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Although entrepreneurs are a driving force of a free market economy, most of 
the research on entrepreneurship has focused on the economic outcomes rather 
than on the flourishing of the entrepreneurs themselves. To understand which 
strengths of character, mind, and spirit help entrepreneurs to flourish, I propose 
a Thomistic hierarchy of all the virtues and focus on those that are particularly 
salient in helping entrepreneurs to excel. This research synthesizes previous 
research into a framework of moral, intellectual, and theological virtues, and 
this account resonates qualitatively with the experience of over thirty practic-
ing entrepreneurs. This research breaks new ground by treating the infused 
cardinal virtues—investigating how the life of faith can impact entrepreneurial 
endeavors—and it casts virtue ethics into a wider framework of the more recent 
science of human flourishing, approaching eudaimonia. Finally, it brings the 
Thomistic virtues of the entrepreneur into dialogue with contemporary Austrian 
economic theories of entrepreneurship.1

Introduction
Entrepreneurial endeavors are the soul of the free market economy.2 Entrepreneurs 
are people who attempt to “create value for others through human excellence.”3 
Entrepreneurs undertake business ventures, creating new companies or products 
to serve their customers better. It is important to understand the strengths of char-
acter, mind, and spirit that help entrepreneurs do what they do best, and how those 
virtues help entrepreneurs flourish as human beings. But what are the virtues that 
help the entrepreneur to flourish? Virtue in general is what makes an action good 
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and makes the actor or agent good.4 In the economic realm, some attention has 
been given to exploring the role of virtue in the life of the entrepreneur. Many 
studies have emphasized particular moral virtues like magnanimity,5 courage,6 or 
patience/persistence,7 or an intellectual virtue like gnōmē/perspicacity,8 or even a 
theological virtue (faith).9 But less research has considered the moral, intellectual, 
and theological virtues together, and their respective roles in entrepreneurship.10

Taking a holistic view is essential, however, because from a Thomistic per-
spective it is very difficult or impossible to have just one virtue; the virtues grow 
and decline together.11 Even if we were to emphasize all the natural virtues, we 
would ignore how difficult growing in virtue can be without the life of grace.12 
But how do the moral, intellectual, and theological virtues interact in the life 
of the entrepreneur? Drawing from interviews and conversations with over 30 
entrepreneurs, this theoretical approach resonates with their experience. Michael 
Novak had suggested adding a virtue to the canon, calling it the virtue of en-
terprise. This virtue includes creativity and enables entrepreneurs to build new 
businesses and products and services.13 But how might this virtue of enterprise 
be related to the Thomistic virtues?

This article offers a hierarchical, Thomistic synthesis across all the virtues—
moral, intellectual, and theological—showing in detail which combination of 
virtues are particularly salient in the lives of entrepreneurs (see Figure 1).14
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It breaks new ground by treating the cardinal virtues infused by faith and by cast-
ing all the virtues into a wider model of eudaimonia that has been empirically 
tested. Finally, it outlines the relationship between this Thomistic account of the 
virtues and contemporary entrepreneurship theory, sketching a path for future 
research. I detail the various Thomistic virtues which help entrepreneurs flourish 
and then bring that account into dialogue with contemporary entrepreneurship 
theory.15 See Figure 2 for a visual overview and summary of our approach.

It is important to note at the beginning that we need to look at the virtues not 
as instrumental, ethical means to the economic end of business success. That 
perspective would reduce virtues to a tool, a bonum utile, as opposed to an end 
in themselves, a bonum honestum, chosen for their own sake. Both Aquinas and 
Aristotle hold that mode of virtue consists in three conditions: (1) that a per-
son act knowingly, (2) act deliberately, “from choice, choosing that particular 
action for its own sake,” and (3) “possess the habit and act with firmness and 
steadfastness.”16 If we analyze virtue as a mere means to some economic end, 
we violate #2 and then we would not be considering virtues at all. For example, 
if a person were to attempt to cultivate the virtues discussed in this article only 
for the sake of greater economic success, he or she would be reducing the noble 
good of virtue to a mere means. It would no longer be virtue, because it takes 
its character from that which it is ordered to: If virtue is ordered to economic 
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gains, it takes on the character of the economic end, whereas if virtue is chosen 
for its own sake as an integral aspect of eudaimonia, it retains the character of 
full human flourishing.17

The Cardinal Virtues

Prudence

While the other three cardinal virtues are moral virtues, prudence is an intel-
lectual virtue. The moral virtues moderate the appetites and provide the good 
end which a person seeks, and prudence deliberates about good means to achieve 
the good end, and decides on a good path.18 The virtue of prudence perfects the 
practical wisdom of the person and is “right reason applied to action.”19 It is 
important to note that the virtue of prudence is different from the contemporary 
usage of the term prudent, which often refers to being “careful,” “clever,” or 
“expedient.” Prudence by its nature determines the good means to attain the 
good end; cleverness or mere expediency may or may not have good means or 
a good end.20 

Thomas discusses three types of parts or divisions of prudence: integral, 
subjective, and potential parts.21 Integral parts are all required for an action to be 
prudent and are divided into three phases: Counsel, Judgment, and Command.22 
In the phase of Counsel, the first four integral parts or subvirtues of prudence 
play a role: memory, understanding, docility, and solertia (or quick-wittedness). 
The fifth integral part, reasoning, occurs in the phase of Judgment. Finally, the 
last three parts occur in the stage of Command: providentia, circumspectio, and 
cautio. Although all eight are necessary, those which particularly help the entre-
preneur to flourish and in which entrepreneurs often excel are docility, solertia, 
providentia, circumspectio, and cautio. Docility refers to coming up with new 
knowledge by learning from others. Thomas cites Aristotle in exhorting us to “pay 
… attention to the undemonstrated assertions and opinions of such persons as are 
experienced, older than we, and prudent, … for their experience gives them an 
insight into principles.”23 Entrepreneurs often speak about the importance of their 
mentors and how much they have learned from the experienced people who have 
gone before them. Without docility, entrepreneurs would not be willing and able 
to learn from others and would likely make more mistakes than they already do.

Solertia is a fascinating part of prudence relevant to the entrepreneur; it in-
volves coming up with new knowledge through creativity. It has been translated 
as “fortunate conjecture,” shrewdness, and quick-wittedness.24 Solertia helps the 
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person to see quickly what is possible in a given situation, requiring creative 
imagination based on the nature of things (seeing their natural “potential-to-be-
actualized”). How do entrepreneurs cultivate the ability to identify opportunities 
that others do not see, the creativity to develop new knowledge in order to develop 
better future outcomes? This virtue of solertia develops into a habit of seeing 
the potential in the present which can become the actual in the future and has 
also been translated as “discovery” and is related to the concept of “alertness” 
(as proposed by the contemporary Austrian economist Israel Kirzner). This same 
habit enables entrepreneurs to shape the vision of the future.

This subvirtue of solertia not only enables entrepreneurs to come up with new 
ideas, but also to glimpse the potential and the ramifications of those new ideas 
long before other people do. Solertia is related to the subvirtue of reasoning (in 
the phase of Judgment) insofar as entrepreneurs are often quick thinkers who 
not only come up with new ideas through solertia, but also quickly reason to 
the conclusions and implications with ratio.25 Without solertia, entrepreneurs 
would not be able to see the connections between current arrangements and 
future possible states of affairs.

In the phase of Command, putting ideas into practice, entrepreneurs exercise 
providentia or foresight in an exceptional way by ordering all things to an end.26 
Thomas calls providentia the principal part of prudence, from which prudentia 
takes its name. It is the virtue by which human beings can “see ahead” ( pro + 
videre) by preparing and providing. It is a particularly human virtue and makes 
human beings like the divine, by participating in the providence of God.27

Through the subvirtue of circumspectio, the entrepreneur is attentive to the 
actual surroundings in the marketplace and society, “looking around.”28 A com-
mon theme in the lives of entrepreneurs is how they often need to “pivot” in the 
implementation of their ideas by altering the focus of their product or service, 
or by changing the target customer, or reworking their supply network, and so 
forth.29 Without circumspectio, entrepreneurs would not be able to pivot in order 
to avoid failure and become successful.

Finally, the subvirtue of cautio enables entrepreneurs to avoid outward hin-
drances, to survey the landscape of the market and ensure that they are preventing 
potential problems.30 Although not all problems can be avoided, cautio helps 
to prepare against surprises of chance. This subvirtue protects the entrepreneur 
from unnecessary risks and impractical ventures.31

Thomas also discusses the three quasipotential parts of prudence, those adjunct 
virtues connected to prudence which help a person to make good judgments.32 
Eubolia helps the person take good counsel and is related to docility; eubolia 
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helps the entrepreneur to recognize which counsel is most helpful. When 1,001 
voices are suggesting various courses of action, eubolia helps the entrepreneur 
to select the best counsel to follow in a given situation. Synesis involves judging 
in common cases, when the normal rules apply; and gnōmē or perspicacity helps 
the person judge in exceptional cases.

The virtue of gnōmē is particularly relevant for entrepreneurs. In common, 
everyday situations, synesis or common sense helps people to judge well the 
good means to good ends. But what can a person do in exceptional cases, when 
the good end is a not-yet-created product, and the good means have never been 
implemented before? Gnōmē has been translated as “through-sightedness,” 
“clear-sightedness,” and “the virtue of higher discernment.”33 It is the aspect 
of prudence that enables a person to judge and act amid special or uncertain 
circumstances where the common guidelines do not apply. Entrepreneurs find 
themselves in uncharted territory frequently, where common guidelines may 
not apply. The important subvirtue of gnōmē enables entrepreneurs to judge by 
higher principles, sometimes by the natural law or a deeper understanding of 
the human person.34 It becomes clear that gnōmē is essential for entrepreneurs: 
the more rapidly conditions change, the more the entrepreneur needs the virtue 
of gnōmē to break out of the prevailing paradigm and to adopt a new paradigm 
for more creative and fruitful judgment.35

Justice
The virtue of justice involves giving to others what is due to them. In general, 

in commerce, the entrepreneur typically practices commutative justice in exchange 
by selling a new product or service or distributing it in a new way. The subvirtue 
of epikeia is relevant here, insofar as it involves going beyond the law in order 
to honor the intention of the lawgiver.36 It may be helpful here to introduce a 
distinction between a normal exchange and a superabundant exchange: in a 
normal exchange, a buyer pays an agreed upon amount to a seller for a commod-
ity, for example. Both receive exactly what they think the item is worth; they 
both agree to the exchange because at least in some way each person is better 
off than before the exchange, so it is an abundant exchange. In a superabundant 
exchange, however, the seller makes a profit but so too does the buyer: the 
buyer’s “profit” is the difference between the higher amount of what the buyer 
was willing to have paid and the lower amount of what the buyer actually paid. 
In an entrepreneurial economy, there is a rule of thumb that if customers are 
going to overcome the inertia of familiarity they have with their current goods 
or services, the entrepreneur needs to demonstrate that the new offering is ten 
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times better than what the customer already has.37 This rule of thumb has a note 
of superabundance, and relates to the desire of the same entrepreneur to “go 
beyond” justice, to practice the virtue of epikeia, to offer more than is expected 
by commutative justice, in order to delight the customer. Clearly, this “10x” rule 
is not always accomplished, which perhaps explains the occurrence of puffery in 
some advertisements. But occasionally it does occur: some analysts argue that 
the smartphone, for example, does more than ten times as much as the previous 
generation of phones without apps (notwithstanding a corollary multiplication 
of potential harms through distraction and addiction).

The virtue of gratitude enables the virtuous person to practice justice among 
unequals, when what the person has received is far greater than what the person 
could ever give back.38 Many entrepreneurs practice gratitude not only to their 
customers and collaborators, but importantly to the people who have mentored 
them. Stories abound of how thankful an entrepreneur is who has learned invalu-
able lessons from a more seasoned mentor. And they often express that gratitude 
in action through mentoring others, generously paying it forward to the next gen-
eration of entrepreneurs. Through the subvirtue of generosity, many entrepreneurs 
share some portion of their profit with others. As an example of generosity, the 
companies that follow the principles of the Economies of Communion in Freedom 
split their profits in three: one-third is re-invested in the company, one-third is 
used for educational programs for young entrepreneurs, and one-third is shared 
with the local poor.39

Finally, religion is the natural subvirtue of justice through which the virtu-
ous person offers due worship to God by acknowledging the many gifts she or 
he has received, including the world and life itself.40 A study by researchers at 
Baylor University showed that entrepreneurs pray more frequently and are more 
likely to see God as personal than non-entrepreneurs.41 While there can be vari-
ous explanations for this finding, two reasons stand out: first, entrepreneurs are 
striving for greatness in the midst of uncertainty and they realize their inability 
to control the future or to guarantee success. They experience their dependence 
on others (as discussed above in relation to both docility and being mentored), 
and so too, in the context of religion they can experience their dependence upon 
the divine. Simply put, they are putting out into the deep, and they need help; 
so they ask God for help and guidance in their endeavors, and thank him for 
their successes and lessons learned. Second, entrepreneurs in a concrete manner 
participate in both the creativity of God and in the providence of God by creating 
new products and services to provide for others.42
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Fortitude
In the realm of fortitude, which helps people to face fears and dangers with 

strength, four subvirtues are relevant for entrepreneurs.43 First, magnanimity, or 
“great-souled-ness” involves a “stretching forth of the mind to great things”44 
and enables entrepreneurs to overcome challenges with great effort. History is 
full of examples of entrepreneurs overcoming great obstacles.45 Thomas connects 
magnanimity to both confidence and to the goods of fortune, both of which are 
aspects relevant to the entrepreneur. Second, magnificence helps entrepreneurs to 
overcome obstacles at great expense and to “do great things” (magna + facere). 
Many entrepreneurs make large financial sacrifices and risk their entire livelihood 
in order to bring their product or service to market.46 Some challenges cannot 
be overcome in the near term, however, and so must be endured by the third 
and fourth subvirtues: the virtue of patience or resilience enables entrepreneurs 
to endure external challenges mentally for the sake of virtue or profit, while the 
virtue of perseverance helps them to endure challenges over long periods of time 
through “the fixed and continued persistence in a well-considered purpose.”47

Temperance
The virtue of temperance helps people to moderate their desires for good 

things. In general, many entrepreneurs live a temperate life, especially early in 
their career while they are making sacrifices for the sake of their enterprise. And 
some entrepreneurs return to that simplicity of life, even after they have abundant 
resources.48 But more specifically, one subvirtue of temperance relates to the 
desire for play. Eutrapelia helps entrepreneurs exhibit an appropriate degree of 
playfulness in word and in action.49 This virtue helps them to flourish in two 
ways: constructively, entrepreneurs are often more willing to tinker with things 
than other people are, to play around with things and ideas, and this playfulness 
helps them to rearrange the normal pattern of relationships between things and to 
see new opportunities others may not have seen. As one example, manufacturers 
traditionally would build a computer and then sell it. But Michael Dell rearranged 
that normal sequence by co-locating suppliers right next to his factory; he was 
able to allow customers to customize and purchase a computer online, and then 
he would finish building it and ship it to them directly and extremely quickly. 
Instead of “build, then sell,” he was able to “sell, then build.” This re-imagining 
of the normal sequence of operations not only enabled customers to engage in 
the production process and receive their product sooner but also saved Dell 
considerable money through lower inventory and warehouse costs. The second 
way eutrapelia presents in the lives of entrepreneurs is through their playfulness 
and habit of practical joking. This is true of Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak in the 
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culture at Apple, but it is also true of other entrepreneurs.50 Amidst challenging 
times, a light-hearted playfulness can help people not only relieve stress but 
also see things from different perspectives, fostering creativity. Being a good 
practical jokester requires creativity and practicing that habit can flow over into 
business decisions.

Intellectual Virtue: Eutechnē
Beyond the moral virtues described above, there is one intellectual virtue in ad-
dition to prudence that is particularly relevant for entrepreneurs. The virtue of 
art or technē, which Aristotle refers to as eutechnē 51 or “good craft,” enables 
entrepreneurs to conceive of new products or services and then to have the habit 
of bringing them into being, by making them. The other intellectual virtues of 
wisdom, science, and understanding reside in the knower, in perfections of the 
person knowing; the intellectual virtue of prudence resides in the doer or the 
actor, the human agent, as a perfection in human action. This is illustrated in 
Figure 3 below.52

Notably, technē is the sole virtue which reaches its completion in the perfection 
of the product itself, the thing made. It is also the only virtue which Aristotle 
concedes can be practiced without a good end.

Some theorists hesitate to include technē as a virtue,53 but I posit that it is 
a virtue particularly relevant for the Christian entrepreneur for at least three 



40

Paul J. Radich

reasons: (1) The Greek gods did not participate in technē: they did not create. 
But the God of the Jews and Christians (and Muslims) did create, and so technē 
becomes more admirable and divine.54 (2) In the classical world, with logos 
permeating the cosmos, science is possible, but because technē was unworthy, 
creative entrepreneurship was not dignified. In the Christian era, however, in the 
Benedictine monasteries in particular, we find the co-location of ora et labora, 
contemplation and work, as activities of the same persons: these monasteries 
might be the first institutions in history where those schooled in the liberal arts 
were the same people practicing the manual or servile arts. It became a new 
opportunity to have an embodied, grounded “practice” in which new, practical 
questions arose in the lives of people who were also practicing contemplation 
on a daily basis. How would the intellectual and theological virtues help resolve 
challenges in the practical realm? These monasteries became centers of culture 
and commerce. (3) Finally, due to the Incarnation, with God taking on flesh, all 
of the created world becomes elevated and more dignified; not only worthy, but 
also perhaps more interesting. All three of these factors enabled eutechnē to be-
come a worthy virtue in the Christian era. With the virtue of technē that perfects 
the artifact which is made (see figure 3), the entrepreneur needs to understand 
people first of all: their authentic needs and aspirations, so that the excellence 
of the artifact serves the needs of the person well.

Theological Virtues
Beyond the natural virtues described above, how do the theological virtues of 
faith, hope, and charity impact the entrepreneur? Directly, as a leavening, the 
theological virtues help entrepreneurs to realize that their customers are also called 
to live forever and that the customer’s final end is not in this world. In practice, 
the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity will inspire the entrepreneur to 
treat their customers and colleagues with dignity. Entrepreneurs are not perfect, 
but to the degree that business relationships are built on trust, treating people with 
dignity in light of faith, hope, and charity does foster longer-term relationships.55 

Infused Cardinal Virtues
In addition to the direct impact the theological virtues have on the flourishing 

of entrepreneurs, they can have an indirect effect as well, which is more subtle 
and less recognized: They can give the entrepreneur infused cardinal virtues. 
Thomas offers an account of an interesting type of virtue that goes beyond the 
account of the virtues given by Aristotle and Cicero by recognizing that the four 
natural, acquired cardinal virtues (which we have discussed above) each have 
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an analogue virtue which is infused by grace.56 The infused cardinal virtue of 
prudence, for example, helps the person order all things to a heavenly goal and 
to make practical decisions for the sake of the kingdom of God. Infused justice 
goes beyond natural justice and helps the person give others their due in light of 
the kingdom. Infused fortitude helps a person to overcome or endure severe trials 
for the sake of the kingdom. Finally, infused temperance helps people moderate 
their desires for good things in light of their desire for the highest good.57

These infused cardinal virtues differ from the natural, acquired cardinal virtues 
in two important ways: how a person receives them and to what end they are 
ordered. First, the acquired cardinal virtues take long-term effort and practice 
and are acquired gradually, sometimes over the course of years. The infused 
cardinal virtues on the other hand come as a grace: through faith they are be-
stowed upon a person and are ready to be used. They still need to be practiced or 
enacted, and they can be lost quickly with a loss of grace, whereas the acquired 
cardinal virtues cannot be lost quickly. The second important difference is that 
the acquired cardinal virtues are ordered to the end of flourishing in this life, to 
natural happiness, whereas the infused cardinal virtues are ordered to the end 
of flourishing in the life of grace, to supernatural happiness in this life and in 
the next. Acquired cardinal virtues have a natural end within this world; infused 
cardinal virtues have a supernatural, heavenly end.

How can the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity have an indirect 
effect on the flourishing of the entrepreneur, through the infused cardinal virtues? 
The infused cardinal virtues help both to expand the horizon of entrepreneurs and 
to raise their zenith. The horizon expands spatially and temporally insofar as the 
entrepreneur of faith is called to treat everyone as a brother: friend or enemy, co-
patriot or foreigner. Research has shown that people in market-oriented cultures 
have greater trust for strangers than people in nonmarket-oriented cultures.58 
Entrepreneurs who have the infused cardinal virtues take that phenomenon to an 
even greater degree, with an implicit willingness to do business with anyone in 
the world. And because the theological virtue of hope helps the person to desire 
heaven and trust in God’s help, their temporal horizon extends to eternity. Their 
actions are taken in light of eternity. Having a long-term outlook for the higher 
good can also impact worldly endeavors and foster a longer-term outlook in the 
business life of the entrepreneur. As an analogy, publicly traded companies plan 
and budget and are driven to perform on a quarterly basis, whereas family busi-
nesses are motivated to perform on a time scale not of three months but of three 
generations. Likewise, entrepreneurs with the theological virtues of faith and hope 
can keep the very long-term view in mind when executing their business plans.59
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For a person with the theological virtues, how do they act differently in 
the marketplace? More specifically, how do the theological virtues change or 
transform the natural, cardinal virtues in the life of the entrepreneur providing 
goods or services in the market? A person of faith still has the natural cardinal 
virtues, ordered to the goods of this world, and in addition has a companion set of 
these virtues, a set infused by grace, to help orient the person towards the goods 
of heaven. How do these natural cardinal virtues and infused cardinal virtues 
interact? For our purposes here, how do the infused cardinal virtues impact the 
life of the entrepreneur? In one way, because the infused cardinal virtues orient 
people to a higher good than this life, entrepreneurs with the infused cardinal 
virtues may be willing to risk in a different way, because they realize that the 
goods of this world are not their greatest good. A miser would not likely be an 
entrepreneur. But in a more fundamental way, the infused cardinal virtues may 
help the entrepreneur realize the role of co-creator, of being fruitful and multi-
plying, of participating in the ongoing creation of God.

The Metaphysical Perspective of the Entrepreneur—
From Potency to Actuality
This point leads to our final theme, the metaphysical vision of the entrepreneur. 
The most fundamental division of being for Thomas and Aristotle is the distinc-
tion between potency and actuality, cutting across the other divisions of being.60 
More than just a growth mindset, it is a metaphysical vision that looks at the 
world and sees potentialities embedded naturally within everything: in resources, 
networks, relations, other people, even in themselves. People without this meta-
physical vision of reality tend to look at the world, see the world as it currently 
is, and often express disappointment, as if the current state of the world is the 
full actuality and final state. 

But those with this metaphysical vision of the world observe the current state 
of things, and see the potentialities embedded in the current state, the seeds for 
creative development into a fuller actuality. It is not a static vision of pessimism 
vs. optimism, as the “glass half-empty” or the “glass half-full”; instead, it is a 
dynamic perspective of seeing the glass as “being-filled-up.” They see the world 
as “being-filled-up.” 61 Entrepreneurs can see those otherwise hidden seeds and 
use the virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance to bring those 
seeds to develop into actual inventions or arrangements for the sake of serving 
others and the common good.

This way of seeing is itself a habit,62 a habit that enables entrepreneurs to 
see potential not only in themselves and in the external physical world, but also 
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importantly in their colleagues in the organization and their collaborators out-
side the organization. By seeing the potentialities in others, rather than focusing 
on what is not there, it enables entrepreneurs to obtain that vision and share it 
with others. It is not seeing the glass statically as “half-empty” or “half-full,” but 
dynamically: as “being-filled-up.” By welcoming others to fulfill their potentiali-
ties, the entrepreneur can foster outcome-wide human flourishing.63

This leads us to an insight about the metaphysics of character development: 
Aristotle noted that “absence” has two different types: privation and potentiality. 
People with a more static view of human life may see the privations in others as 
gaps and faults, but entrepreneurs can see those absences as dynamic potentiali-
ties to be developed and actualized. When the entrepreneurial mindset of seeing 
“what-could-be” is applied to people within an organization, the entrepreneur 
can be a leader who helps them unleash their human potential for flourishing.

Summary and Conclusion
We have detailed above in a full Thomistic account of the moral, intellectual, 
and supernatural virtues how specific subvirtues impact the lives of entrepre-
neurs. The virtues not only make the actions of the entrepreneur good, but the 
entrepreneur himself or herself to be good. As parts of prudence, docility, soler-
tia, providentia, cautio, circumspectio, and gnōmē help the entrepreneur to 
develop creative ideas and successfully apply them in the market in uncommon 
circumstances. As a part of justice, epikeia helps the entrepreneur to delight the 
customer with a superabundant offering. Fortitude includes as parts magnanimity, 
magnificence, patience, and perseverance, all of which help the entrepreneur 
to strive for great things, overcoming obstacles and enduring hardships. As a 
part of temperance, eutrapelia enables the entrepreneur to tinker with things 
and ideas, to approach the world in a light-hearted manner, and to see things 
from new perspectives. As an intellectual virtue, technē helps the entrepreneur 
to make products that are excellent and well-suited to the needs of customers. 
The theological virtues can inspire the entrepreneur to do all things for the love 
of God and neighbor and can help the entrepreneur to treat others—customers, 
suppliers, investors—with deep human dignity. Finally, the theological virtues 
help the entrepreneur through the infused cardinal virtues by raising the zenith 
and expanding the horizon, ensuring that the entrepreneur sees everything she 
or he does as ordered to the highest good, God.

To bring this Thomistic synthesis into dialogue with contemporary entrepre-
neurship theory, further research is needed. How does this Thomistic account of 
the virtues of the entrepreneur relate, for example, to Israel Kirzner’s account 
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of entrepreneurship? Kirzner points out that the entrepreneurial element is 
largely absent from classical and contemporary mainstream economics.64 Kirzner 
has developed a theory of “alertness”—the propensity to discover pre- 
viously unknown gains through trade. He details three aspects to describe how 
entrepreneurs identify opportunities in the market: (1) the entrepreneur’s pro-
pensity to enable new information through realizing opportunities for hitherto 
unknown gains from trade; (2) endogenization and concatenation of the market 
process: a motivated propensity to formulate an image of the future; and (3) iden-
tification: the propensity to transcend the current framework of means and ends.

There appears to be a close parallel with Thomas’s account of prudence: 
(1) assembling knowledge, (2) reasoning from principles to conclusions, and 
(3)  commanding new pathways to good ends. While alertness is a cornerstone 
of Kirzner’s theory,65 the way alertness develops has remained difficult to ex-
plain. Kirzner posited that alertness is a propensity, and any explanation as to 
its origin remains outside the field of economics. Some have argued that it may 
have more to do with psychology than economics, for instance. Others claim 
that experience and human capital investments influence alertness,66 but Kirzner 
scholars fail to account for the development of the capacity for alertness. More 
specifically, how is alertness related to Thomas’s account of the virtues of 
solertia, circumspectio, cautio, and gnōmē discussed above? How can Thomas’s 
commentaries on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, De Anima, and Metaphysics 
help form a fuller picture of the habits and potentialities of the entrepreneur? Is 
Kirzner’s account of alertness a potency, a habit, or some emergent combination 
of Thomistic virtues? Future research can bring Thomistic virtues into dialogue 
with Kirzner’s concept of alertness and ground Kirzner’s alertness in Thomistic 
and Aristotelian psychology and virtue ethics. It may be that the metaphysical 
perspective of the entrepreneur—seeing the potentialities in things—relates 
closely to Kirzner’s concept of alertness and provides a metaphysical grounding 
for it. The development of some virtues that are key to the entrepreneur may 
have a direct effect on the development of alertness.67 Hence, alertness may be 
the most important indirect virtue of an entrepreneur.

In addition to conceptual clarification, it will be helpful to test aspects of this 
account of the Thomistic virtues of the entrepreneur in an empirical study; the 
framework described above resonates with the qualitative experience of many 
entrepreneurs and thus merits being tested quantitatively. Future research can 
survey entrepreneurs to discover which virtues they have found most helpful 
in their business endeavors and their overall lives. Further research can also 
investigate how the development of the Thomistic virtues in the life of the en-
trepreneur may lead to a greater level of alertness. Further research can bring the 
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Thomistic account of the virtues into a wider frame of eudaimonia: Harvard’s 
Human Flourishing Project has developed the Secure Flourishing Index to include 
character and virtue, meaning and purpose, close social relationships, and two 
other factors in overall happiness and life satisfaction. An initial survey with 
a small sample size did show entrepreneurs flourishing more fully.68 See the 
conceptual diagram here in Figure 4:

So we end where we began, but now with a clearer understanding of what is 
at stake: Entrepreneurial endeavors are the soul of the free market economy, and 
it is essential to understand the virtues that help entrepreneurs to flourish. Why 
should we call the free market economy “capitalism”? Given that Marx developed 
the term, it should not be surprising that a materialist would focus on the material 
cause of the economy, or as Aristotle would phrase it, the “out-of-which” the 
economy is run, the means of production. That material focus, however, limits 
our perspective. Calling the free market system the “entrepreneurial” economy 
focuses more on the efficient cause, the human agent who observes the environs 
in alertness, identifies opportunities for profit through trade, and “creates value 
for others through human excellence” by bringing to market heretofore unrec-
ognized offerings. This approach highlights the industria humana that Aquinas 
described.69 And to take one step further, if we were to focus on the formal and 
final cause, we could call the free market system “the flourishing economy” or 
“the economy for flourishing.”
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