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St. Thomas Aquinas philosophy summary presents a profound and systematic approach to
understanding the relationship between faith and reason, the nature of existence, ethics, and the
divine. St. Thomas Aquinas, a 13th-century Dominican friar and theologian, is widely regarded as
one of the most influential philosophers in the Western tradition. His work synthesized Aristotelian
philosophy with Christian theology, creating a framework that has shaped theological and
philosophical discourse for centuries. This article explores the key components of Aquinas's
philosophy, focusing on his metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and political theory.

Life and Historical Context

St. Thomas Aquinas was born in 1225 in Roccasecca, Italy, into a noble family. He joined the
Dominican Order against his family's wishes, which led to his education at the University of Naples
and later in Paris and Cologne. Aquinas was heavily influenced by the works of Aristotle, whose texts
were reintroduced to the Western world during this period. This revival of Aristotelian thought
prompted Aquinas to reconcile these ideas with the teachings of Christianity, leading to the
development of his philosophical system.

Metaphysics

Metaphysics is a central aspect of Aquinas's philosophy, focusing on the nature of being and
existence. His metaphysical framework is deeply rooted in the distinction between essence and
existence.



Essence and Existence

Aquinas posits that everything that exists has both an essence (what a thing is) and existence (that a
thing is). The essence of a being is its defining characteristic, while existence is the actual act of
being. This distinction is crucial for understanding the nature of God and creation.

- Essence: The intrinsic nature or indispensable quality of something that determines its character.
- Existence: The state of being, particularly the fact that something is present or real.

The Five Ways

In his famous work, the "Summa Theologica," Aquinas presents five arguments for the existence of
God, known as the Five Ways:

1. The Argument from Motion: Everything that is in motion must be moved by something else, and
this leads to a First Mover, which is God.

2. The Argument from Causation: Every effect has a cause, and tracing these causes back leads to a
necessary First Cause.

3. The Argument from Contingency: Contingent beings exist but require a necessary being (God) to
explain their existence.

4. The Argument from Degree: There are varying degrees of goodness, and there must be a perfect
being that embodies the highest degree of goodness.

5. The Argument from Design: The order and purpose in the world imply a designer, which Aquinas
identifies as God.

Epistemology

Aquinas's epistemology revolves around the acquisition of knowledge and the relationship between
faith and reason.

Faith and Reason

Aquinas believed that faith and reason are complementary rather than contradictory. He asserted
that:

- Reason: Can lead individuals to truths about the natural world and even some truths about God.
- Faith: Provides knowledge of divine truths that transcend human reason.

He argued that while reason can establish certain truths about God, such as His existence, faith is
necessary for understanding divine revelation, particularly in matters such as the Trinity and the
Incarnation.



The Role of the Intellect

Aquinas emphasized the role of the intellect in understanding reality. He categorized knowledge into
two types:

1. A priori knowledge: Knowledge that is independent of experience (e.g., mathematical truths).
2. A posteriori knowledge: Knowledge that is dependent on experience (e.g., scientific observations).

Aquinas maintained that both forms of knowledge are essential for a complete understanding of the
world.

Ethics

Aquinas's ethical philosophy is grounded in natural law, which he believed is inherent in the nature
of humans and can be discerned through reason.

Natural Law

Natural law, according to Aquinas, is the moral law derived from human nature and reason. He
posited that:

- The Good: The ultimate purpose of human life is to achieve the good, which is aligned with God's
will.

- Precepts of Natural Law: There are fundamental principles that govern human behavior, including
the preservation of life, the promotion of societal well-being, and the pursuit of knowledge.

Aquinas identified four types of law:
1. Eternal Law: The divine wisdom of God that governs the universe.
2. Natural Law: The moral law that can be understood through human reason.

3. Human Law: The laws enacted by societies that must be aligned with natural law.
4. Divine Law: The laws revealed by God through scripture.

The Virtues

Aquinas also emphasized the importance of virtues in ethical behavior. He distinguished between:

- Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, and Temperance, which are fundamental to moral
life.
- Theological Virtues: Faith, Hope, and Charity, which pertain to the relationship with God.

By cultivating these virtues, individuals can align their actions with the divine will and achieve true
happiness.



Political Theory

Aquinas's political thought is rooted in the idea of the common good and the role of law in society.

The Role of Government

Aquinas viewed government as a necessary institution for achieving the common good. He believed
that:

- Authority: Legitimate authority derives from God, and rulers should govern justly and for the
benefit of the people.
- Justice: Laws must be just and promote the well-being of all citizens.

He argued that the best form of government combines elements of monarchy, aristocracy, and
democracy, allowing for a balanced distribution of power.

The Just War Theory

Aquinas is also known for his contributions to the Just War Theory, which outlines conditions under
which a war can be considered just:

1. Just Cause: There must be a valid reason for going to war.

2. Right Intention: The intention behind the war must be to promote good or avoid evil.
3. Last Resort: War should only be waged after all other options have been exhausted.
4. Proportionality: The benefits of war must outweigh the costs.

Conclusion

St. Thomas Aquinas's philosophy represents a significant convergence of faith, reason, and ethics
that has had a lasting impact on Western thought. His integration of Aristotelian philosophy with
Christian theology set the foundation for much of medieval scholasticism and continues to influence
contemporary discussions in metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and political theory. Aquinas's works
invite individuals to engage with profound questions about existence, morality, and the divine,
offering a comprehensive framework for understanding the complexities of human life and the
pursuit of truth. His legacy remains a testament to the enduring quest for knowledge and the
harmony between reason and faith.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the main themes of St. Thomas Aquinas' philosophy?

The main themes of St. Thomas Aquinas' philosophy include the relationship between faith and
reason, the existence of God, the nature of law and morality, and the importance of virtue in human
life.

How did St. Thomas Aquinas reconcile faith and reason?

St. Thomas Aquinas believed that faith and reason are complementary rather than contradictory. He
argued that while certain truths about God can be known through reason, others, particularly those
related to divine revelation, require faith.

What is the significance of the 'Five Ways' in Aquinas'
philosophy?

The 'Five Ways' are five arguments for the existence of God that Aquinas presents in his work
‘Summa Theologica'. They include the arguments from motion, causation, contingency, degrees of
perfection, and teleological order.

What role does natural law play in Aquinas' ethical
philosophy?

Natural law is central to Aquinas' ethical philosophy; he posits that moral principles are derived
from the nature of human beings and can be understood through reason. This law guides human
behavior towards the common good.

In what ways did Aquinas influence modern philosophy?

Aquinas influenced modern philosophy through his synthesis of Aristotelian thought with Christian
theology, laying the groundwork for later developments in metaphysics, ethics, and political theory,
especially in the works of later philosophers like Descartes and Kant.

What is the importance of virtue in St. Thomas Aquinas'
philosophy?

Virtue is crucial in Aquinas' philosophy as he believed that moral virtue is essential for achieving
human flourishing and happiness. He categorized virtues into theological virtues (faith, hope,
charity) and cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance).
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