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Abstract 
 
Much has been written on the medieval concept of ius (iustitia) as the foundational concept               
behind our current notion of ‘rights’ and ‘human rights’. What has been largely overlooked              
in these treatments, however, is the attendant and necessary concepts of the debitum             
(debitum morale, debitum legale) and gratitude (the gratiarum actio) as the foundation of ius              
itself. Indeed, most of the Anglo-Saxon dooms appeal to both gratia and debitum in              
formulating a foundation for law and the exchange of rights between citizens, and this              
language works its way into the councils of Clovesho, the Assizes of Clarendon, the              
Westminster Charter, and ultimately the Magna Carta itself. The obligation or debt of             
friendship was almost universally considered an essential precept of the natural law in the              
medieval period, without which no meaningful exchange of reciprocity or right-granting was            
considered possible. Among the treatments of the debitum as a foundation for ius and rights,               
those of Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century represents the most comprehensive and             
systematic treatment and is discussed here. 
 
 

Foundation of the Debitum Naturale 
 
The question of what constitutes the ‘grateful person’ hinges on Aquinas’ use of the term ‘debt’ (debitum). In                  
a broad sense, Aquinas speaks of the debitum as being the foundation for ius and rights; in a narrow sense,                    1

Aquinas speaks of the debitum naturae, or the natural endowments of human nature, beyond which it can lay                  
no ‘claim’ to anything further.   

2

 
More specifically, Aquinas speaks of two kinds of indebtedness related to human nature: the debt which                
arises through legal obligation (debitum legale) and the debt which arises on account of some gift received,                 
by which one becomes indebted to another (debitum morale). There is also the corresponding notion of the                 

3

debt of punishment due to personal sin (reatus poenae), and the debt of human nature itself as a result of the                     
human condition which has a propensity to, or potential for, the violation of the natural order (reatu naturae                  
humanae). Broadly speaking, the various uses of the notion of debt are summarised under the unifying                
notion of the debitum naturae—the debt of human nature itself, including its natural impetus fulfilling the                
quasi-integral demands of justice: to avoid evil and do good. All subsequent notion of rights depends on this                  
fundamental concept.  

1 ST !a, q.98, a1., r.3 
2 See Velde, Rudi A. te.. The 'divine science' of the Summa theologiae. Oxford: Ashgate, 2006., p.152: “There is 
apparently some limitation inherent to nature which allows the gift of grace to be an additional perfection lying 
outside the essential ingredients of human nature (debitum naturae).  This limitation concerns the condition of 
created nature as such; not some defect of nature which is not intended by God’s creative will, or some deficiency on 
the part of divine power which has to be restored by a second intervening act.  The being of each creature is 
established within the strict boundaries of its nature.  Its nature determines the range of its active power and 
corresponding operation which does not reach beyond the limits of nature.” 
3 ST II-II, q.114, a.2. 
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Of all these notions of indebtedness, for Aquinas the debitum morale is that through which human nature                 
goes beyond itself and reaches out for the good in general and the divine more specifically through acts of                   
gratitude and thanksgiving. He equates this kind of debt with the debitum amicitiae, or the debt of                 
friendship.  

4

 
While he uses these terms of debt in various senses, Aquinas employs them in a way which provides a                   
unifying backdrop to his treatment of the virtues in general and gratitude more specifically. Ultimately, the                
term debt describes the human condition, both essentially and accidentally, in reference to itself and in its                 
relations to others and ultimately to the Creator, and which enables us to speak of a moral debt of friendship.                    
The human condition is complex and varied and so is its indebted nature. Simply put, the notion of debt                   
provides us with a concept of the human person which has at once a nature due to it (debitum naturae); but                     
which, at the same time appears to be incomplete on account of sin (reatu naturae humanae) and its own                   
inherent limitations and so is incapable, without grace, of achieving union with God on account of the loss of                   
original justice. And because God calls the human person to ultimate union with him, there is a debt of                   
friendship owed—a response to this call (debitum morale, debitum amicitiae)—which is facilitated through             
the virtuous life and gratitude (it was precisely this point which Maritain and others were at pains to point out                    
during the formulation of the UDHR in 1947: without a metaphysical grounding concept of moral debt, no                 
coherent notion of universal rights was possible). 
 
Thus the notion of debt is thus a key term in Aquinas’ virtue theory and indeed, in his very concept of the                      
person. We could say that the human person is, by nature, “indebted”. The human person’s indebtedness is                 

5

not simply satisfied through his own independent personal action, but within the context of the Church which                 
satisfies the debt of punishment through its ministry (Commentary on Colossians, 1.3) and through enabling               
the full exercise of the virtuous life. Indeed, Aquinas is insistent that it is through the Church, the mystical                   
body, that the life of Christ flows to all its members.  

6

 
At the heart of this question of the debt of human nature is the famous question of de Lubac on the                     
relationship between nature and destiny, between rights and justice grounded in positive law and a               
metaphysical foundation for these rooted in the natural law. In what sense can we speak of human nature as                   
being a “gift” in a way that necessitates a debt of gratitude as a foundation for human rights? At stake is not                      
simply a question of relationship between an individual and religious beliefs, but, as Nicholas Healy notes, it                 
is a question concerning all meaningful human relationships.   

7

  

4 ST II-II, q.78, a.2, ad.2: “Alio modo tenetur aliquis ad recompensandum beneficium ex debito amicitiae, in quo magis 
consideratur affectus ex quo aliquis beneficium contulit quam etiam quantitas eius quod fecit. Et tali debito non 
competit civilis obligatio, per quam inducitur quaedam necessitas, ut non spontanea recompensatio fiat.” 
5 Indebted, not in the sense of financial debt to a creditor; Aquinas is clear in his treatise on gratitude that the rush to 
repay a debt out of a sense of indebtedness (arising from the debitum legale for example) is in fact an act of 
ingratitude since it betrays any true sense of friendship “qui festinat reddere, non animum habet grati hominis, sed 
debitoris” (ST II-II, 106, a.4).  I hope to show that for Aquinas, indebtedness in this sense is in fact equivalent to 
gratitude and that the indebtedness of human nature is a dependence on its participation in the Divine nature (ST II-II, 
q.2, a.3, ad.1). 
6 See Commentary on Hebrews, Prologue. “For these three things are found in the body of the Church, just as they are 
found in the natural body, namely, the mystical body itself, its chief members, namely, prelates and rulers, and the 
head, namely, Christ, from Whom life flows to all the members.” 
7 Healy, 2008; p.536. 
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Gratitude and the Debitum Morale 
 
Aquinas frequently mentions the link between debt (debitum) and justice (for example, ST II-II q.109, a.3)                
and consequently between debt and gratitude, since gratitude flows from the precept of justice. Indeed, the                
very “essence of justice,” says Aquinas “requires debt.” At the same time, he notes that the kind of debt                   

8

required of gratitude is not the same kind of debt required of justice—they both involve a different notion of                   
justice.  

9

 
In equating gratitude with the obligation of debt (“a debt of gratitude is a moral debt required by virtue” ST                    
II-II, q.107, a.1) Aquinas may make us somewhat uncomfortable! Shouldn’t gratitude be a spontaneous              
outpouring of free and loving thanks, if it is to have any meaning? Isn’t the idea of ‘debt’ coercive upon the                     
agent, to the extent that it nullifies any sense of freedom in a genuine act of gratitude which is the seed of                      
friendship? The coupling of gratitude with obligation not only seems to eliminate the possibility of genuine                
gratitude, but furthermore eliminates the very notion of ‘gift’ by extension. ‘Obligatory’ and ‘indebted’              
gratitude seems to justify these concerns and trap us in an apparent paradox: we may have a clear and distinct                    
notion of what a free, genuine gratitude should be; but any authentic expressions of it seem to evade the                   
possibility of it in reality. 
 
Our difficulty with the language of debt may arise from reading into the ‘debt of gratitude’ a legalistic notion                   
of debt. It is, perhaps, a feature of post-modernity that we struggle to understand the distinction between                 
moral and juridical indebtedness in general. Aquinas makes the distinction between a legal debt (debitum               
legale) and a moral debt (the debitum morale) explicit. It is the latter kind, the moral debt, which                  

10

corresponds to the virtues of gratitude and friendship, while the virtue of justice more properly speaking                
pertains to the notion of legal debt. The moral debt of gratitude must not be confused with the notion of                    

11

debt in the positive legal sense. The moral debt of friendship is nothing less than the rational agent’s                  
awareness of what natural law requires, namely, that one ought to seek the good and avoid evil, and that one                    
should honour one’s parents and repay kindness with gratitude. The highest good that one can seek and                 
attain is the goodness of love itself. The debitum morale is the recognition of love as the highest good                   
possible to the creature; it is a debt of participation in the eternal law and as such cannot be simply equated                     
with positive law since its expression is primarily an expression of friendship. 
 

As stated above, debt is twofold. One is legal debt, to pay which man is compelled                
by law; and thus man owes honour and worship to those persons in positions of               
dignity who are placed over him. The other is moral debt, which is due by reason                
of a certain honesty.  

12

8 De Veritate, q.23, a.6, ad.3: ratio iustitiae debitum requirit. 
9 See ST II-II, q.106, a.5, ad.2 
10 ST II-II, q.106, a.1, ad.2, and q.106, a.4, ad.1.  A third kind of debt Aquinas speaks of is the “debt of 
Punishment”, which I explore further on in this chapter. 
11 See ST II-II, q.106, a.5: “The repayment of a favour may belong to three virtues, namely, justice, gratitude and 
friendship. It belongs to justice when the repayment has the character of a legal debt, as in a loan and the like: and in 
such cases repayment must be made according to the quantity received.  On the other hand, repayment of a favour 
belongs, though in different ways, to friendship and likewise to the virtue of gratitude when it has the character of a 
moral debt.” 
12 ST II-II, q.102, a.2, ad.2: “duplex est debitum. Unum quidem legale, ad quod reddendum homo lege compellitur. Et 
sic debet homo honorem et cultum his qui sunt in dignitate constituti praelationem super ipsum habentes. Aliud 
autem est debitum morale, quod ex quadam honestate debetur.” 
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Debt, as Aquinas uses the term in this sense related to the execution of moral virtue, is not simply a question                     
of a legal due but more completely of the right ordering of operations towards a proper or due end. It is the                      
natural, originary anticipation of the good. The character of that end is the relationship of the human person                  
with God. Debt is thus an object of inner reflection. It is an act of reason in conformity to the dictates of                      
justice broadly speaking, and the requirements of friendship more specifically. Since all interpersonal             
relationships fall in some way under the notion of justice, all of them fall under the notion of debt.   

13

 
Debt of Friendship as a Foundation for Justice and Rights 
 
Justice and rights in this context is thus concerned with the execution of the debitum morale, the moral debt                   
of friendship. There is of course a sense in which natural justice pertains to the debitum legale in matters of                    
positive law. Aquinas deals with this kind of debt specifically in a letter to James of Viterbo on ‘Credit Sales                    
and Usury’ (De Emptione et Venditione ad Tempus), which he wrote in 1262. It is clear from this letter and                    
what Aquinas says about debt in the Summa and elsewhere, that he distinguishes the kind of debt demanded                  
by positive law from the moral debt which pertains to those virtues which fall under the umbrella of justice                   
and the requisites of the natural law (ST II-II, q.102, a.2, ad.2). Debt is thus an analogous term with                   
reference to both friendship, and by extension, the notion of rights and attendant responsibilities. 
 
It is important to note too that the moral debt of friendship, as it refers to the virtue of justice and its parts,                       
including gratitude, is not simply something that is imposed on the agent from without. The debitum is                 
demanded by natural law which is properly speaking ordered by reason; the natural law is not simply as a                   
‘reading off’ the order of nature (ordo naturalis) as Rhonheimer has shown. The human agent has a natural                  
inclination to the due act or the actus debitus; in other words, the human agent has a natural, rational,                   
inclination to do what is a positive good: ‘ad debitum actum et finem’ (ST I-II, q.91, a.2). This natural                   
inclination to what is due is nothing less than reason’s grounding in the natural law, which inclines us to the                    
good. Thus, on one significant level, the moral debt of friendship can be considered to be an inclination to                   
those acts by which an agent participates in the natural aw, through the exercise of the natural law according                   
to the order of reason, as discussed below. 
 
Thus, the notion of debt as it is derived from the moral debt in no way eliminates or coerces the individual to                      
act against freedom or against conscience; rather, the moral debt is precisely a free act in conformity with the                   
agent’s conscience in pursuit of the good: “through the conscience we judge that something should be done                 
or not done” (ST I, q.79, a.13). In other words, the notion of debt (debitum morale) simply refers to a natural                     
inclination to the good. 
 
Roman Roots of Medieval Thought on Friendship & Justice 
 
Freedom is only called in question, and the moral debt becomes confused or conflated with the legal debt, as                   
something coercive and imposed on reason in opposition to what the agent may otherwise wish, only when                 
one conceives of the natural law itself as something imposed by nature, or ‘read off’ nature, rather than being                   
the ordering of the natural reason (ordinatio rationis naturalis). The result will be to take the legal debt as                   

13 ST I-II, q.60, a.3 
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being coextensive with the moral debt of friendship, or the debt of nature, as some interpreters of Aquinas                  
have done.   

14

 
Aquinas, following Seneca—whom he cites more than fifty times and mostly in reference to              
gratitude—clearly rejects any notion of the moral debt being something that might be considered part of an                 
economic or legal exchange. One can see why Seneca’s De Beneficiis is an important source for Medieval                 
thinkers and Aquinas in this respect. Likewise for Seneca, the debt of gratitude is equivalent to a desire for                   
the good—a desire for friendship. Seneca’s notion of debt in reference to friendship is equivalent to the                 
natural dictate of friendship—through which we enter into an intimacy with another person: “Think for a                
long time whether or not you should admit a given person to your friendship,” the Stoic writes; “But when                   
you have decided to do so, welcome him heart and soul, and speak as unreservedly with him as you would                    
with yourself.”  

15

 
Understanding the nature of the debitum is a strong indication that Rhonheimer is on the right path in his                   
understanding of the nature of the natural law: the natural law is not something superadded to reason; natural                  
law is rather the right ordering of reason to the good which by nature it always seeks and desires. The                    
debitum morale is a judgement of natural law pertaining to what response is necessitated according to the                 
dictates of reason in accordance with justice. The natural law is the recognition of, and impetus toward                 
satisfying, the moral debt. 
 
It is especially difficult to reconcile the notion of freedom and love with gratitude if one interprets Aquinas’                  
use of the term ‘debt’ in a positivist or physicalist way according to the “methodic naturalism”. According                 

16

to such a physicalist view, the debitum morale would be convertible with the debitum legale. We see this in                   
treatments of gratitude which reduce it to the arena of the psychological, as discussed earlier. When it is                  
understood as a reaction to external expectations (such as Mauss describes), or deterministically according to               
psychological or cultural conditioning, gratitude loses its character as a genuinely free and loving response to                
an invitation to friendship. 
 
But both the Roman and Medieval literature on the topic do not support this naturalist reading of the                  
debitum; certainly, this is not the case for Aquinas, who tells us that something exterior cannot lead another                  
to virtue efficaciously. Only an external law can coerce another to act in way in which he might not                   
otherwise choose. But the debitum morale would have no efficacy if it were imposed from without. It                  

17

must, at some level, be a free act if it is to be efficacious and open to the dictates of natural law. In this                        
sense, we might say that the debitum morale is self-imposed or rather “self-explicative”.  

18

14 For example, see John R. Lee, Is ‘Social Justice’ Justice? A Thomistic Argument for “Social Persons” as the Proper 
Subjects of the Virtue of Social Justice. Baylor University. Jan 2009. p.139 .  Once can understand why some 
interpreters like Lee have taken this approach given that the matter of an acquired virtuous act may indeed be 
co-extensive with the matter of an infused virtuous act; however, there is no co-extension of form between an act of 
acquired virtue and an act of infused virtue.  
15 See Letter III, Seneca, Lucius Annaeus., trans. Robin Campbell. Letters from a Stoic: Epistulae morales ad Lucilium. 
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969. 
16 Rhonheimer 2000, p.xvii 
17 Cf. ST I-II, q.90, a.3, ad.2. 
18 Rhonheimer 2000, p.277: “On the other hand, if one considers the natural law formally, as an ordinatio rationis, as 
an ordering act of the practical reason, a law formulated and constituted through the practical reason, and if the 
practical reason in this sense is itself understood to be a legislator, then there would be no contradiction in finding an 
inner dynamic of self-explication in such a law, a dynamic characterised by a structure of inventive explication of 
particular principles implicitly contained in other principles.” 
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For Aquinas, to be coerced means to be compelled to do something in reference to one’s natural activities.                  
The loss of freedom to enact the debitum morale however is equivalent to falling into sin through choosing;                  
it is a choice, leading to the loss of freedom from sin and the loss of happiness (ST I, q.83, a.2, ad.3). There                       
can be no genuine gratitude where there is an experience of coercion or obligation that contradicts                
conscience or the impetus of the heart. There can be no gratitude where the debitum morale is supplanted by                   
a debitum legale. 
 
Reason does not coerce us in spite of reason’s dictates; reason is, rather the free and proper expression of                   
self—what Rhonheimer has in mind by the term self-explication. It is not possible to reconcile the notion                 

19

of the debitum morale in Aquinas with any sense of a coerced positive or external rule. The inner moral debt                    
is nothing other than a debt of friendship which is an understanding of self in relationship to the Divine. It                    
flows from the free choice of love of one person for another—of the creature for God. For this reason,                   
Aquinas equates the “debt of gratitude” with the “debt of love”: gratitude flows freely and naturally from the                  
desire to love another. Thus, we should understand the moral debt as a kind of natural exigency by which                   

20

the agent is moved by the desire for the good and, by extension, for God. The debitum morale is nothing else                     
than the awareness that I am incomplete, and that this invitation to friendship awakens in me a longing for                   
wholeness and harmony, and which bears within it the promise of the fulfilment of that desire. 
 
In modern, popular use, the word ‘obligation’ often carries with it a sense of an “ought” in opposition to                   
freedom, a corrective of the will and a constraint upon reason. This opposition is brought about by external                  
pressure, either through positive law or external circumstances, often evoked by a sense of guilt.               
‘Obligation’ in this sense is considered synonymous with ‘onus’, which means ‘load’ or ‘burden.’ But this                
contemporary use is not the sense in which Aquinas uses the term in reference to the debt of gratitude or                    
virtue in general. Nor, furthermore, is it the sense in which the word was understood in medieval and                  
renaissance moral philosophy in general. The obligation of debt, of the debitum morale, is an inner light of                  
reason at the impetus of natural law. E. Catherine Dunn has shown that in medieval and renaissance Europe                  
the obligation associated with gratitude was understood as an inner guiding principle of natural reason—an               
inclination to the good. The ungrateful man distorts his own nature, because he violates this “elementary                
obligation” which guides human relations constituted by reason. All subsequent notions of rights and              
responsibilities flowed from this principle. This obligatio gratitudinis was not seen as being an onus               
imposed from external sources, but from considering oneself in the context of inter-human relations.              
Ingratitude, simply stated, was understood to be the failure to love.  

21

 
That this is certainly the case for Aquinas—that is, that the debitum morale is nothing less than the natural                   
inclination to the good—can further be deduced from two essential premises that underscore his treatment of                
the virtues of justice and gratitude: firstly, that the principle of human action (actus humanus) is the free will                   
and such acts are more perfect when they flow from charity (ST I-II, q.24, a.3, ad.1); secondly, that the                   
debitum demanded of gratitude likewise flows from charity (“ex carite derivatur”: ST II-II q.106, a.6, ad 2).                 
Thus, the form of the debitum morale is love, which is the subject of virtuous acts, freely chosen. It is in this                      
context that the obligations motivating gratitude and acts of justice in general must be considered. We might                 

19 This is a theme which is taken up at considerable length in Pope John Paul II’s work, The Acting Person. 
20 ST II-II, q.107, a.1, ad.3: …debitum gratitudinis ex debito amoris derivatur, a quo nullus debet velle absolvi. Unde 
quod aliquis invitus hoc debitum debeat, videtur provenire ex defectu amoris ad eum qui beneficium dedit. 
21 See Dunn, E. Catherine. The Concept of Ingratitude in Renaissance English Moral Philosophy: a dissertation. Reprint. 
Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1946.  
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say that the debitum morale is the awakening of charity in the human heart. It provides an impetus for                   
action, since the human person by nature desires—and can only desire—the good. 
 
This will help explain why, in his references to the actus debitum or the act due according to virtue (i.e., an                     
act following upon reason’s understanding of the debitum morale), Aquinas uses this particular noun phrase               
almost exclusively in reference to that which is omitted, the sin of negligence. He seems to be suggesting                  

22

in these pairings of the actus debitum with sins of omission that the debitum morale is reason’s witness to                   
what ought to be done according to charity’s dictate which has not yet been done, but which reason                  
recognises as that which should be done for the sake of relationships. To ignore the debitum morale is to sin                    
against charity—the failure to seek what is directed by the will and commanded by reason. The debt we are                   

23

placed under through sin and the failure to love is the inverse of the debt which elicits a loving response to                     
grace. 
 
For the medieval thinker, the path of perfection is thus the transition from the human virtues towards “divine                  
similitude” by way of what was called the “perfecting virtues” (virtutes purgatoriae). These perfecting              

24

virtues, which bear the character of the infused virtues, are the bridge by which we pass from potential to                   
actual Divine Similitude, for “everything is called good by reason of the Divine goodness belonging to it,                 
which formally is its own goodness” (ST I, q.6, a.4). It is this movement, this flow from potency to actuality,                    
from the absence of love to the reality of love, which is captured in the richness of the word ‘debt’ as                     
Aquinas uses it, borrowing the theme from Dionysius. The moral debt is thus a dynamic relationship, a                 
calling forth of the human agent from one inactive state to the active, loving state. Hence, the ultimate                  
foundation for justice and rights was universally considered to be rooted in the divine command to “love one                  
another.” 
 
The Tension between Obligation and Friendship 
 
Given this reading of the meaning of the moral debt in the Summa, the objection could be raised that, since                    
we are called always and everywhere to love one another and form bonds of friendship in the community                  
(including now the global community) that it would seem to follow that the debitum morale can never be                  
satiated. It would essentially be an endless debt, since perfection can never be achieved in this life and love                   
never surpasses its object: one can never fully grasp the good, since “all things in desiring perfection, desire                  
God himself.”  

25

 
In fact, Aquinas suggests precisely this when he considers the nature of the debitum morale in reference to                  
the gratitude elicited by friendship: “The debt of gratitude flows from charity, which the more it is paid the                   
more it is due, according to Romans 13:8, ‘Owe no man anything, but to love one another.’ And so it is not                      
unreasonable if the obligation of gratitude has no limit.” In contrast, the debitum legale is not—cannot                

26

be—limitless as this would contravene the very notion of commutative justice which, not only regulates the                
exchange of gifts, also regulates the giving of punishments; such justice of its nature demands an equality or                  
balance of punishment and reward commensurate with demerits and merits. The limits of legal justice can                

27

22 See for example, ST II-II 54.1.ad3; De Malo 2.1.7; Super Sent., lib. 2 d. 42 q. 2 a. 2 qc. 3 ad 2, and Super Sent., lib. 2 d. 
35 q. 1 a. 3 co. 
23 ST I-II, q.77, a.1. 
24 ST I-II, q.61, a.5 
25 ST I, q.6, a.1 
26 ST II-II, q.106, a.6, ad.2 
27 See for example, ST I, q.65, a.2, ad.3 
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be seen, for example, in Aquinas’ defence of a ten day limit placed on a legal appeal. Such a temporal limit                     
on justice is necessary since without it, legal justice would “forever be suspended” and thereby no justice                 
would be done at all. On the other hand, there is no time limit on the moral debt of gratitude or friendship                      

28

since to satisfy such a debt would be to bring an end to what is demanded by the debt—namely love in                     
friendship.  
 

The Debt of Punishment & Civil Authority 
 
It should also be noted here that Aquinas also speaks of a third kind of debt—the debt of punishment                   
(debitum poenae). The debitum poenae is the flipside, so to speak, of the debitum morale. The debitum                 
morale exists in the civil order, while justice and rights are ultimately rooted in the divine, or metaphysical                  
order derived from the natural law. The state has an obligation in this regard to uphold the rights and                   
obligations of subjects and citizens. 
 
Question eighty seven of the first of the second part contains eight articles dealing with the debt of                  
punishment. Indeed, the term debitum poenae appears in many of his works in which he touches on the                  
notion of debt. In the article he deals with the nature of punishment as it occurs naturally according to the                    

29

order of reason and as it occurs according to positive justice. The former case arises from a “disturbance in                   
the order of nature” in which situation, the “debt of punishment remains for as long as the disturbance                  
remains” (ST I-II, q.87, a.3). The latter case arises from the just indictment of either the Divine Judge or a                    
temporal judge by way of participation in the eternal law. In consideration of these two uses, two things                  
should be noted about Aquinas’ treatment of the notion of debt in reference to justice. 
 
First, it is clear from a comparison of the way in which the notion of debt is applied in these various passages                      
that Aquinas considers the human person by nature to be in a state of indebtedness. The human person is                   
oriented towards either fulfilment in friendship or damnation through rejection of friendship. Both states              
involve a kind of indebtedness, and so it is proper to say of the notion of person in general that it essentially                      
includes indebtedness. There is a tension, so to speak, between the appetite for the good, and the inclination                  
toward evil. Aquinas treats of this tension between being and nothingness in several places, for example in                 
his treatment on the virtue of humility (ST II-II, q.161, a.1). 
 
In question eighty seven, Aquinas distinguishes between three kinds of debt associated with a corresponding               
due punishment: that punishment which is incurred by the agent himself, through the remonstrations of his                
own conscience and reason; that which is inflicted by someone in authority, such as a judge; and that which                   
is inflicted by God, as Just Judge of all humanity (ST I-II, q.87, a.1).  
 
Secondly, the rejection of friendship and by extension a recognition of the rights of others necessitates the                 
debitum poenae. There is no middle ground: either we accept friendship as the foundation of justice through                 
responding to the debitum morale, or we subject ourselves to the consequences of failing to fulfil the debt.                  
Aquinas’ preferred expression for the debt of punishment is reatus poenae. Reatus, unlike debitum, implies               
not simply guilt (for which he typically uses culpa), but more specifically a liability according to which                 
repayment is due or owed as a result of sin or a crime (reatus culpae), and the necessity or just demand to                      

28 ST II-II, q.69, a.3, ad.3 
29 See for example, Commentary on Hebrews, I.I.40; Commentary on Job, 20.2; Commentary on Corinthians, 1.3.28, 
etc. 
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undergo punishment as a result of such a sin or crime (reatus poenae). It is a penalty due according to the                     
dictate of God’s eternal justice. Thus the reatus poenae is a debt of the order of the debitum legale, and not                     
of the order of the debitum morale—the debt of friendship and love. 
 
This shift in emphasis and shift in language in no way contradicts what has been said about the nature of the                     
moral debt and its intrinsic link to the proper notion of love and friendship. By it, Aquinas expresses the                   
reality that human actions and inclinations, including those urged by the moral debt, carry objective               
consequences to be meted out in the final judgement.  
 
In brief, we can say that Aquinas’ notion of the moral debt differs significantly from the notion of a legal                    
debt in that the latter corresponds to a due which can be measured while the former kind, the moral debt,                    
corresponds to gratitude: the awareness or an inner reflection on the potential for friendship which cannot be                 
measured: “God is the cause of our loving God; the measure is to love Him without measure.” The debt,                   

30

consequently, of which Aquinas speaks, is not simply something ‘owed’ to it on account of its own nature,                  
but rather a capacity for love which is, in a certain sense, limitless. Thus, when speaking of the moral debt of                     
friendship, and by extension the debt of nature, Aquinas is not simply speaking of something to which the                  
created nature can lay claim or demand, but rather something which opens up the horizons of human                 
existence to the experience of divine love in the context of friendship. It is because divine love is limitless                   
that the debt of friendship is itself limitless. Unlike a legal debt, the moral debt of friendship involves a                   
certain “spontaneous gratuity”, just as love involves a spontaneous movement of the lover towards the loved.                
Such is the nature of friendship and thankfulness.   

31

 
Finally, the debitum morale is also the cause of true joy in us—which cannot be said of any other kind of                     
debt. The person alive to the moral debt of love is a person enlivened by joy. For this reason, Aquinas notes                     
that “joy is the matter of the action of thanksgiving” (gaudium est materia gratiarum actionis). Not only                 

32

does the debitum morale associated with the virtues of indebtedness and gratitude not place a burden of legal                  
debt on us, it opens us up to the fullness of nature, to joy and happiness. It is this joyfulness which awakens                      
the debt of love in us, and makes us want to satisfy it. For this reason, Aquinas says of Philemon that he is                       
indebted to Paul, “not of necessity, but of will.” And it is the characteristic of friendship that friends will                   

33

the same thing. The debitum morale does not therefore override the desire of the recipient of gifts, but                  
34

fulfils it. It is precisely this debt of friendship which makes justice flourish, and engenders a community in                  
which the rights--or good--of all are recognized and upheld. 
 

Conclusion: The Debt of Love & Friendship 
 
Aquinas repeatedly insists that the very essence of love is friendship (for example in ST I-II, q.65, a.5; and In                    
III Sent, d.27, q.2, a.4). What this means ultimately is that the unity of all the virtues is friendship properly                    
speaking (he rejects any meaningful application of the word ‘friendship’ to relationships of mere pleasure               
and utility; neither of these could be ‘infused’ in other words) which has love (caritas) as its proper form. In                    
this, he is developing a line of thought inherited from Dionysius and Richard of St Victor which held a                   

30 ST II-II, q.27, a.6.  Here, Aquinas is quoting the De Diligendo Deo of St Bernard: “quod causa diligendi Deum Deus est; 
modus, sine modo diligere.” 
31 See ST I-II, q.69, a.3 and ST II-II, q.25, a.2 
32 Commentary on Job, 1:4. 
33 Commentary on Philemon, 1-1:2. 
34 Contra Gentiles, II:95.5. 
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prominent and lively place of discussion among the Scholastics, thanks mainly to the question posed by Peter                 
Lombard, “What is charity?” According to Liz Carmichael, Aquinas in fact goes even further than this and                 
equates friendship (amicitia) with caritas—a move which distances his view of friendship from that of               
Aristotle and goes beyond the claims of any other Scholastic, including Peter Abelard, Albert and               
Bonaventure.  

35

 
Peter Abelard (d.1142), writing around the same time as the Master of the Sentences, was among the first to                   
examine the intrinsic and causal relationship between love and friendship in his Theologia Scholarium.              
Although Aquinas does not directly cite Abelard as an authority on the matter, he echoes much of what                  
Abelard has to say on the topic. As was common among the Schoolmen, Aquinas included, Abelard is                 
already relying heavily on Cicero for his starting point on this question (1.4) though in typical Scholastic                 
fashion he understands the paradigm of friendship as being union with God and by extension with others for                  
the sake of this friendship with God. This is right love (amor honestas) and it has as its object “a good will                      
towards another for his own sake.” Thus friendship is a sign of the right-ordering of the will towards others                   

36

and God. Abelard defines friendship (amicitia) not as a particular act of the will but rather the disposition to                   
all those acts which can be considered ‘friendly’. Thus Abelard has already begun to understand friendship                
as both a something related to virtue but also as something which unifies and orders the virtues to their                   
proper end, namely love of the other. With this Dionysian insight, Abelard sets what is to become a                  
recurring theme in later Scholastic treatments of friendship.  
 
Similarly, when we get to Aquinas, we find this same understanding that friendship is not a virtue in itself,                   
but is in fact the consequence or the effect of virtue. In other words, virtue exists for the purpose of                    

37

friendship; it is what enables the person to be a friend to another with that friendship which is based on love                     
and concern for the other, and not simply with quasi friendships based on utility and pleasure. Only the                  
virtuous person can be a friend in the true sense of the word: the person with the acquired virtues can be a                      
true friend to his fellow human beings in the world at large; and by extension, only the person with the                    
infused virtues can enjoy that ultimate friendship: friendship with God.  Both cases involve love. 
 
Aquinas frequently expresses the notion of friendship in keeping with his doctrine of indebtedness; debt and                
the obligations of one friend to another arise from the debt of friendship (ex debito amicitiae). It is                  

38

important to note here that for Aquinas friendship is both aligned to the cardinal virtue of justice and                  
surpasses it. Formally speaking, acts of friendship bear a resemblance to justice, which is the repayment of a                  
debt (debitum morale). There is of course a certain indebtedness which accompanies friendship, and in this                
respect, friendship is a kind of justice. But at the same time, Aquinas uses the term ‘debt of friendship’ as a                     
response to “gratuitous favour”. Thus a debt may be compelled by a binding rule established by law or                  

39

contract; but it also describes the sense of obligation brought about by the inner promptings of conscience,                 
desire or attraction. All of these senses of the word debt however are unified, along with justice itself, under                   
the aspect of the right ordering of parts to their whole or acts to their ends. 
 

In the word debt, therefore, is implied a certain exigency or necessity of the thing               
to which it is directed. Now a twofold order has to be considered in things: the one,                 

35 Carmichael, Liz. Friendship: interpreting Christian love. London: T & T Clark International, 2004. p103 
36 See Marenbon, John. The philosophy of Peter Abelard. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. p288. 
37 ST II-II, q.23, a.3, ad.1.  Unde amicitia virtuosa magis est aliquid consequens ad virtutes quam sit virtus. Nec est 
simile de caritate, quae non fundatur principaliter super virtute humana, sed super bonitate divina. 
38 See for example ST II-II, q.78, a.2, ad.2. 
39 See ST II-II, q.23, a.3, ad.1 and ST II-II, q.78, a.2, ad.2. 
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whereby one created thing is directed to another, as the parts of the whole, accident               
to substance, and all things whatsoever to their end; the other, whereby all created              
things are ordered to God. Thus in the divine operations debt may be regarded in               
two ways, as due either to God, or to creatures, and in either way God pays what is                  
due. It is due to God that there should be fulfilled in creatures what His will and                 
wisdom require, and what manifests His goodness.  

40

 
Thus it is not surprising to find that Aquinas and the medieval commentators use the terms debt and debtor to                    
describe incipient friendship, since it is a primary dictate of reason that one should return kindness to those                  
who have shown kindness.   

41

 
While commutative justice typically concerns a legal debt, the virtues of indebtedness are concerned with the                
moral debt, which is rooted in natural law. Aquinas holds, along with Cicero from whom he derives his list                   
of virtues of indebtedness, that these virtues are derived from certain innate principles and not simply from                 
custom.  Gratitude itself is a precept of the natural law.  
 
Much of the contemporary debate about Aquinas’ natural law theory attempts to find the origin of natural                 
law in the decision making process of the individual. On the one hand, referring to the experience of the                   
individual can be a legitimate methodology as a means of confirming certain judgements, but individuals or                
singulars cannot be the subject of definition as we have seen. A problem arises then when natural law is                   
considered in purely individualistic terms, isolated from what pertains to natural law in general, which               
includes those relational considerations required to understand the virtues. Natural law and the virtues are               
closely linked; natural law is not itself a habit, but the virtues render the precepts of the natural law habitual.                   

  
42

The natural law, according to Aquinas, is properly basic to human reason; it should not be understood to                  
mean that the human person is endowed by nature with a set of innate instructions that dictate the matter of                    
each and every moral action, as though an individual can figure out what needs to be done in a given                    
situation simply by reflecting on these innate principles within him. Aquinas is quite clear rather that the                 
essence of law consists in a work of reason.  

43

 
Cicero and Seneca both hold gratitude to be a matter of natural law: one has a moral obligation to repay                    
favours and gifts, according to the dictate of reason. When Aquinas picks up this theme, he will apply it to                    
all the related virtues of indebtedness, along with gratitude as indicative of the foundation for justice and                 
rights. Natural law, which governs our moral acts, is, by its very nature, ordered toward the good. It is the                    
very nature of human reason to seek the good; all human inclinations are ordered towards the good and away                   
from what is perceived to be evil. It is therefore the very nature of reason to fulfil the first precept of natural                      
law: to seek the good and to avoid evil. Any sense of reason being “commanded”, therefore, cannot be                  
understood as an extrinsic command imposing itself on the reason and will, from some principle or law                 

40 ST I, q.21, a.1, ad.3. 
41 Inest autem primo dictamen rationis quod homo debitor est beneficii vel obsequii exhibendi illis a quibus beneficia 
accepit, si nondum recompensavit. ST I-II, q100, a7, ad1. 
42 See ST I-II, q.94, a.2 
43 ST I-II, q.90, a.1: Respondeo dicendum quod lex quaedam regula est et mensura actuum, secundum quam inducitur 
aliquis ad agendum, vel ab agendo retrahitur, dicitur enim lex a ligando, quia obligat ad agendum. Regula autem et 
mensura humanorum actuum est ratio, quae est primum principium actuum humanorum, ut ex praedictis patet, 
rationis enim est ordinare ad finem, qui est primum principium in agendis, secundum philosophum. In unoquoque 
autem genere id quod est principium, est mensura et regula illius generis, sicut unitas in genere numeri, et motus 
primus in genere motuum. Unde relinquitur quod lex sit aliquid pertinens ad rationem. 

11 
 



 

outside of itself; this “command” of natural law is simply the exigency with which reason naturally operates                 
by its own nature: “reason rules and commands the other powers [of the rational animal], so all the natural                   
inclinations belonging to the other powers must needs be directed according to reason.” Hence the               

44

“natural” aspect of natural law and rights refers to the nature of human practical reason itself and its own                   
inner life. Otherwise, it could not be the basis of virtue, since no external force or compulsion can bring                   
about virtue in a person.   

45

 
 

44 ST I-II, q.94, a.4, ad.3 
45 ST I-II, q.90, a.3, ad.2. 
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