
st thomas aquinas on politics and ethics

st thomas aquinas on politics and ethics offers a profound and enduring framework for understanding the
intertwined nature of these two vital spheres of human life. This comprehensive exploration delves into
Aquinas's foundational principles, examining his views on natural law, justice, the common good, the role
of the ruler, and the moral obligations of citizens. We will uncover how the Angelic Doctor synthesized
Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology to construct a coherent vision of a just and flourishing
society, demonstrating the timeless relevance of his political and ethical thought in navigating
contemporary challenges. Prepare to gain a deeper appreciation for Aquinas's systematic approach to
governance and moral order, and how it continues to inform discussions on law, virtue, and the well-being
of communities.
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Introduction to Aquinas's Political and Ethical Philosophy

Thomas Aquinas, a towering figure of medieval scholasticism, presents a remarkably integrated system of
thought that bridges the realms of politics and ethics. His philosophy is not merely an academic exercise but
a robust framework for constructing a just and ordered society guided by moral principles. At the heart of
Aquinas's political and ethical vision lies the concept of natural law, which he posits as an eternal, divinely



ordained order accessible through human reason. This natural law serves as the bedrock upon which all just
human laws and virtuous actions are built. He meticulously examined the purpose of political community,
arguing that its primary objective is the promotion of the common good, fostering an environment where
individuals can achieve their full potential and live a virtuous life.

Aquinas's approach is characterized by its systematic nature, drawing heavily from Aristotle's political
philosophy while infusing it with Christian revelation. He believed that understanding the telos, or
ultimate end, of human beings is crucial for comprehending both ethics and politics. For Aquinas, this
ultimate end is beatitude, or perfect happiness, attainable in this life through virtuous action and
contemplation, and ultimately in the next life through divine grace. Consequently, political structures and
ethical conduct are not independent pursuits but rather two sides of the same coin, both aimed at guiding
humanity towards its proper fulfillment. His insights into justice, the virtues, the responsibilities of
leadership, and the duties of citizens provide a timeless blueprint for a well-functioning polis.

The Foundation: Natural Law and Divine Law

Central to St. Thomas Aquinas's understanding of politics and ethics is his theory of law. He posits a
hierarchy of laws, with divine law at the apex, followed by natural law, human law, and finally, eternal
law. Eternal law represents God's perfect plan for the universe, the ultimate order of all things. Natural
law, for Aquinas, is nothing other than the rational creature's participation in the eternal law. It is the set of
objective moral principles imprinted in human nature, discoverable through reason, guiding us towards
good and away from evil. This includes fundamental precepts such as the preservation of life, the
procreation and education of offspring, and the pursuit of truth and the formation of societies.

Divine law, revealed through scripture, complements natural law by providing specific guidance and
addressing matters beyond the reach of human reason alone, particularly concerning our supernatural end.
Human law, in turn, is derived from natural law. Aquinas argues that just human laws are those that are in
conformity with natural law and serve the common good. Laws that contradict natural law, or are enacted
unjustly, are not true laws but rather perversions of law. This hierarchical understanding of law provides a
robust philosophical basis for Aquinas's ethical and political thought, emphasizing the inherent moral order
that should govern human actions and societal structures.

The Nature of Natural Law

Aquinas defines natural law as a disposition of the practical intellect, whereby we discern what is good and
what is bad. It is not a set of arbitrary rules but rather a reflection of our inherent inclinations and our
rational capacity to understand them. The primary precept of natural law, according to Aquinas, is that
good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided. From this fundamental principle, reason deduces



more specific obligations, such as the duty to respect life, to seek knowledge, and to live in community.

The Role of Divine Law

While natural law provides a foundation for morality and governance, Aquinas acknowledges its
limitations. Human beings are prone to error, and the passions can cloud reason. Therefore, divine law, as
revealed by God, is necessary to provide certainty, to guide humanity towards its supernatural end, and to
address sins that natural law cannot fully resolve. Divine law, found in the Old and New Testaments,
illuminates what is required for salvation and fosters virtues that perfect human nature.

Justice: The Cornerstone of a Virtuous Society

For St. Thomas Aquinas, justice is not merely a legal concept but a cardinal virtue, essential for the well-
being of both the individual and the community. He adopts Aristotle's understanding of justice as the virtue
that disposes individuals to give to each what is due to them. This distributive justice ensures fair allocation
of resources and honors within a society, while commutative justice governs fair dealings between
individuals. Aquinas also highlights legal justice, which pertains to the individual's duty to contribute to the
common good.

He meticulously analyzes the different facets of justice, emphasizing its intrinsic connection to the common
good. A just society, in Aquinas's view, is one where individuals are treated equitably, and where the
needs and rights of all members are respected. This pursuit of justice is not a matter of mere expediency
but a moral imperative, rooted in natural law and ultimately reflecting God's own justice. Without justice, a
society, no matter how powerful or prosperous, will ultimately be disordered and prone to decay.

Distributive Justice

Distributive justice concerns the proper allocation of goods, honors, and burdens among the members of a
community according to their merit or need. This form of justice requires that those in authority distribute
societal resources and opportunities fairly, ensuring that each person receives their due. Aquinas believed
that such distribution should be proportionate, taking into account the contributions and positions of
individuals within the social fabric, always with an eye toward the common good.



Commutative Justice

Commutative justice governs the exchanges and transactions between individuals. It is concerned with
ensuring fairness in agreements, contracts, and reparations for damages. This type of justice aims to restore
equality between parties, ensuring that no one is unjustly enriched at the expense of another. Aquinas
emphasized that commutative justice is essential for maintaining social harmony and preventing
exploitation in private dealings.

Legal Justice and the Common Good

Legal justice, also referred to as general justice, encompasses the individual's obligation to contribute to the
common good of the political community. This virtue directs the actions of individuals towards the welfare
of the whole society. Aquinas argued that rulers, in enacting laws and governing, are exercising a form of
legal justice, while citizens exercise it by obeying just laws and participating in the life of the community.
This interconnectedness underscores the idea that individual virtue and societal well-being are inextricably
linked.

The Common Good: The Ultimate Aim of Politics

St. Thomas Aquinas posits that the primary purpose of political association and governance is the attainment
of the common good. This is not simply the aggregate of individual goods but rather the sum total of those
conditions of social life which allow individuals and groups to reach their proper perfection. The common
good encompasses not only material well-being but also moral, intellectual, and spiritual flourishing. It is the
overarching objective that justifies the existence of the state and guides the actions of rulers.

For Aquinas, the common good is not opposed to individual good; rather, it is the necessary environment in
which individual good can be pursued and achieved. A well-ordered society, characterized by peace,
justice, and virtue, allows individuals to develop their potential and live fulfilling lives. Therefore, political
leaders have a moral obligation to prioritize and promote the common good above private interests. This
principle provides a powerful ethical framework for evaluating political decisions and actions.

Defining the Common Good

Aquinas defines the common good as that which benefits the community as a whole. It is not a zero-sum
game where one person's gain is another's loss, but rather a shared flourishing. He emphasizes that the
common good is about the integrity and perfection of the community, enabling its members to live well.



This includes elements such as peace, security, order, and the opportunity for individuals to exercise their
virtues.

The State's Role in Promoting the Common Good

The state, according to Aquinas, has a crucial role in fostering the common good. It is the divinely ordained
institution responsible for establishing laws, administering justice, and providing the necessary conditions
for its citizens to live virtuously. This involves not only preventing evil but actively promoting good
through education, the provision of public services, and the creation of a just and stable social order. The
authority of the state is legitimate insofar as it serves this noble purpose.

The Role and Authority of the Ruler

In St. Thomas Aquinas's political philosophy, the ruler is entrusted with the significant responsibility of
governing for the common good. He draws a clear distinction between tyranny and legitimate rule,
asserting that the authority of a ruler derives from God and is exercised through the consent of the
governed, implicitly or explicitly. A just ruler, in Aquinas's view, is one who governs according to reason
and law, seeking the welfare of the people rather than their own enrichment or power.

Aquinas elaborates on the qualities of a good ruler, emphasizing prudence, justice, and temperance. He
believed that the ruler's primary duty is to enact just laws, which are extensions of natural law, and to
ensure their enforcement. While Aquinas acknowledged different forms of government, he favored a
mixed constitution that balanced elements of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy, believing this
structure best safeguards against the abuses of power. The ruler's authority is thus conditional upon their
adherence to justice and their commitment to the common good.

Legitimate Authority and the Law

Aquinas asserts that political authority originates from God but is exercised through human agents. The
legitimacy of a ruler's authority rests on their adherence to natural law and their pursuit of the common
good. Laws enacted by rulers are just and binding when they are in accordance with natural law and are
promulgated for the benefit of the community. Unjust laws, which deviate from natural law, lack true
legal force.



Qualities of a Just Ruler

A just ruler, according to Aquinas, must possess a virtuous character. Key virtues include prudence, which
enables sound judgment; justice, ensuring fair treatment of all; fortitude, allowing them to stand firm
against adversity; and temperance, preventing excess and corruption. The ruler's role is essentially that of a
shepherd, guiding the flock towards flourishing and protecting them from harm, both external and
internal.

Forms of Government

While Aquinas recognized the efficacy of monarchy as a form of government, he was wary of its potential
for tyranny. He advocated for a balanced approach, suggesting that a well-ordered political system might
incorporate elements of other forms, such as aristocracy and democracy. The ideal government, for
Aquinas, would be one that best promotes the common good and prevents the concentration of excessive
power in the hands of a few.

Virtue and the Citizen's Moral Obligations

St. Thomas Aquinas firmly believed that ethics and politics are intrinsically linked, with individual virtue
serving as the foundation for a flourishing political community. He considered virtues not merely as
personal qualities but as essential components of good citizenship. A virtuous citizen understands their
obligations to the common good and actively participates in contributing to societal well-being.

Aquinas identified both intellectual and moral virtues as crucial. Intellectual virtues, such as wisdom and
understanding, enable individuals to discern what is good, while moral virtues, like justice, courage,
temperance, and prudence, guide their actions. He argued that the state has a role in fostering virtuous
behavior among its citizens, not by coercion in matters of conscience, but by establishing an environment
that encourages and rewards good conduct, and by punishing vice that harms the community. The moral
obligations of a citizen extend beyond mere obedience to the law to active participation in building a just
and virtuous society.

The Importance of Moral Virtues

Aquinas's ethical framework is deeply rooted in the cultivation of virtues. He saw virtues as stable
dispositions that enable individuals to act in accordance with reason and achieve their potential. For citizens,
virtues like justice, honesty, and civic responsibility are indispensable for the proper functioning of the



political community. They enable individuals to subordinate their self-interest to the demands of the
common good.

Citizen Participation and Duty

Citizens have a moral duty to contribute to the common good, which includes obeying just laws,
participating in public life, and defending the community when necessary. Aquinas encouraged active
citizenship, emphasizing that individuals have a responsibility to hold their rulers accountable and to work
towards the betterment of society. This participation is not merely a right but a moral imperative rooted in
our social nature.

The State's Role in Moral Formation

While Aquinas stressed that ultimate salvation is a matter of grace and personal conviction, he also
recognized the state's legitimate interest in promoting moral behavior that underpins social order. The state
can encourage virtues through its laws, educational institutions, and public discourse, creating an
environment where virtuous living is esteemed and vice is discouraged. This role is primarily aimed at
ensuring the temporal well-being of the community.

The Interplay of Politics and Ethics

The brilliance of St. Thomas Aquinas's thought lies in his seamless integration of politics and ethics. He
demonstrates that the pursuit of political power and the administration of a state are not morally neutral
activities but are deeply embedded in ethical considerations. For Aquinas, the very purpose of political life
is to enable individuals to live virtuously and to achieve their ultimate end, which is beatitude. This means
that political decisions and actions must be guided by moral principles, particularly those derived from
natural law.

Conversely, ethical conduct is best realized within a well-ordered political community. A just and stable
society provides the necessary framework for individuals to cultivate their virtues and live harmoniously.
The absence of good governance and just laws can lead to chaos and hinder moral development. Therefore,
Aquinas presents a reciprocal relationship: ethics informs politics, and politics, when properly ordered,
facilitates ethical living. This holistic perspective offers a powerful corrective to modern tendencies to
compartmentalize these two vital aspects of human existence.



Politics as an Ethical Endeavor

Aquinas viewed politics not as a pragmatic exercise in power but as a moral art aimed at achieving the good
life for the community. The actions of rulers and the laws they enact are subject to ethical evaluation. A
political system that leads to injustice, oppression, or the degradation of its citizens is, in Aquinas's view,
fundamentally flawed from an ethical standpoint.

Ethics as the Foundation for Political Order

The stability and flourishing of any political order depend on the ethical character of its citizens and its
leaders. A society where justice, honesty, and a commitment to the common good prevail is inherently
more resilient and prosperous. Aquinas's emphasis on virtue underscores the idea that good governance is
not merely a matter of institutional design but also of the moral disposition of the people and their leaders.

The Pursuit of the Ultimate End

For Aquinas, both ethics and politics ultimately serve a higher purpose: the attainment of human
flourishing, or beatitude. While politics aims at temporal well-being and a good life in this world, it must be
understood as a stepping stone towards the ultimate, supernatural end that humans are destined for. This
theological dimension imbues Aquinas's political and ethical philosophy with a profound depth and a
teleological orientation.

Aquinas's Enduring Legacy

The political and ethical thought of St. Thomas Aquinas continues to resonate powerfully in contemporary
discussions. His articulation of natural law remains a cornerstone for understanding universal moral
principles and their application to law and governance. His concept of the common good provides a crucial
ethical compass for evaluating public policy and the responsibilities of leadership. The enduring relevance
of Aquinas lies in his ability to synthesize reason and faith, offering a comprehensive framework for
building just societies and cultivating virtuous individuals.

His insights into the nature of justice, the authority of rulers, and the obligations of citizens offer timeless
guidance for navigating the complex challenges of political life. By emphasizing the interconnectedness of
ethics and politics, Aquinas reminds us that a truly flourishing society is one that is not only well-ordered
but also morally sound. His systematic approach and profound wisdom continue to inspire philosophers,
theologians, and policymakers alike, cementing his place as one of the most influential thinkers in Western



intellectual history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Aquinas's view on the purpose of government?
Aquinas believed the primary purpose of government is to promote the common good, which he defined
as the flourishing of the entire community. This involves ensuring peace, order, and enabling citizens to
live virtuous lives. Government is a natural and necessary institution for human society.

How does Aquinas reconcile natural law with human law in politics?
Aquinas saw human law as a participation in natural law. Natural law, derived from God's eternal law,
dictates fundamental moral principles accessible through reason. Human laws are specific applications of
these principles to particular circumstances, aiming to guide citizens towards the common good and virtue,
and should be just.

What is Aquinas's stance on the right to resist unjust laws?
While Aquinas stressed obedience to legitimate authority, he argued that citizens are not obliged to obey
unjust laws that contradict natural law or God's law. However, resistance should be a last resort, carefully
considered to avoid greater harm and chaos. Tyrannical rule, which directly opposes the common good, is
illegitimate.

How does Aquinas connect virtue and politics?
For Aquinas, politics is intrinsically linked to ethics and virtue. A just government should foster virtue in
its citizens, and rulers themselves should be virtuous. The ultimate goal of politics is not just material
prosperity but the moral and spiritual well-being of the community, enabling people to live in accordance
with reason and grace.

What role does Aquinas assign to law in shaping human behavior?
Aquinas viewed law as a crucial tool for habituating individuals towards good behavior. Just laws, by
imposing obligations and prohibiting harmful actions, can help individuals develop virtuous habits. He
distinguished between external coercion and the internal adoption of moral principles.

Does Aquinas believe in a particular form of government as the best?
Aquinas favored a mixed constitution that incorporates elements of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy.
He believed this balance could best prevent tyranny and ensure stability, with a single ruler at the head,



guided by wise counselors, and with the consent of the governed playing a role.

How does Aquinas's concept of 'eternal law' influence his political
thought?
Eternal law, the divine reason by which God governs the universe, forms the ultimate foundation for all
law. Natural law is humanity's participation in eternal law through reason. Therefore, human laws derive
their legitimacy and justice from their conformity to eternal law, making obedience to just human laws
ultimately obedience to God.

What is Aquinas's understanding of 'justice' in the political sphere?
Aquinas understood justice in politics as both distributive (fair allocation of resources and burdens) and legal
(the ruler's duty to enact and enforce laws for the common good). He emphasized that justice is directed
towards the good of others and the community as a whole.

How does Aquinas address the tension between individual liberty and
the authority of the state?
Aquinas saw individual liberty as existing within the framework of a just political order that promotes the
common good. True liberty, for him, was not license but the freedom to act virtuously. The state's
authority is legitimate when it serves this purpose, and its laws should not unduly infringe upon natural
rights that align with virtue.

What is the relationship between 'charity' and Aquinas's political
philosophy?
Charity, or love of God and neighbor, is the ultimate perfection of human life and a crucial motivator for
virtuous political action. While justice provides the framework for a well-ordered society, charity elevates
it by inspiring rulers and citizens to act out of love for the common good, seeking not just fairness but the
full flourishing of all.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to St. Thomas Aquinas on politics and ethics, with short descriptions:

1. The Political Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas
This comprehensive work explores Aquinas's foundational ideas about the nature of political society, its
purpose, and the structure of good governance. It delves into his concepts of natural law, justice, the
common good, and the relationship between political authority and divine law. The book aims to provide a
thorough understanding of how Aquinas viewed the ideal state and the duties of rulers and subjects within



it.

2. Aquinas's Ethics: An Introduction
This accessible introduction unpacks the core principles of Aquinas's moral philosophy, focusing on his
understanding of virtue, happiness, and the role of reason in ethical decision-making. It explains his concept
of natural law as a guide for human conduct and examines how human law flows from this natural
foundation. The book offers insights into Aquinas's views on moral theology and the ultimate aim of human
life.

3. Natural Law and the Politics of Virtue: St. Thomas Aquinas and Contemporary Debates
This book bridges Aquinas's classical thought with modern political and ethical challenges. It re-examines
his doctrine of natural law and its implications for contemporary issues such as human rights, social justice,
and the common good. The authors discuss how Aquinas's emphasis on virtue can inform current
discussions about character, citizenship, and the pursuit of a flourishing society.

4. Thomas Aquinas on Law, Morality, and Politics
This scholarly collection of essays offers in-depth analyses of Aquinas's multifaceted contributions to legal,
moral, and political theory. It features contributions from leading Aquinas scholars, exploring specific aspects
of his thought, such as the eternal, natural, human, and divine laws. The book provides a nuanced
understanding of the interconnectedness of these domains in Aquinas's comprehensive philosophical
system.

5. The City of God and the Political Community: Aquinas's Synthesis of Augustine and Aristotle
This study investigates how Aquinas synthesized the philosophical insights of Aristotle with the theological
framework of Augustine to develop his political theology. It examines how Aquinas viewed the earthly
city and its proper ordering in relation to the ultimate end of humanity, the City of God. The book
highlights Aquinas's attempt to reconcile faith and reason in the political sphere.

6. Virtue and the Common Good: Aquinas's Vision for Political Life
This engaging book focuses on Aquinas's concept of the common good as the ultimate purpose of political
life and the foundational principle for ethical action within society. It explores how individual virtues
contribute to this common good and how political structures should be designed to foster virtuous
citizenship. The work emphasizes the teleological nature of Aquinas's political thought, aiming for human
flourishing.

7. Aquinas's Political Thought: An Introduction to the Major Works
Designed for students and general readers, this introductory volume guides readers through Aquinas's most
important political writings. It provides context and commentary on key texts such as his commentaries on
Aristotle's Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, as well as sections from the Summa Theologiae. The book aims
to make Aquinas's complex political ideas accessible and relevant.

8. The Social and Political Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas: A Critical Introduction
This work offers a critical engagement with Aquinas's social and political philosophy, not just presenting his



ideas but also evaluating their strengths and weaknesses. It examines his theories of sovereignty, obedience,
rebellion, and the role of the church in politics. The book encourages a thoughtful dialogue with Aquinas's
legacy in light of modern political realities.

9. Aquinas and theVirtues of Politics
This book specifically explores the role of virtues in Aquinas's political philosophy, arguing that his ethical
framework is indispensable for understanding his political prescriptions. It analyzes how virtues like justice,
prudence, fortitude, and temperance are essential for both rulers and citizens to achieve a well-ordered and
just political community. The work suggests that a revival of virtue ethics is crucial for contemporary
politics.
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