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Aquinas 101: The Human Soul 

Week 10: The Cardinal Virtues 
Habits Review 

• Definition from Fr. George Klubertanz, 1953: A habit is “a stable or permanent quality which 
determines a power to easy, accurate (sure, steady, consistent), and pleasurable operation 
under the control of intellect and will.” 

• Habits are formed by repeated acts 
• Some habits have contraries and only one or the other can exist in a power of the soul 
• The powers of the soul open to rational control through habits are the two sense appetites 

(concupiscible and irascible), the intellect, and the will. 

The Four Cardinal Virtues 
• Aristotle has many virtues in his Nichomachean Ethics, but Aquinas organizes them underneath 

the four “cardinal” virtues identified by Cicero. The four cardinal virtues cover the whole scope 
of practical human affairs and relationships. 

• The cardinal virtues are moral virtues and contrast with intellectual virtues. Moral virtues 
concern practical affairs (things we can affect with our actions), while the intellectual virtues 
concern the unchangeable objects of the mind. 

• The four virtues and the powers they perfect are: 
o Prudence in the practical intellect: to act virtuously at the proper time and place. 
o Justice in the will: to give each person his due. 
o Fortitude in the irascible appetite: to face dangers and endure pains. 
o Temperance in the concupiscible appetite: to moderate desire for pleasure. 

• Each of the cardinal virtues is the mean between the extremes of excess and defect. 

Exercising the Virtues 
• Since these virtues concern actions, someone does not possess them unless he is able to exercise 

them consistently, easily, and pleasurably. 
• The four cardinal virtues must all be possessed together or none of them will operate properly. 
• The cardinal virtues are perfected in this life only through grace which restores our souls to 

proper order and infuses us with the virtues of Christ. 
• The infused virtues coexist with the natural virtues, even when contrary dispositions of the flesh 

remain from past vices. 
• Faith is required to exercise the infused virtues, especially in the face of internal resistance. The 

natural virtues are only formed over time. 
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