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The World of Thomas: 

The thirteenth century, Church and University

When Thomas Aquinas came into the world, around 1224/1225, Western Europe was undergoing a period of profound transformation. It was not yet the Europe of consolidated nation-states or of great revolutions, but the rural and relatively closed world of the year one thousand already lay far behind. Cities were growing, trade was intensifying, routes were becoming safer, and institutions—both civil and ecclesiastical—were acquiring a level of complexity previously unknown. Against this backdrop, the figure of Thomas is best understood by first looking at the wider stage: the thirteenth century, with its fears, its hopes, its power structures, and, above all, with a way of thinking in which faith and reason were destined to meet—sometimes harmoniously, at other times with friction.

To situate ourselves, it is helpful to recall that medieval Europe was structured around a network of kingdoms and lordships, in which the warrior nobility played a decisive role. However, this local power was increasingly challenged by the expansion of royal authority, by the presence of a strongly hierarchical Church, and by the rise of cities. In economic terms, trade fairs—particularly in regions such as Champagne or northern Italy—had fostered the emergence of a new social class: merchants and the urban bourgeoisie. This emerging group not only accumulated wealth but also sought prestige and education, thereby fueling the expansion of schools and universities. This economic and social dynamism was naturally reflected in intellectual life: new questions arose about the use of money, lending, the morality of commerce, and theology found itself compelled to offer answers.

At the same time, the cultural landscape was marked by the near-universal Christianization of Western Europe. The Church was the great integrating institution, not only on the religious plane but also in education, law, and social assistance. Monasteries preserved the tradition of study and manuscript copying; cathedrals remained centers of liturgical life and teaching; and religious orders carried out spiritual, social, and often political functions. Nevertheless, the Church known by Thomas was not the same as that of the early medieval centuries. The Gregorian Reform of the eleventh century had strengthened papal authority and promoted stricter moral standards for the clergy, combating practices such as simony and clerical marriage. As a result, the ecclesiastical institution appeared more centralized, with a clearer sense of its mission and a notable influence on the daily lives of the faithful.

At the same time, the Papacy conceived of itself as a supranational authority capable of arbitrating conflicts between kings, calling crusades, and defining doctrinal matters of universal scope. Yet this claim to universality was not without tension. Monarchs sought autonomy in governing their realms, feudal lords defended their prerogatives, and cities demanded spaces of self-government. In short, the political map was shaped by negotiations and conflicts in which the boundary between the spiritual and the temporal was often blurred. Thomas Aquinas would grow up in an environment where this relationship between civil and ecclesiastical power was central, and he would later reflect deeply on politics, law, and justice in his writings.

Within this broad context, the urban phenomenon deserves particular attention. Medieval cities of the thirteenth century were bustling spaces, densely populated within their walls, with markets, guilds, workshops, and intense social life. Artisans, merchants, clergy, students, officials, and a growing mass of the poor lived side by side. Urban life generated specific problems: overcrowding, visible poverty, labor conflicts, and demands for organization. As a result, alongside traditional ecclesiastical structures, new forms of religious life emerged that were better adapted to city life. Among them, the mendicant orders stood out—especially the Dominicans and Franciscans—who renounced stable property and sought to serve among the people through preaching, teaching, and assistance. This new style would profoundly shape Thomas’s trajectory, as he would enter the Order of Preachers, founded by Dominic of Guzmán.

Before focusing on the mendicant orders, it is worth considering the state of written culture and higher education. For centuries, knowledge had been transmitted in monastic schools and in some cathedral schools. However, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, these schools began to organize themselves more systematically. Masters and students grouped into corporations with statutes, privileges, and forms of self-government. Thus were born the first universities, which were not specific buildings but communities of teachers and students with legal recognition. Paris, Bologna, Oxford, and later Naples and other cities became centers of attraction for young people from various realms seeking training in the liberal arts, law, medicine, or theology.

The University of Paris, which would be decisive in Thomas’s life, emerged as the great theological and philosophical forum of its time. Brilliant masters, diverse currents of thought, and often heated controversies converged there. The structure of studies usually began with the faculty of arts, where grammar, logic, rhetoric, geometry, arithmetic, music, and astronomy were studied, following the traditional scheme of the trivium and the quadrivium. After completing this basic formation, some students moved on to higher faculties such as law, medicine, or theology. The latter was considered the ‘queen of the sciences’, since it dealt with revelation and the authoritative interpretation of the Christian faith.

Despite theology’s prestige, the thirteenth century witnessed an intellectual movement that emphasized autonomous rationality in certain fields. The recovery of philosophical texts, especially those of Aristotle, opened the door to new ways of thinking about the natural world, the human soul, and ethics. Until then, much of the philosophy known in the West had relied on the Augustinian tradition, strongly influenced by Platonism. Augustine had shaped the understanding of the relationship between knowledge and faith by prioritizing interior illumination and the soul’s movement toward God. The arrival of Aristotle, with his rigorous logic, physics, metaphysics, and ethics, posed a profound challenge: he proposed a vision of the world ordered by natural causes, a psychology of the rational soul, and a morality based on virtue acquired through habit and practical reason.

The reception of Aristotle was neither immediate nor uniform. His works arrived through different traditions of commentary, particularly those of Arab philosophers such as Avicenna and Averroes, as well as Jewish thinkers such as Maimonides. In the Latin world, this meant that not only Aristotelian texts were received, but also already developed interpretations, some of which appeared to conflict with central Christian doctrines. Ideas such as the eternity of the world, the conception of the intellect as a separate reality common to all human beings, or certain positions on divine omnipotence and providence generated suspicion and debate. The university, and especially the faculty of arts, became a space where these issues were intensely discussed.

The Church did not remain indifferent to these developments. On the one hand, some ecclesiastics saw Aristotle as a danger, fearing that his philosophy might lead to conclusions contrary to faith or undermine theology’s authority. On the other hand, several theologians and masters perceived the richness of this philosophical corpus and sought to integrate it into a Christian synthesis. In this climate of tension and openness, regulations were issued to govern the teaching of certain works. In Paris, for example, the use of Aristotelian texts in the faculty of arts was prohibited at certain times and later permitted, but with restrictions and under supervision. These measures reflect the institution’s effort to channel intellectual enthusiasm without losing doctrinal control.

Amid these tensions, the mendicant orders played a role of enormous importance. The Dominicans, oriented toward preaching and teaching, quickly understood that to engage with the university world and the intellectuals of their time, they needed to master the tools of philosophical reasoning. Their vocation led them to places where difficult questions arose, heresies needed to be confronted, or doctrines clarified. The Franciscans, with a charism centered on poverty and the imitation of Christ, also integrated deeply into academic life, generating a powerful theological tradition that would dialogue—and at times debate—with the Dominicans. The thirteenth century was, in many respects, a time of debate between schools, in which Franciscans and Dominicans contributed great masters and diverse models for reconciling faith and reason.

Thomas Aquinas himself would move within this complex network. Before introducing his figure, however, it is helpful to pause and consider how everyday university life functioned. For a young man arriving in Paris, the impact must have been considerable: streets filled with students from different realms, modest lodgings, crowded classrooms where the master lectured in Latin, and an intense intellectual rhythm. Teaching revolved around the commented reading of texts—the famous lectio—disputed questions—disputationes—and academic sermons. During the lectio, the professor read the authorized text, explained it phrase by phrase, proposed distinctions, and clarified problems. In the disputationes, by contrast, specific problems were addressed by first presenting objections to a thesis, then the master’s response, and finally replies to each objection. This method, which Thomas would perfect, encouraged the systematic exercise of argumentation.

Intellectual life was shaped by clearly defined social structures. Masters enjoyed considerable prestige, protected by privileges recognized by the Pope or the king. Students were grouped into ‘nations’ according to their geographic origin, which facilitated mutual support and representation before university authorities. The university itself was considered a corporation capable of self-government, imposing internal rules, defending its autonomy against the local bishop or civil authorities, and claiming the right to set curricula and examination methods. This corporate self-awareness gave the university significant institutional weight. It was not merely a collection of schools, but a social actor with its own voice.

Yet the world in which the university operated was not a peaceful or abstract space. Theological controversies could have very concrete consequences: denunciations before ecclesiastical courts, censorship of doctrines, and even, in extreme cases, accusations of heresy. In this climate, freedom of inquiry was always constrained by the Church’s doctrinal framework. At the same time, this tension stimulated a refinement of reasoning. Theologians sought increasingly precise formulations, aware that an ambiguous expression could be interpreted as contrary to orthodoxy. Hence the preference for careful definitions, subtle distinctions, and the construction of broad theological systems, as seen in the great summae.

Meanwhile, on the geopolitical level, Europe was in constant interaction with the Islamic and Byzantine worlds. The crusades remained a reference point, though with uneven results and often more political than spiritual consequences. Trade routes and wars brought different cultures into contact, facilitating the exchange of knowledge while also fostering mistrust. The Muslim presence in the Iberian Peninsula, along with relations with the Arab world, enabled the translation of philosophical and scientific works. Centers such as Toledo played a crucial role in this translational effort, which brought to the West not only Aristotle but also Arab mathematicians, astronomers, and physicians. The intellectual horizon of a thirteenth-century student thus included the awareness that knowledge was neither exclusively Latin nor exclusively Christian, but nourished by diverse sources.

The circulation of texts and ideas was enhanced by improvements in manuscript copying techniques and by the organization of increasingly rich libraries. Although books remained expensive and relatively scarce, the demand for texts for teaching and theological research stimulated scribes and scriptoria. Moreover, the presence of mendicant orders in multiple cities facilitated the dissemination of works among convents and universities. As a result, when an important master produced a significant work, it quickly circulated among the main centers of study. This intellectual network allowed ideas to be compared and debated with relative speed by the standards of the time.

Within the Church, moral reform remained a constant concern. The existence of heretical movements, such as the Cathars or the Waldensians, revealed dissatisfaction and desires for spiritual renewal that the hierarchy did not always manage to channel. In response, the Church employed disciplinary measures and, in some cases, force, but also encouraged more demanding forms of religious life, such as reformed and mendicant orders. The ideal of evangelical poverty, itinerant preaching, and closeness to the poor offered a more positive response, aimed at presenting an evangelical face of Christianity within a society marked by inequality and conflict.

The theology developed in this context was far from a purely abstract reflection. Theologians confronted very concrete questions: how to justify the use of money and interest without falling into usury; the Christian attitude toward war and violence; how to understand papal authority in relation to that of kings; and how divine grace and human freedom are articulated. As a time of economic expansion, political conflict, and spiritual ferment, the thirteenth century posed these questions with urgency. Thomas Aquinas, like other great masters, would respond with a synthesis in which faith and reason, Scripture and philosophy, tradition and innovation were combined in a distinctive way.

It is important to stress that the intellectual climate of the thirteenth century cannot be reduced to a simple opposition between religious ‘obscurantism’ and rational ‘awakening’. Such an opposition is a later cliché. Rather, it was a serious effort to think faith rationally and to give an account of beliefs in a rigorous argumentative language. Scholastic theology, sometimes caricatured as a play of subtleties, was in its time an exercise in organizing knowledge and systematically deepening religious questions. If it is often perceived today as excessively logical, it is because its aim was precisely to order and clarify, rather than to move or narrate. The method of questions, objections, and responses, which Thomas would employ masterfully, responded to this desire to examine problems from every possible angle.

In the same century, spirituality also experienced a moment of richness. Alongside great theological systems and university disputes, movements of popular piety flourished, including Marian devotions, the cult of saints, and pilgrimages. Religious life was thus a transversal phenomenon, encompassing both the daily existence of peasants and the learned debates of doctors. The sacraments marked life from birth to death, and the liturgy set the rhythm of the year and the day. The Gothic cathedrals rising with their colorful stained glass, soaring vaults, and rich symbolism were architectural expressions of this combination of faith, power, and intelligence. They represented both a catechesis in stone and glass for the people and a symbol of the triumph of a Christendom that saw itself as ordering the world.

The figure of the Pope in this setting was not only that of the Church’s spiritual head. He was also a powerful political actor, forging alliances, intervening in succession disputes, and convening councils to address doctrinal or disciplinary issues. Yet this position of authority was not without fragility. Tensions with the Holy Roman Empire, conflicts with certain monarchies, and internal resistance showed that the unity of Christendom required constant rebuilding. Papal decisions regarding studies—such as the authorization of universities or the imposition of doctrines—directly affected the intellectual world. Recognition of a university by papal bull conferred prestige and protection, but also placed it under doctrinal supervision.

In legal terms, canon law was consolidating as an extensive normative body regulating matters ranging from clerical discipline to marriage, inheritance, and contracts in ecclesiastical contexts. Collections of decretals and conciliar decisions formed a system requiring specialists. This is why the study of law, both civil and canon, became one of the major paths of social advancement. Many students chose this career because it offered opportunities in administration, courts, or the papal curia. Consequently, theology also had to engage with law, since many of its moral reflections had concrete implications for legal practice.

Culturally, the thirteenth century experienced a certain openness to the classical world, always filtered through a Christian lens. Troubadour poetry in Occitan regions and beyond celebrated courtly love within a courtly framework where sensitivity and refinement coexisted with the violence of the armed nobility. Latin literature remained the language of scholars, but vernacular languages were beginning to gain ground in certain literary and legal productions. This gradual recognition of the value of the people’s languages would have long-term consequences, although in Thomas’s time Latin remained the principal medium of teaching and high-level intellectual production.

Traditional religious orders, particularly the Benedictines and their reforms, continued to play a very important role in preserving knowledge and spiritual life. However, the mendicant orders introduced a decisive novelty: the combination of evangelical poverty, itinerant preaching, and university teaching. The Dominicans, for example, established convents in strategic university cities such as Paris and Bologna. This allowed them to train intellectuals for preaching and the defense of orthodoxy. Their members not only preached to ordinary people but also took part in academic disputes, wrote treatises, and held chairs. In this way, the orders became key actors in intellectual debate.

The formation a friar received in this context was not limited to learning doctrines. It included training in the scholastic method, careful study of the Bible and the Church Fathers, assimilation of philosophical texts, and a communal way of life with liturgical, study, and service obligations. Conventual life structured time through the recitation of the Divine Office, the celebration of the Eucharist, moments of silence, and hours devoted to intellectual work. Among the Dominicans, study was considered an act of piety, a form of service to God and the community. This ideal profoundly influenced Thomas’s biography, and his capacity for work and concentration can be explained in part by this institutional framework.

At the same time, contact with other religious cultures, especially Judaism and Islam, posed theological challenges. It was necessary to develop an apologetics capable of engaging and refuting objections from other confessions or philosophies with solid reasoning. As a result, many theologians sought to understand, at least indirectly, other doctrines and to compose treatises ‘against the gentiles’, that is, addressed to non-Christians or non-believers. These works aimed to demonstrate the rationality of faith using philosophical arguments alongside scriptural citations. The title of one of Thomas’s works, the Summa contra Gentiles, reflects precisely this concern and fits within a broader climate in which Christianity understood itself to be challenged by other worldviews.

Moreover, the medieval mindset remained strongly symbolic. Allegorical interpretation of Scripture, moral readings of historical events, and the perception of nature as a book of God were characteristic features of the age. Although Aristotelian thought introduced a more empirical and causal approach, theology continued to understand the world as a web of meanings through which God spoke via creatures. This symbolic vision did not exclude logical rigor but situated it within a broader framework in which ultimate truth was not exhausted by rational demonstration. Wisdom was conceived as the ability to read this web of meaning, recognizing within it the action of God.

Medieval education, especially at the higher level, had logic as one of its pillars. Aristotle’s works on reasoning, together with later developments in the Latin tradition, provided tools for analyzing arguments, detecting fallacies, and constructing demonstrations. This emphasis on logic led to a highly structured form of argumentation: questions were posed, objections presented, concepts distinguished, responses offered, and justifications provided through reasons and authorities. Although this style may seem overly rigid to contemporary readers, for thirteenth-century masters it was a way to ensure clarity and avoid doctrinal confusion. Thomas Aquinas was formed precisely in this environment, learning from an early age to consider all sides of a problem before offering a solution.
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