
the ethics of aquinas
The ethics of Aquinas have played a pivotal role in shaping philosophical and
theological discussions throughout history. St. Thomas Aquinas, a 13th-
century theologian and philosopher, integrated Aristotelian ethics with
Christian doctrine, creating a comprehensive moral framework that continues
to influence moral philosophy today. His work emphasizes the importance of
virtue, reason, and natural law, establishing a foundation for ethical
behavior that is both timeless and relevant in contemporary discussions of
morality.

Historical Context of Aquinas's Ethics

Aquinas lived during a time of significant intellectual revival in Europe,
characterized by the rediscovery of Aristotelian philosophy. This period,
known as the Scholastic era, saw the merging of ancient philosophy with
Christian theology. Aquinas sought to reconcile faith and reason, positing
that both could lead to a deeper understanding of moral truths.

The Influence of Aristotle

Aquinas was profoundly influenced by Aristotle's ethical theories,
particularly the concept of virtue ethics. Key elements include:

Virtue as a Habit: Aquinas adopted Aristotle's view that virtues are
acquired traits that enable individuals to act in accordance with
reason.

The Golden Mean: Like Aristotle, Aquinas emphasized the importance of
moderation and balance in moral actions.

Practical Wisdom: Aquinas believed that practical wisdom (phronesis) is
essential for making moral decisions.

Integration of Christian Doctrine

Aquinas's ethics were not merely a restatement of Aristotelian philosophy; he
integrated these ideas with Christian theology:

Natural Law: Aquinas argued that moral principles are grounded in nature



and accessible through human reason, which reflects God's eternal law.

Divine Command: While reason plays a crucial role, Aquinas acknowledged
the importance of divine revelation in informing ethical behavior.

Teleological Ethics: He believed that all actions aim at a final end,
which for humans is ultimately union with God.

Core Principles of Aquinas's Ethical Theory

Aquinas's ethical framework is built on several key principles that guide
moral decision-making:

1. The Nature of Good

Aquinas defined the good as that which is desirable and fulfills the purpose
of a being. He believed:

The ultimate good for humans is to achieve happiness through the
fulfillment of their nature.

Good actions align with our rational nature and lead us toward our
ultimate end.

2. Natural Law and Moral Order

Natural law is a cornerstone of Aquinas's ethics, which states:

Human beings possess an innate understanding of right and wrong,
accessible through reason.

Natural law is universal and reflects God's design for humanity.

There are primary precepts (preserving life, educating offspring,
seeking truth) that guide moral behavior.



3. The Role of Virtue

Aquinas emphasized the cultivation of virtues as essential for ethical
living:

The Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance are
foundational virtues that guide moral actions.

The Theological Virtues: Faith, hope, and charity are essential for a
relationship with God and elevate human behavior beyond mere natural
ethics.

The Practical Application of Aquinas's Ethics

Aquinas’s ethical framework encourages individuals to apply reason and virtue
in their daily lives. Here are ways in which his ethics can be practically
applied:

1. Ethical Decision-Making

In making ethical choices:

Identify the moral act and its context.

Consider the virtues involved and how they can be cultivated.

Reflect on whether the action aligns with natural law and leads to the
common good.

2. Personal Development

Aquinas’s ethics encourage personal growth through:

Practicing the cardinal virtues in everyday situations.

Engaging in self-reflection to understand one’s motivations and actions.

Seeking spiritual growth through the theological virtues.



3. Social Responsibility

Aquinas's emphasis on the common good calls for social action:

Promoting justice and equity in societal structures.

Engaging in community service and charitable acts.

Advocating for policies that reflect natural law and the dignity of all
individuals.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

While Aquinas's ethics have been foundational, they are not without
critiques:

1. Challenges to Natural Law

Critics argue that the concept of natural law can be subjective and open to
interpretation, leading to potential moral relativism.

2. The Role of Emotions in Ethics

Some modern ethicists emphasize the importance of emotions and relationships
in moral decision-making, which Aquinas's framework may not adequately
address.

3. Gender and Social Issues

Aquinas’s views have been criticized for their perceived patriarchal
undertones, particularly in discussions related to gender roles and
sexuality.

Conclusion



In conclusion, the ethics of Aquinas provide a comprehensive framework for
understanding morality that integrates reason, virtue, and divine law. His
emphasis on natural law and the pursuit of the common good remains relevant
in contemporary ethical discussions. By applying Aquinas’s principles to
modern dilemmas, individuals can navigate moral complexities with a grounded
understanding of virtue and purpose. Despite critiques, his work continues to
inspire those seeking to live a morally upright life, making his
contributions to ethics enduring and significant.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the foundation of Aquinas' ethical theory?
Aquinas' ethical theory is founded on natural law, which posits that moral
principles are derived from human nature and can be understood through
reason.

How does Aquinas differentiate between human law and
natural law?
Aquinas argues that human law is a specific application of natural law,
designed to promote the common good, but it must align with the higher moral
principles inherent in natural law.

What role does virtue play in Aquinas' ethics?
Virtue is central to Aquinas' ethics; he believes that cultivating virtues
leads individuals toward their ultimate purpose, which is to achieve
happiness and union with God.

How does Aquinas address the concept of moral
absolutism?
Aquinas supports a form of moral absolutism by asserting that certain actions
are intrinsically good or bad, based on their alignment with natural law,
irrespective of cultural or situational contexts.

What is the significance of the 'principle of double
effect' in Aquinas' ethics?
The principle of double effect, articulated by Aquinas, allows for actions
that have both good and bad effects, provided the intention is to achieve the
good effect and the bad effect is not directly intended.



How does Aquinas view the relationship between faith
and reason in ethics?
Aquinas believes that faith and reason are complementary; while reason can
lead to understanding natural law and moral truths, faith provides deeper
insights into divine law and moral obligations.

What is the ultimate goal of human life according to
Aquinas?
The ultimate goal of human life, according to Aquinas, is achieving beatitudo
or perfect happiness, which is realized through the fulfillment of one's
purpose in accordance with God's will.
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