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It is not immediately obvious why practical reason (PR) is of relevance to Catholic Social 

Thought (CST) or, more generally, to the Catholic Intellectual Tradition (CIT). It may be equally 

obscure what PR actually is. And even if, because of the importance of Aristotelian-Thomistic 

thought for the CIT, the concept of PR is somehow considered to be part of a philosophical 

“package,” it is most likely least clear what it has to do with the business of conducting business. 

 

The paper shall proceed as follows. First, an account of PR based on Aristotle will be developed 

that is cast in the scholastic form of a real definition. PR is here understood as synonymous with 

“practical wisdom.” Second, its Christian adaptation (or transformation) by Aquinas will be 

explained. PR touches on the foundation of virtue ethics, particularly the relation between what 

is and what ought to be. Aquinas developed the concept as part of a theory of action. Third, the 

exercise of PR in business must be investigated, both in general terms and by considering 

applications. This requires a demonstration that the concept of PR makes a substantial and 

indispensable contribution to CST and the specifically Catholic way of viewing business.  

 

In all this, a “micro-approach” shall be pursued that keeps close to problems of business. The 

issues discussed carry with them much “baggage” of metaphysics, ethics, theology, and 

management theory. It is therefore best to develop a model and sustain it through arguments 

rather than to incorporate all nuances mentioned in the immense literature. This paper will, for 

example, not consider the growing literature on phronēsis in management. No management fad 

will be proposed, either. The richness of CST has by far not been tapped enough to understand 

the best ways of conducting business as it is. Integration is still primarily brought about at the 

macro-level of the economy and of business as a social system although the discussion has 

increasingly “trickled down” to how, from a Catholic viewpoint, business ought to be done 

(Alford and Naughton 2001). With reference to Aristotle, Aquinas distinguished about all 

substances including God their what (quid) from their how (quomodo) (ST I, q. 3 prol.; SCG III, 

18; In I Metaph. 7, n. 2519). Thus Catholic principles can be brought to bear on how business 

people can improve their decision-making. In other words, Catholic thought should influence not 

only strategic but also tactical, and occasionally even operational decisions (Grassl 2009). In this 

sense, the usefulness of CST as a management heuristic needs to be established. 

 

 

Practical Reason 
  

For Aristotle, the soul has two parts – the irrational and the rational – whereof the latter again has 

two parts. The contemplative or theoretical part studies the invariable truths of science and 

mathematics (theoria) whereas the calculative or practical part deals with what is contingent and 

subject to change, i.e. the practical issues of life that require action. If virtues are habitual 
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dispositions of the mind, there are accordingly two groups of virtues. The ethical virtues such as 

courage, justice, compassion, and temperance, insure the correctness of the end of actions 

whereas the intellectual virtues apply to the means that are directed at achieving these ends (EN 

1144a 6-9). However, ethical and intellectual virtues are not independent of each other. The 

intellectual virtues such as knowledge and prudence help us to know what is good and admirable, 

and the moral virtues such as courage help us to do good and admirable deeds. On the other 

hand, the prudent person knows how to exercise ethical virtue because moral conduct implies 

choice that employs prudence. Thus the two categories are intertwined. 

  

Aristotle enumerates five intellectual virtues and then adds four minor ones. The two groups may 

be considered as paramount and subjacent virtues. Even together they do not constitute an 

exhaustive list of intellectual virtues. The first three among the paramount virtues are of a 

“theoretical” nature, PR is “practical,” and craftsmanship is “productive” (although Aristotle 

elsewhere excludes skills from virtues): 

 

Intellectual virtue Greek Description 

P a r a m o u n t  

Wisdom sophia knowing the eternal and unchangeable 

Knowledge epistēmē scientific knowledge; concerns universals; knowing why 

Intuition nous intuitive understanding 

Practical reason phronēsis practical wisdom; prudence; excellence in choosing well 

Craftsmanship technē craft knowledge; art; skill; “knowing how to” 

S u b j a c e n t  

Good deliberation euboulia thinking properly about the right end; correct deliberation 

Understanding sunesis knowing why something is as it; sagacity; astuteness 

Judgment gnomē fair consideration of circumstances 

Cleverness deinotēs ability to carry out actions so as to achieve a goal 

 

Not all of these terms are defined univocally, and there is considerable debate in the literature on 

what role they actually play in Aristotle‟s thought. In some passages, intuition is, and in others 

good deliberation is, equated with PR. The intellectual virtues are hierarchically – or at least 

functionally – ordered such that, for example, PR contributes to knowledge, and knowledge 

about universals to philosophical wisdom, whereas craftsmanship is a mere implementation of 

PR (Fig. 1). Craftsmanship is context-dependent and pays regard only to effectiveness in 

achieving an end but not to its nature. It makes value judgments, but does not produce things. 

 

Aquinas has summarized Aristotle‟s model: the theoretical intellect works out the laws of moral 

behavior; the practical intellect gives the right knowledge of how we must act; from intellect and 

will combined our choice proceeds; and then one arrives at the stage of action. All virtues have 

the right mean as their specific object, as an intermediate between what exceeds and what falls 

short (In I Eth., lect. 1, n. 8). PR is then the exercise of the practical intellect guided by ethical 

virtues and supported by the will. 

 

The most important point of contention concerns the actual meaning and operation of PR and its 

scope of application – is it really only about means or does it also inform the choice of ends? The 

discussion about this issue is locked into two camps, for the texts are inconclusive, but there is 
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some indication that Aquinas may at least have considered the possibility that PR also considers 

the correctness of ends (Bradley 1997: 143-154). Since he worked from Aristotle‟s axioms that 

every agent acts with an end in view, and that this end must be in conformity with his nature 

(kat’ orthon logon or secundum rationem), it would follow that PR as the faculty to make right 

choices deliberates also ends. Whether PR then merges with good deliberation (euboulia) is a 

question that is much in debate. On the other hand, many passages do insist on moral excellence 

aiming at right ends and PR at using the right means (EN 1144a10). In any case, PR must know 

what the best end is if it is to find ways to reach it. Were this not so, the distinction between PR 

and “mere” cleverness would collapse, since a “merely clever” agent can determine how to attain 

a goal most efficiently but not know if it is the best. 

 

The Serenity Prayer, which is often attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr but was in fact used two 

centuries earlier in the German pietist tradition, affords a good example for these differences: 

“Lord, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the 

things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Contemplation of unchangeable things 

would be a function of theoretical wisdom, because they must be ends. This includes the 

demarcation between the two ontological categories of what is and what is not subject to change. 

All means towards ends are, at least potentially, changeable and are thereforefore considered by 

PR. The prayer also reflects the Aristotelian idea that ethical virtues, here serenity and courage, 

must, through the proper desire (orexis), cooperate with PR to accept unchangeables, to make the 

correct changes, and to know when to do what (Fig. 1).  

 

Action is teleological, i.e. directed at an end. Encouraging certain dispositions to act and 

discouraging others requires specification of an end towards which these dispositions will lead. 

Disavowal of a natural telos for man, as one finds it in MacIntyre‟s work, necessitates the rather 

arbitrary postulation of a purely social nature, and lastly of a life of self-definition. Desire has a 

dual role: it is directed both at the ultimate end (eudaimonia) but also provides the motivation for 

PR to choose the right means for attaining it. Making a good choice then involves both valid 

reasoning – a right exercise of PR by avoiding logical fallacies – and appropriate desire, i.e. 

desire for the right thing: “reason must assert and desire pursue the same things” (EN 1139a26). 

Psychological research has confirmed the role of prudence as a power balancing between desire 

and rationality (Sternberg 2003). 

 

The following are the most relevant defining properties of PR according to Aristotle‟s texts:  

 

 PR is a habitual disposition (hexis) that is learned through instruction and not practice 

 PR as an intellectual virtue leads to happiness and thus is desirable by itself 

 PR is not a skill 

 PR is essentially rooted in action rather than simply reflection 

 PR is closely connected to the moral virtues: it is needed to practice the latter, but the 

latter are needed for it to be effective 

 PR is a correct deliberation about how to attain an end (EN 1140a25, 1141b10, 1142b30) 

 PR is normative: it is not deliberation about how to attain just any end, but a good end 

(EN 1142b20) 

 PR is both indispensable and sufficient for attaining wisdom (EN 1144b26-7) 

 PR is practical, which excludes acting against one‟s better judgment (akrasia) 
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In view of these characteristics, a definition of PR may be suggested. This definition contains 

parts of Aristotle‟s own (EN 1140b5-6) but modifies it so as to accommodate other 

characteristics of PR and to eliminate ambiguity: 

 

practical reason (phronēsis) =df the learned ability to exercise correct judgment accompanied 

by rational prescription in particular situations to determine the best means towards attaining 

a good end 

 

This definition is general enough to fit any good end that may be a particular rather than the 

universal of eudaimonia (which in a subjectivist reading is translated as “happiness” and in an 

objectivist one as “human flourishing”). PR is then the intellectual capacity to assess how in 

particular situations various goods would contribute towards an end. This choice is not only one 

of effectiveness (“what works best”) but one of efficiency (“what works best considering implied 

costs”) that pays heed to moral and social constraints. Aristotle still saw instrumental rationality 

(Zweckrationalität) combined with value-rationality (Wertrationalität); following Kant, Max 

Weber would later keep the two apart. In particular, action reflects the agent‟s character. The 

phronimos decides well not only technically, by conducting a stringent cost-benefit analysis of 

means-ends options; his analysis will also be comprehensive enough to consider all costs and 

benefits – including the costs to his own character, and the (positive and negative) externalities 

imposed on others, on society, and on the physical environment. PR involves high standards of 

corporate social (including political and environmental) responsibility. 
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             INTUITION Nous 

 

Fig. 1: Macro-Model of Practical Reason in Aristotle’s Ethics 
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The True, the Good, and the Holy 
 

Aquinas held that the structures of reality and those of the mind are isomorphic. Already 

Aristotle had taught that “thought and the object of thought are the same” (tauton nous kai 

noēton; Met. XII, 1072b 21), for thought is intentional and participates in its own object. And the 

equivalent pertains to the relationship between the purely speculative and the action-oriented 

operations of the mind. Aquinas borrowed from Aristotle the idea of an interlocking function of 

theoretical and practical reason (ST I-II, q. 79, a.11; q. 91. a.3). In the former, the issue is simply 

to know what is the truth, while in the latter the issue is to know what ought to be done (Schröer 

2009). The human mind and soul are attuned to the structure of reality, in what Aquinas called 

connaturality, even before any rational understanding: “The system of natural law, before it is 

apprehended rationally, is known through affective connaturality” (Simon 1991: 33). The 

principles of the practical intellect are known intuitively, no longer learned as for Aristotle (ST 

II-11, q. 45, a.2; In VI Ethic., lect. 10, n. 1273). 

 

The first principle of PR is then that “good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided” 

(ST I-II, q. 94 a.2). All other precepts of the natural law are in some way based on this principle. 

Determining the content of what is good is then the task of a correct exercise of PR. For Aquinas, 

the good, or the ratio boni, is just another way of thinking about being, or the ratio entis. As 

transcendentals, both the true (verum) and the beautiful (pulchrum) are only special forms of the 

good (bonum), the first relying on understanding and the second on desire. The crucial rule on 

which all of Aquinas‟ practical theology relies is: action flows from the being of a thing (agere 

sequitur esse). This principle is in one spirit with St. Matthew: “You will know them by their 

fruits” (Mt. 7:16). It has been much overlooked in the literature on CST that this idea lies at its 

very core – good decisions, which are also morally correct ones, must be grounded in truth about 

reality. But by the reciprocity of isomorphism, reality is also imbued with a moral character. 

Values are part of reality. This postulate is found in Catholic thinkers from Augustine and 

Aquinas to Kolnai, Guardini, MacIntyre, Pieper, and Spaemann. 

 

The isomorphism between the good and the true (or the existent) allows for the theological 

concept of the analogy of being and of a related hierarchy of goodness. However, despite 

agreement on this principle, Catholic thought has very much debated what the role of nature is in 

defining the content of morality. How exactly does the specific structure of a particular domain 

make some actions towards it good and others bad? This involves questions of the status of 

moral facts and whether these must indeed be understood as Platonic objects or should rather be 

seen, closer to the thought of Aristotle and Aquinas, as the operation of natural functions as are 

the virtues. This debate is still on, alas waged nearly exclusively among Catholic philosophers 

and theologians (Haldane 2000). 

 

Aquinas basically sees two operations at work in the exercise of prudence or PR: “it is the part of 

a wise man to arrange and to judge” (sapientis sit ordinare et iudicare) (ST I, q.1, a.6). The first 

is the finding, ordering, and comparing of options, and the second the choice among these. 

Virtue ethics does exactly this. It arranges dispositions to act in horizontal and vertical patterns, 

and then pronounces on an ordering of values. By Aristotle‟s model of isomorphic domains, 

business people ought to do the same, and they in fact do. All human action is guided by the 
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knowledge that “there are different grades of mode, species, and order, corresponding to the 

different degrees of good” (ST I-II, q. 85, a.4). 

 

There is a large number of goods that we may want to attain – status, love, honor, wealth, fame, 

salvation, power, friendship, happiness, wisdom, etc. But as this list already shows, some goods 

are actually contained in others, some can be means towards other ends, and there are different 

dependence relations between them. Social status may be used to obtain wealth, and wealth can 

translate into social status. The consistent public exercise of wisdom can produce fame, but from 

fame alone there is no path to wisdom. Wealth cannot buy love, but love can help in gaining 

salvation, which for Christians is the highest good. Thus not all goods are at an equal level of 

desirability. The Bible often formulates an ordering of goods (Sir 7:19; Mk 12: 30-31; Lk 12: 13-

22), the most famous one being St. Paul‟s account of spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12) and his ranking of 

love over all other goods such as prophetic power, knowledge, faith, or generosity (1 Cor 13). 

There is thus a structure to our correct valuation which reflects the structure of goods in the 

world. Ethics in the Catholic spirit is therefore both realist and cognitivist: ethical propositions 

refer to moral facts and thus have determinate truth values that can be known.  

 

In our lives, different options of ends and means present themselves as co-equal possibilities. But 

not all ends are of equal worth nor all means equally conducive to achieving particular ends. 

Practical reason is then the ability in any particular situation to order goods and to determine 

which ones may serve a particular end better than others. The choice of ends themselves depends 

on ethical virtues – one might say on character or personality – such that courageous persons will 

select different goals from more pusillanimous persons, and just persons different ones from 

unjust persons. Aquinas accepted this Aristotelian reasoning. He not only conceded that practical 

reason is concerned with contingent matters but spelled out an implication: “in matters of action, 

truth or practical rectitude is not the same for all in respect of detail but only as to the general 

principles” (ST I-II, q. 94, a. 4). What might sound like relativism is actually principled realism: 

the availability and costs of means apt to achieve given ends depends on the knowledge, 

resourcefulness, and skills of decision-makers. As one moves from a general principle to its  

detailed application, the degrees of freedom increase – the scope for doubt and error, and hence 

for ethical disagreement (Montes 1998). It is easier to agree on the Ten Commandments than on 

what any of them would require in a particular case. Thus Aquinas concedes the contingency of 

deliberation of individual circumstances. 

  

Of course Aquinas arrived at his Christian virtue ethics not by simply adding or redefining some 

Aristotelian concepts. In fact, he took the Aristotelian model with its parallelism between the true 

and the good and, as a whole, juxtaposed it to the Christian account of virtues. Aquinas 

emphasized that judging the morality of actions requires knowing the end of man. And his 

beatitudo as the ultimate end is undoubtedly different from Aristotle‟s eudaimonia. It does not 

mean happiness – as Aristotle defined it: “living well and doing well” (EN 1095a19) – or 

anything else in this fallen world, but the full knowledge of God (visio beatifica). Aquinas in 

many respects also went beyond Aristotle. One of these was his insistence that the divinely 

originated theological virtue of charity supports all ethical virtues (ST I-II, q. 65, a. 3). Another 

was the assumption of a personal conscience. But he followed Aristotle in his claim that, 

different from the other intellectual virtues, PR cannot exist without moral virtue (ST I-II, q. 58, 

a.5). Although his prudentia is directly modelled on Aristotle‟s phronēsis, it goes much beyond 
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its meaning (Westberg 1994: ch. 3). And the CIT has since affirmed what Aquinas left open as a 

possibility – that PR also deliberates ends (Kolnai 1977). 

 

Because Aquinas does not separate the individual good from the common good, PR is both self-

regarding and other-regarding: “Prudence regards not only the private good of the individual, but 

also the common good of the multitude” (ST II-II, q. 47, a. 10). Standards of prudence often 

depend on social values or are appropriated communally. And where Aquinas voices doubt that 

business people could really exercise PR – the issue remains ambiguous in his writings – it is 

because their activities are directed at the profit of individuals, not at the good of an entire body 

politic (ST II-II, q. 50, a.4). 

 

Where Aristotle sees an isomorphism between two domains, the natural and the ethical, Aquinas 

gives an answer to the question why it is the ethical rather than, say, the aesthetic, political, or 

technological, that should be so privileged. He provides a rationale for why merely instrumental 

choices are always also ethically relevant, and he adds to the isomorphism the spiritual domain, 

which prescribes a theologically grounded morality. So in order to (naturally) know what is a 

good action or a bad one, one needs to understand how things are naturally ordered by God –  

primarily what human nature is, and what things it needs and deserves. For Aquinas, PR 

deliberates the instrumentally and morally best means, where goodness itself is a function of 

religious principles and personal conscience is an arbiter. This is his crucial modification of the 

Aristotelian model. Psychological studies increasingly recognize this aspect of wisdom, defining 

it as “an expertise in the conduct and meaning of life” that can address “spiritual 

incomprehensibilities” such as questions of ultimate meaning (Baltes and Staudinger 2000). PR, 

for Aquinas is the ability to choose the right thing to do in complex and conflicting situations –

and the ability then to do it in the right way at the right time. It is the key to happiness in 

everyday life, leadership in politics and business, and success in the professions. This ability is in 

many respects the master virtue – the virtue without which all other virtues or character strengths 

fail to produce effective action. 

 

The problem that moral clarity is often more readily obtained on principles than on concrete 

cases whereas PR applies exactly to such cases, is then solved by assuming a conscience 

implanted in persons. Aristotle knew no such entity. A well-formed conscience supports PR in 

decision-making by applying universal principles to particular cases. It applies knowledge of 

good and evil to action. Conscience, too, is a habitual disposition that is initially given by God 

but that needs formation (ST I, q. 79, a.13; I-II, q. 19, a.5 and 6). The theological part of the 

model of PR is well described in the encyclical Veritatis Splendor (c. 59): 

 
The judgment of conscience is a practical judgment, a judgment which makes known what man must do or not 

do, or which assesses an act already performed by him. It is a judgment which applies to a concrete situation 

the rational conviction that one must love and do good and avoid evil. This first principle of practical reason is 

part of the natural law; indeed it constitutes the very foundation of the natural law, inasmuch as it expresses 

that primordial insight about good and evil, that reflection of God‟s creative wisdom which, like an 

imperishable spark (scintilla animae), shines in the heart of every man. But whereas the natural law discloses 

the objective and universal demands of the moral good, conscience is the application of the law to a particular 

case; this application of the law thus becomes an inner dictate for the individual, a summons to do what is good 

in this particular situation. 

 



 

8 
 

Any decision secundum rationem must therefore also be one secundum conscientiam (ST II-II, q. 

47, a.7). Since the scintilla animae that allows for the latter is of supernatural origin, the 

Aristotelian two-part structure must then be extended to a three-part-structure as follows: 

 

Domain PR achieves the é Transcendental property 

   
Rational true Truth 

Moral good Goodness 

Spiritual whole  holy Holiness 

 

Considering only the rational and the moral domain for PR would leave the question open why in 

business one should care about morality and the principles of CST at all. Morality is not 

autonomous in the sense of finding its own justification if not by reference to another level of 

normativity – human nature, political ideals, or religion. 

 

If the (proximate if not ultimate) goal of religious quest is to achieve wholeness as a person, 

which is not only etymologically but for many also materially identical with holiness, a spiritual 

domain must be added to the isomorphic model. The role of PR is then that of establishing an 

equilibrium (that may be called “sapiential”) between what is true or right in an instrumental 

sense, what is morally good, and what contributes to greater wholeness or holiness: 

 

Sapiential equilibrium :  true rational    good moral    (whole holy) spiritual 

 

Clearly this is not a static equilibrium because, like market equilibria, it never as such exists. It is 

a dynamic equilibrium: the correct exercise of PR moves towards a greater – and yet only partial 

– overlap between the three domains. Re-equilibration is always necessary because the effect of 

original sin – including what Aristotle called weakness of the will (akrasia) – is a 

disequilibrating force. PR operates in the intersection of the domains and increases the area of 

overlap in an iterative process. For Aristotle, PR chooses the appropriate means towards a good 

end. In the Catholic view, it does the same but is guided in its operation by a desire to achieve 

wholeness and holiness. This is a reflective equilibrium that involves judgment on which then 

action is based. Questions of symmetry and transitivity shall here be ignored. A graphical 

representation of PR may express its dynamic nature better than a linear one (Fig. 2): 

 

                           
 

Fig. 2: Trinitarian Structure of Practical Reason 
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Applying moral judgment to computational-rational deliberations is not enough. This step 

captures the rationale for business ethics but leaves out some fundamental questions: Why bother 

to be moral at all? Which set of norms are to prevail, and why these? Why does the ability to 

apply PR to decisions differ so much among humans? And how exactly ought the “moral” and 

the “rational“ be integrated? Aquinas remarked that prudence can reduce uncertainty but “never 

remove all anxiety (sollicitudo)” (ST II-II, q. 47 a.9 ad 2). Drawing on the spiritual domain may 

reduce the decision costs and lastly the cognitive dissonance of decision-makers. 

 

The role of PR, in the Catholic view, is consequently to maxime the intersection of the three 

domains in any given decision: 

 

(true rational    good moral    (whole holy) spiritual )  max! 

 

According to this model, one may, certainly in an Augustinian perspective, see a Trinitarian 

structure at work in the operation of PR. The form of the Trinity combines substantiality with 

relationality; it considers the three persons that stand in relations to one another and are yet con-

substantial (Clarke 1993: 14f.). Purely instrumental and rational choices have their own 

economic logic, and in a sense their own “substance,” as have ethical precepts, and as certainly 

has divine reality. Yet they are all related in a perichoresis sustained by love. The meaning of the 

human person including the vocation of the business person is ultimately grounded in the 

creativity of Trinitarian love (Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace 2004: n. 34, 16). For 

business practice this means: The better the intellect, motivated by desire and the will, can bring 

what is economically most efficient and profitable to overlap with what, from the vantage point 

of CST, is good, and with what would contribute to the greater wholeness of a business and 

holiness of its owners and operators, the more PR as the synthesizing agent will be able to 

participate in Trinitarian love. The degree to which this can be achieved is no doubt a function of 

grace. 

 

 

Practical Reason in Business 
 

From Aristotle‟s model as seen through the lens of Aquinas, the nature of business can be 

characterized by considering the role of PR. This comprises two sets of principles, the first being 

about the what of business and the second about the how of business if business is understood as 

decision-making in a commercial context. The two are necessary if not yet sufficient principles 

for doing good business, which in this tradition is equivalent to doing business well and being 

successful at it. Translating phronēsis as “administrative ability” (Pakaluk 2005) then seems a 

reductionist mistake, because it ignores the ethical and spiritual component of PR.  

 

Business can be understood as a rational exercise that builds on understanding the “rules of the 

game.” Decisions are about ends and means; they are about singular and contingent cases; and 

they are always underdetermined by their object domain. It follows that prudential choices on a 

probabilistic basis are necessary. Since there are no endogenous standards for excellence, the 

challenge is to improve performance under exogenous constraints. The most distinctive feature 

of management is decision-making in complex situations, where no set of rules uniquely 
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determines the right decision. The professional managerial competence to make the best decision 

– in the sense of optimization – is then undoubtedly an exercise of PR. Aquinas concedes that 

imperfect prudence is still true prudence (ST II-II, q. 47, a.13). 

 

Though business decisions may be contingent and thus not uniquely determined by facts, 

Aquinas‟ arguments do not support the contingency theory of management taken to its logical 

conclusion: “there is no single optimum prescription [for] the way a firm should be managed” 

(Ansoff 1988: 234).  But this does not rule out that among several possible there is not always 

one best way of organizing human affairs. There is always one option that creates the greatest 

possible human good. And if management tools do not allow us to generate a ranking, we can 

rely on the isomorphism with the domain of values, which are so ordered. 

 

Most decisions business people make are not of a categorical but of an ordinal nature. An 

ordering must be established both among ends – the relative importance of profit, market share, 

sales growth, customer satisfaction, staff retention, etc. – and among feasible means to achieve 

these. The relative ordering of ends is obviously determined by the ethical virtues the owners and 

management bring to bear, but in the Aristotelian model as received by Aquinas, PR is exercised 

in making the choice. This is a top-level strategic decision. The relative ordering of means to 

achieve these ends certainly also requires the exercise of PR. Among feasible options, not all 

decisions are equally promising, but some will be better. 

 

Five points about the successful exercise of PR in business become salient in this perspective: 

 

 Exercising PR implies a degree of excellence in conducting business activities. 

 Exercising PR consists in integrating elements across cognitive domains. 

 Exercising PR depends on ethical and intellectual virtues of business pople. 

 Exercising PR depends on the formation of character and the training of the intellect. 

 Exercising PR requires experience; nobody is “naturally prudent.” 

 

PR can only be exercised personally by managers; they must acquire the necessary virtues 

themselves (EN 1103a29). Rationality in the Catholic tradition is not a technique but a function 

of character (Kennedy 2002: 56). Since PR as an intellectual virtue already presupposes ethical 

virtues, it concerns more than merely excellence in strategic or instrumental thinking. It requires 

the ability to make correct choices, where correctness has both an instrumental and an ethical 

meaning – both efficiency and equity. The literature on strategic management has long 

recognized that managers make implicit choices between rational and moral principles, the 

former pertaining to means and the latter to ends (Singer 1994). As one moves from the strategic 

via the tactical to the operational level of decision-making, the mix of virtues to be employed 

changes. PR is clearly indispensable at the strategic level, but at least at the operational level, 

virtues such as craftsmanship, cleverness, and judgment will take up a greater role in the mix. By 

the same token, the ethical relevance decreases. Decisions about the quality-price trade-off, 

about distribution channels, or about advertising strategy must certainly apply PR if they are to 

be successful; determining a salesforce schedule or short-term price promotions require other 

intellectual virtues even though these, too, may involve moral choice. This indicates that the 

application of PR is the more important the higher the complexity of a decision is, the less it is 

determined by data, and the more judgment it therefore requires (Nonaka and Toyama 2007).  
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From Aquinas‟ theory of individual action can be derived a sequence of steps in two stages 

involved in the exercise of PR (ST I-II, qq. 6-17). This model is indeed similar to those presented 

in modern management textbooks: 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: Sequential Model of Practical Reasoning 

 

Thinking about ends starts with apprehension, or imperfect knowledge, of ends, since they are 

not yet known as ends (q. 6, a.2). Situation analysis, brainstorming, information search, or 

consultation of experts are heuristic devices used at this stage. Simple apprehension must be 

joined by the willing of the good as an end (volitio) to produce perfect knowledge of the end (q. 

6, a.2, 4). But to know a good end (cognitio) is also to direct one‟s mind at it (intentio), for the 

good is that which is desired (q. 12). The analogy in business for the operation of PR in 

deliberating ends is that of formulating a company mission. It is not guided by instrumental 

rationality but by value-rationality. 

 

The operation of PR in selecting means towards an end is familiar from management practice. It 

starts with a consideration of options (consilium) (q. 14) to which the will must give consent 

(consensus) (q. 15) to enter a choice set. Important is here the agreement on criteria of choice. 

Potential means not supported by internal consent will not be further considered. Next a practical 

judgment is required as to the advantages and disadvantages of potential means supported by 

consent (q. 13 a.5, 6). Only on the basis of criteria of choice and of pertinent information can 

then a choice (electio) be made (q. 8, a.2; q. 12, a.1; q. 13). At this stage management uses a 

wide variety of tools of decision-making, such as weighted scoring analysis or the analytical 

hierarchy process. The chosen means is presented as a command (praeceptum or imperium) (q. 

19, a.5) that is to be implemented (fruitio) in order to enjoy the desired end (q. 11).  

 

Aquinas‟ theory of human action is not without loose ends. He frankly allows for uncertainty in 

deliberation about the contingencies of life (q. 14, a.3) and yet the judgment of PR is put forward 

as the truth (q. 19, a.5 ad 1). Neither are the stages always clearly demarcated, which has made 

interpreters speak of anything between a 10-stage and 12-stage model. However, what is striking 

about his model of action is that it is built both on cognitivist and conative assumptions: nothing 

is self-executing without an intervening mental act nor without the will (Bradley 1997: 340f.). 
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The intellect and the will take turn in ruling successive stages in the process. PR operates in a 

propositional mode but must be propelled by volition. Its function is not limited to or 

concentrated in any one stage of the process such as in judgment or choice. Rather, prudentia 

integrates the process throughout and leads it to action (Westberg 1994: 187-197). A sequential 

approach underlies also most models of decision-making suggested in management textbooks, 

which view decision-making as a purposeful and rational process. However, this process is 

usually presented as rather mechanical and computational (Harrison 1998; Saloner, Shepard and 

Podolny 2001: ch. 15). Identifying alternatives, examining alternatives, ranking alternatives, etc., 

do not involve the will, the development of an intention directed at the end, or the formation of a 

judgment. Aquinas‟ model, though it can be mapped onto blueprints of decision-making in 

management science, relies on a much richer psychology than that of reactive optimizers under 

constraints. Business people are not merely reacting to challenges arising in a firm‟s environment 

(Ansoff 1988: 234) nor do they, as in the structure-conduct-performance paradigm of industrial 

economics, primarily adapt to market structure. They have purposes, a deliberative rationality, 

and a will, and they work, consciously and deliberately or not, within a system of values.  

 

This means that, in a formal sense, the intellectual tools business people use need no correction. 

They will have to segment potential markets and consider the expected revenues and costs of 

entry and servicing for each segment before choosing target markets; since structure follows 

strategy, they will typically devise an organizational set-up designed to fit corporate strategy; and 

obviously investment decisions will have to consider the net present value of an expected 

revenue stream. Cost-benefit analysis as a tool is not only acceptable from the perspective of 

CST but is a necessity of good stewardship. However, most managers confine their thinking to 

the rational domain and consider their task as a linear programming exercise – finding the option 

that maximizes an objective function given side constraints. Those inspired by Catholic – or 

better: Christian – thought must at least have a more comprehensive list of both costs and 

benefits. Their ordering of both ends and means will be different, which affects the stages of 

cognition/intention and judgment/choice (Honnefelder 2002). They will assume a much richer 

anthropology, seeing business people as persons embedded in several social contexts whose 

success at their profession depends not only on their technical skills but also on their willingness 

to practice the virtues. But they will also have a much fuller view of management in the first 

place, seeing it not as a game for maximum profit but as a vocation to develop a meaningful life. 

 

Benedict XVI‟s Caritas in veritate (2009) reminds us that the instruments of business are good 

in themselves (c. 36). They are the means that the nature of the object domain affords managers. 

Even the search for utility is as such beneficial. Aquinas has indeed incorporated utility into his 

ethical thinking. Believing that the will has a natural inclination towards the good, Aquinas 

advises us to seek naturally what is useful for us (De veritate, q. 24, a.8). Since what is truly 

advantageous to humans must always be conducive to attaining the highest end, viz. beatitudo, 

utility in this sense will always be a reliable guide to correct moral choice. The question, 

however, is: do we know whether an inclination we have is natural? Could Warren Buffet have a 

natural inclination to increase the value of capital invested such that maximizing wealth, 

seemingly advantageous to him, is conducive to attaining his beatitude?  

 

Caritas in Veritate explicitly confirms some traditional principles of economics and business. 

For example, it endorses the internalization of environmental externalities and calls for the most 
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efficient use of natural resources (Caritas in Veritate, c. 50). The encyclical concedes to the 

utilitarian mindset of most economists that “structural insecurity [of workers] generates anti-

productive attitudes wasteful of human resources, inasmuch as workers tend to adapt passively to 

automatic mechanisms, rather than to release creativity” (c. 32). And it sees common ground 

with economics in concluding: “Human costs always include economic costs, and economic 

dysfunctions always involve human costs.” Furthermore, the reasons given for a “morally 

responsible openness to life” go beyond exhortations to have larger families. They are palatable 

even to Chicago-trained economists: “The decline in births, falling at times beneath the so-called 

„replacement level‟, also puts a strain on social welfare systems, increases their cost, eats into 

savings and hence the financial resources needed for investment, reduces the availability of 

qualified labourers, and narrows the „brain pool‟ upon which nations can draw for their needs” 

(c. 44). Lastly, the encyclical argues against a “speculative use of financial resources,” i.e. such 

that is “seeking only short-term profit, without regard for the long-term sustainability of the 

enterprise, its benefit to the real economy and attention to the advancement, in suitable and 

appropriate ways, of further economic initiatives in countries in need of development” (c. 40).   

 

However, this must not be misunderstood as an endorsement of mainstream economic thinking, 

for the encyclical uses economic arguments to show the limitations and inequities of our 

economic system. It would misapply Aquinas‟ theory of action to pursue “business as usual” and 

couch all concerns of CST into side constraints. The Catholic model accepts “business as usual” 

only in a formal sense – that products must be marketed, working capital kept in liquid funds, or 

the right workers chosen for a job. The operation of PR goes far beyond that and brings moral 

and social principles to bear on managerial decisions: the inherent dignity of persons, the value 

of work, the family as an indispensable social unit, subsidiarity, the universal destination of 

goods, social justice, etc. These precepts again form a complex web constituted by relations of 

dependence. And the reasons that make the integration of these principles into the functional 

aspects of business natural (rather than simply the pursuit of “do-gooders”), are derived from the 

spiritual domain, i.e. from faith. Based on Fig. 2, a general model of management in conformity 

with CST may then look as follows (Fig. 4): 

 

  Dimension  Function 

     
  Rational  Means-ends calculation of options 

     
Sapiential management  Moral  Ethical evaluation of options 

     
  Spiritual  Ultimate ends: meaning in business 

 

Fig. 4: CST Model of Management 

 

The three dimensions do not imply any time sequence. They pervade all stages of the decision-

making process. Managerial decisions in this perspective are not first made depending on a cost-

benefit analysis and their outcome then perhaps corrected in the sense of greater distributional 

justice. PR draws on all dimensions throughout and integrates their respective functions. 
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Applying Practical Reason 
 

Consider two recent crises that annihilated immense economic value and brought about 

recessions – the Internet crisis of 2000 and the asset crisis of 2007-09. At the center of the first 

stood the belief that Web-based companies, working in a supposedly revolutionary business 

model, did not need to make profits from ordinary business activity as long as the stock-market 

valuations of their companies grew fast enough. Some of these “dot.com” companies hardly had 

revenue streams at all but, because of a speculation frenzy among investors, could create a 

valuation bubble that lasted at least to the initial public offering, after which investors typically 

lost large amounts. The second crisis, which then seamlessly widened into the deepest recession 

since the 1930‟s, had its origin in the financial sector and was occasioned by an abundance of 

credit due to low interest rates in industrialized and high savings rates in certain export-oriented 

countries. It was based on the expectation that, through a multi-tiered repackaging and wide 

distribution of risky assets such as mortgages, risk could be “thinned out” or would even 

disappear. Structured finance is based on the idea that securitization of various financial assets 

allows for a wider distribution of risk and therefore opens up new sources of financing to 

consumers. However, it also led to a degradation in underwriting standards for these assets, and 

ultimaly sparked the credit crash and financial crisis. 

 

Both follies relied on an unrealistic view of the nature of business, and ultimately of human 

nature. Even without the benefit of hindsight, it was predictable that both supposed innovations 

were doomed to fail. For-profit businesses simply must make profits to be sustainable. Risk 

simply does not disappear, and bad lending decisions cannot be redeemed by securitization. Even 

the greatest technical sophistication of marketing or structured finance cannot suspend basic 

truths about what works in business. The domain of business has rules that cannot be abolished; 

they are as much part of reality as are sin, grace, or love. PR in business as a minimum must start 

from these rules. It was neglected in both respects – neither were the ends themselves good nor 

the means chosen to attain these ends. Manipulation of stock price to allow for speculative profit 

through an IPO is not a sustainable business model; profits must come from goods and services 

that create customer value, and therefore lastly from work and ingenuity. Lending prospective 

homebuyers funds that the lender itself has borrowed, and reselling mortgage contracts 

immediately so as to reduce risk while keeping the fees and an interest rate differential, is also 

not sustainable. It did not even take phronimoi to see that both were cases of mere speculation 

that might work for a few years but that would eventually implode. Financing is an important 

part of business, but it is derivative of production and distribution, i.e. the satisfaction of 

consumer needs or wants.  If the share of the financial sector in the United Kingdom, the United 

States, and France by 2007 had grown to, respectively, 31.9 percent, 33.1 percent, and 33.3 

percent of gross value added, and is twice as high as that of all manufacturing and agriculture 

together, and if the share of profits made by the financial services industry alone in all corporate 

profits in the United States reached 40 percent in 2007, the order of creation has surely been 

reversed (source: OECD). Financial services are meant to facilitate the production and 

consumption of goods and services but not to become the tail wagging the dog. Reason is able to 

recognize the finality of an economy and of its parts. Caritas in veritate gets it right: finance is 

merely an instrument, and PR is required for it better to fulfill the proper end of human 

development (c. 65). 
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The only way to prevent recurrence of such episodes – and the chances are small – is not to train 

managers better in the rational affairs of business – devising investment portfolios or marketing 

plans – but in developing better managers, i.e. such “whose consciences are finely attuned to the 

requirements of the common good” (Caritas in veritate, c. 71). It consists in helping them to 

understand the natural order of things and to acquire the virtues necessary to make good 

decisions. This can often be achieved more readily in apprenticeship or mentoring relationships 

under a virtuous mentor than in formal settings of business schools, though no doubt the latter 

can make steps towards achieving this goal. The wisdom of the phronimos is then embedded in 

the novice through guided practice over time. The acquisition of PR thus requires experience: 

“only by doing leadership can we achieve the wisdom of leaders” (Grint 2007: 242). And this 

implies that the ability to do business well is as much an art, because it is a special gift of grace, 

as it may be a science (Grassl 1997). 

 

Catholic thought draws on a wealth of insights about invariables in business as they derive from 

facts about human nature and from a long tradition in which prudence has been considered a 

cardinal virtue (ST I-II, q. 61, a.3). Of course, Catholic thought does not have an exclusive claim 

to this knowledge. But it has a unique justification for it. Managers guided by Catholic thought 

work “as if faith mattered” (Alford and Naughton 2001). They work at a higher level of 

complexity, because they must take more constraints into account. But they can also work at a 

higher level of certainty, because they have a toolbox of principles grounded in religious truth. 

Foremost among these is that of PR. The motivation and satisfaction of such business people is 

that the greater complexity is outweighed by the greater certainty. 
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