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LECTURE 4: The Passions and The Moral Life 
 

• GOOD & EVIL PASSIONS 

o “We may consider the passions of the soul in two ways: first, in themselves; 

secondly, as being subject to the command of reason and will. 

§ (1) If the passions are considered in themselves, as movements of the 

irrational appetite (the lowest part of the soul), there is no moral good or 

evil in them, since the presence of good or evil depends on reason. 

§ (2) If these passions be considered as subject to the command of reason 

and will, then moral good and evil are in them. … The passions, insofar 

as they are voluntary, are called morally good or evil. And they are said 

to be voluntary, either from being commanded by the will, or from  

not being checked by the will.” (Summa Theologiae, IaIIae, q. 24, a. 1) 

 

• POLITICAL RULE OF THE PASSIONS 
o “Reason governs the irascible and concupiscible passions not by a ‘despotic 

supremacy,’ which is that of a master over his slave, but by a ‘political 

supremacy,’ whereby the free are governed, who are not wholly subject to 

command.” (Summa Theologiae, Ia, q. 81, a. 3, ad 2) 

o “The irascible and concupiscible powers do not obey the reason blindly; on the 

contrary they have their own proper movements, by which, at times, they go 

against reason… reason rules the irascible and concupiscible powers by a 

political command, such as that by which free men are ruled, who have in some 

respects a will of their own. And for this reason there must be some virtues in 

the irascible and concupiscible powers, by which these powers are well 

disposed to act.” (Summa Theologiae, IaIIae, q. 56, a. 4, ad 3) 



o Reason influences passion in two ways: by overflow, by choice 

§ Good passions are those movements of the soul when we perceive good 

or evil (with a corresponding bodily effect) which are in conformity with, 

and approved by reason and will, and thus, allowed to have their full 

effect on the person. 

§ Evil passions are those movements of the soul when we perceive good or 

evil (with a corresponding bodily effect) which are contrary to reason and 

will, and thus should be checked, and not allowed to have their full effect 

on the person, but which are not checked by reason and will. 

 

• VIRTUES PERFECTING THE PASSIONS 

o Acquired Moral Virtues: by repeated good human acts of exercising political 

governance over the passions, the passions themselves are perfected by being 

well disposed to act. 

§ Virtues perfect powers: the powers are modified by the habit that is 

developed so that they are more and more readily inclined to act in one 

way, rather than another way—so that one can exercise the power (the 

sensitive power: passions) in a way that is easy, prompt, and delightful. 

o Infused Moral Virtues: given together with the theological virtue of charity, 

infused temperance and infused fortitude do not come from human acts,  

but entirely from God—to help man in even higher ways with regard to the 

virtuous perfection of his passions. 

 

• THE CARDINAL VIRTUES OF TEMPERANCE & FORTITUDE 

o Temperance: the cardinal virtue of temperance perfects the concupiscible 

passions—passions dealing with simple goods and evils.  

§ The virtue of temperance (acquired and infused) makes it possible for 

man to moderate these passions so that he experiences them and is 

moved by them in a way that is in accordance with right reason, rather 

than in a way that is contrary to it. 

o Fortitude: the cardinal virtue of fortitude perfects the irascible passions—

passions dealing with arduous and difficult goods and evils.  

§ This virtue moderates and infuses the irascible passions with rationality so 

that in the face of difficult and arduous things man is moved to act in a 

way that really befits him: befits his rational nature, and his supernatural 

destiny. 


