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“The Cardinal Virtues – Justice”  
 

 
If you recall from the prior article, we discussed the virtue of prudence. I mentioned that prudence is an intellectual virtue (involving 
the intellect) because it has to do with having the knowledge of how to act rightly. This week, we now move to the virtue of justice. Justice 
is a virtue that also involves the intellect in the sense that it flows from having the knowledge of how to act rightly. But more specifically, 
it involves the will because it has to do with a want or a person’s “constant and firm will to give their due to God and neighbor.” (CCC, 
1807). Here, when we see “constant and firm will,” we mean a wanting and a choosing to give their due to both God and neighbor. 
The “wanting and choosing” aspect is key in understanding justice because to have the virtue of justice is not simply to do something 
good, but to have the habit or “stable disposition” to both know and do what is good. In virtues that involve the will, we are talking 
about a person who actually wants to do what is good, and then acts accordingly. St. Thomas Aquinas talks about a state that is referred 
to as continence, which is when a person does what is right, but does not really want to do it (ST II-II, q. 155, a. 1). For example, consider 
a person who often does not want to go to Mass, but goes to Mass anyway because they know every Catholic is obligated to do so. 
On one hand, this is good because the person is being reasonable and not allowing their emotions get in the way of doing what is 
right, but this person is not one we would call virtuous in the most proper sense, because he does not both want and do what is right, 
but only does what is right. I make this distinction because it is important in understanding why virtue leads to excellence and truly 
perfects us and makes us do things well.  
 
So, now we know that the virtue of justice involves both wanting and actually choosing to give their due to God and his fellow man. 
This virtue, then, has less to do with benefitting ourselves (although it does indirectly), and more to do with considering everyone else 
and their good: the family, the city, the country, the Church. In a way, we can consider justice as something of equality since we 
are all equal as rational beings created in the image of God. This does not mean that justice involves equality with regard to allowing 
everyone’s actions to be equally acceptable (as many believe in today’s society), but rather, that because we are all human beings, we 
should be treated with equal respect and dignity.  
 
There are two main types of justice: commutative justice (rectification) and distributive justice (distribution). Commutative justice concerns 
what is just between individuals (part to part), while distributive justice concerns what is just between an individual and a larger body 
governed by some authority (part to whole). According to commutative justice, it would most commonly involve “keeping up your 
end of the deal” so to speak, by carrying out what was agreed upon between both parties. For example, if one agrees to pay “X” 
amount of money in return for a new vehicle, it would be unjust for the one receiving the vehicle to stop payment and not give what 
is due to the person or company selling the vehicle. This seems pretty straightforward, I think. But then there is distributive justice, 
which sometimes can get a little less cut and dry. This type of justice has to do with an equality in the common good of society. An 
example of this is that it would be unjust for the government leader of a city to neglect his/her duty to ensure all community members 
have access to water. Now, this is not to say that justice involves a complete equal distribution of all resources to all members either. 
Aristotle often mentions in the Nicomachean Ethics that “what is justly distributed is what is proportionate to the merit of the person.” 
What this means is that since distributive justice involves the common good of society, the authoritative power must give what is truly 
due to an individual. I like to think of this in terms of God’s actions. One example is that Christ died on the cross for the redemption 
of all men (equality), but salvation is not given to all. Why? Because of God’s justice. God gives us himself, but in order to receive 
eternal life, we too must give of ourselves, and in this sense, even salvation involves the merit of the person. Through the virtue of 
justice, we give what is due to our neighbor and to God not simply by giving what is due, but also by wanting to give it. In order to be 
just, the Christian must also give what is due to God: honor, glory, and ultimately – love.  
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