change; the material cause is
that out of which the change comes; and the formal cause
is the specifying factor in any event or existent. So used,
“cause” has the broad meaning of raison d’être.

SPACE AND TIME. Certain other points in Aquinas’s phi-
losophy of nature further illustrate the influence of Aris-
totle. Place, for instance, is defined as the “immobile limit
of the containing body” (In IV Physicorum 6). Moreover,
each primary type of body (the four elements still are
earth, air, fire, and water) is thought to have its own
“proper” place. Thus, the place for fire is “up” and that for
earth is “down.” Some sort of absolute, or box, theory of
space may be presupposed; yet in the same passage
Aquinas’s discussion of the place of a boat in a flowing
river indicates a more sophisticated understanding of
spatial relativity. Time is defined, as in Aristotle, as the
measure of motion in regard to “before” and “after.” Eter-
nity is a type of duration differing from time in two ways:
The eternal has neither beginning nor termination, and
the eternal has no succession of instants but exists
entirely at once (tota simul).

ENCOURAGEMENT OF SCIENCE. Doubtless Aquinas’s
philosophy of the physical world was limited and even
distorted by certain views and factual errors derived from
Aristotle and from thirteenth-century science. Apart
from the mistaken hypothesis that each element has its
proper place in the universe, Thomas also used the
Eudoxian astronomy, which placed the earth at the center
of a system of from 49 to 53 concentric spheres. (Besides
the Commentary on De Caelo II, 10, and the Commen-
tary on Meteorologia II, 10; see Summa Contra Gentiles I,
20, and Summa Theologiae I, 68, 4 c.) At times Thomas
showed an open mind on such questions and an ability to
rise above the limitations of his period. His Commentary
on Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Lect. 1 on Book III and Lect. 9
on Book XII) provides a key instance. Pointing out that
astronomers differ widely on the number and motions of
the planets, Aquinas recommended that one study all the
reports and theories of such scientists, even though these
scientific explanations are not the last word on the matter
and are obviously open to future revision. He further

compared the study of physical science to the work of a
judge in a court of law. One should listen to, and try to
evaluate, all important testimony before attempting to
formulate one’s own judgment on the problems of con-
temporary science. This is Aquinas at his best, hardly a
philosophical dogmatist.

human functions and man’s
nature

Anthropology, or psychology, in the classical sense of the
study of man’s psyche, forms an important part of
Aquinas’s philosophy. His view of man owed much to the
Aristotelian treatise On the Soul, to the Christian Platon-
ism of Augustine and John of Damascus, and to the Bible.
This part of Aquinas’s thought will be found in Scriptum
in IV Libros Sententiarum (Commentary on the Sen-
tences) I, Dists. 16–27; Summa Contra Gentiles II, 58–90;
Quaestio Disputata de Anima; the Libros de Anima; and
Summa Theologiae, I, 75–90.

Aquinas’s usual way of working out his theory of
human nature was first to examine certain activities in
which man engages, then to reason to the kinds of oper-
ative powers needed to explain such actions, and finally to
conclude to the sort of substantial nature that could be
the subject of such powers. He described the biological
activities of man as those of growth, assimilation of food,
and sexual reproduction. A higher set of activities
included sensory perception, emotive responses to what
is perceived, and locomotion: These activities man shares
with brute animals. A third group of activities comprises
the cognitive functions of understanding, judging, and
reasoning, as well as the corresponding appetitive func-
tions of affective inclination toward or away from the
objects of understanding. To these various functions
Aquinas assigned generic powers (operative potencies) of
growth, reproduction, sensory cognition and appetition,
physical locomotion, and intellectual cognition and
appetition (will).

Reexamining these functional powers in detail,
Aquinas distinguished five special sense powers for the
cognition of physical individuals: sight, hearing, smell,
taste, and touch. These functions and powers are called
external because their proper objects are outside the
mental awareness of the perceiver: This is essential to
epistemological realism. Following these are four kinds of
internal sensory activities: the perceptual grasping of a
whole object (sensus communis), the simple retention of
sensed images (imagination), the association of retained
images with past time (sense memory), and concrete dis-
crimination or judgment concerning individual things
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(cogitative sense, particular reason). Still on the level of
sensory experience, Aquinas (here influenced by John of
Damascus) described two kinds of appetition (emotion):
A simple tendency toward or away from what is sensed as
good or evil (this affective power is called the concupisci-
ble appetite), and a more complicated sensory inclination
to meet bodily threats, obstacles, and dangers by attack-
ing or avoiding them or by putting up with them (this
affective power is called irascible appetite). Eleven dis-
tinct kinds of sensory passions (emotions) are attributed
to these two sensory appetites: love, desire, delight, hate,
aversion, and sorrow to the concupiscible; fear, daring,
hope, despair, and anger to the irascible. Much of this
psychological analysis is quite sophisticated, employing
data from Greek, Roman, and early Christian thought
and also using the physiological and psychological trea-
tises of Islamic and Jewish scholars. It also forms the basis
of the analysis of human conduct in Thomistic ethics.

On the higher level of distinctively human experi-
ence, Aquinas found various other activities and powers.
These are described in his commentary on Book III of
Aristotle’s De Anima, in the Summa Contra Gentiles (II,
59–78), and in Questions 84–85 of the Summa Theolo-
giae. The general capacity to understand (intellectus) cov-
ers simple apprehension, judging, and reasoning. The
objects of intellection are universal aspects (rationes) of
reality. Since universal objects do not exist in nature,
Aquinas described one intellectual action as the abstrac-
tion of universal meanings (intentiones) from the indi-
vidual presentations of sense experience. This abstractive
power is called agent intellect (intellectus agens). A second
cognitive function on this level is the grasping (compre-
hensio) of these abstracted meanings in the very act of
cognition; this activity is assigned to a different power, the
possible intellect (intellectus possibilis). Thus, there are
two quite different “intellects” in Thomistic psychology:
One abstracts, the other knows. No special power is
required for intellectual memory; the retention of under-
standings is explained by habit formation in the possible
intellect.

WILL. Affective responses to the universal objects of
understanding are functions of intellectual appetition.
Considered quite different from sensory appetition, this
is the area of volition, and the special power involved is
the will (voluntas). Aquinas distinguished two kinds of
volitional functions. First, there are those basic and natu-
ral tendencies of approval and affective approach to an
object that is judged good or desirable without qualifica-
tion. In regard to justice, peace, or a perfectly good being,
for instance, Aquinas felt that a person’s will would be

naturally and necessarily attracted to such objects. This
natural movement of the will is not free. Second, there are
volitional movements toward or away from intellectually
known objects that are judged as partly desirable or as
partly undesirable. Such movements of will are directed
by intellectual judgments evaluating the objects. In this
case volition is said to be “deliberated” (specified by intel-
lectual considerations) and free. It is in the act of decision
(arbitrium) that man is free. Aquinas did not talk about
“free will”; the term libera voluntas is found only twice in
all his works, and then in a nontechnical usage; rather, he
spoke of free choice or decision (liberum arbitrium).
Man, by virtue of his intellectual powers, is free in some
of his actions.

SOUL. Although Aquinas sometimes spoke as if these
various “powers” of man were agents, he formally stressed
the view that it is the whole man who is the human agent.
A human being is an animated body in which the psychic
principle (anima) is distinctive of the species and deter-
mines that the material is human. In other words, man’s
soul is his substantial form. Some of man’s activities are
obviously very like those of brutes, but the intellectual
and volitional functions transcend materiality by virtue
of their universal and abstracted character. Aquinas took
as an indication of the immateriality of the human soul
the fact that it can understand universal meanings and
make free decisions. The soul is a real part of man and,
being both immaterial and real, it is spiritual. From cer-
tain other features of man’s higher activities, especially
from the unity of conscious experience, Aquinas con-
cluded to the simplicity and integration of man’s soul: It
is not divisible into parts. This, in turn, led him to the
conclusion that the soul is incapable of corruption (dis-
integration into parts) and thus is immortal.

Since Thomas thought the soul incapable of being
partitioned, he could not explain the coming into being
of new human souls by biological process. He was thus
forced to the view that each rational soul is originated by
divine creation from nothing. Human parents are not the
total cause of their offspring; they share the work of pro-
creation with God. This view explains why Aquinas put so
much stress on the dignity and sanctity of human repro-
duction, which he regarded as more than a biological
function. When he claimed, in his ethics, that the beget-
ting and raising of children is the primary purpose of
married life, he was not thinking of simple sexual activity
but of a human participation in God’s creative function.
This does not mean that man is the highest of God’s crea-
tures; Aquinas speculated that there are other kinds of
purely intellectual beings with activities, powers, and
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natures superior to those of men. These are angels.
Thomas Aquinas is called the Angelic Doctor in Catholic
tradition because of his great interest in these purely spir-
itual but finite beings. They would constitute the highest
realm of the universe.

metaphysics and real being

Aquinas devoted much thought to the question “What
does it mean to be?” Many Thomists think that his great-
est philosophical ability was shown in the area of meta-
physics. His general theory of reality incorporates much
of the metaphysics of Aristotle, and some interpreters
have seen Thomistic metaphysics as but a baptized Aris-
totelianism. Recent Thomistic scholarship has selected
two non-Aristotelian metaphysical teachings for new
emphasis: the theory of participation and the general
influence of Platonic metaphysics (L. B. Geiger, Cornelio
Fabro, R. J. Henle), and the primacy of esse, the funda-
mental act of being (Gilson, Jacques Maritain, G. P. Klu-
bertanz). Because esse, which simply means “to be,” is
sometimes translated as “existence,” this second point of
emphasis is called by some writers the existentialism of
Thomistic metaphysics. It has little, however, to do with
present-day existentialism. A major treatment of meta-
physical problems is to be found in Aquinas’s long Com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, but here again the
problem is to decide how much is Thomistic. Some very
competent scholars (Pegis, Gilson) regard this work as a
restatement of Aristotelianism; others (De Koninck, Her-
man Reith) consider the Commentary to be a key exposi-
tion of Aquinas’s own metaphysics. It is admitted by all
that there are some explanations in it that are not found
in Aristotle.

Metaphysics, for Aquinas, was the effort to under-
stand reality in general, to find an ultimate explanation of
the manifold of experience in terms of the highest causes.
His predecessors had variously described the subject mat-
ter of this study as existing immaterial substances, as the
most universal and common aspects of being, as the first
causes of all things, and as the divine being in itself. Com-
menting on these opinions in the prologue to his Com-
mentary on the Metaphysics, Aquinas remarked:
“Although this science considers these items, it does not
think of each of them as its subject; its subject is simply
being in general.” In this sense, he called the study of
being “first philosophy.”

ANALOGY. It is distinctive of Aquinas’s thought to main-
tain that all existing realities, from God down to the least
perfect thing, are beings—and that “being” has in this

usage an analogical and not a univocal meaning. In a
famous passage (In I Sententiarum 19, 5, 2, ad 1) Aquinas
describes three sorts of analogy: one in which a given per-
fection is present in one item but only attributed to
another; one in which one perfection exists in a some-
what different way in two or more items; and one in
which some sort of remote resemblance or community is
implied between two items which have no identity either
in existence or in signification. “In this last way,” Aquinas
adds “truth and goodness, and all things of this kind, are
predicated analogously of God and creatures.” In later
works the notion of proportionality is introduced to
develop the concept of the analogy of being. Vision in the
eye is a good of the body in somewhat the same way that
vision in the intellect is a good of the soul. Similarly, the
act of being in a stone is proportional to the act of being
in a man, as the nature of a stone is proportional to the
nature of man. Whereas some interpreters feel that the
analogy of proportionality is the central type of analogy
of being, others insist that Aquinas used several kinds of
analogy in his metaphysics.

BEING AND ESSENCE. One early but certainly personal
presentation of the metaphysics of Aquinas is to be found
in the brief treatise De Ente et Essentia, which was
strongly influenced by Avicenna. His usage of basic terms
of analysis, such as being (ens), essence (essentia), nature,
quiddity, substance, accident, form, matter, genus,
species, difference, immaterial substance (substantia sep-
arata), potency, and act, is clearly but rather statically
defined in this opusculum. Additional precisions, particu-
larly on the meaning of element, principle, cause, and
esse, are to be found in the companion treatise, De Prin-
cipiis Naturae. A more dynamic approach to being and its
operations is offered in the Quaestiones Disputatae de
Potentia Dei and in Part I of the Summa Theologiae.

Fundamental in the metaphysical thinking of
Aquinas is the difference between what a being is and the
fact that it is. The first is a question of essence; the second
is the act of being, esse. Essences are many (various kinds
of things—stones, cows, air, men) and are known
through simple understanding, without any necessity of
adverting to their existence or nonexistence. For a thing to
be is entirely another matter; the fact that something
exists is noted in human experience by an act of judg-
ment. Many essences of things are material, but there is
nothing about esse that requires it to be limited to mate-
riality. This proposition (to be is not necessarily to be
material) is the “judgment of separation” (In Boethii de
Trinitate V, 3). Many Thomists now regard it as a funda-

THOMAS AQUINAS, ST.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY
430 • 2 n d  e d i t i o n

eophil_T  10/28/05  3:51 PM  Page 430



mental point of departure for Aquinas’s metaphysical
thinking.

There are also certain most general features of real
beings that transcend all division into genera and species;
these are convertible with metaphysical being. In other
words, they are coextensive and really identical with
being. Such transcendentals are thing (res), something
(aliquid), one, true, good, and (according to some inter-
preters) beautiful. The more important of these transcen-
dentals suggest that every being is internally undivided
but externally distinct from all else (unum), that every
being has some intelligible meaning (verum), and that
every being is in some way desirable (bonum). The theory
of transcendentals is much more expanded and stressed
in later scholasticism than in Aquinas’s own writings. He
barely touches upon it in Questions I and XXI of De Ver-
itate and in the discussion of God’s attributes in Summa
Theologiae (I, Ques. 6, 11, 16).

POTENCY AND ACT. Potency and act are important
principles in Aquinas’s metaphysical explanation of the
existence and operation of things. In De Potentia Dei (I,
1) Aquinas pointed out that the name “act” first desig-
nated any activity or operation that occurs. Correspond-
ing to this sort of operational act is a dual meaning of
potency (or power). Consider the activity of sawing
wood: The passive potency of wood to be cut is required
(water, for instance, cannot be sawed); also required is the
active potency of the sawyer to do the cutting. In addi-
tion, in the same text, Aquinas says that the notion of
“act” is transferred to cover the existence of a being.
Essential potency, the metaphysical capacity to exist,
would correspond to this act of being (esse). In this way
the theory of act and potency was applied to all levels of
being. At the highest level, God was described as Pure Act
in the existential order, but this did not prevent Aquinas
from attributing to God an active potency for operating.

FINALITY. Still another dimension of metaphysical real-
ity, for Aquinas, was that of finality. He thought of all
activities as directed toward some end or purpose, a basic
assumption in Aristotle. But Aquinas developed this ten-
dential, vector characteristic of being and applied it to the
inclination of possible beings to become actual. The final-
ity of being, in Thomism, is that dynamic and ongoing
inclination to be realized in their appropriate perfections
that is characteristic of all realities and capacities for
action. In this sense the finality of being is an intrinsic
perfectionism in the development of all beings. Aquinas
also held that all finite beings and events are tending
toward God as Final Cause. This is metaphysical finality

in the sense of order to an external end. This theme runs
through Book III of Summa Contra Gentiles.

philosophy and god

The consideration of the existence and nature of God was
approached by Aquinas both from the starting point of
supernatural revelation (the Scriptures), which is the way
of the theologian, and from the starting point of man’s
ordinary experience of finite beings and their operations,
which is the way of the philosopher: “The philosophers,
who follow the order of natural cognition, place the
knowledge of creatures before the divine science; that is,
the philosophy of nature comes before metaphysics. On
the other hand, the contrary procedure is followed
among the theologians, so that the consideration of the
Creator precedes the consideration of creatures” (In
Boethii de Trinitate, Prologue). In the same work (II, 3 c)
we are told that the first use of philosophy in sacred doc-
trine is “to demonstrate items that are preambles to faith,
such as those things that are proved about God by natu-
ral processes of reasoning: that God exists, that God is
one,” and so on.

Aquinas recognized two types of demonstration, one
moving from cause to effects and the other from effects
back to their cause. The arguments that he selected to
establish that God exists use the second procedure and
are technically called quia arguments. In other words,
these proofs start with some observed facts of experience
(all Aquinas’s arguments to God’s existence are a posteri-
ori) and conclude to the ultimate cause of these facts.
Well aware of his debt to his predecessors, Aquinas out-
lined three arguments for the existence of God in De
Potentia Dei (III, 5 c). The first shows that, since the act of
being is common to many existents, there must be one
universal cause of all (Plato’s argument, Aquinas noted);
the second argument starts from the fact that all beings in
our experience are imperfect, not self-moved, and not the
source of their actual being, and the reasoning concludes
to the existence of a “mover completely immobile and
most perfect” (Aristotle’s argument); the third argument
simply reasons from the composite nature of finite beings
to the necessary existence of a primary being in which
essence and the act of existing are identical (Avicenna’s
proof). Aquinas felt that these two pagan philosophers
and an Islamic thinker had successfully established the
conclusion “that there is a universal cause of real beings
by which all other things are brought forth into actual
being.”
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THE “FIVE WAYS.” The most famous of the arguments
are the “Five Ways” (Quinque Viae) of reasoning to the
conclusion that God exists (Summa Theologiae I, 2, 3, c).
All these ways employ the principle of causality and start
from empirical knowledge of the physical world. They are
not entirely original with Aquinas, depending not only on
Plato, Aristotle, and Avicenna but also on Augustine and
especially on Moses Maimonides. The First Way begins
with the point that things in the world are always chang-
ing or moving and concludes to the existence of one, first,
moving Cause. The Second Way argues from the observa-
tion of efficient production of things in the universe to
the need of an existing, first, efficient Cause. The Third
Way reasons from the contingent character of things in
the world (none of them has to be) to the existence of a
totally different kind of being, a necessary one (which has
to be). The Fourth Way argues from the gradations of
goodness, truth, and nobility in the things of man’s expe-
rience to the existence of a being that is most true, most
good, and most noble. The Fifth Way starts from the
orderly character of mundane events, argues that all
things are directed toward one end (the principle of final-
ity), and concludes that this universal order points to the
existence of an intelligent Orderer of all things. At the end
of his statement of each “way,” Thomas simply said, “and
this is what all men call God,” or words to that effect.
Obviously, he presupposed a common meaning of the
word God in the dictionary or nominal sense. There is
disagreement among interpreters as to whether the
“ways” are five distinct proofs or merely five formulations
of one basic argument. Most Thomists now favor the sec-
ond view.

Aquinas favored the argument from physical motion
(prima autem et manifestior via est). The Summa Contra
Gentiles (I, 13) offers an extended version of this first
argument and frankly indicates its relation to the ideas in
the last books of Aristotle’s Physics. The other four ways
are but briefly suggested in the Summa Contra Gentiles. In
another, much neglected, work (Compendium Theologiae
I, 3) the first way is stated clearly and concisely. Before
attempting to establish in detail the various attributes of
God, such as divine unity, one should consider whether
he exists. Now, all things that are moved must be moved
by other things; furthermore, things of an inferior nature
are moved by superior beings. (Aquinas’s examples are
chosen from thirteenth-century physics and astronomy,
in which the four basic elements were thought to be
under dynamic influence of the stars, and lower celestial
bodies were considered to be moved about by those at a
greater distance from Earth. How much of the force of

this argument may depend on outmoded science is a
matter of debate in present-day Thomism.)

Aquinas next argues that the process in which A
moves B, B moves C, and so on cannot be self-explana-
tory. His way of saying this is “This process cannot go on
to infinity.” He concludes that the only possible explana-
tion of the series of physical motions observed in the uni-
verse requires the acceptance of the existence of a
different sort of “mover”—a being that is not moved by
another, in other words, a first mover. This would have to
be a real being, of course, and of a quite different nature
from bodily things. He eventually suggests that this “first
mover existing above all else” is what Christians call God.

In the same passage from the Compendium, two
other facets of the argument from motion are introduced.
First, Aquinas claims that all causes observed as acting in
the physical universe are instrumental in character and
must be used, as it were, by a primary agent. This primary
agent is again another name for God. To suppose that the
universe is self-explanatory is, to Aquinas, like thinking
that a bed could be constructed by putting the tools and
material together, “without any carpenter to use them.”
This is an important case of the conception of God as a
divine craftsman. In the second place, this text suggests
briefly that an infinite series of moved movers is an
impossibility; the length of the series has nothing to do
with its explanatory function, if all its members be finite.
Finally, any such series requires a first mover (primary in
the sense of causality, not necessarily of chronological
priority). This first mover would be a Supreme Being. It
is obvious that many of the attributes of God are already
implied in the argument for divine existence.

KNOWLEDGE OF GOD. Regarding the nature and
attributes of God, Aquinas’s greatest emphasis fell on how
little we really know about the Supreme Being. In a series
of articles (Summa Theologiae I, 86–88) on the objects of
human knowledge, he reiterated his position that man is
naturally equipped to understand directly the natures of
material things; further, that man is aware of his own psy-
chic functions as they occur but that all man’s under-
standing of the nature of his own soul, of immaterial
substances such as angels, and of infinite immaterial
being (God) is achieved by dint of discursive and indirect
reasoning. There is, of course, a wide gap between mate-
rial and immaterial substances. Yet both these types of
finite beings fall within the same logical genus, as sub-
stances, and thus bodies and created spirits have some
aspects in common. On the other hand, God is an imma-
terial being of an entirely different nature from that of
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bodies or even of created spirits. Between God and crea-
tures there is no univocal community: That is to say, God
does not fall within the same genus, either real or logical,
as any other being. Hence, God’s nature transcends all
species and genera. Man’s natural knowledge of God’s
nature is therefore very imperfect, achieved by negating
various imperfections found in finite beings: Thus, God is
not in time, not in place, not subject to change, and so on.
Furthermore, man may reach some semipositive knowl-
edge of God by way of analogy: Thus, God is powerful
but not in the finite manner of other beings; he is know-
ing, willing, and so on.

PROVIDENCE. Divine providence is that attribute of
God whereby he intelligently orders all things and events
in the universe. As Aquinas explained it in the Summa
Contra Gentiles (III), God both establishes the plan
(ratio) in accord with which all creatures are kept in order
and executes this plan through continued governance of
the world. Literally, providence means “foresight,” and
this required Aquinas to face certain problems tradition-
ally associated with any theory of divine foreknowledge.
First of all, he insisted that such a view of divine provi-
dence does not exclude chance events from the universe.
In one sense, a chance event occurs apart from the inten-
tion of the agent. However, what is intended by one agent
may involve another agent who is unaware of the inten-
tion of the first. Hence, a plurality of real but imperfect
agents sets the stage for chance: God knows this and per-
mits it to occur.

EVIL. In the Quaestiones Disputatae de Malo and else-
where Aquinas agreed with Augustine that evil (both
physical and moral) is a privation of goodness, of perfec-
tion, in being or in action. This does not deny the fact that
evil really occurs but asserts that it is like a wound in
being (the phrase is Maritain’s); and, like any defect, evil
is important by virtue of what is lacking. As to why a per-
fectly good God will allow evil to occur, Thomas argued
that the possibility of evil is necessary so that many goods
may be possible. “If there were no death of other animals,
there would not be life for the lion; if there were no per-
secution from tyrants, there would be no occasion for the
heroic suffering of the martyrs” (Summa Theologiae I, 22,
2, ad 2).

FREEDOM. Aquinas also did not admit that divine fore-
knowledge is opposed to the exercise of human freedom.
His explanation of this point (in Summa Theologiae I,
103, 7 and 8) is complicated and not easy to state briefly.
In effect, human freedom does not imply absolute inde-

terminism (action that is uncaused). What a man does
freely is caused by himself, as a knowing and willing
agent. God makes man capable of choosing well or ill,
permits man to do so freely, and knows what man will
accomplish. What appears to be necessitated from one
point of view may be quite contingent and free from
another viewpoint. From God’s vantage point in eternity,
human actions are not affairs of past or future but are
events within the all-inclusive present of a divine
observer who witnesses these events but does not deter-
mine them.

ethics and political philosophy

The foregoing problems and considerations fall within
Aquinas’s speculative philosophy. His practical philoso-
phy, aimed at the intelligent performance of actions, is
divided into ethics, economics (treating problems of
domestic life), and politics. In all three areas the thinking
is teleological; finality, purposiveness, and the means-end
relation all are aspects of Thomistic teleology. Rationally
controlled activities must be directed to some goal; they
are judged good or bad in terms of their attainment of
that goal and in terms of the means by which they attain
(or fail to attain) that end.

Aquinas dealt with the theoretical analysis of ethical
activities in a long series of works: the Scriptum in IV
Libros Sententiarum, Book III; Summa Contra Gentiles III,
114–138; the In X Libros Ethicorum; Quaestiones Dispu-
tatae de Malo; and the Summa Theologiae, Part II. Most of
these works take the approach of moral theology, viewing
moral good and evil in terms of accord or discord with
divine law, which is revealed in Scripture and developed
and interpreted in Christian tradition. Thomas himself
did not consider moral theology to be a part of philoso-
phy, and it will not be further considered here, except as
throwing incidental light on his ethical position.

VOLUNTARY ACTION. Aquinas’s ethics consists of a
study of good and evil in human conduct, from the point
of view of man’s achievement of ultimate happiness. Not
all the actions in which man is involved are truly human
but only those accomplished under control of man’s
intellect and will. The primary characteristic of human
conduct, according to Aquinas, is not so much freedom as
voluntariness. His description of voluntary activity is a
development of the teaching of Aristotle. Several factors
are required for a voluntary action. There must be suffi-
cient knowledge on the part of a moral agent that a given
action is within his power; he cannot be entirely ignorant
of the kind of action that he is performing or of the
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means, circumstances, and end of his action. Violence,
under certain conditions, modifies the voluntariness of
one’s actions—as do certain kinds of uncontrollable feel-
ings. Furthermore, as Aquinas saw it there are two oppo-
sites to what is voluntary. The “involuntary” is a contrary:
It represents a diminution of voluntariness. Thus, an
action that is partly involuntary is also partly voluntary
and is, to a greater or lesser extent, imputable to the agent.
On the other hand, the “not-voluntary” is the contradic-
tory of what is voluntary, and an agent who is not volun-
tary is not morally responsible for his action.

NATURAL LAW. Most surveys of ethical theories classify
Aquinas’s ethics as a natural law theory. He described nat-
ural law as a rational participation in the eternal law of
God and suggested that all men have a sufficient knowl-
edge of what is morally right (the justum) to be able to
regulate their own actions. In a famous passage (Summa
Theologiae I–II, 94, 2) Aquinas explained the way in
which he thought that rules of natural law are known.
The judgment of synderesis (an intellectual quality
enabling any man to intuit the first principle of practical
reasoning) is simply the proposition “Good should be
done and sought after; evil is to be avoided.” (Most mod-
ern Thomists take this rule as a formal principle in the
Kantian sense, requiring further knowledge to fill in the
content of specific moral rules.) Aquinas then proceeded
to describe three kinds of inclinations natural to man:
that of man’s substantial nature toward the conservation
of its own existence and physical well-being, that of man’s
animal nature to seek such biological goods as sexual
reproduction and the care of offspring, and that of man’s
reason whereby he tends toward universal goods, such as
consideration of the interests of other persons and the
avoidance of ignorance. All three kinds of inclinations are
presented as natural and good, provided they are reason-
ably pursued. They form the bases from which one may
conclude to a number of rules of natural moral law.
Aquinas never attempted to make an exhaustive listing of
the precepts of such a law; nor did he consider such a
codification advisable.

In point of fact, the natural law approach to moral
theory is not the only, and not the best, classification of
Aquinas’s ethics. Particularly in view of various shifts in
the meaning of “law” since the time of Aquinas (notably
a growing stress on law as a fiat of legislative will), it can
be positively misleading to limit Aquinas’s ethics to a nat-
ural law position. He defines law in general as “any ordi-
nance of reason that is promulgated for the common
good by one who has charge of a community” (Summa
Theologiae I–II, 90, 4 c). “Reason” is the key word in this

definition. Right reason (recta ratio) is the justification of
ethical judgment in Aquinas’s thought. “In the case of
volitional activities, the proximate standard is human
reason (regula proxima est ratio humana) but the supreme
standard is eternal law. Therefore, whenever a man’s
action proceeds to its end in accord with the order of rea-
son and of eternal law, then the act is right; but when it is
twisted away from this rightness, then it is called a sin”
(21, 1 c).

REASON, GOODNESS, AND JUSTICE. Thomistic ethics
requires a person to govern his actions as reasonably as he
can, keeping in mind the kind of agent that he is and the
position that he occupies in the total scheme of reality.
Man’s own good is achieved by the governance of his
actions and feelings under rational reflection—and God
does not require anything else. “For we do not offend
God, except by doing something contrary to our own
good” (Summa Contra Gentiles III, 121–122). It is a part
of being reasonable to respect the good of others. The
moral good, then, is not so much what men are obligated
to do by an all-powerful legislator; rather, it is that which
is in accord with the reasonable perfecting of man. In
becoming a better agent within himself, man is making
himself more fit for ultimate happiness and for the vision
of God. This kind of ethics resembles a self-perfectionist
theory, without idealist overtones.

Aquinas based much of his teaching on ethical rules
on the theory of natural justice found in Book V of the
Nicomachean Ethics. All things have specific natures that
do not change: Dogs are dogs and stones are stones. Cer-
tain functions are taken as natural and appropriate to
given natures: Eating is an act expected of a dog but not
of a stone. Human nature shares certain functions with
the higher brutes but is distinguished by the performance
of rational activities. Some of these typical functions are
always the same in relation to man’s nature and ethical
rules pertaining to these do not change. Aquinas’s exam-
ple of such an immutable rule of justice is simply “Theft
is unjust.” Other ethical judgments, however, are not
essential to justice (for example, detailed ordinances that
contain many variable factors); these secondary rules are
by no means absolute and immutable. Examples would
be rules concerned with taxation, buying and selling, and
other such circumstantially variable regulations. Moral
law is composed of both types of rules and is neither
absolute nor immutable in all its requirements.

CONSCIENCE. In De Veritate (XVII) Aquinas referred to
moral conscience as a concrete intellectual judgment
whereby the individual agent decides for himself that a
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given action or feeling is good or bad, right or wrong, to
be done or not to be done. Conscience was not consid-
ered a special power or moral sense, nor was it viewed as
the source of universal moral convictions. For Aquinas it
was simply a man’s best practical judgment concerning 
a concrete moral problem. As such, moral conscience 
is a person’s internal guide to good action; one acts
immorally in going against his conscience, for it is his best
judgment on a matter. If it is not his best judgment, then
the person is clearly required to make a better effort to
reach a conscientious decision. Reasonable consideration
of a proposed action includes thinking of the kind of
action that it is (the formal object), the purpose to which
it is directed (the end), and the pertinent circumstances
under which it is to be performed. These three moral
determinants were used by Aquinas to complete the the-
ory of right reasoning in De Malo (II, 4 c, ad 2, ad 5).

FAMILY. Aquinas also considered man in his social rela-
tions. In the Summa Contra Gentiles (III, cc. 122–126) the
family is regarded as a natural and reasonable type of
small society, designed to provide for the procreation and
raising of children and for the mutual good of husband
and wife. (The material on matrimony in the so-called
Supplement to the Summa Theologiae was excerpted from
Book IV of the Scriptum in IV Libros Sententiarum and
does not represent Aquinas’s mature thought.) The main
reason why people get married, Aquinas thought, is to
raise children, so his approach to the family was child-
oriented. There should be but one husband and wife in a
family; they should stay together until the children are
fully grown and educated; they should deal honestly and
charitably with each other as marriage partners. Many of
Aquinas’s arguments for monogamy and the indissolubil-
ity of the marriage bond are but restatements of similar
reasonings in Aristotle’s Politics.

POLITICAL THEORY. Aquinas’s family, living in south-
ern Italy, had been closely allied with the imperial gov-
ernment: His father and at least two of his brothers were
in the service of Emperor Frederick II. Aquinas thus grew
up with monarchic loyalties. However, early in life he
joined the Dominicans, a religious community remark-
able for its democratic and liberal practices. As a result
Aquinas’s political philosophy (in De Regno, in In Libros
Politicorum, and in Summa Theologiae, I–II, passim)
stressed the ideal of the limited monarchy, or that kind of
state which Aristotle had called the politeia. The purpose
of the state is described as to provide for temporal peace
and welfare. Political society is quite different from eccle-
siastical society (the church), whose end is otherworldly.

Here again Aquinas always stressed the central role of rea-
son: “Divine justice (ius divinum) which stems from grace
does not cancel human justice which comes from natural
reason.” There is no detailed theory of government in
Aquinas’s writings.

art and aesthetics

In his theory of art Aquinas was quite abstract and intel-
lectualistic, taking Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Poetics, and Nico-
machean Ethics (Book VI) as his major sources. He used a
new awareness of the spiritual and moral dimensions of
the beautiful, found seminally in the mystical Neoplaton-
ism of Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, to develop the
fragmentary aesthetics of Aristotelianism. Most of these
precisions are found in Aquinas’s commentary on the
fourth chapter of Dionysius’s De Divinis Nominibus.

Art is understood to be a special habit, or acquired
skill, of the practical intellect, which is simply man’s pos-
sible intellect applied to problems of action. Prudence,
the key practical habit in moral discourse, is defined as
right reason in doing things (recta ratio agibilium). Simi-
larly, art is defined as right reason in making things (recta
ratio factibilium). These two practical habits are not con-
fused. Elsewhere it is explained: “The principle of artifacts
is the human intellect which is derived by some sort of
similitude from the divine intellect, and the latter is the
principle of all things in nature. Hence, not only must
artistic operations imitate nature but even art products
must imitate the things that exist in nature” (In I Politico-
rum 1). Some artifacts are merely useful; others may be
beautiful; and still others may exist only in the order of
thought (Aquinas took seriously the dictum that logic is
an art).

He regarded the beautiful and the good as really
identical but insisted that they differ in their formal
meanings (rationes). Where the good is simply that which
all desire, the beautiful is that which gives pleasure when
perceived (quod visum placet). Three aspects of the beau-
tiful are distinguished: integrity (integritas sive perfectio),
due proportion (debita proportio sive consonantia), and
brilliance (claritas). Each of these aesthetic factors is
taken as capable of variation in degree and appeal.

These notions on the general meaning of Beauty
were used not to describe the attraction of a life of sacri-
fice but of spiritual perfection as a member of a religious
community, such as the Dominicans. “In fact,” Aquinas
wrote, “there are two kinds of beauty. One is spiritual and
it consists in a due ordering and overflowing of spiritual
goods. Hence, everything that proceeds from a lack of
spiritual good, or that manifests intrinsic disorder, is ugly.
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Another kind is external beauty which consists in a due
ordering of the body” (Contra Impugnantes Dei Cultum et
Religionem 7, ad 9). He was actually defending the prac-
tice of begging, as used in the mendicant orders. Aquinas
agreed that there is something distasteful about begging
but argued that it is an admirable exercise of humility,
when religiously motivated. Here again the concept of
purpose, teleological order, is central.

Metaphysical participation recurs as a key theme in
Aquinas’s discussion of the manner in which the mani-
fold of creation shares in the transcendent beauty of God.
All lower beauties are but imperfect manifestations of
one highest pulchritudo. This is Dionysian mystical aes-
thetics and is presented in In Dionysii de Divinis
Nominibus (IV, 5–6).

authority and influence

Aquinas has been given a special position of respect in the
field of Catholic scholarship, but this does not mean that
all Catholic thinkers agree with him on all points. Within
three years of his death a number of propositions closely
resembling his philosophic views were condemned as
errors by Bishop Tempier of Paris. This episcopal con-
demnation was formally revoked in 1325. Thomistic
thought met much criticism in the later Middle Ages.
Since the Renaissance nearly all the popes have praised
Aquinas’s teaching; the one who provided for the first col-
lected edition of his works (St. Pius V) also did the same
for St. Bonaventure, a Franciscan, and proclaimed both
Doctors of the Church. In the ecclesiastical law of the
Catholic Church, revised in 1918, canon 589:1 states that
students for the priesthood are required to study at least
two years of philosophy and four of theology, “following
the teaching of St. Thomas.” Further, canon 1366:2 directs
professors in seminaries to organize their teaching
“according to the method, teaching and principles of the
Angelic Doctor.”

Actually, Thomism has never been the only kind of
philosophy cultivated by Catholics, and from the four-
teenth century to the Enlightenment, Thomism was
rivaled and sometimes obscured by Scotism and Ock-
hamism.

In 1879, with the publication of the Encyclical
Aeterni Patris by Pope Leo XIII, the modern revival of
Thomism started. While this document praised Thomism
throughout, Pope Leo added this noteworthy qualifica-
tion: “If there be anything that ill agrees with the discov-
eries of a later age, or, in a word, improbable in whatever
way—it does not enter Our mind to propose that for imi-

tation to our age” (Étienne Gilson, ed., The Church Speaks
to the Modern World, New York, 1954, p. 50.)

In 1914 a group of Catholic teachers drew up a set of
twenty-four propositions that, they felt, embodied the
essential points in the philosophy of Aquinas. The Sacred
Congregation of Studies, with the approval of Pope Pius
X, published these “Twenty-four Theses” as clear expres-
sions of the thought of the holy Doctor. (Original Latin
text in Acta Apostolicae Sedis 6 [1914]: 384–386; partial
English version in Charles Hart, Thomistic Metaphysics,
Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1959, passim.)

The first six theses attempt a formulation of the gen-
eral metaphysical position of Aquinas. All beings are
composed of potential and actual principles, with the
exception of God, who is pure act. The divine esse (act of
being) is utterly simple (that is, without parts or con-
stituents) and infinite in every way. Other beings are
composite; their acts of existing are limited in character
and merely participated. In general, metaphysical being
may be understood in terms of analogy: God’s being and
that of created things do not belong within the same
genus, but there is some remote resemblance between
divine and nondivine beings. To satisfy competing theo-
ries of analogy that developed in Renaissance Thomism,
the theses describe this metaphysical analogy in terms of
both attribution (following Francisco Suárez) and pro-
portionality (following Cardinal Cajetan). The real dis-
tinction between essence and esse is stressed in the fifth
thesis, while the difference between substance and acci-
dents is stated in the sixth (accidents exist in some sub-
stance but never, in the natural course of things, exist by
themselves). Marking a transition to special metaphysics
(cosmology and philosophical psychology), the seventh
proposition treats a spiritual creature as composed of
essence and esse, and also of substance and accidents, but
denies that there is any composition of matter and form
in spirits.

A series of theses (VIII to XIII) describe bodily
beings as constituted of prime matter and substantial
form, neither of which may exist by itself. As material,
bodies are extended in space and subject to quantifica-
tion. Matter as quantified is proposed as the principle
that individuates bodies. The location of a body in place
is also attributed to quantity. Thesis XIII distinguishes
nonliving from living bodies and makes the transition to
a group of propositions concerned with human nature
and its activities. The life principle in any plant or animal
is called a soul, but, in the case of the human animal, the
soul is found to be a principle of a very special kind. The-
ses XIV to XXI focus on the vital nature and functions of
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man. His soul is capable of existing apart from the human
body; it is brought into existence directly by God’s cre-
ative action; it is without constituent parts and so cannot
be disintegrated, that is to say, the human soul is immor-
tal. Moreover, man’s soul is the immediate source of life,
existence, and all perfection in the human body. Subse-
quent propositions emphasize the higher human func-
tions of cognition and volition, and they distinguish
sensitive knowledge of individual bodies and their quali-
ties from intellectual understanding of the universal fea-
tures of reality. Willing is subsequent to intellectual
cognition, and the free character of volitional acts of
choice is strongly asserted.

The last three theses offer a summary of Aquinas’s
philosophic approach to God. The divine existence is nei-
ther directly intuited by the ordinary man nor demon-
strable on an a priori basis. It is capable of a posteriori
demonstration using any of the famous arguments of the
Five Ways; these arguments are briefly summarized. The-
sis XXIII reaffirms the simplicity of God’s being and
maintains the complete identity between the divine
essence and esse. The final thesis asserts the creation by
God of all things in the universe and stresses the point
that the coming into existence and the motion of all crea-
tures are to be attributed ultimately to God as First Cause.

These twenty-four theses represent a rigid and con-
servative type of Thomism. Many modern Catholic
philosophers, while recognizing that these propositions
do express some of the basic themes in the speculative
thought of Aquinas, doubt that it is possible to put the
wisdom of any great philosopher into a few propositions
and prefer to emphasize the open-minded spirit with
which Aquinas searched for information among his pred-
ecessors and approached the problems of his own day.
After all, it was Aquinas who remarked that arguments
from authority are appropriate in sacred teaching but are
the weakest sort of evidence in philosophic reasoning.
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Great; Aristotelianism; Aristotle; Augustine, St.; Aver-
roes; Avicenna; Being; Boethius, Anicius Manlius Sev-
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thomasius, christian
(1655–1728)

Christian Thomasius was a philosopher and jurist and
the first important thinker of the German Enlighten-
ment. He was born in Leipzig, the son of the Aristotelian
philosopher Jakob Thomasius, who had been a teacher of
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. Christian, after studying phi-
losophy and law at the universities of Leipzig and Frank-
furt an der Oder, began lecturing at Leipzig in 1682. His
theological enemies forced him to move in 1690 to the
Ritterakademie in Halle. He helped to found the Univer-
sity of Halle, became professor of law there in 1694, and
later was Geheimrat (privy counselor) and rector of the
university.

law and theology

Thomasius followed his father, as well as Hugo Grotius
and Samuel von Pufendorf, in the study of natural law.
He sought a foundation for law, independent of theology,
in man’s natural reason. Like Pufendorf he opposed the
orthodox Lutheran view that revelation is the source of
law and that jurisprudence is subordinate to theology. He
held that law is based on common sense and on truths
common to all religions. On the other hand, many pre-
cepts traditionally held to be absolute were only the result
of the historical development of a given nation, subject to
change and justifiable only in terms of the characteristics
of that nation. Thomasius asserted the right of free and
impartial interpretation of the Bible and of God’s laws,
reacting against orthodox Lutheran exegesis and the
intricacies and dogmatism of scholastic theology. He con-
demned fanaticism and the persecution of heretics and
preached toleration of differing religious beliefs.

Thomasius opposed the episcopal system of church
government, which asserted the rights of consistories and
of theological faculties in church affairs, and supported a
territorial system of church government, in which the
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