thomas aquinas on law morality and politics

Thomas Aquinas on Law, Morality, and Politics is a profound exploration of the intersections of natural
law, ethical principles, and governance. His philosophical contributions resonate through centuries,
influencing contemporary thought across various disciplines, including theology, philosophy, and
political theory. This article delves into Aquinas's views on law, morality, and politics, elucidating how
his ideas remain relevant today.

1. Overview of Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was a medieval philosopher and theologian whose work synthesized
Aristotelian philosophy with Christian doctrine. His most significant contributions are found in his
seminal work, the Summa Theologica, where he outlines his thoughts on ethics, law, and governance.
Aquinas's insights into these areas create a framework that underscores the importance of morality in
the functioning of legal systems and political structures.

2. The Nature of Law

Aquinas categorizes law into four distinct types, each serving a unique purpose within the framework
of morality and governance.

2.1. Eternal Law

Eternal law refers to the divine wisdom that governs the universe. It is the blueprint of creation
established by God, which directs everything toward its ultimate purpose. According to Aquinas,
humans can understand this law through reason, which allows them to discern right from wrong and
the natural moral order.

2.2. Natural Law

Natural law is a critical concept in Aquinas’s philosophy. It is the participation of rational creatures in
the eternal law. Aquinas argues that:

- Natural law is universal: It applies to all human beings, irrespective of culture or society.

- It is accessible through reason: Humans can discern the principles of natural law through rational
thought.

- It embodies moral truths: Fundamental precepts of natural law include the preservation of life,
procreation, education of offspring, seeking truth, and living in society.

Aquinas posits that laws that align with natural law are just and should be followed, whereas laws that
contradict natural law are unjust and lack moral authority.



2.3. Human Law

Human law is created by humans to govern society and maintain order. Aquinas argues that:

- It should be based on natural law: Laws made by humans must derive their authority from natural
law principles.

- It serves the common good: Human law must promote the welfare of the community and protect the
rights of individuals.

- It can be flawed: Not all human laws are just; those that contradict natural law must be challenged
or reformed.

2.4. Divine Law

Divine law is revealed through scripture and is necessary for human salvation. Aquinas asserts that
while natural law can guide ethical behavior, divine law provides specific precepts for living a moral
life. It is crucial for understanding God's will and achieving eternal happiness.

3. Morality and Ethics

Aquinas's moral philosophy is grounded in virtue ethics, emphasizing the development of character
and the importance of virtues in achieving a good life.

3.1. The Role of Virtues

Aquinas identifies two categories of virtues: theological and cardinal.

- Theological Virtues: These include faith, hope, and charity. They pertain directly to one’s relationship
with God and are essential for spiritual development.

- Cardinal Virtues: These are prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. They are foundational
virtues that guide moral behavior and decision-making in daily life.

Aquinas believes that cultivating these virtues is essential for individuals to live morally upright lives
and contribute positively to society.

3.2. The Purpose of Human Life

According to Aquinas, the ultimate goal of human life is to achieve happiness, which he equates with
union with God. This pursuit of happiness is not merely hedonistic; rather, it is deeply rooted in
fulfilling one’s purpose through virtue and moral living. Aquinas emphasizes that true happiness is
found in living according to reason and aligning oneself with the divine order.



4. Politics and Governance

Aquinas’s political philosophy is intrinsically linked to his views on law and morality. He believes that
governance should reflect moral order and promote the common good.

4.1. The Purpose of Government

Aquinas articulates several key functions of government:

1. Promoting the Common Good: Government exists to serve the interests of the community, ensuring
the welfare of all citizens.

2. Maintaining Peace and Order: A just government prevents chaos and violence, enabling individuals
to pursue their lives without fear.

3. Upholding Justice: Government should enforce laws that align with natural law, ensuring fairness
and equality for all individuals.

4.2. The Ideal Government

Aquinas advocates for a mixed form of government, incorporating elements of monarchy, aristocracy,
and democracy. He argues that:

- Monarchy can provide strong leadership and stability.
- Aristocracy ensures wise and virtuous governance through the rule of the best citizens.
- Democracy allows for participation and representation of the common people.

This mixed government structure is designed to balance power and prevent tyranny, ensuring that
the rights of individuals are protected while promoting the common good.

4.3. The Relationship Between Church and State

Aquinas emphasizes the importance of both the church and state in society. While they have distinct
roles, he believes they should collaborate for the common good. The church provides moral guidance,
while the state enforces laws that maintain order. Aquinas asserts that:

- The church should influence the moral underpinnings of laws.
- The state must respect the church’s authority in matters of faith and moral teaching.

This relationship highlights the importance of morality in governance and the need for laws to reflect
ethical principles.



5. Aquinas's Influence on Modern Thought

The contributions of Thomas Aquinas on law, morality, and politics have left an indelible mark on
contemporary philosophy and political discourse. His ideas have influenced:

- Natural Law Theory: Aquinas's natural law framework is foundational for modern discussions on
human rights and justice.

- Ethical Theory: His virtue ethics continue to inform contemporary moral philosophy, emphasizing
character and the common good.

- Political Philosophy: Aquinas's mixed government model resonates in modern democratic systems,
advocating for checks and balances to prevent tyranny.

6. Conclusion

In summary, Thomas Aquinas on law, morality, and politics provides a comprehensive understanding
of the interconnectedness of these domains. His insights into the nature of law, the significance of
morality, and the ideal structure of governance continue to be relevant today. Through his synthesis
of reason and faith, Aquinas offers a timeless framework for addressing ethical dilemmas and
fostering just societies. As we navigate the complexities of modern governance and moral challenges,
the teachings of Thomas Aquinas remain a valuable resource for achieving a harmonious balance
between law, morality, and politics.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Aquinas's definition of law?

Thomas Aquinas defines law as an ordinance of reason for the common good, made by one who has
care of the community, and promulgated.

How does Aquinas differentiate between natural law and
human law?

Aquinas distinguishes natural law as the participation of the eternal law in rational creatures, while
human law is the specific laws created by humans that govern society.

What role does morality play in Aquinas's concept of law?

In Aquinas's view, morality is essential to law; a law that is not aligned with moral principles is not
considered a true law and lacks authority.

How does Aquinas's political philosophy relate to his views on



law?

Aquinas believes that political authority is derived from natural law and that rulers must govern
according to moral principles to achieve the common good.

What is the significance of the common good in Aquinas's
legal theory?

The common good is central to Aquinas's legal theory as it serves as the ultimate purpose of law,
guiding laws to promote the welfare of the community.

How does Aquinas view the relationship between law and
virtue?

Aquinas argues that law should promote virtue and discourage vice, as laws that align with moral
virtues lead to a just society.

What is Aquinas’s perspective on unjust laws?

Aquinas contends that unjust laws, which contradict natural law or moral principles, do not have the
authority of law and may be resisted.

How does Aquinas reconcile divine law with human law?

Aquinas sees divine law as a necessary supplement to human law, providing guidance for moral
behavior that human law alone cannot adequately address.

What is the role of reason in Aquinas's understanding of law?

Reason is fundamental in Aquinas's understanding of law; it is through reason that humans discern
natural law and create just human laws.

How does Aquinas's view on law and morality influence
modern legal systems?

Aquinas's integration of morality into law has influenced modern legal systems by emphasizing the
importance of ethical considerations in legislation and governance.
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