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abstr act

This article explores Thomas Aquinas’s interrelated views of rhetoric and deliberation,  
particularly through his commentaries on Aristotle and his Summa theologiae. 
It argues that while articulating a largely Boethian understanding of rhetoric as 
consideration of uncertain matters, Aquinas also advances a theory of delibera-
tion indebted to Aristotelian theories of sensation and phantasia. Building from 
previous work on phantasia in Aristotle’s works, I argue that, in Aquinas’s view, 
rhetorical deliberation is dependent on sensory information experienced through 
phantasia. Gathered through time and experience, sensory information serves as the 
 foundational material for other forms of reasoning, such as deliberation and practi-
cal wisdom. In articulating Aquinas’s views of rhetoric and deliberation, I suggest 
that the relationship between rhetoric and logic within Aquinas’s system of thought 
be reconsidered, with rhetoric playing a prominent role in the consideration of vari-
able and human phenomena.
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introduction
Scholastic philosophy is often associated with dialectical reasoning and the 
consideration of universal theses, in contrast to the variable and practical 
questions considered by disciplines such as politics and rhetoric. However, 
while the primacy of dialectical inquiry in Scholastic thought is difficult to 
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deny, the movement also produced advances in rhetorical theory as well. 
Specifically, I argue that the works of Thomas Aquinas present a view of 
rhetorical reasoning and deliberation aligned closely with the virtue of pru-
dence and dependent on sensory experience ordered within the memory. 
Building from an understanding of rhetoric as an intellectual operation 
dedicated to the consideration of questions about which one cannot be 
certain, Aquinas’s works suggest clear connections between the contingent 
knowledge derived through sensation, the interpretation of that knowledge 
through a process of rhetorical deliberation informed by prudence, and the 
expression of that knowledge through discourse and counsel.

Jeffrey J. Maciejewski has made a compelling case for a theory of 
“ natural rhetoric” utilizing internal syllogistic discourse from Aquinas’s 
thought (2014, 33), and I hope to further contribute to historical under-
standing of Aquinas’s view of rhetoric by situating that view within 
Scholastic  interpretations of rhetoric as part of the extended Organon of 
Aristotle. Moreover, I underscore the important interactions between rhet-
oric, sensation, and the memory that Aquinas identifies in his discussions 
of contingent reasoning. Specifically, I suggest that through a synthesis 
of Aristotle’s discussions of rhetoric and through his own contributions, 
Aquinas describes a form of deliberation that is not bound to the experi-
ence of mental images in the moment of discourse (for example, in response 
to another rhetor) but that instead consistently relies on phantasms and 
rhetorical phantasia for decision making in both private and public matters; 
these experiences form the basis for other forms of reasoning, including 
deliberation.

rhetoric and contingent singulars
In Aquinas’s view, rhetoric and sensation are both closely tied to individual 
(i.e., contingent and variable) rather than universal reasoning. The division 
between the two is important, because in Aquinas’s model, “only the intel-
lect can grasp the universal, whereas only the senses can directly grasp the 
individual” (Pasnau 2002, 274). As Aquinas points out, different modes of 
reasoning are required to effectively deal with each form of knowledge; 
“rhetorical arguments” pertain to those situations “in which persuasion 
is produced through an enthymeme or example but not through a syl-
logism or complete induction because of the uncertainty attending the 
matters discussed, namely, the individual acts of men in which universal 
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propositions cannot be truthfully assumed” (Aquinas 1970, 6).1 Moreover, 
Aquinas  suggests that errors often stem from the application of a mode of 
reasoning to subject matter it is not equipped to consider:

There cannot be as much certainty in variable and contingent 
 matter as in necessary matter which is always the same. Therefore, 
the educated man ought not to look for greater, nor be  satisfied 
with less, certitude than is appropriate to the subject under 
 discussion. It seems an equal fault to allow a mathematician to 
use rhetorical arguments and to demand from a rhetorician con-
clusive demonstrations such as a mathematician should give. But 
mistakes happen because the method appropriate to the matter is 
not  considered. Mathematics is concerned with matter in which 
perfect certitude is found. Rhetoric, however, deals with political 
matter where a variety of views occurs.2 (1964, 12–13)

From Aquinas’s commentary, we can perhaps infer that rhetoric pertains to 
that which is individual rather than universal and that rhetoric further deals 
with variable and contingent human affairs. Whereas  mathematics is con-
cerned with problems to which there are certain answers, rhetoric is tasked 
with the consideration of matters open to debate and with no clear answer: 
its focus is the “affairs of men, [where] there is no such thing as demonstra-
tive and infallible proof, and we must be content with a certain conjectural 
probability, such as that which an orator employs to persuade” (Aquinas 
1947, 1097).3 Rhetoric is thus not only an art that governs the production of 
speech or texts but also a mental operation that aides in the interpretation 
of “situations that deal with contingencies and that call for decisions about 
future courses of action” (Poulakos 2001, 62; Maciejewski 2014, 14). Indeed, 
such a view of rhetoric is consistent with the division of logic Aquinas 
establishes in his Expositio of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, where he treats 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric in relation to the extended Organon (Copeland and 
Sluiter 2009, 787). As Aquinas notes, “At times, however, belief or opinion is 
not altogether achieved, but suspicion is, because reason does not lean to one 
side of a contradiction unreservedly, although it is inclined more to one side 
than to the other. To this the Rhetoric is devoted” (1970, 3).4

Rhetoric addresses variable matters through enthymematic  reasoning 
and the use of examples; rather than solely focused on the production of 
public discourse, rhetoric’s goal “is the apprehension of moral truth, of 
truth in the probable and contingent realm of action” ( Johnstone 1980, 3).5 
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Aquinas alludes to such discourse when he describes the human intellect 
as one that “discourses from one thing to another” in the consideration 
of complex issues (1947, 84). As Jeffrey Maciejewski suggests, for Aquinas, 
“the intellect functions discursively” (2014, 15). So viewed, Aquinas’s under-
standing of rhetoric implicates it as an important element of his theory of 
action, as companion to prudence. The goal of both prudence and rhetoric 
is informed and reasoned action within the realm of complex human deci-
sion  making—they are closely related terms in his thought. As Aquinas 
notes when considering whether shrewdness belongs to prudence or rheto-
ric, “rhetoric also reasons about practical matters, wherefore nothing hin-
ders the same thing belonging both to rhetoric and prudence” (1947, 1404).6

Rhetoric’s focus on action in response to variable human affairs 
 distinguishes rhetorical inquiry from dialectic and scientific inquiry. 
As Henry Johnston notes, “Dialectic seeks to discover general  philosophical 
truths, truths about the universal first principles”; “the counterpart of this 
kind of knowing,” he continues, “concerns what is true about the realm of 
the  probable and contingent” (1980, 5). Rita Copeland and Ineke Sluiter 
 conclude on the basis of a reading of the Expositio that Aquinas sees 
 rhetoric as ultimately producing less trustworthy knowledge than strictly 
syllogistic reasoning (2009, 787). While this is certainly true—Aquinas is 
quite clear that rhetoric is less certain than all forms of knowledge, except 
poetic—he also notes that logic and dialectic cannot be applied to the realm 
of  ethical and moral reasoning. As Jean Porter observes, however, “this does 
not mean that there are no criteria by which the exercise of practical reason 
can be evaluated, nor does it rule out the development of facility and skill 
in its exercise” (2005, 311). Rhetoric and the knowledge it produces may 
be less reliable than dialectic or demonstration, but this is not to say that 
such knowledge is not useful in one’s daily affairs. Rather, one must simply 
be sure to apply the appropriate mode of reasoning to the matter under 
consideration.

I suggest therefore that Aquinas views rhetoric as a method by which to 
reason rightly within the realm of contingent human affairs—a counterpart 
to dialectic directed toward ethical and civic reasoning. This understanding 
would later be reaffirmed by Aquinas’s student, Giles of Rome, who wrote 
in his commentary on Aristotle’s Rhetoric that “rhetoric is a part of dialectic 
applicable to civil morals. . . . Rhetoric is a particular kind of ratiocinative 
art, a particular kind of dialectic; it is an act of reason about particular 
things” (805–6). But Giles’s interpretations here are at least in part informed 
by his teacher Aquinas’s views of rhetoric as mental process situated within 
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the context of the expanded Organon. In both Aquinas’s and Giles’s works, 
rhetoric is “incorporated into a descriptive system of cognitive procedures 
that pertain to different acts of reason” and is tasked largely with coping 
with uncertainty (Copeland and Sluiter 2009, 788).

However, Aquinas also views this form of reasoning as having a 
 special relationship to sensation and the senses. This relationship further 
distinguishes rhetorical reasoning from scientific reasoning. As Aquinas 
relates:

Science is not of things which are by fortune, so neither does it 
consist in knowledge which is through sense. . . . It is obvious that 
sense knows the qualities of a thing and not its substance. For the 
per se object of sense is not the substance and the essence, but 
some sensible quality. . . . But qualities of this sort affect singular 
substances existing in a definite place and time: hence it is neces-
sary that this which is sensed be a “this something,” i.e., a singular 
substance, and that it be somewhere now, i.e., in a definite time 
and place. From this it is clear that that which is universal cannot 
fall under sense. For that which is universal is not restricted to the 
here and now, because then it would not be universal. For we call 
that a universal which is always and everywhere.7 (1970, 148)

Sensation, in short, cannot provide knowledge of immutable  universals—
the subject matter of scientific and dialectical reasoning. It is,  however, 
directly related to the apprehension of the individual—which, these pas-
sages suggest is the purview of rhetoric.

For this reason, science and dialectic cannot be concerned with knowl-
edge achieved through sensation, as sensible objects are by definition bound 
to a particular time and place. It thus falls to other forms of reasoning to 
deal with contingent knowledge through sensation, as Aquinas suggests 
 elsewhere: “So, among the parts of the sensitive soul we place a power called 
particular reason or the sensory power of judgment, which collates particular 
impressions. It is in this sense that the Philosopher here understands con-
tingent things, for thus they are objects of counsel and operation (1964, 356)8 
As an intellectual operation focused on contingent matter, rhetoric, I sug-
gest, must have a role in both counsel and sense knowledge. Though Aquinas 
does not specifically mention rhetoric in this passage, I maintain that first, 
rhetoric plays a role in both deliberation and counsel and can thus be said 
to play a role in the consideration of contingent knowledge,  including sense 
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knowledge, in Aquinas’s broader logical framework;  second, that knowledge 
derived through sense and phantasia is necessary for deliberation regarding 
such matters; and finally, that memory and  phantasia each play a role in 
 rhetorical deliberation in that they help to bridge the gap between singular 
and universal reasoning, thus aiding the process of deliberation.9

prudence, deliberation, and counsel
Rhetoric, deliberation, and sensation each have a role in counsel;  rhetoric 
aides in the interpretation of the variable and contingent, including sense 
knowledge. The process of deliberation brings together knowledge of 
universals and contingent singulars, thereby informing action. Moreover, 
each of these elements are governed by and subordinated to the virtue of 
prudence. Aquinas defines prudence, following Aristotle, as “right rea-
son applied to action” but contends that “the knowledge of those means 
[of  reason] cannot be in man naturally” (1947, 1390, 1398–99).10 Rather, 
one must be  appropriately educated in order to internalize this virtue and 
act appropriately in response to both universals and contingent  singulars. 
Right  reason is, at least in part, a negotiation between the specifics of 
daily life and unchanging universals. As Aquinas states, “Now [prudent] 
actions are in singular matters: and so it is necessary for the prudent man 
to know both the universal principles of reason, and the singulars about 
which actions are concerned” (1947, 1391).11 As Jean Porter notes, “Prudence 
does not  determine the ends of the virtues . . . [but instead] determines 
what counts as a consistent or appropriate expression of the virtues in par-
ticular choices” (2005, 250). As mental processes, rhetoric and deliberation 
function as parts of prudence in that each seeks to close a divide between 
 singular and  universal reasoning, thereby enabling individuals to make par-
ticular choices.

As we have seen, Aquinas often associates rhetoric with contingent and 
singular reasoning. Moreover, Aquinas’s position reflects important trends 
in Aristotle’s thought as well. As Johnstone notes regarding the  relationship 
of rhetoric and practical wisdom, “The exercise of rhetorical expertise is 
central to the activity of the practical intellect, and thus is implicated in the 
application of practical wisdom to the determination of conduct” (1980, 5). 
Indeed, Johnstone goes as far as to suggest that “the activity of the  practical 
intellect, therefore, insofar as it implies the capacity to deliberate well about 
practical matters, is rhetorical in character” (1980, 12). The practical intellect 
and, by extension, rhetoric therefore possess roles both private and civic. 
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One can deliberate about private actions in much the same way one can 
deliberate about civic actions. As Aquinas states:

Prudence and civic prudence are substantially the same habit because 
each is a right plan of things to be done about what is good or bad for 
man. But they differ specifically (secundum  rationem), for prudence as 
such is the right plan of things to be done in the light of what is good 
or bad for one man, that is oneself. Civic prudence, however, deals 
with things good or bad for the whole civic multitude.12 (1964, 575)

Civic prudence is an aspect of political science, itself an architectonic art 
charged with deploying other disciplines, including rhetoric, in service of 
its own ends. “The noblest skills, i.e., the operative arts,” Aquinas notes, 
“fall under political science—for example strategy, domestic economy, and 
rhetoric. Political science uses such skills for its own end, that is, for the 
common good of the state” (1964, 10).13 As such, rhetoric and deliberation 
are not concerned with all reasoning but only with reasoning related to the 
good of the individual or the good of a civic multitude. Moreover, not all 
things are the subject of deliberation, either because they simply need no 
extended consideration or because we do not have the power to affect them.

For Aquinas, “acts of deliberation” thus consist “of analytical questioning 
(quaerere et resolvere), terminating in a judgement, in which the end willed 
as the effect of the contemplated action is resolved into its simple causes—
the means by which it may be attained” (Donagan 1982, 647). Deliberation 
is therefore unnecessary when there is no doubt or question in regards to 
actions or means. Aquinas’s general conception of deliberation is thus not 
much different than that of Aristotle’s, especially as expressed in the Rhetoric. 
As Aristotle states (Rhetoric 1359a–b), deliberation is concerned only

with those [things or events] that can both possibly come to pass or 
not. As to whatever necessarily exists or will exist or is impossible to 
be or to have come about, on these matters there will be no delibera-
tion. Nor is there deliberation about all contingent  matters; for some 
benefits among those that can come to pass or not are the work of 
nature or happen by chance, on which deliberation is not worthwhile. 
But the subjects of deliberation are clear, and these are whatever, by 
their nature, are within our power and of which the inception lies 
with us. [As judges] we limit our consideration to the point of dis-
covering what is possible or impossible for us to do. (2006, 53)
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If we accept the position that deliberation and practical reason can be aided 
by rhetoric as a mental operation dedicated to contingent decision making, 
then rhetoric has a clear role in Aquinas’s approach to counsel, as counsel is 
related directly to practical judgment at both the level of the individual and 
the community. For instance, in answer to the question of whether or not 
prudence pertains to the government of many, Aquinas states that “since 
it belongs to prudence rightly to counsel, judge, and command concern-
ing the means of obtaining a due end, it is evident that prudence regards 
not only the private good of the individual, but also the common good 
of the multitude” (1947, 1395).14 Rhetorical reasoning and deliberation pre-
cede the expression of counsel and thus inform its goals of achieving a 
common good.

Counsel itself is based in rhetorical argument; “counsel,” Aquinas 
points out, “is a kind of inquiry. . . . But we are wont to inquire about 
things that admit of doubt; hence the process of inquiry, which is called 
an argument, ‘is a reason that attests something that admitted of doubt’ 
[Cicero, Topic. ad Trebat]” (1947, 649).15 Here Aquinas implies that in 
doubtful  matters there must, to some degree, exist lines of reasoning 
capable of reducing doubt or increasing persuasiveness; this process he 
terms argument. It is these lines of reasoning, as well as their expres-
sion, that allow for deliberation to take place and that ultimately end in 
informed and prudent action. Moreover, as Shawn Ramsey has noted, the 
practice of “consilium [counsel] was a social institution with intellectual 
ramifications. . . . It was a rhetorical practice undergirded by rhetorical 
theory . . . [which] can be observed in various times and places through-
out the Western Middle Ages” (2012, 206). As Ramsey argues, social and 
political conditions supported and encouraged a rhetorical practice of 
deliberation around uncertain political matters. Counsel existed, at least 
in part, to address such matters systematically; Aquinas’s approach to 
counsel is part of such a system, perhaps speaking to a practical context 
for the theoretical matters Aquinas discusses in relation to rhetoric and 
deliberation as well.

The taking of counsel has the goal of productively relating universal 
and contingent modes of reason. As Aquinas observes, “It is necessary for 
the prudent man to know both the universal principles of reason, and the 
singulars about which actions are concerned” in order to pursue lines of 
reasoning regarding doubtful matters (1947, 1391).16 Deliberation has must 
take into account both the universal and the singular, yet, as Aquinas states, 
different questions and information require different forms of reasoning. 
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How, then, does deliberation bridge rhetorical and scientific reasoning, the 
divide between universal and specific? The memory acts in concert with 
phantasia to bridge the divide between individual and universal subject 
matter—it serves as intermediary for these different forms of reasoning. 
As Maciejewski notes, “phantasams are used as cognitive visual aides” that 
we use to “construct images in our minds” which then allow for abstract 
understandings to be related to more precise forms of knowledge (2014, 35). 
Extending Maciejewski’s reading I would add that the memory must play 
an important role in the process of rhetorical reasoning and deliberation, as 
memory facilitates the recall of specifics and therefore allows for productive 
generalization.

The memory is further implicated in the process of rhetoric and 
deliberation through its classical associations with the virtue of pru-
dence. Indeed, classical authorities such as Cicero comment on memory’s 
role in the exercise of practical wisdom. For instance, in De inventione 
(which Aquinas quotes frequently), Cicero defines memory as an aspect 
of  prudence: “Prudence is the knowledge of things which are good, or bad, 
or neither good nor bad. Its parts are memory, intelligence, and foresight. 
Memory is that faculty by which the mind recalls what has happened. 
Intelligence is the faculty by which it ascertains what is. Foresight is the 
faculty by which it is seen that something is going to occur before it occurs” 
(2006, 327).17 Prudence is typically defined as the ability to govern one’s 
conduct through reason, a sense that is reasonably clear in both Aquinas’s 
and Cicero’s definition; memory is important in this process, as it provides 
a storehouse of knowledge to inform decision making in regard to variable 
and contingent actions. Knowledge of past events aids in the interpreta-
tion of present events with an eye to the future. Augustine too associates 
memory and right action, because through memories one can “infer actions 
to come, events and hopes,” a function clearly tied to rhetorical deliberation 
of uncertain matters (1912, 99). Aquinas treats this connection at length in 
his Commentary on Aristotle’s On Memory and Recollection:

Prudence is a virtue proper to mankind (for prudence is  correct 
judgment about what is to be done, as is said in the seventh book of 
the Ethics [7.10; 1152a]). . . . Moreover it is in the nature of  prudence 
that prudent people are directed through those courses of action 
which are at hand by a consideration not only of the  present 
 circumstances but also of past events. For this reason, Cicero, in 
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his Rhetoric, proposes as the parts of prudence not only foresight, 
by which the future is planned, but also understanding, by which 
the present is comprehended, and memory by which the past is 
perceived (De Inventione 2.53). (2002, 156)

In this way, memory serves as a point of connection between universal and 
singular by providing an archive of sense knowledge. Sense memory of the 
past seeks to inform present reasoning in regard to the future.

Memory of past sensory events, however, would suggest only the 
recall of specifics and not facilitate universal reasoning. How then does the 
memory facilitate the process of connecting this disparate subject matter? 
Sense memory allows for the intellect to draw generalizations from spe-
cific events. While such generalizations might never attain the certainty 
of syllogistic reasoning, they enable one to make probabilistic rhetorical 
judgments as part of a process of deliberation, judgments that may end 
up being persuasive. To use Aquinas’s vocabulary, such memories provide 
the examples—as Aquinas notes, an incomplete induction—necessary for 
 successful rhetorical argument (Expositio libri Posteriorum analyticorum 
1.1.1). Aquinas draws heavily on Aristotle in developing this position. He 
argues that since “prudence regards contingent matters of action” we can 
rightly say memory serves as one of its constituent parts; however, he adds 
that “we need experience to discover what is true in the majority of cases: 
wherefore the Philosopher [Aristotle] says (Ethic. ii, 1) that ‘intellectual 
virtue is engendered and fostered by experience and time.’ Now experience 
is the result of many memories . . . and therefore prudence requires the 
memory of many things. Hence memory is fittingly accounted a part of 
prudence” (1947, 1401).18

To “discover what is true in the majority of cases,” arriving at a  reasonable 
generalization based on examples, one must apply the  intellect to multiple 
individual experiences. As Aquinas reminds us, “Hence, in order that the 
soul’s knowledge may be perfect in its kind and bear directly upon singulars, 
the soul must acquire a knowledge of truth from singular things. However, 
the light of the agent intellect is necessary in order that those things may be 
received in the soul and may exist there in a higher mode than that in which 
they exist materially,” that is, as universals (2009, 200).19 Phantasia works 
with the memory to enable the intellect to arrive at such generalizations: 
thus, “a thing’s similitude as received in sensation represents the thing as an 
individual; as received, however, by the intellect it represents the thing in 
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terms of a universal nature. That is why individuals are known by the senses, 
and universals . . . by the intellect” (1951, 249).20 The universal judgment 
cannot be held to be correct without the faculty of memory; it contains 
the specific instances needed in order for universals to be generalized from 
individual sense knowledge.

Here, we see the beginning of Aquinas’s reasoning in connecting sensa-
tion, memory, and rhetorical deliberation. Aristotle states that one requires 
experience to reason regarding uncertain matters and that this experience 
is a function of time (in other words, time in which one  experiences many 
sensations). Time and sensation allow for more accurate  generalizations 
to be made, and these sensations are ordered within the memory. Age 
is thus a determining factor in practical wisdom, rhetorical skill, and 
 capability in deliberation. Aquinas confirms this opinion several times in 
his commentaries:

A young man does not have a knowledge of things belonging to 
moral science, which are known mostly by experience. A young 
man is inexperienced in the ways of life because of the very brev-
ity of his life, while the principles of moral science proceed from 
what pertains to and also treats of the actions of human life. For 
instance, if it be said that the generous man keeps the cheaper 
things for himself and makes a present of the more expensive to 
others, a young man will perhaps judge this not to be true because 
of inexperience. It is the same with other social dealings. Hence 
it is evident that a young man is not a good student of political 
 science.21 (1964, 13)

He further observes that “a man who wishes to be a competent student 
of moral science must be well-informed and experienced in the ways of 
human living, that is about external good and just actions or works of virtue, 
and in general about all civil matters like laws and political affairs and other 
things of this sort. The reason for this is that in moral matters we must 
take as a principle that a thing is so” (1964, 17). Finally, he notes that “men 
must learn many truths by discovery. Besides, since all our knowledge is 
derived from the senses, and the senses in turn very often beget experience, 
it follows that intellectual virtue may need long experience” (1964, 84).22 
Jean Porter observes a similar connection between lived experience and the 
passions: an “agent’s persistent dispositions of intellect, will, and passions” 
along with that agent’s “overall beliefs, desires, and commitments [are] 
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shaped by his particular history and circumstances” (2005, 260). Memory is 
thus associated with learning and wisdom gained through age, as it stores 
specific past experience, which aids in the intellectual apprehension of uni-
versals through memory’s interaction with phantasia. These experiences 
and the associated memories inform our future judgments and affect our 
 intellectual processes and are effectively employed as rhetorical examples.

Age, sensation, and memory therefore form the beginning of a  complex 
string of connections that illuminates rhetoric’s link to deliberation. Memory 
is a part of prudence and one of the canons of rhetoric, according to Cicero; 
it serves as a stored collection of pertinent  experiences—which grows larger 
with age—able to inform future decision making and action (which is itself 
the goal of prudence). Rhetoric is an art and discipline, closely related to 
prudence, tasked with considering variable and contingent human affairs 
through the use of enthymematic reasoning, and examples. As we have 
seen, prudence is also the virtue concerned with counsel and deliberation—
counsel aids in decision making aimed at the common good, and delibera-
tion attempts to unite knowledge of singulars and universals to determine 
the means of prudent actions. Knowledge of singulars are contained within 
the memory, where the intellect produces a generalized understanding of 
universals through phantasia. The memories associated with prudent action 
are thus necessary material for making sound judgments through rhetorical 
deliberation regarding contingent matters.

These memories, however, require appropriate sensory input;  memory 
is predicated on time and the accumulation of lived experience, as we have 
seen. Aquinas advances an understanding of rhetorical  deliberation depen-
dent both on appeals to sensation and on the structured and  principled 
engagement with appropriate sensory experiences within the memory. 
Sensation and memory are thus intimately related: they offer a bridge 
between the general and the specific, dialectic and rhetoric, thesis and 
hypothesis. As Robert Pasnau suggests, “When you call to mind the generic 
image (or sound or smell) of an elephant you are using  phantasia. When you 
call to mind an image (sound, smell) of an elephant that you associate with 
some particular past experience – in the zoo, on safari, and so on – then you 
are using memory” (2002, 281). Both phantasia and memory are  therefore 
necessary to reason rhetorically (i.e., about variable and contingent mat-
ters in the realm of human action—the role Aquinas assigns to rhetoric). 
Phantasms “provide the raw data for intellect’s concept  formation . . . [and] 
give content to the intellect’s actual thoughts, even after the relevant con-
cepts have been formed” (Pasnau 2002, 278). By representing the remnants 



jordan loveridge

190

of sense perception to the intellect, it is possible for the memory to store 
specific representations of events and phenomenon; in other words, mem-
ory needs phantasia in order to both recall specific instances and make gen-
eralizations and thus complement the knowledge of universals with the 
knowledge of individual singulars.

The resulting experiences of sense perception transmitted through 
phantasia fill the storehouse of memory required for deliberation and 
action. As I have argued, Aquinas views these memories as foundational to 
prudent rhetorical deliberation and to counsel; thus, it can be argued that 
memory and sensory experience are part and parcel of rhetorical  reasoning, 
in that these factors provide the necessary components for future delibera-
tion and action. The role Aquinas accords to memory in rhetorical reason-
ing is consistent with the broader medieval understanding of the canon 
as well. As Mary Carruthers demonstrates, medieval memory is both a 
meditative and inventional craft important for composition and religious 
contemplation (1998, 2009). The goal of medieval memory was not simply 
the recall of information; it also facilitated a variety of other, more complex 
intellectual tasks. In this case, the more complex task served is the delibera-
tion of uncertain matters.

rhetoric, PHANTASIA, and deliberation
As we have seen, phantasia and memory are closely related. Phantasia is 
prior to memory; “Aquinas describes phantasia as having not just the job 
of storing images, but also the job of representing images to intellect” 
(Pasnau 283, 2002). Phantasia is thus the mode by which sensation can be 
understood cognitively, closely connecting it with higher order thought pro-
cesses. As historian of rhetoric Ned O’Gorman has suggested, “Aristotelian 
cognitive ‘virtue’ does not suppress or disregard phantasia in favor of 
higher modes of thought. Rather, higher modes of thought—for example, 
 contemplative reasoning—incorporate and build on the mental images cul-
tivated by phantasia. Phantasia is prior and more basic” (2005, 34). Aquinas 
seems to share a similar view (no doubt due to the influence of Aristotle on 
his works); the actions of the intellect are dependent on  sensory informa-
tion and are themselves capable of influencing and structuring higher order 
cognition, such as rhetorical deliberation.

Historians of rhetoric have increasingly addressed the intersections of 
sensation and deliberation in ancient texts. O’Gorman explores “the visual 
quality of Aristotle’s conception of rhetorical style” through an analysis of 
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De anima and its discussion of phantasia—the mind’s tendency to  represent 
absent objects or phenomenon through mental images, rather than the 
senses, particularly in response to language (2005, 18). As O’Gorman notes, 
De anima “addresses topics intimately connected to rhetoric: perception, 
cognition, deliberation, visualization, imagination, and the image” (2005, 
16). In De anima, Aristotle connects vision and perception to aspects of 
 rhetorical deliberation, referring to this type of activity as “bouleutikê, desig-
nating deliberation as entailing the combination of mental images” depen-
dent on phantasia (O’Gorman 2005, 22).

Rhetors appeal to phantasia in an effort to influence deliberation through 
a listener’s experience of mental images. As such, phantasia often serves as 
a stand-in for sensation: as Debra Hawhee suggests, rhetoric and language 
are therefore capable of structuring both perception and  intellection in the 
service of rhetorical deliberation (2011). Indeed, O’Gorman goes so far as 
to state that in Aristotle’s model, “all human deliberation depends on phan-
tasia” (2005, 21). Like O’Gorman, Hawhee views the relationship between 
phantasia and sensation as playing a role in deliberative rhetoric, terming 
this intersection “deliberative phantasia, the ability to construct a compos-
ite image involving images of past, present, and future events” (2011, 148). 
Visuality and sensation help to make the relationships between past, pres-
ent, and future events concrete through sensory detail. Likewise, Michelle 
Kennerly connects phantasia and deliberation, terming this mode of rhet-
oric “civic phantasia”: “when images of absent stimuli are generated and 
made present through civic phantasia, we find ourselves transported, and 
the conditions of the here, the now, and the self altered. Through its [civic 
phantasia’s] power, rhetors, judges, and/or objects of judgment get carried 
away, thereby collapsing distance between people and places and affect-
ing judgment” (270). Civic phantasia thus “infuses words with perceivable 
movement and life, with visualizable action” (Hawhee 2011, 140).

Each of the aforementioned scholars stresses the deliberative, visual, and 
temporal potential of rhetoric and language; by appealing to sense percep-
tion, language “occurs very near and sometimes at the level of direct sensory 
perception” and can thereby affect a listener’s judgment (Hawhee 2011, 141). 
Within these models, rhetorical deliberation appeals to the senses in order 
to mediate “between the external, material world and the internal, spiri-
tual world” (Kinch 2012, 263). In doing so, the rhetor seeks to collapse time, 
appealing to past or future in order to inform present decision making. 
Language and sensation are thus the vehicles by which the  listener comes to 
understand civic and deliberative issues. Sight in particular,  however, stands 
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out among the senses in Aquinas’s philosophy,  particularly as related to 
prudence and decision making. Thus, I would like to suggest that the rela-
tionships between rhetoric, phantasia, and sight in Aquinas’s works might 
inform his discussions of prudence and deliberation as well.

vision and deliberation
Vision stands out among Aquinas’s treatment of the senses due to its 
 frequent associations with trained memory; sensation in general and sight 
in particular are frequently discussed as foundational to higher forms of 
reason. Aquinas summarizes this position in what is sometimes referred 
to as the “peripatetic axiom”: “Nothing is in the intellect that was not first 
in the senses” (1953, 69).23 John of Salisbury, a predecessor to Aquinas, held 
similar views. He notes that “emotions all proceed from sensation, through 
the activity of the imagination” (1955, 220). He further argues, drawing on 
Aristotle, that sensation is “‘an innate power that discriminates things’” and 
that “no or very little knowledge can exist independently of it” (1955, 216). 
For the Scholastics, sensation is prior to intellection.

This is clearly an Aristotelian-influenced belief; Aristotle describes 
prudence as dependent on age and past experiences, and O’Gorman has 
argued drawing on Aristotle’s De anima that “the images phantasia pro-
vides to the mind for deliberation have their origin in sense perception” 
(2005, 20). Following this Aristotelian model, Aquinas, quoting Isidore of 
Seville (Etymologies 10.201), connects prudence more directly to sensation, 
 specifically vision:

A prudent man is one who sees as it were from afar, for his sight is keen, 
and he foresees the event of uncertainties. Now sight belongs not to 
the appetitive but to the cognitive faculty. Wherefore it is mani-
fest that prudence belongs directly to the cognitive, and not to the 
sensitive faculty, because by the latter we know nothing but what is 
within reach and offers itself to the senses: while to obtain knowl-
edge of the future from knowledge of the present or past, which 
pertains to prudence, belongs properly to the reason.24 (1947, 1389, 
my emphasis)

Sight is so important to prudent deliberation and reasoning that Aquinas 
separates it from the sensitive faculty in order to associate it more closely with 
the cognitive, or intellectual, faculty, to which prudence belongs. Similarly, 
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Aquinas states that “to be cognizant of the natures of sensible qualities does 
not pertain to the senses, but to the intellect” and that “sight, which is without 
natural immutation either in its organ or in its object, is the most spiritual, 
the most perfect, and the most universal of all the senses” (1947, 393).25

Sensation, particularly vision, is thus most responsible for our internal-
ization of experiences and is directly connected to memory and deliberative 
reasoning: it provides the means for impressing images on the “wax tablet” 
of memory or, to use another common metaphor, for filling one’s storehouse 
of memory (Coleman 1992; Carruthers 2009). For something to be stored 
in the memory and thus become the object of deliberation and intellection, 
it must first be sensed and thus processed through phantasia. Since pru-
dent deliberation is dependent on an accumulated store of memories, vision 
must be directly connected to the cognitive faculty. Such ideas about the 
visual imbue it with significant rhetorical potential. As O’Gorman argues, 
rhetoric’s affective “power is derived from opinion’s external grounding—
we form opinions about the world about us, and the world about us forms 
our opinions” (2005, 25).

Our sensory and particularly visual experiences are suasive and 
value-laden: they help to structure our perceptions and direct a viewer’s 
thoughts. However, the primacy of sensation is not uniquely Thomist, 
though Aquinas is perhaps the biggest proponent of visuality and memory 
among the Scholastics. Janet Coleman has argued that Augustine’s theory 
of memory and epistemology is similarly tied up with the idea of sensation: 
“Augustine’s epistemology,” she claims, “requires the active participation 
of memory, a memory whose treasures are revealed through the transient 
 sensory medium of language” (1992, 100). Yet Augustine seems also to sug-
gest that memory can move beyond the aural. For instance, he writes in the 
Confessions that memory receives “images of the things perceived by the 
senses” without limiting the phrase only to speech or sound (1912, 1997). 
Scholastics such as Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas’s principal teacher, 
also seem to shift the focus toward even more explicit visual metaphors.

Albertus notes in his commentaries on Aristotle’s On Memory and 
Recollection that “it is necessary to reduce all things to set quantity and 
shapes” because when something “relates matters to be grasped by the intel-
lect to real things, it puts before the eyes a quantity” (2004, 129). Reducing 
objects in this way is necessary because as humans, we must understand all 
things in finite terms. For Albertus, this is true even of divine  understanding: 
he states, quoting Dionysius the Areopagite, that “when someone under-
stands something of divine matters, he accommodates it to the quantity 
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and shape in which it is made apparent through its activity” (2004, 129). 
Thus we can understand the role of vision in both memory and rhetori-
cal theory to be one that spans many important writings throughout the 
Middle Ages, not just those of Aquinas.

We might interpret these interactions of vision and memory as expres-
sions of Aristotle’s deliberative imagination. The deliberative imagination, 
or phantasia logistike, is the faculty that allows a viewer to join distinct images 
together in order to form a coherent whole (Carruthers 2009, 65). However, 
beyond the simple ability to join images, it is also “the ability to construct 
a composite image involving images of the past, present, and future events” 
(Hawhee 2011, 148). The term represents more than an act of ordering by the 
intellect; it also refers to an act of wisdom and generalization that allows 
described or depicted past instances of events to be applied productively 
to present or future scenarios—in essence, it conjures Thomas Aquinas’s 
view of rhetorical deliberation. Because of this reliance on past experience, 
rhetorical decision making is intimately bound to sensation and the sensory 
environment, as well as to age and long life experience. As Hawhee notes, 
phantasia thus “traffics between the immaterial and the material”; rhetorical 
judgments must be made in relation to sensible objects that may be both 
perceived and remembered (2011, 142).26 In this way, rhetoric and delibera-
tion are informed, structured, and influenced by the material world and our 
sensory perceptions of it.

conclusions
This article has sought to demonstrate the connections between rhetoric, 
sensation, memory, and prudent deliberation in Aquinas’s thought. In doing 
so, it has attempted to contribute to scholarly understandings of medieval 
rhetorical deliberation, in particular the intersections of deliberation and 
Scholastic thought. As I have suggested, sensation, and in particular sight, 
are key elements of Aquinas’s view of rhetoric and complex, contingent 
decision making. Visions of “phantasms” and the memory that stores these 
images are the raw material necessary for informed and prudent judgment. 
A store of experiences not merely cataloged but also meditated upon form 
the basis of effective deliberation and subsequent action in both private 
and civic contexts. Aquinas’s treatment of phantasia speaks to the need for 
scholars interested in Aristotelian rhetoric and phantasia to extend their 
focus beyond ancient Greek and Roman contexts and into the medieval 
period as well. Similarly, students of “Rhetoric’s Sensorium” might find 
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much of  interest in medieval discussions of reasoning, sight, and the senses 
(Hawhee 2015).

Moreover, for Aquinas, higher order forms of thought are associated 
not only with syllogistic reasoning in the style of medieval logic and  dialectic 
but also with the enthymematic and probabilistic reasoning  associated with 
rhetoric. Phantasia and sensation are important elements of this process 
because they provide the information necessary to make  decisions about 
particular situations—what is often termed “hypothesis” rather than “thesis” 
and generally identified more closely with rhetoric than with logic, espe-
cially within a Boethian framework. Since the Scholastics are often viewed 
as attempting to subordinate rhetoric to logic at the former  discipline’s 
expense, understanding Aquinas’s conception of rhetorical reasoning allows 
for more accurate distinctions to be drawn in regard to each field’s purpose 
and function within his thought and in Scholastic thought more broadly. 
In short, there is a need to reassess rhetoric’s disciplinary status in relation 
to logic in the thirteenth century, as rhetoric appears to hold greater impor-
tance in the process of deliberation about contingent human affairs about 
which we cannot achieve complete certainty.
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notes
1. “In rhetoricis, in quibus persuasio fit per enthymema aut per exemplum; non 

autem per syllogismum vel inductionem completam, propter incertitudinem materiae circa 
quam versatur, scilicet circa actus singulares hominum, in quibus universales propositiones 
non possunt assumi vere” (Expositio libri Posteriorum analyticorum 1.1.1).

2. “Non enim potest esse tanta certitudo in materia variabili et contingenti, sicut in 
materia necessaria, semper eodem modo se habente. Et ideo auditor bene disciplinatus nec 
debet maiorem certitudinem requirere, nec minori esse contentus, quam sit conveniens rei 
de qua agitur. Propinquum enim peccatum esse videtur, si aliquis auditor acceptet aliquem 
mathematicum persuasionibus rhetoricis utentem, et si expetat a rhetorico demonstratio-
nes certas, quales debet proferre mathematicus. Utrumque enim contingit ex hoc, quod 
non consideratur modus materiae conveniens. Nam mathematica est circa materiam, in 
qua invenitur omnimoda certitudo. Rhetorica autem negotiatur circa materiam civilem, in 
qua multiplex variatio accidit” (Liber super ethicorum aristotelis 1.3.36).

3. “Quod in negotiis humanis non potest haberi probatio demonstrativa et  infallibilis, 
sed sufficit aliqua coniecturalis probabilitas, secundum quam rhetor persuadet” (Summa 
theologica 1a.2ae.105.2 ad 8).
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4. Compare Aquinas’s statement here to Hermannus Alemannus’s translation of the 
Didascalia of Al-Farabi: “The conviction based on persuasion is something about which 
the soul is at rest. In this case the soul falls into assent [assensus] about something, since it 
is without a contrary; . . . . The soul admits this easily, unless it is that the soul inclines more 
to one contrary than to the other. . . . Generally speaking, there will be belief on the terms 
of persuasion, that is, ‘sufficient,’ when there is an inclination of the mind to one or the 
other of these contraries and if the inclination is moderate, as long as there is, in the mind, 
a certain excess toward one contrary relative to the other” (2009, 743).

5. Aquinas explains that moral philosophy, politics, and rhetoric share the goal of 
contingent judgment, as they are all aspects of the virtue of prudence: “The consideration 
of circumstances belongs to the moralist, the politician, and the orator. To the moralist, in 
so far as with respect to circumstances we find or lose the mean of virtue in human acts 
and passions. To the politician and to the orator, in so far as circumstances make acts to 
be worthy of praise or blame, of excuse or indictment. In different ways, however: because 
where the orator persuades, the politician judges” (1947, 624) (“Ad tertium dicendum 
quod  consideratio circumstantiarum pertinet ad moralem, et politicum, et ad rhetorem. 
Ad moralem quidem, prout secundum eas invenitur vel praetermittitur medium virtu-
tis in humanis actibus et passionibus. Ad politicum autem et rhetorem, secundum quod 
ex circumstantiis actus redduntur laudabiles vel vituperabiles, excusabiles vel accusabiles. 
Diversimode tamen, nam quod rhetor persuadet, politicus diiudicat” [Summa theologica 
1a.2ae.7.2 ad.3]).

6. “Rhetorica etiam ratiocinatur circa operabilia. Unde nihil prohibet idem ad rhe-
toricam et prudentiam pertinere” (Summa theologica 2a.2ae.49.4 ad 3).

7. “Scientia non est eorum quae sunt a fortuna, ita etiam scientia non consistit in 
cognitione, quae est per sensum. Et hoc probat sic. Manifestum est enim quod sensus 
cognoscit aliquid tale, et non hoc. Non enim obiectum per se sensus est substantia et 
quod quid est, sed aliqua sensibilis qualitas, puta calidum, frigidum, album, nigrum, et alia 
huiusmodi. Huiusmodi autem qualitates afficiunt singulares quasdam substantias in deter-
minato loco et tempore existentes: unde necesse est quod id quod sentitur, sit hoc aliquid, 
scilicet singularis substantia, et sit alicubi et nunc, idest in determinato loco et tempore. 
Ex quo patet quod id quod est universale, non potest cadere sub sensu. Non enim quod est 
universale determinatur ad hic et nunc, quia iam non esset universale. Illud enim universale 
dicimus quod est semper et ubique” (Expositio libri Posteriorum analyticorum 1.42.31).

8. “Unde et inter partes animae sensitivas ponitur una potentia quae dicitur ratio 
particularis, sive vis cogitativa, quae est collativa intentionum particularium; sic autem 
accipit hic philosophus contingentia: ita enim cadunt sub consilio et operatione” (Liber 
super ethicorum aristotelis 6.1.1123).

9. Aquinas refers to Aristotle’s Rhetoric to discuss the relation between universal and 
specific in the Summa contra gentiles: “Therefore, no power whose operation can extend 
to the universals of all sensible forms can be the act of a body. Now, such a power is the 
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will, for our will can reach out to all the things that we can understand, at least our will to 
know them. And the act of the will is clearly directed to the universal; as Aristotle says in 
the Rhetoric [II, 4], ‘we hate robbers in general, but are angry only with individual ones’” 
(1956, 59).

“Nulla igitur virtus cuius operatio se extendere potest ad universalia omnium for-
marum sensibilium, potest esse actus alicuius corporis. Voluntas autem est huiusmodi: 
omnium enim eorum quae intelligimus possumus habere voluntatem, saltem ea cogno-
scendi. Apparet etiam actus voluntatis in universali: odimus enim, ut dicit Aristoteles 
in sua rhetorica, in universali latronum genus, irascimur autem particularibus tantum” 
(Summa contra gentiles 1.60.5).

10. “Quod prudentia est recta ratio agibilium”; “Talis cognitio non potest homini 
inesse naturaliter” (Summa theologica 2a2ae.47.2; 2a2ae.47.15).

11. “Operationes autem sunt in singularibus. Et ideo necesse est quod prudens et 
 cognoscat universalia principia rationis, et cognoscat singularia, circa quae sunt operatio-
nes” (Summa theologica 2a.2ae.47.3).

12. “Politica et prudentia sunt idem habitus secundum substantiam, quia utraque est 
recta ratio rerum agibilium circa humana bona vel mala; sed differunt secundum rationem. 
Nam prudentia est recta ratio agibilium circa unius hominis bona vel mala, idest suiipsius. 
Politica autem circa bona vel mala totius multitudinis civilis” (Liber super ethicorum aristo-
telis 6.7.1196).

13. “Idest nobilissimas virtutum idest artium operativarum videmus esse sub politica, 
scilicet militarem, et oeconomicam et rhetoricam, quibus omnibus utitur politica ad suum 
finem, scilicet ad bonum commune civitatis” (Liber super ethicorum aristotelis 1.2.28).

14. “Quia igitur ad prudentiam pertinet recte consiliari, iudicare et praecipere de his 
per quae pervenitur ad debitum finem, manifestum est quod prudentia non solum se habet 
ad bonum privatum unius hominis, sed etiam ad bonum commune multitudinis” (Summa 
theologica 2a.2ae.47.10).

15. “Consilium est inquisition. . . . De illis autem inquirere solemus, quae in dubium 
veniunt, unde et ratio inquisitiva, quae dicitur argumentum, est rei dubiae faciens fidem” 
(Summa theologica 1a.2ae.14.4).

16. “Et ideo necesse est quod prudens et cognoscat universalia principia rationis, et 
cognoscat singularia, circa quae sunt operationes (Summa theologica 2a.2ae.47.3).

17. “Prudentia est rerum bonarum et malarum neutrarumque scientia. Partes eius: 
memoria, intellegentia, providentia. Memoria est per quam animus repetit illa quae 
fuerunt; intellegentia, per quam ea perspicit quae sunt; providentia, per quam futurum 
aliquid videtur ante quam factum est” (Summa theological 2.53.160).

18. “Dicendum quod prudentia est circa contingentia operabilia, sicut dictum est. . . .  
Quid autem in pluribus sit verum oportet per experimentum considerare, unde et in II Ethic. 
philosophus dicit quod virtus intellectualis habet generationem et augmentum ex  experimento 
et tempore. Experimentum autem est ex pluribus memoriis. . . . Unde  consequens est quod 
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ad prudentiam requiritur plurium memoriam habere. Unde  convenienter memoria ponitur 
pars prudentiae (Summa theologica 2a.2ae.49.1).

19. “Et ideo ad hoc quod eius cognitio perficiatur, et distinguatur per singula, opor-
tet quod a singulis rebus scientiam colligat veritatis; lumine tamen intellectus agentis 
ad hoc necessario existente, ut altiori modo recipiantur in anima quam sint in material” 
(Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima, art. 15, Respondeo).

20. “Imilitudo rei recepta in sensu repraesentat rem secundum quod est singularis; 
recepta autem in intellectu, repraesentat rem secundum rationem universalis naturae: et 
inde est, quod sensus cognoscit singularia, intellectus” (Sentencia libri De anima 2.12.377).

21. “Iuvenis non habet notitiam eorum quae pertinent ad scientiam moralem, quae 
maxime cognoscuntur per experientiam. Iuvenis autem est inexpertus operationum 
humanae vitae propter temporis brevitatem, et tamen rationes moralis scientiae proce-
dunt ex his quae pertinent ad actus humanae vitae, et etiam sunt de his; sicut si dicatur 
quod liberalis minora sibi reservat, et maiora aliis tribuit, hoc iuvenis propter inexperien-
tiam forte non iudicabit esse verum, et idem est in aliis civilibus. Unde manifestum est, 
quod iuvenis non est conveniens auditor politicae” (Liber super ethicorum aristotelis 1.2.38).

22. “Oportet illum, qui sufficiens auditor vult esse moralis scientiae quod sit bene 
manuductus et exercitatus in consuetudinibus humanae vitae, idest de bonis exterioribus 
et iustis, idest de operibus virtutum, et universaliter de omnibus civilibus, sicut sunt leges 
et ordines politiarum et si qua alia sunt huiusmodi. Quia oportet in moralibus accipere, ut 
principium, quia ita est”; “Oportet quod multa cognoscant homines inveniendo. Et quia 
omnis cognitio nostra ortum habet a sensu et ex multotiens sentire aliquid fit experimen-
tum. Ideo consequens est quod intellectualis virtus indigeat experimento longi temporis” 
(Liber super ethicorum aristotelis 1.4.53, 2.1.246).

23. “Nihil est in intellectu quod non prius in sensu” (De veritate 2.3.19).
24. “Prudens dicitur quasi porro videns, perspicax enim est, et incertorum videt casus. Visio 

autem non est virtutis appetitivae, sed cognoscitivae. Unde manifestum est quod prudentia 
directe pertinet ad vim cognoscitivam. Non autem ad vim sensitivam, quia per eam cog-
noscuntur solum ea quae praesto sunt et sensibus offeruntur. Cognoscere autem futura ex 
praesentibus vel praeteritis, quod pertinet ad prudentiam, proprie rationis est, quia hoc per 
quandam collationem agitur” (Summa theologica 2a.2ae.47.1).

25. “Naturas autem sensibilium qualitatum cognoscere non est sensus, sed  intellectus. . . .  
Visus autem, quia est absque immutatione naturali et organi et obiecti, est maxime spiritualis, 
et perfectior inter omnes sensus” (Summa theologica 1a.78.3).

26. Aquinas in fact directly references De anima: “The receiving intellect, therefore, 
requires a phantasm not only that it might acquire concepts, but also that it might inspect 
them in a particular way through such phantasms. This is what is said in the third book of 
On the Soul [De Anima] (3.4; 429b). Therefore, the intellect comprehends concepts through 
phantasms” (Commentary 2002, 162).
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