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Chapter 3

Virtue as a Good Habit
Suggested reading: Summa Theologiae I 5.1,
22.1; I.II 19.4, 49.2–3, 54.3, 55.3, 71.2,
71.6, 91.1; On the Virtues 1.13

“H

uman virtue, which is an operative habit, is a good habit, and operative of the good” (I.II 55.3).1 A virtue is a habit. To say that it is a good
habit may seem to border on the tautological. Yet Aquinas is aware that there
is need for some account of what makes a habit good (in the constitutive or
formal sense of “makes”). What distinguishes good habits from bad ones, or
virtues from vices?

What Makes a Habit Good?
In answering this question, Aquinas lays down the basic principle as follows:
“A good habit is said to be one that disposes to an act fitting to the nature of
the agent, whereas a bad habit is said to be one that disposes to an act not fitting to nature” (I.II 54.3c).2 Thus “nature” is what provides the basis to distinguish between virtue and vice. To see why, it is necessary to return to a question
left hanging in the last chapter—namely, how exactly to define a habit.

Poinsot versus Suárez
We have seen that a habit is a particular kind of quality or disposition: it is
stable, operative, valent, and nature-directed. Yet Aquinas does not define an
essence by listing a set of characteristics; rather, he identifies the core element
from which the others follow as properties. To understand how Aquinas establishes that being nature-directed explains a habit’s other marks, especially the
37
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one we are most interested in here (i.e., its valence, or it being either good or
bad), it will help to refer to a disagreement between John Poinsot (1589–1644)
and Francisco Suárez (1548–1617).
Suárez offers the following definition of habit: “A habit . . . is a certain
permanent quality, and of itself stable in its subject, in itself and in the first
place ordered to operation, not providing the first capacity for operation, but
helping and facilitating it.”3 “Suárezian habits,” then, are simply stable inclinations that perfect our capacities for operation. They add facility to a pure
capacity. As Suárez says, a habit is “a certain species of quality proximately
ordered to helping a power in its operation.”4 The foundational characteristic
of a habit, then, is that it is operation-directed. He conveys this by using the
technical terminology of Aristotelian logic: habits are primo and per se, in the
first place and of themselves, ordered toward operation. A predicate belongs
to the subject primo and per se when it belongs to its essence or quiddity; it is
not merely a property flowing from that essence. Suárez defines a habit as an
operative quality.
John Poinsot recognizes that Suárez is close to Aquinas here. Yet he notices
a difference: Aquinas would agree that habits are operative but, unlike Suárez,
he declines to define habit as an operative quality.5 Aquinas says, “Habit, in
the first place and of itself, implies a relatedness to the nature of the thing”
(49.3c).6 For Aquinas, then, it is not order to operation but order to nature
that per se et primo, of itself and in the first place, is what makes a quality or
disposition to be a habit. Poinsot draws our attention to the fact that, whereas
for Suárez the core essential element of habit is being operative, for Aquinas
it is being nature-directed.7 What is the significance of this subtle difference?

Nature and Habit
“Nature” is a notoriously multifaceted concept in all of Aquinas’s work. For
example, he recounts a list of six different senses of “nature” derived from Aristotle’s Metaphysics.8 Without going into excessive exegetical detail, a central
point for Aquinas is that nature is dynamic, not static. A thing’s nature is what
that thing is: “Generally speaking, the essence of anything, what its definition
signifies, is called a nature” (I.II 29.1 ad 4).9 However, “essence” and “nature,”
although the same in reference, differ in sense. “Essence” signifies what a thing
is, as it can be defined and grasped by the human mind; “nature” adds a telic
note: “Nature . . . seems to signify the essence of a thing insofar as it has an
order to the proper operation of a thing, since no thing is without its characteristic operation.”10 Aquinas holds a teleological concept of nature: created
beings, because of their natures, are oriented to their own end (or telos, to use

Virt ue  a s  a G ood Ha b i t

•

39

the Greek word for “end”), which consists in nothing other than their proper
activity or function.
Aquinas therefore adopts Aristotle’s teleological maxim, “Nature acts for an
end.”11 This is not meant to be an esoteric principle but something observable
from everyday occurrence. Some of Aquinas’s examples: teeth are sharp, swallows build nests, plants grow roots that draw up nourishment from the earth,
spiders spin webs, and ants coordinate in such a way that some have wondered whether they are intelligent (although, he adds, clearly they are not).12
The simple inference is that all of these processes and realities must be for the
sake of some end: teeth are sharp to cut food and nourish the body, swallows
build nests to rear young and protect them from danger, and so on. (As will be
argued later, despite claims that Darwinian evolution has eliminated teleology
from the scientific worldview, biologists continue to employ such teleological
language to describe plant and animal behavior.) What, then, explains this end-
oriented activity? Aquinas recognizes that these beings do not direct themselves
through rational deliberation or art. Nor, in his view, do their activities happen
by chance. Aquinas also discounts the idea that God is the immediate cause
of all these activities. Rather, in his view the principle of these final-causal
processes is something intrinsic to these things and by which they are moved
toward their intended operations and ends. This principle is called “nature.”
The teleological understanding of nature is significant for Aquinas’s ethics.
Humans, like other natural beings, have their own proper operation and natural finis or end. Just as a flourishing oak tree is being and doing what an oak
tree is “meant,” as it were, to be and do, so for us. As Aquinas puts it, “The
nature of a thing, which is the end of generation, is also further ordered to
some end, which is either an operation or some object of operation (to which
someone attains through operation)” (49.3c).13
Aquinas’s conception of habit is embedded in this final-causal understanding of human nature. He states, “It is of the rationale of the habit that it implies
a certain relation in order to the nature of the thing” (49.3).14 How should we
understand this?
Human nature, for Aquinas, entails certain rational powers or capacities
oriented to act. Yet these powers in and of themselves are incomplete and indeterminate. Human nature alone is not an adequate principle of a human being’s
characteristic operation and flourishing. Rather, these natural powers need to
be completed by dispositions that complete and perfect them (55.2c). Just as a
pianist cannot hope to fulfill the end of piano playing without acquiring certain
musical habits and dispositions, so too a human being can reach the human
end only through acquiring and exercising human habits. For that is what
human habits are: realizations of a human’s incomplete natural powers. Habits
are nature-directed dispositions.

40

•

Ch apt e r 3

The Core Defining Feature of Habit
Why, then, does Aquinas take being nature-directed to be the core and essential feature of habits, the one that explains why habits are dispositions that
are also stable, operative, and valent? Aquinas argues, first, that the nature-
directedness of habits explains their stability: “We observe . . . stability in the
first species of quality, inasmuch as a certain nature is the end of generation and
motion” (49.3c).15 Think of a young sapling that grows to become a flourishing oak tree: its maturity is the end and terminus of its development. Similarly,
humans reach maturity and full development, the end point of growth, through
their habits. Having acquired habits, we become less plastic and changeable.
A habit, because it is directed toward nature as an end, is more or less fixed.
Aquinas has explained one of the properties of habit—its stability—in terms of
its nature-directedness.
What about the second property of habit, its being operative? Aquinas
states: “Habits not only imply order to the very nature of a thing, but even,
consequently, to operation, insofar as [operation] is the end of nature, or something leading to the end” (49.3c).16 Habits are necessary for Aquinas because
human nature, of itself, has an unfinished quality that can only find completion
in two steps: the completion of its powers in habits and the realization of these
perfected powers in action, like a computer that needs software to be installed
and then to be run before it completes any tasks. Habit achieves the completion
of human nature both by its formal causality (qualifying and completing the
powers of the soul) and by its efficient causality, inclining a human being to
operation (which further perfects and realizes human nature).17
It is because habits are nature-directed, therefore, that they are also operative—that is, principles of human action. All habits are operative, even a bodily
habit such as health, since by conserving and perfecting a being’s bodily nature it
thereby enables bodily activities to be performed well. However, some habits are
especially operative in that they perfect the soul’s powers or capacities for operation (49.3c). Aquinas calls these “operative” habits and explains them as follows:
“The nature and rationale of a power is that it be the principle of an act. And so
every habit that belongs to some power as its subject principally implies order to
act” (49.3c).18 In these especially operative habits the two offices of a habit—of
perfecting nature and its characteristic operation—are almost indistinguishable:
nature is perfected precisely by its operative power being perfected.
Poinsot offers an image that helps us to understand what these operative
habits are. Sharpness would be a good operative habit for a knife, if knives had
habits, since sharpness directly disposes a knife to perform well its characteristic operation of cutting. Similarly, a virtue is a good operative habit because it

Virt ue  a s  a G o o d Ha b i t

•

41

is the “sharpness or the cutting edge of a power.”19 It is through good operative
habits, or virtues, that this naked potential of a human person to act becomes,
as it were, sharpened.
So it is because habits are nature-directed that they are both stable and operative. Finally, and most important of all, it is because habits are nature-directed
that they are also valent—that is, either good or bad. Aquinas infers the valence
of habits from their nature-directedness via the principle that nature is itself an
end—that is, that for the sake of which something comes to be. “And because
the form and nature of the thing is the end and that for the sake of which
something comes to be, as Aristotle says (Physics, Bk II), therefore we find good
and bad in the first species [of quality]” (49.2c).20 A habit that helps to perfect
a nature and its operation will be a good habit; a bad habit realizes nature in a
distorted way and twists a being’s proper operation.
The valence of a habit, therefore, is grounded in the fact that habits are
nature-directed. “It is of the rationale of habit that it implies a certain relation in order to a thing’s nature, to which it is either consonant or dissonant”
(49.3c).21 “When there is a modification consonant to the nature of the subject,
then it has the rationale of good; but when it is not consonant, then it has the
rationale of bad” (49.2c).22 Habits, then, are either good or bad (54.3).

Good Habits
John Poinsot was right to highlight for us the difference between Aquinas and
Suárez in their respective definitions of habit. Suárezian habits, which prefigure modern conceptions of habit, do not have any essential connection to the
nature of the subject in which they inhere. Suárez risks having to shoehorn
goodness into habits we describe as virtues and badness into vices; there is
nothing in his definition that provides a basis for the valence of habits. In
contrast, Aquinas’s operative habits, primo et per se, in the first place and of
themselves, are related to the nature of the powers in which they inhere, serving their full realization in operation. As J. M. Ramírez comments, the union
between a habit and the subject or power in which it inheres is much more
intimate in Aquinas than Suárez; it is like a branch growing from a root rather
than an exterior piece of clothing.23
Nature as the fundamental criterion of the distinction between good and
bad habits or virtues and vices is therefore written into the very concept of
habit as Aquinas defines it. In Aristotelian terminology, the definition enables
an “essential division” into the two species of good and bad habits. A habit
either succeeds in realizing nature well through its proper operation, or it
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doesn’t; in the former case it will be a good habit, in the latter a bad one. The
valence of habits, for Aquinas, is rooted in human nature.

The Goodness of Virtue
If virtue is a “good” habit, what, then, is the content of this “good”? That is our
question. The basic principle has been established: “A good habit is one that
disposes to an act fitting to the nature of the agent” (54.3c).24 But we still have
more to explore before we get to the full riches of Aquinas’s account.
Drawing on his familiar premise that a human being is by nature a rational
animal, Aquinas takes his account of virtue’s goodness one step further:
The virtue of anything consists in its being well fittingly disposed to its nature. . . .
But we must consider that the nature of anything is especially the form from which
it derives its species. Now a human being derives its species from its rational soul.
Therefore, that which is against the order of reason is properly against the nature
of a human being insofar as he is a human being; on the other hand, what is in
accordance with reason is in accordance with the nature of a human being insofar
as he is a human being. . . . So human virtue, which makes a human being good,
and his work good, is in accordance with the nature of a human being, in as much
as it agrees with reason, whereas vice is against the nature of a human being, insofar as it is against the order of reason. (54.3c)25

A virtue, a good habit, is one fitting to a being’s nature; a human’s nature is to
be rational; so what ultimately makes a human habit to be a good habit, and
therefore a virtue, is this: conformity to reason. As Aquinas puts it, “A moral
habit has the rationale of human virtue, insofar as it is conformed to reason”
(58.2).26 This is the account of virtue’s goodness as conformity to “reason” that
we need to explore.

Goodness as Conformity to a Rule
The standard approach of Thomists today is to attempt to ground Aquinas’s
account of moral goodness, and hence virtue’s goodness, on a metaphysics of
goodness. Eleonore Stump, for example, notes that Aquinas’s most important treatment of goodness comes early on in the Summa Theologiae, where
he deals with “goodness in general.” Central to his account is the claim that
“good and being are the same according to the thing, but differ only according
to rationale” (I 5.1c).27 “Goodness,” unlike “being,” connotes “desirability.”
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Thus, in Stump’s paraphrase, “being” and “goodness” are the same in reference but differ only in sense. For her, this is Aquinas’s “central meta-ethical
thesis.”28 When this thesis is combined with an account of human nature as
rational, she claims, it generates an account of moral goodness, or the natural
goodness specific to humans, as rational operation. For Stump, then, it is possible to go from meta-ethics (the metaphysics of goodness) to normative ethics
via an understanding of human nature as rational: “Aquinas’s central meta-
ethical thesis, worked out in the context of his general metaphysics, provides
a sophisticated metaphysical grounding for his virtue-based ethics.”29
While this approach is not without value, one problem is that Aquinas often
seems to distinguish between the good that is interchangeable with being and
the moral good. For example, in the causal definition of virtue, Aquinas points
out: “The ‘good’ that is placed in the definition of virtue is not the general good,
which is interchangeable with being, and extends further than quality, but is
the good of reason, which fits with what [Pseudo-]Dionysius says, ‘the good of
the soul is to be according to reason’ (Divine Names, ch. 4)” (55.4 ad 2).30 The
moral or rational good, then, is not the metaphysical good.31 Indeed, Aquinas
seems to distinguish the metaphysical and moral good of a human action (1.3
ad 3; 18.4c). The claim that “good” and “being” are interchangeable is not a
“meta-ethical thesis”; it is a metaphysical one.
In defining virtue Aquinas says that “the good that is convertible with being
is not posited here in virtue’s definition, but the good that is determined to
a moral act” (On the Virtues 1.2 ad 2).32 What we need is a clearer understanding of how general or metaphysical good gets “determined” or specified
to moral goodness, so as to define virtue’s goodness. I suggest we turn to a
second important claim in Aquinas’s theory of goodness: its conformity to a
rule or measure. “The good of anything having a rule and measure consists
in this, that it is equalized to its rule or measure” (On the Virtues 1.13c; cf.
I.II 64.1c).33 The key to virtue’s goodness, then, lies in the rule and measure of
human actions and habits. What is this rule?
For Aquinas, it is “reason,” or “the mode of reason,” or “the order of reason” that is the rule of human action, and by implication the rule of human
virtue: “Good in human passions and operations is that it attains the mode of
reason, which is the measure and rule of all human passions and operations”
(On the Virtues 1.13c).34 Moral goodness, then, is the conformity of a human
act to reason. What applies to human actions will apply to their principles—
namely, good and bad habits: “A moral habit has the rationale of human virtue,
insofar as it is conformed to reason” (I.II 58.2).35 Human actions and human
habits are good when they are rational.
It may seem that this definition of moral goodness in terms of rationality is
confused. Being rational is not only a characteristic of morally good action; it
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also is characteristic of morally bad action. Rationality, after all, is a prerequisite for any action being assessed in moral terms since if an action is performed
without any attending thought, then this is an action of a human, not a human
action. Aquinas seems to be making an illicit jump from “is” to “ought,” from
the way human actions are to how they should be.
This objection misses an important distinction. Consider the following
argument:
In regard to human acts, good and bad, is predicated by a comparison to reason.
For, as [Pseudo-]Dionysisus says [Div. Nom. IV], “The good of a human is being
according to reason,” bad however is being “against reason.” For the good of
each thing is what suits it according to its form, and the bad is what is outside
the order of its form. [. . .] However, certain actions are called human, or moral,
insofar as they are from reason. And so it is manifest that good and evil diversify
species in moral acts. (18.5c, emphasis added)36

In Aquinas’s view, for a human act to be from reason (a ratione) and according to reason (secundum rationem) are two different things. For an action to
be from reason it must be, as we might say, originatively rational, or deriving
from a process of deliberation. For an action to be according to reason it must
be normatively rational, or conforming to reason as to a rule or standard.
Aquinas, then, does not make an illicit jump from “is” to “ought.” Rather,
there is a valid argument: all originatively rational actions must be either
normatively rational (morally good) or normatively irrational (morally bad).
“The good of each thing is what suits it according to its form”: if an action
derives from rational deliberation, it can be assessed according to the standards of rationality.
If moral goodness is a human action’s or habit’s conformity to reason, we
need some account of what “reason” is in this normative sense, or the rule by
conformity to which an action or habit is made morally good.

Duplex Regula
Aquinas claims, “The rule of the human will is twofold: one [rule] is proximate
and homogenous, namely, human reason itself; the other [rule], however, is the
first rule, namely, the eternal law, which is as it were the reason of God” (I.II
71.6c).37 This idea of the duplex regula, or the double-sided rule of the human
will, is of singular importance in Aquinas’s ethics.
Aquinas asserts that the eternal law is the first rule (prima regula) of the
human will, or the primary standard of all human action. It is by conformity
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to this rule or measure that a human action is judged morally good or bad. As
Aquinas puts it, “The goodness of the human will depends on the eternal law
much more than on human reason” (19.4c).38 Given this position, it is no surprise that when Aquinas comes to define a sin, he defines it, as Augustine did, as
a human action against this rule: “a word or deed or desire against the eternal
law”39 (71.6). The eternal law is the primary standard for distinguishing morally good from sinful actions, or moral virtue from vice.
Why is the eternal law the first rule? Aquinas states that it must be the first
rule because it is the basis for the entire moral order: “In all ordered causes,
the effect depends more on the first cause than on the secondary cause, for the
secondary cause does not act unless in virtue of the first cause” (19.4c).40 Since
morality concerns the ordering of all actions to the overall end of human life
(21.2 ad 2), the first rule of this ordering will be the first rule of morality. As
the Salamancans put it: “Morality in human acts is understood by order to
the ultimate end of human life. Therefore, whatever turns out to be the first
rationale of this order will be the first rule of morality. This cannot be other
than reason existing in God, which is called his eternal law, just as no other
than God himself can be the first one directing into this end.”41 The first and
indefectible “rule” or “standard” of morality—the directedness of all human
things to the good—can be found only in God’s reason, which draws all things
to their end in Him.
Aquinas claims that while the first rule of morality is the eternal law, human
reason is the proximate and homogenous rule. Eternal law, which is divine
reason, is not manifested to human creatures except through the mediation of
the judgment and directives of human reason:
It is from the eternal law, which is the divine reason, that human reason is the
rule of the human will, measuring its goodness. Hence it is written (Psalm 4),
“Many say, who shows us good things? The light of your face, O Lord, is signed
upon us,” as if to say, “the light of reason in us can show good things and regulate our will to the extent that it is the light of your face, that is, derived from
your face.” (19.4c)42

By its participation in the first rule (divine reason), human reason is the proximate rule of the human will.
The idea that the goodness of virtue lies in its conformity to reason, and
especially its conformity to the eternal law, is problematic to many. One of the
advances of the renewal of virtue has been the recognition that virtue cannot
be reduced to conformity to some set of rules or laws. Is Aquinas offering a
law-based conception of virtue? Another concern might be the threat posed
to human autonomy by divine heteronomy. Aquinas states: “In what is done
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through will, the proximate rule is human reason, but the supreme rule is the
eternal law” (21.1c).43 Is the conception of morality that is being proposed an
authoritarian one?
One danger here is to fall into modern dichotomies between law and virtue,
or between divine and human freedom, oppositions that are not present in
Aquinas’s holistic theological ethics. Some accounts of Aquinas’s ethics claim
that propositional principles hold priority over the virtues.44 Others assert
the reverse and advocate the primacy of virtue over natural law.45 The better
approach is to find a balance between law and virtue, drawing out the connections and interrelations between them and reuniting what was never separate
in Aquinas’s original account.46
Still, Thomists often tend in the direction of an excessively legal interpretation of his ethics. David M. Gallagher helpfully notes that when Aquinas talks
of the rule of actions, “rule should not be understood only as something which
is written or spoken, such as a law or a set of instructions, nor is it even necessarily something grasped intellectually.” However, Gallagher quickly follows
this insight with the misleading statement, “In the case of rational beings the
rule takes the form of law.”47 Aquinas is more careful in his language: law is
quaedam regula, a certain or particular kind of rule, and it is such because it
is something pertaining to reason, which is “the rule and measure of human
acts” (90.1c).48 Law is one manifestation of practical reason. Even the eternal
law, while certainly a “law,” should not be interpreted using a too-univocal
comparison with human law. Doing so invites a mistaken reading of Aquinas’s
ethics as relentlessly deontological.
We should avoid the use of unhelpful dichotomies between natural law
ethics and virtue ethics. When Aquinas claims that a moral habit is a virtue
insofar as it is conformed to reason, it is more helpful to understand “reason”
here primarily in terms of a virtue, not of a law—namely, in terms of prudence.

The Measure of Human Acts
It is worth briefly noting some central features of Aquinas’s idea of prudence.49
Aquinas distinguishes scientia, ars, and prudentia: scientia consists in the scientific knowledge of what is necessarily true; ars is a more practical form of
knowledge about how to attain particular ends according to set rules; prudentia is a practical knowledge that rectifies human action (57.4c). Prudence therefore differs from art in that it concerns living well overall (bene vivere totum)
rather than in some particular sphere of life (II.II 47.2 ad 1). Prudence’s sphere
of operation is the contingent and uncertain realm of the particular in which
there is no fixed way of attaining the end (47.2 ad 3; 5c). There is therefore an
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investigative process in prudential reasoning, from deliberation to judgment to
“command”—that is, applying what has been considered to what is done (II.II
47.8). While prudence is a kind of rationality, it is not an elitist virtue: even a
simple person can be prudent (I.II 58.4 ad 2). Finally, prudence is not a “cold”
rationality. Rather, it depends radically on a kind of affective knowledge since
it presupposes a correct perception of the ends of human action, which arises
when the subject is well-disposed through the moral virtues (58.5). What are
the prospects for reading the twofold rule of morality in terms of the virtue of
prudence?

Divine and Human Prudence
Crucially, Aquinas conceives of the role of prudence teleologically. As he puts it,
“Prudence counsels us well about what pertains to the whole life of a human,
and to the ultimate end of human life” (57.4 ad 3; cf. 21.2 ad 2).50 Aquinas’s
accounts of prudence and the eternal law therefore overlap. As he describes the
latter’s office or function, “the eternal law primarily and principally ordains
the human being to the end, but consequently makes the human being well
disposed concerning what is towards the end” (71.6 ad 3).51
A similar teleology is evident in eternal law’s definition. The eternal law,
Aquinas says, is “the rationale of the governance of things” (ratio gubernationis rerum) (91.1c). Gubernatio refers literally to the art of navigating or steering a ship to its destination, but it is used by extension to refer to governance
of any kind.52 “To govern is to move certain things to a due end, just as a sailor
navigates a ship” (II.II 102.2c).53 The eternal law, then, is the underlying rationale of the governance or navigation by which God steers each creature to its
ultimate end. It is not a set of universal formulas or laws.
Does God, then, have the virtue of prudence? Aquinas considers this
question himself (I 22.1). He distinguishes the self-regarding and the other-
regarding roles of prudence: “It is proper to prudence, according to the Philosopher [Nichomachean Ethics VI.12], to order other things to the end, whether
in respect of one’s own self, as a human is said to be prudent because he orders
well his own acts to the end of his life, or in respect of others subject to him,
in the family, or city, or kingdom” (ibid).54 God has no need to direct His own
life to the ultimate end, since He is the ultimate end of all things; yet He can
nevertheless be said to have the virtue of prudence in that He does so direct
other creatures. The virtue of prudence as it exists in God provides for others
and guides them to their good, and is therefore called “providence”: “Therefore the very rationale of the ordering of things into the end in God is named
providence” (ibid.).55
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It is clear, then, that there is very little difference between the eternal law, as
Aquinas conceives it, and God’s prudence, or providence, since both concern
the guidance of the creature to its proper end. But there is a difference nevertheless: “The eternal law in God is not providence itself, but as it were the
principle of providence.”56 As we have seen, the eternal law is not the very act
of prudentially governing or directing things but the plan or idea on the basis
of which God governs (I.II 91.1c).
If the first rule is best interpreted as the basis of divine prudence, how do
we understand the proximate rule—namely, human reason? Aquinas states:
“A human being attains to right reason by prudence, which is right reason
about what is to be done” (On the Virtues 5.2c).57 It is the virtue of prudence
that is the proximate rule of human morality. The basic principles of natural
law on their own are not, by themselves, a sufficient standard of moral goodness. As the Salamancans explain, “The universal principles of practical reason,
of which synderesis is the judge, does not cause the goodness of operation,
nor directs the operation itself, unless by the judgement of the prudent one
attending to what is occurring here and now, and unless they are determined
and applied to such an operation.”58 General principles of morality need to
be applied wisely to a situation; by themselves they are not the rule. Only the
virtue of prudence, which takes these general principles from synderesis and
applies them here and now, can serve as the proximate rule of morality.59

Prudential versus Legalistic Rationality
How does this prudential reading of the duplex regula help to reply to concerns about Aquinas’s account of virtue as being legalistic and leaving little
room for human freedom? The emphasis on prudence addresses the worry
about rationalistic legalism. Aquinas believes that ethics should offer normative direction.60 Yet he insists that ethics can never be a substitute for the
morally virtuous and practically wise judgment of a particular person “in the
field”: “And since the discussion of morals even in general is uncertain and
variable, it becomes yet more uncertain if someone were to want to descend
[to particulars] further, offering teaching about singulars in particular. For
this does not fall under art, nor under any narration, because cases of singular actions vary in infinite ways. And so the judgment about particular is
left to the prudence of each” (Comm. Ethic., lib. 2 l. 2 n.5).61 Only the wise
agent in situ can determine what is to be done here and now; there is no way
of knowing this in advance, except in broad outlines. As Cajetan puts it,
regarding what is to be done here and now “non est scibile, quia contingens,”
there is no scientific knowledge about the concrete moral requirements of
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the moment, because of its contingency (in I.II 58.5 n.9). Only a virtue, not a
scientific application of a set of principles, can determine what is to be done
here and now.
This is something recognized by contemporary virtue theorists, who question the modern assumption that an ethical theory should offer a “decision
procedure”—that is, a set of instructions that tell us what to do and are applicable in the same way in all situations.62 Rosalind Hursthouse points out, for
example, that “knowledge of what one should do in a particular hard case is
not knowledge that we expect adolescents, however clever, and however well-
armed with a normative ethics they have been given in a book, to have.”63 It
would be unwise to seek moral advice from a clever teenager who has mastered
a book on ethical theory since she would lack the experience necessary for prudence. There is no way of “short-circuiting” the need for personal, prudential
judgment, no matter how good the normative theory.
At the same time, it would be wrong to reduce Aquinas to a “situationist”
or a “particularist.” No act can be morally good if it is discordant with the
dictates of synderesis, or the understanding of the basic principles of practical reason; synderesis “moves” prudence (II.II 47.6 ad 3). Rather, Aquinas’s
account of prudence steers a happy medium between particularism and rationalism: prudence mediates between the general and the particular (47.3). As
the Salamancans observe, “Since moral operations are singular, and depend
upon singular circumstances, universal knowledge, even if it be practical, cannot influence them, or regulate them, unless as applied to the here and now by
particular knowledge, which, having inspected everything, judges about the
existence of such operations: which is the office of prudence.”64 The formal,
proximate rule of morality is therefore the concrete dictate of prudential reason, which nevertheless applies the general principles of morality in a situationally sensitive way. While this is not situationism, neither is it a legalistic,
rationalistic conception of moral rationality.

Divine Heteronomy and Human Autonomy
The second concern about Aquinas’s understanding of reason as the rule of
morality is that it makes God’s command the ultimate standard of morality,
thereby appearing to subvert human autonomy. Aquinas, however, does not
assert divine heteronomy at the expense of human autonomy, nor vice versa.65
There is not one rule for morality, nor are there two; rather, there is one twofold rule, a duplex regula. Aquinas insists that morality consists in harmony or
disharmony with human reason (its proximate rule) and at the same time consists in conformity or disconformity to divine reason, its first and indefectible

50

•

Ch apt e r 3

rule.66 In this moral vision the eternal law is far from substituting for human
autonomy; it is what guarantees it. Once again the metaphor of seafaring navigation is germane: “Just as a ship is entrusted to the captain to direct its course,
so a human being is entrusted to his will and reason. As it is said, ‘God established the human being from the beginning, and left him in the hand of his
own counsel’ (Ecclesiasticus 15:14)” (I.II 2.5c).67 The word Aquinas uses, here
translated as “captain,” is gubernator. So just as God is the Supreme Captain
or Navigator directing all things to Himself, so has He made human beings
captains or navigators of their own lives.
It is possible to understand Aquinas’s reconciliation of human autonomy
and divine heteronomy only in the context of his overarching cosmological
vision. God provides for the telic orientation of humans to their ultimate end
differently than He does for nonrational creatures, whose participation in the
eternal law is entirely passive since they have no choice whether or not to
follow the natural inclinations instilled into their natures. It is different for
humans: “Among other creatures, the rational creature is subject to providence in a more excellent way, insofar as he also becomes a participant of
providence, provident for himself and for others” (I.II 91.2).68 Humans participate in the eternal law both passively (in that they are directed to their
end by natural and supernatural inclination toward the good) and actively
(by the exercise of deliberation about how best to achieve their natural and
supernatural end). This delegated autonomy is not an arbitrary liberty to do
whatever one happens to want to do, nor is it merely a following of the diktats
of a divine micromanager. Rather, human autonomy is self-rule through the
virtue of prudence; it is a specifically human, active participation in the eminent practical reason or navigation by which God directs all beings to their
ultimate ends.

Measured Goodness
How does the idea of the duplex regula help to address the question with
which we began—namely, how to understand virtue’s goodness? Aquinas gives
the answer as follows: “Human acts have goodness insofar as they are regulated by a due rule and measure, and therefore human virtue, which is the principle of all a human’s good acts, consists in attaining the rule of human acts,
which is twofold, as we have said, namely, human reason, and God himself”
(II.II 23.3c).69 The goodness of human virtue lies in its conformity to human
and especially divine reason.
Note that this thesis has restricted application. The good of virtue is always
conformity to some rule or measure, but it takes on different forms for the
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three genera of virtue—intellectual, moral, and theological—since each of these
has its own distinctive rule or measure. As we have seen, the measure and rule
of moral or human virtue is prudential reason. Thus, “A moral habit has the
rationale of human virtue, insofar as it is conformed to reason” (I.II 58.2; cf.
59.4).70 The measure and rule of speculative intellectual virtue, in contrast, is in
things themselves, “for by the fact that a thing is or is not, there is truth in what
we think and say” (64.3c).71 What about the theological virtues? The goodness
of faith, hope, and love is something more than determining the best path to
an end through conformity to reason (as with moral virtue); the three virtues
are good through their conformity to the end itself—namely, God, in His truth,
power, love, and goodness. As Aquinas puts it, “The measure and rule of theological virtue is God himself” (ibid.).72
Identifying the correct measure and rule is most difficult in regard to the
virtue of prudence. Here we meet two problems at once. Prudence is itself the
measure and rule of moral virtue. But Aquinas makes the puzzling claim that,
whereas speculative truth lies in conformity to reality, practical truth lies in
conformity to right appetite (58.5 ad 3). We seem to have a vicious circularity:
prudence is the measure of moral virtue, and moral virtue, which consists in
right appetite, is the measure of prudence.73
To add to the confusion, Aquinas says, “The true of practical intellectual
virtue, related indeed to reality, has the rationale of something measured”
(64.3c).74 How consistent is this: the measure of prudence is both right appetite and reality itself?
The problems arise because Aquinas recognizes that the relation between
intellect and will, and consequently between prudence and moral virtue, is one
of mutual interdependence (65.1 ad 3). He says, “These two powers, namely,
intellect and will, revolve around each other” (On the Virtues 1.7c).75 One way
in which prudence depends on moral virtue is that it starts from a right perception of the end, which happens only through moral virtue:
For a human to be rightly disposed concerning the particular principles of action,
which are the ends, it is necessary that he be perfected by certain habits by which
it becomes in some way connatural to judge rightly of the end. And this happens
through moral virtue, for the virtuous one rightly judges of the end of virtue,
because “such as each one is, so does the end seem to him” [Nichomachean Ethics
II.5]. And so, right reason about what is to be done, which is prudence, requires
that a human have moral virtue. (58.5)76

It is only the morally virtuous person who perceives what is truly good and
which ends to pursue, and so is able to reason well about what is to be done
here and now. Prudence needs moral virtue.
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There is no self-defeating circularity in saying that prudence finds its measure in right appetite but right appetite finds its measure in reason. Aquinas
explains: “Reason [synderesis] insofar as it apprehends the end, precedes the
appetite for the end, but the appetite for the end precedes reason reasoning to
choose what is for the end, which pertains to prudence” (I.II 58.5 ad 1).77 Prudence finds its measure in right appetite for the end, and right appetite for the
end finds its measure in synderesis, which is the habit containing the general
understanding of moral principles (II.II 47.6 ad 1).
What about the idea that the measure of the practical intellect lies in reality itself? Cajetan notes that the practical intellect agrees with the speculative
intellect in its act of understanding but differs in that it also directs action (in
I.II 58.5 n.2). He infers that practical truth concerns both reality and desire, in
different respects: “The true of the practical intellect in itself depends on reality,
as regards understanding; on our part, however, [it depends] on right appetite,
which makes the end appear to us according to the disposition of the appetite”
(in 64.4 n.3). Prudential reasoning, as directive of action, is based on both a
correct perception of the end (which happens through moral and indeed theological virtue) and a correct perception of the singulars that form the context
for action (II.II 47.3c). Thus prudence finds its measure both in right appetite
for the end and in reality itself. This helps to ward off the danger of infinite
regress of virtues: the measure of moral virtue is intellectual virtue; the measure
of intellectual virtue is reality. For, “It is not necessary to proceed into infinity
in virtues, because the measure and rule of intellectual virtue is not some other
genus of virtue, but reality itself” (I.II 64.3 ad 2).78
In general, a virtue’s goodness lies in its conformity to its rule, and the rule
will vary according to the kind of virtue. Yet it remains that the duplex regula
is the primary rule for virtue. Virtue, in the unqualified sense, which directs a
person to the overall end of human life, can be said to find its measure in the
twofold rule of the human will: divine and human reason. Aquinas terms conformity to this rule of reason “the moral good” (bonum moris). It is therefore
either the rational good (bonum rationis) or the moral good (bonum moris)
that is included in the definition of virtue as a good habit (On the Virtues 1.2
ad 2, ad 6; I.II 55.4 ad 2). Poinsot, in his insightful summary of the Summa
Theologiae, is correct to state, “‘Morally good’ is the difference ultimately constitutive of virtue.”79
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1. I.II 55.3: “virtus humana, quae est habitus operativus, est bonus habitus, et boni
operativus.”
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