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The Virtue of Prudence 

I. What is Prudence? 

A. Definition: Prudence is the virtue by which we habitually deliberate well about 

how to act (morally). Deliberation is the thinking we do before we make a 

decision or choice. 

B. Prudence is involved in all the acts of all the virtues, since we always have to 

think about how we will act. Being free, our actions flow from our choices, and 

choices are made by thinking beings, such as men. 

1. Sometimes this thinking is slow and takes time, as in deciding whether to 

take a new job, or where to send your children to school. 

2. Other times the thinking is very fast (almost unnoticeable) as when you 

decide to eat the right amount (or not to eat the wrong amount). Although 

the thinking is very quick, it is still different from the instinct of animals 

which is not thinking. The fact is, you could, if you thought otherwise, not 

do the act. 

C. The deliberation involved in prudence is different from other “technical” sorts of 

thinking. In technical thinking, you have an end to be achieved (e.g., health) and, 

if you possess the requisite skill (e.g. a doctor), you think about and decide the 

best means to achieve that goal (e.g. a drug or a surgery). The same thing applies 

to an engineer, a lawyer, a farmer. Each can think well about how to achieve some 

particular goal. 

D. The deliberation of prudence aims at the highest goal which is the goal of our 

whole life: happiness.  

1. All the subordinate goals (health, wealth, athletic achievement, 

entertainment, artistic activity, etc.) are aimed at this higher, 

comprehensive goal.  

2. When the prudent man deliberates, he is thinking about a possible 

action(s) in light of how it will impact happiness (his own or others’).  

3. The prudent man can regularly and dependably find the right means to 

achieve happiness (as a good doctor can regularly and dependably achieve 

the health of the patient). 

4. When people need advice about life situations (i.e., moral situations and 

not technical issues), they instinctively look for a person they recognize to 

be prudent. Some are more prudent than others (some people “have it 

together” while some people’s lives are a mess). 

II. Why Prudence is important (and so a cardinal virtue) 

A. If you can’t think well about how to act, you will not act well (and so fail to 

achieve happiness). 

B. All the other virtues need prudence: as we have seen in past months, each act of 

virtue requires deliberation.  
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1. For example, by the virtue of temperance, I am inclined/disposed to eat the 

right amount. But I still need to figure out what is the right amount is these 

circumstances, here and now. That is a moving target. 

2. In matters of justice, a great deal of prudence is needed: how does an 

employer treat all his employees fairly (which often does not mean 

equally)?  

3. St. Thomas says that the acts of all the other virtues are also acts of 

prudence: e.g., every temperate act is also a prudent act. Without 

prudence, the other virtues fail to produce virtuous acts. 

III. Elements of the virtue of prudence 

A. Prudence is a habitual disposition to deliberate well about actions. But this has 

certain components we can distinguish. 

B. Some of the major components of prudence: 

1. Awareness of the present situation: i.e., knowing what is going on in your 

life and in the lives of those you are responsible for (e.g., knowing that 

your son is not doing well in a class; knowing who your son’s friends are 

and what they are doing; knowing how much money the family has, etc.). 

The opposite is Mr. Magoo who doesn’t know what is going on and hence 

is not too prudent. The prudent man is not out to lunch; he smells the 

coffee. 

2. A sense of what will come in the future: looking ahead. We make choices 

to determine the future (near or far). A person who does not look ahead 

cannot be prudent. You should not just be stuck in the present. 

3. Ability to see means for achieving ends; (assumes clarity about ends); this 

depends a lot on natural ability; some people are more creative in this 

regard than others; those who can do this well tend to end up in leadership 

positions. 

4. Ability to foresee possible problems with possible actions. Prudent persons 

have an idea of how things tend to go and hence what problems are likely 

to arise. This usually requires experiences (if I say X, she will think Y; if I 

do X it will be good in the short term, but it will cause Y which is very 

bad, as in going out to dinner now and failing to pay the rent later). This is 

important for raising children (short term vs. long-term). 

5. Able to make exceptions when needed. 

6. Looks for advice as needed. Prudence does not mean figuring everything 

out on your own. The prudent man recognizes his own limitations and 

seeks the help and advice he needs to make the right choice. 

IV. The vices opposed to prudence 

A. Negligence: when a person simply does not think about what he should (e.g., a 

man who does not make the effort to read his son’s report card and so does not 

know that his is failing at school and so does not applies the necessary means to 

help him to improve). This is one of the most common forms of imprudence. 
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B. Deliberating too quickly: this is the person who wants to decide things “right 

now” and does not take the time to gather all the pertinent information, talk to all 

the people he should, and get the advice he needs. He decides and acts rashly. 

C. Deliberating too slowly: the opposite. Some people spend too long thinking things 

over. In practical matters, you usually do not achieve absolute certainly (either 

there are [known] unknowns or, even if you have full knowledge of the situation, 

there are upsides and downsides to all the options. A prudent man knows when to 

stop thinking and make a decision, the best he can with what he knows. 

D. False view of happiness. Those who lack a true understanding of happiness, will 

never by truly prudent; even if they are good at finding means to their ends, they 

will not be choosing the right means to achieve (true) happiness. Ultimately, 

prudence itself has to be guided by charity, the love of God above all things and 

the love of neighbor as oneself. (We will talk about charity in a future session). 

V. How the virtue is inculcated/gained 

A. As a habit, it has to be developed.  It is not just a naturally given ability. 

1. Parts of it are natural: e.g., some people are naturally quicker to see 

possible means to achieve desired ends. They are naturally resourceful. 

2. But there is also the need to be oriented toward the right end (true 

happiness) and to be affectively well oriented toward some lower ends like 

eating and drinking properly (temperance) treating others fairly, (justice) 

and forming friendships. So to be prudent, you need the moral virtues as 

well (we will talk about this in a later session). 

3. Like all habits, prudence is formed though acts; in this case acts of 

prudence. 

a. So a person needs to deliberate and make his own choices if he is 

to form the habit of prudence. 

b. This is important for developing virtue in sons; they will need to 

deliberate and make their own choices if they are to develop 

prudence. That does not mean that they do not seek advice, 

especially from their father, but at some point they have to make 

the choice. 

c. People learn through experience; sons are no different; you can 

help them learn from their experience (especially their mistakes) 

but they will need to make them before they can learn from them. 

To protect them from all mistakes (by making all their choices for 

them) is to stunt their moral growth. Obviously there are some 

risks involved here, but the prudent parent will have to weigh them 

and accept at least some risks. 

d. It is important to teach sons to seek advice. This is an important 

part of prudence and fosters humility: no one has all the answers. 
 


