aquinas on law morality and politics

aquinas on law morality and politics represents a foundational framework in Western philosophy
that integrates ethical principles with legal and political theory. Thomas Aquinas, a 13th-century
theologian and philosopher, profoundly influenced the understanding of how law, morality, and
governance intertwine. His natural law theory asserts that human laws must be grounded in moral
order as revealed by reason and divine law. This article explores Aquinas’s ideas on law, morality, and
politics, emphasizing their interdependence and relevance to contemporary legal and political
thought. The discussion covers the nature and types of law according to Aquinas, his moral
philosophy, and his political theory, highlighting the ethical dimensions of governance. This overview
provides a comprehensive insight into Aquinas on law morality and politics, offering clarity on his
enduring contributions to political philosophy and legal ethics.

e Understanding Aquinas on Law
e The Moral Philosophy of Aquinas
e Aquinas’s Political Thought

e Interrelation of Law, Morality, and Politics in Aquinas’s Thought

Understanding Aquinas on Law

Thomas Aquinas’s conception of law is one of the most influential in the history of legal philosophy.
He viewed law not merely as a set of arbitrary commands but as a rational ordering of the common
good, rooted in moral principles accessible through human reason. Aquinas identified different types
of law, each serving a distinct function within the broader legal and moral framework. His natural law
theory maintains that human laws derive their legitimacy from their conformity to a higher moral
order, which is grounded in the eternal law of God.

Types of Law According to Aquinas

Aquinas categorized law into four primary types, which together create a comprehensive legal and
moral system:

e Eternal Law: This is the divine wisdom of God that governs the universe. It is the ultimate
source of all law and moral order.

e Natural Law: Natural law is the participation of rational creatures in the eternal law. It is the
moral order inherent in human nature, discoverable by reason.

 Human Law: These are laws enacted by human authorities, designed to apply natural law
principles to specific societies and circumstances.



» Divine Law: Revealed law found in sacred scriptures, guiding humans beyond the capabilities
of natural reason, especially concerning salvation.

Characteristics of Law in Aquinas’s View

For Aquinas, a valid law must possess certain essential characteristics. It must be a rational
ordinance, promulgated by a legitimate authority, aimed at the common good, and properly
promulgated. Laws that fail to meet these criteria are unjust and lack binding force, emphasizing the
moral dimension inherent in the concept of law.

The Moral Philosophy of Aquinas

Aquinas’s moral philosophy is deeply intertwined with his legal theory, as morality provides the
foundation upon which just laws must be built. His ethics are rooted in the concept of natural law,
which identifies fundamental human goods and dictates moral behavior in accordance with reason
and divine order. Aquinas’s approach to morality emphasizes virtue, human flourishing, and the
ultimate purpose of human life.

Natural Law and Moral Order

According to Aquinas, natural law directs humans to pursue their true good, which is aligned with the
fulfillment of their nature as rational and social beings. It prescribes fundamental precepts such as the
preservation of life, reproduction, education of offspring, seeking truth, and living in society. These
precepts form the basis for moral norms and legal principles alike, demonstrating how morality and
law are inseparable in his philosophy.

Virtue and Moral Development

Central to Aquinas’s moral thought is the cultivation of virtue, which perfects human faculties and
enables individuals to live in accordance with reason and the natural law. He identifies cardinal
virtues like prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance as essential to moral excellence. By
practicing virtues, individuals contribute to the common good and comply with both moral and legal
obligations.

Aquinas’s Political Thought

Aquinas’s political theory is grounded in his ethical and legal philosophy, emphasizing the role of
political authority in promoting the common good and moral order. He views the state as a natural
institution established to facilitate the fulfillment of human nature and virtue within a community.
Political authority must be exercised in accordance with natural law and oriented toward justice.



The Purpose of Political Authority

For Aquinas, political authority exists primarily to guide citizens toward the common good, which
encompasses both temporal well-being and moral development. The state’s role is to enact and
enforce just laws that reflect natural law principles, ensuring peace, order, and justice within society.
Legitimate political power is characterized by its service to the community rather than self-interest.

Justice and the Common Good

Justice is a cornerstone of Aquinas’s political philosophy, representing the virtue whereby individuals
render to each their due within society. Political rulers must administer laws justly, balancing
individual rights with the welfare of the community. The common good is not merely the aggregate of
individual interests but a shared condition that enables all members to flourish morally and
materially.

Interrelation of Law, Morality, and Politics in Aquinas’s
Thought

The interconnectedness of law, morality, and politics is a defining feature of Aquinas’s philosophy. He
insists that laws must be morally grounded and that politics serves as a practical extension of ethical
principles to public life. This holistic approach ensures that governance is not divorced from moral
considerations but instead promotes justice and the well-being of society as a whole.

Law as a Moral Instrument

Aquinas’s assertion that law is an ordinance of reason promulgated for the common good highlights
the moral purpose of legal frameworks. Laws that contradict natural law are unjust and lack true
authority, illustrating the ethical limits of political power. This principle underscores the moral
responsibility of lawmakers and rulers to align their policies with universal moral truths.

Political Governance and Ethical Responsibility

Political leaders, according to Aquinas, bear a unique ethical responsibility to govern justly and uphold
moral order. Their authority is legitimate only insofar as it respects natural law and promotes the
common good. This ethical dimension of politics demands accountability, prudence, and a
commitment to justice in public decision-making.

Summary of Aquinas on Law Morality and Politics

e Law must be grounded in moral order and reason.

e Natural law serves as the foundation for both morality and human law.



e Political authority is justified by its pursuit of the common good and justice.
e Virtue ethics informs both personal morality and public governance.

e Unjust laws that violate natural law lack true binding force.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Aquinas’' definition of law?

Thomas Aquinas defines law as an ordinance of reason promulgated by the proper authority for the
common good. It is a rational directive that guides human behavior towards the common good and is
essential for maintaining order in society.

How does Aquinas distinguish between different types of law?

Aquinas identifies four main types of law: eternal law, natural law, human law, and divine law. Eternal
law is God's grand design; natural law is the participation of human reason in eternal law; human law
consists of laws enacted by human authorities; divine law is revealed law found in scriptures.

What role does morality play in Aquinas' understanding of
law?

For Aquinas, morality is intrinsic to law. A law that is unjust or contrary to the natural law is not a true
law (‘lex iniusta non est lex'). Thus, moral principles derived from natural law underpin the legitimacy
and binding nature of human laws.

How does Aquinas view the relationship between law and
politics?
Aquinas sees politics as the practical art of governing communities through laws that promote the

common good. Political authority is justified when it enacts and enforces laws aligned with natural and
divine law to ensure justice and order in society.

According to Aquinas, can human laws be changed or
abolished?

Yes, Aquinas argues that human laws can be changed or abolished if they are unjust or no longer
serve the common good. Laws must be adaptable to circumstances, but changes must always align
with natural law and reason to maintain moral legitimacy.



Additional Resources

1. Aquinas on Law, Morality, and Politics by John Finnis

This seminal work explores Thomas Aquinas’s contributions to natural law theory, emphasizing his
integration of law, morality, and political philosophy. Finnis offers a detailed analysis of Aquinas’s
understanding of law as a rational ordinance aimed at the common good. The book also discusses
how Aquinas situates moral principles within the framework of human law and governance, providing
a foundational text for contemporary legal and ethical theory.

2. Natural Law and Natural Rights by John Finnis

Finnis presents a modern interpretation of Aquinas’s natural law theory, arguing that moral principles
are grounded in human nature and reason. The book delves into the ways Aquinas’s thought
influences contemporary debates on law, morality, and rights. It is a critical resource for
understanding how Aquinas’s ideas have shaped political philosophy and legal theory.

3. The Political Ideas of Thomas Aquinas by John W. Baldwin

This book offers a comprehensive examination of Aquinas’s political thought, focusing on his views
about the role of law, governance, and the common good. Baldwin unpacks Aquinas’s synthesis of
Christian theology with Aristotelian political philosophy, highlighting his contributions to the
development of Western political theory. The text is valuable for readers interested in the intersection
of religion, morality, and politics.

4. Law and Morality in Aquinas and Kant by Joseph Koterski

Koterski provides a comparative analysis of Aquinas’s and Kant’s approaches to law and morality. The
book highlights Aquinas’s natural law tradition and contrasts it with Kantian deontology, offering
insights into the philosophical foundations of legal and moral obligations. This work is useful for those
studying ethical theory and the philosophy of law.

5. Thomas Aquinas and the Natural Law Tradition edited by John Hittinger

This edited volume gathers essays by leading scholars on Aquinas’s natural law theory and its impact
on moral and political philosophy. The collection explores themes such as law’s role in human
flourishing, the relationship between divine and human law, and the application of natural law
principles in contemporary politics. It provides a broad perspective on Aquinas’s enduring influence.

6. Aquinas on Virtue: A Causal Reading by Ralph McInerny

Mclnerny examines Aquinas’s concept of virtue and its relevance to law and morality. The book
discusses how virtues underpin moral behavior and legal norms, reinforcing the connection between
individual character and political life. This analysis enriches understanding of Aquinas’s ethical
framework within his broader philosophical system.

7. The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas edited by Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump

This comprehensive volume includes essays covering Aquinas’s philosophy, theology, and political
thought, with significant attention to his views on law and morality. Contributors analyze Aquinas’s
natural law theory and its implications for political authority and justice. It serves as an essential
resource for both students and scholars interested in Aquinas’s multifaceted legacy.

8. Ethics and Politics in Aquinas by Jean Porter

Porter investigates how Aquinas integrates ethical theory with political practice, focusing on the role
of law and morality in shaping just governance. The book explores Aquinas’s vision of the common
good and the moral foundations of political authority. It is particularly useful for those interested in
the ethical dimensions of political life.



9. On Law, Morality, and Politics: The Philosophy of Aquinas by Robert P. George

George offers an accessible introduction to Aquinas’s philosophy of law, morality, and politics,
emphasizing the enduring significance of his natural law theory. The book discusses Aquinas’s
approach to the relationship between divine law, human law, and moral obligation. It is ideal for
readers seeking a clear and concise overview of Aquinas’s thought in these areas.
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