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Action, Habit and Nature
—Ethics of Thomas Aquinas—

Koichi HIGASHITANI

This paper aims to clarify the concept of habit to understand the ethical theory of Thomas
Aquinas. According to Aquinas, virtues and vices that are the sources of human acts are habits. In
Question49., 2 of the Prima Secundae of his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas asks whether habits are
qualities of a particular type. In the Categories, Aristotle lists four types of quality, the first of
which consists of habits and states. In his commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, Simplicius
explains that habits and states are not natural but adventitious: they are produced by external
agents and can be lost. Aquinas criticises this explanation because many states are not
adventitious but natural, such as health.

Aquinas explains that a quality is a modification of a subject. A modification is an actualisation
or a determination of a subject that accords with a standard. When a subject possesses a
particular accidental being (esse), what actualizes its potentiality is a quality. The modifications
that actualise a subject’s potentialities are of various kinds. The mode of a subject with regard to
the nature of the thing belongs to the first species of the quality, namely habits and states. Thus,
habits are deeply rooted in the nature of the thing. Aquinas thinks that men are made perfect by
the acquisition of habits. In this sense by good habits human nature is completed and men become
free because habit is something that permits action at need and which a man can exercise in

action at will.



