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The idea that Aquinas’s treatment of the virtues is a modified form 
of Aristotelianism continues to exert a powerful hold on the scholarly 
imagination. As a result, the peculiarities of Aquinas’s account are 
often ignored or accommodated in an ad hoc fashion, like the epi-
cycles added to Aristotelian cosmology to save the phenomena of a 
geocentric cosmos. In this presentation, I argue that contemporary 
work in experimental psychology, notably in the field of autistic spect-
rum disorder, provides the key to a new metaphoric understanding of 
Aquinas’s work founded on the principle of ‘second-person related-
ness’, a phenomenon highlighted most famously in the pioneering 
work of Martin Buber. Aquinas’s insights, together with new research 
into social cognition and character formation, may therefore help to 
promote a kind of ‘Copernican revolution’ in the understanding of 
virtue – a shift in the locus of explanation from the first-person to the 
second-person perspective.
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