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“The Cardinal Virtues – Fortitude & Temperance”  
 

 
What is temperance? Temperance is the moral virtue that perfects us by helping us to use our reason in order to regulate our sense 
pleasures. Morally virtuous acts are sometimes referred to as the “golden mean” (Aristotle) or the “middle way” (Aquinas). What this 
means is that in order to do what is right, one must act in a way that is not deficient or excessive. An easy example to use is the act of 
eating. In order for the act of eating to be bad for you, one would have to either be eating too little or too much. If one does not eat 
enough, even if they don’t realize it, the action is a bad one because it does not lead to a flourishing human being. If they realize it, but 
do it anyway, it would then be considered sinful. Likewise, if one eats excessively, it is bad for you, of course, because you are eating 
more than what is satisfactory to curb your hunger, or perhaps even to the point of feeling sick to your stomach. Temperance is a 
virtue that helps us to avoid both deficiency or excess, by allowing our human reason to regulate our pleasures so as to say, “I am 
eating too much, I need to slow down and consider if eating three cheeseburgers in one sitting is going to be bad for me long term.”  
 
As you can imagine, temperance is not limited to just eating food the right way. One can easily see how this same principle applies to 
sleeping. If one doesn’t sleep enough, your body will begin to shut down. If one sleeps too much, one’s productivity goes down and 
a person often begins to feel slow and slothful. Temperance will help us to find a happy medium of say, 7-8 hours of sleep, for proper 
functionality. Human sexuality is perhaps one of the most prevalent examples of how temperance is necessary for right action. When 
concerning the governance over sexual actions, temperance is usually spoken of under a different name: chastity. The virtue of chastity 
allows man to be chaste (or to be temperate with respect to sexuality). Chastity can be applied in two different states: concerning the 
married and the unmarried. For the unmarried person, he or she must use reason to avoid lustful desires which can lead one to treat 
the sexual act as a way to attain instant gratification. The sexual act is sacred and is a reproductive power that is not to be used 
recreationally. Human reason will help us to see that unless one has made a lifelong commitment to another in marriage, that engaging 
in sexual acts with a person outside of marriage is treating the sexual pleasures as an end in itself as opposed to the unitive and 
procreative purposes that it serves. Sex must be an act of mutual love with an openness to life. Of course, the married person can be 
unchaste by allowing their passions to take control and make one decide to act on these desires with someone other than their spouse 
either exteriorly (physically) or in the heart (interiorly). The married person can also be unchaste with their own spouse by approaching 
the sexual act in a way that is sought only for lust and sexual pleasure. To be clear, pleasure in itself is not bad. It is bad when one acts 
only for pleasure without regard for what is perfective of our human nature. For this reason, it is necessary to be temperate or chaste 
(in this case) or else we become no better than the animals.  
 
The virtue of fortitude is a virtue that helps us to avoid falling into extremes regarding fear and daring. Just as I mentioned that pleasure 
is not in itself a bad thing, likewise, neither fear nor daring are bad things. They are natural responses, but responses that must be 
regulated and governed by human reason so as to curb our fears and moderate our daring. Fear, in general, is good for us because if 
we did not have any fear, we would never feel threatened by anything. Fear is helpful if we are in the presence of some evil that cannot 
be conquered, but it is bad if we allow fear to prevent us from overcoming some evil that is conquerable. For example, fear would 
come in handy if one was alone on a battlefield in enemy territory, since running out guns blazing, would be suicidal. Likewise, daring 
or courage could come in handy if we were facing something conquerable. The classic example of this is in the story of David and 
Goliath. At first glance, it might seem as if defeating Goliath is a lost cause, but David trusted in God and knew it was possible to 
defeat the bigger and stronger man through other means, namely a slingshot. If we allow our fears to control us, we will never be able 
to accomplish anything. So, the virtue of fortitude perfects us because it makes it so that we use reason to tell us when to be scared 
and when to be courageous. Again, it is a matter of finding the golden mean – since to be always scared would be deficient and to be 
always daring would be excessive.  
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