EXPLORING THE CONCEPT OF VIRTUE
IN AQUINAS VIEW

AgustinusRyadi
STFT Widya Sasana, Malang

Absract:

Hidup morditastidaklah cukup jikahanyamengandakan kemampuan pendaran. Alasannya: di ddam
kemampuan penal aran itu kesesatan caraberpikir dapat terjadi. Kesesatan caraberpikir ini tentu
sgjatidak disadari oleh s subyek. K etidaksadaran akan kesesatan caraberpikirnyamenghantar s
subyek itu sendiri kepadakebutaan terhadap tindakannya. St. Thomas Aquinad ah yang menekankan
pentingnyakeutamaan dalam hidup moralitas. Salah satu persoalan yang muncul adal ah pendapat
umum yang mengatakan bahwa keutamaan dapat ditemukan dalam perbuatan-perbuatan buruk,
misal nyakeberanian seorang penjahat untuk membunuh. Dengan demikian konsep keutamaan terbuka
untuk didalami baik definis maupun pengertiannya. P. Foot menyatakan bahwa keberaniaan yang
ada di dalam tindakan-tindakan buruk bukanlah keutamaan. Sedangkan St. Thomas Aquinas
menegaskan bahwa keutamaan adal ah perintah yang pasti dari jiwayang dapat diperoleh manusia
melaui kebiasaan.
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Therearemany studiesabout virtue*, and especially about virtue according
to the Thomistic perspectives’.

Theaim of thispaper istofollow Saint ThomasAquinas concept of virtue,
astreated in hiswork: Summa Theologiael-11,9.56,a.5: thenweshall try to present
FilippaFoot’sInterpretation about STh.1-11,9.56,a.5 and to restate Aquinas’ pre-
ceptsabout virtue, finishingwith somecritica reflections.
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1. Status Quaestionis

Thedefinition of avirtuegiven by Aristotleisjustly famous: itis, hewrites:

astate of character concerned with choice, lyinginamean, i.e., themean
relativeto us, thisbeing determined by arational principle, and by that prin-
cipleby whichtheman of practica wisdomwould determineit.

But Aquinasdoesnot believethat the use of reason aoneissufficient to ensurethat
peoplearetruly good or that they liveatruly moral life. For that, he says, we need
virtues. Quoting St. Augustine, Aquinasdefinesamora virtueas:

“... bona qualitasmentis... Etideo, ut discernatur virtus ab hisquae sem-
per se habent ad malum, dicitur quarectevivitur: ut autem discernatur ab
his guae se habent quandoque ad bonum, quandoque ad malum, dicitur,
gua nullus male utitur”4.

Aquinas, inhisdefinition of virtue®, said that virtues can produce only good actions,
and that they are dispositions* of which no one can makebad use’®, except when
they aretreated as objects, asin being the subject of hatred or pride. The common
opinion nowadaysis, however, quite different. With the notable exception of Peter

Morale(8) 1976, pp.627-653; Giuseppe Abba, “ Lafunzionedell’ habitusvirtuoso nell’ atto morale secondo lo
Scriptum super Sententiisdi San Tommaso d’ Aquino, in Salesianum (42) 1980, pp.3-34; GiuseppeAbba, “La
nuovaconcezione dell” habitus virtuoso nella SummaTheol ogiae di San Tommaso d’ Aquino”, in Salesianum
(43) 1981, pp.71-118; Giuseppe Abbé, Lex et Virtus: Sudi sull’ evoluzione della dottrina morale di San
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guae est consummativaboni operis. Cognitio autem veri non consummatur in viribus sensitivis apprehensivis;
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Geach’, hardly anyone seesany difficulty in the thought that virtues may sometimes
bedisplayedin bad actions. VonWright®, for instance, speaks of the courage of the
villainasif thiswereaquite acceptableidea, and most peopletakeit for granted that
thevirtuesof courage and temperancemay aid abad manin hisevil work. Itisaso
supposed that charity may lead aman to act badly, aswhen someone doeswhat he
hasno right to do, but doesit for the sake of afriend.

Thereare, however, reasonsfor thinking that the matter isnot sossmpleas
this. If amanwho iswilling to do an act of injustice to help afriend, or for the
common good, issupposed to act out of charity, and he so actswhereajust man will
not, it should be said that the unjust man hasmore charity than thejust man. But do
we not think that someone not ready to act unjustly may yet be perfect in charity, the
virtue having doneitswholework in prompting himto do the actsthat are permis-
sible? And isthere not more difficulty than might appear in theideaof an act of
injusticewhichisneverthelessan act of courage? Supposefor instancethat asordid
murder werein question, amurder donefor instancefor gain or to get aninconve-
nient person out of theway, but that thismurder had to be donein aarming circum-
stancesor intheface of real danger; should we be happy to say that such an action
wasan act of courage? Or acourageousact? Did the murderer, who certainly acted
boldly, or withintrepidity, if he committed the murder, also act courageously?

2. PhilippaFoot’sInterpretation®®

What areweto say about thisdifficult matter? Thereisno doubt that the
murderer who murdered for gain wasnot a coward: hedid not have asecond moral
defect which another villain might have had. Thereisno difficulty about thisbecause
itisclear that one defect may neutralize another. AsAquinasremarked, it isbetter
forablindhorseif itisdow™. It does not follow, however, that an act of villainy can
be courageous, weareinclined to say that it took courage, and yet it ssemswrong to
think of courage asequally connected with good actionsand bad.

Oneway out of thisdifficulty might beto say that the manwhoisready to
pursue bad ends doesindeed have courage, and shows couragein hisaction, but
that inhim courageisnot avirtue. Later | shall consider some casesinwhichthis
might betheright thing to say, but in thisinstanceit does not seem to be. For unless
themurderer consistently pursuesbad ends, hiscouragewill often result in good; it
may enablehimto do many innocent or positively good thingsfor himself or for his

Peter Geach, Op.Cit., pp.8-9.

George Henrik von Wright, Op.Cit., pp.136-154.

Weresumeit from PhilippaFoot, “ Virtuesand Vices’, in Roger Crisp and Michael Slote (Ed.), Op.Cit., p.175.
Ibid., pp.163-177.

STh.-11,0.58,a4
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family and friends. On the strength of anindividua bad actionwe can hardly say that
the couragein himisnot avirtue. Neverthel essthereis something to be said even
about theindividual actionto distinguish it from onethat would readily becalled an
act of courage.

Perhapsthefollowing analogy may help usto seewhat itis. We might think
of words such as courage as naming characteristics of human beingsin respect of a
certain power, as words such as poison and solvent and corrosive so name the
propertiesof physica things. The power to which virtue-wordsare sordlatedisthe
power of producing good action, and good desires. But just as poisons, solvents,
and corrosivesdo not awaysoperate characteristicaly, soit could bewith virtues. If
A (say arsenic) isapoisonit doesnot follow that A actsasapoison whereveritis
found. Itisquitenatural to say on occasionthat A doesnot act asapoisonthough A
isapoisonanditisA that isacting. Similarly courageisnot operating asavirtue
whenthe murderer turnshiscourage, whichisavirtue, to bad ends. Not surprisingly
theres stancethat some of usregistered was not to the expression “the courage of
themurderer” or to the assertion that what he did took courage but rather to the
description of that action asan act of courage or acourageousact. It isnot that the
action could not be so described, but the fact that courage does not here haveits
characteristic operationisareason for finding the description strange.

In thisexample we were considering an action in which courage was not
operating asavirtue, without suggesting that inthat agent it generally failed to do so.
But thelatter isalso apossbility. If someoneisboth wicked and fool hardy they may
be so with courage, anditiseven easier to find examples of ageneral connection
with evil rather than good in the case of some other virtues. Suppose, for instance,
that wethink of someonewho isover-industrious, or too ready to refuse pleasure,
andthisischaracteristic of himrather than something wefind only oneoccasion. In
thiscasethevirtueof industry, or thevirtue of temperance, hasasystematic connec-
tion with defective action rather than good action; and it might besaid in either case
that thevirtuedid not operate asavirtuein thisman. Just aswemight say inacertain
setting A isnot apoison herethough A isapoison and A ishere, sowemight say
that industriousness, or temperance, isnot avirtuein some. Similarly inaman habitu-
ally giventowishful thinking, who clingsto false hopes, hope doesnot operateasa
virtueand wemay say that itisnot avirtueinhim.

3. Aquinas Understanding

Aquinassaysthat in onesenseavirtueisapower (inthemateria sense) and
inanother senseitisnot (essentidly)™. That is, he sayswe call whatever we can do

12 DeVirtutibusin Communi,g.1,a.1,reply 1: “... quod Sicut potestas, itaet virtusaccipitur dupliciter. Uno modo
materialiter, prout dicimus, id quod possumus, esse nostram potentiam, et sic Augustinus bonum usum
liberi arbitrii dicit esse virtutem. Alio modo essentialiter; et sic neque potentia neque virtus est actus’.
Emphasisismine.
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oneof our powers, and givesasan exampleAugustine sstatement that the good use
of freewill isavirtue. But essentially speaking, Aquinassaysthat virtueisneither
power nor act. Aquinas speaks of virtue asthe complement of potency.

TheThomisticterminology issomewhat foreign to our usua way of speaking
and undoubtedly thereismuch dissimilarity inthe use of theword power here®® (the
modern use seemsto resembl e the material sense and the Thomistic view seems
most concerned with the essential sense; but thereisadistinction worth noting. Vir-
tueisnot something which onehas, or apower which onehas, butitisacertain set
disposition or ordering of the powerswhich onehas(in classical terms, an ordering
of one’'ssoul), which gives onethe ability to have one' sright perceptionsgovern
one'sdesiresor fears. Perhapsthe description of virtueasahabit which enablesa
mantofulfill hisnatura capacitiesseemsboth consstent withthe Thomistic view and
also accessibleto moderns.

Thus, inthe sameway inwhich gymnastic training might givean athletethe
habit of coordination which enableshim to run with strength and grace, the coordi-
nationisnot the power - it describesacertain ordering of musclesand impulses
which perfect one'snatural powers'“. Virtue has an anal ogous status on the moral
level: through training, one devel ops habits - such asthe ability to overcomeone's
desires- and thisthen meansthat reason and will and desire can cooperateto do
what aman chooses, virtue perfects certain powersin thereason and will; itisnot
thepower itself. Theclassical view of virtue, then, distinguishesthevirtuesfromthe
powerswhich they perfect.

4. Critical reflections

Foot seemsto wish to posit that courageis, in theinstance under consider-
ation, avirtue but doesnot alwaysact asavirtue. What isit acting as? What could
wecall it?Wefindit proper to call arsenicamedicinewhenit functionsassuch; what
could we call this courage which the murderer seemsto display? A strength? A
power? But these are al approbative termsand in this context seemingly rather
synonymouswith virtueand that isthe very designation whichwewishtoavoid. And
further, it seemsthat couragein this context ought not to be considered avaluable
characterigtic, for itissomething which enablesoneto do bad acts. Thereforemuch
aswewerewilling to designate arsenic asamedicinewhenit had beneficial effects,
arewewillingto call courage, afault whenit leadsto bad acts?

Foot' sand ogy suffersfrom another fundamental difficulty and that isthat the
anal ogy seeksto compare asubstance (poison) with arelation (courage) andisthus

13 Cf. Giuseppe Abba, Felicita, vitabuona evirt(: Saggio di filosofia morale (Roma: LAS, 1995), pp.181-186.

14 Cf.Edward J. Gratsch, Aquinas’ Summa: An Introduction and I nter pretation (New York: AlbaHouse, 1985),
pp.110-111.
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perhaps doomed from the outset. Foot indi catesthat shethinksit proper to compare
something like poison to something likevirtue because both have” powers’: virtue
the power of producing good actions and good desires, and poison, we suppose,
thepower of producing harmful effects. But | believethat itissignificant that whereas
wemight wishto call whatever hasharmful effectsin certain contextsapoison, we
would not conversely wish to call whatever hasthe power of producing good ef-
fects, avirtue.

Indeed, as| have suggested something like arsenic is poisonous (on occa
sion) becausein certain contextsor interactionsit hasthe power to have harmful
effects. And many things, like penicillin, which areusually beneficial, may insome
circumstances be harmful and thus properly labeled poisonous. A substancegains
thelabel poisonousbecause of itseffects- andislabeed apoisonwhenit usudly has
harmful effects. Using thisanal ogy, Foot concludesthat courageisavirtue, inthe
same sensethat arsenicisapoison: that is, it issomething which usually produces
good actionsin certain circumstances- althoughin somecircumstancesitiscapable
of aiding bad actions (inwhich casein Foot'stermsitisavirtue, but not acting asa
virtue).

But virtue, inAquinas’ view, isnot the same sort of thing. That is, what-
ever usually hasgood effectsisnot always called avirtue nor would what some-
times has good effects be called virtuous (if we had aterm with this connota-
tion). More specifically, courageisnot called avirtue becauseit usually has
good effects. Itiscalled avirtue because it designates acertain ordering of the
soul, acertain relation between the parts of the soul which either exists or does
not exist. And thisordering of the soul, called courage, iswhat enablesman to
have certain powers- it isnot itself the power, nor isit so labeled becauseit has
thispower.
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