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Abstract: This article examines whether Aquinas’s political science is philosophy
or theology, a question that arises from his understanding of happiness. If the
supernatural vision of God constitutes perfect beatitude or the ultimate end, then
how can an account of imperfect happiness—political virtue—be given without
reference to it and hence without appeal to revealed theology? I argue that Aquinas
provides a strictly philosophical account of imperfect happiness by showing that,
among temporal goods, virtue most fully instantiates general attributes of beatitude
such as self-sufficiency and continuity, even though it does not perfectly instantiate
them. This way of demonstrating the superiority of virtue to other temporal goods
requires no appeal to supernatural beatitude, and thus political science, which takes
this imperfect happiness as its first principle, is philosophy.

The question whether Thomas Aquinas understands political science as a
philosophical or theological science would prima facie seem to admit of a
straightforward answer. In his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics,
Aquinas explicitly includes scientia politica under moral philosophy as the
science that considers the actions of human civic society as ordered to civic
society’s proper end.1 In the Politics commentary, he repeats this claim,
adding that the study of politics is necessary for the philosopher since “we
need to teach everything that reason can know for the perfection of human
wisdom called philosophy.”2 Study of the political things pertains to reason
and is a necessary branch of inquiry for those who seek philosophical

Steven Waldorf is assistant professor in the School of Philosophy at the Catholic
University of America, 620 Michigan Ave., N.E. Washington, DC, 20064, USA
(waldorf@cua.edu).

1Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s “Nicomachean Ethics” (Sententia libri
Ethicorum), trans. C. J. Litzinger, OP (Chicago: Regnery, 1964; repr. Notre Dame, IN:
Dumb Ox Books, 1993), 1.1.3–6 (hereafter SLE). Translations of Aquinas are from
the editions cited, with minor modifications based on the Leonine Latin text. See
Thomas Aquinas, Opera omnia (Rome: Leonine Commission, 1882–).

2Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s “Politics” (Sententia libri Politicorum),
trans. Richard Regan (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2007), prol., 2.
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wisdom. These remarks are not glosses on Aristotle, who does not make such
affirmations. Aquinas inserts his comments in prolegomena which situate the
Aristotelian texts under consideration within the broader taxonomy of sci-
ences as he himself understands it.
Notwithstanding Aquinas’s seemingly unambiguous affirmation of politi-

cal science as part of philosophy, Leo Strauss and Denis Bradley have ques-
tioned its philosophical character, suggesting that Aquinas’s understanding
of human beatitude makes impossible a genuinely philosophical moral and,
by extension, political science. Strauss argues that since, for Aquinas, no
natural good completely perfects human nature and thus constitutes its beat-
itude, the end of man as man must be supernatural―the vision of God’s
essence in the afterlife―and hence knowable only through divine revelation.
In turn, since the end, good, or beatitude that perfects human nature is the
first principle of natural law and ultimately of political science, scientia politica
requires revelation for a justification of its first principle and is thus not a
species of philosophy but rather of theology.3

Among contemporary scholars, Denis Bradley has given the most compre-
hensive formulation of the problem. As he observes, in Aquinas’s understand-
ing, the first principle of both ethics and political science is temporal
happiness,4 which consists in virtuous living. Ethics is the body of knowledge
or science that aims at the attainment of virtuous living by the individual, and
politics is the body of knowledge or science that aims at procuring virtuous
living for the multitude of citizens.5 For these sciences to be philosophical,
it must therefore be possible to establish the goodness or choiceworthiness
of virtuous living and its superiority to other temporal, natural goods
without appealing to divine revelation. Such an account, however, is impos-
sible on Aquinas’s view that the ultimate end of human nature―the end
which fully satisfies its natural desire for perfection―is the supernatural
vision of God’s essence. As Bradley explains, in Aquinas’s teleological view
of human action, the goodness of lower ends or goods is judged in terms of
their relationship to the ultimate end that fulfills natural desire.6 Only
through knowing what the ultimate end is and what conduces to it can we
ascertain what other activities count as goods and how these subordinate
goods ought to be ordered. Consequently, an account of the goodness or
choiceworthiness of virtuous activity in this life and its superiority to other

3Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953),
163–64.

4Denis Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: Reason and Human Happiness in
Aquinas’s Moral Science (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1997),
375.

5SLE 1.2.30–31; SLE 1.19.225; Aquinas, On Kingship, to the King of Cypress (De regno),
trans. Gerald Phelan (Toronto: Pontifical Institute for Medieval Studies, 1949), 2.3.106
(hereafter DR).

6Bradley, Aquinas, 492. See also SLE 1.12.139.
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temporal goods requires knowledge of the ultimate end―the beatific vision.
Since, however, this end is supernatural, such knowledge depends essentially
on divine revelation, and an account of the first principle of ethics and by
implication political science is thus irreducibly theological. As Bradley con-
cludes, a “philosophically autonomous Thomistic ethics [and therefore polit-
ical science] . . . cannot be legitimately derived from Aquinas’s theological
ethics. Thomistic moral [and political] science is built on knowledge of the
actual supernatural end of man, and that knowledge is strictly theological.”7

Although Bradley and Strauss are correct that for Aquinas human nature is
only completely perfected by a supernatural end, this does not mean that a
strictly philosophical account of man’s natural, temporal happiness is impos-
sible. The first part of this article examines the two solutions proposed in
existing scholarship to the problem raised by Strauss and Bradley, concluding
that neither solves the difficulty. In the second part, I provide an original sol-
ution to the problem of a philosophical account of temporal happiness in
Aquinas’s thought and thus of the philosophical character of Thomistic polit-
ical science. In the third part, I examine an apparent difficulty facing my inter-
pretation that arises from passages in his De regno and show that interpreting
these passages in conjunction with other texts in his corpus resolves the diffi-
culty. Finally, I briefly consider the implications of my analysis of Aquinas’s
account of beatitude and the philosophical character of political science for
other aspects of his thought.

1. Supernatural Beatitude and a Philosophical Account of
Temporal Happiness: Two Solutions

Two solutions to the problem raised by Strauss and Bradley have been
advanced by scholars. The first is to deny that for Aquinas the only good
that completely perfects human nature, satisfying its natural desire for beat-
itude and thus constituting its ultimate end, is the vision of the divine essence.
Rather, the perfection of our nature consists in a naturally attainable good,
principally the philosophical knowledge and love of God possible in the
present life and secondarily acts of moral virtue. The problem of providing
an account of temporal happiness―the first principle of ethics and political
science―without reference to human nature’s supernatural ultimate end
thus does not arise precisely because natural or temporal happiness itself is
the ultimate end of human nature. In other words, proponents of this solution
establish the existence of a natural end that grounds a genuinely philosoph-
ical ethics and political science—something Strauss and Bradley deny is pos-
sible—by claiming that the ultimate end that perfects human nature is purely
natural. The most prominent contemporary proponents of this solution are
Lawrence Feingold and Steven Long, and their position was also held by

7Bradley, Aquinas, 528.
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many of the classic Thomistic commentators from the sixteenth through the
early twentieth centuries.8 The key premise of this argument, a premise
formulated by Cajetan (1469–1534)9 and shared explicitly or implicitly by
all adherents of the first solution, is that for Aquinas natural desire cannot
extend to goods that are not naturally attainable. Hence, the human
person’s natural desire for beatitude must be fulfilled by a purely natural
good, and thus the ultimate end that perfects human nature is natural
rather than supernatural.
Among contemporary scholars, the view that human nature’s proper perfec-

tion and beatitude is purely natural and that consequently Aquinas’s ethics and
political science are philosophical is also held by Jean Porter,10 Ernest Fortin,11

and Livio Melina,12 although without the extensive elaboration found in
Feingold, Long, and their Scholastic antecedents. Proponents of the first solu-
tion, moreover, do not deny that according to Aquinas God has de facto ele-
vated the human person to the beatific vision as a second final end, but their
position entails that in Aquinas’s understanding this good is not the fulfillment
of our natural desire for beatitude and thus cannot be considered the end and
perfection of human nature as such, that is, of man as man.
The problem with this interpretation is that in the key texts at issue,13

Aquinas claims that the vision of the divine essence alone constitutes the com-
plete perfection of the intellectual power. The reason for this is that a power is
not perfected until it attains its object, and the object of the intellect is essence
or quiddity. Short of knowing the highest essence—God’s—the intellect thus
does not fully attain its object and hence remains imperfect.14 This claim has

8Lawrence Feingold, The Natural Desire to See God According to St. Thomas Aquinas
and His Interpreters, 2nd ed. (Naples, FL: Sapientia, 2010), 1–46, 397–428; Steven A.
Long, “On the Possibility of a Purely Natural End for Man,” The Thomist 64 (2000):
211–37; Steven A. Long, Natura Pura: On the Recovery of Nature in the Doctrine of
Grace (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 10–51. For a review of the
history of this position and critiques of it, see Feingold, Natural Desire, xxv–xxxvii.

9Cajetan, commentary on Summa theologiae I.12.1, X (Leonine ed., 4:116). See Henri
de Lubac, Augustinisme et théologie moderne (Paris: Cerf, 2008), 183–223, for a history of
Cajetan’s claim.

10Jean Porter, Nature as Reason: A Thomistic Theory of Natural Law (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2005), 158.

11Ernest Fortin, “St. Thomas Aquinas,” in History of Political Philosophy, 3rd ed., ed.
Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 252.

12Livio Melina, La conoscenza morale: Linee di riflessione sul Commento di san Tommaso
all’Etica Nicomachea (Rome: Città Nuova Editrice, 1987), 135–37.

13Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican
Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1947–1948), I.12.1, I-II.3.8 (hereafter ST);
Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles, trans. Vernon J. Bourke (Garden City, NY:
Hanover House, 1956; repr., Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
1975), 3.51.1 (hereafter SCG).

14ST I-II.3.7–8.
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been overlooked by Feingold, Long, and those who share their interpretation,
but is decisive in establishing that the supernatural beatific vision is the only
end that completely perfects human nature and satisfies its natural desire for
beatitude. For Aquinas, the perfection of a nature consists in the perfection of
its highest power, and human nature’s highest power is the intellect.15 Hence,
to assert that the vision of God’s essence is the complete perfection of the intel-
lect is to assert that it constitutes the complete perfection of human nature. In
turn, since the good that completely perfects human nature is the good that
fully satisfies its natural desire and constitutes its beatitude, it follows that
only the vision of God satisfies man’s natural desire and represents his beat-
itude.16 Aquinas never asserts that the natural desire for beatitude must be
satisfied by a purely natural good, as even early critics of Cajetan’s view,
such as Francisco de Vitoria (1483–1546), realized.17 For Aquinas, the end
of man as man is therefore supernatural, and this first solution rests on a mis-
interpretation of Aquinas’s understanding of the finis ultimus.18

The second solution to the Strauss-Bradley dilemma claims that ethics and
political science can depend essentially on supernatural knowledge about our
ultimate end and still be philosophy. This position prima facie allows one to
admit, with Strauss and Bradley, that there is no purely natural end that
completely perfects human nature, while still preserving the philosophical
character of ethics and politics. The foremost proponent of this paradoxical
solution is Jacques Maritain. In his work on what he calls “moral philosophy
adequately considered,”19 Maritain holds that moral philosophy―which
includes both ethics and political science―is a subalternated science to theol-
ogy, and that this does not impact its status as philosophy.20 On analogy with
other subalternated sciences such as optics, which borrows on trust its prin-
ciples from the higher science of geometry, taking them as hypotheses
without demonstrating them, moral philosophy can assume as hypotheses
premises about the supernatural end that are the object of theology.
However, although ethics and political science presuppose as hypotheses
the theological premises that man has a supernatural end and that virtuous
activity in this life is a good worth pursuing by individuals and political com-
munities because it is ordered to this end, ethics and political science are still

15ST I-II.3.5.
16ST I.26.2.
17Francisco de Vitoria, De beatitudine, I-II.5.5, 3–4, ed. Augusto Sarmiento (Navarre:

Eunsa, 2012), 167–70. Although Vitoria held that for Aquinas only the vision of God
can satisfy the natural desire for beatitude, he does not explain how Thomas can
give an account of natural happiness without reference to this ultimate end.

18For a comprehensive critique of the first solution―which exceeds the scope of this
article given the lengthy history of the debate over it―see Bradley, Aquinas, 424–534.

19Jacques Maritain, Science and Wisdom, trans. Bernard Wall (New York: Scribner’s,
1954), 110.

20Ibid., 102–27, 174–209; Jacques Maritain, An Essay on Christian Philosophy, trans.
Edward H. Flannery (New York: Philosophical Library, 1955), 38–43, 61–100.
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formally philosophy rather than theology because they adopt a “human” or
“earthly” instead of a “divine” perspective on human acts. They focus princi-
pally on the acquisition and practice of the natural virtues in this life rather
than the achievement of the ultimate supernatural end through charity and
the infused virtues. For Maritain, the fact that ethics and political science
depend for their validity on claims about the supernatural end that can
only be known through divine revelation is no obstacle to identifying these
sciences as properly philosophical and essentially distinct from theology
since, unlike the latter, ethics and politics primarily consider goods attainable
in the present life. Among contemporary scholars, William McCormick is
sympathetic to Maritain’s solution.21

Vernon Bourke offers another variant of the second solution.22 He claims
that for Aquinas only the vision of the divine essence could satisfy our
natural desire for beatitude and that the philosopher can recognize that
such a vision is beyond the capacity of unaided nature to attain. Moreover,
the philosopher cannot prove that man has been given the grace necessary
to attain this vision, and hence he or she cannot recognize that it is, in
point of fact, the goal of human life. Nevertheless, although philosophy
cannot prove that supernatural beatitude is in fact our ultimate end, it
would be reasonable for the philosopher to believe that it is the ultimate
goal of human life if he or she can show that, as a matter of empirically ver-
ifiable fact, the notion of a supernatural end has brought “rational order” into
individuals’ lives.23 History, Bourke continues, proves that the concept of
supernatural beatitude has indeed brought such order into individuals’
lives, specifically in the lives of Christian saints. The philosopher therefore
has a plausible reason to suppose that the vision of God is the ultimate end
of human life―even though he cannot prove this definitively―and he is
therefore justified in determining what constitutes temporal happiness or
the first principle of ethics and political science based on what is conducive
to supernatural beatitude. For Bourke as for Maritain, the fact that philosophy
cannot prove demonstratively that our ultimate end is supernatural is no
obstacle to asserting the philosophical character of a science of human
action in this life that presupposes this end as its first principle.
This solution is also inadequate. As critics of Maritain such as Bradley and

Santiago Ramírez observe,24 an argument or science is not formally philo-
sophical unless it is purely rational. If a science depends for its validity on

21WilliamMcCormick, SJ, “Jacques Maritain on Political Theology,” European Journal
of Political Theory 12 (2013): 176–90.

22Vernon Bourke, Ethics: A Textbook in Moral Philosophy (New York: Macmillan,
1951), 41–43.

23Ibid., 41.
24Bradley, Aquinas, 495–506; Santiago Ramírez, OP, review ofDistinguer pour unir, ou

Les degrés du savoir, by JacquesMaritain, Bulletin thomiste 4 (1934–1936): 423–32, cited in
Bradley, Aquinas, 502.
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a premise that can only be known through divine revelation, it is not philos-
ophy but theology. It is not enough to claim with Maritain that ethics and pol-
itics can presuppose premises about our supernatural end as undemonstrated
hypotheses on analogy with other subalternated sciences and still remain
essentially distinct from theology simply because they focus primarily on
the acquisition and practice of natural virtue in this life. The fact that an
account or justification of their first principle cannot ultimately be given
without relying on the data of revelation―which is not the case with other
subalternated sciences such as optics―means that they are formally theolog-
ical rather than philosophical sciences. Nor is it sufficient to claim with
Bourke that although the ultimate presuppositions of ethics and political
science can be known with certainty only through revelation, these sciences
are philosophical because the philosopher has probable cause to accept the
validity of a supernatural end that would ultimately ground them. For a
science to be philosophical, the truth of its premises and presuppositions
must be knowable with certainty to unaided natural reason. And because
the historical fact that the concept of a supernatural end has brought order
into the lives of individuals is not sufficient to prove the truth value of the
claim that man’s final end is in fact the vision of God―as Bourke himself con-
cedes―it is not sufficient to ground a philosophical ethics and political
science. Philosophy cannot rest on premises which, in the final analysis, can
be known only through revelation.
These two approaches to the Strauss-Bradley dilemma thus fail to solve the

problem. Other prominent scholarly treatments of the theme of a philosoph-
ical ethics and political science in Aquinas’s thought have not directly
answered the question of howmoral science can be philosophically grounded
given that for Aquinas the ultimate end of human nature is supernatural.
Ralph McInerny’s treatment of the philosophical character of Thomistic
ethics and political science is principally a rebuttal of Gauthier’s claim that
in identifying God as the ultimate end Aquinas makes an irreducibly theolog-
ical assertion that compromises the philosophical character of his ethics and
by extension his political science.25 James Doig’s study of the philosophical
character of Aquinas’s commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics is an argument
against Harry Jaffa’s claim that doctrines present in the commentary―such
as the imperfection of earthly happiness and the existence of divine
providence―are strictly revealed doctrines that compromise the work’s phil-
osophical character.26 It does not offer a solution to the Strauss-Bradley
dilemma. Further, although Martin Rhonheimer asserts that Aquinas’s
ethics and, by implication, political science are philosophical despite the
fact that Thomas believes only the vision of the divine essence fully perfects

25Ralph McInerny, The Question of Christian Ethics (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 1993), 21–38.

26James Doig, Aquinas’s Philosophical Commentary on the “Ethics”: A Historical
Perspective (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001), 109–93, especially 122–35.

296 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

24
00

00
44

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 1
8.

11
9.

10
3.

45
, o

n 
24

 N
ov

 2
02

4 
at

 2
3:

22
:1

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670524000044
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


human nature,27 he does not offer an account of how Aquinas can both admit
that human nature’s beatitude and perfection is supernatural and ground an
account of temporal happiness without reference to this end and hence
without revelation.
Kevin Staley’s treatment of the philosophical character of Aquinas’s moral

science likewise leaves us without a definitive solution. He argues that
although for Aquinas the end of human nature is supernatural, Thomistic
ethics and political science are philosophical because the temporal goods at
which these sciences aim―such as friendship, political community, and phil-
osophical contemplation―are genuine perfections of human nature.28 The
fact that such goods are perfections of human nature is sufficient to establish
that they should be pursued by individuals and political communities and
hence to vindicate the philosophical character of Aquinas’s ethics and political
science. This is not, however, a solution to the Strauss-Bradley dilemma
because Staley does not explain how unaided human reason can establish
these temporal pursuits as perfections given the supernatural character of
human nature’s final end—which is the crux of the problem Strauss and
Bradley raise. Other notable studies of Aquinas’s understanding of imperfect
beatitude have likewise left the question unanswered.29 The dilemma remains
unresolved, and in the following section I offer a new solution which shows
how Aquinas reconciles a supernatural end of human nature with a philo-
sophical political and moral science.

2. Human Nature’s Supernatural End and the Philosophical
Character of Political Science

Although Strauss, Bradley, and the proponents of the two solutions differ in
their conclusions, all agree that a coherent account of the goodness and order
of human ends requires explaining this goodness and order precisely in terms
of the relationship of these ends to the ultimate end that satisfies natural
desire. Bradley30 and Strauss reason that because this is the case, and
because the ultimate end of human nature is supernatural, no account of
the lower end of temporal happiness can be given without reference to

27Martin Rhonheimer, The Perspective of Morality: Philosophical Foundations of
Thomistic Virtue Ethics, trans. Gerald Malsbary (Washington, DC: Catholic University
of America Press, 2011), 78–81.

28Kevin Staley, “Happiness: The Natural End of Man?,” The Thomist 53 (1989): 229–31.
29Anthony Celano, “The Concept of Worldly Beatitude in the Writings of Thomas

Aquinas,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 25 (1987): 215–26; Jörn Müller, “Duplex
beatitudo: Aristotle’s Legacy and Aquinas’s Conception of Human Happiness,” in
Aquinas and the “Nicomachean Ethics,” ed. Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, and
Matthias Perkams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 52–71.

30“[For Aquinas] ‘penultimate’ ends can only be rightly understood in
subordination to the ultimate end.” Bradley, Aquinas, 492.
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revelation about the supernatural final end―for which reason political and
moral science are theology rather than philosophy. Proponents of the first sol-
ution concede to Strauss and Bradley that an account of human ends can only
be given in reference to the ultimate end that satisfies human nature’s desire
for its perfection,31 but since our temporal happiness is this end, there is no
question of needing to explain the first principle of ethics and politics in
terms of its relationship to a supernatural good. Proponents of the second
approach agree that accounting for the goodness and order of lower ends
requires reference to the ultimate end of human nature, and further agree
with Strauss and Bradley that for Aquinas human nature’s finis ultimus is
supernatural. However, they hold that this poses no challenge to the philo-
sophical character of ethics and political science since these sciences can
depend on revelation for an account of their first principle and nonetheless
remain philosophy.
This shared claim that for Aquinas establishing the goodness and order of

human ends requires knowledge of their relationship to the ultimate end of
human nature is mistaken. It overlooks the structure of his argument for
why, even though the ultimate end of human nature is the supernatural
vision of God in the afterlife, naturally acquired virtue is superior to all
other natural goods and hence constitutes our temporal happiness.
Contrary to the assumption of the scholars we have examined, Aquinas’s
writings do not establish the superiority of the activity of naturally acquired
virtue to other natural goods in the present life by adducing its relationship,
order, or conduciveness to the supernatural perfect good. Rather, Aquinas
shows this superiority by proving that virtuous activity more fully instanti-
ates the attributes generally ascribed to beatitude or happiness, attributes
such as self-sufficiency, continuity, and leisureliness, even if virtuous living
in this life does not perfectly or completely instantiate these attributes. This
way of establishing the superiority of virtuous activity to other temporal
goods―in effect, by proving that it is the natural good which comes closest
to fulfilling the general definition of beatitude―requires no appeal to the
supernatural end even though it is compatible with the assertion that such
an end is the only good that fully perfects human nature. The argument
does not rest on revelation, and thus a strictly rational or philosophical justi-
fication of the first principle of political science can be given.
In several texts Aquinas identifies the general attributes of beatitude and

argues that, among temporal activities, the activity of acquired virtue―prin-
cipally the contemplative activity of the intellectual virtue of wisdom, and
secondarily the activity of moral virtue32―more fully instantiates these

31For Aquinas “all ends [i.e., goods] derive their ‘end-likeness’ or very appetibility
[and hence their goodness] from being further ordered to the last end.” Long,
“Possibility,” 219.

32ST I-II.3.5. Contemplation in accordance with wisdom is the speculative
knowledge of the first cause and its causality in relation to created being, in other
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attributes than do other temporal goods even though it does not perfectly
instantiate them; indeed, he suggests that only the beatific vision could
completely satisfy these criteria. Six attributes of beatitude can be identified,
and a consideration of Aquinas’s treatment of them reveals the purely philo-
sophical structure of his account of temporal happiness. He elaborates two of
these criteria in ST I-II.3.5. First, beatitude is an activity or “operation” of
man’s highest power in respect of its highest object. The human person’s
highest power is the speculative intellect, whose highest object is the divine
good. Hence, happiness must consist in contemplation of the divine good.
Second, beatitude must be an operation common to human beings and
higher, immaterial substances―not an operation in which purely material
animals share. Only contemplation is the exclusive preserve of immaterial
beings; morally virtuous action has something in common with animal
action, since it is action bearing on material things.33 Hence, beatitude must
consist in contemplative activity.
Aquinas admits that these two attributes of beatitude are perfectly ful-

filled only in contemplative activity in the next life: “Therefore the last
and perfect happiness, which we await in the life to come, consists entirely
in contemplation.”34 We can readily infer why he thinks this. The highest
way of contemplating the intellect’s highest object, the divine good (God),
is not contemplating God’s existence and attributes but rather his
essence,35 which could only occur in the afterlife.36 Moreover, the beatitude
of God and the angels consists in contemplation of the divine essence, and
only in such contemplation would human beatitude be perfectly common
to that of immaterial beings.37 But we can also see why these attributes
are, among temporal goods, most fulfilled by philosophical contemplation
and hence why it is the “most perfect operation of this life.”38

Philosophical contemplation of God’s existence and attributes is a form of
contemplation of the highest object (the divine good) of the human
person’s highest power (the speculative intellect), even if it is not the
highest form of contemplation of that object. Moreover, as a species of con-
templative activity, it has nothing in commonwith animal felicity, but it does
have something in common with the beatitude of God and the angels,39 who
also have perfect knowledge of the divine attributes. Hence it more fully

words, of God’s existence, causality, and naturally knowable attributes. For Aquinas
this specific form of contemplation constitutes temporal happiness.

33ST I-II.3.5. See also SCG 3.34.6; SCG 3.35.5.
34ST I-II.3.5.
35ST I-II.3.8.
36SCG 3.47; SCG 3.48.1.
37ST I-II.3.2, ad 4.
38ST I-II.3.3, ad 2.
39SCG 3.37.4.

THOMAS AQUINAS’S POLITICAL SCIENCE 299

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

24
00

00
44

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 1
8.

11
9.

10
3.

45
, o

n 
24

 N
ov

 2
02

4 
at

 2
3:

22
:1

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670524000044
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


instantiates the attributes of perfect beatitude than do other temporal goods,
even if it does not perfectly instantiate them.
Thomas identifies a third attribute of beatitude in ST I-II.3.2, namely, that

the operation in which it consists must be one, continuous, and everlasting.
This can be achieved only in the beatific vision. In the present life, contempla-
tion cannot be continuous, and hence nor can it be one, since discontinuity
implies multiplicity of operation.40 Nevertheless, he claims in this text that
among earthly goods, philosophical contemplation is the most unitary and
continuous, since the active life is busy with a multiplicity of things and as
such has, as an operation, less unity and continuity than does contemplative
activity.
Further attributes of beatitude which apply, preeminently among temporal

goods, to philosophical contemplation are found in Aquinas’s Ethics commen-
tary. For example, beatitude or happiness is a “self-sufficient” operation, that
is, an operation lacking in nothing.41 But contemplation is especially self-suf-
ficient since, once the necessities of life which allow for the maintenance of
bodily existence are provided for, contemplative operation requires no
further external goods for its performance.42 By contrast, the activity of
moral virtue requires external things for its exercise, such as persons to
whom one can be just. Thus, acts of moral virtue are, qua acts, less self-suffi-
cient than contemplation.43 Of course, inasmuch as certain external goods are
required for the maintenance of bodily health needed to undertake philosoph-
ical contemplation, this contemplation cannot be described as absolutely
lacking in nothing and self-sufficient. Only the beatific vision is a self-suffi-
cient operation, since in it one possesses the totality of goodness such that
nothing whatsoever is lacking.44 Nevertheless, philosophical contemplation
is the most self-sufficient activity among humanly attainable operations.
A fifth attribute of beatitude is that it brings leisure―repose in the end

attained―and a state of affairs in which one has nothing further to do.45

Only contemplative activity, however, brings such leisure and repose. The
activity of moral virtues, even in their most noble form of exercise (political
life), is not accompanied by leisure, since the practice of politics leaves some-
thing left to be done—specifically, contemplation.46 By contrast, we do not
apply ourselves to contemplative activity for the sake of some other good,

40ST I-II.3.2, ad 4. See also SCG 3.48.7.
41SLE 1.9.112, 114; SLE 10.10.2093.
42SLE 10.10.2095. Friends, though a help to contemplation, are not necessary for it,

since contemplative operations are internal to the agent. See SLE 10.10.2096.
43SLE 10.10.2093–94. See also SCG 3.37.6.
44ST I-II.5.4; ST I-II.4.7.
45SLE 10.11.2098–99.
46“The whole of political life seems directed [to contemplative happiness]; as long as

the arrangement of political life establishes and preserves peace giving men the
opportunity of contemplating truth” (SLE 10.11.2101).
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and accordingly it brings more leisure and repose than do other goods.47 Of
course, contemplation of truth in this life does not bring complete repose since
it is not possible for any temporal good to do so. As Aquinas writes, “contem-
plative activity of the intellect clearly provides for man the attributes custom-
arily assigned to the happy person: self-sufficiency, leisureliness, and freedom
from labor. And I say this insofar as it is possible for man living a mortal life in
which such things cannot exist perfectly.”48 Presumably, the reason why com-
plete leisureliness is impossible in this life is because, at some point, the phi-
losopher will have to cease contemplation to provide for his or her bodily
needs. At no time, therefore, does he attain perfect rest or leisure; on the con-
trary, only the beatific vision constitutes the complete good that leaves abso-
lutely nothing left to seek.49 But contemplation in this life undoubtedly brings
more repose than does the activity of moral virtue, and thus it more closely
approximates the perfect leisureliness that characterizes beatitude tout court.
Finally, all admit that “delight” (delectatio) accompanies beatitude―a sixth

criterion. Now, among all virtuous activities, contemplation in accordance
with wisdom is most delightful. This is because the delights of wisdom are
most pure since contemplation regards immaterial objects, and they are
most permanent since the objects of contemplation are most unchangeable.50

However, philosophical contemplation in this life cannot be perfectly delight-
ful because, so long as we are in this world, we undergo change, and perfect
delight can only come from an activity that is simple and unchanging―such
as God’s utterly simple and unchanging activity of knowing his own
essence.51 Likewise, delight follows from an object’s goodness,52 but in our
contemplation in this life we do not possess the perfect good. Only in the
vision of God is the complete or perfect good possessed,53 and thus only
this vision brings perfect delight. Yet because philosophical contemplation
in this life, in contrast to other activities (including the moral virtues), does
regard immaterial objects that are unchanging in themselves, it brings more
delectatio than does any other temporal good.
These arguments from the Summa and Ethics commentary54 all prove the

same conclusion: that philosophical contemplation is the most perfect activity
attainable by unaided human nature in the present life and thus the activity
that bears the greatest likeness to beatitude among all purely temporal

47SLE 10.11.2098–103.
48SLE 10.11.2103.
49ST I-II.4.1–2.
50SLE 10.10.2090.
51SLE 7.14.1535.
52ST I-II.4.2.
53ST I-II.5.4.
54The Ethics commentary also repeats the Summa arguments which show that

happiness consists in contemplation because of the continuity of contemplatio and
because this activity is the act of the highest human power in respect of its highest
object. See SLE 10.10.2088–89; SLE 10.10.2087.

THOMAS AQUINAS’S POLITICAL SCIENCE 301

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

24
00

00
44

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 1
8.

11
9.

10
3.

45
, o

n 
24

 N
ov

 2
02

4 
at

 2
3:

22
:1

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670524000044
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


activities. Beatitude consists in an operation that is continuous, leisurely, self-
sufficient, maximally delightful, shared with the immaterial beings, and
related to the highest object of the human person’s highest power. Among
temporal, naturally attainable goods, philosophical contemplation is the
most continuous, most leisurely, most self-sufficient, most delightful, most
common to man and the separate substances, and most directly related to
the highest object that the intellect can contemplate—even if it does not
fully or perfectly instantiate these attributes. That philosophical contempla-
tion more fully corresponds to the general attributes and definition of beati-
tude than do other temporal goods implies that it is more excellent,
desirable, and choiceworthy than these goods. Aquinas states that the intel-
lectual virtues are properly speaking better even than the moral virtues55―to
say nothing of lower goods―and that the moral virtues are means to the
attainment of intellectual virtue inasmuch as the acts of the former are
ordered to the acts of the latter.56 The contemplative person, as long as he
or she lives in this world, needs the necessities of life, and thus he or she
needs moral virtue so as to relate well to these temporal goods. But since
these goods are clearly for the sake of enabling contemplation, so are the
habits of moral virtue that order us well in respect of them.
This is not to say that for Aquinas one can choose to pursue only the

acquired intellectual virtue of wisdom without cultivating the moral virtues
and still attain to true temporal happiness. Since such happiness requires
the perfection as far as possible of the rational part of the soul,57 and since
the sense appetites belong to the rational part of the soul by participation inas-
much as they come under the command of reason,58 it follows that temporal
happiness would require acquisition of the moral virtues that bring the pas-
sions fully under the control of reason in addition to the contemplative activ-
ity of wisdom that perfects the intellect. Nor does Aquinas’s argument
preclude him from claiming that participation in supernatural grace in the
present life brings an even higher form of happiness than the activity of
acquired intellectual and moral virtue. Indeed, he states that those who
possess the gifts of the Holy Spirit have, in the present life, an inchoate par-
ticipation in the happiness of the next, since they possess a knowledge of
divine mysteries that surpasses the grasp of natural reason.59 The clear impli-
cation is that the incomplete supernatural beatitude of the present life is,

55ST I-II.66.3. He adds that because moral virtues direct the acts of all other powers,
they correspond more to the nature of virtue since virtue is an act. Strictly speaking,
however, intellectual virtues are better and more desirable.

56SLE 10.12.2120; SLE 10.11.2101; SCG 3.37.7; and ST I-II.66.5.
57SLE 1.10.127–28.
58ST I-II.24.1, ad 2.
59ST I-II.69.2. For further discussion of the principally contemplative character of

this inchoate supernatural beatitude, see ST I-II.68.7; II-II.45.1–2; II-II.45.3, ad 1, 3; II-
II.45.6.

302 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
34

67
05

24
00

00
44

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 1
8.

11
9.

10
3.

45
, o

n 
24

 N
ov

 2
02

4 
at

 2
3:

22
:1

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034670524000044
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


because supernatural, an even higher form of beatitude than philosophical
contemplation.
What Aquinas’s argument does do, however, is establish a clear hierarchy

among natural goods, with virtuous activity—principally contemplative, but
secondarily moral—at its summit. In establishing the greater choiceworthi-
ness and thus superordination of philosophical contemplation with respect
to other natural goods no argumentative appeal has been made to its condu-
civeness to the ultimate end. The relationship of the good of philosophical
contemplation to the supernatural final end has not been adduced to establish
its primacy over other temporal goods. On the contrary, this supremacy has
been shown solely by analyzing the general attributes of beatitude―attri-
butes knowable to unaided reason―and assessing the degrees to which
various temporal goods instantiate these attributes. This argumentative struc-
ture allows Aquinas to prove by unaided reason that the happiness or beat-
itude found in philosophical contemplation is superior to other temporal
goods even though, in itself, it is an imperfect good that is not ultimate.
Since it is thus possible for reason to give an account of temporal happiness,
the first principle of politics60 and ethics, these sciences are genuinely philo-
sophical even though the ultimate end which alone satisfies natural desire
is the supernatural vision of God.

3. Political Philosophy and the Subordination of Temporal to
Spiritual Authority

We have seen that, for Aquinas, a rational account of temporal happiness can
be given of the sort necessary for a philosophical political science that takes
this happiness as its first principle, the good at which it aims. Nevertheless,
De regno, a gift for the king of Cyprus exhorting him to govern justly and

60As Charles De Koninck suggests, the philosophical contemplation that constitutes
temporal happiness is the first principle of political science not in that the civic good is
merely an instrument to the individual philosopher’s contemplation, but rather in that
the common good of the community requires for its realization that some devote
themselves to contemplating the truth. All aspects of political life, as Aquinas
maintains (see note 46), should be arranged so as to make this contemplation―the
crowning element of the common good―possible. Charles De Koninck, The Primacy
of the Common Good against the Personalists, trans. Ralph McInerny, in The Writings of
Charles De Koninck, vol. 2 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009),
100; Charles De Koninck, In Defence of St. Thomas, trans. Ralph McInerny, in Writings
of Charles De Koninck, 2:299–316. For further discussion of the noninstrumental
character of the common good, see Lawrence Dewan, OP, “St. Thomas, John Finnis,
and the Political Good,” The Thomist 64 (2000): 337–74; Michael Pakaluk, “Is the
Common Good of Political Society Limited and Instrumental?,” Review of
Metaphysics 55 (2001): 57–94; Gregory Froelich, “Ultimate End and Common Good,”
The Thomist 57 (1993): 609–19.
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avoid tyranny,61 seems to challenge the possibility of a strictly rational
account of political happiness. Discussing “the origin of kingly government
and the things which pertain to the office of the king,”62 Aquinas states
that the end of political life is virtuous living or the common good, and
that the attainment of this end is the prerogative of the king in virtue of his
office.63 However, this is not the human person’s ultimate end; indeed, virtu-
ous living exists for the sake of a higher end, namely, supernatural beatitude
with God in the afterlife. As he writes, “through virtuous living man is further
ordained to a higher end, which consists in the enjoyment of God. . . .
Consequently, since society must have the same end as the individual man,
it is not the ultimate end of an assembled multitude to live virtuously, but
through virtuous living to attain to the possession of God.”64

If political society is ordained to the higher end of eternal beatitude, the
question arises whether the promotion of eternal beatitude is an intrinsic
element of the properly political good, such that promoting the supernatural
end enters into the formal specification of the bonum civile that the king qua
king is charged with procuring. If the answer is affirmative, then supernatural
revelation is necessary for politics to carry out its proper task―promotion of
the civic good―and a philosophical political science is impossible. Later inDe
regno, Aquinas appears to conclude that because virtuous living in the polit-
ical community is ultimately ordered to a supernatural end, and because one
who has charge over something that is ordained to a further end must ensure
that the thing made is suitable to that end, the king is bound to govern in a
way that makes citizens fit for the kingdom of God, taking explicit account
of Christian beatitude in his political decision making:

Now anyone on whom it devolves to do something which is ordained to
another thing as to its end is bound to see that his work is suitable to that
end. . . . Therefore, since the beatitude of heaven is the end of that virtuous
life which we live at present, it pertains to the king’s office to promote the
good life of the multitude in such a way as to make it suitable for the
attainment of heavenly happiness; that is to say, the king should
command those things which lead to the happiness of heaven and, as
far as possible, forbid the contrary.

What conduces to true beatitude and what hinders it are learned from
the law of God, the teaching of which belongs to the office of the priest. . . .
Thus the king, taught the law of God [by the priest], should have for his

61On the text’s hortatory character, see William McCormick, SJ, The Christian
Structure of Politics: On the “De Regno” of Thomas Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 2022), 18–19; Mark Jordan, “De Regno and the Place of
Political Thinking in Thomas Aquinas,” Medioevo 18 (1992): 151–68; Holly Hamilton
Bleakley, “The Art of Ruling in Aquinas’s De Regimine Principum,” History of Political
Thought 20 (1999): 575–602.

62DR, prol., 1.
63DR 2.3.106.
64DR 2.3.107.
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principal concern the means by which the multitude subject to him may
live well.65

This passage seems to imply that, for Aquinas, the political good by its very
nature includes the active ordering of man to his ultimate end, such that, if a
ruler does not expressly govern the citizens with a view towards preparing
them for eternal life, he has failed in his duties qua ruler and has failed to
uphold the specifically political good. Several scholars have interpreted De
regno in this way. Citing its subordination of virtuous living to supernatural
beatitude, Charles McCoy draws the conclusion that, on account of this sub-
ordination, the common good is “specified integrally by being properly ordi-
nated to the last end.”66 For McCoy, the direction of citizens to eternal
beatitude is thus formally included within the bonum civile, and it is therefore
only insofar as politics serves as a means to the supernatural end that it real-
izes its proper good as politics. Benjamin Smith argues that, given De regno’s
subordination of moral or political virtue to the end of eternal beatitude, “the-
ology (insofar as it is related to the ultimate end) reshapes the discourse of
politics by introducing the conclusions of theology as principles in practical
political deliberation.”67 Politics takes as its first principle the theological con-
clusion that man is ordered to a supernatural ultimate end and makes prac-
tical decisions about how to order the affairs of the city based on what best
promotes citizens’ attainment of this end. The task of politics qua politics is
therefore to serve as a means to our supernatural end. On such an interpreta-
tion of De regno, the political good by its very nature includes the express pro-
motion of eternal beatitude, and revealed knowledge concerning the
supernatural end is by implication necessary for a complete account of the
bonum civile.
Nevertheless, if we readDe regno in conjunction with other Thomistic texts,

it becomes clear that this is not Aquinas’s view.68 First, in a range of texts

65DR 2.4.115–16.
66Charles McCoy, “St. Thomas and Political Science,” in On the Intelligibility of

Political Philosophy: Essays of Charles N. R. McCoy (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 1989), 36.

67Benjamin Smith, “Political Theology and Thomas Aquinas: A Reading of the De
Regno,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 84 (2010): 103–4.

68Some scholars claim that De regno is in tension with Aquinas’s other works on the
relation of the political good to the supernatural end. I. T. Eschmann, “St. Thomas
Aquinas on the Two Powers,” Mediaeval Studies 20 (1958): 177–205; Paul Sigmund,
“Law and Politics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, ed. Norman Kretzmann
and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 219. But as we
will see, this is not the case. For critiques of Eschmann, see William McCormick, SJ,
“‘A Unity of Order’: Aquinas on the End of Politics,” Nova et Vetera 21 (2023): 1019–
41; Leonard Boyle, OP, “The De Regno and the Two Powers,” in Facing History: A
Different Thomas Aquinas (Louvain-la-Neuve: Collège Cardinal Mercier, 2000), 1–12;
Laurence Fitzgerald, OP, “St. Thomas Aquinas and the Two Powers,” Angelicum 56
(1979): 515–56.
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spanning the length of his career―including De regno69―Aquinas frequently
affirms that the ruler is the “supreme authority” in political matters.70 To
maintain, however, that the king is the supreme political authority seems
incompatible with claiming that the political good includes as a constitutive
element the promotion of eternal beatitude. If promotion of this end were
an intrinsic element of the specifically political good, then, contrary to
Aquinas’s stated position, the Catholic church rather than the king would
have final or supreme say in all political affairs, since all political affairs
would be reducible to mere means to the supernatural beatitude over
which the church has ultimate custody. These texts suggest a formal distinc-
tion between the political and supernatural goods, between kingly and eccle-
siastical office, that does not subordinate the former to the latter in all affairs, as
would be the case if promoting eternal beatitude were an essential part of the
political good. Further, Aquinas clearly distinguishes the “earthly city” which
aims at the happiness brought about by naturally acquired virtue from the
“heavenly society of Jerusalem”—eternal beatitude—of which man is made
a citizen not by acquired virtue but only by supernaturally infused virtue.71

The implication is that the two cities and the authorities which govern them
have formally distinct goods and that promoting the beatitude of the heavenly
city does not enter into the task of the earthly city qua earthly city, since pro-
gress towards eternal beatitude requires supernatural virtues that politics—
which belongs to the natural order—could never produce.
The text in which the formal distinction between spiritual and temporal

authority is most fully articulated, and from which emerges most clearly
the specification of the political good as an independent good that does not
include express promotion of the finis ultimus, is found in the commentary
on Sentences II. Discussing the relationship between spiritual and temporal
power, Aquinas explains that there are two ways in which a higher and a
lower power are related. In one way, the lower power is derived completely
from the higher, as the authority of a lower government official is derived
completely from that of the emperor.72 The higher power is to be obeyed
before the lower in all things. In the secondway, however, there is only a qual-
ified subjection of the lower power to the higher:

[A] higher and lower power can be such that each arises from some
supreme power which arranges them in relation to each other as it
wishes. In this case, the one will not be subject to the other save in

69DR 2.3.108.
70Aquinas, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum IV, d. 20, q. 1, a. 4, qca. 3, sol. 3, ad 2

(hereafter Sent.); Aquinas, Super Epistolam B. Pauli ad Hebraeos lectura, c. V, l. 1; ST I-
II.104.1, ad 1. Cited in Fitzgerald, “Aquinas and the Two Powers,” 545–46.

71Aquinas, On the Virtues in General, in Disputed Questions on Virtue, trans. Jeffrey
Hause and Claudia Murphy (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2010), art. 9, resp., 141–56.

72Sent. II, d. 44, q. 3, a. 4, in Aquinas: Political Writings, trans. R. W. Dyson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 277–78.
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respect of those things in which it has been subjected to the other by the
supreme power; and only in such things are we to obey the higher
power before the lower. . . . Spiritual and secular power are both
derived from the divine power, and so secular power is subject to spiritual
power insofar as this is ordered by God: that is, in those things which pertain
to the salvation of the soul. In such matters, then, the spiritual power is to be
obeyed before the secular. But in those things which pertain to the civil
good, the secular power should be obeyed before the spiritual.73

Aquinas holds that the kingly office is specified by the civic good, whereas the
priestly office is specified by “the salvation of souls”―eternal beatitude. By a
divine ordinance, the king is subject to the priest in matters bearing directly
on the attainment of this supernatural end,74 while in matters bearing
solely on the civic good, the priest is subject to the king. The implication is
that whenever the king takes measures directly aimed at promoting the
supernatural end, as distinguished from those which only bear on the politi-
cal end, he is acting to promote an end that formally belongs not to him but
rather to the priest. In matters bearing on eternal beatitude, the king acts only
as the subject of the priest, on the priest’s authority and thus as his instrument
in the attainment of a good that pertains to the priestly office alone—a good
that does not come under the charge of the king qua king or the bonum civile
the king is tasked with promoting.
Further, according to the text, the obligation of the ruler to promote eternal

beatitude as the subject and instrument of the priest arises not from the nature
of political office itself but rather from a special divine ordinance establishing
the relation and order between spiritual and temporal power―an ordinance
which, as wewill see, Aquinas identifies elsewhere with the New Law. This ordi-
nance is entirely extrinsic and accidental to the obligations that pertain to the king
qua a ruler taskedwith procuring the common good. Of course, the king in virtue
of his duty to promote the bonum politicum is bound to prescribe acts of natural
virtue and prohibit acts of vice, and insofar as this incidentally aids in the attain-
ment of supernatural beatitude by removing obstacles to it, the king can be said
to promote the supernatural end indirectly. But he exercises independent author-
ity in these matters only insofar as they are directed towards the realization of the
civic good. Any benefit that accrues to citizens in respect of the supernatural good
is strictly incidental to the promotion of the political good that is the king’s proper
task, and if an act does not bear on the attainment of the bonum civile, then the
king has no right to make legislation about it. Even when an action does bear
on the bonum civile, if it also bears on the supernatural end—as in the case of
Christianmarriage—the king can regulate it only insofar as the spiritual authority
allows him to do so, and only in view of the temporal good.75

73Sent. II, d. 44, q. 3, a. 4, in Aquinas: Political Writings, 278. Emphasis added.
74See also ST II-II.60.6, ad 3.
75ST III supp. 57.2, ad 4. Aquinas holds, however, that since only sacramental

marriage involving Christians is ordered to eternal beatitude, the church lacks
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Some examples of political promotion of the supernatural end that Aquinas
adduces illustrate the strictly instrumental role that political authority plays
in promoting eternal beatitude. He states that it belongs to the church to
determine whether the religious rites of non-Christians are to be tolerated
or forcibly repressed for the sake of advancing the supernatural end.76 He
makes the same observation concerning the suppression of heresy, arguing
that the church decides whether to condemn heretics and hand them over
to the temporal authority for capital punishment: “If [the heretic] is yet stub-
born, the Church, no longer hoping for his conversion, looks to the salvation
of others, by excommunicating him and separating him from the Church, and
furthermore delivers him to the secular tribunal to be exterminated thereby
from the world by death.”77 Similarly, in order to force schismatics to
return to the church for the sake of their salvation, the church “employs the
compulsion of the secular arm [i.e., the state]” for this purpose.78

In these Summa texts, Aquinas envisages the temporal power undertaking
the actions described not on its own authority but only at the behest of the
church, which uses or instrumentalizes state power for specific actions
directly intended to promote the attainment of supernatural beatitude.79

His assertion in each passage that the church decides whether and how the
state is to punish sins against the faith that undermine the attainment of
our supernatural end suggests that it is the prerogative of the church, not
the state, to make such decisions, and the logical explanation for the
church’s exclusive right to take such actions is that they bear on an end that
the spiritual authority alone is tasked with promoting.
Key passages in De regno articulate the same understanding of the relation-

ship of temporal to spiritual authority found in other works, namely, that the
authority of the ruler qua ruler extends solely to actions bearing on the human
person’s temporal end; that the king is bound to promote supernatural beat-
itude only as directed by the ecclesiastical power and hence as its instrument;
and that this obligation arises not from the political good itself but rather from
an extrinsic divine ordinance or law. In the same text in which Aquinas writes
that the king, having custody over a lower end, should make laws that render

authority to regulate marriages between non-Christians. These marriages bear solely
on the temporal good and thus fall entirely under the state’s jurisdiction. ST III supp.
59.2.

76ST II-II.10.11.
77ST II-II.11.3.
78ST II-II.39.4, ad 3.
79See also Sent. IV, d. 37, q. 2, a. 2, exp. text. For further discussion of Aquinas’s view

of the church’s coercive authority, see Gregory Reichberg, “Scholastic Arguments for
and against Religious Freedom,” The Thomist 84 (2020): 1–50; Mary Keys, Aquinas,
Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2006), 226–34; Charles McCoy, The Structure of Political Thought: A Study in the
History of Political Ideas (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), 120.
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men apt for the higher end of eternal beatitude, he adds that these laws are
learned from the teaching of the priests and hence that it is only as taught
or instructed by the priest that the king should promote the citizens’ eternal
beatitude.80 This qualification―which has been overlooked in scholarship
on the passage―suggests that it is only under the direction of priests that
kings make ordinances that are expressly intended to promote heavenly beat-
itude, and, by implication, that kings make such ordinances not in service of
their own proper end but strictly as appendages of the ecclesiastical power in
the attainment of its own, formally distinct end.
Moreover, inDe regno 2.3, Aquinas writes that “all the kings of the Christian

people are to be subject [to the pope] as to our Lord Jesus Christ Himself”
inasmuch as they are bound to obey papal commands in matters pertaining
to the supernatural end.81 Of note is Aquinas’s qualification that only the
rulers of Christian peoples are bound to be subject to priests (principally
the pope) in promoting eternal beatitude, not the rulers of all peoples. This
suggests that the obligation to promote the supernatural end arises not
from the nature of political office itself―since otherwise all political rulers
would be obliged to obey the pope―but only from the fact that the ruler is
Christian. Aquinas confirms in the subsequent paragraph that the obligation
to promote the supernatural end arises from an ordinance extrinsic to the
political good and hence is not part of the bonum civile as such. Contrasting
the obligations of kings in relation to priests before and after the coming of
Christ, he writes:

Because the priesthood of the gentiles and the whole worship of their gods
existed merely for the acquisition of temporal goods (which were all
ordained to the common good of the multitude, whose care devolved
upon the king), the priests of the gentiles were fittingly [convenienter]
subject to the kings. Similarly, since in the Old Law earthly goods were
promised to the religious people (not indeed by demons but by the true
God), the priests of the Old Law, we read, were also subject to the
kings. But in the New Law there is a higher priesthood by which men
are guided to heavenly goods. Consequently, in the law of Christ, kings
must be subject to priests.82

The text affirms that the obligation of kings to be subject to priests arises only
under the “law of Christ” or the New Law, a law which is not binding for all
times or on all persons but only on Christians.83 The king qua king is not
obliged to order the body politic under the direction of the priests with the
explicit aim of making it “suitable for the attainment of heavenly happines-
s”―except insofar as his promotion of the civic good of virtuous living inci-
dentally promotes this beatitude by removing obstacles to it―but the king

80DR 2.4.115–16.
81DR 2.3.110.
82DR 2.3.111.
83ST I-II.106.3.
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qua Christian is under such an obligation because of his acceptance of the
New Law and the additional obligations arising from it.84 Specifically, he is
under an obligation to do what the ecclesiastical power orders him to do in
those matters which bear directly on the attainment of the ultimate end
over which the church has sole charge. Thus, when Aquinas urges the
Cypriot monarch in De regno to “command those things which lead to the
happiness of heaven and, as far as possible, forbid the contrary,” and to
make the multitude “suitable for heavenly happiness”―a text which, as we
have seen, suggests prima facie that promoting supernatural beatitude is a
constitutive element of the political good―Aquinas’s meaning is that his
addressee should carry out his specifically Christian duties as a Christian
king to follow ecclesiastical directives in matters bearing on the eternal salva-
tion of the citizens. His meaning is not that qua king the Cypriot prince’s role
is to promote the human person’s supernatural end, but only that as a
Christian ruler he is obliged to carry out through legislation the church’s
directives in matters directly pertaining to the ultimate end, an end over
which the church has exclusive custody.
In a work that is a hortatory letter rather than a scientific treatise, it is not

surprising that, in lines exhorting the prince to govern well precisely as a
Christian king, Aquinas would not parse the exhortation into those obliga-
tions his addressee is bound to carry out qua king as distinguished from
those which he is bound to carry out qua a Christian under the New
Law―even though, as we have seen, the distinction is implied in the passages
urging the king to legislate with an eye towards heavenly beatitude as
instructed by the priest. Indeed, as Marc Guerra has observed, citing the
example of the foundations of justice, De regno often presupposes a range
of concepts that are developed fully only in Aquinas’s theoretical works.85

The doctrine that a state’s political promotion of supernatural beatitude is
strictly an instrument used by the church in the service of the church’s own
end, an end entirely separate from the state’s, is thus the same in De regno
as in the other Thomistic texts we have considered, as is its teaching that
the ruler’s obligation to advance the cause of heavenly beatitude arises not
from the nature of the political good itself but rather from a special divine
ordinance, namely, the New Law or “law of Christ.” Explicit ordering of polit-
ical life to the finis ultimus is thus not a constitutive element of the bonum civile,
and when Aquinas affirms that the political good of virtuous living is
ordained to eternal beatitude as to a further end, he means only that it is

84Once a person accepts Christianity, it becomes a dictate of right reason and of
natural law to abide by it inasmuch as it would be unreasonable to reject divinely
revealed truth. This obligation, however, does not belong to the natural law
absolutely considered, since only those to whom Christianity has been revealed are
bound by it. See ST II-II.81.2, ad 3; ST II-II.85.4; ST II-II.85.1, ad 1.

85Marc Guerra, “Beyond Natural Law Talk: Politics and Prudence in St. Thomas
Aquinas’s On Kingship,” Perspectives on Political Science 31 (2002): 13.
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ordained to such an end by an extrinsic divine law―not by its very nature.
The bonum politicum remains a purely natural good. This analysis does not
entail, of course, that the political good is strictly secular. On the contrary,
for Aquinas religion understood as rendering thanksgiving to God qua
creator and providential governor of the universe is a natural virtue that is
a part of justice and thus the common good, for which reason even non-
Christian kings are bound to public acts of monotheistic worship.86 But the
analysis does mean that the bonum civile is naturally attainable and knowable
by human reason without the aid of divine revelation.

4. Conclusion

The problem that Strauss and Bradley raise concerning the possibility of a
philosophical ethics and political science, a problem that has long been an
object of scholarly debate, admits of a definitive solution on the basis of
Aquinas’s texts. Ultimately, the key to realizing how Aquinas can maintain
both that the ultimate end of man as man is supernatural and that political
science is genuinely philosophical is recognizing the fact that, in his view,
unaided reason can give an account of political happiness that establishes
its superordination over other temporal goods without appealing to its rela-
tion to human nature’s final end. The primacy of virtuous activity over other
temporal goods derives from the fact that it more fully instantiates the general
attributes of beatitude and thus is more worthy of pursuit than they are. It
does not rest on claims about the relation, order, or conduciveness of
earthly happiness to the perfect good of supernatural beatitude, contrary to
the assumption of Strauss, Bradley, and most other scholars. The sciences con-
cerning the attainment of temporal happiness by the individual and the polit-
ical community are thus philosophical, since the desirability of the end that
constitutes their first principle and the superiority of this end to other tempo-
ral ends can be established without revelation. Of course, temporal happiness
is still for Aquinas an imperfect form of beatitude. It does not fully measure
up to the definition of beatitude as the perfect and self-sufficient good that ful-
fills all human desire,87 and the philosopher, knowing that natural desire
cannot be satisfied by any naturally attainable good, can know the imperfec-
tion of the beatitude of the present life. But even in the knowledge of the
imperfection of all temporal goods, the philosopher still knows by the
unaided light of natural reason that some goods are more perfect than
others and ought to be pursued as such.

86ST II-II.81.1–3, 5; ST II-II.85.1, 4; ST II-II.94.1. On the political implications of
natural religion for Aquinas, see McCormick, Christian Structure, 180; Douglas Kries,
“The Virtue of Religion in the Political Thought of Thomas Aquinas,” Proceedings of
the Patristic, Medieval, and Renaissance Conference 15 (1990): 103–15; Douglas Kries,
“Thomas Aquinas and the Politics of Moses,” Review of Politics 52 (1990): 98–102.

87SLE 1.9.107–17.
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The significance for Thomistic political philosophy of finding a solution to
the Strauss-Bradley problem can hardly be overstated, and the interpretation
of Aquinas advanced here has important consequences for other aspects of his
political thought. As Henry Veatch has observed, a Thomistic account of
rights that is genuinely philosophical requires a rational account of the
common good or happiness that constitutes the first principle of politics,
since in Aquinas’s understanding rights are derived from what is conducive
to this good.88 Likewise, as Mortimer Adler and Walter Farrell suggest, a
rational account of the political good, the temporal happiness of the body
politic, is necessary for a philosophical account of good and bad regimes,
since good regimes promote natural flourishing or the common good of the
citizens while bad regimes undermine it.89 Ultimately, what is at stake is
the ability of unaided reason to make claims about what is good and evil,
just and unjust, in the spheres of both morals and politics, and thus the pos-
sibility of dialogue on the basis of Thomistic philosophy between Christian
believers and those outside the Christian faith about moral and political ques-
tions. By establishing the philosophical character of Aquinas’s science of pol-
itics and the naturalness of the political good, the interpretation I have
elaborated suggests that such a dialogue is indeed possible, and it highlights
the foundational principles or goods on the basis of which such a dialogue can
take place.

88Henry Veatch, “Natural Law: Dead or Alive?,” in Swimming against the Current in
Contemporary Philosophy (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press), 265.

89Walter Farrell andMortimer Adler, “The Theory of Democracy, Part III: The End of
the State―Happiness,” The Thomist 4 (1942): 127–28, cited in Staley, “Happiness,” 223.
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