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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE SUMMA
THEOLOGIAE

Few  works  in  the  history  of  Western
thought have commanded the respect,
study,  and  devotion  of  scholars,
theologians,  and  curious  readers  as
consistently as the Summa Theologiae
of St. Thomas Aquinas. Written between

1265  and  1273,  this  monumental
synthesis  of  Christian  theology  and
Aristotelian  philosophy  remains  a
cornerstone of  Catholic  doctrine and a
towering  achievement  of  medieval
intellectual  life.  Yet  for  many  modern
readers, the work presents a formidable
barrier:  the  original  language.  Aquinas
wrote in the precise, scholarly Latin of
the thirteenth century, a language that,
while  elegant,  is  inaccessible  to  most
today.  This  is  where  the  concept  of

https://old.setefer.com/


2

2 Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae Latin English 2023-01-13

Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologiae
Latin  English  editions  becomes
transformative.  By  placing  the  original
Latin  text  alongside  a  reliable  English
translation,  these  bilingual  resources
open  the  door  to  a  deeper,  more
authentic  engagement  with  Aquinas's
arguments,  a l lowing  readers  to
appreciate  both  the philosophical  rigor
and the literary beauty of  the original
while  following  the  reasoning  in  their
own language.
This  article  explores  the  significance  of
bilingual  Latin-English  editions  of  the
Summa  Theologiae,  the  history  of  its
translation into English, how to choose
the right edition, and why studying the
text in its original language—even with a
f a c i n g  t r a n s l a t i o n — e n r i c h e s
understanding.  Whether  you  are  a

student  of  theology,  a  philosopher,  a
historian, or simply a seeker of wisdom,
understanding  how  to  approach  the
Summa Theologiae  in both Latin and
English is a valuable skill.

WHAT IS THE SUMMA
THEOLOGIAE?

Before delving into the specifics of Latin-
English  editions,  it  is  essential  to
understand what the Summa Theologiae
actually  is.  Aquinas  intended  it  as  a
comprehensive instructional manual for
beginning  theology  students—a
"summary"  (summa)  of  all  known
theological  knowledge.  It  is  organized
with extraordinary clarity into three main
parts:

Prima Pars (Part I): God, the
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Trinity, creation, angels, and the
six days of creation.
Prima Secundae (First Part of
Part II): The ultimate end of
human life, human acts, habits,
law, and grace.
Secunda Secundae (Second
Part of Part II): The theological
and cardinal virtues, gifts of the
Holy Spirit, vices, and states of life.
Tertia Pars (Part III): The
Incarnation, life of Christ,
sacraments, and the end of the
world (unfinished at Aquinas's
death).

Each part is divided into questions, and
each question into articles. Every article
follows  a  strict  dialectical  method:  a
question is posed, objections are raised,

Aquinas states his own position (the "sed
contra" and "respondeo"), then replies to
each objection. This structure is logical
and  r igorous,  making  it  an  ideal
candidate for bilingual study—the Latin
provides  the  exact  wording  of  the
argument, while the English clarifies the
meaning.

Why a Bilingual
Latin-English
Edition?
The phrase Thomas Aquinas Summa
Theologiae  Latin  English  represents
more  than  just  a  pa i r ing  o f  two
languages; it is a method of study that
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respects the original text while making it
accessible.  There  are  several  reasons
why a bilingual edition is superior to a
translation alone:

Precision of Philosophical1.
Terms: Latin terms such as
essentia, substantia, actus,
potentia, and causa carry nuanced
philosophical meanings that are
often lost or flattened in
translation. Seeing the Latin allows
the reader to recognize when
Aquinas is using a technical term.
Literary and Rhetorical2.
Appreciation: Aquinas's Latin is
not merely functional; it has a
rhythm and clarity that contributes
to the persuasiveness of his
arguments. A bilingual edition lets

you sense the cadence of the
original.
Avoiding Translation Bias:3.
Every translation is an
interpretation. By checking the
Latin, a reader can see where a
translator has made choices that
might shape meaning—especially
in controversial passages about
grace, free will, or the nature of
God.
Language Learning: For those4.
learning Latin, the Summa
provides a rich corpus of medieval
Latin with consistent vocabulary
and syntax, far more accessible
than classical poetry or Cicero's
speeches.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ENGLISH
TRANSLATIONS OF THE SUMMA

THEOLOGIAE

To appreciate the Latin English editions
available  today,  it  helps  to  know  the
history of  the English translations.  The
first  complete  English  translation  of  the
Summa Theologiae was undertaken by
the  Fathers  of  the  English  Dominican
Province,  published  in  22  volumes
b e t w e e n  1 9 1 1  a n d  1 9 2 5 .  T h i s
translation, often called the "Dominican
translation"  or  "Benziger  Brothers
edition," is still widely used and is in the
public domain. It rendered Aquinas into
somewhat  formal,  early  20th-century
English,  which  can  feel  dated  but
remains  accurate.
Later,  between  1964  and  1981,  the

renowned Blackfriars edition (published
jointly  by  Eyre  &  Spottiswoode  and
McGraw-Hill)  appeared,  translated  by
various  scholars.  This  edit ion  is
particularly  notable  for  its  facing Latin
text  and English translation—making it
the  first  major  bilingual  edition.  The
Blackfriars  edition  also  included
extensive  notes  and  introductions,
making  it  a  favorite  among  serious
students.  In  recent  years,  the  Aquinas
Institute has produced a new series of
bilingual  volumes,  using  the  Leonine
edition  of  the  Latin  text  (the  critical
edition)  alongside  a  modern,  accurate
English  translation.  Their  edition  is
becoming  the  standard  for  academic
use.
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Notable Bilingual
Editions on the
Market
I f  you  are  searching  for  Thomas
Aquinas  Summa  Theologiae  Latin
English  editions, here are the primary
options:

Blackfriars Edition (McGraw-
Hill/Eyre & Spottiswoode): Out
of print but available used and in
some libraries. 61 volumes. Latin
and English on facing pages.
Excellent scholarly apparatus.
Aquinas Institute Edition
(Emmaus Academic): Currently

the most complete and accessible.
Uses the Leonine critical Latin text.
Translation is clear and
contemporary. Hardbacks and
paperbacks available.
Online Resources: Corpus
Thomisticum provides the Latin
text freely, and New Advent offers
the Dominican translation.
However, for a true side-by-side
experience, the printed bilingual
editions are superior.

HOW TO READ THE SUMMA
THEOLOGIAE USING A LATIN-
ENGLISH EDITION

Approaching  the  Summa  can  be
intimidating. With over 3,000 articles, it
is not meant to be read cover-to-cover
like a novel. The best strategy is to start
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with a topic that interests you—perhaps
the  existence  of  God  (Prima  Pars,
Question  2),  or  the  nature  of  human
happiness (Prima Secundae, Question 1).
Open  your  bilingual  edition  to  that
passage.  Here  is  a  suggested  method:

Read the English first to get the1.
gist of the argument.
Read the Latin aloud if possible,2.
paying attention to familiar words
and the logical connectors (ergo,
quia, sed, praeterea).
Compare the Latin to the3.
English line by line. Notice where
the translator adds words for
clarity, or condenses phrases.
Focus on the "Respondeo"4.
section—this is Aquinas's own
answer, and it contains the core of

his thought. The Latin here is
especially dense with technical
vocabulary.
Look up unfamiliar Latin terms5.
in a philosophical Latin dictionary
(e.g., the Lexicon of St. Thomas
Aquinas).

Common Pitfalls
to Avoid

Do not get bogged down in every
grammatical detail. The goal is
comprehension, not perfect
parsing.
Don't ignore the objections. The
objections often contain the
strongest arguments against
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Aquinas's position, and
understanding them is crucial.
Be aware that medieval Latin
spelling and vocabulary
sometimes differ from classical
Latin. For example, coeli for caeli
(heavens), or the frequent use of
quod instead of ut.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LATIN
TEXT FOR SCHOLARLY WORK

For graduate students and professional
theologians,  the  Thomas  Aquinas
Summa  Theologiae  Latin  English
edition is not a luxury but a necessity.
Most  secondary  literature  on  Aquinas
quotes  the  Lat in,  of ten  without
translation.  Furthermore,  the  Leonine
edition—the  official  critical  edition  of
Aquinas's  works—is  the  authoritative

text,  and  al l  serious  scholarship
references  its  page and line  numbers.
Having a bilingual edition that uses the
Leonine  text  ensures  you  are  working
from  the  same  base  as  the  scholars.
Moreover,  when  writing  an  academic
paper,  being  able  to  cite  the  original
Latin demonstrates rigor and allows your
readers to verify your interpretation.

Semantic
Keywords and
Related
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Concepts
In writing or studying about the Summa,
you  will  frequently  encounter  related
terms such as scholasticism,  natural
law, virtue ethics, five ways (quinque
v i a e ) ,  a n a l o g y  o f  b e i n g ,
transubstantiation,  and  beatific
vision. A bilingual edition helps you see
how  these  concepts  are  expressed  in
Aquinas's own vocabulary. For example,
the phrase analogia entis appears in the
Summa and becomes a major theme in
later theology. By reading it in Latin, you
can  see  how  Aquinas  distinguishes
between  univocal,  equivocal,  and
analogical predication—a distinction that
is crucial for understanding his doctrine
of God.

DIGITAL RESOURCES FOR THE
LATIN-ENGLISH SUMMA

While  print  bil ingual  editions  are
invaluable,  digital  tools  can  enhance
study.  Several  websites  and  apps  offer
the  Latin  text  hyperlinked  to  English
translations. The most notable are:

New Advent: Provides the
Dominican translation alongside
the Latin text, though not side-by-
side in an ideal format.
Corpus Thomisticum: The
definitive scholarly site with the
Latin text, searchable, and linked
to manuscripts.
Aquinas 101 (Thomistic
Institute): Offers video lectures
that often reference specific Latin
passages.
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Logos Bible Software: Includes
the Blackfriars bilingual edition in
digital format with powerful search
and cross-reference tools.

For those who prefer to read on an e-
reader,  the  Aquinas  Institute  Latin-
English  edition  is  available  in  digital
formats for Kindle and other platforms.
This  mobility  allows  you  to  carry  the
entire Summa with you, along with the
original Latin, wherever you go.

CONCLUSION: THE REWARD OF
BILINGUAL STUDY

Reading the Summa Theologiae  in  a
Latin  English  edition  is  an  act  of
intellectual  humility  and  ambition.  It
acknowledges  that  no  translation  is
perfect,  but  that  the  original  text  is

worth  the  extra  effort.  It  connects  the
modern reader directly to the mind of
one of history's greatest thinkers, in his
own  words  and  his  own  language.
Whether you are studying the quinque
viae for the first time or returning to the
Summa after years of study, a bilingual
edition will deepen your understanding,
sharpen your analytical skills, and give
you  a  more  intimate  appreciation  for
Aquinas's  genius.  The  journey  through
the Summa  is long, but with the Latin
and  English  side  by  side,  every  step
becomes  richer,  clearer,  and  more
rewarding.
In an age when depth is often sacrificed
for  speed,  taking  the  time  to  engage
with  Thomas  Aquinas  Summa
Theologiae  Latin  English  is  a
deliberate choice to pursue wisdom in its
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original  form.  It  is  an  investment  that
pays  dividends  not  only  in  theological
knowledge but also in the discipline of
careful reading and critical thinking. For

anyone serious about understanding the
foundations of Western thought, there is
no better companion than a well-edited
bilingual Summa.


