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Thomas Aquinas on “cardinal virtues”

Naoki KUWABARA

The ethics after modern times concentrated on the evaluation of the act and lacked in the
viewpoint for the evaluation of the acting person. Reflecting on this lack, recently the modern
significance of the virtue ethic is reevaluated. Under such a background, the study over the
four “cardinal virtues (virtutes cardinals)”, i.e. prudence “prudentia <phronésis”, justice
“justitia <dikaiosyn&”, moderation “temperantia <sophrosyng”, courage “fortitudo <andreia”,
has been showing remarkable development in the field of Medieval philosophy both in
Japan and in the international level. This study was got a head start in the middle of the
20th century by Delhaye and Gauthier and Lottin and others. Recently, the study has been
brought into the new stage by 1. P. Bejczy who has the vision over the whole Middle Ages, or
R. E. Houser who especially focused in the thirteenth century. As the result, certain survey
about the process of the transmission of the cardinal virtues into the thoughts of Church
Fathers and Middle Ages is now establishing.

Under such situation, the Japanese Society of Medieval Philosophy is panning symposium
and special report entitled “the formation and the development of the thought on cardinal
virtues”, for two years in succession. The theme in 2019 was “the reception and the formation
of the cardinal virtue in the thought of the Church Fathers”, the theme in 2020 is “the
development of the cardinal virtue in the scholasticism”. I am asked for the special report in
the conference of 2020. This report precedes this and intends to gather up the main points
of the theory on the cardinal virtues in Thomas Aquinas who is the representative scholastic
philosopher.

The notable points about the theory of the cardinal virtues of Thomas are as follow.

The history of cardinal virtues date back to Plato, and the tradition was inherited in
Christendom by Church Fathers. The understanding about the cardinal virtue of Church
Fathers was mainly under the influence of the Stoic ethics which had been inherited through
Cicero. On the other hand, in Thomas Aquinas, we can find the decisive influence of the
Aristotelianism just like in the other philosophical themes.

Thomas theorized about the number and the order of cardinal virtues by the frame of the
Aristotelian philosophical anthropology, such as potentia, habitus, operatio, and subjectum.

About “the combination of the virtue” that was a traditional theme since the Stoic ethics,
Thomas placed the frame of the Church Fathers that they inherited from the Stoic ethics

as “the general condition theory” about the division of the virtues. Thomas shows the
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Aristotelian theory about the division of the virtues as “the peculiar object theory”, and
he considers this theory is superior to “the general condition theory”. With that in mind,
Thomas proposes “connexio virtutum per prudentiam” (CVP) as a new theory about “the
combination of the virtue” based on “a peculiar object theory”. Furthermore, Thomas
proposes connexio virtutum per caritatem (CVC) in the scene where theological virtues are
in a range.

In addition, a Neoplatonistic classification or stage theory of the cardinal virtues, i.e.
“politicae”, “purgatoriae”, “purgati animi”, and “exemplares”, deserves attention. This stage
theory has a delicate position in the relation between cardinal virtues and the theological
virtues. The approach to God of the Christian is originally led by the theological virtues
which are “infused to us only by God”, and is “transmitted only by divine revelation included
in the Bible”. However, this Neoplatonistic stage theory seems to be able to apply to the
spirituality of the Christian. It may be said that this is, so to speak, the trial that Thomas is
going to place the “pagan” Platonic tradition and the step of the Christian spirituality in a

common frame from the viewpoint that a human being accesses God by his own effort.
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