Caterina di Giacomo di Benincasa was born in 1347 in Siena, Italy, and was only thirty-three
when she died. She was canonized in 1461 by Pope Pius 11, and in 1970, together with Saint Teresa of
Avila, she was named Doctor of the Church by Pope Paul VI, making them the first women to receive
this honor. The Catholic Church confers this title to those who significantly contributed to theology
and philosophy, through research, writing, and teaching. As of today, there are only four women
Doctors of the Church.

Saint Catherine of Siena’s works consist of her major treatise The Dialogue of Divine Providence
produced in 1378, in addition to over three hundred and eighty letters, and twenty-six prayers. She
was illiterate for most of her life, and yet was extremely intelligent. So, most of her texts were dictated.
Much of The Dialogue was dictated while Catherine was in a mystical state of ecstasy. She would speak
as if it were God the Father talking directly to her. The resulting text is not structured in a systematic
way and contains some repetitions, many amendments (which she thought were necessary), and
sometimes interruptions, that can be challenging even for experienced readers. Notwithstanding, the
patient reader will find, in the Dzalogue, philosophical gems in the form of arguments based on unusual
premises, guidance for the pursuit of virtue via reflection-inductive practices, and incredibly down-to-
earth political criticisms about the Catholic Church’s clergymen.

Saint Catherine was very politically influential during the Western Schism of 1378, a split
within the Catholic Church lasting until 1417, when there were two, and later three, rival popes, each
with his own following, his own Sacred College of Cardinals, and his own administrative offices. She
was among those who convinced Pope Gregory XI to leave Avignon and return to Rome for a future
reunification of the Church. She then carried out many missions for the pope to negotiate peace with
Florence, Pisa, and Luca. She returned to Siena, after Gregory XI's death. But since a lot has been
written about the life and political significance' of St. Catherine, in this introduction we attempt to
sketch some examples of what kind of philosophical substance the reader will find in the Catherinian
texts.

Today, most available copies of the Dialogne are based on Algar Thorold’s abridged translation
edited in 1907” and republished in 1944’ and 2010". For that reason, we have selected the original
translation by Thorold from 1896°. However, Thorold’s translation is based on the controversial
division of the work in the Italian editions, which separates the book into treatises on divine
providence, discretion, prayer, and obedience. But that division may be confusing, because the true
structure of the book is not divided under those four themes. The book begins with Catherine’s vision

1 See for instance, Kohler-Ryan, Renée. Trees in the Garden: Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Siena, and the Order of
Justice. The Australian Feminist Law Journal, Vol. 39, 2013.

2 Thorold, Algar. The Dialogue of the Seraphic Virgin, Catherine of Siena, Dictated by Her, While in a State of Ecstasy, to Her Secretaries,
and Completed in the Year of Our Lord 1370. Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., London, 1907

3 Idem. Westminster, Md. Newman Bookshop, 1944

4 Idem. TAN Books, 2010

5 Idem. Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., London, 1896



in which she begs God four requests: 1. Petition for her own spiritual needs; 2. For the needs of the
Church; 3. For the needs of the whole world; and 4. For God’s Providence over every single creature,
especially her spiritual father, Raymund of Capua.

After that introductory part, God briefly responds the four petitions. This section is a complete
work in itself encompassing chapters 3 to 20.° Then, along a seties of visions Catherine would have
over a year period between 1377 and 1378, she added more detailed answers to the four petitions,
which generate her six doctrines: Of the Bridge (chapters 21-87), Of Tears (86-97), of Truth (98-109),
Of the Mystical Body (110-134), Of Providence (135-153), and Of Obedience (154-165). She closes
the book with a summary of the whole work (166) and a prayer (167).”

For St. Catherine, we cannot experience genuine love, both in the forms of self-love and love
towards others, without first seeking self-knowledge. She argues that genuine love requires humility,
which is acquired through the understanding that we are not self-sufficient, but rather small, limited,
and imperfect creatures. The view can be put as a general perfectionist principle: that inner perfection
is a necessary prerequisite for outer virtues

There are multiple substantial differences between Greek ancient philosophy and Catherinian
virtue ethics which invite comparative studies. Socrates’ pursuit of knowledge, for instance, also leads
him to a kind of humility, epistemic humility more precisely.® His acknowledgment of his ignorance has
served as a starting point for generations of philosophers on. Now, note that while this recognition
leads Socrates to craft a dialogical pursuit of knowledge, known as elenchus, based on a series of
intercalations between propositions and refutations’, the same humility leads Catherine to retire herself
to the “cell of self-knowledge”", a well-known aspect of her theorizing as well as of her actual life.
For Catherine, in the solitude of a cell we gather together the soul’s three powers of memory,
understanding, and will, which allows for a gradual access to God’s truth and the truth about ourselves.
The connection between knowing those truths and acting accordingly is then established via the
Catherinian argument that can be put in the following terms: to know ourselves leads to know God’s

¢ The first petition is answered in chapter 3. In chapters 13-15, God answers the second petition. The response to the third
petition appears in chapters 16-18. Chapters 19-20 close with the answer to the fourth petition.

7 For a very illuminating discussion on the structure of the book, see Benedict Ashley O.P.’s Guide to Saint Catherine’s
Dialogue In: Callahan, John Leonatrd (ed.) Cross and Crown: A Thomistic Quarterly of Spiritnal Theology. vol. 29, St. Louis:
Herder, 1977. And also McDermott, Thomas O.P. Catherine of Siena: Spiritual Development in Her Life and Teaching. NY: Paulist
Press, 2008. p. 234

8 For the scholarship on the humility theory of wisdom attributed to Socrates, see Ryan, Sharon, "Wisdom", The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2018/entries /wisdom

9 Elenchus is a philosophical discussion in the form of a dialogue and almost everything written by Plato follows this
method. Crito is a great starting point among Plato’s Socratic dialogues, followed by the first three books of the Repubii,
where Socrates interviews people about the nature of justice. Woodruff, Paul, "Plato’s Shorter Ethical Works", The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

bttps:/ / plato.stanford.edu/ archives/ win2018 / entries/ plato-ethics-shorter,

10 Catherine sometimes uses “cell” referring to the three years she spent in solitude in her room of her family house in
between the years 1363-1367. But she also employs “cell” to refer to knowledge of one’s inner self, as well as other terms
such as a house, tomb, valley, stable, night, moonlight, grace, abyss, tug, wood, enclosed garden, dew, fire, light, vessel,
cave, well. McDermott, 2008, p. 282




truths; to know God’s truth leads to love God; to love God is to love what He loves; God loves our
neighbors; therefore, we shall love our neighbors as God does."

While for Socrates, the acquisition of some possible knowledge is, in a way, a collective
endeavor, Catherine would spend long stretches of time in seclusion and, later in life, she would also
fast for very long periods, which ultimately led her to death at thirty-three. Catherine’s reflective
seclusion was inspired by the asceticism of the Desert Fathers', today known as orthodox Christian
asceticism". According to ascetic readings of passages of the Bible', the renouncing of material
possessions, abstaining from sensual and physical pleasures, withdrawing from public gatherings, and
even fasting, would allow for a state of inner calmness necessary for the most transparent knowledge
of oneself. And for Catherine, only in this elevated state of mind one can experience non-selfish self-
love and thereby open oneself to act motivated by genuine love for others. Historically, the practice
of self-starvation by St. Catherine is probably the most popular case of anorexia mirabilis, or holy
anorexia, which has attracted interested among psychiatrists as well."”

The contrast between virtue performed alone versus virtues performed within collectives, say,
the city, the army, or our families, appears again when we compare Catherinian virtue theory to that
of Aristotle in several ways. It may pass unnoticed, but the conclusion of Aristotle’s function argument
carries a strong qualification about the pursuit of a good life, #z. that the good life requires the “actzve
life of virtue”.

11 This argument appears in different places in the Dialogne and other works of hers and in her biographies, not always in
its completeness. For instance, in Capua’s The Life of Catherine of Siena, Conleth Kerns (trans.). Wilmington: Michael Glazier,
1980, chapter 121, p. 116, reads “for my grace you must now begin to bear fruit not only in yourself but in other souls as
well. I have no intention whatever of parting you from myself, but rather of making sure to bind you to me all the closer,
by the bond of your love for your neighbor.” In the Dzalogne, chapter 7: “the service you cannot render me you must do
for your neighbors. Thus, it will be evident that you have me within your soul by grace, when with tender loving desire
you are looking out for my honor and the salvation of your neighbor”. Then in chapter 60: “They love their neighbors
with the same love with which they love me”. More clearly in chapter 89: “So she loves every person with the same love
she sees herself loved with, and this is why the soul, as soon as she comes to know Me, reaches out to love her neighbors.”
And again, in chapter 96: the soul “shows her love by genuinely loving what I love and hating what I hate”.

12 Desert Fathers were Christian hermits who lived mainly in the Scetes desert of Egypt around third century AD. It started
as a movement after Christianity became legal in Egypt. Politically, it was an alternative way to seek higher grace and
display strength of faith, since Christians were not persecuted anymore, at least by the rule of law, and so public martyrdom
became less necessary. But regardless of its historical origins and religious purposes, asceticism is often practiced as way
of acquiring a deeper form of self-knowledge, which can serve different purposes.

13 Asceticism derives from Greek term askeszs, which means exercise or training. Asceticism is the practical exercise of a
cluster of philosophical views encompassing, for instance, human nature, rationality, psychology, and the value of
knowledge, which converge into a lifestyle characterized by isolation, abstinence, and extreme frugality. Although
asceticism is part of most religious traditions, it does not have to necessarily serve spiritual purposes, as it appears in the
contexts of politics and athletics in ancient Greek philosophy. In the Catherinian works, asceticism appears not just as a
way of penance and connection with God, but especially as a way of acquiring self-knowledge.

14 For instance, Matthew 19:21: Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.”

15 Espi Forcen, Fernando. Anorexia Mirabilis: The Practice of Fasting by Saint Catherine of Siena in the Late Middle Ages
in The American Journal of Psychiatry. Vol. 170, Issue 4, 2013, pp.370-1.



Aristotle’s function argument'® is about what ought one to do, if one wants to live well. It
connects a view of human nature, namely, that human beings are rational, with a substantial view
about well-being: the good life is the life of virtue. Its standard conception goes as follows:

1. The good for something/doing well...in general, for whatever has a function and characteristic
action, seems to depend on its function, the same seems to be true for a human being, if a human
being has some function. Book 1, chap. 7, line 25, 1097b

2. [The function of human beings]| is some sort of life of action of the part of the part of the soul
that has reason. And: Human function is activity of the soul in accord with reason. 1098a5

3. Virtue (the good for something) is to exercise one’s function “well and finely” (which may lead to
“superior achievement) 1098a10-15

4. If the function of human beings is to reason, then to be a virtuous human being is to reason well.
1098a10-15

Conclusion: The human good is activity of the soul in accord with virtue, and indeed with the best
and most complete virtue, if there are more virtues than one.  1098a15-20

Aristotle opens his study on ethics, later called Nicomachean Ethics with an investigation about
the nature of human wellbeing, or what is the good life for rational creatures like us. He evaluates
what the good is according to two conceptual tests. The good must be complete in itself, »7z. it is
desirable for itself, it is not desirable for the sake of some other good, and all other goods are
desirable for its sake!” And the good must be self-sufficient, »z. all by itself makes life desirable and
lacking in nothing'®: when we have it, when do not desire anything further. Aristotle calls that state of
mind exdaimonia.

Scholars dispute whether eudaimonia is best translated as “happiness”, “flourishing”, simply
“wellbeing” or, if it should remain as an untranslatable technical term."” Semantic skirmishes
notwithstanding, Aristotle observes that we would be misguided to think that eudaimonia is “enduring
and not prone to fluctuate™™, since it is obvious that life has its ups and downs. So, he asks: how can we
say that someone zs happy, if happiness is a fransitory activity of the mind? And for practical matters,
how can we be happy during lifetime? Aristotle then argues that in order to know when something is
doing well or what it means for something to do well, we need to first know exactly what that thing
is, be it a knife, a flute, a soldier, a parent, or a human being simpliciter. Then, Aristotle deploys a

16 'The function argument is laid out and defended along book 1 of the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle summarizes it in book
1, chapter 7, 1097a — 1098b

17 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 1, Chapter 7. 1097a30.

181097b16.

19 For more on the semantic imprecision of “eudaimonia”, see Kraut, Richard, "Aristotle's Ethics", The Stanford
Eneyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/aristotle-ethics/, section 2 : “Aristotle thinks everyone will agree

PIRT)

that the terms “exdaimonia” (“happiness”) and “ex zén” (“living well”) designate such an end. The Greek term “eudaimon”
is composed of two parts: “ex”” means “well” and “dainon” means “divinity” or “spirit”. To be exdainon is therefore to be
living in a way that is well-favored by a god. But Aristotle never calls attention to this etymology in his ethical writings,
and it seems to have little influence on his thinking. He regards “eudainon” as a mere substitute for ex zén (“living well”).
These terms play an evaluative role and are not simply descriptions of someone's state of mind.”

20 Nicomachean Ethics, (1100a-1100b, specifically line 35)




metaphysical view according to which we individuate things according to their function, or in other
words, to know what something is, 7s to know what its function is. Once we know what the function
of something is, it is even intuitive, Aristotle suggests, that for something to do well, is to discharge
or exercise its function well. When something exercises its function well, we say its virtuous.

Knowing something’s function is not always as obvious as that of a knife, a flute, or even a
soldier. What if we want to make a more generalized inquiry, and try to say what would be the general
function of all and every human being, just like the function of all and every knife? According to
Aristotle’s individuation theory™, to know something’s function then we need inquire what is that
what the thing does uniquely, and nothing else can do equally properly. Aristotle then makes the
substantive claim that the function of human beings is to be rational, since reason is what sets them
apart from everything else, i.e. their uniqueness. By the same token, if the function of human beings
is to be rational, then, to do well is to reason well. Now, what does it mean to reason well for human
beings, in practice?

Before we set the conclusion, remember that the state of eudaimonia is #ansitory. So, all we
can do, Aristotle argues, is to remain in pursuit of that state of mind or affairs. At this point, he concludes
that #he good /ife is the likely unfolding of our constant pursuit of virtue, the “active life of virtue” in his
words. So, in short, we have: 1. to be virtuous is to exercise one’s function well; 2. The function of
human beings is to be rational. 3. Therefore to be a virtuous human being is to reason well. 4. If we
reason well, “we shall live well”?.

But note that along with the function argument, there is a corollary argument for the dynamism
or practicality of virtue: the good life requires constant exercise. If the moments that make up a good
life are transitory and prone to fluctuate, we are naturally interested in how to make those good times
more qualified and enduring. Indeed, says Aristotle “the most honorable among the virtues themselves
are more enduring than other virtues” and it follows that “people devote their lives to them more
fully and continually than anything else”® have some sort of “stability””. Because this pursuit is a
constant activity, it builds up and keeps a certain personal character through time, whose continuity
simply s the good life.

Given the instances of virtue approached by Aristotle, “active” suggests an outward exercise
of virtue, a bodily and mental engagement with surrounding people or an active participation of an
event, where the object of the action seems to lie outside the agent. And while Aristotle does theorize
about intellectual virtues, not only the virtues he mentions are directed to living a good life in the city,
but his function argument also encompasses all other applications of human reason, such as good
parenting, music-making, or soldiering amidst warfare. Though that way of seeing virtues strongly
appears in her Lesters, where her political involvement is prominent, in the Dialogue, St. Catherine’s
focus is on the introspective virtues, or virtues amenable to be developed in isolation, because for her,

21 Polities 1253218 “all things derive their essential character from their function and their capacity; and it follows that if
they are no longer fit to discharge their function, we ought not to say they are still the same things.

221097b5

23 Nicomachean Ethics 1100b15

241100b15

251100b20



outward virtues must stem from inward virtues.*® But inward virtues, she argues, can only be
developed when we know ourselves really well, a kind of knowledge however, which we only can
grasp in profound isolation.

The second way St. Catherine differs from Aristotle concerns our knowledge of our rational
and physical limitations. Aristotle states several times that we lack in self-sufficiency, and since an
active life of virtue requires resources and conditions” which we can only access and create via a
division of labor, we have a natural impulse® to live in city, i.e. a union of those who cannot exist
without one another.”” But the city, Aristotle argues, does not come to existence just for the sake of
mere survival; it should also lead humans to #hrive.”’ Once the connection between pursuing the life of
virtue and living in the city is established, Aristotle thinks human life, or at least good human life, is
impossible without the city’": “the man who is isolated, who is unable to share in the benefits of
political association, or has no need to share because he is already self-sufficient, is no part of the city,
and must therefore be either a beast or a god...Man, when perfected (in the city), is the best of animals;
but if he be isolated from law and justice he is the worst of all.””*> Once Atistotle concludes that the
city is a natural and inescapable development of human beings, he goes on to discuss what then would
be the best constitution for the city, »iz. the constitution that best allows for the exercise and
development of the most suitable virtues for human flourishing.

St. Catherine on the other hand is interested in an inner-knowledge of ourselves that allows
us to overcome our original limitations. Then, overcoming those limitations leads us to a re-evaluation
of ourselves, and our relations to the world, and everyone else we connect with. Again, the direction
of thought goes from inward virtues to outward virtues.” The subject of spiritual development is very
prominent in Catherine’s works. Taking an alternative route to that of Aristotle, she argued that human
development necessarily includes periods in isolation, sometimes renunciation to all material goods,
except for means of survival, and even fasting. But why is such extreme asceticism necessary for
spiritual and human development? For Catherine, certain virtues can only be found, or must in part
be developed in isolation, especially the virtue of self-knowledge, upon which, on her view, all others
depend.” While it is undeniable that we can better see some truths about ourselves with the help of
others, there are dimensions of the self which we can only grasp in complete isolation.

26 “They not only consist of those virtues which are done by means of the body, that is, with an exterior act”, but bodily
virtues performed alone, without discretion [here in the sense of inner-knowledge], “her perfection will be impeded.”
Dialogue, chapter 9.

27 Aristotle observes that the good life “requires external goods...for it is impossible, or at least not easy, to act virtuously
if we lack the resources.” In short: deprivation of external goods hinders virtue. Nicomachean Ethics 1099b1

28 “Men form cities by natural impulse.” Po/itics 1252224,

29 This is in fact the shortest argument for why Aristotle famously concludes that man is by nature a political animal.
Aristotle, Politics. Chapter 2. The claim about lacking in self-sufficiency also appears in Nicomachean Ethics, Book 1, but
that’s a different context in which Aristotle uses self-sufficiency as a test for determining intrinsic value.

301252b27

31 Politics, 1253a2 “he who is without a city, by reason of his own nature and of some accident, is either a poor sort of
being, or a being higher than man”...”he is in the position of a solitary advanced piece in a game of draughts.” 1253a25
“the individual is not self-sufficient when he is isolated”

32 jdem

33 This direction appears in various of her allegories, such as the “tree of virtue”.

3 Prov 19:2 “Desire without knowledge is not good, and one who moves too hurriedly misses the way.” And Sir 18:20:
“Before judgment comes, examine yourself; and at the time of scrutiny you will find forgiveness.”



Catherine’s emphasis on knowledge of the self derives from the relevance Genesis 1:26-27%
assumed after St. Augustine.”® We have been created in likeness to God, and so the first step in search
of knowing God is knowing ourselves. Without true self-knowledge we only have a distorted
conception of God in himself. Self-knowledge leads to humility as we have seen with Socrates, makes
us acknowledge we are not self-sufficient as we have seen with Aristotle, and now with Catherine we
see it leads to the virtuous kind of self-love. Virtuous self-love sublimes traditional egoistic self-love
because it not only leaves room for, but also motivates the love of others. According to this view we
come to the help of our neighbors, not because we would ultimately benefit from that attitude, but
because we love what God loves, and God loves us all equally since He sees ourselves as equals before
Him.

But note that our sublimation of what Catherine calls “mercenary love™’
cell of self-knowledge. In the Dialogne, chapter 60 we read:

comes through 7 the

“Because coming to perfect self-knowledge, they may know that of themselves they are nothing and have no grace...but
when in the cell of self-knowledge we learn we have been created in resemblance to God and so also share in his will, and
since God equally loves all of us, we acquire virtuous love, loving others like God loves them, for what they are in
themselves and not only out of self-advantage.”

Why this overcoming takes place in isolation? In the allegory of the peaceful sea as a mirror,
Catherine is subliminally talking about the traditional opposition between reason versus sentiment,
and the sought supremacy of the former over the latter. In that allegory, she compares the water
surface to that of a mirror and equates our emotions in tempest to an ocean of turbulent waters, and
so when you attempt to gaze upon your reflection on the water surface, and you will not see your true
self, since you are only met with a distorted image of yourself. In isolation, our thunderous emotions
decant to leave only the most peaceful sentiments, resembling the indefectible paralyzed surface of
the most secluded lake.

Within the terrain of imagery, Catherine tries to show that if we effortlessly try to look inside
of ourselves with what she calls the “eye of the intellect”, we will develop the art of life, not by
quashing our emotions, especially self-love, but by channeling our love of ourselves and our love of
others into more balanced expressions, such as virtuous self-love and genuine love for others.
Although the goal is in part a virtue to be exercised in public, it is one to discovered and first exercised
in isolation.

Together with self-knowledge, discretion holds a central place in Catherine’s thought.
Catherine uses the word “discretion” to refer to both discernment and prudence.”® Her meaning of

3 Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness....So God created mankind in his own image; in
the image of God he created them.

36 In his On The Trinity, Augustine devotes chapters 8 to 10 to an investigation on the human mind, because he is interested
in discovering the true nature of man, without which the search for God’s truths would be flawed from the start. These
chapters have had large influence for the philosophy of mind. Augustine. Oz the Trinity. (Matthews, Gareth (ed.), McKenna,
Stephen (trans.)) Cambridge University Press, 2002.

37 Dialogne, chapter 60

38 For an analysis of the meanings of “discretion” as discernment and/or prudence along all the wotks of St. Cathetine,
see Ragazzi, Grazia Mangano. Obeying the Truth: Discretion in the Spiritual Writings of Saint Catherine of Siena. Oxford
University Press, 2014.



“discernment” is close to the concept of practical reason, and her meaning of “prudence” also tracks
our contemporary usage, that is, just one dimension of practical rationality, or one virtue among
others. However, the reader must note that she often uses “prudence” to also refer to the ability of
practical discernment, a habit that also appears in Aquinas’ Summa Theologica.” In the Dialogne, the
notion of discretion is introduced in the context of what virtues should we develop and exercised. As
we have seen, Catherine argues that in the pursuit of self-knowledge, we humble ourselves as we learn
about our imperfections and the greatness of God. Discretion, she claims, can only work in plenitude
after that humility has been stablished. In chapter 9, Catherine defines discretion as:

“The virtue of discretion is no other than a true knowledge which the soul should have of herself and of Me [God], and
in this knowledge is virtue rooted. Discretion is the child of self-knowledge, and, wedding with charity has indeed many
other descendants, as a tree which has many branches; but that what gives life to the tree, to its branches, and its root, is
the ground of humility, in which it is planted, which humility is the foster-mother and nurse of charity, by whose means
this tree remains in the perpetual calm of discretion. Because otherwise the tree would not produce the virtue of discretion,
or any fruit of life, if it were not planted in the virtue of humility, because humility proceeds from self-knowledge. And 1
have already said to thee, that root of discretion is a real knowledge of self and of My goodness, by which the soul
immediately, and discreetly, renders to each one his due.”

In Catherine’s texts there is no unequivocal image of discretion, but one quite useful is her definition
of discretion, gua capacity of discernment, as “the knife which slays and cuts off all self-love founded
in self-will.”*" Selfish love is the origin of all sins, argues Catherine, because you are loving yourself
for your own sake and not for the sake of God. We have to love ourselves in the right, i.e. humble,
way so that we can love others in the right way, #73. because they are created in resemblance to God
just like each one of ourselves, and not because loving others would ultimately befit ourselves.* So,
in its discerning role, discretion divides, like a knife, virtuous from vicious acts by cutting off the good
from the bad kind of self-love. Charity, then, understood as genuine love for others, emerges as the
cardinal Catherinian virtue prescribed by humbled discretion acquired through self-knowledge.

Catherine’s views bear interesting connections with the works of Saint Augustine (354-430)
and Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) yet to be better explored. For instance, self-knowledge is also
a central topic in St. Augustine’s reflections, which led him to investigate the metaphysics of inner life:
“By the Platonic books I was admonished to return into myself...With you as my guide I entered into
my innermost citadel (Ps.29:11)...1 entered and with my soul’s eye, such as it was, saw above that
same eye of my soul the immutable light higher than my mind.”* The allegory of “inner citadel”
reminds us of Catherine’s cell of self-knowledge, both seeing the dive into oneself as a necessary stage
for the attainment of perfection, for Catherine, and of eternal happiness, for Augustine. Augustine
and Catherine also agree on the tripartite division of the faculties of the soul into memory, intellect
and the will*". Therefore, it is not controversial to claim that Augustine indeed influenced Catherine,

3 Aquinas, Thomas. Thomas Aquinas Selected Writings. (Mcinerny, Ralph (ed)). Penguin Books, 1998.

40 Dialogne, chapter 9. Giving one what one is due is also one of the conceptions of justice canvassed in the first three
books of Plato’s Repubii.

4 In Dialogne, chapters 11 and 122, Catherine talks about how injustice proceeds from selfishness and dark lack of
discretion.

42 1In the opening of the first section of the Groundwork, Kant makes a similar argument against egoistic motivations
behind apparently altruistic actions, though in an entirely secular manner, appealing solely to the value of human
rationality. Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. (Gregor, Mary and Timmermann, Jens (trans. And
ed.)) Cambridge University Press, 2012.

43 Augustine. Confessions. (Chadwick, Henry (trans.)). Oxford University Press, 1991. Book VII, (x16) p.123.

4 1In Book XV of On The Trinity, Augustine defends his view of the “rational soul”. Augustine. Oz the Trinity. (Matthews,
Gareth (ed.), McKenna, Stephen (trans.)) Cambridge University Press, 2002. Catherine frequently refers to the tripartite



though its extent is a matter of debate among scholars, since she had no direct knowledge of Augustine
writings, and probably only accessed those ideas via church preachers.”

Equally influential for Catherine was Thomas Aquinas who is known for merging the Christian
tradition of discretion derived from the bible with the Aristotelian conception of prudence. Aquinas use
of “prudence” is similar to Catherine’s use to refer to our capacity of discernment, not just between
virtue and vice, but also to balance out which virtues to exercise and develop, rather than referring to
a particular virtue, namely, the virtue of pursuing one’s own well-being. In the case of prudence as a
measuring skill Aquinas and subsequently in Catherine, prudence is a knife that cuts the right amount
of time and energy devoted to each of one’s virtues in concrete situations, says Aquinas:

“To be conformed to right reason is the proper purpose of any moral virtue. The intent of temperance is to prevent us
straying from reason because of our lusts; of fortitude lest we forsake the judgment of right reason because of fear or
rashness. Such an end is prescribed for us by our natural reason, which bids each to act according to reason. Yet guite how
and through what we strike the virtnous mean, this is the business of prudence. For though keeping the mean is the aim of moral
virtue, nevertheless it is the correct marshalling of the means to the end that the mean is found.”¢

There is a lot yet to be discussed about the role of prudence as discretion and its relation to the other
virtues in Aquinas and Catherine. For instance, both Aquinas’s prudence and Catherine’s discretion
require self-knowledge as a necessary vestibule for the life of virtue as well as both are concerned with
the unity and coherence of a virtuous life, /3. how to best blend solitary contemplation and an active
life in public settings.

A lot more can be said in lieu of Catherine’s works relations with other great philosophers.
Here we have tried to provide the reader a sample of the possible lines of investigation and why her
views could be of interest to philosophers. There are also a number of other less purely philosophical
topics to explore, such as Catherine’s use of allegories, her mysticism, and her political activity. In the
following we provide some bibliographical guidance to primary sources as well as to secondary
bibliography.

Contemporary English Translations of Primary Sources

Complete edition of all letters: The Letters of Catherine of Siena. Translated with introduction and notes
by Suzanne Noffke, O.P. 4 vols. (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, 2000, 2001, 2007)

Catherine of Siena. The Dialogue. Translation and introduction by Suzanne Noffke, O.P. The
Classics of Western Spirituality. (New York: Paulist Press, 1980). [Note: the older Thorold
translation published by TAN Books is drastically abridged and is not recommended)]

division of the soul or one of its parts along the Dzalogne. For instance, chapter 4, she talks about memory in order to
remember the benefits of the virtuous life, zuntellect so as to see and know the truth, and the wi// so as to act according to
virtue.

4 Ragazzi, Grazia Mangano. Obeying the Truth: Discretion in the Spiritual Writings of Saint Catherine of Siena. Oxford University
Press, 2014. p. 137

46 Summa vol. 36 prudence. See Ragazzi p. 141 summa I-1T q 56 a.3 qq 57 58 61In questions 47 to 56 of the II-1II of the
Summa Theologica



Catherine of Siena. The Prayers of Catherine of Siena. Suzanne Noffke, O.P., translator and
editor. 2™ edition. (San Jose: Authors Choice Press, 2001)

Biographies

Contemporary—based on the primary sources.

Arrigo Levasti. My Servant, Catherine. London: Blackfriars, 1954
Johannes Jorgensen’s Saint Catherine of Siena (London: Longmans, 1938).

Alice Curtayne’s Saint Catherine of Siena (London: Sheed and Ward, 1929 and reprinted by TAN
Books and Publishers in Rockford, IlL.).

The major primary source—written in the 14™ century. The most important primary biographical
source for St. Catherine is Bl. Raymond of Capua’s The Life of Catherine of Siena, written in the
14" century. (It’s perhaps best to start with a contemporaty biography, such as Levasti’s, before
reading Raymond). Two English translations are available: Raymond of Capua. The Life of Catherine of
Siena. Translated, introduced and annotated by Conleth Kearns, O.P. (Wilmington: Michael Glazier,
1980; reprinted by Dominicana Publications. This edition has an excellent introduction. Another
edition but without introduction is: Raymond of Capua. The Life of St. Catherine of Siena by Blessed

Raymond of Capua Confessor to the Saint. Translated by George Lamb. (London: Harvill Press, 1960;
reprinted by TAN Books).

Aquinas, Thomas. Thomas Aquinas Selected Writings. (Mcinerny, Ralph (ed)). Penguin Books, 1999
Avristotle. Nicomachean Fthics. (Terence Irwin (trans.)) 2" Edition. Hackett, 1999
Augustine. Confessions. (Chadwick, Henry (trans.)). Oxford University Press, 1991

Augustine. Oz the Trinity. (Matthews, Gareth (ed.), McKenna, Stephen (trans.)) Cambridge University
Press, 2002

Benedict Ashley O.P.’s Guide to Saint Catherine’s Dialogue In: Callahan, John Leonard (ed.) Cross
and Crown: A Thomistic Quarterly of Spiritual Theology. vol. 29, St. Louis: Herder, 1977

Cavallini, Giuliana (OP). Catherine of Siena. LLondon: Geoffrey Chapman, 1998
Curtayne, Alice. Saznt Catherine of Siena. London: Sheed and Ward, 1929

Espi Forcen, Fernando. Anorexia Mirabilis: The Practice of Fasting by Saint Catherine of Siena in
the Late Middle Ages in The American Journal of Psychiatry. Vol. 170, Issue 4, 2013



Giordani, Igino. Tobin, Thomas (trans.). Saint Catherine of Siena- Doctor of the Church. Boston: The
Daughters of St. Paul, 1975

Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. (Gregor, Mary and Timmermann, Jens (trans.
And ed.)) Cambridge University Press, 2012

Kohler-Ryan, Renée. Trees in the Garden: Thomas Aquinas, Catherine of Siena, and the Order of
Justice. The Australian Feminist Law Journal, Vol. 39, 2013

McDermott, Thomas (OP). Catherine of Siena: Spiritual Development in Her Life and Teaching. Mahwah,
NJ: Paulist Press, 2008

Noftke, Suzanne. Catherine of Siena: 1 ision Through a Distant Eye. Collegeville, Minnesota, 1996

Ragazzi, Grazia M. Obeying the Truth: Discretion in the Spiritual Writings of Saint Catherine of Siena. Oxford
University Press, 2014













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































