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Anselm of Canterbury, famous to Philosophy for his so- ,  is less well known 

for his moral theory, equally worthy of attention, revealing itself to attentive study as surprisingly rich and 

original.  

by providing an answer to the question: what kind of moral theory does Anselm hold?  Can we effectively 

locate it under a rubric typically discussed in contemporary classes and literature, like utilitarianism, 

deontology, virtue ethics, and the like?  Does it eclectically fuse together elements or aspects of such 

moral theories?  Or it is perhaps sui generis, defying any such categorization, perhaps challenging the 

adequacy of such classificatory schemes? 

 Two obstacles block the path to providing answers to these questions.  One of these is the 

unsystematic  as preserved in writing, which he never consolidated into 

a treatise resembling Nichomachean Ethics  Groundwork.  One must weave together 

threads running through his treatises, Letters, the Vita and the Dicta Anselmi, even his Prayers and 

Meditations, to generate a full view of his moral theory.  There is, however, one central point around 

which the many aspects of his moral perspective constellate, one concept and experience, i.e., rectitude or 

rightness of will kept for its own sake, which as Dom R. Pouchet observed, appears, alongside . . . id quo 

maius cogitari non potest intuitions majeures 1  But 

                                                           
1  - Analecta Anselmiana, (Frankfurt am Main: Minerva. 1969) v. 1, 

al theory, and in 
particular to understanding rectitude voluntatis propter se servata, fuller engagements with whose thought will be 
provided in footnotes in the final version of this paper.   
 
 These authors, and several of their germane works include:  G. Stanley Kane, 
Freedom and the Will (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen. 1981); Dom Robert Pouchet, La Rectitudo chez saint Anselme: Un 

Les Philosophies morales et politiques au Moyen Âge (Ottawa: Legas. 1995); Eugene Fairweather,  

Faith and Reason

mailto:gbisadler@gmail.com
http://www.youtube.com/user/gbisadler
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this formula requires considerable unpacking and specification, which one needs do following lines 

Anselm himself set out, again, in multiple and unpredictable locations.   

I . Categories of the Good 

One central aspect to any moral theory involves the basic good or goods the theory recognizes 

and values.  What does it hold to be good?  How does it order or arrange goods in relation to each other?  

What good, if any does it ascribe priority to as most valuable, as fundamental, even as the basis of other 

surprisingly broad and rich variety of goods.2  Can these be reduced to a more general classification?   

In Monologion

account of some usefulness. . . or on account of some intrinsic goodness [honestatem ealth 

 (salus ,  )  as examples of the former, and 
                                                                                                                                                                                           

Spicilegium Beccense The 
Cambridge Companion to Anselm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 2004

De Veritate American Benedictine Review
The Modern Schoolman

i The Downside Review Ratio 
Quaerens Beatitudinem Rationality and Happiness: F rom the Ancients 
to the Early Medievals, Ed. Jiyuan Yu and Jorge J. E.Gracia. (Rochester: University of Rochester Press. 2003); 
Englebert Rechtenwald, Das id quo maius cogitari non potest als rectitudo: Anselms Gottbeweis im Lichte von De 
Veritate Twenty-F ive Years of Anselm Studies, ed. Frederick Van Fleterern and Joseph C. Schnaubelt (Lewiston: 
Edwin Mellen. 1996 
 
2  
variety [multam diuersitatem] we experience through the boldly senses and distinguish t
M 1, p. 14. 
 
translations by Hopkins and Richardson, Williams, Deane, and Charlesworth) and are either from S. Anselmi 
Cantuariensis Archepiscopi opera omnia, ed. Dom F. S. Schmitt, O.S.B. 5 vols (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson and 
Sons. 1940 1961), or from Memorials of Saint Anselm, R.W. Southern and F. S. Schmitt, O.S.B., eds. (London: 
Oxford University Press. 1969). All citations of 
appropriate by the book number), and the page number of the appropriate volume of the Opera Omnia or Memorials 
Each text will be cited with these abbreviations. 
 
M  Monologion    P  Proslogion  DV  De Veritate  
DL  De Libertate Arbitrii   DCD  De Casu Diaboli  CDH  Cur Deus Homo   
DCV  De Conceptu Virginali et de Original Peccato   DI  De Incarnatione Verbi  
DC  De Concordia Praescientiae et Praedestionis et Gratiae Dei cum Libero Arbitrio 
DM  Liber Ansemi Archiepiscopi de Humanus Moribus per Simultudines 
DA  (Alexandri Monachi Cantuariensis) Liber Ex Dictis Beati Anselmi 
 

The Letters of Saint Anselm of Canterbury, 3 vols. trans and ed. Walter 
Frölich (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications) 
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contributes to 3  All goods, in this view, are either useful (utile) 

goods, i.e. valuable  and typically willed -- for the sake of something else, or intrinsic (honestum) goods, 

valuable  and willed -- for their own sakes or on their own accounts.  The Monologion treatment also 

introduces several important Anselmian doctrines, including the notion of distinctly different degrees (as 

opposed to mere quantities) of goodness or greatness (value), reflected not only in subjective evaluations, 

but objectively in the very being of things.  He also argues for an ontological dependency of goods upon 

other goods, u

justice, among other attributes.  Just as importantly, he accords to reason not only a capacity to discern 

between and order values and goods but a normative requirement to employ this capacity rightly.4  

[a] rational nature, being rational is nothing other than being able to distinguish the just from the non-just, 

the true from the non-true, the good from the non-good, and th 5  

Ultimately, this apprehension of values assumes not only cognitive or inferential, but also affective and 

conative forms. 

 , we glimpse the human being as called to distinguish and act 

upon their distinction between different kinds and degrees of goodnesses, understanding and framing 

                                                           
3  M 1, p. 14.   
 
4  ad 
hoc factus/a/um est nal nature was made 
just by God so that by enjoying Him it would be happy. . . .it accepted the power of discerning so that it would hate 
and avoid evil, and it would love and choose good, as well as love and choose more the greater good.  For, otherwise 
God would have given reason that very power of discernment uselessly, since it would discern in vain if it did not 

hes that rectitude ought always to be kept for love of that same rectitude, and that whatever 

hese are the most primary reasons [maxime,] (Anselm does not say the 
 

 
5  He ly in vain 

discerning so that it would hate and avoid evil, and it would love and choose good, as well as love and choose more 
the greater good.  For, otherwise God would have given reason that very power of discernment uselessly, since it 
would discern in vain if it did not  
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these perhaps by reference to a divine source and exemplar of goodness.6  What additional light or clarity 

do his subsequent works bring?  Skipping over De Veritate for the moment, in De Libertate, the 

distinction between goods willed for the sake of other things and goods willed for their own sake gets 

revisited, framed in terms of whether one can will something unwillingly in some respects, i.e., whether 

one can have a will divided against itself and over several objects. Anselm uses health as an example of a 

good willed (in that situation) for its own sake, with drinking absinthe as something willed for the sake of 

health, indicating that something, like health, might be regarded in some situations or by some persons as 

an intrinsic good, by others as merely useful or instrumental.  Considering a forced choice between 

willing the end of keeping re salus],7 Anselm 

introduces another important consideration, i.e. the unavoidable necessity to choose between different 

goods, to order them, to prefer and prioritize, a theme he expands in De Casu Diabioli. 

Anselm introduces further refinements bearing on goods and the will in that work, most notably 

by distinguishing between two fundamental and determinative orientations of the human (or any other 

-to-happiness [voluntas beatitudinis] and the will-to justice [voluntas 

justitiae

[affectiones], distinguishable from the will-as-instrument as well as the particular willings-as-use of that 

instrument, which areconditioned by those wills-as-inclinations.  The will to justice can be present or 

lacking in a person, but the will-to-happiness is always present and active, although not always 

specifically configured in the same way.   

The will-to-happiness is a vitandi incommodum] and 

having the beneficial [habendi commodum 8  This involves willing those things and conditions which 

                                                           
6  As we see in many of his works, we more adequately understand the different kinds of goodnesses only by 
reference to God, to heaven, or to the Church, a prime example of this being P 25 
 
7  DL 9 
 
8  DCD 12, p. 254 
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 9  10 and 

whatever is regarded as conducive or necessary to realizing such desires.  A thing may be beneficial in 

different ways: one thing is beneficial through its use or when used [per usus], another through what it 

brings about [per effectum 11  This category of the beneficial thus almost 

entirely encompasses the previous distinction between useful goods, valued for the sake of other goods, 

and intrinsic goods, valued for their o

category of the beneficial includes the entirety of the useful, a portion of intrinsic goods fall within 

another distinct category, the good of justice.12 

 

I I . The Good of Justice 

For Anselm, justice is a different, higher, more valuable, kind of good than the others which we 

have explored thus far.  Justice in the full and primary sense of the term, rightness or moral goodness, the 

justice which should be cui laus debetur], and whose opposite should be cond

[debetur vituperatio],13 that very good through which people are good. . . . and on 

                                                           
9  DC 

 
 
10  DCD 13, p. 256. 
 
11  use, but  

what appear to be evil things are not really evil things.  Punishment, chastisement, and satisfaction provide prime 
examples, a
and Ep. 233.   
 
 On this, Cf. G Man Revue Benedictine, v. 
97, n. 1-2, and Gregory B. Sadle Non Modo Verbis Sed E t Verberibus: Saint Anselm on Punishment, Coercion, 

Cistercian Studies Quarterly, v. 45, n. 1    
 
12  

 so that one might say the category of the beneficial would thereby include goodness-as-justice or as-just, 

surpasses [as a kind of  
 
13  DV 12 
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account of which the will is said to be good or just 14 exists or does not, is present or absent, within the 

will of a rational being. Correspondingly, [i]njustice then is that very evil, which we say is nothing other 

than privation of the good, 15  or as he adds, bsence of a justice that has been abandoned. 16  Since 

other than justice or injustice, nothing is called just or unjust, except for the will, or on account of the 

just or unjust will,  the justice or injustice, specifically moral goodness or badness, of other things, 

including actions, hearts, persons, states of affairs, even the carnal appetites, resides not in them but 

 

goodness qualitatively greater than the goodness of beneficial goods, and thus to be preferred to, valued 

more highly than merely beneficial goods, or even happiness. In fact, a rational being ought to have 

(debere 17  The rational being received a free faculty of will precisely for 

the purpose (ad quod. . . voluntatem acceperat) of willing what one should with it, i.e. justice and justly.  

But then, what is justice? Adequately answering this from an Anselmain perspective requires a step-by-

step process of setting out formulations which integrate with and inform each other.  

(quod debet),18 that is, 

willing or acting in accordance with some sort of identifiable rule or standard applying to the situation, or 

                                                           
14  DCD 9, p. 246.   
 
15  -good, or the absence of the good where good 
should [debet] be or is useful [expedit nselm does not always employ the same term to 
designate this lack.  He uses absentia quite often, e.g. in DCD 11, 19; and 19, DCV 3, 5, 6; DC 1.7.  He also uses 
privatio, e.g. DCD 9, 10, and employs verbal constructions as well, e.g., DCV 4, p. 144, carendo.  It seems likely 

stronge  
 
16  DCD 19, p. 264. 
 
17  
a debtor (and a double debtor in some of these passages) by lacking the justice in its will, which ought to be present 
there. 
 
18  DV12.  
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quod convenit).19  Setting aside for the 

moment the issue of precisely how one determines what one ought to do or will, one can ask, as Anselm 

has his student do in De Veritate:  is this all there is to justice? Following a set of rules or commands, 

willing to do the right thing in the situation?  The answer is No. 

In order to be just, one must not only will the right thing, but also 

(propter quod debet quia debet).20  The reason why 

one wills something matters (including willing bearing on willing).  If one were to will what is right 

solely because of the apprehension, desire, and pursuit or production of the beneficial, like a dog loving 

its puppies through instinct,21 there is no justice in the willing or action, though there is to be sure 

goodness.  If one wills and does what is right out of vainglory or simply to avoid punishment, again, at 

least in De Veritate

right thing, because it is the right thing, not because of beneficial goods or happiness one also necessarily 

desires and wills.  

Anselm seems as intransigent and uncompromising as Kant on this point.  When one wills justly, 

one wills rectitudo voluntatis propter se servata).22  Whatever 

other objects the will may have or desire, it must also intend this one, or justice is lacking in the person 

willing.  Often there exist compatibilities between motivations of happiness or beneficial goods, and the 

motivation of justice  in fact in a well-ordered person, the will-to-justice   -to-

                                                                                                                                                                                           
cogitatio, 

DV 3), communicating (significatio, DV 1-2, 9), willing (DV 4), even being at all (rerum . . . existentia, DV 9).  

189). 
 
19  Anselm uses this languag quod convenit, conveniens quod decet) consistently 

quod expedit) throughout his work, as early as Proslogion, in 
conjunction with distinguishing between justice and happiness/the beneficial.   
 
20  DV12, p. 194. 
 
21  -to-
happiness in  DCD 12. 
 
22  DV 12.  This is the formulation occurring throughout his works from that point on. 
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happiness. . .  excessum] 23 -  but there will also be incompatibilities, 

occasions where one must choose, according priority either to happiness or benefit or to justice, at the 

expense of the other. In fact, the object of the will-to-justice, as Anselm tells us at multiple points, by its 

nature involves an interesting and sometimes even puzzling self- he will 

which is towards willing the beneficial is not the same thing as it wills . . . the will which is 

towards willing rectitude, is rectitude.  For, nobody wills rectitude without having rectitude, nor can 

24   

Bringing God into the picture adds anothe

enrichment or complication of his moral theory, depending on how you look at it, is inevitable, for two 

ecidedly 

theocentric.  God does not only act justly, know what justice comprises, will justice, possess justice to its 

supreme degree.  God is justice itself, all other instances of justice in some way participating in the divine 

justice.25  So, presumably, any justice in the human being or will is going to involve some eventual 

reference to God.  Second, Anselm does in fact explicitly specify justice in relation to God, at so many 

points in his works that I provide just a few representative passages here: 

  [K]eeping rectitude of will for the sake of that very rectitude is, for each person, to will what God 

wills that person to will.26 

 Every rational will of the creature should be subject to the will of God.27  

                                                           
23  DCD 14, p.258.  In an ideal state, where one had both an undamaged will to happiness and the will to 

to will excessively [excedere], but because one wills justly, one would not will to do so [excedere], and so, 
De Concordia clarifies 

how these wills function as inclinations of the will-as-instrument: 
that the will-as-instrument would use the will that is justice for commanding and ruling. . . . And, without anything 
detrimental [incommoditatem 86 
24  DC 3.12, p. 284. 
 
25  Cf. M 16, P 9-11, DV 10, 13, CDH 2:20. 
 
26  DL 8, p. 220.   
 
27  CDH I. 11, p. 68. 
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 Every rational creature owes [debet] that obedience to God.28 

 [R]ectitude of will is present in someone when that person wills what God wills them to will.29  

 Those who fill their hearts with love of God and neighbor will will nothing but what God wills or 

another person wills  as long as this is not contrary to God.30 

 

I I I .  Deontological or Divine Command E thics? 

position, at this point, it would not be surprising if it were either Deontological or Divine Command 

ethics.  Many characteristic Anselmian assertions sound like Kantianism avant la lettre. The absolute 

contrast between other goods  the useful, the beneficial, those we seek through an ineradicable will-to-

happiness  and the good of justice seems much like Ka

objects of our desires and inclinations.  The heterogenous diversity of goods desired for and as 

whether happiness can be even adequately understood, let alone enjoyed, precisely because it would 

comprise 31 Identification of distinctly moral 

raming as willing not only in conformity to 

duty, but because of duty.  The focus on the will and its motives,32 on willing justice for its own sake, 

with the object of maintaining justice within the will also sounds like Kantianism in medieval garb.   

                                                           
28  CDH 2.10, p. 111 
 
29  DC 1.6, p. 256 
 
30  Ep. 112, p. 270.  This theme of concordia  with other 
peopl
of his Letters.  Cf. in particular Ep. 143.  Cf. also Vita Anselmi, 1:10, 22, 31 and 33.  
 
31  Anselm actually does attempt to outline the elements of happiness, as well as its opposite, misery, in his 
famous sermon on the 14 parts of Happiness, discussion of which can be found in in DHM 48-71.  One can just 

 
 
32  [J]ust as someone prevented from doing the good deed he intended who later rejoices  at having been 
unable to carry out the good he had intended, is not to be praised for having carried out the good he had planned, in 
the same way someone who is not permitted to do a wicked deed he had planned, and then rejoices at not having 



10 
 

Could Anselm be a Kantian?  There are good reasons to answer no, among them the fact that 

justice and happiness remain integrally interconnected for Anselm, in contrast to Kant who stresses the 

dissociation between happiness and duty.  Explaining precisely how so goes beyond the scope of this 

part.  In fact, this would render it hopelessly heteronomous to Kant, in multiple ways.  Not only does 

Anselm say explicitly that rectitude of will consists in obedience to the divine will, which would be bad 

 

grace). 

example of Divine Command ethics.  There are certain ambiguities about precisely what such a moral 

theory involves, but one generally-agreed-upon characterization is that the theory renders morality 

ultimately dependent upon God, the divine will, or that will as promulgated in commands, so that 

practically speaking, divine revelation becomes the source for moral standards, and right action involves 

and is measured by obedience to or conformity with such revealed commands.  If all that is meant by this 

theory.  But, Divine Command moral theory is typically interpreted as implying that God can (or does) 

command actions which might seem to contradict morality, but which by virtue of being commanded by 

God thereby become morally right, even obligatory.  Other typical commitments assert  God or divine 

revelation to be the exclusive source of moral standards, goodness, or rightness, or that a human being 

commands, not because God happens or necessarily commands what it in fact 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

 
o life a good life, since no one, wherever he may be, 

can ever exclude goodwill from the hearts of men against their will. . .  God never demands deeds beyond our 
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good, right, moral. Understood along such lines, Divine command moral theory is explicitly rejected by 

Anselm.   

IV. Does Anselm hold a Natural Law Theory?  

What other moral theory o

looking more closely at a few passages where Anselm actually carries out moral reasoning, or where he 

mentions sources for moral reasoning and evaluation, more suitable candidates will suggest themselves.  

Not surprisingly, Anselm does refer to Scripture as a guide for morality, in two main ways.  At times, 

meditation upon the meaning of passages leads him to drawing out implications for the nature and 

condition of the human being, human relationships with and interactions with the divine, and particularly 

about moral matters.33  At other times, he cites appropriate passages to provide a basis, an example, or 

just to inform a moral claim or line of argument he makes.  Interestingly, Anselm places equal weight on 

authoritative interpreters of Scripture and the Christian life, admonishing a fellow bishop, for instance, by 

saying: 

and against so many holy Fathers who truly understood the sayings of the Lord, what it is then to act 

34  Yet, Anselm is no fundamentalist or ecclesial authoritarian. What qualifies such 

authorities is that they have demonstrated themselves to have developed genuine wisdom, a state which 

requires some moral as well as intellectual progress.35 

In fact, faith and reason, the divine order and the natural human intellect are not radically opposed 

to each other.   Anselm writes of Scripture as he authority for every truth reason infers, 

since it either clearly affirms them or 36   He asserts that the justice one 

                                                           
33  Prime example of this would be these passages:  
   in the De Casu Diaboli 

 in the De Veritate 
 
34   Letter 161 (to Geoffroy, Bishop of Paris) 
 
35    He invokes the 
judgment of the wise as a norm for practical reasoning at many points, e.g. Ep. 62 (To Abbot Walter) 
 
36  
something by reasoning [ratione] that we cannot show to be clearly in the words of Scripture, or to be proved from 



12 
 

ought to cultivate e it 

 37  38 but 

it would be no stretch to say that his moral theory bears strong affinities with a Natural Law moral theory 

like that of Thomas Aquinas.  For Anselm, all created being is permeated by the orderings of divine 

providence, but we human beings participate in this in ways radically transcending those of non-rational 

beings, through our uses of reason and through our willing, both of which permit us to go astray as well 

as rightly. We are called, in his view, to employ reason to more and more fully discern and willingly 

cooperate with an ordering, a law, a complexly structured normativity, which has its source in the divine 

 

is rational so that it might discern between the just and the unjust, between the good and the evil, 

and between the more good and the less good.  Otherwise it would have been made rational in 

vain. . . By a similar reasoning, it is proven that it received the power of discernment so that it 

would hate and avoid evil, and it would love and prefer the good, and even more greatly love and 

prefer the greater good.39 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
them, we know in this way by means of Scripture whether it should be accepted or rejected: If it is worked out by 
clear reasoning and Scripture in no manner contradicts it  since Scripture, just as it opposes no truth, favors no 
falsity  by the very fact that it does not deny what is said by reasoning, that then is upheld by authority.  But if 
Scripture undoubtably opposes a view of ours [nostro sensui], even though by our reason it appears to us to be 

-2.  At least for his own writings 
(and presumably he would extend this to other thinkers), Anselm also invokes the thought of the Church Fathers as a 
criterion in similar ways in M, proem, Ep. 77, DI 1, CDH, com, 1.1, 1.3.  He also cites, and even discusses the 
reasoning, of church Councils and papal decisions, e.g. in Ep. 65. 
 
37  DCV 4, v. 2, p. 144. 
 
38  taught him that all the riches of the world were created by our 
common Father for the common good of all mankind and that by natural law the belonged no more to one man than 

-1. 
 
39  CDH 2.1, 97.   
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One consequence of this bears directly on the human relationship with the divine, through justice and 

It is certain then that the rational nature was made for this, that it should love and 

prefer the supreme good above everything else, and not for the sake of something else, but for its own 

  This bears the rational creature ought to apply all of its capacity 

and will [posse et velle] to remembering, understanding, loving the supreme good, for which end he 

knows himself to possess his very being [ipsum esse 40 

 Both in general and in determinate situations, the human being must employ reason in one way or 

another in order to discern what is good and bad, what ought to be done and what ought to be avoided, not 

only weighing and ordering various goods, but also working out their concrete arrangements and 

implications, informing the will which ultimately chooses.41  To do this rightly is not only to strive 

willing, in thinking, in desires, affections, emotions, even in relationships. In fact, full rationality is not 

simply a given any more than is right volition, and the functioning of both faculties inform and influence 

generation) 42  Everything said so far sounds 

                                                           
40     M 68, p. 79.  It also bears affective significance.  The will to justice ideally involves delight, enjoyment, 

condelectatur
3.12, p. 284. CDH 1.20 contains a sustained discussion of what we 

what you were created for [ad quod factus es], and sadness because you are not yet there, and fear lest you not reach 
it, so that you should not feel any joy except about those things that either give you assistance or the hope of arriving 

 
 
On the implications of this passage, cf.  

Cur Deus Homo Archiv fur Geschichte der Philosophie, v. 87 
(2005).  Daniel Rakus and Dom Paschal Baumstein have also devoted attention to the significance of affectivity in 

 
  
41  This is not to say that the activity of the will devolves from the activity of reason so that reason, as it were, 
dictates to the will. For Anselm, the will always chooses freely, even and particularly when reason fully informs it as 
to the superlative goodness of its object of choice.  In DLA 12, the good angels and the blessed in heaven, for 
instance, cannot lose the justice in their wills, solidified by their true understanding of their condition of blessedness, 
and yet enjoy the greatest kind of freedom.   
 
42  
outlined here.  A few examples of how this developmental dynamic works well or poorly must suffice here: 
 

-
something.  And God apportions it to each of his human servants, commanding that they turn over and over such 
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compatible enough with Thomist Natural Law theory, but as pointed out, Anselm rarely uses that term, 

and certainly does not provide us with any systematically derived set of precepts of the natural law, so 

depending on how one wants to define that sort of theory, Anselm may or may fit it. 

 

V. Anselmian Virtue E thics 

because Anselm himself speaks in terms of virtue and vice so often43.  Eadmer, his biographer tells us that 

Anselm engaged in sustained and systematic study, in which he 

the very seeds and roots and process of growth of all virtues and vices, and made it clearer than light how 

the former could be attained and t 44  One might raise a problematic 

question, though, for simply talking about virtues does not necessarily entail a commitment to Virtue 

Ethics.  It would seem that at least two other things are needed.  A thinker would have to articulate a 

robust conception of virtues (and vices) as developed dispositions reflective of character and choice, and 

would also have to make them central to, rather than derivative in, moral life, development, and 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
thoughts as he himself suggests to them. .  . Indeed pure thoughts, which the soul turns over when it thinks purely 
about God in settled contemplation, are like grain.  And those, by which one by meditating prepares oneself to 
ascend from one virtue to another, are like barley. . . Now, those by which a person intends to put aside their vices, 
are like wild oats.  . . . But, because the devil always strives against human beings, he always plots against their 
hearts.  So, if at some time he discovers the human heart empty of good thoughts, he immediately fills it up, if he 

 
 
2)  Anselm writes of his own situation of distraction and lack of perseverance, after taking on the duties of prior:  

 limits and weakened by the feebleness of 
my good will, so that the whole of it is not enough to perform any one of the smallest matters, not to mention the 

 
 
43  Instances where Anselm invokes or references a virtue or a vice are too many to attempt citing.  For a few 

450; Patience, Ep. 39, 73, 343; on Humility, DHM 101-8, DA 1-2, Ep. 285; on Charity, Ep. 112, 434.  In DC, he 

2-3 90, 96, 119, 133-135, where Anselm discuses virtues in a somewhat more systematic (though regrettably not 
comprehensive) fashion. 
 
44  Vita Sancti Anselmi, p. 13.  Southern takes this enquiry to be the De Humanibius Moribus, which is a 
plausible conjecture, save for two snags.  First, the DHM does discuss virtues and vices, but in a rather unsystematic 
manner, certainly not setting them out in great depth or detail.  Second, given its central focus on monks and 
monastic life, it seems a far better candidate for being the product of Anselm s resolution of understanding the 
rational basis of the monastic life, and expounding it to others,  Vita Anselmi, 1:21, p. 36 
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evaluation.  Does Anselm do this?  He maintains that virtues are good mores

were unstable. . . .now brought to the condition of habit. . . 45  The virtues 

are also products (at least in part, since grace is also involved)46 of human use of the will.  Right choices 

and commitments are both productive of and products of the virtues.  They are also in accordance with 

the virtues, conforming to their patterns and dictates.47  aligned, the 

soul and its powers are opened to doing what God commands, what justice demands, what rightly used 

reason reveals: 

For the soul is opened to the inclination of the virtues and to willing what should be preferred, 

memory to the remembering what ought to be remembered, thought to thinking what ought to be 

thought upon, understanding to distinguishing what should be willed or remembered or thought.  

And, the mind is raised up to charity, is disposed to humility, is strengthened towards patience, 

and is opened to the other virtues that should be generated.48  

 Anselm tells us much more about the monastic mode of life than others, but there is no reason to think 

that his consistent stress on the need to inculcate virtues and root out vices in that mode is not reflective of 

a broader attitude applying to all human beings.  In a beautiful analogy, he even makes virtues central in 

soul cannot live by reason without frequent e 49  

                                                           
45  DM, 133, p. 89.  Nevertheless, the virtues can be lost, and Anselm sets great stress on the need to 
continually make progress in the virtues
has already achieved if he does not continually seek progress towards even higher virtues.  Someone who wants to 

 Cf. also Ep. 184, 185. 
 
46  For Ansel  and human action, cf. DC 3.4-6 
 
47  Anselm invokes the virtues at many points, not only as desirable or praiseworthy states of character to be 
aimed at as models, but also as more actively telling human beings what they ought to do, how they ought to behave.  
In Ep. 62, he cautions Abbot Walter th
way of life according to his own unqualified judgment  
 
48  DM 3, p. 39 
 
49  DA 3, 122.  The particular importance of the virtue of charity, or love, for reasoning and understanding is 

Letters, Vita, and Dicta
knowledge. . .  since all useful knowledge depends on charity  on it indeed depend all the law and the prophets . . . I 
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 The virtues can be thought of as determinate ways in which the will-to-justice assumes a stable 

form in the human will,50 in the soul, in the human being, in his or her life, actions, and relationships.  The 

will-to-justice itself, it should be noted, can be stronger or weaker in a person, 51 and must develop 

-to-

happiness, directing the person towards enjoyment of his or her true ends.  One must also develop a 

capacity for  perseverance within the will, for resisting the temptation to choose goods incompatible with 

justice,52 pervellere),53 cleaving constantly or 

consistently to  rectitude of will kept for its own sake. In the end then, 

adequately understood as a Virtue Ethics, in which justice, humility, perseverance, and charity are 

arguably, and in different ways, the most architectonic virtues.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
trust in the promise of Truth that, if we come together in its name with the affection of charity, the knowledge of 

 
 
50  In Ep. 185, Anselm tells the nuns and abbess of Wilton that they ought to continually strive to please 
[God] by the beauty of their minds and the ornaments of their virtues.  Indeed, beauty of mind and nourishment of 
virtues is purity of heart. .  .  ,  (p. 106)  i.e. justice. 
 
51 Several passages are worthy of note for their implications: 
 
  whether great or small  
there are gradations pertaining to the act. 

when it wills one greater than what it 
 

So, a  person can be just without being perfectly just, by being just in one sense but not in another. 
 
52  Including justice taking its particular configurations as the virtues.  Anselm counsels Prior Henry to 

 want to be free of the persecution of 
jealousy, therefore, either find a place where you can hide concealed from wicked people, or renounce virtues.  But 

 
 
53  Anselm coins the term pervelle 

own self to obedience to God, so that by 
2.10, p. 110.   
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. . . my joy in this world is your virtuous life. . . . I pray, I beseech you, that absent or present you 

may gladden my heart by living virtuously and satisfy my longing and joy by your goodness.54 

  

                                                           
54  Ep. 118, p. 283 


