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Chapter 7

Rational Virtue
Suggested reading: Summa Theologiae I.II 55.4,
60, 61, 64, 85.3; II.II 27.6, 48, 128, 143, 161.1;
On the Virtues 1.13c

A

quinas analyzes the Augustinian definition of virtue in terms of the four
causes (I.II 55.4c): A virtue is:

a good quality
of the mind
by which we live rightly and no one can use badly
which God works in us without us

formal cause
material cause
final cause
efficient cause

So many anomalies emerge from this line of reasoning that it may seem that
Aquinas is attempting to hammer an Augustinian round peg into an Aristotelian square hole. Yet his overriding goal is not exegesis; rather, it is to give an
account of virtue in general. The result replicates neither Aristotle nor Augustine. Instead, it offers a third position that neither would have recognized and
is all the worthier of attention for this reason.
In Aquinas’s ordering, each of virtue’s causes can be understood only in relation to the others. For the sake of exposition it is necessary to treat them individually in the hope that it will be meaningful to deal with parts that, finally,
make sense only in terms of the whole.
The formal cause is what makes something what it is. Forma dat speciem:
the form specifies (I.II 18.2). Aquinas states, then, “The formal cause of virtue,
as also of anything, is taken from its genus and difference, when it is said [in the
Augustinian definition, that virtue is] ‘a good quality.’ For virtue’s genus is quality, and its difference is good. It would however be a more fitting definition if
quality were replaced by habit, which is the proximate genus” (55.4c, emphasis
added).1 Thus the characterization of virtue as a good habit (see chaps. 2 and 3)
109
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is incorporated into the causal account as providing virtue’s formal cause. It is
important to remember, then, that “good” in the definition of virtue refers to
the moral or rational good (bonum rationis) (55.4 ad 2). Virtue’s most formal
element is the moral goodness that lies in its conformity with human agency’s
rule and measure—that is, divine and human reason.
Aquinas conceives of this formal cause of virtue in at least two distinct
ways: as object and as exemplar. Since a virtue is a disposition or habit, it is
good insofar as it is directed toward a good human action and object. So a
virtue’s goodness or its consonance with reason is derived from its object’s
goodness or consonance with reason. For example, the virtue of mercy, which
inclines to acts that offer aid to the suffering, is good because its object (to give
aid to the suffering when and in the manner it is fitting to do so) is consonant
to divine and human reason. Also, a habit is good insofar as it participates in,
or imitates, the divine goodness in some respect, albeit in a manner suited to
human rather than divine nature. Both approaches to virtue’s formal cause
contribute to the causal theory of virtue.

Virtue’s Object
Virtue theory must provide a way of specifying and distinguishing virtues.2
Since Aquinas defines virtue causally, he specifies particular virtues causally as
well. Moral virtues can be divided into those about other-regarding operations,
such as justice, and those about the passions, like temperance; here virtues are
divided on the basis of objective matter (60.2). The subjective matter is one way
to distinguish the cardinal virtues: prudence is in the practical intellect, justice
in the will, fortitude in the irascible power, and temperance in the concupiscible
power (61.2). The efficient cause differentiates virtues acquired by habituation
and those infused by God (63.4). Virtues disposing to perfect beatitude must
differ from those disposing only to the imperfect beatitude of this life; this is
distinction by means of final cause (51.4). There is also the distinction of virtues into different kinds based on degrees of similitude to the exemplar cause
(61.5). Aquinas also distinguishes divine and human virtues as fitting for diverse
natures: human nature and the superior nature of grace (54.3, 61.5, 63.4).
There is a serious question of interpretation to be addressed here. Are there
multiple, conflicting principles? If so, the coherence of the virtue theory would
be at risk. William Mattison focuses on three principles of division: efficient
cause, ultimate end, and object. He claims that these three methods of “categorization” do “graft onto each other,” but it is left unclear how they are related.3
The causal approach offers a solution. The formal cause is what directly specifies (forma dat speciem). Where different causes suggest different categorizations,
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Aquinas prioritizes the formal (II.II 157.3 ad 2). The other causes specify virtue
only indirectly and mediately and as indicating a different formal cause—namely,
the object. As Aquinas puts it, “Just as the form gives species in natural things, so
also in morals the object gives species to an act, and consequently to a habit.”4
He often repeats this principle (e.g., 54.2; 60.5; 72.1 ad 2), which unifies the
diverse ways of specifying and distinguishing virtues under one grand principle:
the object (obiectum), which is the extrinsic formal cause. How then does the
object specify a virtue?

A Virtue’s Material Object
As discussed earlier, different levels of formality and materiality inhere in the
object. It helps to begin with a virtue’s material object, or “matter-about-which”
(materia circa quam): “The matter-about-which is the object of a virtue. This
could not be placed in the above definition, since it is through the object that a
virtue is fixed to a species, whereas here we are supplying the definition of virtue
in general” (55.4c).5 To what does this phrase, “matter-about-which,” refer?
Martha Nussbaum notes that Aristotle defines virtues by identifying “spheres
of life” in which we may do well or badly. A virtue is a state that disposes us
to choose and respond well in some sphere of experience.6 Similarly, Christine
Swanton talks of a virtue’s “field”: “The field of a virtue consists of those items
which are the sphere(s) of concern of the virtue, and to which the agent should
respond in line with the virtue’s demands. These items may be within the agent,
for example, the bodily pleasures which are the focus of temperance, or outside the agent, for example, human beings, property, money, or honors.”7 The
corresponding term in Aquinas is not “sphere of life” or “field” but rather the
“matter-about-which” a virtue disposes a person (55.4c). It is what the virtue
is about. For example, justice is about exchanges with others; temperance is
about the desires and pleasures of food, drink, and sex; and fortitude is about
fear and daring in the face of the danger of death (61.3c).
From its constituent terms the concept of matter-about-which can be understood as the combination of two distinct concepts: matter (potentiality to
receive some form) and object (that which an act, power, or habit is about). The
material aspect implies the potential to receive some form from virtue. Since
a moral habit is formally a virtue insofar as its act conforms to reason (58.2),
the matter of the moral virtues is human acts, which of their nature ask to be
conformed to the rule of reason.
Take, for example, a passion such as anger. Anger can be considered as morally good, morally bad, or neutral. Anger can be a disordered passion contrary
to reason and virtue, as when someone is willfully enraged over a small slight.
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Anger can be a well-ordered and entirely reasonable passion, as when someone
is duly angered by an injustice. Finally, abstracting from both, anger can be
considered as capable of being manifested either way.8 Anger considered thusly,
as potentially either morally good or bad, is the matter of the virtue of gentleness: it is matter suited to and capable of receiving from virtue the form of
rationality, just as a malleable but hard material like steel is matter fit to receive
from the metalsmith the form of a sword. As Aquinas says, “The matter of each
moral virtue is that about which [the virtue] imposes the mode of reason.”9
The second integral part of the concept of matter-about-which is that of object,
or that which it is about. For example, the proximate matter of temperance is
the greatest appetites and pleasures, whereas its remote matter is the objects of
those passions—namely food, drink, and sexual intercourse.10 Or, the immediate
matter of magnanimity is the hope for great honors, whereas the mediate matter
is the object of the passion—namely, the great honors themselves (II.II 129.1).
Is the matter-about-which material or formal? In relation to virtue, the
matter-about-which is a hybrid, since as matter it is material but as object it
is formal. It is material as that which virtue “works on” since the operations
are given a form by virtue through reason. Yet it is also formal as specifying a
virtue since, as object, it is an exterior formal cause that defines the habit that
is directed toward it. Aquinas explains, “The object is not the matter-out-of-
which but the matter-about-which, and has in a way the rationale of a form,
insofar as it gives species” (18.2 ad 2).11 We can therefore term the matter-
about-which either the “objective matter” or the “material object” of a virtue.
Peter Lombard’s definition contains no element corresponding to the material object, so Aquinas provides a rationale for its absence: a virtue’s matter-
about-which, he says, fixes its species and so belongs to the definition of this or
that virtue, not to virtue in general (55.4c). This is a weak post hoc rationalization because unqualified virtue, while it lacks specific matter, does possess
generic proximate matter: the human passions and operations that participate
to a greater or lesser degree in freedom and the potentiality to conform to reason. Aquinas even has a name for the generic matter of virtue: agibilia et appetibilia, or the doings and desirings that fall within the sphere of human agency
(e.g., II.II 27.6c). Aquinas could have specified the material object of virtue in
general; had he been constructing his own definition rather than relying on
Lombard’s, he no doubt would have.

Is the Material Object Enough?
Aquinas claims that the material object determines the species of a virtue.
Does this, then, solve the problem of specification? It is roughly the method
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Nussbaum ascribes to Aristotle: first identifying a distinctive sphere of life
in which it is possible to do well or badly; then defining a virtue as the state
disposing us to do well in that sphere. Aquinas adopts a similar method.
Virtue, like art, concerns “the difficult and the good”: “Art and virtue are
about the more difficult matters in which we need to act well, which is what
art and virtue dispose us to do. For in easy matters anyone can act well. But
to act well in difficult matter belongs only to the one who possesses virtue
and art.”12 A moral matter, in contrast to a technical one, is a difficult matter
in which we need to act well with a view to the overall end of human life.
Wherever there is such a matter, there must be a virtue: “There can be a moral
virtue about every [matter] that can be ordered and moderated by reason”
(I.II 59.4c).13
However, the material object alone is not enough to specify the virtues. To
understand a virtue we must know not merely how to identify its sphere of
life but also what doing well in that sphere consists in. A virtue’s matter at
best provides a “thin” account of that virtue, and the task of the ethicist is to
find a “thick” specification of what constitutes choosing and responding well
in each sphere.
Relying on the matter alone to specify virtues also fails to account for the
possibility of overlap in two virtues’ material object. Take the moral matter of
“appetite for a difficult good.” We need to be both humble (not desiring what is
beyond us) and magnanimous (being willing to strive for great things in a reasonable way) in regard to this matter (II.II 161.1c). Because Aquinas recognizes
the priority of form over matter as a principle of specification, the material
identity of humility and magnanimity does not disconcert him. While humility
and magnanimity share the same matter, they differ in rationale since “humility
restrains the appetite, lest it tend to great things beside right reason, whereas
magnanimity impels the soul according to right reason” (161.1 ad 3).14 For a
full definition of a virtue one needs to identify not merely its material object
but also its formal rationale.
Aquinas therefore rejects the view that J. O. Urmson once proposed in interpretation of Aristotle—namely, that virtues are individuated by emotion: one
type of emotion, one type of virtue.15 Urmson’s thesis is doubly wrong: just as
two virtues can concern the same passion, as with humility and magnanimity,
so also one virtue can concern two or more passions, as fortitude holds back
fear and moderates daring (123.3c). Aquinas states the reason in the following,
characteristically terse statement: “The objects of the passions cause diverse
species of passions insofar as they are related in different ways to the sensitive
appetite; they cause diverse species of virtues insofar as they are related to
reason” (I.II 60.5c).16 A moral matter specifies a moral virtue only indirectly by
indicating its required form.
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The Most Formal Object: The Mode
What, then, is the formal object of virtue? The object of virtue, formally speaking, is the good (I.II 56.3 arg 2, ad 2). (We will begin by examining the most
formal object of virtue; the somewhat formal and somewhat material object
will be considered when we examine virtue’s final cause.) What makes a habit
virtuous is precisely its orientation to good (On the Virtues 1.7c). Therefore the
formal object of a moral virtue will be the good at stake in some specific moral
matter or sphere: “The object of any virtue is the good considered in its proper
matter. For example, the object of temperance is the good of pleasurable things
in the desires of touch. The formal rationale of this object is from reason,
which institutes the mode in these desires, whereas the material element is that
which is on the part of the desires” (63.4).17 The material object of temperance
is the desires of touch; its formal object, called the “mode” or “the mode of
reason,” is from practical reason. As Aquinas puts it elsewhere, “Habits are
not distinguished by material objects, but by the formal rationales of objects.
However, the formal rationale of the good to which moral virtue is ordered
is one, namely, the mode of reason” (60.1 arg 2).18 The most formal object of
virtue, then, is the mode.
The concept of the mode (modus) is a neglected but important concept in
Aquinas’s virtue theory. From Cicero onward, “mode” was especially associated with temperance, as a kind of “moderation.” As Helen North explains,
“The noun modus (“limit”) and its numerous derivatives—especially modestia,
a very ancient abstract noun, moderatio, moderare and moderari—expressed
one of the central themes of sophrosyne [temperance] from the very beginning
of Latin literature.”19 There are remnants of this connection in Aquinas. For
example, he distinguishes temperance from the other cardinal virtues because
“temperance is a certain disposition of the mind that imposes the mode [= limit]
on diverse passions or operations” (61.4).20 However, Aquinas also extends
this mode to all the moral virtues, just as Aristotle had done with the mean
(e.g., 60.1 arg 2, ad 2). Since having a mode is characteristic of the good as such
(I 5.5c), every virtue (moral, intellectual, or theological) must have a mode.
What, then, is a virtue’s mode? For Aquinas, mode is almost synonymous
with “measure” (mensura): “The good in the case of human passions and operations is that they attain the mode of reason, which is the measure and rule of
all human passions and operations” (On the Virtues 1.13c).21 However, this
concept of mode adds a new thought to the idea of rule or measure: application to a more specific sphere. Following Augustine, Aquinas’s definition is that
“mode signifies a certain determination of a measure” (I.II 27.3c).22 “Determination” here means a specification: if prudence is the measure of human acts,
the mode is the determination, the specification, of this generic rule in a more
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particular sphere. A moral virtue’s mode is the prudential wisdom specific to
some specific matter.
It is this note of specification or determination that makes mode important
for virtue theory. As its measure, the mode is the most formal element of a
virtue since it is by conformity to the mode that a habit becomes good and
therefore a virtue. However, since the mode is more precisely the determination
of a measure—that is, the measure as applied to a specific matter—the mode
therefore specifies different virtues differently. How, then, do we identify the
mode of each virtue?

Differentiating the Modes of the Virtues
The basic principle for identifying mode is this: as the form of a virtue, its
mode is correlative to its matter. The principle is evident from an analogy Aquinas develops among and between the sciences, the arts, and the moral virtues.
What is a mode, for example, fitting for ethics? Aquinas notes that, for Aristotle, matter and form are mutually proportional: “The mode of manifesting the
truth in any science ought to fit what is treated as the matter in that science.”23
This principle of mode-matter fit within science is explained by a comparison
with the arts. A craftsman will employ a different method with wax, with clay,
or with iron; similarly, the mode of ethics, which treats of contingent human
actions, differs from the mode of mathematics, which deals with necessary
things and so offers demonstration.24
For Aquinas, the arts and sciences in turn provide an analogy for the virtues:
“Just as in the sciences it is necessary to investigate the mode according to the
matter, so also in regard to the virtues, as [Aristotle] says in The Nicomachean
Ethics (Bk I).”25 A moral or theological virtue’s mode is therefore not a static
form; it is more akin to a scientific or artistic modus operandi or method. But
it is a method for establishing the good in some specific matter, not a way to
produce an artifact or to determine the truth.

The Cardinal Virtues
How does this mode or method work out more concretely? Aquinas identifies
four general modes of moral virtue, which constitute the “generic” cardinal
virtues (I.II 61.2–4). Remembering that the material object is some sphere of
“the difficult and the good,” the four generic cardinal virtues are responses
to the generic moral matters and universal challenges we all must face in
achieving the rational good. To act well in life we must rise to the challenge of
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deliberating, judging, and deciding well what is to be done and desired—this is
the office of prudence. In addition, one must learn to embody practical wisdom
in one’s volitional and emotional life. Justice answers the challenge of rightly
ordering one’s actions; fortitude responds to the emotional test of standing firm
in the rational good despite dangers, toils, and sorrows; temperance responds
to the challenge posed by the passions of attraction, which can tend to overrun
their bounds, by modulating them. Discretion, rectitude, strength, and moderation: these generic cardinal virtues are the qualities we need in order to face
the four universal challenges of living a good life.
For Aquinas these four challenges are not merely integral to human nature;
they correspond to the four “wounds” that followed from original sin. Prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance correct the ignorance, malice, weakness, and concupiscence to which the post-lapsarian human is prone (85.3c).
The generic cardinal virtues are healings as well as perfections of human nature.
This dividing of the mode of reason into four general modes results in four
generic formal virtues. However, while they are “virtues” in a sense (61.2), Aquinas clarifies that, they are not such strictly speaking (61.4). Each virtue, as an
operative habit, needs a determinate and proper act; a generic virtue is too general to count (On the Virtues 1.12 ad 27). The general modes operate together
in specific virtuous habits and so are better regarded as constituents of virtues
(I.II 61.4). Aquinas ingeniously identifies the four generic cardinal “virtues” with
the necessary conditions of acting virtuously that Aristotle lays down.26 To act
virtuously one needs to know what is to be done (prudence), act from choice
and not mere passion (temperance), do so for a due end (justice), and act firmly
and immovably (fortitude) (61.4 arg 3, ad 3; On the Virtues 1.5c). Every morally
virtuous act whatsoever requires the four general modes of virtue.27
Accordingly, Aquinas identifies a more proper way of speaking of the cardinal virtues: “The cardinal virtues are understood in two ways. In one way,
insofar as they are special virtues having determinate matters. In another way,
insofar as they signify certain general modes of virtue” (II.II 58.8 ad 2).28 The
generic cardinal virtues apply reason to some generic matter of the moral life;
the specific cardinal virtues, which are virtues in the strictest sense, apply reason in some more specific sphere (I.II 61.4c). For example, specific fortitude is
not about standing firm despite any obstacle whatsoever, but it is about standing firm against the greatest obstacle—namely, the fear of death (61.3). Specific
temperance is moderation and restraint as applied to the greatest pleasures—
namely those of touch (that is, to do with food, drink, and sex) (II.II 141). It
is to the most intense specifications of the four generic moral matters that the
specific cardinal virtues are addressed.
The differentiation of virtue does not stop with the identification of four
specific cardinal virtues. Prudence and fortitude are unitary and indivisible

Rat i ona l V i rt ue

•

117

virtues. However, specific justice and specific temperance, while determinate
in comparison with their respective general virtues, are nevertheless generic
in relation to their own subdivisions. Justice as a (semi-) specific virtue can be
divided into distributive, commutative, and legal justice, together with its companion epikeia (equity) (II.II 61.1, 58.6, 120.2); temperance can be divided into
abstinence, sobriety, chastity, and puditia (what today we might term “modesty”) (143). Aquinas calls these more specific virtues the “subjective parts” of
justice and temperance: the species of a genus.
Aquinas also acknowledges many moral virtues, such as humility, perseverance, and religion, that are not subspecies or subjective parts of the four cardinal virtues. How does he specify and differentiate these? By referring to them
as the principal virtues’ “potential parts” (partes potentiales) (II.II 48c): they
are participants in the “power” or “capacity” (potentia) of a principal virtue.29
As he puts it in On the Virtues, “Other adjunct or secondary virtues are posited
as ‘parts’ of the cardinal virtues, not as integral [parts] or subjective [parts]; for
they have a determinate matter and a proper act; but as potential parts, insofar
as they participate in a particular and partial way what principally and more
perfectly belongs to a cardinal virtue” (1.12 ad 27).30 These power-participants
share the mode or generic rationale with a principal virtue but differ in respect
to matter: “Potential parts of any principal virtue are called secondary virtues,
which observe the same mode the principal virtue observes concerning some
principal matter, but in certain other less challenging matters” (II.II 143).31 For
example, gentleness is counted as a power-participant of temperance: it participates in the mode of restraint and applies it not to the concupiscences of touch
but rather to anger. The secondary virtues, then, consist of a general mode or
rationale of the good as applied to some “secondary” or less challenging matter.
Since each of the modes of the moral virtues is a participation in the virtue
of prudence suited to a specific moral matter, it follows that this intellectual
virtue is somehow involved in all the moral virtues: “Prudence places the mode
and form in all other moral virtues.”32 Prudence is the practical wisdom of the
moral virtues.
The arts, sciences, and moral virtues have a mode. Do the theological virtues
of faith, hope, and love also have a mode? In his later works, at least, Aquinas
insists on finding a sense in which the love of God does have a mode, albeit
not a limit: “In the love of God there is no mode as it exists in what is measured . . . but only as it exists in the measure” (27.6c).33 Thus, “charity, which
has the mode as the measure, excels the other virtues, which have the mode as
measured” (ad 1).34 Love of God has a mode in the same way that water, not a
sidewalk after a downpour, is wet: essentially, not derivatively.
Every virtue has its own characteristic mode, whether we are talking of the
intellectual, the moral, or the theological virtues. The mode of the sciences
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and arts is the method suited to each of their specific matters; the mode of the
moral virtues is the mode of reason; the mode of the theological virtues is a
limitless mode that knows no bounds since it is not possible to believe in, hope
in, and love God too much (compare I.II 64.4).

From the Mode to the Mean
What do we make of the doctrine of the mean that Aquinas inherits from
Aristotle? According to Aristotle, “Virtue is an elective state existing in the
mean relative to us, determined by reason and as the prudent one would
determine it.”35 This Aquinas takes to be an accurate definition of moral virtue. As with the mode, Aquinas frequently identifies the rational mean as the
form of the moral virtues (I.II 66.2; II.II 47.7 ad 2; 61.2 arg 2; On the Virtues
1.10 arg 8, ad 8).
In Aquinas’s virtue theory, the mean is secondary to the mode of reason.
This becomes evident in his most extensive argument for the mean:
The good in the case of human passions and operations is that they attain the
mode of reason, which is the measure and rule of all human passions and operations. . . . The bad, on the other hand, is that someone exceeds the mode of reason
or falls short of it in their human passions and operations. Therefore, since the
human good is human virtue, it follows that moral virtue lies in a mean between
excess and deficiency, where “excess,” “deficiency” and “mean” are understood in
relation to the rule of reason. (On the Virtues 1.13c)36

Here “mean,” “excess,” and “deficiency” are simply the application of a quantitative metaphor to the mode. The mean at which virtue aims is just conformity
of virtue’s matter to the mode; excess and deficiency are two ways of its matter
failing to equal the mode. Aquinas can therefore mention mode and mean in
the same breath: “the mode of a virtue, that is, a certain mean” (On the Virtues
1.13 ad 4).37
Contemporary virtue theorists argue about how to interpret the doctrine of
the mean, and are often skeptical of its value. Aquinas’s understanding of the
mean of moral virtue may help clear up some of the difficulty; moreover, it is
worth examining here for the light it sheds on the formal cause of moral virtue.
Aquinas distinguishes two aspects of the doctrine of the mean:
Virtue is called a mean in two ways. First, by reason of its objective matter, insofar as virtue makes it equal to right reason. And this mean belongs per se to every
moral virtue. . . . Second, virtue is called a mean by reason of habit, that is, insofar
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as it is a mean between the habits of two evils. . . . And this is accidental to a virtue, nor is it necessary that it exist in all virtues.38

The core doctrine of the mean, then, is that a moral virtue makes its objective
matter equal to right reason, as when temperance moderates the desires of
food, drink, and sex. That temperance lies between two vices—intemperance
and insensibility—is secondary.
Rosalind Hursthouse says it would be “a deeply mysterious fact” if each
virtue were opposed by two and only two vices.39 This criticism does not
seem to touch on Aquinas’s accounting. For him, justice has only one vice by
excess (On the Virtues 1.13 ad 12). In contrast, there are at least four vices
of excess opposed to magnanimity: presumption, ambition, vainglory, and
pride. This poses no problem, because “it is no contradiction for there to be,
for one mean, multiple excesses in diverse respects” (II.II 119.1 ad 1). Even
more interestingly, Aquinas thinks that a vice opposed to a virtue can be a
mixture of excess and deficiency. Someone can possess a mixture of prodigality and miserliness (opposite vices that are both contrary to liberality)
since “Nothing prevents opposites from being in the same thing in diverse
respects” (119.1 arg 1, ad 1).40 Aquinas would agree with Hursthouse, then,
that moral virtue is not by some mysterious symmetry necessarily opposed by
two and only two contrary vices. What is essential for Aquinas is that a virtue
causes its objective matter to be “equal” but not “exceed” or “fall short” of
the rule of reason.
How can we understand this equality with reason? Aquinas states that the
mean is to be understood “according to circumstances” (secundum circumstantias) (64.1 ad 2). Indeed, it is “in relation to [circumstances that] the mean
of virtue is found or lost in human actions and passions” (7.2 ad 3).41 The circumstances of a human act are “whatever conditions are outside the substance
of the act, yet touch in some way the human act” (7.1c).42 They are, in a sense,
the “accidents” of an act, not its substance.
Aquinas, drawing on Cicero and Aristotle, lists seven or eight circumstances
of a human act (depending on how one counts) that are relevant to its moral
evaluation (7.1).43 They are when the action takes place (time), where it is done
(place), how it is performed (manner), what it brings about (effect), why it is
done (reason), about what it concerns (material object), who performs it (person), and by what means (instrument). For Aquinas it is impossible to determine what is virtuous without a consideration of all of these contingencies:
“Acts of virtue ought not be done anyhow, but by observing the due circumstances that are required for an act to be virtuous” (II.II 33.2).44 For example, temperance will regulate appetite for food according to the circumstances
of material object (not craving excessively luxurious or gourmet foods), the
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quantity (not desiring too much food), the manner (not being too eager to eat),
and time (not desiring to eat too early) (48.4).
Hursthouse worries that a “quantitative” doctrine of the mean is implausible.45 Similarly, Aquinas repeatedly states, “The mean of virtue is not understood according to quantity, but according to right reason” (147.1 ad 2).46 The
occasion for this assertion is the objection that certain virtues seem to lie in a
maximum rather than a mean. Fortitude concerns the greatest dangers; magnanimity the greatest honors; magnificence the greatest in expenses; piety the
great reverence that is due to parents, to whom we can never make a return of
equal value. The same applies to religion since no matter how greatly we honor
God, we can never give God the honor that is His due (On the Virtues 1.13 arg
5). The virtues of poverty and celibacy also seem to lie in an extreme, as they
reject all possessions and sexual pleasures (arg 6). None of these moral virtues
seem to lie in a mean, but rather in an extreme. Aquinas’s reply is that virtue
lies not in the quantitative mean but rather in the rational mean (medium rationis). What, then, is the rational mean?
The rational mean is determined but by what is fitting in the circumstances,
not by absolute quantity. Even when a virtue tends to something great, as with
magnanimity, it is still a mean because “virtues of this kind tend to this [object]
according to the rule of reason, that is, where it is fitting, when it is fitting, and
for the reason it is fitting” (I.II 64.1 ad 2).47 A great-souled person fittingly
aims at the greatest honors, as reason recognizes. As Aquinas puts it later, “The
magnanimous man is indeed an extreme in magnitude, insofar as he tends to
what is greatest, but in point of fittingness, he is a mean, because he tends to the
greatest according to reason” (II.II 129.3 ad 1).48 The rational mean in regard
to a set of circumstances, then, is defined nonquantitatively and simply as what
is fitting according to reason.
This insight, that the “mean” is to be defined primarily in terms of fittingness
as determined by reason, relativizes the value of the quantitative metaphors of
“mean,” “excess,” and “deficiency,” and points to what Hursthouse calls the
valuable “central doctrine of the mean.”49 Cajetan, in a display of analytic clarity that impressed his successors, also explains this nonquantitative definition
of the rational mean as follows:
The rational mean . . . requires two things: namely, the matter, and the conditions
of reason. So the rational mean lies in the affirmation of both, namely of the
proper matter, and of all the conditions regarding right reason. For example, the
rational mean in temperance is to take pleasure when it is fitting, in the manner
that is fitting, for a fitting reason, and so on. But the extremes are understood as
the negation of one, and the affirmation of the other: so that “excess” affirms
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the matter, with the conditions negated; “deficiency” however negates the matter,
with the conditions affirmed. For example, to use pleasures when it is unfitting,
for an unfitting reason, where it is unfitting, and so on, is “excess”: for it is to use
pleasures, which are the matter of temperance, “more” than is fitting. But not to
use pleasures when it is fitting, for a fitting reason, and so on, is “deficiency”: for
it is to take pleasure “less” than is fitting. (in I.II 64.2)

Even if we question the value of the quantitative metaphors as Hursthouse
does, the core idea of the rational mean remains helpful: moral virtue aims
at the affirmation of both matter and the conditions of reason. For example,
magnanimity aims at great things when, with whom, and in the manner it is
fitting. Any failure in adjusting this ambition to what reason judges to be fitting
is a failure in moral virtue.
The important contribution of the concept of the rational mean is that it
shows the situation relativity in the mode of reason, and therefore also in all
the moral virtues. The good at which a virtue aims, Aquinas says, “can be
enacted in many different ways, and not in the same way in all situations;
whence the judgement of prudence is required for this: that the right mode
be established” (On the Virtues 1.6c).50 The mode or mean of reason is, as it
were, the GPS of the virtuous life that helps work out the next step toward the
destination in the particular location or circumstances of life.

The Principle of Unification
Together the material and formal objects of virtue address the problem of specification: each virtue is defined by the combination of its proper material object
and the corresponding mode of reason that delineates what constitutes doing
well in that sphere. However, the mode and the matter also help us address
another related issue: unification.
Christine Swanton proposes a “pluralistic theory” of virtue. Two ways in
which this account is “pluralistic” are first, that it acknowledges that a virtue
may have multiple fields, and second, that it may respond to those multiple
fields in a number of ways or “modes” (for example, by loving, or promoting,
or respecting).51 This pluralistic approach has an advantage in that it recognizes a virtue may be exhibited in different ways. Yet this pluralism threatens
to undermine any virtue’s unity. If a virtue exercises diverse modes of response
to items in diverse fields, what ties these responses or items to the same virtue?
Swanton refers to “constellations” of characteristic modes of responsiveness,
which make up the “profile” of a virtue. Yet in the absence of any unifying
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feature that can tie these modes of responsiveness together, her view runs the
risk of undermining the integral identity of any single virtue. Virtues become
accidental assortments rather than unified dispositions.
Aquinas’s account, in contrast, insists that each virtue has its own unified
object: “For one habit does not extend itself to many things, except in order to
one thing, from which it has unity” (I.II 54.4c).52 A virtue is a disposition ad
unum, toward a single thing (that is, one object, or one act) of the same moral
species (On the Virtues 1.9). Temperance inclines to temperate acts, fortitude
to brave ones.
How, then, is it possible to define the specific moral unity of a virtue’s acts in
light of its diversity of manifestations? The solution lies in the causal account.
The formal object of a virtue provides not only its principle of specification and
distinction but also its principle of unification since while a virtue may extend
to many different material objects, these all agree in a single formal rationale.
As Aquinas puts it, “For the unity of a power and a habit is to be considered
according to the object, not indeed materially, but according the formal rationale of the object” (I 1.3c).53 Feasting and fasting can be acts of the same
virtue of temperance since these materially diverse acts intend the same formal object—namely, fitting moderation of consumption in the circumstances.
Aquinas’s analysis of specific virtues in terms of their form and matter allows
for a healthy pluralism without giving up the unifying principle that maintains
the integrity of each distinct virtue.

Virtue’s Exemplar
The exemplar is an “extrinsic formal cause” after which the image is modeled
and in which it participates (see chap. 5). Exemplar causation is important in
Aquinas’s theological ethics, as it focuses on the dynamic image of God on
the way to becoming more like the exemplar. To what extent does exemplar
causation influence virtue theory?
Aquinas follows Augustine in arguing that the exemplar of human virtue
must preexist in God: “As Augustine says (On the Morals of the Catholic
Church, Ch.vi), ‘it is necessary that there be something that the soul follows,
in order that virtue may be born in her, and this is God: if we follow him, we
live well.’ There must therefore be an exemplar of human virtue pre-existing
in God, just as the rationales of all things pre-exist in him” (I.II 61.5c).54 The
human virtues are therefore modeled on their exemplar in God but allow for
the distance between God and creature, which makes this exemplarity analogical rather than univocal. Humans are not virtuous in the way that God is virtuous; rather, insofar as humans are virtuous, they participate in God’s goodness
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in a manner fitting to human beings. It is by becoming like God through grace
and the virtues and acts that flow from grace that we progress toward our true
end. The exemplarity of the divine goodness is therefore a primary principle
of the dynamic of human formation in virtue: “It belongs to the human being
to drag himself as much as he can even to divine things, as even the Philosopher recognizes (Nichomachean Ethics X.7); and it is frequently commended
to us in sacred Scripture, as in Matthew 5:48, ‘Be perfect, just as your heavenly
Father is perfect’” (61.5c).55 Since the exemplar cause is the agent, end, and
form, virtue finds its origin, end, and nature in its divine exemplar.
Exemplar causality enables Aquinas to conceive of a radical dependence of
all virtue on God: a dependence that is not merely efficient-causal and final-
causal but even formal-causal. Aquinas says:
Just as we are said to be good by the goodness that is God, and wise by the wisdom that is God, because the goodness by which we are formally good is a certain
participation in the divine goodness, and the wisdom by which we are formally
wise is a certain participation in the divine wisdom, so also the charity by which
we formally love the neighbor is a certain participation in divine charity. (II.II
23.2 ad 1)56

Virtue is formally a participation in God, the perfect exemplar of all goodness.
It is difficult to conceive of a more radically theocentric account of virtue.
It makes sense to see justice, wisdom, mercy, and charity as participations
in divine virtue since God is just, wise, and loving. However, it is not clear that
God can be temperate (having no bodily appetites), brave (needing nothing
to fear), or religiously devout (having no superior to worship). The Salamancans suggest that the moral virtues, which by definition belong to a subject
possessing some imperfection, are nevertheless present in God—not formally,
but “eminently” and “virtually.”57 By saying God possesses these virtues “eminently” it appears they mean that He possesses these virtues in some analogous and higher sense. For example, God’s “fortitude” is His immutability (I.II
65.5c). The “virtual” presence of the moral virtues in God can be interpreted,
they say, through the conditional: “If God could be devout, brave, and temperate, he would be.” The doctrine of the Incarnation helps us to make sense
of this idea: by becoming human, God further expresses His divine goodness
through His human virtues.
Aquinas recognizes there is a problem of “distance” between the divine
and human, if God is to be the exemplar of human virtue in any practical way, and he appeals to the Incarnation as the necessary bridge: “This
exemplar, God, was previously truly remote from us. As it is said, ‘What is a
human being, that he could follow the King his maker?’ (Ecclesiastes 2:12).
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And therefore he willed to become a human being, to present to humans a
human exemplar.”58 The divine virtues become more accessible to us through
their divine-human exemplar.
Aquinas points to the value of Jesus as an exemplar who is not only accessible but also trustworthy:
Someone’s words and examples are more efficacious in leading to virtue the firmer
is our opinion of his goodness. But we could have no infallible opinion of any
mere human being’s goodness, because even the holiest men are found lacking in
certain things. And so it was necessary for humans, so that they be strengthened
in virtue, that they receive teaching and examples of virtue from God humanized.
For this reason, the Lord himself said, “I have given you an example, that just as
I have done, so also you might do” (John 13:15).59

Theological virtue theory has this advantage over its philosophical cousin: it
can point with confidence to at least one human exemplar of virtue to be imitated, Jesus Christ.60
There are parallels to this idea in contemporary philosophy and theology.
Linda Zagzebski proposes an “exemplarist virtue theory.” For Zagzebski a
moral exemplar is a person who is admirable and therefore imitable. Drawing
on the Kripke-Putnam theory of direct reference, she proposes that basic moral
concepts such as virtue are anchored in direct reference to exemplars of moral
goodness: “Good persons are persons like that, just as gold is stuff like that.”61
If God is seen as the supreme exemplar, then God incarnate provides a moral
exemplar within reach, so to speak, of humankind.62
Exemplarist virtue theory is attractive to moral theologians as well, especially those with a Thomistic leaning. Patrick M. Clark sees the exemplarist
approach as responsive to the Second Vatican Council’s desire to recenter
moral theology on Christ. Clark traces exemplarist themes in recent work,
especially that of Liva Melina, even arguing for a “Thomistic moral exemplarism.”63 Brian Shanley has also referred to “Aquinas’s exemplar ethics,” arguing
that understanding the human person as the image of the Trinity is “the key for
an understanding of Aquinas’s moral thinking.”64
Can Aquinas’s virtue theory accurately be described as an exemplarist virtue theory? Zagzebski observes that her theory is “foundational in structure,”
like others in modern Western philosophy.65 Its foundation is direct reference
to moral exemplars through the experience of admiration. Zagzebski is perceptive in recognizing that while the ancient ethical approaches of Aristotle or
Confucius (or, one might add, Aquinas) place a great deal of importance on
moral exemplars, it is only in the modern era that foundational moral theory
has arisen, due to the need to justify the practice of morality by reference to an

Rat i o na l V i rt ue

•

125

uncontroversial basis. For this reason Aquinas’s virtue theory, though having
an exemplarist strand, is not exemplarist strictly speaking. Aquinas’s ethics is
holistic, and virtue within it is not defined foundationally by its relation to the
exemplar. While the exemplar cause is important, a comprehensive definition
of virtue can be attained only by one that embraces all the causes.
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