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Critical Summary 

In Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 48 a. 1, c., St. Thomas says that the integral parts of 

prudence are those which are “necessary to concur for the perfect act of a virtue.”1  In the case of 

the virtue of prudence, he offers a distinction between the eight integral parts: five pertain to the 

knowledge necessary for an act of prudence, namely, memory, reason, understanding, docility, 

and quick-wittedness, and three pertain to the command of prudence, namely, foresight, 

circumspection, and caution.2  Though St. Thomas is explicit about this two-fold organization of 

prudence’s parts, Robert Mulvaney also posits that his organization of these parts is essentially 

based upon the temporality of prudence which St. Thomas introduced in q. 47, a. 1, saying that 

“it pertains to prudence to learn about the future as it is grounded in the present and the past.”3  

In organizing the parts temporally, St. Thomas is following Cicero, who posits a three-fold 

organization based on memory, understanding, and foresight, each of which looks respectively to 

past, present, and future.4  The most significant of these parts for prudence’s act is foresight and 

the corresponding virtues of circumspection and caution which “look to” (porro videns) the 

future.5  I will focus my discussion on St. Thomas’ treatment of foresight (q. 49, a. 6) in order to 

highlight the importance of temporality and specifically, the dimension of what will be in St. 

Thomas’ account of prudence. 

 
1 Translations are my own, however, I have consulted St. Thomas Aquinas, O. P. Summa theologiae, vol. 36: 
Prudence (2a2ae. 47–56), trans. Thomas Gilby O.P. (Washington: Catholic University Press, 1974) as well as The 
Summa Theologica, trans. English Province Dominicans (New York: Benzinger Bros., 1947). 
2 ST II-II, q. 48, a. 1, c. 
3 ST II-II, q. 47, a. 1, c.  and Mulvaney, “Wisdom, Time, and Avarice in St. Thomas Aquinas's Treatise on 
Prudence,” The Modern Schoolman 69 (1992): 443–62, particularly pg. 443-6. 
4 See ST II-II, q. 48, a. 1, arg. 1 and ad. 1. 
5 ST II-II, q. 47, q. 1, c. 



 According to St. Thomas, the prudent man looks to the past through memory since “it 

behooves us to ground our reasoning about the future in the past.”6  Further, the prudent man 

grasps the principles which pertain to the present through understanding.7  Similarly, Mulvanev 

adds that both docility and quick-wittedness aid in clarifying the mind’s grasp upon present 

matters at hand.  Docility does so by stitching the present together with the relevant past 

experience of the wise senior, and quick-wittedness does so by providing “future orientation” to 

the prudent man’s evaluation of present circumstances as they pertain to the solicitude the he 

must have for the results of his future action.8   

Finally, the most essential part of prudence is foresight or providence, which is so closely 

associated with prudence that the first objector of q. 49, a. 6 argues it cannot be distinct: “but it 

would seem that foresight (providentia) is the same as prudence since, as Isidore says, that 

prudence is ‘looking ahead’ and Boethius says that providence has the same derivation.”9  Yet 

St. Thomas maintains, again following Cicero, that foresight pertains to the “looking ahead” part 

of prudence, and is therefore, distinct from prudence which contains all three dimensions of 

temporality.  The temporal orientation of prudence and its parts is summarized in St. Thomas’ 

reply to article 6.  He says that prudence concerns all the things done for the sake of or pertaining 

to some end by employing those things well for that end.  There are two kinds of things which 

prudence employs: those that are necessary and those that are contingent.  Those which are 

necessary include past events “for it is impossible for what is done to be undone,” but also 

present events are conditionally necessary since “Socrates is necessarily sitting while he is 

 
6 ST II-II, q. 49, a. 1, ad. 3 
7 ST II-II, q. 49, a. 2. 
8 Mulvaney, 448-9.  See also ST II-II, q. 49 a. 3-a. 4. 
9 ST II-II, q. 49 a. 6. 



seated.”10  Both past and present things, then, cannot be shaped by man’s action, but are 

attributed to Divine Providence.  Though prudence is concerned with them insofar as they guide 

the prudent man’s orientation to the future, it is only contingent matters, which may be 

otherwise, that are subject to human providence. 

Therefore, in his response to the first objector, St. Thomas explains that foresight is the 

chief part among prudence’s integral parts.  Foresight gives unity to the actions of the other 

subordinate integral parts, insofar as it orients present contingent matters by adapting them to the 

future end of human life.  All the others are helpful precisely as informing this future orientation, 

this right direction to the end, that is, all the other integral parts serve foresight.  Thus, St. 

Thomas concludes “the very name of prudence is taken from foresight (providentia) since it is 

the principal part.”11  The command of prudence is what sets it apart from the judgement of 

conscience and also the apprehension of first principles by synderesis.  Neither includes an 

imperative for the affective part of the soul, and yet, this is essential to the virtue of prudence.  

Thus, in perfecting what is specific to prudence, foresight becomes principal among the other 

integral parts. 

From this we see that St. Thomas’s explicit two-fold organization in q. 48 a. 1. c., 

mentioned above, which distinguishes the parts by their service either to knowledge or to 

command, is also encompassed in the three-fold organization of temporality, since knowledge of 

past and present is the ground upon which is based prudence’s right command regarding the 

future.  All these parts are remain integral parts, that is, necessary conditions of prudence.  

Though foresight is chief among them, the other integral parts are indispensable to the proper 

function of foresight, and, in turn, indirectly to the command of prudence which foresight 

 
10 Ibid. 
11 ST II-II, q. 49, a. 6, ad. 1 



perfects.  All of the parts, therefore, ultimately serve, in some respect, the distinctive command 

of prudence, which is its foremost act. 
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