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In Aquinas’s ethics, the moral character of an action depends above all on
what kind of action it is. “Specific kinds of human actions must be pursued to
achieve certain specific ends in the moral life” (29). This fundamental
characteristic of Aquinas’s teaching distinguishes his ethics from any
consequentialist or utilitarian ethics and from an ethics of intention: if the action
is evil in kind, it does not become good if it has good consequences or if it is
done with a good intention.

Aquinas’s account of the specification of human, that is, moral actions is one
of the most ingenious and difficult aspects of his moral writings. The Jocus
classicus, questions 18-21 of the Prima Secundae, frequently leaves the reader
puzzled. The difficulty of interpretation is due to Aquinas’s nonuniform
terminology, his elliptical writing style, and his parsimonious use of examples.
The best way to achieve clarity is to read this key text in the context of the entire
corpus of Aquinas’s writings, above all the Secunda Secundae, where he discusses
his moral principles in connection with concrete situations or specific virtues and
vices. Just this sort of study is what Pilsner has provided: his discussions are
never kept within the narrow bounds of a specific text, but take all of Aquinas’s

works into account. Pilsner intends to show that Aquinas’s account of
specification, despite contrary appearances, is fundamentally coherent (6).

Before summarizing parts of this fine book, I will briefly mention a few points
of minor criticism. Regretfully, Pilsner does not pay sufficient attention to
previous medieval debates, in light of which Aquinas’s personal achievement
would appear more clearly. A further complaint regards a certain lack of
attention to using the latest critical text. The Latin texts Pilsner uses are taken
from Roberto Busa’s CD-ROM, which provides the best texts that were available
during the course of the creation of this database, yet are not always the best
texts today. Also, when citing Aristotle’s Ethica Nicomachea in Latin translation,
Pilsner does not recur to the critical editions by René Gauthier, but simply cites
it from a nineteenth-century edition and refers to it as “old Latin translation”
(179, 225). This label obscures the fact that Aquinas used not only the complete

translation by Robert Grosseteste, but also the earlier, partial translations called
Ethica vetus and Ethica nova. These minor issues do not diminish the value of
Pilsner’s book.

The study is divided into ten chapters, including an introduction and a
conclusion. In addition to the introduction, chapters 2 and 3 have introductory
value, providing a summary of Aquinas’s ethics (ch. 2) and discussing
specification generally in natural things and natural motions (ch. 3). Six chapters
examine the five specifying factors of human actions: end, object, matter,
circumstance, motive (chs. 4-9). In what follows I will concentrate on chapters

4-6 and 9, where Pilsner discusses the most important specifying factors: end,
object, and matter.
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What Aquinas refers to as end (finis) is either “Whgt one wants” or “why one
wants something.” Only when a thing is willed for its own sake do these two
coincide. Otherwise, proximate and remote end are distinct. If I want money to
buy a house, then “what I want” are both the house and money, and the remote
end, the house, is “why I want” the proximate enq, money. Pilsner explores the
relationship between proximate and remote end in chapter 9. o

In chapter 4, Pilsner examines the role of the enfl apart from the 41stm.ct10n
of proximate and remote end. The end is what constitutes a human. action: if one
does not pursue an end, one does not act at all (51). An analogy illustrates the
fundamental specifying role of the end for hurn‘an action: What the substgn@al
form is with regard to a corporeal substance, givmg itits bemg and determunig
its species, is what the end is to a human action (48-5 1 cf. 30-.3(5)'. ’(11“ €
specifying role of ends can also be seen Wheln hun}an actions :.n'e c‘on.s1hervef és
a special kind of motion. Motions receive their §pecxes_fr om t.heu term; t ~C.I € 9xe
acts of will, which are a kind of motion, receive §helx' species from‘theg term,
which is their end (52; cf. 39-44). (As Pilsner points out, Thomas is using the
word “motion” here in the broad sense of change or action.) The most 1mpor'ta§t
argument for the specifying role of the .end focuse.s on.the fact that" en.dsl aref
freely and consciously pursued by the will and are in this way the Sr'mclip €o
human acts (55-60). It is because of this preemment.role of t}h.e en 1rfl human
action that Aquinas innovatively holds that the. primary d1v1519n o ! umfxln

actions is into good and evil: good and evil gnds .le1de human actions primarily
into good and evil actions (61-66). An .end is evil, and hence a human act;on 1:
evil, if it lacks due order to an appropriate end (68). HOW appro;;nite :n‘ 2_ ar
distinguished from inappropriate ones is part of the dlscu§s1on' o‘ chap ?1 ‘ Ben
In chapter 9, Pilsner presents and solves a puzzle‘ of 1nt§1pretat10(r11. whiCh
something is done as a proximate end in ord'er to achieve a remotebenf , Wd o
one specifies the action? Seemingly contr‘ad1'ctory statemen.t;, can hi ottmﬂ[ler
Aquinas. On occasion, he holds that the p.r‘f)xunate end. specifies, whi }f at o «
times he argues that the remote end specifies. Yet. as Pilsner shoxzvs, the anzv;rn
to this problem depends on whether Aquinas c.on51ders hu:.nan act1gns accor . gs
to their kind or as individual actions. In the first perspective, the remote e‘n .11
incidental to the species of action; in the second, the remote end is ;lhe. cn;maf
factor. When one commits adultery in order to steal, theg th? iurt erke.nd (())f
stealing does not alter the nature of adultery when c.ons1dere as a 1n‘ °
action. Conversely, when considered from the perspective of the acting pers : R
the focus is on the remote end as the object of his will, and his action 1§ :j) i
described as theft (by means of adultery). Said‘in another way, Fhe ;x’cem ; tal:e
is specified by the proximate end, Zvl('lze;'zaz ;})16 internal act, that is, the act o
ill, i cified by the remote end (234-38). ‘ .

Wﬂl(,lkl;;}z:; 1?, Whi}cfh accounts for almost a third of the. entire bopk, 1.r1\}7165t1tg§;ee:
the role of the object in specifying human act1.ons; Plls.n.er dlstlngﬁls es ree
meanings that the term “object” takes on in Aqulngs s writings: (1) that to vtv <
an action relates; (2) a formal aspect which is cr‘1'1c1al in determln.mg an az lihat
species, such as taking one’s own or another’s thing; (3) the proximate end,
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is, when something is done for the sake of something else, as when someone
steals in order to commit adultery (72). The first meaning of object, that to
which an action relates, is the most difficult to interpret. When someone sets out
to buy bread, which one of these three is the object of his action: the bread (the
thing related to an external action), buying bread (the external action), or the
effect accomplished by buying bread (the action’s effect)? According to Pilsner,
depending on the context and the viewpoint, Aquinas can be found to interpret
“object” in any of these three ways (77-91).

The key question is what accounts for an object’s function in specification?
This is not a physical aspect, but rather a “formal aspect” of the object at hand.
The way the formal aspect (or formal ratio) of an object accounts for the
specification of human actions is analogous to the formal aspect of an object that
specifies the powers of the soul. For example, what specifies an action as either
legitimate intercourse or adultery is a formal ratio of the object, that is, whether
the woman is one’s own wife or another’s, “In a way analogous to what happens
when ‘coloured’ or ‘sensually attractive’ identifies a distinct object for a human
power, ‘one’s own’ or ‘not one’s own’ is a 7atio which gives formal completion
to this object of human action” (105). Since it is the formal ratio and not the
material thing that specifies human actions, a single thing considered materially
can be the object of two different species of actions or habits when considered
formally; vice versa, two different things, materially speaking, can be considered
as the same species of human action. An example of the first is when money is
either the object of liberality or justice, depending on whether the money is given
out of generosity or on account of obligation. An example of the second is pride,
which can take as its foundation many different things (knowledge, possessions,
etc.) (106-7). How is the formal aspect of an object identified, so that an action
can be specified and hence morally evaluated? It is 2 comparison of the object to
right reason that allows for this to happen. It is the standard of right reason that
determines that the essential condition of adultery is the formal aspect that the
woman is another’s wife, rather than her height, etc. (118-21). The standard of
right reason, that is, the rule for human actions, is discovered either by reason
itself (natural law) or by revelation (divine law) (126-33).

The third meaning of object found in Aquinas is the proximate end. This
meaning of “object” is usually found in contexts where he discusses means-end
relationships. For example “fighting well” (= object or proximate end) is related
to “victory” (= remote end) (133-34). This use of “object” is to be distinguished
from the object as what is constituted by a formal ratio. For example, the virtue
of religion is about offering things to God. “What is offered” is the object in the
sense of proximate end, whereas the fact that it is offered to God constitutes the
formal ratio (137-40).

A term that Thomas at times uses interchangeably with the term “object,” to
which however in many contexts he gives a specific meaning, is “matter.” Matter
as a specifying element in human action is either “matter about which” (materia
circa quam) or “due / undue matter.” According to Pilsner, ““matter about which’
is what the action or habit is particularly engaged with or specially related to
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during its operation, especially what is the direct. re”cipient of the n"1.0t101"1 or
activity” (148). For example, the “matter gbout which for a czg pentér 1sf caertailn
types of wood; for a clergyman, sacred. t.hmgs; for_‘ ff)mtude,. ar;lgers ) efath,
etc. (149). “Matter about which” specifies when it is taken in the sense of the
“end” (166). The other sense of “matter” tha::t Thomas L?ses at timesh asdan
equivalent of “object” is “due / undue matter (151). For example, t & fué
matter of buying or selling is one’s own thmg, whereas gndue’ mattet 152 ot
example, a spiritual thing; the duezr)natter of intercourse is one’s own wife as
her’s wife, etc. (152). ‘ .
op%:}eli:(g)hm}’oi;sner disa;sses key issues of Tl}omistic ;asmstry, ‘h? avmd}s1
engaging himself in applied ethics. Important topics fpr‘ suc au‘::1 en‘;}elr prfxfse, suc‘
as the notion of unintended side-effects and the doctrine of the double e ‘ ect, are
not discussed in his study. He also steers clea.r fr.'om recent debates regar ?ng 'the
moral object. Yet by offering a detailed and insightful study of (?he sp‘ec1 f1calt1(;1n
of human actions, Pilsner provides not only a very useful‘ resource 'Ordt e
advancement of current debates, but also, a bpok that is well suited to
nonspecialists who are interested in Thomas’s ethics.
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