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DEFINITION OF VIRTUE

I. What is Virtue?
A. Definition
Virtue is a good and stable operative habit that perfects the powers of the soul and directs them towards man’s good end (God) in accordance with reason. Virtue is a state involving rational choice, consisting in a mean relative to our nature and determined by reason. Reason refers to that by which the practically wise and virtuous person would determine his actions. A virtuous person is unpredictable; he invents responses according to new situations and by adapting to the new situations by prudence. Being virtuous is not about being robotic or pre-determined; it is rather, a question of being creative in goodness, not just conscientious.

B. Key words: Habit, Soul, Powers, Operation, Perfection, Good End and Permanence
1. Habit (habitus) denotes custom, routine, attitude, mechanical, external determinism, robotic, zombie etc. Referring to virtue, habit is a stable or permanent character, quality or disposition to act in accord with a things nature and end, acquired over a period of time through repeated practice or acquired through direct infusion or gift.
The Conditions for habitual disposition:
(1) Subject must be composed of potentiality and act, unlike God who is only composed of act.
(2) Subject must have the capacity to be determined to several possible ends and not only to one operation or end, unlike animals who are only determined by their sensitive appetites. 
(3) Subject must have the ability to be adjusted to the possibility of good or evil operations or ends through the influence of plurality of elements, and this happens only in man. 
Thus, habit is only possible for man and not for animals or God.
The habit of virtue is a quality of disposition to the good. Good is understood in a twofold sense: 
(1) Materially: that which direct man to things that are good, virtue does more than this.
(2) Formally: that which makes man good in itself and this is virtue. 
Habit can be directed to a good act in two ways: 
(1) By the disposition to the good act, that is, having knowledge of the good acts.
(2) By the right use of the disposition, that is, being able to use that knowledge in good acts.
Thus, virtue is a habit that enables us to be good and also to do good.
2. Soul refers to the life source of the human person. The human person is psychosomatic, that is, a unity of body and soul, but his soul is the source of life of the activities of his body. The habit of virtue operates in the soul. Thus, the habit of virtue effects an interior transformation.
3. Powers: The soul consists of vegetative, sensitive and intellectual faculties or powers. Virtue enables/enhances the powers of the soul which in turn enables the acts of man. The habits of virtue perfect the human intellect and will, and his sensitive appetites.
Powers that can be perfected exist in three categories:
(1) Powers that can only act and cannot be acted upon like the power of God cannot be perfected, it is already perfect.
(2) Powers that can only be acted upon and cannot act on its own like the powers of animals; these cannot be perfected because they are already perfected in their determination.
(3) Powers that can act and be acted upon like the powers of man are the only powers that can be perfected.
Only human powers can be affected by the habit of virtue. There is power in reference to “being” (esse) and power in reference to “act” (agire); the habit of virtue perfects both. 
4. Operation refers to being active rather than being passive. If virtue is possessed, it will be demonstrated because virtue refers not to the power of “being” alone but also to the power of “act”.
5. Perfection: the perfection of powers of the soul and the end of a power is in act. A power is perfected when it acts according to its nature, its proper end which is in accord with reason. 
6. The Good end refers to the final end of man. Man’s life and actions are teleological, hence they are geared towards a particular end, which could be good or evil. Man’s proper end is the good end which is happiness in God. This end can be attained through virtue.
7. Permanence and durability: Virtue is distinguished from other qualities by both its stability and durability. Virtues are not easy to acquire and they are not easy to lose and that is why they are durable. It takes time to learn and cultivate virtues and they can be lost if they are not put into practice through repeated performance. 

II. Types of Virtue
There could be uncountable number of virtues because anything that disposes us to act in a good way could qualify as a virtue. However, there are basically three groups of virtues: Intellectual, Moral and Theological Virtues. Virtues a grouped according to their causes, objects and that to which they are ordained to.

A. Intellectual Virtues: 
These are acquired habits that are directly ordained to man as its object and to the perfection of the intellectual powers of his soul. Intellectual virtues perfect the cognitive part of the soul to know the truth and they confer a disposition to the good of the truth. They are acquired virtues because we get them by learning and constant practice. They confer the disposition to acquire the knowledge of the good but does not confer the disposition to the right use of the knowledge. Thus, intellectual virtues can be misused for evil ends. Intellectual virtues are not directly ordained to man’s happiness because man’s happiness comes from both knowing the good and doing the good, thus, they can only guarantee temporal happiness here in this life. 
Intellectual virtues are divided into Speculative and Practical Intellectual Virtues
(1) Speculative Intellectual Virtues. Examples: understanding, science and wisdom.
- Understanding perfects the intellect in its grasp of true universal principles by which knowledge of self-evident truth and first principles are gained.
- Science perfects the intellect in its grasp of the truths which are derived from universal principles and how knowledge of necessary things is gained by inference from those truths.
- Wisdom perfects the intellect in its grasp of the highest causes, including the first and supreme cause, that is, God. 
(2) Practical Intellectual Virtues. Examples: arts, prudence and synderesis.
- Arts perfect the intellect and enable the possessors to do practical things or produce practical works efficiently. Examples are painting, carpentry, music etc.
- Prudence confers the capacity to act appropriately in accord with right reason. 
- Synderesis is the virtue of the first principles of the practical reason which is to pursue the good and avoid the evil. Synderesis is a natural disposition that is considered as pre-conscience and it needs to be informed.

B. Moral Virtues 
Moral virtues are also called Cardinal or Principle Virtues. Moral virtues are virtues that are ordained to the perfection of man’s intellectual and appetitive powers in order to enable him, not only to know the good and right things but also to do them, and to do them well. They are habitual perfections of the intellect and will that govern our actions, order our passions, and guides our conduct according to reason. Moral virtue perfect the appetitive powers which are concupiscible and irascible appetites. As rightly called, they are primarily concerned with man’s moral life, his goodness and the goodness of his acts.
- Examples: “And if anyone loves righteousness, her labours are virtues; for she teaches self-control and prudence, justice and courage; nothing in life is more profitable for mortals than these.” (Wis 8:7) The moral virtues are prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance.
1. Prudence is the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern the true good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it. It guides the other virtues by setting the rule and measure, since it is about right reason and that is an essential part of the definition of the moral virtues. 
2. Justice is the moral virtue that consists in the constant and firm will to give to God and our neighbour their due. It concerns due measure in human interactions and thus perfects man’s will and his ability to act equitably and rightly.
3. Fortitude concerns the emotion and passion of fear, anger etc. and thus perfects the irascible appetite by ordering it to reason. It is the moral virtue that ensures firmness in difficulties, and constancy and endurance in the pursuit of the good.
4. Temperance concerns the pleasure of a sexual nature and thus perfects the concupiscible appetite by guiding and ordering it in accordance with reason. This is the moral virtue that moderates the passion and attraction of pleasures of the body, and provides balance in the use of created goods.
Other moral virtues include: courage, chastity, modesty, countenance, religion, liberality, magnificence, magnanimity, gentleness, friendship, truthfulness etc. These are referred to as the sub-virtues of the four main moral virtues. 

C. Theological Virtues
Theological virtues are infused by God directly into the soul (intellect and will) of man in order to make him capable of acting in such a way as to be able to attain his supernatural end. They have God for their origin, motive, and object. Theological virtues enable man, not only to attain his natural end, but also his supernatural end. Since man’s final end (happiness) is beyond what he can achieve by his own ability, he needs supernatural aid from God in order to achieve it and that aid is the theological virtues. Examples are Faith, Hope and Love/Charity
1. Faith, which perfects the intellect, concerns those truths about God that the intellect assents to by means of Divine Revelation. It is the virtue by which we believe in God and believe all that he has said and revealed to us in the Scriptures, and all that Holy Church proposes for our belief. God is the truth itself.
2. Hope, which perfects the will, concerns the movement of the will toward perfect, eternal happiness as an end that is, by God’s help, attainable. It is the virtue by which we desire the kingdom of heaven and eternal life as our happiness based on the knowledge of faith. Hope is based on our trust in Christ’s promises and relying not on our own strength, but on the help of his grace.
3. Charity, which also perfects the will, concerns the love and friendship which unites man to God. It is the virtue by which we love God above all things for his own sake, and our neighbour as ourselves for the love of God. Charity is the root of all other virtue since it unites us to God and all other virtues are trying to do the same. Thus. all other virtues depend on charity in some way.

1. Actions of the Theological Virtues
The theological virtues grant the intellect of man certain supernatural principles, which are held by means of a Divine light. These principles are the articles of faith containing the knowledge of the truth about God and others. Theological virtues direct the will of man to the end of that knowledge of God; it directs it to that end as something attainable and this pertains to hope. The theological virtues act on both the intellect and will as to a certain spiritual union, whereby the intellect and will are transformed and united to that end, and this belongs to charity.
2. Perfection of the Theological Virtues
Faith is knowledge of the end, hope is movement towards the end, while charity is conformity or unity with the end. The end is God. Faith and hope imply a certain imperfection, since faith is of things unseen, and hope is of things not yet possessed. Charity, on the other hand, is perfect because it unites man to his end. According to St Paul: “And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.” (I Cor 13:13).
3. Procession of the Theological Virtues
The processions of the theological virtues occur according to the Order of Generation and Perfection.
a. Order of Generation: 
This is in reference to how the imperfect precedes the perfect. Thus, faith precedes hope, and hope precedes charity as to their acts towards the end. Things are first apprehended by faith before they are desire and longed for by hope and finally attained by charity, and all are motivated and engineered for the good of the end. 
b. Order of Perfection: 
This is in reference to how the perfect precedes the imperfect. Thus, charity precedes faith and hope because it is more perfect. Faith and hope are quickened by charity, and receive from charity their full complement as virtues. Charity is the mother and the root of all the virtues, inasmuch as it is the form of all the virtues.

III. Other Classifications of Virtues
A. Acquired or Natural Virtues
These virtues are acquired by natural disposition without the necessity of supernatural aid. They are virtues attained through the natural light of reason and enhanced and perfected through constant practice of good act and habituation. The object of these virtues is the human intellect and will and the end is their perfection toward their natural end. Moral and intellectual virtues are acquired or natural virtues. 

B. Infused or Supernatural Virtues
These virtues are caused in us by God without any action on our own part, but not without our consent; they are gifts like grace. These virtues transform and perfect human actions and ordain them to their supernatural end. They are obtained by the appropriate disposition or by petition which are the required consent. Man participates in these virtues by exercising them in order to retain and deepen them but bad habit can hinder the exercise of infused virtues while mortal sin will destroy them. For instance, each act of charity that a person does disposes that person to be more ready to act charitably in the future, and this eventually leads to an increase in the virtue of charity in that person. God is the efficient cause of these virtues through the light of grace and God is also the end of the infused virtues. The infused virtues are necessary for salvation but not sufficient; they require the gifts of the Holy Spirit and grace too. All the theological virtues (faith, hope and Charity) are infused and supernatural, but not all infused and supernatural virtues are theological virtues; there are some infused virtues that are not theological virtues.

C. Infused Moral Virtues (Aquinas and Scotus)
There is a huge controversy or debate on the possibility of infused moral virtues. It is easier to conceive of theological virtues as infused virtues than to conceive of moral virtues are infused virtues. For instance, the Franciscan John Dun Scotus denied the existence of the infused moral virtues for two reasons: (1) he denied that a clear case could be drawn from Scripture for their existence and (2) he rejected arguments from reason concerning the necessity of these virtues. He was convinced that infused moral virtues were a case of multiplying entities beyond necessity. Infused virtues dispose us to be moved by our intellect in accord with divine law, while the gifts dispose us to be moved directly by God. Human virtues are acquired by education, by deliberate acts and by a perseverance ever-renewed in repeated efforts that are purified and elevated by divine grace. With God’s help, they forge character and give facility in the practice of the good. 
Aquinas, on the other hand, believed that there are infused moral virtues based on two arguments: proportionality and perfection of activity. 
(1) Proportionality: 
This is in reference to the proportionality of the operations of the natural and the supernatural in man: “Grace builds on nature, it does not destroy it,” according to Aquinas. God operates no less perfectly in works of grace than in works of nature. By nature, human beings have natural principles/inclinations which give rise to the acquired moral virtues. By grace, human beings have theological virtues which correspond to the natural principles/inclinations of human nature. Hence, human beings in the state of grace need some virtues to relate to the theological virtues as the acquired moral virtues relate to the natural principles/inclinations of human nature. Effects must be proportional to their principles and only the infused moral virtues are proportional to the theological virtues as they relate to charity. Thus, the infused moral virtues are necessary. There are two requirements for infused moral virtues: (1) they must correspond to the acquired moral virtues, and (2) they must be proportional to the theological virtues. Neither the acquired moral virtues nor the theological virtues can satisfy both requirements, hence, a new class of virtues is necessary; namely, the infused moral virtues. The infused moral virtues are the links between the acquire moral virtues and the theological virtues. 
(2) Perfection of Activity:
This is in reference to the need for the natural to be perfected by the supernatural. God operates no less perfectly in works of grace than in works of nature. In the works of nature, we find that whenever a thing has a principle of certain works, it has also whatever is necessary for their execution. The theological virtues are the principles of good works aimed at the supernatural end. The infused moral virtues are necessary for the execution of good works aimed at the supernatural end. The infused virtues are distinct from grace, even in its habitual form, though they arise out of grace and are directed toward grace. Infused moral virtues a basically moral virtues that are completely perfected by charity and directed to God as their ultimate end. These are the examples of infused moral virtues: 
a. Infused prudence contemplates solely the things of God, counts as nothing all things of the world, and directs all the thoughts of the soul to God alone.
b. Infused justice consists in the soul giving a whole-hearted consent to follow the right and good way to God alone.
c. Infused fortitude prevents the soul from being afraid of neglecting the body and rising to heavenly things and to God.
d. Infused temperance, so far as nature allows, neglects the needs of the body and focuses solely on the needs of soul and of God.
Discretion belongs to prudence, rectitude to justice, moderation to temperance, and strength of mind to fortitude and these are perfected and made infused by charity.

D. Pagan Virtues
Pagan virtues refer to all virtues that can be acquired by the natural powers without any aid from God by those who do not believe in God or any form of the supernatural. These virtues do not have any involvement of any supernatural element as its cause or end. Intellectual and moral virtues can be pagan virtues when they are exercised by those who do not hold any faith in God or the supernatural. Aristotle believed that all virtues are within the reach of man’s natural powers without any supernatural aid. Augustine does not agree with Aristotle. However, he did not acknowledge the existence of “pagan virtues;” he referred to them as “glorified vices.” Aquinas argued for a middle point between the two; without using the exacts terms “pagan virtues,” he upheld the possibility of genuine virtues in pagans. It is possible for man to attain intellectual knowledge and wisdom to the level of a genius without any graces and while in the state of mortal sin. By the gift of natural wisdom, notwithstanding the effects of original sin, man can attain an intellectual knowledge of what is good and what is bad because he remains inclined to the good naturally. The effects of original sin do not destroy our natural inclination to the good. Through natural wisdom, a pagan can attain a genuine knowledge of God but that knowledge will be imperfect without grace or the infused virtues. Without grace, man can also live a life of virtues and perform virtuous acts but the virtues life or acts cannot be meritorious towards his eternal salvation because they lack the necessary supernatural inputs. Theological virtues cannot be pagan virtues, only intellectual and moral virtues can be pagan virtues. 

E. Perfect Virtues:
Another classification of virtues is the difference between perfect and imperfect virtues. What makes a virtue perfect or imperfect? Virtues are perfect when they are completely rooted and governed by charity. Perfect virtues are virtues that, do not only enable us to know the good, but also to do the good perfectly well, such that our actions are completely directed to God, our final end. Hence, only the infused virtues (theological virtues and infused moral virtues) are perfect virtues. Only these virtues deserve to be called virtues simply because they are the only one that fully and perfectly does what virtues are meant to do, that is, direct man perfectly to his ultimate end in God. These virtues are able to do this only because they are directly rooted and governed by charity. 
As we have seen with acquired natural virtues, it is possible for man to attain virtues by his natural efforts and these virtues can direct man to his natural end. The good works produced by these virtues are only proportionate to man’s natural end. In order for these virtues to direct man to his supernatural end, they must be rooted and governed by charity which is an infused virtue. In order that man work well in things referring to the end, he needs not only a virtue disposing him well to the end, but also those virtues which dispose him well to whatever is referred to the end. The virtue which regards the end is the chief and moving principle in respect of those things that are referred to the end. The virtue which disposes and refers man to the end is charity. Man’s ultimate end is supernatural (God); thus, he needs something supernatural to unite him with his supernatural end and that is charity. Hence, all virtues (intellectual, moral and theological) are perfected in as much as they function with charity. All virtues need charity to function at their optimum and to attain their optimum end. 

F. Imperfect Virtues
An imperfect virtue is any inclination or habit in us to do some kind of good deed, whether that inclination be in us by nature or habituation. This inclination or habit is not guided by prudence, faith, charity or grace, and it does not connect us with the supernatural or God. This inclination does not bring about the full perfection of the powers of man and does not enhance their optimum performance. In imperfect virtues, the powers of man are directed towards certain good acts which are not well done or well directed to their proper end. Intellectual and moral virtues can be imperfect if they are deprived of charity and prudence and if they function only according to human ability and reason, and towards man’s natural end. 

G. General Virtues
General virtues are those virtues that have direct and essential connection to all the other virtues. These virtues help all the other virtues to function well as virtues.
A thing is said to be “general” in two ways:
1. Virtually: this is a non-essentially relation whereby a universal cause is general in relation to all its effects. For instance, the sun is general in relation to all bodies that are illumined, or transmuted by its power. In this sense there is no need for that which is general to be essentially the same or part of those things in relation to which it is general. This is because cause and effect are not essentially the same.
2.  By Predication: In the sense in which a thing that is general must needs be essentially the same as the things in relation to which it is general. For instance, animal is general in relation to man and horse and the like. The reason for this is that the genus belongs to the essence of the species, and forms part of its definition.
Examples of general virtues are prudence, justice and charity.
1. Prudence is a general virtue because it is the chief of all moral virtues. It is about right reason which is an essential part of virtues. It guides the other virtues by setting rules and measures for their right and reasonable operation. Aquinas calls prudence the “charioteer of the virtues (auriga virtutum).” Prudence is the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern the true good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it. Prudence participates in all the other moral virtues and they act under its direction.
2. Justice concerns due measure in human interactions and thus perfects man’s will and his ability to act equitably and rightly. Justice is the virtue by which man in his dealings with external things make sure that these things receive fitting proportion, in so far as they pertain to the sharing of human life in accordance with good reason. Justice is said to be a general virtue, in as much as it directs the acts of the other virtues to its own end. In so far as every virtue is directed to the common good, it is related to justice, specifically, legal justice. By its command, justice moves all the other virtue to the common good and that is why it is a general virtue. Every virtue must perform its operations justly. Justice strictly speaking directs its act to the proper end of all the other virtues.
3. Charity may be called a general virtue in so far as it unites the acts of all the virtues to the Divine good. Charity is the root of all other virtues since it unites us to God and all other virtues are trying to do the same; thus, all other virtue depend on charity in some way. Charity which regards the Divine good as its proper object, is a special virtue in respect of its essence. It is the virtue by which we love God above all things for his own sake, and all men and women as ourselves for the love of God. It is a general virtue because this is what all the other virtues seek. 
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