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1. INTRODUCTION

Anyone who studies Thomas Aquinas realizes that he owes a great debt to Aristotle for
his philosophical and even theological doctrines. Aquinas, for example, borrows may of
his most important metaphysical concepts from the Stagirite, without being afraid to take
the best concepts from other sources, or make his own speculations.' It should come as no
surprise then, that the same holds true for Aquinas’ treatises on ethics: Aquinas borrowed
a lot of the ontological framework from Aristotle and incorporated it into his moral theol-
ogy, while taking into account the realities of grace and Revelation. In this context, it is
tempting to investigate more closely the relationship of Aquinas to the Greek philosopher.
All agree that Aquinas borrowed many of ideas from Aristotle. In general, does Aquinas
maintain continuity with Aristotle, or does he tend to break with him? When Aquinas
incorporates realities that Aristotle could not have known about (especially in theology),
does the addition make an organic whole, or is he more eclectic?

It would be well beyond the scope of this paper to make a general critique of the de-
gree to which Aquinas is a faithful interpreter of Aristotle. Instead, I will examine three
areas of Aquinas’ theory on virtues to see to what degree he is an “Aristotelian,” and to
what degree he incorporates new elements or refinements: his theory on habitus and their
ontological status; the theory regarding virtues, in the light of the doctrine of habitus;
and finally his treatment of the virtue of prudence. In each case, I will examine Aquinas’
doctrine first and compare it with the corresponding passages in Aristotle’s works (mostly
the Nicomachean Ethics, but also other works that Aquinas used to make his system). I
will show that there is a profound continuity between Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle in
the doctrine on virtues, and that although Aquinas incorporates a lot of new material, the

addition is in general organic and not eclectic. Since this is a philosophical, not a theo-

! For examples of how Aquinas incorporated and perfected Aristotle’s metaphysical system,
see A. ConTtarT, “Le figure della differenza ontologica nel tomismo del Novecento (prima parte)”,
in Alpha Omega 11 (2008), 249—250.



logical, reflection, I will use as my basis the Prima Secundae of the Summa Theologiae,

questions 49 to 58, the portion that does not deal directly with the infused virtues.



2. HABITUS AND THEIR ONTOLOGICAL
STRUCTURE

The core of Thomas Aquinas’ doctrine on the virtues is the theory of habitus, which
depends heavily on the Aristotelian categories and notions of act and potency. This sec-
tion is the longest, because I am interested in seeing whether there is agreement between
Aquinas and Aristotle regarding the ontological structure of the habitus, which form the
framework of the entire theory. Conformity to Aristotle on this most fundamental level is,

it seems to me, the basic criterion for calling a theory “Aristotelian.”

2.1 Thomas Aquinas regarding Habitus

Aquinas considers quality to be guemdam modum substantiae, specifying that modum
means quem mensura praefigit.” Following Aristotle, he divides qualities into four species:
first, habitus (§Eeic) and dispositiones (Stabeoeig); second, what could be termed passive
qualities (for Aristotle, duvauelg or aduvvauiar) or active potencies;3 third, passible qual-
ities (maOnTikai rolot e, literally “qualities capable of feeling”), those that are not, as
such, a principle of action, such as color, sweetness, coldness and warmth inasmuch as
they are capable of being felt, and so on; and fourth, form and figure, which follow from
quantity.* Aquinas does not, however, accept Simplicius’ division of qualities into “natu-

ral” (which for Simplicius seems to have meant “indelible”) and “adventitious” (acquired,

> See THOMAS AQUINAS, Summa theologiae: prima secundae, a quaestione I ad quaestionem
LXX, Rome, 1891, I-11, g. 49, a. 2, ad 1um.

3 Aristotle in his treatment in the Categories seems to regard the potencies as “abilitities” such
as being good at boxing. (See ARISTOTLE, Categories, trans. by H.P. Cookg, Cambridge, 1938,
gai4-17.) Aquinas, however, seems to say that faculties such as the intellect and the will would
also be included. For example, see THomas AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 56. a. 1, arg. 3um: potentia est
in secunda specie qualitatis; in the context, the potentia in question is the subiectum of a virtue,
which would presumably include the intellect and the will. See also M.F. EcHAVARR{A, “Virtud y
ser seglin Tomds de Aquino”, in Espiritu 58 (2009), 11.

4 See THomAs Aquinas, S.Th. I-1I, g. 49, a. 2, co. For the fourfold division of quality in
Aristotle, see ARISTOTLE, Categories, 8b25-10a14.



and hence changeable). Simplicius, says Aquinas, assigns the “adventitous” qualities to the
first species, and distributes the rest among the other three species. In fact, there are dispo-
sitiones—hence members of the first species—that are natural (such as health and beauty)
and members the other species that are adventitious (such as some passible qualities).>
What distinguishes the first species from the others, says Aquinas, is that it modifies
a subiectum with respect to its very nature, not just a certain aspect; that is, qualities of
this type render that subiectum good or bad simpliciter.® In support of this, Aquinas cites
Book H of the Physics, which says, 0tav yap Aafn Tv aUTol dpetnv, T0Te AEYETOL
TELELOV EKOOTOV — TOTE Y0P £0TL ndAoto [T0] Kotd giowy;? a virtue, says Aristotle,
makes whatever it modifies “fully in accord with nature” (udhiota [10] Katd @uow).
Citing Book B, Aquinas notes that a thing’s nature indicates its end or goal (finis, T¢Log).?
Since a thing is good inasmuch as it reaches its end—here Aquinas cites Aristotle’s dic-
tionary of philosopical terms in Book A of the Metaphysics—it follows that an habitus

2N

makes its subiectum good or bad without qualification: £€Eig Aéyeton duabeoig kb’ 1 )

5 See THomas AQuinas, S.Th. I-11, g. 49, a. 2, co.

6 Aquinas’ exact words are that such a quality habet rationem boni or mali. In this way, he
practically reverses Simplicius’ solution. See ibid., I-1l, q. 49, a. 2, co. See also A.M. GONZALEZ,
“Las fuentes de la moralidad a la luz de la ética aristotélica de la virtud”, in Sapientia 56 (2001),

62.
: 7 ARISTOTLE, Physics, trans. by P.H. WicksTteep and F.M. CornNForp, vol. 5, Loeb Classical
Library, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1934, H, 3, 246a13—16: “For whenever [something]
acquires its own virtue [or excellence], then it is considered fulfilled—for then it is fully in accord
with nature” (my translation). Aristotle in this context is discussing €Egic, and so I have translated
apetn as “virtue.” The Latin translation that Aquinas uses in q. 49, a. 2, co., however, is defective,
but the mistranslation does not alter his point.

8 Aquinas takes it for granted that what Aristotle attributes here to virtue (&pet) is applica-
ble, servatis servandis, to any member of the first species of quality. Evidently, only good habitus
and dispositiones render something good; and presumably only habitus can render something fully
good or bad.

9 See ARISTOTLE, Physics, trans. by P.H. Wicksteep and F.M. Cornrorp, Cambridge, 1934,
B, 7, 198b3-4. The relevant text says, 10 Tl éotiv Kot 1) wopgr) Téhog yap Kol o gveka: “the
essence (to Tit) is also the form; the end, however, is also ‘that for the sake of which’ ” (my trans-
lation). Immediately after, it says, 1 @Uolg €vekd tov: “Nature is ‘for the sake of this’ [i.e., for
the sake of a certain end]” (my translation).



€D 1] kak®dg didxerton 1O drakeluevov.'® Dispositiones are similar, except that they are
not difficile mobile."

An habitus, says Aquinas, is for the sake of act (habitus importet ordinem ad actum).?
The very notion of habitus implies this, because it entails either conformity or nonconfor-
mity with the nature that is its subiectum, and nature is the principle of operation.'> Some
habitus, in addition, are specifically directed to operation thanks to the subiectum they
modify, in particular when that subiectum is a faculty."* The function of an habitus is to
direct—or to use more Aristotelian language, to dispose (StotiOevar)—its subiectum to
certain actuations and not others; there is no room, says Aquinas, for habitus if the subiec-
tum can only become actualized in one way.'S An habitus may dispose its subiectum to
various types of actuality: namely, either to a form or nature (as in the case of health or
beauty, which dispose the body to its substantial form, although, because of their imper-
manence, these do not qualify fully as habitus) or else to operationes (the actions produced

by a faculty).'

'© ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, trans. by H. TREDENNICK, Cambridge, 1933, A, 20, 1022b10-11: “An
habitus means a disposition by which what is disposed, is disposed well or badly” (my translation).
Note that it is the subiectum of that habitus—which could be the substance itself or a potency—that
is rendered good or evil simpliciter, not necessarily the substance. Thus, a man may be healthy or
have a lot of knowledge: that state brings about the good simpliciter of the body or the intellect, but
not necessarily the good of the man as such. Only the moral virtues (and, in a theological context,
sanctifying grace and all the infused virtues, both theological and cardinal) can make a man good,
inasmuch as he is a man.

"' See THomAs AQuinas, S.Th. I-11, q. 49, a. 2, ad 3um.

2 Ibid., I-11, q. 49, a. 3, co.

'3 See ibid. This idea is given at least implicitly by Aristotle in Metaphysics A: he considers
@VOo1G to be primarily and properly 1) oUota 1) T@V ExOvTwv dpynVv Kivnoewg, “the essence of those
things having a principle of movement” (ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, A, 1015a14-15), after showing
that the meaning of @uoLg can extend to any kind of ovola, even non-material (1015a13-14).

4 See THOMAS AQuUINas, S.Th. I-11, q. 49, a. 3, co.

!5 See ibid., I-11, q. 49, a. 4, ad 3um. Such subiecti would normally be active potencies; what
can confuse matters, however, is that there is a sense in which these potencies can be “virtues”
in a broader sense, since they already bring about the perfection of the nature they modify. See
EcHavaRrRria, “Virtud y ser ...”, 12.

16 See THOMAS AQUINAS, S.Th. I-1I, g- 50, a. 1, co. The habitus in question are often called
entitativi and operativi. Thomas Aquinas himself uses the latter term, for example, in I-1I, q. 57, 1,
but not habitus entitativus. It seems that only true habitus that disposes its subiectum to a form or
nature is sanctifying grace. (See I-11, q. 50, a. 2. co.)



It follows that there are various possible subiecti for habitus: the body (in a loose sense,
because it can, in fact, only support dispositiones),"7 the essence (as with grace),”® and the
various faculties." Strictly speaking, the subiectum of any accident—what it inheres to—
is the substance. However, because there is order among the accidents, one accident can
be considered the subiectum of another, just as the subiectum of color is said to be the
surface; it is in this way that an habitus can be said to modify a particular faculty.>® Op-
erative habitus—those whose subiecti are faculties and are directed to action—are only
possible in faculties that are themselves spiritual (such as the intellect and the will), or else
operate ex imperato rationis; for example the concupiscible and irascible appetites. Purely
“vegetative” faculties are capable of producing only a single, determined activity, and so
are unable to be the subiectum of an habitus.*

As regards their origin, habitus can be “natural,” both in the sense that they constitute
propria of a given species (that they are found necessarily in all members of the species,
as with the intellectus of the first speculative principles), and in the sense that a given in-
dividual did not acquire them (as with good health, when it is not caused by medicines).
In human beings, however, no habitus can be entirely caused by nature—whether taken as
species or as individual—but must come to be partly through an external cause.?* Certain
habitus can be brought about by actions, when a faculty that is in actu acts upon by one
that is in potentia; for example, when the cognitive faculties act on the appetitive pow-

ers by presenting them with objects.?3 In the case of the appetitive faculties—which by

7 See THomAs AqQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, g. 50, a. 1, co.

8 See ibid., I-11, g. 50, a. 2, co.

9 See ibid., I-11, q. 50, a. 3, co.

¢ See ibid., I-11, q. 50, a. 3, ad 2um.

' See ibid., I-11, q. 50, a. 3, co.

22 See ibid., I-11, q. 51, a. 1, co. Even the intellectus, the habitus of the first speculative principles,
is put into act by the first ens that “falls” into the intellect. (See, among many examples, ibid., I,
g. 55, a. 4, ad 1um, and also the passage from Aquinas’ commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate, in
which he says primo sint intelligenda ens et non ens: THomAs AQUINAS, Super librum Boethii De
Trinitate: Super Boetium De Trinitate. Expositio libri Boetii De ebdomadibus, Rome, 1992, q. 4,
a. 1, co. 2.) The intellect (considered as a faculty) is in potency with respect to the things to be
known, sicut tabula rasa (THomAs AQUINAS, Summa theologiae: pars prima, a quaestione L ad
quaestionem CXIX, Rome, 1889, 1 q. 79 a. 2 co.).

23 See THomas AqQuinas, S.Th. I-11, g. 51, a. 2, co.



nature have many possible ways to be actualized—a single action is insufficient to bring
about an habitus; repeated acts are necessary.’* God, of course, can infuse habitus into
men, and indeed only God can infuse them if attaining their end surpasses the power of
human nature.?S Habitus can grow and diminish—not, certainly, in the physical sense that
quantity and certain quantifiable qualities do—but by increase or decrease of the intensity
with which they are possessed.?® Actions that are consistent with and more intense than
an habitus cause its increase, or at least dispose it to that increase; if they are less intense,
8

they dispose the it to decay.?” If the actions are contrary, they bring about its decrease,”

or if they are sufficiently strong, its outright destruction.?®

2.2 Comparison with Aristotle

Aristotle defines qualities as k00’ fjv motol Twveg eivar Aéyovtau;® in other words,
a quality is a determination of substance,3' which is in line with Aquinas’ definition as
modum substantiae. Aristotle defines £Eeig and duaB£oelg in Book A of the Metaphysics

as follows:

duabeoig Aeyetar Tol £xovtog uepN TAELS 1) Katd TOmoV 1) Koth dUvauy 1) Kot
e100g: O£oLy Yap Ol Tva elvan, Momep Kai Todvoua dnAot 1) duddeotc.

EE1g Ot Léyetau Eva uev TpoOToV olov Evépyeld Tig Tol £xovTtog Kal &youévov, Ho-
7ep TPAELG TG 1) Kivnotg dTav yap TO uev mouf] 1o 8¢ motijtat, £otL oinoig pueta&l:
oltw kal Tod Exovrog £00fjTa Kai Thg Exouévng 007 tog £otL ueta& LG,

24 See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 51, a. 3, co.

25 See ibid., I-11, g. 51, a. 4, co.

26 See ibid., I-11, qq. 52-53, which go into this problem in detail. When speaking of virtues
in particular, due consideration must be given to the doctrine of the mean, which is dealt with in
g. 66: in short, when a virtue is considered as an habitus, an increase in its intensity is always
beneficial, whereas in its exercise, the mean is to be sought and the extremes avoided.

27 See ibid., 1-11, q. 52, a. 3, co.

38 See ibid., I-11, q. 53, a. 2, co.

*9 As in the case of mortal sin and charity. See ibid. The destruction is possible, however, only
if the habitus has an opposite. Thus, both scientiae and moral virtues can be destroyed, but the
habitus of first principles (intellectus) cannot.

3% ARISTOTLE, Categories, 8b25-26: “Those things according to which some [men] are said to
be ‘thus’” (my translation).

3! See also the beginning of Book Z: ArisToTLE, Metaphysics, 1028a19-20. In the context of the
Categories, Aristotle is discussing qualities that are best applied to men, but in the Metaphysics
the discussion plainly applies to any substance.



[...]

dMov 8t tpdmov EELg Aéyetar duabeoig kad’ v 1) €0 1) Kakdg didkertar T da-

Keluevov, kal 1) kad’ atto 1) pog Grro, olov 1} Dytewo £E1g Tig: Suabeoig yap ot

toroT). £TL EE1G AéyeTan &v 1) HOpLov SLad€oemg ToLaitng: SLO Kal 1) TV uep@dv

apetn €E1g Tig gotv.3?
Some clarifications are in order: first of all, for Aristotle, S1i0go1g or dispositio has a broad
meaning which entails the ordering, or arrangement (ta.ELg), of the parts in a whole. Thus,
d1abeoig could—if one understands the parts as spatial—be included in the category of
situs or ketoOau (literally “to lie,” the “orientation” of a physical thing).33 If, however, one
understands the parts in a way that does not necessarily refer to physical divisions, then
d1a0g01g could be a quality, as Aristotle clearly implies when he says that a £Ei¢ is a type
of d1aBeoig by which a subiectum is disposed to good or evil (in line with his fourfold
division of quality in the Categories).3* In a similar way, the term €E1g or habitus is am-
biguous, because (in both Greek and Latin) it literally means a “having” or “possession,”
or as Aristotle says, £vépyeld TG Tod £x0vtog Kai £xouevou (“an act of the haver and the
had”). In the Categories, Aristotle places this type of €Eig in the eighth category.35 Aris-

totle, however, is explicit in saying that £Egig and dtaOgoelg can also be understood as

qualities: like Aquinas, he places them in the first species, and he distinguishes between

32 ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, A, 20, 1022b2-14: * ‘Disposition’ means an arrangement of
something that has parts, [whether those parts are arranged] according to place, or potency, or
idea [i.e., form or species]: for there must be a certain ‘placement’ [“position,” 0£o1c] as the word
‘disposition” [d1a0eo1g] makes apparent. Habitus means, in one sense, as it were, a type of act
[évépyera] of the haver and the thing that is had, as with certain kinds of action or movement,
for whenever something makes and something is made, between them there is ‘making.” Likewise,
between having clothing and the clothing had there is habitus. [ ...] In another sense, habitus means
a disposition by which what is disposed, is disposed well or badly, whether per se or in relation
to something else; for example, health is an habitus, for disposition is like this. Moreover, habitus
means a portion of a disposition of this kind; therefore, the virtue of parts is a certain kind of
habitus” (my translation).

33 See ARISTOTLE, Categories, 1b25-2a4, where Aristotle gives one of his two complete lists of
the ten categories; the other is ARISTOTLE, Topics, trans. by E.S. ForsTeEr, Cambridge, 1938, 1, 9,
103b24.

34 Aquinas addresses this issue in I-1I1, g. 49, a. 2, ad 3um. It is curious that he does not make use
of his more developed notion of parts—integral, subjective, and potential—as found in II-1I, g. 48.
(See THOMAS AQUINAS, Summa theologiae: secunda secundae, a quaestione I ad quaestionem
LVI, Rome, 1895, II-11, q. 48, a. 1, co.)

35 See ARISTOTLE, Categories, 1b25-2a4. Here and in the Topics Aristotle uses the term t0 £yeuv
(to have) rather than £E1c, but the concept is clearly the same: as examples of 10 £xeLv, he uses the
wearing of shoes (0108£8¢etau) or being armed (HmAtoTaL).



them according to their stability. AwaB¢oeig are tayl petafarlovia (easily changed),
whereas #Egig are 008~ ebuetdforov (not changeable, difficult to change):3° Stapéper d&
EE1C SLabEoEmg TQ TOAD YPoVIDTEPOV Elvan Kal povipmtepov.3” Every €€1c, he says, is
a Staboeig, but not every d1dOeoig is a EE1¢.3®

That Aristotle considers €Ei¢ to be directed to act can be deduced from the connections
that he makes between €Eig and nature, and between £Eig and end.3® A virtue (dpetr), as
we saw above, renders its subiectum fully in accord with its nature, and in general a €Eig
disposes its possessor well or badly, 1) ko’ avt0 1) tpog dAro.4° If it does so kaO’ avTo,
then the €€ig is primarily concerned with the nature of the subiectum, as in the case of
health (Oytewa), which is the example that Aristotle himself offers.#! It is more difficult to
interpret the meaning of tpdg &AAo, but since all of the other &g that Aristotle discusses
(whether they involve the intellect or the appetites) have to do with disposing faculties
to the action proper to them, Aquinas’ interpretation of this expression as in ordine ad
finem seems reasonable.** The doctrine of the mean supports the idea that £€Eeig dispose
a faculty to certain acts and not others: £tL TO u&v Quoptavery Tolay®dg oty [...] 1O
d¢ KatopOodv pwovay®dc*? A purely “natural” tendency—one that entirely determined by
nature—is not subject to £€E€eig: 0VOEV Yap TOV PUOEL dviwv GAAwG £0iCeTon.44 In the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristole makes a threefold “partition” of the soul: there is a part,

he says, that is rational, and another that is non-rational (t0 p&v dhoyov avtig [Yuyig]

3 See ARISTOTLE, Categories, 8b35-37.

37 ibid., 8b27-28: “For £Eig differs from d140eo1g in being more enduring and stable” (my
translation).

38 See ibid., 9ga10-12. See GoNzALEz, “Las fuentes ...”, 360.

39 See ibid., 364.

40 ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, A, 20, 1022b12: “either per se or in relation to something else” (my
translation).

4 See ibid., A, 20, 1022b13.

42 THoMAS AQUINAS, S.Th. I-11, q. 49, a. 4, co.

43 ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by H. RackHaM, vol. 19, Loeb Classical Library,
Harvard University Press, Cambridge 1926, B, 6, 1106b30: “Yet there are many ways to err, |[...]
but only one way to be upright” (my translation).

44 ibid., B, 6, 1106b10-20: “For nothing [none of the things that are] by nature is habituated
otherwise [i.e., contrary to nature].” See GoNzALEz, “Las fuentes ...”, 361.
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elvar, 10 88 AOyov £xov).45 The non-rational part, in turn, is subdivided into a part that
participates in reason (uetéyovoo Adyov) and another that does not,4® or else the rational
part is divided in two, one part having reason in itself, and the other being ready to “lis-
ten” to reason (Homep TOU TATPOG AKOVOTLKOV T, “as someone listening to his father”).47
These three levels can be called “rational” (Aoyov £yov), “appetitive” (Opektikov), and
“vegetative” (uTikOV); the rational and appetitive faculties are the subjects of the €Egig
that Aristotle deals with in the Ethics.4®

As regards the origins of the £€Eeic, without being explicit in the Nicomachean Ethics,
Aristotle’s treatment of @uoLg and ovola in the Metaphyiscs and the Categories is con-
sistent with the distinction that Aquinas makes between two types of nature. As Aristotle
makes clear in Metaphysics A, in its most general sense, @UoLg can be identified with
ovota,* and ovota, in turn, can be thought of in a “primary” sense (the individual) and
in a “secondary” sense (the species).5° Actions can bring about £€Eeig—iwoi €vi 81 AOYQ
€K TV Opolwv évepyeldv ol €Eeig yivovrors'—and it is clear from the example he gives
(various téyveg and virtues) that they require repeated can grow and diminish, as would

be expected.5?

999

45 “the ‘non-rational’ of [the soul] and ‘that which has reason
Nicomachean Ethics, B, 13, 1102a25.

46 See ibid., B, 13, 1102b14,30.

47 See ibid., B, 13, 1103a1-2. See also S. Mas Torres, “El tema de la virtud: A. MacIntyre,
lector de Aristételes”, in Revista de Filosofia 8 (1996), 170.

48 See ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, B, 13, 1102b16,29.

49 See ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics, A, 1015a14-15.

5° Ovola 8¢ €0V 1] KUPLOTATO T KOl TPOTWG KOl UWAALOTO Aeyouevn, 1) unte kad’
VITOKELUEVOU TIVOG AEYETAL UNTE €V DITOKELUEV® TV £0Twv [...] deltepon 8¢ obolor Aéyovtau,
v olg €ldeowv ai TPMOTMG 0VOLaL AeYOUEVOL DITAPYOVOLY, TAUTA TE KOl TO TV EldMDV TovTOV
vévn: “For substance (ovola) is in its principal and first and fullest sense said to be what is said
to be neither concerning a subject [i.e., predicated of a subject] nor in a subject; [...] secondary
substances (oOotau) are said to be those in whose species the first substances (ovotow) are, and
those also which are genera of species” (my translation), ARISTOTLE, Categories, 2a10-15.

5' “And so in a word, from similar actions the habitus are brought about” (my translation),
ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, B, 1, 1103b20-21.

5% See, for example, ibid., B, 1103a25-1103b25.

(my translation), ARISTOTLE,
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2.3 Evaluation of the Doctrine on Habitus

An habitus, then, in Aquinas’ doctrine, is a stable quality that modifies its subiectum
so as to render it good or evil as such, directing it to acts that are in accord with its nature
(and hence its end) or not; a dispositio is similar, except that it is more easily modified.
Aristotle is less systematic—he has no unified treatise on the virtues,53 as in the Summa
theologiae—but a careful reading of the texts that Aquinas brings together (especially from
the Metaphysics, the Physics, and the Categories, even though the Nichomachean Ethics
is his principal inspiration) we see that Aristotle’s doctrine is essentially the same.

Aquinas, of course, has to take positions where Aristotle or his interpreters are ambigu-
ous. He rejects Simplicius’ rigid division of qualities into “natural” and “adventitious,”
for example, and whereas Aristotle seems to consider (at least in Metaphysics A) €€ig as
a special “type” of duaOeoic, Aquinas prefers to separate habitus and dispositio neatly.5*
He also describes in much more detail in what way habitus are directed to act and under
what conditions, and how they relate to their subiecti; in all these cases, his refinements
seem to be necessary conclusions from Aristotle’s understanding of ovota, @iolg, and
quality. Moreover, Aquinas renders Aristotle’s framework open to the truths of Sacred
Doctrine, so as to prepare for his treatment of grace and the infused virtues. Despite these
differences, as regards the essential ontological structure of first-species qualities, it seems

necessary to conclude that Aquinas has faithfully followed and interpreted his master.

53 De virtutibus et vitiis is regarded as spurious; in any case, it makes no mention of the onto-

logical structure of €Eeic.
54 Dispositio non fit habitus, THomas AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 49, a. 2, ad 3um. Aquinas leans
toward this interpretation without committing to it firmly.
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3. VIRTUE IN GENERAL

I now proceed to the second most basic element of the theory on virtues: the char-
acteristics of virtues and what distinguishes them from the other habitus. At the core of
the reflection is the definition of virtue that Aquinas uses in Question 55: do Aristotle’s

apetol also fit the fundamental elements of that definition?

3.1 Virtue according to Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas, following the clear example of Aristotle, places the virtues in the
species of habitus.55 The term virtus, however, in a broad sense simply means “strength”
or “power,” and by extension “excellence;”>° in this sense even the active potencies that
are entirely fully determined by nature can be called virtutes. Since, however, man’s po-
tencies are not determined in their actuation, human virtues are properly habitus.5” This
difference of usage is analogous to that of apetn in Greek, whose root meaning is “excel-
lence.”s® We saw that an habitus disposes its subiectum to act, and that the act can be of
various kinds. In this sense, health is a good dispositio of the body (matter) to the soul
(substantial form). This type of dispositio, however, is not specifically human but is com-
mon to all the animals. The only other subiecti that are capable of a manifold actuation
(and hence are apt for receiving habitus) are the potencies that stem from the soul, and the
habitus that modify these are always for the sake of operatio. Thus, concludes Aquinas,

the human virtues, properly, are always operative.> Since the notion of virtue always en-

55 See THomas AQuinas, S.Th. I-11, g. 55, a. 1, co. and ARISTOTLE, Categories, 8b29.

56 Etymologically, it is connected with vir, and thus originally meant “manliness.” See D.P.
SimpsoN, Cassell’s Latin Dictionary, Wiley, New York 19685, 645.

57 See THomAs AqQuinas, S.Th. I-1L, q. 55, a. 1, co.

58 It is related to &rya0dg (good) and especially to its comparative (&peiwv) and superlative
(&protoc). See M. ALvarEZ MAURI, “Perspectivas actuales sobre la virtud. Estudio bibliografico”,
in Pensamiento 192 (1992), 464.

59 See THomas AqQuinas, S.Th. I-11, q. 55, a. 2, co.
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tails excellence and perfection, virtue must always be a good habitus: it cannot comprise
evil, which is a privation of due perfection.®

In the light of these reflections, Aquinas defends the definition of virtue inspired by
Augustine, Virtus est bona qualitas mentis, qua recte vivitur, qua nullus male utitur, quam
Deus in nobis sine nobis opemtur,61 showing how it includes all of the causes of virtue.
Formally, it is a “good quality” (though it would be better to say a “good habitus”); ma-
terially, it has both a materia circa quam (which cannot enter the definition because it
specifies the type of virtue) and a materia in qua—its subiecum—which is the mens, or
roughly, the rational part of the soul;®* its final cause is the activity it produces, which (for
virtue) always entails “living righteously” and avoiding bad “use;” and the efficient cause
is God. Thus, the definition is specific to infused virtues; if the phrase quam Deus in nobis
sine nobis operatur is omitted, the definition can apply also to acquired virtues.®3

Virtues, like all habitus, partially actuate their subiecti, and so it is impossible for any
one of them to inhere in more than one subiectum. A plurality of subiecti entails a plurality
of habitus, but not the other way around.®* Virtus can inhere in any of the faculties either
produced directly by the soul, or else those which, while being sensitive, participate in rea-
son (participant rationem):%5 the intellect,% the will®?, and the sensible appetites.®®. The
sensitive powers of apprehension (vires apprehensivae sensitivae) are not capable of hav-
ing virtues: the external senses evidently cannot, because they are fully determined by the

objects that stimulate them; the internal senses can have habitus (such as a good memory),

60 See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 55, a. 3, co.

% Ibid., I-11, q. 55, a. 4, arg. 1um.

62 As we saw, each virtue inheres “proximately” in a faculty, but ultimately in the substance;
always, however, inasmuch as it is rational.

63 See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-I1, g- 55, a. 4, co. We might add that the definition seems to
be best suited to the moral virtues; it seems difficult to say that we “live righteously” and avoid all
“bad use” by means of intellectual virtues.

64 See ibid., I-11, q. 56, a. 2, co. In fact, the habitus derives its esse in actu from its subiectum;
the subiectum is its “support” and “substrate.”

%5 Ibid., 1-11, g. 56, a. 4, co.

66 See ibid., I-11, q. 56, a. 3, co.

67 See ibid., I-11, g. 56, a. 6, co.

%8 See ibid., I-11, q. 56, a. 4, co.
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but not really virtue (which entails perfection), because their action is only preparatory for

knowledge.%

3.2 Comparison with Aristotle

Aristotle uses the term dipetr) in much the same way that Aquinas uses virtus: he speaks
of the virtue of the eye (to¥ 0@Oaiuod dpetn) and of the horse (tod {mmmov apetn),”°
as well as human virtue (&petn avOpwstivy). The last, he says, is of the soul, not the
body,” and it always involves a rational choice (it is tpoarpetikn). Since (human) virtue
is produced and corrupted by means of like actions, as we saw, it follows that virtues are
principally directed to actions.”” “Virtue” means excellence, and so it necessarily entails
the notion of good: 1 ToU avOpwmov dpetn ein av 1) EE1g ag’ Tig ayaddg EvOpwmog
yivetow kKot dg’ fig €0 1O favtot Epyov.73 Aristotle distinguishes between 1 Gpet) 1)
Svavontikn and 1) dpetr) 1) ROk (intellectual and moral virtues),’# and he gives examples
of virtues that inhere in the subiecti that we expect; for example, intellectual virtues such
as knowledge (¢miotiun) and prudence (@pdvnolg),’s justice (Stkawoovvn),”® courage

(&vdpeia),”” and temperance (cw@poovvn).”

3.3 Evaluation of the Doctrine regarding Virtues

By a careful analysis of Aristotle’s texts, we see that his conception of virtue fits

Aquinas’ definition very well. Formally, as we saw, &petn dvOpwaivn is a Eig that brings

% See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 56, a. 5, co.

7° See ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, B, 2, 1106a18-20.

7 See ibid., A, 1, 1102a14-17.

7> See, for example, ibid., B, 1, 1103b20-21.

73 ibid., B, 2, 1106a23-24: “The virtue of man is the habitus by which a man will become good
and by which he will do his work well” (my translation).

74 See ibid., B, 1, 1103a14-15.

75 See ibid., Z, 3, 1139b15-18.

76 See ibid., E, 1, 1129b1-4.

77 See ibid., I, 9, 1115a1-5.

7 See ibid., T, 13, 1117b25-28.
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about the perfection of its subiectum (that is, it is a good €ELg, not a bad or mixed one).
Materially, it inheres either in the voug (intellect) or in one of the appetites.” Aristotle did
not, of course, ever develop a system of cardinal virtues, each inhering in a distinct faculty,
but it seems clear that Aquinas’ refinements build organically from basis that Aristotle pro-
vided. Aristotle is, in any case, quite clear that only the rational part of the soul, and those
appetitive parts that “listen” to reason, can possess virtues, as we saw. Thus, he could be
in agreement that the subiectum of the apetadl is ultimately the mens. Aristotle insists that
living virtuously entails discarding a relatively large number of wrong ways to act (which
fall short of the mark either by excess or defect) and choosing the correct measure (which
is necessarily within a relatively narrow range); this choosing the right measure—which
is seldom the arithmetic mean—indicates that the final cause of virtue is precisely recte
vivere and nihil male uti. Aristotle was not, of course, aware that God could infuse virtues
in a soul, and so the agreement between Aristotle and Aquinas remains on the level of the

human virtues, not the infused virtues.3°

79 Aristotle in his De Anima does develop extensively the notion of voug as well as the three
familiar appetites Bovinotg, Embuuia, and BOuog (will, concupiscence, and irascibility). It is not
clear whether he understands the will as a “rational appetite” as Aquinas does: he states that it is
“absurd to divide” the will from the other two appetites. On the other hand, Aristotle is clear, as we
saw, that virtue is the result of rational choice (;tpoaipnotg), which seems to contain the concept
of rational appetite in nuce. See ARISTOTLE, De Anima, trans. by W.S. Hert, Cambridge, 1957,
I', 9, 432b1-7. See also See THomAs AQuiNas, S.Th. 1, q. 80, a. 2, co. and R. PasNau, Thomas
Aquinas on Human Nature: A Philosophical Study of Summa Theologiae, 1a 75-89, Cambridge
University Press, 2002, 237-238.

89 Nevertheless, it seems to me that the doctrine of the infused virtues does not do any violence
to Aristotle’s framework, but complements it.
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4. PRUDENCE

Prudence serves as a case study for seeing just how far Aquinas is in continuity with
Aristotle, because it is at the crossroads of the cognitive and appetitive faculties. There-
fore, it is a good test for the limits of the theory. Moreover, it is on this point, perhaps, that
there is the least amount of agreement, because Aristotle’s treatment of (ppwvnoLg is very

short in comparison with Aquinas’.

4.1 Thomas Aquinas on Prudence

Aquinas, using the formula from Aristotle, defines prudence as recta ratio agibilium,’
which means that it regards judgments that concern action, not simply the truth for its own
sake. In this regard, it has a lot in common with ars (té€xvn). The two virtues are easily
distinguished, because ars merely confers the facility to do certain works well, whereas
prudence not only ensures that the thing produced is well made, but that the act with which
it is made is a good act. It enables the appetites to be employed in a proper way, whereas
ars does not involve the appetites per se.®

Just as speculative reason is possible thanks to an habitus of first principles (the in-
tellectus), practical reason possesses its own habitus with practical principles; for human

acts, what functions as “principles” for the intellect are, in fact, the ends—the correct ac-

tuation of the individual according to his nature.®3 Prudence is necessary for living well

81 See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 57, a. 4, co. and ibid. Aristotle’s exact words are, HOT
avaykn Ty @povnowv EEwv uetd Adyou dAnoi mepl T avOpdmva dyada mpaktikny, “Thus
it is necessary to hold that prudence is a true habitus accompanied by reason with respect to the
human goods regarding action” (my translation), ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, Z, 1140b20-21.

82 One can easily grasp the idea in cases where an art is used for corrupt ends: for example, the
filmmakers who used their talents to make Nazi propaganda. The films may have been brilliant
technically, but they certainly did little to perfect the filmmakers as men.

83 See THOMAS AQUINAS, S.Th. I-11, g- 57, a. 4, co. as well as ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics,
H, 1151216. Aquinas is referring to the synderesis: see THomas AQuiNas, S.Th. II-11, q. 47, a. 6, ad
um. See also R. MINER, “Non-Aristotelian Prudence in the ‘Prima Secundae’ ”, in The Thomist
64 (2000), 404.
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(in accord with nature) because not only what someone does (the end) is important but
also how he does it (the means).®4 Prudence’s proper act is to “command” (imperare)—
that is to choose the means to be applied, here and now.?s It does not set or produce the
ends: these, rather, are discovered by the synderesis.®® Prudence, in fact, can be regarded
as a moral virtue with regard to its matter, which is agibilia; however, it is “formally”
intellectual, because what it does per se is to perfect the intellect. (Prudence, that is, helps
the intellect to judge better.)®” Moreover, prudence and the properly moral virtues are mu-
tually dependent: the moral virtues depend on prudence, because although these virtues
incline the appetitive faculties to their due end, only prudence can choose the means. Of
course, prudence depends on the moral virtues, because if the inclination to, or tension

toward, the due end is lacking, prudence is then unable to choose the means.®

4.2 Comparison with Aristotle

With Aristotle, too, (ppmvnolg is set at the boundary between intellectual and appet-
itive. He categorizes gppdvnolg among the intellectual virtues,3 and yet it is entirely in-
volved in action: specifically action that seeks “human goods” (Tt &vOpmmiva dryodo).°
Whereas ¢miotnun deals only think things that can be known per se,®* both gppwvnoig and

ey VN study what can be different from itself (that is, contingent), but tpa&Lg, the object

84 See THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 57, a. 5, co.

85 See THOMAS AQUINAS, S.Th. 1I-11, g- 47, a. 8, co.

86 See ibid. Otherwise man would produce his own morality. The means, however, are under the
control of the individual, for not only are there good and bad means, but there is even a multitude
of good means.

87 See THOMAS AQUINAS, S.Th. I-11, g- 58, a. 3, ad 1um.

8 See ibid., I-11, g- 58, a. 4, co. Of course, the mutual dependence does not constitute a vicious
circle, because they they depend on each other in different ways: the moral virtues provide the
necessary élan for the appetitive faculties, whereas prudence aids the intellectual discernment. An
analogy might make it clearer. Suppose a family decides to drive to Paris: this decision would be
analogous to the final end. Being lovers of art history, they have a great desire to see the Louvre,
which would be analogous to moral virtue. The process of deciding which highway to take would
be analogous to prudence. Removing either the love of art history or the map-reading skills would
cancel the trip.

89 See ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, Z., 3, 1139b15-18.

9 Ibid., Z., 1140b20-21.

9 See ibid., Z, 1139b20-24.
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of ppwvnoig, is fundamentally different from moinoig.9> Where as the goal of téyvn is
to bring something into being?3, the goal of @pwvnoig is human goods, we saw; in other
words, whereas pa&Lg is its own end, the end of moinog is something other than itself.%4
Aristotle does not discuss a synderesis, but the idea is there, it seems to me, in nuce when
he says that for tpdEig, the end is the dpyn (principle).®S That ppwvnolg and the moral
virtues are mutually dependent, moreover, is suggested when Aristotle endorses defining

the moral virtues as always being kotd TOv dp0Ov Adyov (in accord with right reason).%

4.3 Evaluation regarding Prudence

Again, it seems difficult to see anything except a deep indebtedness of Aquinas to
Aristotle in the area of prudence. Aristotle’s doctrine on @pwvnoLg is not as mature as
Aquinas’, but it seems inevitable to conclude that Aquinas took his principle ideas from
the Nicomachean Ethics. 1t needs to be emphasized that in the Prima Secundae, up to
Question 58, Aquinas is discussing principally the human virtues, not the infused virtues
of any kind (whether theological or cardinal). It would be a mistake, it seems to me, so say
that Aquinas is not Aristotelian’ because his conception of prudence (human and infused)
changes, or is perfected, when he takes into account of the reality of grace. For example,
Aquinas regards the human virtues as imperfect with respect to the corresponding infused
virtues;?7 clearly, Aristotle would not have maintained this, but neither did he know that
grace and infused virtues existed. Of course, Aquinas is not afraid to make adjustments to

Aristotle’s framework when necessary, as he does by adopting the four cardinal virtues.

92 See ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, Z, 1140a1-5.

93 See ibid., Z, 1140a11.

94 See ibid., 7, 1140a1.

95 See ibid., H, 1151a16. Itis interesting that Aristotle assigns both (ppdvnoig and srolrtiky under
the same €ELg, which shows the close connection between @pwvnolg and the common good; see
ibid., 7, 1141223 and also Mas Torres, “El tema de la virtud: A. Maclntyre, lector de Aristételes”,
172-175. Aquinas, for his part connects the natural living of the virtues with man’s social nature;
see THoMmAs AQuinas, S.Th. I-11, g. 61, a. 5, co.

96 See ARISTOTLE, Nicomachean Ethics, Z, 1144b20-23 and MINER, “Non-Aristotelian Prudence
in the ‘Prima Secundae’ ”, 407.

97 THOMAS AQuiNas, S.Th. I-11, q. 63, a. 2, co.
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5. CONCLUSION

Based on my comparisons in these three areas, my conclusion is that there is, in gen-
eral, profound communion between Aristotle and Aquinas. The continuity is easiest to see
at the level of habitus: Aquinas appears to have been a very good student and thorough
scholar of Aristotle, because he has succeeded in stitching together a coherent system from
many sources. On the level of habitus, moreover, the considerations are above all onto-
logical and general, and so there is less of a need to take into account the realities dealt
with moral theology (such as grace and the infused virtues). Regarding the doctrine on
the virtues in general, there is, once again, substantial agreement between Aristotle and
Aquinas, but the latter takes theological realities into account that Aristotle could not have
known about. It is interesting, however, that the framework offered by Aristotle proves to
be open to the realities of grace without much modification.9® Perhaps the greatest dis-
crepancies are visible in the treatment of the virtue of prudence: it is telling, however,
that apart from genuine refinements and systematization on Aquinas’ part, the differences
between Aristotelian @pwvnolg and Thomistic prudence seem to arise when only when
they involve relationships with the infused virtues; otherwise, Aquinas’ refinements seem
to be organic and plausible. It seems to me , therefore, that there is no problem in calling

Aquinas’ theory on virtues “Aristotelian.”

9 A comparison could be made to digging a system of canals and then seeing what happens
when water is run though them for the first time: the system looks different when the water is in
it, but the fundamental structure is the same.
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