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Abstract

In this paper I discuss the role of non-humans in Aquinas’ account of
moral learning. I intend to show that the entire created order can play
an important role in demonstrating to us the life of virtue, and argue
that non-human exemplars offer important advantages to the moral
learner. I begin by addressing apparent problems with this approach,
founded on the observation that human virtue, for Aquinas, is unique
to humans. I resolve these by showing that Aquinas’ approach to
exemplars is fundamentally analogical, meaning that exemplars point
beyond themselves and need not necessarily live the good life to
which they direct learners. I show that this means that Aquinas can
use non-humans as moral exemplars and offer examples of him do-
ing just that. Finally, I offer an assessment of the benefits of this
approach. Among other things, it offers ethicists new ways to fo-
cus on particular virtues and provides a plausible way to include
non-humans in the moral realm.
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Paper

The importance of exemplars and exemplarity to Aquinas and other
medieval thinkers such as Bonaventure is well documented1. Less ap-
preciated, though, is the diversity of forms exemplars take in Aquinas’
thought, and the different ways that various exemplars may benefit
moral education. It is my goal in this paper to explore some of this
variety. My central claim is this: in Aquinas’ thought, non-humans
can function as exemplars of the good human life. By non-humans,

1 See, for example, Leonard J. Bowman, ‘The Cosmic Exemplarism of Bonaventure’,
The Journal of Religion, 55.2 (1975), pp. 181–198; Brian J. Shanley, O.P., ‘Aquinas’s
Exemplar Ethics’, The Thomist, 72.3 (2008), pp. 345–69.
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I mean the entire created order. This includes but is not limited to
animals – trees or rocks, for example, would count as well. By ex-
emplars, I mean a model of virtue that learners try to emulate, and
by so doing become virtuous themselves. I think that these exemplars
have a useful place in Aquinas’ thought and in wider virtue ethics;
and I intend to show why this is.

Before I do, though, there are problems that I need to address. It
is fair to say that this position may appear prima facie problematic
to those familiar with Aquinas. I think there are two main objections
here which are somewhat related. Firstly, Aquinas does not think
that the whole natural world operates (morally) in the same way
we do. Secondly, he thinks that human flourishing is specific to
our species and is not shared with other created beings. Both of
these observations pose obstacles to my claim that non-humans can
function as a guide to human moral development. In the next section
I explore these two problems in more detail. In the section after I
will offer a resolution.

Human Goods, Human Lives?

Firstly, take the complaint that humans act in a morally different way
to non-humans. Call an objection like this O1:

O1: Human activity in the moral realm is very different to that
of other creatures. In order to effectively guide moral development,
the exemplar must act in the same moral categories as the learner.
Non-humans are therefore unsuitable exemplars for humans.

O1 seems a plausible objection; but I think it can be strengthened
by looking at what, for Aquinas, is different about the human moral
realm. The root of the difference is that Aquinas thinks humans have
souls that are unlike most other creatures. Everything living has a soul
which grants an ‘active principle’ and certain powers that incline the
living thing towards its good2. Some creatures (animals) have a soul
that allows desire and passion; among embodied creatures, though,
only humans have a soul that also grants rational powers. This means
that we alone can go beyond instinct to judge and consider our desires
and choose between them3. In other words, humans have free will.
And free will is a problem.

Aquinas is not alone in recognising that free will and moral re-
sponsibility are necessarily connected (although the nature of this

2 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. James F. Anderson et. al., ed. Joseph Kenny,
O.P. (New York: Hanover House, 1955-7), 2.76.15.

3 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Notre
Dame: Christian Classics, 1948), 1ae 83.1.
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connection divides opinion). For theologians, it is most often appar-
ent in discussing sin, evil and theodicy. Free will is why we are able
to sin in the first place; through the fall, the freedom of humans has
exacted a heavy price on all creation4.

Only creatures with free will are considered morally responsible.
This means that not all of our moral language makes sense when
applied to non-humans. We can sensibly talk of good (for) a tree
or bad (for) a mosquito. But our meanings begin to stretch if we
seek to give moral credit to non-humans. A good dog is a dog
that does what it is told, but it is perhaps best understood as well-
trained rather than a particularly morally worthy and dutiful canine
specimen. And should I talk of blaming (in anything but a causal
sense) a volcano or a snake for an unfortunate incident, or thereby
impart some character flaw to them, my moral understanding will
have gone seriously awry. Character flaws are things that humans
have; praise and blame are things apportioned to humans – because
humans have free will. Aquinas is quite clear about this. He thinks
that while good and bad are applicable to all creatures, moral value
is only applicable to humans, because morality is essentially to do
with the deliberative will5. Thus, ‘moral acts are the same as human
acts’; all human acts are moral acts; no non-human acts are moral
acts6.

The first criticism now looks even more problematic. It is not
just that non humans inhabit a different moral realm; according to
Aquinas, non-human creatures are incapable of moral activity. The
moral realm just is the human realm. Call this revised problem O2:

O2: We learn from exemplars by their actions; non-humans cannot act
morally; therefore moral activity cannot be learned from non-humans.

Now to the second objection. For Aquinas, every action is necessarily
value-laden; a neutral action is something that only exists in the
abstract, divorced from circumstances7. An act (human or not) is good
if its object is in accordance with the good of the agent. Although
all things are aimed at the same ultimate good (God), the way each
creature reaches that end is dependent on the unique way that creature
participates in the divine goodness8. For humans, the end and good
consists in rational activity. Thus, Aquinas says that human actions
are good or bad insofar as they are rational: ‘Now in human actions,

4 Eleonore Stump, ‘Augustine on Free Will’, in Eleonore Stump and Norman
Kretzmann, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2001), pp. 124–47.

5 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1a2ae 1.3
6 Ibid., 1a2ae 1.3
7 Ibid., 1a2ae 18.9
8 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1a2ae 1.8; Summa Contra Gentiles 3.22

C© 2017 Provincial Council of the English Province of the Order of Preachers

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12274 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12274


The Role of Non-Human Exemplars in Aquinas 335

good and evil are predicated in reference to the reason . . . certain
actions are called human or moral, inasmuch as they proceed from
the reason’9.

The problem here for my claim is that non-humans do not find
their good in rational activity, which is a particularly human form of
flourishing. Instead, they excel by acting for their own ends, which
further their particular participation in the divine goodness10. The dis-
cussion leading to O2 showed that morally good actions are uniquely
human. Now we can add to that that goodness (or badness) in action
of any kind has different meanings depending on the creature in ques-
tion. Good-for-a-tree or good-for-a-fish mean quite different things
to good-for-a-human. To seek to use the goodness of one species as
a guide for another will range from the misguided (it is not good
for humans to spend their lives underwater) to the incoherent (is it
good or bad for humans to shed their leaves before winter)? This
observation forms the basis of the next problem, which I shall call
O3:

O3: Human flourishing is unique to humans. Non-humans cannot and
should not live in the way humans ought to live. The task of an
exemplar is to model a good human life. Non-humans are therefore
not suitable exemplars.

Analogical Exemplars

Aquinas’ positions described above seem to preclude his drawing
moral examples from non-humans. On occasion, though, he seems to
do precisely this. In his discussion of Christ’s baptism he says that
the gifts of the Spirit, such as wisdom, are ‘signified by the properties
of the dove . . . the properties of the dove lead us to understand the
dove’s nature and the effects of the Holy Spirit in the same way’11. He
is quite clear that this effect is not due to the particular dove through
which the Spirit appeared, but that all doves, by their nature, signify
various virtues from which we can learn. Likewise fire signifies the
Holy Spirit in other ways. Elsewhere, he says that the behaviour of
the ant ‘is proposed for our example’12. More generally, he says that
‘Creatures of themselves do not withdraw us from God, but lead us
to Him’13.

How are these statements to be reconciled with O1-3? Despite ap-
pearances to the contrary, I think that Aquinas’ use of non-human

9 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1a2ae 18.5
10 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 3.3.9, 3.20
11 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 3ae 39.6-39.7
12 Ibid., 2a2ae 55.7
13 Ibid., 1ae 65.1
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exemplars is entirely consistent with his positions on the nature of
morality and human flourishing. The key to seeing this is under-
standing what Aquinas thinks an exemplar is. He calls it a likeness
towards which something proceeds; a kind of prototype14. Exem-
plars in Aquinas provide moral guidance, but they also have a deeper
causal significance. Exemplar causality is a mode of causation which
involves both formal and final causation15. An exemplar is, most im-
portantly, an idea in the image of which things are made (formal
causation) and to which these things aim as their end and ultimate
perfection (final causation)16. The exemplar cause of any creature is
therefore an idea contained in the mind of God. Thus Aquinas says
that all exemplars are to be found in God, and that every creature is
an image of the divine exemplar17.

So an exemplar for any particular thing will be an idea of the
perfection of that thing. As above, different creatures have different
forms of flourishing and different perfections. Since morality is part
of human flourishing, any exemplar for humans will be a moral
exemplar. Most importantly for humans, Christ is our exemplar. In
fact, he is the ultimate exemplar for all things: ‘the Word of God,
who is his eternal concept, is the exemplar likeness of all creatures’18.
Christ’s exemplarity is particularly important for humans, though,
since he took on our nature. Furthermore, our perfection includes the
perfection of our rational capacities and wisdom, and Christ is the
divine Wisdom19.

Thus far there is nothing that suggests that non-humans are suit-
able exemplars for humans. Aquinas’ understanding of exemplars
reaffirms the point made at O3 – exemplars exhibit the perfection
at which their images aim, and non-human creatures demonstrably
do not exhibit human perfection. Where to go from here? The first
clue is that despite his understanding of exemplars outlined above,
Aquinas repeatedly refers to exemplars which do not exhibit human
perfection. Holy people, saints and the voluntarily poor are all cited
as possible exemplars, as well as penitent sinners. None of these,
though, are perfect. In fact, their imperfection is precisely why Christ
incarnate is needed as an example:

But an infallible opinion of goodness about any pure man was never
tenable— even the holiest of men, one finds, have failed in some

14 Ibid., 1ae 35.1, 3ae 25.3
15 James Ross, ‘Aquinas’s Exemplarism: Aquinas’s Voluntarism’, American Catholic

Philosophical Quarterly 64 (1990), pp. 171–98.
16 John Meinert, ‘In Duobus Modis: Is Exemplar Causality Instrumental According to

Aquinas?’, New Blackfriars 95.1055 (2014), pp. 57–70.
17 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles 1.54.4,5; Summa Theologica 1ae 93.3.
18 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 3ae 3.8.
19 Ibid., 3ae 3.8, 4.1.
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things. Hence, it was necessary for man to be solidly grounded in
virtue to receive from God made human both the teaching and the
examples of virtue. For this reason our Lord Himself says: “I have
given you an example that as I have done to you do also”20.

What is going on here? Aquinas treats as exemplars humans who,
while good, do not represent the ultimate end or perfected being that
he has said an exemplar does. The reason is this: these imperfect
exemplars are not true exemplars, but likenesses of the real thing.
The true exemplar of all things is found in God and Christ the Word
of God.

In this manner therefore God Himself is the first exemplar of all things.
Moreover, in things created one may be called the exemplar of another
by the reason of its likeness thereto, either in species, or by the analogy
of some kind of imitation21.

‘Exemplar’, for Aquinas, is not to be predicated of other humans as it
is of Christ. Saints are analogically related to the true exemplar; they
are in some instructive way like our final and formal exemplar cause,
and so are called exemplars themselves; but they are not the thing
itself. This means that Aquinas (quoting Damascene) allows that not
everything referred to as an exemplar need be the perfection of its
image: ‘examples need not be at all points similar’22. It simply needs
to point the way to that perfection. The wise and good people from
whom we can learn virtue are not Christ, but they are Christ-like. So
Aquinas says Christ set his disciples an example so that they might
themselves become examples23.

This analogical nature of exemplars is the key point that allows
Aquinas to treat non-humans as exemplars and remain consistent
with his other statements on the topic. Since moral exemplars are
analogies for the moral life rather than necessarily living the thing
itself, it is possible to resolve the problems discussed in the first
section. Consider the strengthened version of the first problem:

O2: We learn from exemplars by their actions; non-humans cannot act
morally; therefore moral activity cannot be learned from non-humans.

It remains the case that non-humans cannot act morally, but it does
not follow that moral activity cannot be learned from non-humans,
for their non-moral action may nevertheless provide an analogy for
moral action and a good moral life. This is precisely what occurs in
Aquinas’ identification of the dove with the gifts of the Holy Spirit:
‘the dove builds its nest in the cleft of a rock . . . the saints build their

20 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles 4.54.7.
21 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1ae 44.3.
22 Ibid., 3ae 2.6.
23 Ibid., 2a2ae 104.4
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nest, i.e. take refuge and hope, in the death wounds of Christ’24. The
response to O3 – that non-humans cannot model human flourishing –
is similar. Although created things do not flourish in the same way
humans do, they may provide analogies for that kind of flourishing
and so operate as exemplars.

An important point here is that analogical exemplars are not a
special category for non-humans. This is the way that all exemplars
operate. There is indeed an ontological divide that separates two dif-
ferent kinds of exemplars, but it is not at the boundary of human/non-
human. Instead, the boundary is between creator and creature. God
is the exemplar of all good things, but is himself known through
things that are made. Aquinas’ exemplarism entails that God is the
‘supreme analogical model or norm’ and that creatures provide im-
perfect analogies for his goodness25. So, for example, ‘The Christian
faith . . . regards fire not as fire, but as representing the sublimity of
God’26. Exemplars contained in God are true exemplars. Creaturely
exemplars are analogical exemplars.

It should also be noted that while humans are not the only thing
that may be the subject of an analogy for human flourishing, they are
the only thing that can understand and make use of such analogies.
Aquinas is clear that the signification of a particular thing by analogy
requires the sign to be grasped by our intellectual faculties27. Not all
creatures will be directed to the sublimity of God by fire, or to the
virtue of wisdom by the dove. A fish or a tree lacks an intellectual
soul and so the capacity to understand the analogy. In other words,
analogical examples are not exclusively about humans but they are
exclusively for humans28.

So far I have argued that it is possible for Aquinas to use non-
humans at exemplars for humans. I have considered possible ob-
jections based on the significant difference between human and non-
human capabilities and flourishing. I have shown that Aquinas makes
a distinction between the true exemplar, found in God, and all other
exemplars which are analogies of the true exemplar. Both human and
non-human creatures can function as analogical exemplars. In the fol-
lowing sections, I will look at the particular benefits of non-human
exemplars for Thomists.

24 Ibid., 3ae 39.6.
25 Rev. W. Norris Clarke, ‘What Is Really Real?’ in James A. McWilliams, ed., Progress

in Philosophy: Philosophial Studies in Honor of Dr. Charles A. Hart, (Milwaukee: The
Bruce Publishing Company, 1955), p. 85.

26 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles 2.4.1.
27 Ralph McInerny, Aquinas on Analogy (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of

America Press, 1996), p. 54.
28 Aquinas thinks that the only other kind of intellectual creature – angels – attain their

perfection by a single movement and are therefore not in need of teaching by example.
Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1ae 58.3.
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Shared Good, Different Goods

That non-humans can be exemplars for humans does not mean that
they should be exemplars for humans. I have shown that Aquinas
allows for the possibility; but perhaps this possibility is not one that
is especially advisable for moral learners and teachers. A complaint
along these lines might go as follows: Although it is possible for
non-humans to be analogical exemplars, they are not as closely re-
lated to human flourishing as good humans are. Aquinas thinks that
analogies signify ‘various proportions to some one thing’29. Would
it not be more morally informative to focus on those exemplars
which have a greater likeness to the good life? I think this is true
to an extent. I do not wish to deny that the exemplary humans to
which Aquinas refers are extremely important and are probably the
primary and simplest form of analogical exemplar. Learning to be
good by following another good person is rightly crucial for ac-
counts of moral learning in Aquinas and in the virtue tradition as
a whole. However, this does not mean that other kinds of exemplar
cannot be useful. Alasdair MacIntyre thinks that an important stage
in moral development is beginning to learn from ‘a variety of other
different kinds of teacher’30. Expanding our horizons to include non-
humans in our learning is important. I think that they offer particular
benefits and insights that would otherwise be lacking from moral
dialogue.

Firstly, allowing for a broader group of exemplars is a useful way
of including non-humans in the moral realm while avoiding some of
the worst aspects of anthropomorphism or anthropocentrism. Neither
anthropomorphism nor anthropocentrism are necessarily morally or
theologically problematic; but they do present certain pitfalls which
I think non-human exemplars can help to avoid. Anthropomorphism
in conversation about non-humans can be illuminating and ‘useful
as a heuristic tool’; but it can also obscure the reality of creaturely
existence and present a barrier to our understanding31. Besides this
practical problem, though, anthropomorphism poses an extremely se-
rious theological problem, one which Aquinas’ account of language
and naming is set up to avoid. He is, of course, primarily concerned
with the dangers of anthropomorphism when talking about God but is

29 Aquinas, Summa Theologica lae 13.5
30 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the

Virtues (Open Court: Chicago, 1999), p. 91.
31 Celia Deane-Drummond, ‘Are Animals Moral? Taking Soundings through Vice,

Virtue, Conscience and Imago Dei’ in Celia Deane-Drummond and David Clough, eds.,
Creaturely Theology: On God, Humans and Other Animals (London: SCM Press, 2009),
pp. 190-210.
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wary, too in his discussion of angelic minds32. Regarding our knowl-
edge of God and angels, he says that it is only by comparison that
they are known: ‘Incorporeal things, of which there are no phan-
tasms, are known to us by comparison with sensible bodies of which
there are phantasms’33. Analogical names (rather than univocal or
equivocal) enable us to speak about God and angels without making
meaningless statements or false equivalences.

For Aquinas, discussion of morality and those creatures without
intellectual souls (all non-humans except the angels) will inevitably
run the risk of misleading anthropomorphism due to the fact that such
creatures do not and cannot act morally. Nevertheless, Aquinas thinks
that at least some creatures are able to apprehend their particular
goods and, Judith Barad suggests, possess certain natural rights34.
Alasdair MacIntyre has also made the important Thomist point that
without understanding our relationship with other creatures we will
struggle to understand our own nature as both rational and animal35.
So it is desirable that we include non-humans in our moral discourse,
without thereby being misleading about their own relationship to
morality. Towards this end, I think non-human exemplars may be
of some use. Learning from a non-human exemplar is a reminder
of the importance of our relationship with other creatures to our
flourishing; and the analogical language allows this inclusion without
the anthropomorphic suggestion that these creatures exhibit moral
goods themselves.

Any attempt to separate Aquinas from anthropocentrism is likely
to prove a thankless task. His theology of creation is firmly an-
thropocentric, a feature which Aquinas sees as positively indicating
the special importance of humans and their unique relationship with
God36. However, unchecked anthropocentrism runs the risk of gloss-
ing over God’s care for other creatures and devaluing the rest of
creation37. Human dominion over creation, rather than stewardship,
may come to the fore. I think there are two features of non-human
exemplars which might help to check any such tendencies. Firstly, all

32 Lorraine Daston, ‘Intelligences: Angelic, Animal, Human’ in Lorraine Daston and
Gregg Mittman, eds., Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism
(New York: Colombia University Press, 2005), pp. 37-58.

33 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1a 84.7
34 Judith A. Barad, Aquinas on the Nature and Treatment of Animals (San Francisco:

International Scholars Publications, 1995), pp. 166-169.
35 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals.
36 Ryan Patrick McLaughlin, ‘Thomas Aquinas’ Eco-Theological Ethics of Anthro-

pocentric Conservation’, Horizons 39.1 (2012), pp. 69–97.
37 David Clough, ‘The Anxiety of the Human Animal: Martin Luther on Non-Human

Animals and Human Animality’ in Celia Deane-Drummond and David Clough, eds.,
Creaturely Theology: On God, Humans and Other Animals (London: SCM Press, 2009),
pp. 41-60.
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exemplars, human or not, perform the same function – directing the
learner to the ultimate good found in God. In this way at least the
learner is reminded not of the difference between humans and non-
humans, but between creator and creature. Human and non-human
alike are not-God; and human and non-human alike are in need of
Him. Secondly, by making explicit the fact that exemplars function
by analogy, it is made clear that different creatures each possess their
own particular mode of flourishing and their own intermediate goods.
It is in this context that Aquinas speaks of a horse or even a rock as
having its own particular virtues, rather than exhibiting virtues rele-
vant to human goods38. Aquinas does think that other creatures come
to the last end via humanity39. But this is not the whole story, and it
is helpful to remember that Aquinas also thinks that the last things
of non-rational creatures are found through participation in the divine
image40. The presence of non-humans in our moral conversation is a
barrier to forgetting the flourishing and ends of other creatures.

Go to the Ant

So the first benefit of non-human exemplars is that they make clear
the distinctiveness of other creatures without dismissing them from
moral conversation, thereby warding against negative anthropomor-
phism and anthropocentrism. I also want to suggest that they may be
particularly helpful in moral education as a way of focusing on par-
ticular virtues. Recall that Aquinas thinks moral virtue is to do with
the deliberative will. Non-rational creatures, lacking intellect, cannot
deliberate. But the will is moved by the sensitive appetite, which is
shared by some non-humans (animals)41. This means that animals
may be spoken of as possessing a will ‘by way of likeness thereto’42.
He also thinks that animals experience emotion that is analogous to
ours, in a basic but more immediate manner - since human emotion
is both deepened and regulated by our rational will43. I think that this
suggests that it is possible to identify certain desires and behaviours
in animals that are useful analogies for particular virtues. Aquinas
certainly refers to this occurring in scripture. He comments on the
identification of the ant in Proverbs as an example of industriousness

38 Aquinas, Disputed Questions on the Virtues, trans. R. McInerny (South Bend: St.
Augustine’s Press, 1999), 1.1.

39 Paul J. Griffiths, Decreation: The Last Things of All Creatures (Texas: Baylor
University Press, 2014), p. 61-66.

40 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 1a2ae 1:8.
41 Ibid., 1a2ae 9:2.
42 Ibid., 1a2ae 6:2.
43 Stephen Loughlin, ‘Similarities and Differences Between Human and Animal

Emotion in Aquinas’s Thought’, The Thomist 65.1 (2001), pp. 45–65.
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and foresight: ‘The ant is solicitous at a befitting time, and it is this
that is proposed for our example’44.

Animals are not the only creatures whose natural properties or
actions may prove instructive in the development of virtue. This is
probably most apparent in Aquinas in his discussion of the ceremonial
precepts of the old law. He identifies many creatures - animals, plants
and objects - which both represent particular ‘purities of heart’ and
also foreshadow the coming of Christ45. The dove, again, indicates
‘charity and simplicity of heart’; corn indicates Chris’s presence in
the faith of the patriarchs; baked bread is compared to perfected
human nature in Christ; salt ‘signifies the discretion of wisdom’; and
even particular bones of the sacrifices are taken to signify the need
for both wisdom and fortitude.

These examples may or may not seem apposite to a modern reader.
Some analogies between creaturely traits and human virtue may seem
obvious, and others more of a stretch. How useful a particular analogy
seems will depend to a large extent on the learner’s own context and
understanding. The important point is that Aquinas clearly thinks that
all kinds of creatures can provide analogical examples of particular
types of virtue. I think identifying specific virtues is a useful niche
for non-human exemplars. They are perhaps less likely to be useful in
offering a broader view of human flourishing, although I do not think
this ought to be ruled out entirely. Aquinas thinks of the human soul
as containing but also going beyond the particular powers of other
creaturely souls; with this in mind, it makes sense to treat non-human
exemplars as guides to individual virtues, rather than the good human
life as a whole. They can offer new perspectives and potentially more
forceful analogies to particular virtues which may help the learner in
understanding what is required.

Faith and Theological Virtue

Non-human exemplars help us to avoid problematic anthropocentrism
and anthropomorphism. They are also useful in providing analogies
for particular virtues. In this final section, I argue that a third advan-
tage for Thomists is that other creatures can assist in the develop-
ment of faith. So far I have concentrated primarily on moral virtue,
although I have occasionally referenced intellectual or theological
virtues such as wisdom and charity. Non-human exemplars are not
necessarily confined to being moral exemplars. As discussed above,
Aquinas thinks that an exemplar for a creature can point to any or all

44 Aquinas, Summa Theologica 2a2ae 55:7.
45 Ibid., 1a2ae 102:3.
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aspects of the flourishing of that particular creature. Individual crea-
tures are used to make specific comparisons with the whole range
of virtues. Here I take a broader view. Regardless of the particular
virtues referenced, the practice of using non-human exemplars will
on Aquinas’ terms be beneficial for the development of faith.

The virtue of faith involves believing assent to divine truth and
things that direct us to that truth. This means that some beliefs
about creatures may be part of faith. In the discussion of faith in
the Summa, Aquinas says that ‘Things concerning . . . any creatures
whatever, come under faith, insofar as by them we are directed to
God’46. This is at least an indication that non-human exemplars may
be useful for faith, since they seem to fit the condition of being
creatures which direct us to God. His most explicit discussion of
the topic, however, comes in the Summa Contra Gentiles, where
he devotes three chapters to the importance of creatures for faith.
His first point is that consideration of creatures helps to build faith
directly. He gives several reasons for this. Considering creatures helps
us to reflect on God’s wisdom; it leads to admiration of His power;
it teaches us to love God’s goodness by recognising said goodness
distributed throughout creation; and by teaching us about God in this
way it helps us to grow in wisdom ourselves47. Hence ‘It is therefore
evident that the consideration of creatures has its part to play in
building the Christian faith’.

Besides aiding the development of faith, he also thinks that con-
sideration of other creatures can protect against false belief: ‘errors
about creatures sometimes lead one astray from the truth of faith’48.
The primary reason for this is that a lack of understanding about
creation can lead people to falsely attribute certain powers and goods
to creatures. This can lead to several errors, including considering
some creatures as gods, mistakenly attributing divine attributes to
creatures and failing to recognise the creative power and glory of
God in creation. A sufficient understanding of other creatures is, he
thinks, important in order to guard against these mistakes.

Use of non-human exemplars to aid growth in virtue will nec-
essarily focus on human flourishing. However, it will also involve
consideration of the natural properties of creatures in order to create
useful analogies. If non-humans as well as humans are a regular fea-
ture of virtue language, then on Aquinas’ terms this ought to further
the development of faith. In fact he identifies it as a distinguish-
ing mark of theology (as opposed to philosophy) that it considers
creatures not only in themselves but also in relation to God49. Since

46 Ibid., 2a2ae 1:1.
47 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 2.2.
48 Ibid., 2.3.
49 Ibid., 2.4.
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non-human and human exemplars are analogies which direct us to the
true exemplar found in God, they are part of the uniquely theological
project of discerning the goodness of God revealed in creation.

Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that non-human exemplars have a useful
part to play in Aquinas’ account of moral development. I began by
addressing criticisms of my position. Aquinas’ clear distinction be-
tween human and non-human moral agency and flourishing seems to
present obvious problems. I showed that Aquinas’ theory of exem-
plarism is rooted in the idea that true exemplars are found in God,
and that the term is only applied to creatures in an analogical sense.
This opens up the possibility that non-humans may be exemplars by
analogy. I offered three reasons why this is of benefit to Thomists. It
serves to avoid unfortunate aspects of an exclusively human focus; it
enables new ways to identify and teach specific virtues; and Aquinas
thinks it important for the development of faith. Non-human exem-
plars are not the primary kind of exemplar in Thomas’ thought, but
they are present. This paper has shown that their presence is both
consistent with Aquinas’ work on exemplars and beneficial, both to
him and to Thomism and modern Thomist ethics as a whole.
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