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PREFACE

The point of view adopted in this book is that of the Aristotelian-Thomistic synthesis, the
living tradition of the perennial philosophy, that applies the wisdom of the ancients, tried and
proved in the crucible of historical experience, to the discoveries and problems of modern life.
However, the author does not regard the Aristotelian-Thomistic system as such an historical
crystallization that all thinking must henceforth cease. He has incorporated whatever seems
worth while in later speculations, not in a spirit of irresponsible eclecticism, but as a genuine
development, extension, clarification, or application of Aristotelian-Thomistic principles.

Because ethics is not the logical place to begin the study of philosophy, it will be
presupposed that the student has already had some training in the basic concepts of the
Aristotelian-Thomistic system. For this reason no effort has been made to explain or demonstrate
the presuppositions of ethics. To do this adequately would require the inclusion of almost the
whole of philosophy in this one volume; to do it inadequately would be worse than useless.
However, the student lacking previous philosophical training may be able to accept these
presuppositions provisionally and to await their demonstration in another course.

Ethics is a part of philosophy, and an effort has been made to preserve the philosophical
approach throughout. Because ethics is practical philosophy, some excursion into the domains of
sociology, economics, and political science is inevitable, especially in applied ethics, but the
author believes that even the most concrete problems can be viewed in the true spirit of
philosophical inquiry.

As a rule the problem method has been used. This consists in introducing one of the major
problems of ethics, explaining how it arose and why it is a problem, giving the main schools of
thought on the subject with sufficient historical background, stating the arguments for and
against each proposed solution, weighing the arguments against one another, and finally
resolving the problem in the light of the evidence and reasoning involved. Of course, each
problem will result in a thesis to be maintained, but the author thinks that the questioning
approach is a better instance of the philosophical attitude than an immediate launching into the
demonstration of a set thesis. For this reason a syllogistic argument is not first stated and then
explained and defended, but is used rather as a summary of the whole investigation.

Fairly numerous quotations from the classical philosophers are interspersed for the purpose
of letting each philosopher explain his own position as well as of encouraging the student to
explore some of these sources for himself. Reading lists at the end of each chapter are meant by
way of suggestion both to teacher and student and make no pretense of being exhaustive. As a
rule, textbooks are omitted from these lists, not because they are unimportant, but because they
are so obvious.

An endeavor has been made to keep the language as nontechnical as possible. Ethics deals
with the everyday activities of human life and should be expressible in commonly current terms.



But no science (and ethics is one) can wholly dispense with terminology. The author has tried to
avoid long classifications and enumerations, distinctions and subdistinctions, whose application
is not immediately apparent, and to defer the explanation of technical terms to the moment when
their use is necessary. Since so many college students of today lack the classical training of
former generations, the teacher is often faced with the dilemma of achieving technical exactness
in his words at the cost of being totally incomprehensible to the class or of using familiar
language with some sacrifice of terminological precision. The author has tried to steer between
these two pitfalls.

No textbook can take the place of the living teacher, whose personal inspiration is a
stimulus to learning, but his fleeting words need to be supplemented by a more lasting record
than the hasty notes the student can scribble during class. No textbook can take the place of solid
reading in the great masters, a task which this text supposes and encourages, but unfortunately
the great masters did not usually write with a clientele of college undergraduates in mind, and at
least the older among them had no prophetic vision of the specific problems facing the modern
world. So it seems that there is still place for a textbook.

This second edition is a very changed book. Many rearrangements have been made for a
better pedagogical sequence. The topics of happiness and the end of man have been re-expressed
to clarify the philosophical approach and distinguish it from the theological. Reflections on some
modern schools of thought, such as logical positivism, relativism, and existentialism, have been
introduced. The norm of morality has been rewritten and given what the author thinks an original
presentation. The nature of obligation has been re-examined and made more consistent with the
general intellectualist approach adopted throughout. A unique feature is the treatment of society
and its chief forms, the family and the state, before considering property and economic life. The
chapter on Society has been enlarged, and a new chapter on Social Order has been introduced.
The treatment of positive law has been postponed until the state has been studied. The
consideration of justice has been expanded and that of merit omitted. When possible, the
terminology has been simplified to put more emphasis on the problem than on the language.
Many verbal changes, some of them seemingly trivial, have been made where experience in the
classroom has uncovered general student misunderstanding. The reading lists and bibliography
have been brought up to date. Though the book bulks a little larger, there should be a saving
rather than an increase in teaching time, since the book can be read more easily out of class and
more class time can be used for discussion.

The author wishes to express his thanks to the many who have assisted him with the first
and second editions of this work, especially to his colleagues in the Philosophy Department at
the University of Santa Clara. He owes a particular debt to the late Father William Donnelly,
S.J., without whose help the first edition could not have been written, and also to Father Joseph
Farraher, S.J., and Father Robert Dailey, S.J., professors of moral theology at neighboring Alma
College, Los Gatos, California. He is grateful to Father John Mootz, S.J., Father Andrew Boss,
S.J., Father Richard Mulcahy, S.J., Father Robert McMahon, S.J., and Father Cornelius Lynch,
S.J., of the University of San Francisco; to Father Stephen Earley, S.J., Father George Lucy, S.J.,
and Father Robert Taylor, S.J., of Loyola University of Los Angeles; to Father William Gaffney,
S.J., and Father Clifford Kossel, S.J., of Mount St. Michael's, Spokane; and to many others for
their criticisms, advice, and encouragement. He is grateful also to all his students, whose
questions and answers, discussions and difficulties, insights and gropings contributed more than
they knew.



AUSTIN FAGOTHEY, S.J.
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CHAPTER 1

ETHICS AS A STUDY

THE GOOD LIFE

The good life and how to live it must always have been the subject of human speculation.
From the wooden plow to the tractor, from the rude hut to the skyscraper, from the bow and
arrow to the latest form of nuclear weapon, man has been devising tools for the accomplishment
of purposes, means for the attainment of ends. He knows what these things are for, because he
has made them with a definite end in view. No great intellectual leap is required for man to turn
his question from his products to himself and ask: What am I for, what goal am I destined to
achieve, what is the purpose of human life?

It is not enough to have tools, but they must be used in the right way. There is a right way of
hunting and fishing, of farming and building, of fighting and governing, and there is also a
wrong way. The right way leads to satisfaction and success, the wrong way to defeat and
frustration. If this is true of single acts and particular pursuits, must it not be true of the sum total
of one's acts, of life itself? There must be a right way and a wrong way of living, just as there is
of hunting, fishing, and the rest; and the right way of living is the good life.

We have no record of any such primitive speculations, but in the dawn of history we find
that man had already asked these questions and given some sort of answer to them. In fact, we
find rather complex codes of conduct already existing and embedded in the customs of the tribe.
This was prescientific knowledge, subject to all the errors and whimsies of nonscientific
thinking, but out of material suggested by these primitive codes of conduct an awakened
intelligence could fashion a science of the good life.

ORIGIN OF ETHICS

The transition from nonscientific to scientific knowledge began, in our Western culture,
with the Greeks. By the sixth century before Christ they had reduced primitive speculations to
some sort of order or system, and integrated them into the general body of wisdom called
philosophy. After a brilliant period of speculation on the structure of the universe, they began in
the days of the Sophists and of Socrates to turn their insatiable curiosity on themselves, on
human life and society. Nothing was too sacred for their penetrating scrutiny. As seafarers and



colonizers they had come into close contact with various surrounding peoples and were struck by
the variety of customs, laws, and institutions that prevailed. They began to ask themselves
whether their own were really so superior, and, since no Greek would admit the contrary, why. In
time their study led to an examination of all human conduct, and this part of phiolosphy they
called ethics.

Ethics comes from feos, the lengthened form of #os. Both words mean custom, but feos
denotes a more fixed type of custom and is often used to mean a man's character. The Latin word
for custom is mos; its plural, mores, is the equivalent of the Greek féos, From mores we derive the
words moral and morality. Ethics is also called moral philosophy.

By derivation of the word, then, ethics is the study of human customs. Some are mere
conventions, such as table manners, modes of dress, forms of speech and etiquette. These are
fads and fashions, varying in different parts of the world and at different times, and we feel that
we can change them as we please. They are manners, not morals. But there are other customs
which seem more fundamental, seem to rest on something inherent in human nature, such as
telling the truth, paying our debts, honoring our parents, respecting the lives and property of
others. We judge that such conduct is not only customary but right, that to deviate from it would
be wrong, that it results not from arbitrary whim but from some fixed principle in human nature.
These are morals, and it is with these alone that ethics deals. Hence ethics is the study of right
and wrong in human conduct.

WHAT ETHICS STUDIES

We are partly on our way toward framing a definition of ethics. Ethics has for its purpose to
interpret this fact of human life: the acknowledgment of right and wrong in human conduct. We
find in the human race taken generally a tendency to judge that there are three kinds of acts:

(1)Those that a man ought to do
(2)Those that he ought not to do
(3)Those that he may either do or not do

At this point in our study we do not yet determine whether this judgment is correct or
mistaken; we simply note that it is a fact of experience that men do judge in this way. So
important are these judgments considered that men will regulate their whole lives in accordance
with them and will even sacrifice life itself rather than diverge from them. We apply these
judgments not only to our own conduct but to the conduct of others; we punish people and even
put them to death for doing what we think they ought not to do, or for not doing what we think
they ought to do. The man who does whatever he wants, with no regard for what he ought, is
outlawed from society and hunted down like a wild beast.

Philosophy, as an interpretation of human life, cannot afford to overlook a fact of such
significance, but must investigate it and determine all that it entails. If men are correct in
distinguishing right from wrong, we need to know why and on what grounds this judgment is
justified. If men are mistaken in distinguishing right from wrong, we also want to know why, and
how such wholesale error can be accounted for. Without prejudging the case in either way, ethics
is a necessary study with a large and legitimate field of inquiry.

Every distinct branch of learning must have a subject matter (material object) which it
studies from a certain definite aspect or point of view (formal object). The subject matter of



ethics is human conduct, those actions which a man performs consciously and willfully, and for
which he is held accountable. The aspect or point of view from which ethics studies human
conduct is that of its rightness or wrongness, its oughtness, if we may manufacture a noun
corresponding to the ethical verb ought, which is the real verb in every ethical judgment. Ethics
is not interested in what a man does, except to compare it with what he ought to do. We call
those actions right which a man ought to do, and those actions wrong which a man ought not to
do. The investigation of the ought is the distinctive feature of ethics and separates it from every
other study.

RELATION TO OTHER STUDIES

Besides its relation to the other branches of philosophy, of which it forms a part, ethics is
also related to the other human and social sciences. These all have the same broad subject matter,
but ethics differs from them by its distinctive point of view.

Anthropology and ethics both deal with human customs on various levels of culture and
civilization. Anthropology studies the origin and development of human customs, without
passing any judgment on their moral rightness or wrongness, but it is this rightness or wrongness
alone that interests ethics. Anthropology testifies to the existence of moral notions, however
queer, among primitive tribes; ethics borrows such data from anthropology, but goes on to
criticize the moral value of these concepts and customs.

Psychology and ethics both deal with human behavior, with the abilities and acts of man.
But psychology studies how man actually does behave, ethics how he ought to behave. Sanity
and sanctity, a well-adjusted personality and a morally good character, despite an incidental
relationship between them, are essentially different things; so too are their opposites, madness
and sin, psychic eccentricity and moral depravity. What motivates a man to a deed, good or bad,
is different from the goodness or badness of the deed he does. Ethics is dependent on psychology
for much information on how the human mind works, but always passes on from how man does
act to how he ought to act.

Sociology, economics, and political science study man's social life, and so also does ethics.
But the same difference of viewpoint remains. These three sciences deal with man's actual social,
economic, and political institutions, what they are and how they function; ethics determines what
they ought to be in terms of human rights and duties. A hard and fast line between these three
sciences, and between them and ethics, would render all four studies impractical. The endeavor
to remedy the social, economic, and political ills of mankind involves an application of ethics to
these three fields. Such a combination is sometimes called social, economic, or political
philosophy. But ethics, precisely as ethics, always preserves its distinctive point of view, the
ought.

The study of law is perhaps more closely related to ethics than any other. Although both deal
with law, and therefore in some way with the ought, the civil law and the moral law do not
always perfectly correspond. The study of civil law deals only with external acts and positive
legality, ethics with internal acts of the will and the tribunal of conscience. There is a difference
between crime and sin, legal immunity and moral worth, outward respectability and true virtue of
soul. A mingling of ethics and the civil law on a wider field gives us the philosophy of law, the
study of how laws ought to be framed and interpreted, a study some writers call jurisprudence.

Another distinction remains, but resting on quite different grounds. Moral theology and
ethics both study the rightness and wrongness of human conduct; they differ in the source from



which they derive their knowledge and in the method of pursuing their conclusions, rather than
in any difference of content or purpose. Moral theology proceeds from the standpoint of divine
revelation and ecclesiastical law, ethics from the standpoint of natural human reason alone. As
strictly a part of philosophy, ethics is not allowed to appeal to revealed sources for its facts or
arguments nor should it discuss ecclesiastical legislation. Philosophy and religion are often
concerned with the same problems, but their approach to them is quite different and should never
be confused. Ethics is philosophy and not religion.

ETHICS AS A SCIENCE

The view has been expressed that ethics may be an interesting study but can never be a
science. The scientific world is still largely under the spell of that nineteenth century mode of
thinking originated by Auguste Comte and known as positivism, which eliminates all
metaphysics from philosophy and restricts scientific knowledge to facts and relations between
facts. They say that the scientific method is one of exact mathematical measurement, but virtue
and vice can never be measured in this way; that science proceeds by prediction based on
hypothesis and followed by experimental verification, but human conduct, especially if regarded
as free, is too unpredictable; that science deals with facts and the laws governing them, but ethics
only with opinions on what ought to be and never wholly is; that science engages in the
hardheaded pursuit of wresting from nature her secrets, but ethics is lost in a nebulous quest for
ever-beckoning yet ever-escaping ideals and aspirations.

The answer to such complaints is to give a definition of science. If science is so defined as
to apply to the physical or experimental sciences only, then ethics will not be a science. But this
is too narrow a definition. The word science in the sense of any body of systematized knowledge
is still in current use, and ethics is surely this. The definition of science as the certain knowledge
of things in their causes is traditional among philosophers; ethics pre-eminently fulfills this
definition, for it studies the purpose or final cause of human life, the principles and laws
governing the use of means to this end, and establishes its conclusions with demonstrative
thoroughness. Like every other science, including the physical, ethics will have its disputed
points, but these will be shown to revolve around a solid core of established truth. Nor is it right
for one group of scientists to rule out of court the legitimate subject matter of another science;
there is need of a science of the ought, for the ought itself is a fact demanding explanation quite
as insistently as the physical universe.

THE EMOTIVE THEORY

A later variant of the positivistic approach limits philosophy almost entirely to the field of
logic. This is known as logical positivism or logical empiricism. It holds that there are only two
kinds of meaningful statements: those that can be verified by experience and those that are mere
statements of identity. The latter are true but useless; only the former can contribute to the
advancement of knowledge. What about ethical judgments? Since they are neither empty
tautologies nor verifiable by experience, they are neither true nor false, but meaningless. As in all
value judgments, the only verifiable part of them is the bare fact that I do make such a judgment,
not the content of the judgment itself, which would be its meaning if it had any. The assertion,
"Stealing is wrong," means only this: "I disapprove of stealing," with perhaps the further
connotation, "I hope you will disapprove of it, too." Value judgments, aesthetic or moral, are



noncognitive, subjective, and emotive; they are wishes, exhortations, commands, but not
propositions. Only the grammatical form is indicative; they are veiled optatives and imperatives.
The terms good and evil, right and wrong (like the aesthetic terms beautiful and ugly) express
only our emotional reaction, like the grunting and purring of animals.

This theory, criticism of which properly belongs to epistemology, concerns the moralist
because it wipes out with one blow all meaning to ethics. The decisive argument against it is that
the emotive theory itself is neither a tautology nor verifiable by experience, and therefore falls by
its own criterion. That emotion may accompany ethical judgments is no reason to deny that
ethical judgments have a cognitive content. Most people are convinced that their value
judgments do have meaning, that they are in fact the most important of all judgments, and no
amount of telling them otherwise alters this fact. Not those who deny this fact but those who
acknowledge it and try to explain it are proceeding in a genuinely scientific manner. The science
devoted to this endeavor is ethics.

ETHICS AS AN ART

But is not ethics an art, the art of good living, rather than a science? It is both. As a science
it discovers, explains, and demonstrates the rules of right conduct. As an art, in a very broad
sense of this term, it applies these rules to the conduct of an individual man and results in the
good life actually lived; a good life is indeed a work of art. But it is obvious that the art of ethics
must be practised by each person for himself, as the shaper of his destiny and the sculptor of his
soul; ethics as a subject taught and studied can only give him the principles, and so comes under
the heading of science.

Sciences are either theoretical or practical: theoretical, if their purpose is the mere
contemplation of truth; practical, if they are also directed to action. Since ethics is directed to
enable a man to act and live rightly, it is a practical science, standing somewhere between a
purely theoretical science and its corresponding art. A science which gives rules or norms for
acting is called normative, especially if these norms have to do with man's inner perfection rather
than with the making of external objects. Since ethics sets down the norms for right living, it is a
normative science.

PRESUPPOSITIONS OF ETHICS

Every science has to begin somewhere, and therefore starts by laying down certain
presuppositions. These are truths or propositions not proved by the science in question but
presupposed by it. They are not to be thought of as unwarranted assumptions, but rather as
statements borrowed from another science whose province it is to investigate and establish them.
There would result either an endless series or a circular process, were it not for the science of
metaphysics. This alone rests on no deeper foundations; as the science of first principles, it takes
on itself the task of testing and proving the fundamental postulates and general presuppositions
of all other sciences, and thus assumes a unique position in the hierarchy of knowledge.

If one is willing to grant its presuppositions provisionally, ethics might be studied anywhere
in the course of philosophy. But because it leans so heavily on its presuppositions to establish
even its most preliminary considerations, it is customary to make ethics the last branch of
philosophy to be studied. Our treatment will suppose that the student has already passed through
the other branches of philosophy. Especially must ethics be firmly grounded on the bedrock of



metaphysics. Three philosophical truths stand out as of primary importance to any sound system
of ethics:

1. The freedom of the will. Unless the human will is free, a man cannot choose between right
and wrong, is not responsible for what he does, and cannot direct the course of his life. All acts
of a man are equally right if they are his only possible acts; no acts can be wrong if they cannot
be avoided. Determinism leaves no meaning to the ought.

2. The immortality of the soul. Unless the human soul is a spirit that outlives the present life,
there is no sufficient motive for doing the right and avoiding the wrong, since we see that virtue
often goes unrewarded and vice unpunished in this world. Why be good, especially when it is
hard, if it makes no difference in the long run?

3. The existence of God. Unless God exists, there is no Highest Good. God is not only man's
Creator, the Source from which he comes, but also man's Last End, the Goal of all his striving.
Without God as the Absolute Lawgiver and Supreme Judge there could be no moral law
prescribing what we ought to do, and therefore no ought and no ethics.

To investigate and establish these three truths is the work of other parts of philosophy. A
brief summary of them could not do them justice, and might be more misleading than helpful.
We shall consider them as thoroughly demonstrated and adopt them as starting points for our
whole study. The doubting reader is referred to standard works on metaphysics and philosophical
psychology. It is enough for us to have pointed out how indispensable these propositions are to
any ethics worthy of the name.

It is probably due to the influence of Immanuel Kant that these three truths have been
singled out as having special reference to ethics. The student of Kant will immediately see how
different is his use of them and ours. We take them as established in metaphysics and as
presuppositions to ethics; he takes them as incapable of proof by pure reason in metaphysics and
as corollaries of practical reason in ethics. We say that because God exists and the will is free
and the soul is immortal, therefore there must be a moral law; he says that because we have
direct intuition of the moral law, therefore we must admit that God exists and the will is free and
the soul is immortal. A fuller discussion of Kant's system comes later, but, since the mention of
the three truths brings Kant to mind, it seems necessary to point out here a fundamental
agreement and difference. We agree with his vigorous assertion of the moral law and its essential
connection with these three truths; we disagree with the logical sequence in which he places
them, and with his method of deducing metaphysics from ethics instead of ethics from
metaphysics.

Some other philosophical schools which have no use for these three propositions, whether
taken as preambles or as corollaries to ethics, must give to the study of ethics quite a different
meaning. For them it will be merely a comparative investigation of actual human customs
(anthropology), or a history of the various schools of ethical thought (history of philosophy), or a
set of practical maxims on how to make life more enjoyable (applied psychology), or an
endeavor to fit man more comfortably into his human environment (applied sociology). Useful as
such studies may be, they are not ethics in the strict sense.

METHOD OF ETHICS

Sciences have at their disposal two main avenues of approach to their subject matter. Which



shall be used depends on the nature of the subject matter itself and of the viewpoint adopted,
since means are chosen with a view to the end.

1. The deductive, synthetic, a priori, or rational method starts with accepted axioms,
principles, definitions, and postulates, and proceeds to their application. The mathematical
sciences are the outstanding examples of this method.

2. The inductive, analytic, a posteriori, or empirical method starts with the given complex
world of experience and proceeds by observation, experiment, and classification to the framing
of general laws. This method is characteristic of the physical sciences.

The method of ethics is mixed. It is no mere spinning of a string of conclusions from ideas
found embedded in our consciousness. On the other hand, though it by no means disregards
experience, it cannot be built up on a basis of experience alone, which is limited to the is and
cannot touch the ought. Ethics begins with a definite view of the universe and of man drawn
from experience and refined by metaphysics (our three presuppositions being particularly
important), from which certain moral principles follow as logically demanded. Ethics develops
the implications of these principles and points out their application to the various spheres of
human conduct. But, since ethics is a practical science, dealing with human life as it is actually
lived and not with some imaginary utopia, it must remain in constant touch with factual
experience.

The intuitive method, the historical method, and other subsidiary procedures identified with
certain schools of moral philosophy will be more conveniently discussed later.

DEFINITION AND DIVISION OF ETHICS

Having explored the study of ethics and mapped out its territory, organization, and function,
we can now summarize our discoveries in a definition. Ethics is the practical normative science
of the rightness and wrongness of human conduct as known by natural reason.

First we shall take up basic ethics, then applied ethics. Basic ethics lays down the broad
principles that must govern all human conduct, and must logically come first. Applied ethics
gives these basic principles specific application to man's chief forms or patterns of conduct.
Since man's actions are infinitely variable, we can study only the main types or classes of
actions, much as physicians classify diseases and lawyers classify crimes, though each individual

case is somewhat different. Applied ethics is subdivided into individual and social, according as

it considers man without or within the framework of social organization.d

SUMMARY

Ethics originated in speculation on the good life, and was systematized into a part of
philosophy by the Greeks, who called it ethics from their word for custom. But it deals only with
customs involving the idea of right and wrong, with morals.

Its purpose is to study this fact of experience, that men distinguish right from wrong and
have a feeling for the ought. The subject matter of ethics is human conduct; its point of view is
that of rightness and wrongness, of oughtness.

Ethics is related to all the human and social sciences, but is always distinguished from them
by its unique point of view, the ought. Ethics is distinguished from moral theology by restricting



itself to natural reason as opposed to revealed religion.

Ethics is truly a science, not in the sense of the experimental sciences, but in the sense of the
philosophical sciences. Ethical judgments are not meaningless emotive expressions, as the
emotive theory claims. Ethics is a practical and normative science. It is also an art, but only the
science can be taught.

It borrows three main presuppositions from metaphysics: the freedom of the will, the
immortality of the soul, the existence of God.

Its method is a mixture of induction and deduction, rising from the experience of human
behavior to a knowledge of human nature, and then applying its general laws to particular cases.

Ethics is defined as: the practical normative science of the rightness and wrongness of
human conduct as known by natural reason.

Ethics is divided into basic and applied; applied ethics is further divided into individual and
social.

READINGS

Read Aristotle's preface to his Nicomachean Ethics, bk. I, ch. 1-3. This can be found in McKeon's Basic
Works of Aristotle, as well as in numerous other editions. Note that by "political science" Aristotle means ethics,
and that he does not think it a fit study for young men.

St. Thomas' Commentary on Aristotle's Ethics would be very helpful if it were put into English.

Cronin's Science of Ethics, vol. I, ch. I, and Brosnahan's Prolegomena to Ethics, pp. 1-65, give much useful
material.

Maritain, Essay on Christian Philosophy, pp. 38-43, 61-100; Science and Wisdom, pp. 107-127, discusses the
relation between ethics and moral theology; he argues for a Christian ethics distinct from yet subalternated to
moral theology.

D'Arcy, "Religion and Ethics," in Anshen (ed.), Moral Principles of Action, ch. 24

St. Thomas' proofs for the presuppositions of ethics are found in his Summa Theologica: for God's existence
in I, q. 2, a. 3; for free will in I, q. 83, a. 1; for immortality in I, q. 75, a. 6. Some of the surrounding material
should be read to make the argument clear. Pegis' Basic Writings of St. Thomas Aquinas is a convenient edition.

Leibell's Readings in Ethics devotes the first 152 pages to matter touched on in this chapter. It has a wide
selection of material on the presuppositions of ethics.

A short and clear presentation of the emotive theory is found in Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. 6; See
also Stevenson, Ethics and Language.

The introduction and first chapter of the ordinary textbooks give their presentation of the matter we have
here. In the reading lists following each chapter we shall rarely refer to textbooks of ethics, since their
organization is such that the student can easily find the corresponding matter for himself. It will be our policy to
suggest readings that the student might otherwise overlook.



CHAPTER 2

THE GOOD

PROBLEM

Ethics studies man's constant quest for the good. If man distinguishes a good life from a
bad, a right way of living from a wrong, a doing of what he ought as opposed to what he ought
not, he can do so only because the good, the right, and the ought lead to some worthy goal that
the opposite modes of conduct make unattainable. Obviously that is the kind of life a man ought
to lead, that is the right way of living, which will bring him to the fulfillment of the highest good
possible for him, to the accomplishment of the purpose for which he exists. Before asking what
this good or purpose may be, we must settle whether there is any such thing.

Is there a purpose to human life, a highest good for man? Here we come to the first fork in
our path. If we choose the affirmative, we can go on in our study to find out what that good or
purpose is, and what are the means to it. If we answer in the negative, our quest is finished and
our study will be merely an endeavor to account for the powerful illusions that have misguided
so many down the path of a vain and empty hope.

No sane man can deny that human beings act for ends. Even one who tried to prove that
they do not would have this as his end in view. Failure to adapt one's conduct to rational ends is
the accepted sign of mental derangement. The very admission, therefore, that there is such a
thing as characteristically human conduct, that there is anything for ethics to study, is an
admission that human beings do act for ends, at least for short range ends in view. That they
must act for a last end and a highest good is not so readily seen. We leave to metaphysicians the
establishment of teleology or purposiveness in the universe at large, and concentrate on the
concept of the good as it applies to human conduct, the concept of the ethical or moral good. Our
procedure will be as follows:

(DIs all human conduct for an end and a good?

(2)Is it for a last end and a highest good?

(3)Have all men one and the same last end?

(4)Does human conduct derive its goodness from the end?



THE END AND THE GOOD

Aristotle defines the end as "that for the sake of which a thing is done,"! and the good as

"that at which all things aim."2 Every end is a good and every good is an end. An end would not
be sought unless it were somehow good for the seeker, and the good by being sought is the end
or purpose of the seeker's striving. No activity is possible except for the attainment of some end,
for the sake of some good. This is the principle of finality, which St. Thomas explains as follows:

Every agent of necessity acts for an end. For if in a number of causes ordained to one
another the first be removed, the others must of necessity be removed also. Now the first of all
causes is the final cause. The reason of which is that matter does not receive form save in so far as it
is moved by an agent; for nothing reduces itself from potentiality to act. But an agent does not move
except out of intention for an end. For if the agent were not determinate to some particular effect, it
would not do one thing rather than another: consequently in order that it produce a determinate
effect, it must of necessity be determined to some certain one, which has the nature of an end . . . It
is proper to the rational nature to tend to an end as directing and leading itself to the end: whereas it

is proper to the irrational nature to tend to an end as directed or led by another.2

In other words, before it acts, a being with potentiality for acting is in an indeterminate
condition, and can either act or not act, act in this way or in that way. No action will ever take
place unless something removes this indetermination, stirs the being to act, and points its action
in a certain direction. Hence the principle of finality, "every agent acts for an end," is implicit in
the concepts of potency and act, and in the whole notion of causality. If every agent acts for an
end, the human agent certainly does so.

So much for the briefest review of the metaphysical background. An ethical question
immediately arises: If all things seek an end which is also the good, how can human conduct go
wrong? We must distinguish various meanings to the term good in order to find the moral good.

The thesis of the metaphysician, that "every being is good," refers only to ontological or
metaphysical goodness. It means only that every being, by the very fact that it is a being, has
some goodness about it and is good for something, contributing in some way to the harmony and
perfection of the universe. Every being also has a certain amount of physical goodness, which
consists in a completeness of parts and competence of activity. Though some things are
physically defective, they are good insofar as they have being, defective insofar as they lack
being. But from the fact that every being is good for something, it does not follow that every
being is good for everything. "What is good for one thing may not be good for another, and what
is good for a thing under these circumstances or from this aspect may not be good for the same
thing under different conditions or from another standpoint. Metaphysics considers the good in
its broadest scope and so can find good in everything in some way; ethics considers the good in
the limited line of human conduct and often finds this line strangely warped. The murderer levels
his gun and fells his victim. It is a good shot but an evil deed. As a piece of marksmanship it is
admirable, but as an act of human conduct it is damnable. There is some good in all things, but it
need not be the ethical or moral good.

Because not everything is good for everything, it is up to man's judgment to determine what
things are good for him. Human judgments are open to error, and therefore he may mistake the
apparent good for the true good. Unless a thing at least appears to be good we could not seek it
at all, for it could make no appeal to our appetites, but we can easily confuse what is good for
something else with what is good for us, or what would be good for us in other circumstances



with what is good for us here and now. If some lesser good makes impossible the attainment of
some greater good, and especially of the highest good, then this lesser good is not the true good
for us. The moral good must always be the true good.

So there are degrees in goodness. We may seek a good not for its own sake but as a means
to some further good; it is desirable only because it leads to something more desirable. This is
the useful good, and it is good only in a qualified and analogous sense; such are all tools and
instruments. We may seek a good for the satisfaction or enjoyment it gives without considering
whether it will be beneficial to our whole being; it delights us now and may be harmless, but
offers us no guarantee that it may not hurt us in the long run and unfit us for the greater good.
This is the pleasant good, and it attracts us most vividly. Or, lastly, we may seek a good because
it contributes toward the perfection of our being as a whole, because it fits a man as such. This is
the befitting good, the upright and honorable, the noble and righteous, and it is good in the fullest
sense. The moral good, while it may also be useful and pleasant, is always and necessarily the
befitting good.

It is the philosophical fashion today to talk of values instead of the good. There is little use
disputing on terms that are practically equivalent, for a thing can hardly have value unless it is
somehow a good, and the fact that it is good is what makes it valuable. However, value stresses
the subjective and relative aspect of the good over its objective and absolute character; value
means not so much the inherent excellence of the object as how it stands in my personal
estimation, not so much its intrinsic perfection as its comparative place in that scale of things
called the hierarchy of values. Probably for this reason the term value commends itself to
subjectivist and relativist philosophies more than the older and simpler word, good. On the
whole, the term value seems the less valuable of the two, but this is no reason for avoiding it,
especially if it be given an objective reference.

Our analysis of the kinds of good shows that human conduct must always be directed
toward the good in some sense, but that this is not always the moral good. To determine the
moral good, is it necessary to link up the various intermediate and subordinate ends man may
have into some ultimate and all-inclusive end? Single acts are directed to an end, but is it also
necessary that the sum total of one's acts, one's whole life, be directed to some last end and
highest good?

ETHICAL RELATIVISM

Some would answer the foregoing questions in the negative. To be content to live on a day-
to-day or a year-to-year basis, confining oneself to immediate goals and neglecting remote ones,
seeking proximate ends without bothering about a last end or supreme purpose, is a widely
practiced philosophy of life called opportunism. Not so much a reasoned conviction as an

attitude of intellectual and moral sloth, it merits the Socratic rebuff: "The unexamined life is not

worth living."#

Ethical relativism, passing far beyond any such crude attitude, examines life thoroughly,
even scientifically, but arrives at a rather similar pragmatic conclusion. For the relativist
everything is relative; there are no absolutes. A last end would be an absolute, so there can be no
such thing. Such an assertion, if it seem too absolute, can be softened into the observation that no
supreme purpose for man has yet been identified with certainty. But the answer is not merely to
drift with the tide, like the opportunist, not caring where. The relativist, especially of the
pragmatist type, cares deeply and exhorts us to get the most out of life, to improve our condition



as far as we can, to work earnestly for universal betterment. But he is acutely sensitive to our
limitations and to the folly of being ambitious beyond our known possibilities. We may have no
ultimate goal, but there are short-range goals that experience puts before us and by which we can
guide ourselves. Like a sailor in a fog, we should steer in what seems the most likely direction at
the moment, with a memory for the course we have traveled and with our eyes open for any
clearing ahead. Life is subject to continual readjustment. We work chiefly by the trial-and-error
method, experimenting with the data at hand. Morals seem to change from person to person,
from age to age, from one form of society to another, as man progressively adapts himself to a
constantly changing environment.

To many ethical relativists, the very idea of a last end appears too rigid and stifling. What
would we do when we reached a last end? Would there be no further growth or progress?
Without novelty and development the adventure of existence would lose all its zest. There is
more joy in the excitement of the chase than in bagging the quarry.

Relativism is as old as Protagoras the Sophist with his motto, "Man is the measure of all
things," and as new as John Dewey with his slogan, "We learn by doing." It appeals especially to
our day with its conviction that evolution is a fact but we do not know toward what we are
evolving. For the pessimist, life is meaningless. For the opportunist, there is too much trouble in
finding out its meaning if it has one. For the relativist, life can be somewhat meaningful in
retrospect and in immediate prospect, but its total and ultimate meaning is undiscoverable by us
now and unnecessary for relatively successful living.

On his own grounds the relativist is unassailable, since he accords a relative truth to any
argument that opposes him: "That may be true for you; the opposite is true for me." The
nonrelativist puts forth his argument not in the hope of convincing the relativist, with whom he
can find no common ground, but for the purpose of clarifying and establishing his own
convictions. For our own satisfaction it is necessary to prove that, whatever it might be, there
must be some last end for man.

THE LAST END OR HIGHEST GOOD

A thing is intended either for its own sake or for the sake of something else. The former is
an end, the latter a means. A means always supposes an end; it is called a means precisely
because it lies in a mean or middle position between the agent and the end, and its use brings the
agent to the end. The same thing may be both means and end in different respects, for it may be
sought both for its own sake and for the sake of something further. This is called an intermediate
end, and there may be a long series of such intermediate ends, as when we want A in order to get
B, B in order to get C, C in order to get D, etc.

That which is sought for its own sake and not for the sake of anything further is a last end or
ultimate end. It closes the series of means and ends. It may be a last end only in a relative sense,
meaning that it closes a particular series but the whole series is directed to some further end; thus
the reception of an academic degree terminates one's education but education itself has the
further purpose of fitting one for life. In the full sense of the word, and as we take it here, the last
end means the absolutely last end, which is directed to no further end at all, but to it everything
else is directed. Since the end and the good are identified, a being's absolutely last end must also
be its highest good.

In a series of means and ends we must distinguish the order of intention from the order of
execution. The first thing that comes to mind (the order of intention) is the end, and the means



are chosen with a view to accomplishing the end; but in the actual carrying out of the work (the
order of execution) the means must be used first, and the last thing that is obtained is the end.
This is an important step in our argument, for, whatever may be thought of the possibility of an
infinite series in other matters, an infinite series of means and ends is quite impossible, and so
there must be an absolutely last end to which the whole of human life is directed. Here is St.
Thomas' proof:

That which is first in the order of intention is the principle as it were moving the appetite;
consequently if you remove this principle there will be nothing to move the appetite. On the other
hand, the principle in execution is that wherein operation has its beginning; and if this principle be
taken away no one will begin to work. Now the principle in the intention is the last end; while the
principle in execution is the first of the things which are ordained to the end. Consequently on
neither side is it possible to go on to infinity; since, if there were no last end, nothing would be
desired nor would any action have its term nor would the intention of the agent be at rest; while, if
there is no first thing among those that are ordained to the end, none would begin to work at

anything and counsel would have no term but would continue indefinitely.5

When a man uses A to get B, B to get C, C to get D, he must (unless he is acting at random
and irrationally) first desire D, and then find out that to get D he needs C, to get C he needs B, to
get B he needs A. Thus his planning (intention) is in inverse order to his acting (execution). That
which is first in intention is last in execution, and vice versa. Thus the steps are as follows:

L4 3 2 1 Intention
~ 5 6 7 8 Execution

They are first planned out in the mind and then transferred to execution. If the planning went on
forever, nothing would ever be done, for in rational action the execution cannot begin until the
planning is complete. There must then be a point A (the proximate means) at which planning
ends and execution begins. This closes the series on one side. But to arrive at point A in the
planning, it was also necessary to begin somewhere. Neither A nor B nor C is wanted for itself.
Unless there is some point D which is wanted for itself, neither A nor B nor C would be thought
of and no plan would be formed. Hence there must be some point D (the last end) which starts
the whole process going. This closes the series on the other side. Hence in any intelligent
procedure apart from fitful and random behavior, one must already have the last end in mind
before beginning the first act. Man therefore not only acts for an end, but for a last end.

But does not this argument prove too much and therefore nothing? The child, before it could
perform its first act, would need to understand its last end and formulate a whole plan of life. We
answer that the above was a description of rational activity, the use of means to end as directed
by intellect in adult human behavior. At first the child's life lies on an animal plane with no
rationally understood goals. As its reason unfolds, the child begins to see some short-term
objectives and plans for them with a rudimentary use of means and ends. But to every normal
person the time must come when the problem of life's meaning becomes acutely insistent, the
irrationality of haphazard living grows glaringly evident, and the former excuse of ignorance and
immaturity vanishes before the clear light of developed reason. From then on a rational
organization of life is imperative.



Here is the trouble with opportunism. It is the unconsciously adopted philosophy of the
child, rationalized and protracted into maturity. One may indeed consciously choose to float with
the tide rather than set a course, to shun any fixed program so as to be free to reshape life as
opportunity offers, above all to avoid encumbrance by embarrassing principles and
responsibilities. This is the life of the moral tramp or ethical hobo, a form of life that can be
chosen quite deliberately. But he who takes to it does not avoid having a last end; he mistakenly
takes wandering itself for his last end by the very fact that he seeks nothing beyond. One may
aim at aimlessness, rationally choose to live irrationally, but such conduct must be branded as
unworthy of a man. As the vagrant is an economic anomaly and a social liability, so is the
opportunist an ethical misfit and a human failure.

Neither can ethical relativism, for all its air of maturity and sophistication, get along without
a last end. That end is ultimate which has nothing beyond, and any provisional end now chosen
becomes ultimate for the time being unless directed to something further. Thus proximate ends
are lifted to the status of ultimate ends without deserving the honor. The motive behind
relativism is often said to be intellectual humility, an acceptance of the limitations of the human
mind, but genuine humility would show itself in the acceptance of truth when truth becomes
evident more than in refusal to submit oneself to evidence. The real motive seems rather to be
intellectual fear of being deceived or disillusioned, and if there is no further reason why the
relativist adopts his relativism, he makes this his last end, whether he cares to call it so or not.
Life does require continual adjustments, not of ends, however, but of means. We must be ready
to alter our course only if there is some port for which we are making and if it is important to
avoid being wrecked on the way. The excitement of the chase may be more exhilarating than the
bagging of the quarry only if we know there is a quarry and some reason for engaging in the
chase. And why must a last end be something static that would freeze all further growth instead
of a condition of perpetually assured growth? If death is the end of all, as many relativists are
willing to accept provisionally, it is the most static and rigid of all last ends, nothingness. But a
full critique of relativism belongs more to epistemology than to ethics.

The foregoing discussion shows that man must have some last end to which he directs his
life, some good which tops his hierarchy of values, whether or not he expressly formulates and
consciously acknowledges it. But it is not enough to have some last end. It is of the utmost
importance that it be the right one. Any haphazardly chosen last end might be only the apparent
good, and the moral good is always the true good. What is man's ultimate true good? Finding the
answer to this question will occupy our next two chapters. First, we must clear the ground.

ONE AND THE SAME LAST END

For the sake of method and to simplify our search, we establish two propositions: first, that
each individual man has but one last end and not several, for then when we have found
something that is a last end we need not seek another besides; second, that all men are alike in
having the same last end and not different ones, for then we can be sure that ethics is a universal
science valid for all mankind.

That each individual man has but one last end is proved by St. Thomas in three arguments,
of which the first is the simplest:

A man desires for his ultimate end that which he desires as his perfect and crowning good
... It is therefore necessary for the last end so to fill man's appetite that nothing is left beside it for
man to desire. Which is not possible if something else be required for his perfection. Consequently it



is not possible for the appetite so to tend to two things as though each were its perfect good.5

In other words, if a man had several last ends, no one of them could satisfy him, for having
attained any one of them he could still desire the others; but a last end, because it is the highest
good, must satisfy completely. This argument does not deny that the last end might be complex,
consisting of a number of parts or a group of objects taken together, but it does deny that there
can be many different objects each of which taken separately might be a last end in itself, and
especially that there can be many alternative last ends between which we might choose. We have
but one last end offered to us; we may take it or leave it, but we cannot find a substitute.

That all men have the same last end is evident from that fact that all men have the same
human nature and therefore the same needs, tendencies, appetites, desires, or abilities craving
satisfaction. Men can and do differ subjectively in their judgments on what constitutes their last
end, but of these many conflicting judgments only one can be objectively true. What this true
judgment is will form a large part of our inquiry; here we merely say that, whatever it is, it must
be valid for all men.

THE LAST END AND MORAL GOODNESS

We distinguished the ontological, the physical, and the moral good; and showed that the
moral good is always the true good as opposed to the apparent, the befitting good as opposed to
the merely useful or pleasant. In the field of morals we call acts good, men good, and the last end
a good. Which of these is the moral good in the primary and absolute sense: the acts, the men, or
the end?

Men are called morally good if their lives are directed to their last end, and their acts are
called morally good if they are the kind that lead men to the last end; whereas the last end itself
is always the highest good whether men actually seek it or not. Hence the last end is the moral
good in the primary and absolute sense.

Whether men are called good because they do good deeds, or the deeds are called good
because they are the kind that good men do, is a question of no consequence; neither can be
called good without reference to man's last end. We recognize the good man by his good
conduct, rather than the other way round, but this is only the order of our knowledge. Man does
not exist for the sake of his acts, but the acts exist for the sake of man, and both man and his acts
exist for the sake of the last end. Morally good acts are the means man uses to attain his end;
though the moral good is the befitting, it is also useful in the long run by helping toward the last
end. The merely useful helps to any end, whether that end itself be befitting or not; but whatever
is useful to the last end shares in the befittingness of this last end. In this way human conduct
derives its moral goodness from the last end. There is the last end and morally good acts are the
means to it; the man himself is neither means nor end, but the one who uses the means to reach
the end. We may, then, define a morally good man as one who directs himself to his last end by
the performance of morally good acts.

SUMMARY

Is there a last end or highest good for man, something that gives meaning to his life? The
teleological view of the universe says that there is.



The good is that at which all things aim; the end is that for the sake of which a thing is done.
Every good is an end and every end is a good.

true or apparent

ontological, physical, or moral
The good is
useful, pleasant, or befitting

Though every being is ontologically good and has some physical goodness, it need not be
morally good. The moral good is always the true good and the befitting good.

All human conduct is for an end and a good. This is a particular case of the principle of
finality, "Every agent acts for an end"; since no agent can produce an undetermined effect,
something must determine the agent to produce this effect rather than that; such is the function of
the end.

All human conduct is for a last end and a highest good. There cannot be an infinite series of
means and ends, since intention and execution are in inverse order. The last end is the first thing
desired; if there is no last end, nothing is desired and no activity can be started. Opportunists live
haphazardly without bothering about a last end, but such conduct is irrational. Ethical relativists
admit proximate ends without any last end, but to deny a last end in order to be free from
commitment to it is to make such freedom itself one's last end.

There is but one last end for each man and it is the same for all men. Many alternative ends
would leave a man wanting the others, and dissatisfied. Different ends for different men would
contradict the specific unity of the human race.

Human conduct derives its moral goodness from the last end. The last end is the moral good
in the primary sense. A man is morally good if he tends toward his last end. Conduct is good if it
leads man to his last end.
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CHAPTER 3

HAPPINESS

PROBLEM

We have seen that there must be some ultimate purpose to human life, some highest good
for man. Our next problem is to determine what that purpose or good is. Man has certain
tendencies, desires, longings, cravings, appetites, as all human experience bears witness, and he
feels empty and restless until they are satisfied. We have seen that the object which can satisfy
such desires is called the good, and insofar as the good is something striven for it is called an
end. The conscious state of satisfaction which a person feels on the fulfillment of his desire by
the possession of the good is called happiness.

Is happiness attainable? By its very definition it is the name of that which is always
pursued. But can this pursuit be successful, or are we doomed to be ever chasing a will-o-the-
wisp that constantly lures us on but forever eludes our grasp? This is our present problem, and its
importance is obvious.

MEANING OF HAPPINESS

Happiness we defined as desire satisfied by the conscious possession of the good. The root
meaning of happy (from hap, also found in happen, mayhap, perhaps) is that of a person favored
by fortune, one to whom good things happen. The equivalent word in other languages usually

has the same basic meaning. Hence one may wonder, as Aristotlel does, whether a man should
be called happy until he is dead, since misfortune may befall him in his old age. But we carry the
word happiness far beyond its linguistic origin and the superficial uses of common speech. The
man who is fortunate, lucky, successful, satisfied, cheerful, glad, or joyous may be
comparatively happy in the sense that he has made more approach to happiness than someone
else, or has done so in some particular line, but he is not necessarily happy in the way the
philosopher speaks of happiness. Thus happiness is an analogous term, applying to various signs
of, approaches to, and contributions toward happiness. The philosopher is not interested in these
diminished manifestations but in the full concept of happiness as such.

Happiness is not a passing feeling or emotion, such as joy or gladness, but is a lasting state



or condition. One may be generally happy though suffering a temporary grief, just as another's
chronic unhappiness may be punctuated by moments of joy. Nor is happiness a permanent
quality of a person's character, a sunny disposition, a cheerful outlook on life, however much this
may help to happiness; for some people can maintain such a disposition in the face of
disappointment, whereas happiness is satisfaction. The immature and feeble-minded can have a
cheerful outlook, but it is due to lack of appreciation, not to fulfillment and possession.

Animals are incapable of happiness. They tend toward ends and have appetites that can be
satisfied by things good for them. Having sense-knowledge, they can feel satiated and are
capable of a kind of contentment. The animal that has eaten all it can is content for the moment,
though it will soon get hungry again. Only intellectual beings are strictly capable of happiness.
They alone can reflect on their state and consciously appreciate the satisfaction they enjoy.
Happiness is a subjective condition entailing the existence of desire in oneself, the consciousness
of the existence of the desire, the actual satisfaction of the desire, and the consciousness that this
desire is being satisfied. Such a state can exist only in a being capable of reflection and self-
consciousness, an intellectual being.

Even in man contentment is not happiness. A man can be content if he limits his desires by a
judicious compromise, being willing to forego some desires in order that he may attain others. In
this life such an attitude is often necessary, but no one is ever fully satisfied with a compromise;
it is the best we can get in the circumstances, but we wish the circumstances would allow us
more. If the desires exist, they want to be satisfied, not sacrificed for the benefit of other desires.

Perfect happiness comes from the complete possession of the perfect good, from that which
fully satisfies all our desires. Boethius defines it as "a state made perfect by the aggregate of all

good things,"? and St. Thomas as "the perfect good which lulls the appetite altogether."2
Imperfect happiness falls off from the perfect in some way, by not satisfying all our desires or, if
all of them, not all of them fully. One who is imperfectly happy is happy insofar as his desires are
fulfilled and unhappy insofar as they are not. Resignation to this state of affairs, to a partial
happiness mingled with unhappiness, is what we have called contentment; thus it is evident that
contentment is not happiness itself.

Perfect happiness, again, may be considered as absolute or relative. Absolutely perfect
happiness is incapable of increase and is applicable to God alone. Relatively perfect happiness is
completely satisfying to a creature according to that creature's finite capacity. In other words,
perfect happiness supposes a perfect correspondence between potency and act, potency for
happiness and actual possession of it. God, who is Pure Act, is necessarily happy by His own
very Being and to an infinite degree. A creature, composed as it is of potency and act, is rendered
happy when its limited potency for happiness is actualized as far as its limitations allow.

ALL MEN SEEK HAPPINESS

That all men seek happiness in general, in the abstract, without specifying the object
supposed to produce it, is evident from the very definition of happiness. We cannot desire
something without at the same time wanting our desire to be satisfied, otherwise we both do and
do not desire it; but happiness is only a name for our self-conscious realization that our desires
have been or are being satisfied; therefore we cannot desire anything without desiring happiness.
One who would not crave happiness must have no desires, and such a one could not be human.
St. Thomas put this with his usual clearness:



Happiness can be considered in two ways. First, according to the general notion of
happiness; and thus of necessity every man desires happiness. For the general notion of happiness
consists in the perfect good. But since good is the object of the will, the perfect good of a man is that
which entirely satisfies his will. Consequently to desire happiness is nothing else than to desire that
one's will be satisfied. And this everyone desires. Secondly, we may speak of happiness according to
its specific notion, as to that in which it consists. And thus all do not know happiness, because they
know not in what thing the general notion of happiness is found. And consequently in this respect

not all desire it.4

Hence the human will is not free with regard to happiness in general. Man is so made that he
must seek it. But man is free in the choice of concrete objects by whose possession he hopes to
obtain happiness. All want to be happy, but not all know how to find happiness.

It is a psychological impossibility to desire misery for its own sake. Those who seem to take
a morbid delight in making themselves miserable manifest a perverted condition, an exception
which proves the rule by showing how unnatural such behavior is; what they really seek,
subconsciously perhaps, is some form of sadistic or masochistic gratification they get from it, as
the crank probably does from his meanness. While yearning for happiness in the abstract, one
may judge that happiness in the concrete has become impossible through lack of means to reach
it; the man in the throes of despair wants happiness so badly that he cannot face the idea of its
loss. One may feel that it is better to endure present misery than the worse misery of making an
effort to escape from it; thus the lazy abide in a filth and squalor they do not enjoy, and the timid
let opportunities for self-betterment pass them by. Introverted visionaries may find the dream of
happiness too engrossing to be shattered by the prosaic reality of hard work; they want happiness
now in the only way they can get it now. A man who deliberately chooses an evil does so
because of the good he sees bound up in it. At least he thinks it the lesser of two evils; he wants
to be less unhappy and this is choosing what appears to be a relative or comparative happiness;
thus the suicide seeks relief from life's wretchedness. So all these are but seeming exceptions to
the universal law that all men seek happiness.

Happiness is the basic motive in everything we do. Our every act is motivated by some
desire, satisfaction of which is intended as at least a partial ingredient in the sum total of our
happiness. We often have to sacrifice some goods for the sake of others, we may mistakenly
choose the apparent good in place of the true good, we may foolishly prefer some temporary
enjoyment here and now to lasting bliss in a better world, but we do all this for happiness. It goes
to show, not that we do not want happiness, but rather that we want it so much that we cannot
stand the delay in waiting for it, and impatiently snatch at its partial and imperfect forms that
appeal so vividly to the senses.

We need not be explicitly thinking of happiness in all that we do. We do not pause before
each action and say to ourselves, "I am doing this in order to become happier." Now and then,
when we reflect on the meaning of life, we may explicitly form this intention and it remains in
the back of our minds governing the rest of our deeds. But even one who never reflects on the
purpose of life is acting implicitly for happiness, and this is what we have been at pains to show
here.

TWO VIEWS OF HAPPINESS

Our question was: Is happiness attainable? No one will deny the possibility of some sort of
imperfect happiness, at least for the more fortunate of men. But by definition this state is not



wholly satisfactory. We want to know whether perfect happiness is attainable, or at least how
closely we can approach to it.

The answer will depend chiefly on one's convictions about the existence of God and the
immortality of the human soul. Atheists and materialists must limit man's destiny to such
happiness as is possible in the present life, a happiness difficult in acquisition, precarious in
possession, and obviously temporary. Most of them advise resignation and contentment as about
the best we can do. Many insist that we must simply toughen ourselves to face the fact that life is
meaningless and the quest for real happiness is futile. The following passage from Bertrand
Russell eloquently states this view:

That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving;
that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of
accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can
preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the
inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death
of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man's achievement must inevitably be buried
beneath the debris of a universe in ruins—all these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so
nearly certain, that no philosophy which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding
of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul's habitation

henceforth be safely built.2

Such stoicism on a foundation of modern science is a typically Western form of pessimism.

The Orientals approach the problem in a different way. The Brahmanists® and Buddhists,’ for
example, say that personal existence itself is necessarily painful because it is always
accompanied by unsatisfied desire. Since the desires cannot be fulfilled, the thing to do is not to
strive to satisfy them but to extinguish them so that they are no longer felt. Suicide is useless, for
desire itself will reincarnate us. For the Buddhists the soul is not a substance; the soul is only
what it thinks. When by asceticism and contemplation it has succeeded in stifling all desire,
especially for continued existence, it will escape the wheel of birth, the cycle of reincarnation,
and sink into the blessed state of Nirvana. Happiness is the utter peace of nonbeing, whether this
mean total extinction or an unconscious and selfless existence.

Interest in Oriental thought was awakened in Europe by Arthur Schopenhauer,? the prince
of pessimists. He thought that life is so full of miseries that it is better not to live. The whole
universe is but the manifestation of a primeval force, the will-to-live, which is the source of all
the struggle and misery in life. The worst thing we can do is to propagate the race, because it
only brings into existence more sufferers. The chief virtue is sympathy or compassion, by which
we substitute the will-to-let-live for the will-to-live, and thus obtain some relief from the constant
struggle. This wan glimmer of happiness is all we can hope for.

A deep-dyed pessimism underlies the atheistic type of existentialism, as exemplified in

Jean-Paul Sartre.2 Man finds himself actually existing in this hostile world in which he must find
his way alone, with no beneficient Creator to rely on and no future life to give him hope. Man
exists but he has no essence; what he shall become must be the work of each man for himself. To
make something of himself, to create his personality, this is the function of freedom. But
freedom is also a frightening responsibility, a commitment embodied in every choice, each of
which is irrevocably molding one's character. Only at death will the finished work appear, so that
the completion of the process is its own destruction. Life is necessarily tragic and we must learn



to accept this fact. Only by passing through the anguish, nausea, and despair engendered by the
thought of death, and by surmounting it through a free acceptance of its inevitability, can man
achieve true freedom and arrive at the full expression of himself. The only meaning life has is to
know that it has no further meaning.

Optimism rather than pessimism has characterized the Western tradition. Plato recognized
that happiness in the possession of the very Idea of the Good is the goal of human living. It is to
be sought in the present life but cannot be experienced here. In a former existence we once had
it, but we fell from that blessed state by the commission of some sin. Our purpose now is to
strive through the practice of virtue in successive lives to escape from the body, from this
sensible world of becoming and decay, and to return to the intelligible world of Ideas, the world
of true and lasting being, in which we shall eternally contemplate the Ideas in their full
perfection. To this we are led by fleeting glimpses of the Ideas awakened in our memory by their
imperfect copies in this shadowy sense-world. Happiness, though the road to it be long and
arduous, is ultimately attainable.

Aristotle in his masterly analysis of happiness, though never expressly denying a future life,

restricts his consideration to the present world. Happiness, he says,? is the end of man. It is not
inactivity, but action, else one could be happy while asleep. It must be the highest kind of action,
not done for something else but-desirable for its own sake. It is not amusement, which is only
relaxation between work. It is not found in producing things, since such actions are for the sake
of the product and happiness is for its own sake. It is not action of the body or senses, but of
what is noblest and best in us, our reason. It is not activity of the practical reason, for this is full
of care and trouble; but of the speculative or theoretical reason which acts in quiet and leisure,
for we work to have leisure. Hence it is not the activity of the soldier and statesman, but of the
sage and scholar.

Because it is the good life, it is the life of virtue, and of the highest virtue; not merely of
courage and temperance which fit a man for practical life, but of the intellectual virtues which fit
a man for contemplation, the contemplation of the highest truth and good. The contemplative life
is the most pleasant, leisurely, continuous, enduring, and self-sufficing. This is the life of God
and it is the best.

Such a life is too high for man on earth. We must interrupt our contemplation of the true and
the good to take care of our bodily needs. But we should devote ourselves not to what is mortal
but to what is most godlike in us, and cherish the periods of contemplation to which we can
attain. Happiness of a sort is possible even in the practical life. For it we need a sufficiency of
health, maturity, education, friends, worldly goods, and length of days. But all of these should be
made subordinate aids to the truly happy life, a life most like that of God.

These two strains of thought, one from Plato and one from Aristotle, but especially the
latter, elevated to the supernatural plane by the data of Christian revelation, find their full

flowering in the teaching of St. Thomas.1d But St. Thomas is primarily a theologian and only
secondarily a philosopher. He nowhere makes a complete study of the end of man explicitly
undertaken from the standpoint of pure reason alone. But he gives the groundwork for such a
study, which we can carry on by abstracting from the data of Christian revelation and from the
concept of the supernatural. Among the presuppositions of our study we placed the existence of
God and the immortality of the soul. Though they also belong to the sphere of revelation, we
took them as conclusively established on purely philosophical grounds in natural theology and in
the philosophy of man. Our question now is: What, on such presuppositions, must be the ultimate
destiny of man?



THREE STAGES OF THE QUESTION

The question can be put on several different levels; enormous confusion can be engendered
by failing to specify the level and to stay within it.

1. We may ask, What is the end of man attainable within the limits of the present life? This
is Aristotle’'s problem in his Nichomachean Ethics; within the limits set he has solved it
admirably. But if (whatever Aristotle himself may have thought) man has an immortal soul, an
end restricted to the present life could not be an absolutely last end but at most a relatively last
end: the kind of happiness afforded by the present life and not incompatible with greater
happiness hereafter. Here we must distinguish between man's individual life and his social
institutions. The individual can reach but a semblance of imperfect happiness, and not every
individual but only the fortunate few; even they may face the choice of sacrificing it for higher
happiness in a better world. Society, however, is organized to improve the temporal welfare of
mankind and to provide for its members at least the opportunity of pursuing such happiness as is
obtainable in this life. This is why Aristotle's Politics is the logical continuation of his Ethics and
why the study of both on this lowly temporal plane is so necessary. But it does not envision
man's ultimate destiny even in the natural order.

2. We may ask, What is the absolutely last end of man in the state in which man actually
exists, using all the sources of knowledge we actually have? This is St. Thomas' problem in the
two Summas. According to Christian revelation, man has been lifted to the supernatural plane.
By a free gift of God to which man has no natural right, man has been raised above his natural
capacity and given a destiny to which he could not aspire if left to himself. This destiny is the
Beatific Vision, a direct sight of the divine essence face to face. He has also been given, or rather
has had restored to him by redemption, the supernatural gift of grace, which is the means by
which he can merit the Beatific Vision as his everlasting reward. Since the existence of the
supernatural order, of grace and glory, could not be known without direct revelation from God,
and even its possibility could hardly be suspected, the Beatific Vision belongs to Christian
theology and has no place in a purely philosophical study such as ethics. We mention it here only
to show what we do not mean.

3. We may ask, What is the absolutely last end of man insofar as it can be discovered by
pure reason? This is our question, and it is different from that asked by Aristotle on the one hand
and by St. Thomas on the other. It asks, What are the full demands and requirements of human
nature taken precisely as a human nature, and what is human nature itself ultimately fitted for in
the scheme of creation? If the human soul is naturally immortal, obviously even its natural
demands and capacities cannot be satisfied by the transitory goods of this life. If the Beatific
Vision, as supernatural, transcends the demands and capacities of man's nature, there must be
some absolutely last end to which man would be destined were he left on the purely natural
plane. This is the end of man and the kind of happiness that philosophy is chiefly interested in
and that ethics must determine.

It is objected that such a study is purely hypothetical, that man is not and never was in such
a state of pure nature. Granted, but that does not in any way make our study useless or
impractical. The supernatural should not be thought of as opposing the natural, but rather as
presupposing the natural and adding to it. The supernatural is not unnatural, against nature, but,
as its name says, supernatural, above nature. Hence whatever is said here in ethics about man in
the natural order remains true, though incomplete, about man in the supernatural order. The fact,
then, that man has actually been raised to the supernatural plane does not invalidate any of the



conclusions we reach in a purely natural study such as ethics.

Nor are we hinting that man may make a choice between the natural and the supernatural
orders, that he may politely decline the gift of the supernatural and settle for the lower plane of
the natural. No, he has actually been raised to the supernatural plane, like it or not, and may not
insult his Creator by spurning His gift. There is but one absolutely last end to which man is
destined in the actual order of things, and that is supernatural. What we mean is that the
supernatural supposes, enfolds, and includes the natural, not destroying any of man's natural
endowments, capacities, demands, and requirements, but rather fulfilling them in a better and
nobler way while extending their reach to a higher plane. Ethics therefore remains a legitimate
and useful, if incomplete and partial, study of man's last end and the means to reach it.

Moreover, not everything about human life has been expressly revealed to man by God.
Many matters of utmost importance God has seen fit to let us discover by the use of our purely
natural powers, which are also His gifts. Hence, moral theology helps ethics, completing it by
extending it from the natural order to the supernatural, and ethics helps moral theology,
confirming many of its pronouncements by reason and filling in the gaps where revelation is
silent.

HAPPINESS, MAN'S LAST END, IS ATTAINABLE

From the existence of God and the immortality of the human soul, taken as philosophically
proved presuppositions to ethics, it follows conclusively that happiness is man's natural destiny
and that it is possible for him to attain it. Since the logic of this conclusion may not be
immediately apparent, we give the argument in full in the form of five logically connected
assertions.

1. Man desires happiness to the fullness of his capacity. We have already seen that man has
a desire for some kind of happiness, and that this is man's basic desire penetrating all his other
desires. But man is not satisfied with only some degree of happiness. The slightest suspicion that
more can be obtained will start a craving for that more. His intellect reaches out to truth
indefinitely, and cannot rest so long as there is anything more to know. His will reaches out to
good indefinitely, and cannot rest so long as there is anything more to seek. The range or scope
(adequate object) of the intellect is unlimited, for it is nothing less than being-as-such, embracing
whatever has being at all in any way; and whatever the intellect can know it can propose to the
will as a good, for every being is in some respect good. In like manner all man's faculties demand
complete satisfaction. So man wants happiness as such, and all the happiness he can hold.

2. Man's desire for happiness is a natural desire, one that springs from human nature itself.
Though man has no innate ideas, he has certain native tendencies which spring into action as
soon as the requisite concepts have been derived from experience. On the sense level both man
and animal have instincts, which are tendencies of this sort. On the rational level man has similar
tendencies peculiar to himself, and the basic one is this desire for happiness. Among all man's
desires this desire for happiness is unique, inasmuch as it is:

Universal, for it is found in all men without exception, appearing even in morbid and
abnormal persons though with some distortion. One man may refuse to seek happiness here,
another there, but no one can refuse to seek it somewhere.

Inescapable, for it lasts throughout life and cannot be got rid of. No man can quench the
desire for happiness in himself, and, no matter how hard he may try not to feed it, the hunger



grows in spite of him.

Irresistible, for it insistently demands satisfaction. Man's ceaseless unrest shown in his
constant activity is only an expression of this basic desire in varying forms. He who is not happy
wants to be happy, and he who is happy wants to be happier.

A desire such as this is not something accidental to man, but must be rooted in human
nature itself.

3. Such a natural desire must have been implanted in human nature by its Author, God.
There must be an adequate explanation for the existence of such a desire, rooted as it is in the
very constitution of the human being. The only possible reason is that God made human nature
that way. Just as the only adequate explanation why man is rational is that God created him
rational, so the only adequate explanation why man desires happiness is that God made him for
happiness. Therefore responsibility for the existence of this natural desire in man must be
assumed by God Himself.

4. A desire implanted in human nature by God must be intended not for frustration but for
fulfillment Here we must suppose that God has the attributes that natural theology demonstrates
concerning Him, especially that He is truthful, wise, and good.

Truthfulness will not let God mislead man into thinking that happiness is possible if it is not,
or dangle before him irresistible yet deceitful illusions.

Wisdom will not permit God to make a creature designed for everlasting futility and
frustration, to place in man's very nature an inescapable urge that serves no purpose.

Goodness will not allow God to put into man's nature a basic craving whose sole function
would be to tantalize and torment him, to raise his hopes in order to dash them.

Truthfulness, wisdom, and goodness are found in God; lying, folly, and cruelty are not.
Therefore, once God has implanted in man a desire for happiness, He must provide some
attainable object by which this desire can be satisfied. We are not yet concerned with what that
object is, but only that there must be something.

5. The fulfillment of this desire, or the attainment of happiness, is man's last end. From the
preceding analysis it follows that God has destined man for happiness and has made it possible
for him to attain it. Happiness, therefore, forms at least part of man's last end. But the happiness
man naturally seeks is all-inclusive, the full satisfaction of all the desires that spring from human
nature itself. We have no natural capacity for anything above, beyond, or beside it. Therefore it is
no mere part but the whole of man's last end, so far as human reason can discover it.

The argument may be summed up in the following complex syllogism, the terms of which
must be understood in the light of the preceding explanation:

A natural desire, springing from human nature itself and implanted in human nature by God,
must be intended by God, not for frustration, but for fulfillment as man's last end.

But man's desire for happiness is a natural desire, springing from human nature itself and
implanted in human nature by God.

Therefore man's desire for happiness is intended by God, not for frustration, but for
fulfillment as man's last end.

Questions on the Argument.—Atheists and materialists object against this argument by
denying the metaphysical premises on which it rests. The only answer to this is to refer them to
metaphysics where these premises are established. But there are other difficulties drawn from the
structure of the argument itself, and these we must see.



1. We naturally desire health, wealth, knowledge, and other goods, but cannot always
obtain them; how then can we be sure that the natural desire for happiness cannot be intended
for frustration? The word natural may mean anything that is not unnatural, not opposed to
nature, or it may mean something positively demanded by nature and its inevitable outcome. The
lesser desires are natural in the first sense, happiness in the second sense. Health, wealth, and the
rest are good and perfect some part of our being, but they must be subordinated to the universal
and all-inclusive tendency, which is for the highest good, that is, for happiness. We must often
leave our lesser desires temporarily unsatisfied as a means of securing the fundamental desire,
and that we do so is part of God's plan for the universe.

2. Since brute animals have natural desires that we often see frustrated, and there is no
heaven for them to look forward to, how can we be sure that God will take care to satisfy man's
natural desires? Brute animals have no desire for happiness because they cannot even form an
idea of happiness, and one cannot desire what one does not know. They crave only a series of
sense pleasures as their instinct prompts them, and are content with momentary gratification.
They often fail to reach even these, because, not being persons, they are subordinate to the utility
of each other and of man. Nature is so arranged that animals feed on one another and on plants,
and this is one of the purposes they are naturally destined to serve. Hence they always fulfill one
of the alternative purposes for which they exist: either they grow to full maturity and
development, or they are consumed in the process of assisting other creatures to do so. Man,
being a person, is not of this type.

3. If one cannot desire what one does not know, and if in this life man never does know a
happiness that is secure and satisfying, how can man desire it? This objection supposes that
experience is the only kind of knowledge, that man cannot by abstraction and reasoning rise
above experience. If this were so, how could man ever think of anything new or be capable of
any progress? Happiness is a universal concept and is easily formed; children and savages have
it. From fleeting periods of imperfect happiness, such as all experience at times, it is an easy
process to abstract the idea of unlimited happiness without flaw. This abstract happiness is what
we all strive for, however much we may differ in our opinions on how to get it. That there is a
definite way to get it ethics will try to prove.

4. Not all men attain happiness, for some live evil lives and are unworthy of it; does not this
show that this desire not only can be but actually is frustrated? We did not say that all men will
attain happiness, but only that all men can attain it. It must be possible for all; if man lose it, the
loss must be man's own fault. God must offer it, but man is free to take or refuse the offer. Hence
man is destined to happiness conditionally, and the condition is that man voluntarily do his part
to earn it.

5. If a man's destiny consists in seeking his own happiness, how does he avoid the charge of
being essentially selfish, which is a most unethical trait? Self-seeking is wrong only when one
seeks self inordinately, in the wrong way or in the wrong measure. Happiness does not come in
certain quantities, so that if I have more you must have less. Every man in existence can attain all
the happiness he is capable of without depriving any one else of the least. That man should be
happy is God's intention, as the argument proved, and he who seeks his own happiness is at the
same time doing God's will. The very same acts by which a man achieves happiness are the acts
by which he gives glory to God.

SUMMARY



Happiness is desire satisfied by the conscious possession of the good. It is a lasting
subjective state that can exist only in an intellectual being. It is neither mere contentment nor a
passing emotion nor a sunny disposition.

All men seek happiness in general, since all want their desires satisfied, but they differ in
what they judge will make them happy. Those who appear to desire misery or choose evils are
only seeming exceptions. Happiness is the basic motive in all we do, though we may seek it only
implicitly.

Perfect happiness fully satisfies all our desires; imperfect has flaws in it. Because of man's
finite capacities, his happiness cannot be absolutely but at most relatively perfect. Supernatural
happiness, the Beatific Vision, pertains to theology and is outside the scope of ethics. Ethics,
though limited to natural happiness, is not thereby limited to the present life; it treats of the
highest happiness man is naturally capable of aspiring to, whether he reach it in this world or the
next.

Is such happiness attainable? Pessimism says no. Oriental pessimists seek relief from
suffering in the extinction of individual consciousness. Atheists and materialists counsel
contentment with this life and the acceptance of death as the end of all. The optimistic Western
tradition holds that happiness is man's last end and is attainable. The proof, presupposing God's
existence and the soul's immortality, includes these steps:

(1)Man desires all the happiness he is capable of.
(2)This is a natural desire springing from human nature.
(3)Such a desire was implanted in human nature by God.
(4)God cannot intend a natural desire for frustration.
(5)He intends it for fulfillment as man's last end.

In answering objections, we say:

1. That the desire for happiness is the only desire that springs out of human nature as such,
and God need not provide satisfaction for lesser temporary desires.

2. That animals are not destined for happiness because they are not persons, can have no
idea of happiness, cannot desire it, and are meant for man's service.

3. That we form the idea of happiness as such by abstraction from the partial happiness we
experience.

4. That God must make happiness possible of attainment, but we can refuse it and thus miss
our last end.

5. That seeking our own happiness is not selfish because it is our due, hurts no one else, and
is God's will for us.
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CHAPTER 4

PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

PROBLEM

That all men can obtain happiness follows from the fact that happiness is the goal of human
life. God cannot set this before man as his last end and highest good while making it impossible
for him ever to obtain it. God does not insure that all men shall obtain their last end even against
their will, for this would contradict His gift to them of free will, but He must make the attainment
of their last end at least possible for them. Since they are not born happy, with all their desires
satisfied, they must acquire happiness by the possession of something they previously lacked,
some object that will produce this state of happiness in them. Our previous argument showed that
God must provide some such object. Now or question is:

What is the object in which man can find happiness?

To put it in more technical language, we have settled the problem of man's subjective or
intrinsic last end, that state of the man himself which his actions tend to realize and which is
brought about within the man himself; there remains the question of man's objective or extrinsic
last end, the object whose possession will bring about this subjective state within man.

Numerous candidates have been suggested for this position. There are two possible
procedures:

1. By a process of elimination to exclude all but one, which then automatically becomes the
object we are searching for.

2. By positive argument to prove the claims of the one legitimate contestant.

We shall use both methods, for they supplement one another. The first will make sure that
we have examined all claims, and the second will show how really worthy the true claimant is.
But before starting either process of argumentation it might be well to sketch several historical
schools of thought which have been vastly influential in directions opposed to ours. They are:

(1)Hedonism
(2)Utilitarianism
(3)Stoicism
(4)Evolutionism



HEDONISM

Hedonism is one of the oldest, simplest, and most earthly of ethical theories. It has persisted
throughout all ages, and many people who have never consciously formulated for themselves any
philosophy of life live according to its principles. It holds that pleasure is the end of life and the
highest good. Modern hedonists prefer to use the word happiness for pleasure, and this practice
must be noted in reading them, for in speaking of happiness they refer to the admittedly
imperfect enjoyments of this life only. If it be objected that pleasure cannot be happiness as we
have defined happiness, hedonists will answer that pleasure is the only happiness man can ever
get.

We find hedonism first formulated by Aristippus, leader of the Cyrenaic school of thought.
Misinterpreting the teaching of his master, Socrates, who said that happiness is the end of life,
Aristippus identified happiness with pleasure. He held that pleasure results from gentle motion
and pain from rough motion, that intellectual pleasures may be higher but sense pleasures are
more intense and it is the pleasure of the moment that is valued. An act is good insofar as it
produces pleasure. Virtue is useful as restraining us from excessive passion, which is rough
motion and unpleasant.

Hedonism was refined by Epicurus, who joined it to the physical theories of Democritus. It
is the only ethics consistent with mechanistic materialism. For Epicurus the end of life is not
intense pleasure, but an abiding peace of mind, a state of cheerful tranquility. Above all we must
avoid fear of the gods and fear of death. Intellectual pleasures are better because more lasting,
but we cannot do without sense pleasures. The wise man so regulates his life as to get into it the
greatest amount of pleasure and the least amount of pain. Moderation is counseled to enable one
to enjoy future pleasures. We must learn to restrict our desires within the bounds in which we
think we can satisfy them. That is good which will increase our pleasure or our general peace of

mind, and anything which decreases it is bad.

We call pleasure the beginning and end of the blessed life. For we recognize pleasure as the
first good innate in us, and from pleasure we begin every act of choice and avoidance, and to
pleasure we return again, using the feeling as the standard by which we judge every good. And since
pleasure is the first good and natural to us, for this very reason we do not choose every pleasure, but
sometimes we pass over many pleasures, when greater discomfort accrues to us as the result of
them. . . Every pleasure then because of its natural kinship to us is good, yet not every pleasure is to
be chosen: even as every pain also is an evil, yet not all are always of a nature to be avoided. Yet by
a scale of comparison and by the consideration of advantages and disadvantages we must form our
judgment on all these matters. . . When, therefore, we maintain that pleasure is the end, we do not
mean the pleasures of profligates and those that consist in sensuality. . . but freedom from pain in the

body and from trouble in the mind.

UTILITARIANISM

The extension of hedonism beyond mere selfish pleasure to the pleasure of the group is
called utilitarianism. It makes little difference whether we taken hedonism as the general term,
dividing it into egoistic and altruistic, and putting utilitarianism under the altruistic division; or
whether we restrict the term hedonism to the egoistic variety and identify utilitarianism with
altruism. However they are classified, utilitarianism historically grew out of hedonism.

Jeremy Bentham,? successful leader of political and legislative reform in England, is
regarded as the founder of utilitarianism. Starting with the idea that pleasure and pain are the



only motives governing mankind, he goes on to show that personal pleasure and pain are
dependent on the general happiness and prosperity of the whole community. Therefore in
framing a hedonistic calculus, the calculation of pleasures and pains inseparable from any
hedonistic system, we must consider the extent of pleasure and pain, the number of people
affected by our policy of conduct. The moral goodness of an act is to be judged by its utility in
promoting the common welfare of all as well as the personal advantage of each. The aim of
human life is expressed in the Greatest Happiness Principle: "The greatest happiness of the
greatest number." But, since Bentham wishes to promote the interests of the community at large
chiefly because it will redound to oneself as a member of that community, his system is still
more egoistic than altruistic.

In John Stuart Mill utilitarianism reached its full development. He recognized its strong
roots in hedonism:

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness
Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they
tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain;

by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.z’

But, whereas Bentham thought that units of pleasure and pain can be calculated
arithmetically and that ethics can be made into an exact science, Mill recognized that pleasures
differ in quality as well as in quantity, that there are higher and lower pleasures.

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates
dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.4

An existence as free from pain and as rich in enjoyments as possible, both in quantity and
quality, to be secured to all mankind, is the end of human action and the standard of morality.
His proof is somewhat of a logical curio:

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it.
The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our
experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything is
desirable, is that people do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to
itself were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince
any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general happiness is desirable except that
each person, so far as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being
a fact, we have not only all the proof which the case admits of, but all which it is possible to require,

that happiness is a good: that each person's happiness is a good to that person, and the general

happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons.5

He goes on to show that virtue, far from being opposed to happiness, is one of the elements
that make up happiness: the feeling of self-satisfaction in contributing to the common welfare
even at personal expense. Thus with Mill hedonism becomes altruism.

STOICISM



The ancient philosophy most directly opposed to the hedonism of the Epicureans was
Stoicism. Just as the Epicureans were preceded by Aristippus and the Cyrenaics, so Stoicism was
preceded by Antisthenes and the Cynics. Antisthenes, like Aristippus, was a follower of
Socrates, but exaggerated his master's doctrine in the opposite way. Admiring Socrates'
abstemiousness, self-sufficiency, and disregard of convention, Antisthenes taught that virtue is
not only the chief means to happiness, but happiness itself. Virtue is the only good, vice the only
evil, and everything else is indifferent. The greatest error is to suppose that pleasure is a good. "I
had rather be mad than glad," Antisthenes is reported to have said. The essence of virtue is self-
sufficiency, independence from everything and everybody. The Cynics despised riches, pleasure,
comfort, family, society, culture, and sometimes even common decency.

Stoicism made this attitude respectable by joining it to pantheism. The world, they said, is
composed of the world body, consisting of coarse matter apparent to our senses, and the world
soul, fine matter that blows as a wind through the world, giving it motion and making it a huge
animal. Man's body and soul are but limited portions of the world body and world soul. The
world itself is God or Nature, for these are the same. Nature develops itself according to
inexorable law, so that the universe can be called not only Nature and God, but also Fate and
Destiny, Reason and Law. Hence Stoicism is a form of materialism, pantheism, and fatalism.

Our individual natures are all parts of universal nature; on which account the chief good is to

live in a manner corresponding to nature, and that means corresponding to one's own nature and to

universal nature.®

Nothing else, they say, could ever happen except what does happen. Everything that will
befall me is decreed by Fate; I can accept these decrees graciously or rebelliously, but accept
them I must. Rebellion is but an emotional reaction against Nature, a childish pouting which can
change nothing and only makes me miserable. Nature stands serene though I rail against it. The
reasonable thing to do is to develop apathy, a state of indifference to all things, of complete
control over my emotions, the only thing I can control. Emotion is irrational and bad; action
according to reason, which shows me the inexorable law of Nature alone is good; and this is
virtue.

By error, there is produced a perversion which operates on the intellect, from which many
perturbations arise, and many causes of inconstancy. And all perturbation is itself, according to

Zeno, a movement of the mind, or superfluous inclination, which is irrational, and contrary to

nature. z

Virtue is the only good. It is not a means to an end, but the end itself. "Virtue is its own
reward," they never tire of saying.

Virtue is a disposition of the mind always consistent and always harmonious; one ought to

seek it out for its own sake, without being influenced by fear or hope or any external influence.8

The virtuous man stands firm though the world crashes about him; realizing his identity
with Nature, he is beyond good and evil. There are no degrees in virtue, and he who has one
virtue has all, for either he lives according to Nature or he does not; the former is the wise man



or philosopher, the latter a fool.

The modern pantheist, Baruch Spinoza, gives us a moral system that is fundamentally Stoic
in tone, though based on the physical and psychological doctrines of Descartes. His great work,
though entitled Ethics, is more of a metaphysical treatise embodying a complete pantheistic
philosophy, culminating in the way man can reach "blessed immortality" by deliverance from
bondage to his passions and by realization of his identity with Nature, which is God.

We must reserve until later a study of Kant's monumental system of morals, despite its
affinity to Stoicism. We may remark now that he tries to reconcile the Stoic ideal of virtue with
the Epicurean ideal of happiness by synthesizing them in the concept of holiness or utter

perfection.2 Not happiness itself, but the worthiness to be happy implied in holiness, is the
highest good. We ever strive toward holiness but need all eternity to reach it, from which
premise he deduces the immortality of the soul. Pursuit of holiness is virtue, our partial
worthiness of the partial happiness we can have at any moment. Virtue is thus superior to
happiness, for the latter is to be accepted as its mere consequence and not to be sought for itself.
Though virtue is not our last end, it seems as close to it as we shall ever get. The idea of virtue as
duty for duty's sake is the Stoic tinge in Kant's philosophy, and the idea of the pursuit of an
unreachable goal leads to the following theories.

EVOLUTIONISM

The theory of evolution is but the expression in biological terms of the most influential
concept of the nineteenth century, that of unlimited progress and of the perfectibility of man. All
subsequent writings are colored by it, and it is not surprising that it should be seized upon as the
ultimate purpose of life. To progress, to evolve, to develop, that is the important thing; it matters
not where we are going so long as we are on our way. The process itself is valuable even though
the goal be unknown.

Those who write in this strain are so numerous that only a few can be mentioned. Herbert
Spencer is the philosophical prophet of evolution, which he joins to a utilitarian ethics. Life, he

says, 10 is adjustment of internal relations to external relations. This adjustment is individual,
racial, or cooperative, the last referring to the cooperation of all things in the universe without
interfering with one another. Conduct is good or bad according as it is well or ill adjusted to its
end. Adjustment produces pleasure, lack of it pain. Ancestral experiences of pleasure and pain
are transmitted to posterity through brain modifications and accumulated through many
generations. We thus inherit ethical habits, doing now through a sense of duty what our ancestors
found pleasant or useful. Man is as yet imperfectly adjusted and feels a conflict of egoistic and
altruistic impulses, but evolution is tending to a reconciliation of egoism and altruism into a
higher synthesis.

Quite a different form of evolutionism occurs in the successors of Kant, especially in those
who adopt the idealistic pantheism of the Hegelian school. Among these Thomas Hill Green and
Francis Herbert Bradley propose self-realization as the ultimate good.

The one divine mind gradually reproduces itself in the human soul. In virtue of this principle
in him, man has definite capabilities, the realization of which, since in it alone he can satisfy
himself, forms his true good. They are not realized, however, in any life that can be observed . . .
and for this reason we cannot say with any adequacy what the capabilities are . . . The idea in man of
a possible better state of himself, consisting in a further realization of his capabilities, has been the
moralizing agent in human life; it has yielded our moral standards, loyalty to which—itself the



product of the same idea—is the condition of the goodness of the individual 11

We have endeavored briefly to point out that the final end, with which morality is identified,

or under which it can be included, can be expressed not otherwise than by self-realization.12

Both hasten to point out that self-realization is impossible outside society, in which the
individual realizes himself as a member of a greater whole, the whole of humanity, which is the
highest manifestation so far of the ever-evolving Absolute.

John Deweyd3 abandoned an idealism like Green's for the form of pragmatism he calls
instrumentalism. It is ethical relativism with a strong evolutionary bent. Thinking, he says, is
functional, instrumental to action, not done for the sake of finding truth but of making life more
satisfactory. A value is whatever a man finds satisfaction in doing in this world of experience.
An ethical question arises when a man must choose between values. The good is always the
better; an evil is only a rejected good. Selection is made by considering one's capacities,
satisfactions, and the demands of the social situation, and by taking that which embodies the
most forseen possibilities of future satisfaction. But it is a mistake to think that we need a goal in
order to progress. Satisfaction of an old want creates a new one, which leads to a new
experimental adventure. Evolution is continuity of change, readjustment, and redirection. There
is no fixed goal, for it is better to travel than to arrive.

PROCESS OF ELIMINATION

This brief and inadequate sketch of several ethical trends is put here as introductory to our
argument on the object that can give man happiness. Though some of these theories deny that
genuine happiness is attainable, they suggest substitutes that must be eliminated, thus serving to
show that the argument deals with seriously accepted views and widely practised philosophies,
not straw men set up to be demolished. We come now to the statement of the argument, which is
unavoidably lengthy because of its comprehensive character.

The object that can make man happy must be either man himself or something that is not
man, but either below man, equal to man or above man. It cannot be a being which is not man
but equal to man, for we know of no such being and cannot seek something we do not know.
Three alternatives remain:

(1)Something below man
(2)Man himself
(3)Something above man

Goods of Fortune

The first main point is that things below man cannot make man happy. Such are the good
things of this world, the finite external creatures with which man can surround himself in the
present life, as wealth, family, honor, fame, position, power, influence. Not only can they be
possessed with unhappiness, but they can cause unhappiness by the care and burden they impose.
We have desires they cannot satisfy, such as the craving for knowledge and love. They are most
unevenly distributed and are truly called goods of fortune, for some chance on them without
forethought or labor while others cannot secure them even with the greatest effort, and they often



come to the most unworthy. When obtained they have an uncertain existence, are preserved with
worry and trouble, and they all must be left at death. History shows that so many who had all that
the world can offer nevertheless declared themselves restless and unhappy. The conclusion is
that these things are means, not ends. They are for man, not man for them.

Man Himself

The second main point is that man cannot make himself happy. He cannot find his last end
either in the possession of himself or in the possession of certain qualities of himself. There are
three possibilities:

(1)Goods of body
(2)Goods of soul
(3)Goods of both body and soul together

GOODS OF BODY

Health, strength, beauty, physical skills, and other bodily endowments are all subject to the
imperfections of the goods of fortune mentioned above. There is nothing particularly human
about them, for the body is only a part of man and the lesser part, and brute animals surpass man
in many of these respects. Without gifts of fortune that afford them scope for their proper
exercise, they are often useless. And they are not lasting; the art of growing old gracefully
consists in intelligently adapting oneself to their loss.

GOODS OF SOUL

Happiness itself is a subjective state experienced within the soul, and is therefore a good of
the soul. So it may seem at first sight that we have found what we are looking for. But, though
happiness is a good of the soul, it must be produced in the soul by the acquisition of something
else. By goods of soul producing happiness we mean such things as:

(1)Knowledge, the good of the intellect, and
(2)Virtue, the good of the will

These are both highly estimable and a life dedicated to their pursuit is truly noble. No one
could be really happy without them. But knowledge as such and virtue as such can give but a
partial happiness at most, because they are means to the last end and not the last end itself.

Knowledge.—The man who devotes himself to the life of learning has chosen wisely
among the good things of this world, as Aristotle noted, and he will probably be happier than
most men, but he is chasing a phantom if he expects from it a fully satisfying happiness. The
craving for knowledge demands a double satisfaction: one from the mere act itself of knowing
and the satisfaction of our curiosity, the other from the worth and excellence of the knowledge
acquired. Knowledge, even if perfectly clear, is of little value if the thing we know is not worth
knowing. The knowledge we can get in the present life suffers from both defects. It is acquired
by hard and toilsome study, it is never perfectly clear, it cannot be completed even in the longest



lifetime, so much of it remains undiscovered and inaccessible, and the things that it reveals are so
often disappointing and unsatisfactory. The fact that learning can be devoted to the service of
evil as well as good shows that it is but a means that can be abused, not an end that must be a
good, and that of itself it cannot make man happy.

Virtue.—The Stoics in claiming that "virtue is its own reward" mistook entirely the idea of
virtue. By its very notion virtue is a means and not an end. Virtue consists of morally good
habits, and these habits are called good precisely because they lead man more easily and readily
to his last end. Virtue is a straight way, a right direction, a true aiming at the highest good. But
no one takes a way to a way or directs himself to a direction or aims at aiming. Unless some
goal, mark, or target is set up these have no meaning. So unless the good habits called virtues
lead to some other object, there is no reason why they should be distinguished from any other
habits or called virtues. All the goodness they have they derive from the end to which they lead,
and therefore they cannot be the end themselves.

Besides, the practice of virtue in this life is no easy thing. Though accompanied by peace of
conscience and spiritual exaltation, the practice of virtue demands self-control and self-sacrifice,
mounting at times even to heroism. However admirable this may be, nothing painful or difficult
is compatible with complete happiness, since one would be happier who could attain the same
good without the pain and difficulty. The Stoic might stand firm while the world topples about
him, but he could hardly be happy about it. Virtue is an indispensable means to happiness, but it
is not that happiness itself.

GOODS OF BODY AND SOUL TOGETHER

The goods of neither body nor soul taken separately can make man happy, for those of the
body cannot satisfy the soul nor can those of the soul satisfy the body. Should not, then,
happiness be sought in the satisfaction of the whole man, of both body and soul taken together?
Here again two possibilities arise, according as one seeks this satisfaction in enjoying a good
already attained or in the very process of striving to attain it. In other words, the two alternatives
are:

(1)Pleasure, or enjoyment of a good attained
(2)Self-realization, or the process of attainment

Pleasure.—The possession of the goods discussed so far results in pleasure of some kind,
either sensuous or intellectual. When we speak of pleasure as the aim of life, we mean both
sensuous and intellectual pleasure combined into one object, and ask whether happiness can be
found in a wise blend of physical and mental delights.

It is admitted that pleasure of some kind must be an ingredient in happiness. It is actually
desired and without it we could not be satisfied. But the pleasure referred to here is the pleasure
of this life only, the pleasure that can be derived with our present faculties from the objects that
surround us in this world. To examine the hedonist theory we must first understand just what
pleasure is.

There is no sense in trying to define pleasure. We know what it is by experiencing it, and
there is no doubt about the experience. Attempted definitions are merely verbal, substituting one
term for another.

We have no special faculty of pleasure. We cannot just simply enjoy. We enjoy this or that,



which means that we enjoy doing something or experiencing something. The doing or
experiencing must occur by the use of some faculty we possess, the main purpose of which is
something else besides mere enjoyment. The fact that we distinguish between sensuous and
intellectual pleasure shows that pleasure is an accompaniment of the use of other faculties, either
of the sensuous or intellectual order.

Since no one of our faculties has as its purpose pleasure and nothing else, pleasure is but the
accompaniment of the normal exercise of faculties which exist for the accomplishment of some
other purpose. We eat primarily to keep ourselves alive, though eating is also pleasant. We have
eyes to perceive what we need and to guide our movements, though many sights also give
delight. Sex is intended for the reproduction of the race, though it also has its pleasure. Intellect
enables us to live a civilized life, and there is also enjoyment in a problem successfully solved.
The same can be said of our other abilities.

The purpose of pleasure is to allure a person to exercise a natural faculty which is otherwise
beneficial to the individual or the race. We might not take the trouble to eat unless we felt hunger
and food had a taste. We keep our eyes open because we really enjoy looking. People would not
shoulder the responsibilities of matrimony were it not for the pleasures of married life. We would
give up hard thinking if we did not find problems an attractive challenge.

In the intention of nature pleasure is a means rather than an end. Men may make it an end
and seek it for its own sake, but, if they make it the only end or the last end, they thereby exclude
the end for which pleasure is adapted by nature as a means. By acting thus they contradict their
own nature, act unnaturally and, as we shall see later, immorally. Therefore pleasure itself is not
man's last end, although the attainment of the last end will undoubtedly bring pleasure, even the
greatest possible pleasure, as its natural accompaniment.

The pleasures of this life are not attainable by all men at all times. To have some pleasures
we must forego others. Pleasure is not lasting, for no faculty can be continuously exercised. Too
much indulgence makes pleasure cloying and often brings its own natural punishment with it.
Old age diminishes the possibility of pleasure and death ends it. Hence, though there is nothing
wrong in legitimate pleasure, it cannot give man the happiness he craves.

Altruistic pleasure, as proposed by the utilitarians, though on a higher plane than egoistic, is
also unsatisfactory. The joy we feel in kindness, in giving gifts, in helping others, in relieving
distress, in social uplift, in works of charity and benevolence, is among the purest and best we
can experience. The many who devote their lives to these activities are worthy of all praise. But
again they will not find here their last end. Some have neither the time nor the means for such
works. The joy that comes from them is often marred by ingratitude and misunderstanding.
Schemes for the betterment of mankind are seldom fully successful, and often result only in
bitterness and disillusionment. The philanthropist is by all means to be encouraged, but he must
not expect his efforts to bring him undiluted happiness.

Besides, there is something incoherent in the altruistic ideal. If bettering others is our last
end, what is the end of the men who are bettered? If we exist for the sake of other men, then
what are the other men for? If everybody exists for the sake of everybody else, then, when the
process is brought round full circle, there is really no last end for the whole of humanity.

These systems make man's temporal welfare his last end. If there were no God and no future
life, the conclusion would be reasonable enough that man ought to get as much pleasure and as
little pain out of his brief span as possible. But if there is a God and a future life, no such
conclusion follows; man may provide for his temporal welfare to the fullest, yet miss his last end
and slide into eternal ruin. These philosophers were not all atheists or materialists, but this only



shows the inconsistency of their ethics; for the fact of God's existence and the soul's immortality,
if admitted as true, cannot be left out of a system of morals.

Self-Realization.—We come to the second way of combining the goods of both body and
soul. By self-realization is meant full development, the actualization of all man's potentialities,
either of the individual or of the race.

It is argued that, since nature provides these potentialities in man, it must be nature's
intention that we develop them to the full. It is true that this is nature's intention and we are
obliged to develop our abilities, but it will not make us completely happy. Self-development is
one of the ends of human life, but not the last end.

The process of self-realization results in the fully developed man, but man cannot be
satisfied with himself. He is not satisfied with the mediocre abilities he has received to begin
with, and much less with the imperfect development he can give them. His noblest powers,
intellect and will, stretch out to something infinitely beyond himself. The self-realization
possible in this life would consist in a combination of goods of soul, body, and fortune. Few men
can succeed in acquiring these in sufficient proportion, and no one can keep them forever. The
knowledge that these things are fleeting sours their enjoyment. A well-stocked memory of a life
rich in experience, though it may make old age contented, cannot make it really happy.

A favorite view of the evolutionists is that the self-realization of man means the
development of the whole race, that the end of the individual is to contribute toward the future
good of humanity, that man who is now capable of little happiness must evolve into a higher race
capable of more. But this answer is no solution. The future happiness of the race cannot benefit
the individual now living, and he wants to be happy himself as well as to make others happy.
This happiness could only be a greater material prosperity and a higher level of culture, an
increase in the goods of body, soul, and fortune, and we have seen that these things, however
increased, can never be fully satisfying. If individual men are for the whole race, then what does
the whole race aim at? Progress for the sake of progress is futile: there must be some known goal
or else movement to it is unreasonable. To devote oneself to the advancement of civilization is a
worthy and high-minded enterprise, but it is not the last and supreme end of human life.

From our whole discussion so far it follows that neither things below man nor man himself
can make man genuinely happy. None of these things taken separately can satisfy, as we have
seen. Nor can the combination of them all taken together, because no one can secure all of these
goods in one lifetime, some of them are mutually exclusive and any choice among them will
leave other desires unsatisfied, they are all fleeting and insecure, and over the whole of them is
flung the shadow of death. The fact of death alone would have been sufficient argument to show
that none of these transitory things could be the purpose for which we live. We reviewed them in
detail because so many men, whatever their theoretical ideal, make them the practical goal, the
"be all and end all" of life.

God

The third main point is that man's happiness must be sought in something above man.
Above man we have God and angels. The existence of angels cannot be proved by pure reason,
though it can be suspected, for similar beings were thought of by the ancient pagan philosophers.
But no one has ever suggested that man's last end is to be found in angels or other creatures
superior to man, that man exists for their sake to be used or consumed for their well-being in the
same way as animals are for the sake of man; the fact that man is a person renders this idea



impossible. We mention angels only in order to have a complete disjunction in our whole
argument.

It follows by the process of elimination that the only object which can make man happy, and
thus is man's objective last end, is GOD.

Synopsis

The validity of a process of elimination depends on the completeness of the disjunction, that
is, on the assurance that no possible alternative has been overlooked. Though ethical systems
have an infinite possibility of variation in detail, and as the history of philosophy progresses
future theories will be proposed to supplant their predecessors, we can safely say that no theory
is conceivable that cannot be classified under some one of the headings given above. Any such
system which does not make God man's last end must, if it is to be taken seriously, fall into the
category of those which make man his own last end. As we saw, man is inherently incapable of
being his own happiness.

To show that the disjunction is complete, the following synopsis may be helpful. Man's
supreme good and objective last end must be one of these parallel alternatives:

Something below man
Goods of fortune: wealth, honor, power, etc.
Man himself
Goods of body: health, strength, beauty, etc.
Goods of soul:
Knowledge, the good of the intellect,
Virtue, the good of the will
Goods of body and soul together:

Pleasure, enjoyment of a thing attained:
egoistic, self-centered delight,
altruistic, doing good to others

Self-realization, the process of attainment:
of the individual, full self-development,
of the race, advancement of humanity

Something above man
Angels or other unknown superior creatures,
GOD

POSITIVE ARGUMENT

The following argument is independent of the process of elimination just given, but the two
arguments reinforce each other. We need to show that for our happiness God is required and
sufficient. If He is required, we cannot be happy without Him. If He is sufficient, nothing else is
necessary.

God is required, for no lesser being will do. Man is by nature a rational animal, and
rationality shows itself in two main tendencies: the tendency of the intellect to know all truth,
and the tendency of the will to possess all good. But God, as natural theology shows, is perfect
Truth and Goodness. Therefore without God man's intellect and will cannot be satified.



God is sufficient, for one who possesses God, though he may also enjoy creatures, has no
strict need of them. There can be no truth that it is not found in Truth Itself, no good that is not
found in Goodness Itself. God is the Infinite Being, possessing in Himself in an infinitely higher
degree all the perfections found in all possible creatures. Therefore any desire that any creature
could satisfy God Himself can satisfy far more completely.

That object alone which can fully satisfy all man's desires can give man all the happiness he
craves.

But God alone can fully satisfy all man's desires.

Therefore God alone is the object which can give man all the happiness he craves, and
hence is man's objective last end.

NATURAL AND SUPERNATURAL HAPPINESS

The two arguments given, the process of elimination and the positive argument, together
with material given previously, prove that even on the purely natural plane man must be destined
to a last end, that this last end is happiness, and that this happiness necessarily includes the
attainment of God in some way superior to our feeble groping toward Him in this life.

Do we mean a direct intuitive vision of the divine essence? As we said before, pure reason
apart from revelation cannot go this far. All that pure reason can establish is a knowledge and
love of God fully proportioned to man's natural powers and capacities, so that they are not left
frustrated but given thorough satisfaction. All that man can naturally aspire to, all that he is
naturally equipped for, is an analogical knowledge of God with its resultant love, that is, God
known and loved through His creatures. This is the type of knowledge and love strictly
proportioned to the intellect and will of man as natural faculties. We may say that in such a state
not God alone but God plus His creatures would be the object conferring happiness on us, but in
this combination God is the essential element and the place of creatures could be taken by some

sort of direct action of God on the soul.14

But do we not have an analogical knowledge with a corresponding love of God in the
present life? Yes, but it suffers from two fundamental defects that prevent it from making us
happy. Our knowledge of God in this life is not only limited but subject to error; the limitation is
part of our essential finiteness, but the error is remediable and must be removed before we can be
truly happy. Our love of God in this life is unstable and can be lost through sin; even a purely
natural happiness must contain the element of security, so that once possessed it could never be
in danger of being lost. Occasional error in the intellect and possible sin in the will are
compatible with a state of trial, of progress toward the goal, but are incompatible with the state of
term, with the enjoyment of the goal itself.

May the happiness we have been speaking of be called perfect happiness? The answer

depends on the terminology one prefers. The definition of perfect happiness given previouslyl2
is commonly accepted, but the application of the definition meets with wide disagreement, since
relatively perfect may be taken as relative to different things. Relative to God's happiness, all
finite happiness is limited; relative to the supernatural vision of God, all natural happiness falls
short; relative to another creature, one with smaller capacity may have as much happiness as it
can hold, though other creatures with larger capacities are happier; relative to itself, what can
satisfy the same creature at one stage would be insufficient for it should its capacity for
happiness expand. Hence one can hardly use the term relatively perfect happiness without
explaining how it is to be taken.



The natural order of things, far from excluding the possibility of elevation to a higher plane,
is open to the supernatural in the sense of having an obediential potency toward it. An
obediential potency, which is a potency only in an extended sense, is merely negative and does
not call for fulfillment. It means only that God can do with His creatures whatever He wants that
does not imply a contradiction. Thus, if God works a miracle on or with a creature, it must obey
Him. It has no positive ability to act miraculously but cannot resist the divine omnipotence acting
on it or through it. Likewise, God can lift the whole of human nature to a higher plane, giving it
an end and supplying it with means it does not naturally possess; if He does so, human nature is
in no condition to resist. Hence a natural last end, even if it be called an absolutely last end in
the natural order, cannot have that utter finality and ultimacy proper to a supernatural last end,
which is not even in obediential potency to anything higher.

So a natural happiness, even if complete on the natural plane, cannot be so thoroughly
satisfying as a supernatural happiness, which transcends the natural limitations of all possible
creatures. An analogical knowledge and love of God is certainly inferior to an intuitive vision of
the divine essence and therefore is absolutely less perfect. But it can be called relatively perfect
in one of the senses given previously, inasmuch as it is not defective in its kind, not subject to
error and sin, as is our analogical knowledge and love of God in the present life. It means a
knowledge and love of God perfectly proportioned to the natural capacities of this individual
being. It seems therefore quite correct to speak of perfect natural happiness, provided this term,
avoided by many writers, is properly explained and understood.

Would such a happiness be a static condition incapable of growth or progress? In the
absence of experience we can only speculate on what such a condition would be like. It would be
objectively static in the sense that God does not change and there is nothing further beyond God
to attain to. But need it be static subjectively, on the part of the finite possessor? There is no
intrinsic impossibility in the supposition that an analogical knowledge and love of God through
His creatures would be a continuously expanding knowledge and a continuously deepening love,
at each moment perfectly corresponding to the proximate capacity of the soul at that particular
stage, but with a remote capacity of indefinite growth because God is the inexhaustible Source of
everlastingly new manifestations of His infinite perfections.

All this matter is not necessary to our argument but has been put here to suggest answers to
certain difficulties, especially for those who wish to relate philosophical and theological data and
for those who try to picture more precisely the final state to which man is destined. But all we
have been striving to prove here is that without God no one can be truly happy and that God can
supply the place of any and all of His creatures in making us happy.

QUESTIONS AND REMARKS

Still further questions are suggested by the two arguments given in this chapter. They deal
with the attainment of God in a future life, whether that attainment be on a natural or a
supernatural plane.

1. God is infinite and man is only finite; how can man hope to attain God? We must
consider not only the object that is possessed, but also the way in which it is possessed. The
object possessed, God, is the Infinite Being, but man cannot possess God in an infinite way, in
the way in which God possesses Himself. We say that man will be completely happy, in a way
that fully satisfies his created nature, not that he will be infinitely happy. Man will know and



love God as much as man can know and love, not as much as God is knowable and lovable.

2. Why cannot finite man be satisfied by a finite good? We must distinguish a proximate and
a remote capacity for happiness. Proximate capacity refers to any particular moment or stage in a
being's existence; remote capacity to the full scope of a being's potentiality. The human intellect
is finite in its nature and in its proximate capacity, but unlimited in the range of its operation by
which it tends to being as such, in its most all-embracing aspect. At no moment can the human
intellect actually know all truth, yet no point can be reached at which it is incapable of knowing
more. Hence its remote capacity can never be filled, but its proximate capacity can be filled, and
this is the only sort of happiness possible in a creature. Only the Infinite Being can satisfy such a
faculty, completely filling its proximate capacity (actually finite) with an inexhaustible reserve
for its remote capacity (potentially unlimited). God, as Pure Act, is the only being in whom
proximate and remote capacities are identified.

3. If man's happiness is to be but an actually finite possession of the Infinite, man will know
that a higher degree of happiness is possible and will not be satisfied with what he has; how then
can there be such a thing as actually finite happiness? Each soul possessing God to the fullness
of its proximate capacity, will be as happy as it can be; but, since these capacities differ
according to the good and evil done during life, each soul will recognize that other souls with
higher proximate capacities are enjoying greater degrees of happiness. We may think that they
will be envious of others or dissatisfied with their own actual limitations. But neither of these is
possible in a state of entire happiness, which supposes complete conformity of the created will
with the divine will. Knowledge of God implies that what God has approved is best, and love of
God implies whole-hearted submission to the scheme of things ordered by divine providence.
This whole objection, if carried to its logical extreme, would mean that man cannot be happy
without being God. But the desire to be God is satanic pride, the essence of all sin, the very
opposite pole to happiness.

4. If happiness supposes the satisfaction of all our desires, how can a spiritual being like
God satisfy man's bodily desires? The lower faculties are ordained to the higher as their end and
fulfill their purpose in ministering to the satisfaction of the higher. When sentient and vegetative
functions are sloughed off at death, they cease to need any satisfaction, for they are no longer
there. Even if they did remain or if they should be restored to us by a resurrection of the body (as
Christian theology teaches), it would hardly be beyond God's omnipotence to devise a suitable
satisfaction for them.

5. How can man's soul be happy when separated from the body, since it is an incomplete
substance, essentially the form of the body, and designed for union with the body? St. Thomas
speaks of the disembodied soul as being in a violent or unnatural state, but his meaning should
not be exaggerated. Man is composed of two parts, one material and destructible (the body), the
other spiritual and indestructible (the soul). In the natural course of events one is made to outlast
the other. The human soul, being spiritual is unique among forms in that it can continue to exist
and operate (by intellect and will) without its partner; because it is a form but not a mere form, it
is called a subsistent form.

6. Would not the disembodied soul feel a lack of the pleasures it formerly experienced, and
so not be happy? We must distinguish what is essential to happiness (substantial beatitude) from
what is only contributory to it (accidental beatitude). Substantial beatitude, the satisfaction of
intellect and will in the possession of God, is all that is strictly required to give us all the
happiness we demand, and for this a body is not necessary. Accidental beatitude, the satisfaction
of any other powers that might be present together with the enjoyment of the society of other



creatures, though insufficient by itself, can enhance substantial beatitude already present. The
resurrection of the body would make the satisfaction of bodily desires imperative, but this would
belong to accidental beatitude, since such bodily satisfactions alone could not make us happy.

SUMMARY

Where can man find the happiness to which he is destined? What is man's objective last
end?

Hedonism or Epicureanism picks egoistic pleasure as man's last end, asserting that man,
with no hereafter to look forward to, acts wisely in seeking the greatest enjoyment here.

Utilitarianism prefers the altruistic pleasure of seeking the greatest happiness of the greatest
number, and measures morality by its utility in promoting the common good.

Stoicism holds that virtue is man's last end, despises pleasure, controls emotion by apathy,
and cultivates resignation to inexorable Fate in a pantheistic universe.

Evolutionism sees man's destiny as evolution toward an unknown but higher state, in which
the human race will find solution to its conflicts in full self-realization.

The thesis maintained here is that man can find happiness only in the possession of God in
the next life. The proof is twofold:

1. Process of elimination. Nothing below man can make man happy, nor can man make
himself happy; therefore only something above man can do so, and this is God. Goods of fortune
and goods of body are given to few, held with anxiety, and lost in the end. Knowledge is
toilsome, incomplete, and unsatisfying. Virtue, besides being hard to practice, is but a means to
the end and not the end itself. Pleasure is but a means used by nature to allure us to use our
faculties for other ends, and cannot be constantly enjoyed. Service of others supposes that these
others have some last end. Self-realization results only in a fully developed man who cannot be
satisfied with himself. Progress of the human race does no good to the individual now and leaves
unanswered what the race is for.

2. Positive argument. God is required to satisfy all man's desires, because the intellect tends
to all Truth and the will to all Good. God is sufficient, because all perfection is found in the
Infinite and whatever a creature can do God can do better.

Philosophical reason, though it can neither affirm nor deny a supernatural Beatific Vision,
can establish man's destiny as at least a relatively perfect natural happiness, consisting in an
analogical knowledge of God with its resultant love. This would have to be a condition of secure
possession; there is no reason why it would have to be static or exclusive of perpetual growth.

Difficulties can be answered as follows:

1. God is infinite, but man can attain Him only in a finite way that yields a finite enjoyment
of the Infinite.

2. Man's proximate capacity for happiness can be filled, but his remote capacity extends
indefinitely.

3. One will not be envious of others' greater happiness because conformity to God's will is
part of his own happiness.

4. Man's bodily faculties will either not be present or, if they are, will have their satisfaction.

5. As a subsistent form, man's soul is fitted to survive the body and can operate without it.



6. Possession of God gives substantial beatitude; other enjoyments pertain only to accidental
beatitude.
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CHAPTER 5

THE HUMAN ACT

PROBLEM

So far we have seen that man has a last end and what that last end is: that it is happiness in
the possession of God. It is too obvious for further comment that such happiness is not possible
in the present life. But we have proved that it is attainable somewhere; if not here, then hereafter.

What then is the use of the present life? If our last end can be attained only in the next life, it
follows that this life can be no more than an intermediate end, an end which is also a means to
the last end. A means is good insofar as it helps to the end, bad insofar as it hinders from the end.
Human life consists of the actions a man performs, and primarily of those which are under his
control; it is by these that a man lives like a man. Such acts are called conduct. The purpose of
this life, therefore, is so to conduct ourselves as to make ourselves worthy of the happiness that is
offered us in the life to come. Five points arise for discussion:

(1)Conduct as the means to the last end
(2)Conduct as composed of human acts
(3)Psychological structure of the human act
(4)Ethical structure of the human act
(5)Responsibility entailed in the human act

CONDUCT AND THE LAST END

To make the attainment of our last end, both subjective and objective, depend on our
conduct in the present life is the only way consistent with the wisdom of God and the dignity of
man.

The wisdom of God demands it, because happiness is the highest good and it is only
reasonable that it should be appreciated by those possessing it. It would be unwise to squander it
on those who deliberately make themselves unworthy of it, for then God Himself would seem
not to appreciate the value of the gifts He gives. It is hard to see how even God Himself could
make supreme happiness compatible with a shameful consciousness of having rendered oneself



positively undeserving of it.

The dignity of man demands it, because man is by nature an intelligent and free being,
capable of guiding himself to his destiny under God's providence. If happiness were thrust on
man without his will, his highest attributes, intelligence and freedom, would be useless to him for
accomplishing the main purpose of his existence. Every being seeks its end in the way set for it
by its nature, for a being's nature is nothing else but its essence considered as the principle of its
activity. Since man's nature is intelligent and free, it is by way of using these qualities that he
should seek his end.

HUMAN ACTS

Man's actions taken collectively are called behavior or conduct. Behavior is more of a
psychological word and is applied even to animals, whereas conduct has a strictly ethical
meaning and is exclusively human. Conduct consists of acts, but not of all or any acts a man can
perform. It is customary to call the kind of acts constituting conduct human acts, making this
expression a technical term with an exact and restricted meaning. St. Thomas puts it as follows:

Of actions done by man those alone are properly called human which are proper to man as
man. Now man differs from irrational animals in this that he is master of his actions. Wherefore
those actions alone are properly called human of which man is master. Now man is master of his
actions through his reason and will, whence too the free will is defined as the faculty of will and
reason. Therefore those actions are properly called human which proceed from a deliberate will.

And if any other actions are found in man, they can be called actions of a man, but not properly

human actions, since they are not proper to man as man.X

Hence there are two kinds of acts:

1. A human act (actus humanus) is one of which man is master, one that is consciously
controlled and deliberately willed, so that the agent is held responsible for it. These human acts
constitute human conduct and form the subject matter of ethics.

2. An act of a man (actus hominis) is one which a man happens to perform, but he is not
master of it, for he has not consciously controlled it, has not deliberately willed it, and for it he is
not held responsible. Such are acts done in infancy, sleep, delirium, insanity, or fits of
abstraction; they have no ethical significance and do not constitute human conduct.

Note carefully that the distinction here is not between acts of the rational order and those of
the sentient or vegetative order. It is true that rational acts, such as thinking and willing, are
proper to man in the sense that he alone can do them whereas sentient and vegetative acts, such
as eating, sleeping, walking, growing, are actions that man has in common with other beings.
This is how psychology classifies them to understand human nature; but ethics tries to explain
human conduct, and its whole question is whether man is master of his acts or not, be they of the
rational, sentient, or vegetative order.

Man is the only creature in this world who can think, but if his thoughts simply run along by
association without his conscious direction and control, such thoughts are only acts of a man, not
human acts, even though they are of the rational order. On the other hand, eating and sleeping
are by their nature merely animal acts that man does in common with brutes, but they become



human acts if the man does them knowingly and willingly. To put food in the mouth while in a
distracted state of mind is an act of a man, but to determine deliberately to eat this food is a
human act. To be overcome by drowsiness and fall asleep is an act of a man, but to go to bed
intentionally for the purpose of sleeping is a human act. Hence, though it is impossible to have a
human act unless it is guided by intellect and will, the act itself so guided can be of any sort. In
other words, a human act can be either physical or mental in nature provided it is deliberately
willed.

PSYCHOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

Human conduct is the result of a complex psychological process. There is an interplay of
man's two specific faculties, intellect and will. We give the briefest summary of this process,
stressing only those points that have some ethical importance.

For a man to act he must first be attracted by some good. When the intellect knows
something as good, there arises in the will a liking for it. If it is seen as not only good in itself but
also good for the agent, the liking becomes a desire or wish. If the intellect further sees it as a
possible good that may be striven for and obtained, this moves the will to an act of spontaneous
intention or tending toward the good, a stretching forth to gain the object without yet considering
the means necessary to it. The intellect now goes about the task of weighing the various sets of
means by which the intention might be carried out, and this act of the intellect is called counsel
or deliberation, whose outcome is to arrive at a last practical judgment: "This is the thing to be
done here and now." The will may now accept the deliberate last practical judgment of the
intellect by a free act of decision which cuts off debate. This has two moments: as a preference of
one alternative set of means over another it is called choice; as an acquiesence in the judgment of
the intellect and the choice of the means it is called consent. Then the intellect, by the act of
command (imperium), points out to the will the need of carrying this decision into execution.
Finally, there come the use of the means chosen and the enjoyment of the end attained.

In all there are six acts of the will. Three are about the end: wish, intention, and enjoyment.
Three are about the means: choice, consent, and use. Each act of the will is preceded by an act of

the intellect, the most important of which is deliberation.2

INTELLECT WILL
Perception of the good Wish
END Judgment of attainability Intention
Deliberation Consent
MEANS {Last practical judgment Choice
Command Use
EXRCULION {Perception of attainment Enjoyment

In the accompanying scheme the word intention is taken in a technical sense. The intention
that precedes deliberation can mean only the spontaneous movement of the will toward
embracing a perceived good. It is entirely outside our control whether we shall have such a
reaction or not. Recognition of this attraction in us starts off the process of deliberation, a kind of
debate with ourselves whether to yield to it or to resist it. If yielded to by consent after
deliberation, the intention persists until the execution of the act. Then we say that the act was
done with deliberate intent, and the act is a human act. But the initial intention before
deliberation and consent is not a human act, but only a spontaneous tendency.

Deliberation itself is not a human act unless we reflect on it and initiate a secondary
deliberation. We spontaneously begin to weigh motives for and against our contemplated course



of action without recognizing that we are doing so. But if our attention is turned to the fact that
we are deliberating, the question arises whether we should continue our deliberation or break it
off. If we decide to continue, our act of deliberating becomes a human act, but the original point
at issue is not yet a human act, because we have not yet consented to it but only to deliberate
about it. Such reflections on our own acts can become quite complex.

Deliberation consists of a series of practical judgments for and against the contemplated
course of action. The last practical judgment is not distinct from the deliberation but is simply
that one among all these judgments that the will consents to and accepts. It is the consent of the
will that makes this judgment the last one, thus ending the deliberative process. Likewise consent
and choice are not two distinct acts, but the consent to one alternative is the choice of it over its
opposite, and vice versa. Only in a case where no two alternatives are offered could there be
consent without choice.

It may seem surprising to see command listed as an act of the intellect rather than of the
will. St. Thomas takes command as an act of ordering and directing, involving an understanding
of the fitness of means to end; this is properly an act of the intellect, though no execution of the
command is possible without an accompanying act of the will.

A warning should be issued here not to take this whole process too mechanically. Intellect
and will are but faculties or abilities by which the whole man acts; it is the person who acts by
means of his faculties. The faculties are not independent agents, nor are they geared like the
wheels and levers of a machine. Besides, there is no need of considering each of the stages
mentioned above as a distinct act; they blend together in the most confusing fashion and are
much more complicated than can be described conveniently. We must, however, always
distinguish the indeliberate from the deliberate acts of the will, that is, the act which preceded
from the act which follows deliberation. The most important part of the process is consent, for it
is this which makes the act ours in the sense that it is chargeable to us. Up to that point it was not
a human act; afterwards it is.

COMMANDED ACTS

The will can control not only its own acts but the acts of other faculties as well. The will
makes decisions but usually relies on other faculties to carry them out. The will can decide to
walk, but it cannot do the walking; it must command the muscles of the legs to carry out the
decision by performing the act. The will decides to think, but it cannot do the thinking; it
commands the intellect, the faculty of understanding, to turn its attention to this thought rather
than that. The will can command itself, as when it decides to reach a decision now or to put it off
till later. St. Thomas speaks, as we have done, of acts commanded by the will, but command

itself (imperium)® he makes an act of the intellect rather than of the will, an act issued by the
intellect moved thereto by a previous act of the will, the act of choice, and coming before the
next act of the will, the act of use. When we speak of the will commanding, we are only using a
short expression for the whole process.

The will can command, then, both external bodily acts and internal mental acts. I decide to
study, and this decision is the act of the will itself. I take out my book, turn to the lesson, bend
my eyes on the page; these are external bodily acts commanded by the will. I focus my mind on
the matter, understand what I am reading, fix it in my memory; these are internal mental acts
commanded by the will. Thus study is a mixed act involving the use of the eyes in reading and of
the intellect in understanding, both under command of the will.



Which of these is the human act? It might seem that only the act of the will itself, the act
which the will as a faculty performs or elicits, the so-called elicited act of the will, is the human
act. In the strictest sense this is true, for it is in the will that choice and consent reside, and it is
these that give an act its specifically human character. Hence if a man decides to do something
with clear consent of his will, but is prevented by circumstances from carrying out his decision,
he is responsible for this consent. Thus a man can be guilty of murder in intent although he never
gets the chance to carry it out.

But commanded acts share in the consent of the will that commands them. Man's will is his
controlling faculty and he is held responsible for all that he controls through his will, both for the
internal acts of the will itself and for the acts of other faculties that the will commands. Both are
human acts, but the former are so in a stricter sense.

ETHICAL CONSTITUTION OF THE HUMAN ACT

After this brief survey of the psychological background of the human act, we must now
determine the properties which characterize it from the ethical standpoint. A human act, or
human conduct, has three qualities:

(1)Knowledge
(2)Voluntariness
(3)Freedom

Of these voluntariness is the one which essentially constitutes the act a human act.
Knowledge is an essential prerequisite without which the act cannot be voluntary. Freedom is
connoted in nearly all our human acts and ordinarily follows from the fact that the act is
voluntary.

Knowledge,—Conduct springs from a motive and is directed to an end. The will is a blind
faculty, a faculty of striving and not of knowing, and cannot act unless enlightened by the
intellect. The intellect proposes the good and the will tends toward it. Also, the end cannot be
attained without the use of suitable means, and the will, being blind, cannot see the suitability of
these means. So the intellect is needed, not only to propose the end to be attained, but also to
pass judgment on the fitness of the means to the end and to devise a course of conduct that will
efficiently lead to the end. The intellect must think this all out before presenting it to the will for
its decision.

The activity of the intellect is especially apparent in the process of deliberation, where the
motives for and against cannot be weighed unless they are known. There must also be advertence
to what one is about, a focussing of attention on the acts being done so that a man is conscious or
aware of his acts. Advertence is impossible without a certain amount of reflection, by which the
mind turns back and looks at itself acting. The person both knows that he knows and knows that
he wills.

Advertence and reflection occur in varying degrees, thereby affecting the human character
of the act. An act is a human act only insofar as it is known. Any part or circumstance of the act
that the doer does not advert to is not attributable to him. This works both ways: a man who
willfully kills another without knowing that the victim is his father commits murder but not
parricide; a man who steals money not knowing that it is counterfeit is morally guilty of theft,
though he gets no profit out of it.



Voluntariness.—To have a human act, it is not sufficient that it be guided by knowledge,
but it must also be willed. An act which comes from both knowledge and will is called voluntary,
an adjective formed from the Latin word for will. A voluntary act is a willed act, one that neither
is forced on a person from without nor arises spontaneously from within. After much groping
about, Aristotle suggests the following definition:

Since that which is done under compulsion or by reason of ignorance is involuntary, the

voluntary would seem to be that of which the moving principle is in the agent himself, he being

aware of the particular circumstances of the action.

Aristotle thus grants voluntariness to acts done by children and animals. While not wishing
to contradict Aristotle, St. Thomas points out that animals' actions can be called voluntary only
in an analogous and participated sense (like our modern use of the term animal intelligence), and
that the voluntary agent must know, not merely the circumstances of the act, but the end to which
it leads. St. Thomas puts his definition in these terms:

It is of the nature of a voluntary act that its principle be within the agent, together with some
knowledge of the end.2

Throughout his whole discussion it is evident that the inner principle referred to is the will.
Hence his definition may be amended thus: A voluntary act is one which proceeds from the will
with a knowledge of the end.

Voluntariness is one of our simplest and most familiar notions. We should not take the
impression that there is anything recondite or mysterious about it. A voluntary act is simply a
willed act, one in which the agent knows what he is about to do and wills to do it. The difficulty
is that some of the words we commonly use to indicate this kind of act have certain connotations
we do not wish to stress. We say that a person acts willingly, willfully, intentionally,
deliberately, or voluntarily; these all mean the same in the present context. To act willingly one
does not have to act gladly and eagerly, to act willfully it is not necessary to be wayward or
obstinate, to act intentionally does not require that one act vigorously or ostentatiously, to act
deliberately there is no need of acting slowly and painstakingly, to act voluntarily it is not
necessary to volunteer or freely offer oneself for some work. The English words often have these
shades of meaning, but we use them simply in the sense that a person knowingly wills what he
does.

Freedom.—Freedom (in the sense of free will, as we take it here) is the ability, when all
requisites for acting are present, of either acting or not acting, of doing this or doing that.
Ordinarily all voluntary acts are free acts, but the concepts are not the same. A free act supposes
two or more eligible alternatives, at least the alternatives of acting or not acting. If only one is
possible, yet that is what the person would knowingly and willingly take were choice offered, his
act would be voluntary without being free. Such an act would proceed from the will with a
knowledge of the end (voluntary), yet one would be unable to refuse it (not free).

Does this ever happen? Only in one case: when man is confronted with the perfect good.
This is so overwhelmingly good that there can be no motive for refusing it, and man cannot act
without a motive. In this life the desire for happiness in general is of this type, as is the actual
possession of God in the next life. But for all practical purposes voluntariness and freedom



coincide, and in our study we can neglect the slight distinction between them.

CONSEQUENCES OF VOLUNTARINESS

A voluntary act, as the product of a man's own will guided by his own reason, is the actual
exercise of his mastership over his conduct. Though the act is done and finished, it is still
referable to its master as his act. The basic explanation why it was done rather than not done is
that he willed it, and thus it remains forever related to him. This relation we express by the words
responsibility and imputability. They express the same relation between the agent and his act, but
they look at the relation from different sides: we say that the agent is responsible, answerable,
accountable for his act and that the act is imputable, chargeable, attributable to the agent.
Responsibility for a bad act is called guilt, but we have no corresponding word for this in a good
act. To determine the degree of a person's responsibility for an act is the same as to determine
how far the act was voluntary on his part.

Besides the relation between the agent and his act, there may be a further relation of both to
reward or punishment. An act is a transitory thing, lasting only so long as it is being done, but
rewards and punishments are not always given immediately on the doing of the deed. A murderer
kills his victim and is apprehended years later; we feel justified in punishing him now, though his
evil act lasted only a moment. A soldier receives a medal for bravery long after the battle is over;
we feel that, though his deed is only a memory, something of it remains in him and calls for a
reward. Some kind of moral entity must be produced in the doer by his deed to connect him with
the reward or punishment to come. This property or essential consequence of a human act is
called merit. To merit something is to earn it, to deserve it, to be entitled to it as payment or to be
liable to it as punishment. Further pursuit of this subject must be postponed, since it would carry
us into the fields of law, right, sanction, and justice.

SUMMARY

Why should our last end depend on our conduct? God's wisdom forbids Him to squander
happiness on those who make themselves unworthy of it. Man's dignity demands that he seek his
last end in a manner befitting his intelligent and free nature.

What precisely is conduct? It consists of human acts. In contrast to mere acts of a man,
human acts are those of which man is master by consciously controlling and deliberately willing
them.

The human act is the result of a complex psychological process involving wish, intention,
deliberation, choice, consent, use, and enjoyment. The decisive point is the consent of the will
following the deliberation of the intellect.

Commanded acts, acts of faculties commanded by the will, share in the consent of the will
and are also considered human acts in a borrowed sense.

A human act has three qualities: knowledge, voluntariness, and freedom.

Knowledge points out the end and the means to it, guides deliberation, and provides
advertence and reflection, without which there can be no consent of the will.

Voluntariness means that the act is really willed, that it proceeds from the will with a
knowledge of the end. It supposes that the agent knows what he is doing and wills to do it.

Freedom adds to voluntariness the possibility of choice. All free acts are voluntary. All
voluntary acts are also free, except desire for and possession of the perfect good.



Some main consequences of voluntariness are responsibility in the agent, imputability in the
act and merit in both.
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CHAPTER 6

VOLUNTARINESS

PROBLEM

Voluntariness, since it is the essential constituent of a human act, must be investigated more
thoroughly. We defined a voluntary act as one which proceeds from the will with a knowledge of
the end. But that which proceeds from the will may be closely or remotely connected with the
will itself, and may share in its voluntariness in varying degrees. Also, not merely one's acts but
the consequences of one's acts may be voluntary. Besides, not all knowledge is equally clear nor
does the will consent always with equal decisiveness. The following points come up for
discussion:

(1)Can there be voluntariness in not acting?

(2)How much attention is needed for a voluntary act?
(3)Are unwanted but foreseen consequences voluntary?
(4)What destroys or weakens voluntariness in our acts?

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE VOLUNTARINESS

There is a difference between not willing to do something and willing not to do something.
In the first case there is no act of the will and therefore no voluntariness. In the second case there
is an act of the will, an act of deliberate omission or refusal, and this is quite voluntary. Hence
voluntariness can be positive or negative, according as we will to do something or to omit
something, and both of these are different from a state of non-voluntariness, which is an absence
of willing.

The state of not willing is often psychologically impossible to maintain. We do not will so
long as the doing of an act does not even cross our mind. But when we think of it, and especially
after we have reflected on it and deliberated about it, we must do either of two things; take it or
leave it, will to do it or will not to do it. One course is as voluntary as the other. Negative
voluntariness is not the same as no voluntariness, just as a negative number is not the same as
zZero.



ATTENTION AND INTENTION

For my act to be voluntary I must knowingly will it. But must my mind be focused on the
act at the very moment I am doing it? Can I perform a voluntary act when in a state of complete
distraction? For any voluntariness to remain, must a previous decision to act still influence my
behavior or may it have entirely ceased its influence? Can something which I never did will but
presumably would have willed if I ever thought of it be called voluntary on my part?

To answer such questions, it is customary to distinguish four levels of intention with which
an act is performed, each giving rise to a difference in voluntariness. It is useless to try to reduce
these to one basis of division, though they are obviously related and represent a progressive
diminution of voluntariness.

An actual intention is one that a person is conscious of at the moment he performs the
intended action. The person pays attention not merely to what he is doing but also to the fact that
he is here and now willing it.

A virtual intention is one that was once made and continues to influence the act now being
done, but is not present to the person's consciousness at the moment of performing the act. Thus
a man walks to a definite destination; his intention was actual on starting out, but soon becomes
virtual as his mind drifts onto other subjects while he takes the right turns and arrives where he
wanted to go. What he willed was the whole series of acts that would bring him there, but he
need not be thinking of his destination every step of the way. After his first decision, the
subsequent acts could be carried out while his mind is completely distracted from its original
purpose.

A habitual intention is one that was once made and not retracted, but does not influence the
performance of the intended act. Though called habitual, it does not imply any habit; it is an
intention that was once had, and is still had only in the sense that it was never revoked, for no
psychic remnant of it need remain in the mind. A man accepts an invitation to dinner and intends
to go, but in the meantime becomes thoroughly drunk and happens to stagger into the dinner
without the slightest idea of where he is or why he is there. A man fully resolves to kill his
enemy but is prevented by circumstances from carrying out his intent, though he never revokes
it; later, while hunting, he shoots at what he thinks is an animal, but finds that he has accidentally
shot his enemy.

An interpretative intention is one that has not been made but presumably would have been
made if the person were aware of the circumstances. If the literal application of a law would
cause more harm than good, one might interpret the mind of the lawgiver and relax the law in
this particular case. If a repentant thief cannot return stolen goods because he cannot discover the
owner, he may give them to the poor on the presumption that this would be the will of the owner
in the present circumstances.

For an act to be voluntary an actual intention is not necessary, but a virtual suffices. The
habitual and interpretative intentions indicate that the person's will (either once actually had or
merely presumed) is objectively carried out, but not by the person's own voluntary act. An
habitual intention, however, is sufficient for the fulfillment of certain kinds of obligations; for
example, if I give you a gift, completely forgetting that I already owe you the money in payment
of a debt, the debt is satisfied.

FORESEEN CONSEQUENCES OF VOLUNTARY ACTS



There is a difference between the way in which the act itself is voluntary and the way in
which its consequences are voluntary. That is voluntary in itself, or directly voluntary, which is
the thing willed, whether it be willed as an end or as means to an end. That is voluntary in cause,
or indirectly voluntary, which is the unintended but foreseen consequence of something else that
is voluntary in itself; the agent does not will it either as end or as means, but sees that he cannot
get something else without getting it; he wills the cause of which this is a necessary effect. Thus
one who throws a bomb at a king to assassinate him, knowing that he will kill the king's
attendants also, directly wills the throwing of the bomb (as means), also directly wills the death
of the king (as end), and indirectly wills the death of the attendants (as consequence) though their
death gives him no profit. But a consequence which is neither intended nor foreseen is
involuntary, such as the death of one who unexpectedly rushes up to the king after the bomb has
left the thrower's hand.

The assassin just described, since his act is wrong from the start, is morally responsible for
all the deaths he foresaw would result from his act, whether he wanted them or not; he had no
right to will them or to permit them. But good or indifferent acts also may have bad effects,
which can be foreseen. Is one always obliged to avoid them? This question of the indirect
voluntary, as it is often called, of those effects that are merely voluntary in cause, poses a
problem of the utmost importance in ethics. Since we have not yet seen the factors which can
make a human act good or evil, it will be better to postpone our treatment of the indirect

voluntary or the so-called double effect principle to the chapter on the sources of morality..

MODIFIERS OF VOLUNTARINESS

Voluntariness is perfect, if the agent has full knowledge and full consent. It is imperfect, if
there is something wanting in the agent's knowledge or consent or both, provided he has both in
some degree. If either the knowledge were wholly lacking or the consent were wholly lacking,
there could be no voluntariness at all. The question now arises: What renders voluntariness
imperfect, reducing the specifically human character of the act and making the agent less
responsible? We list five such modifiers of voluntariness:

(DIgnorance, affecting the knowledge
(2)Passion, affecting the consent of the will
(3)Fear, opposing to the will a contrary wish
(4)Force, actual use of physical compulsion
(5)Habit, a tendency acquired by repetition

Ignorance.—Lack of knowledge exists in varying degrees. The term ignorant is usually
applied only to persons and not to things incapable of knowledge. One capable of knowledge but
lacking it may or may not have an obligation to have such knowledge. Neither a sea captain nor a
doctor needs to know music or archaeology; such merely negative ignorance has no ethical
import. But the case would be different if the sea captain piloted a ship without knowing
navigation, if the doctor tried to practice without knowing medicine; ignorance in these instances
is a privation of knowledge that ought to be present. Ignorance may exist without error but is
implied in all error; one who mistakes Smith for Jones does not know either man.

Ignorance either can or cannot be overcome. Ignorance that can be overcome by acquiring
the requisite knowledge is called vincible ignorance. Ignorance that cannot be overcome because



the requisite knowledge cannot be acquired is called invincible ignorance. A person can be
invincibly ignorant for one of two reasons: either he does not realize his state of ignorance, and
so it does not cross his mind that there is any knowledge to be acquired; or he does realize his
ignorance, but his efforts to obtain the knowledge are of no avail. Ignorance should be taken
relatively to the person: Is the information obtainable by him and in time for the decision he must
make?

Vincible and invincible ignorance are further modified by the amount of effort put forth to
dispel the ignorance. If the knowledge cannot be gained by any means at all, no matter how
difficult, the ignorance is absolutely or physically invincible. If the knowledge cannot be
obtained by a reasonable amount of effort, such as normally prudent and good men would feel
obliged to use in the circumstances, the ignorance is practically or morally invincible, even
though it is absolutely vincible. A man may be physically able to walk a hundred miles to obtain
a bit of information, but it would be unreasonable to expect this except in a matter of the utmost
importance.

The culpability of vincible ignorance depends on the amount of effort put forth to dispel it,
and the amount of effort called for depends on the importance of the matter and the obligation of
the agent to possess such knowledge. One who makes a little effort, but not enough, shows some
good will but insufficient perseverance. One may know that the knowledge can be obtained, but
is too lazy or careless to search for it. One may doubt whether the knowledge can be obtained,
and after a little effort may hastily but wrongly judge that it cannot. One may make no effort at
all, either with full knowledge that the ignorance is vincible, or not caring whether it is or not;
both cases are known as crass or gross ignorance, and show bad will. One may deliberately
avoid knowledge in order to plead ignorance as an excuse, such as refusing to read notices or
dodging those who might inform him; this sort of pretense is called affected or studied ignorance.

1. Invincible ignorance destroys voluntariness. Knowledge is requisite for voluntariness,
and in the case of invincible ignorance this knowledge is not obtainable. Therefore what is done
in invincible ignorance is not voluntary. A man who passes on counterfeit money, not suspecting
that it is counterfeit, does no wrong. His act of paying is voluntary, but not his paying in
worthless money.

2. Vincible ignorance does not destroy voluntariness. The person knows that he is ignorant
and that he can gain the knowledge. By deliberately failing to make sufficient effort he allows
himself to remain in ignorance, and the effects that follow from this ignorance are voluntary in
cause, for they are foreseen consequences. A surgeon, knowing that he has not sufficient
knowledge for a difficult operation that can be postponed, performs it anyway and Kkills the
patient; though he did not want the patient to die, he deliberately exposed him to serious and
unnecessary danger, and is responsible for the death.

3. Vincible ignorance lessens voluntariness. The less knowledge there is, the less
voluntariness there can be. Though the ignorance itself is realized, the effect of the ignorance is
only vaguely perceived. In the example above, the surgeon is not sure that he will kill the patient,
but knows only that it is a probable effect. He is less guilty than one who would deliberately plan
to kill a man in this way.

4. Affected ignorance in a way lessens, in a way increases voluntariness. It lessens, because
all lack of knowledge lessens voluntariness, since the person does not see clearly the full import
of what he is doing. It increases voluntariness, because the person intends to use the ignorance as
an excuse; the fact that he can plead ignorance removes the risk of punishment and is an added



motive for the will, strengthening its resolve. The increase of voluntariness in this latter respect is
usually more important than the lessening of voluntariness in the former respect.

Passion.—It is difficult to get a word that means precisely what we want here. The older
writers call it concupiscence, but this term has become too ambiguous. Concupiscence originally
meant simply desire, then any motion of the sensitive appetite, then that part of the sensitive
appetite which is opposed to the irascible part, then the rebellion of the sensitive appetite against
the dictates of reason (a theological term indicating a result of original sin), from which it comes
to mean proneness to evil in general, and then proneness to evil especially in the matter of sex.
The native English word is lust, and it has gone through a similar evolution. Because of possible
misunderstanding, these two words are better avoided in the present context.

The idea we want here is that of any very strong motion of the sensitive appetite. The word
feeling is too weak; emotion is stronger but not strong enough. The word passion seems to suit
best, though it is not perfect, for it puts too much stress on two emotions, anger and love, and we
mean them all.

We shall not enter into a psychological discussion of the passions: their nature, number, and
varieties. We are interested only in the effect of the passions on a human act. We usually speak
of the passions as affecting the freedom of a human act rather than its voluntariness, for passion
may make us will a thing more strongly, but with less self-control. It is in this sense that passion
is sometimes said to increase voluntariness but lessen freedom. Passion certainly increases the
force of the will act, but this is more of a psychological than an ethical consideration. The man
who has less self-control has less responsibility, and his act is that much less a human act.

The passions may arise spontaneously before the will has acted. When an object is presented
to the senses, the sensitive appetite is stirred up almost automatically and reacts by sudden
feelings of joy, anger, hatred, grief, shame, pity, disgust, and the like. These emotions, if felt
very strongly, are what we mean by the passions. They often occur in us without our will or
against our will. Passion of this kind is called antecedent, because it comes before the will can
act.

We can also intentionally stir up our passions by brooding on the objects that arouse them.
We can actually make ourselves angry by vividly rehearsing insults in our imagination, or
frightened by the hair-raising details of a horror story, or sad by an exaggerated indulgence in
self-pity. Passion thus deliberately aroused is called consequent, because it comes after the free
choice of our will. Antecedent passion is but an act of a man, but consequent passion is a human
act. Antecedent passion becomes consequent when it is recognized for what it is, and then is
deliberately retained or fostered.

1. Antecedent passion may destroy freedom. If the passion is so sudden or violent as wholly
to prevent the use of reason, it makes deliberation impossible and the act performed under its
influence is neither free nor voluntary. Experience shows that complete loss of control
sometimes happens, though rarely.

2. Antecedent passion does not usually destroy freedom. In most cases a man even while
upset by passion remains master of his acts. Enough knowledge and consent remain for his act to
be both voluntary and free, and he is held responsible for it. That this case is the normal one is
also evident from experience.

3. Antecedent passion lessens freedom. It makes calm intellectual deliberation more
difficult. The motives on each side cannot be weighed with perfect impartiality. The will is
predisposed more strongly toward one side than the other, and its freedom of action is hampered.



Hence an act done with passion, when free, is less free than one done with cool premeditation
and no disturbing influences. The act may be more voluntary in the sense of a greater onrush of
the will, but it is less so in the sense of self-control and moral responsibility dependent on calm
judgment.

4. Consequent passion does not lessen voluntariness but may increase it. The state of
passion is deliberately aroused or fostered, and is therefore voluntary in itself. The act resulting
from the passion is voluntary either in itself or in its cause. A man intentionally broods over an
insult in order to nerve himself for an act of revenge; he is using the passion as a means and the
revenge as an end, and both are voluntary in themselves. A man who does not want to kill
forsees that his continual brooding over his wrongs will get him into such a state of frenzy that
he will kill; yet he deliberately continues to nurse his anger, and as a result becomes insane with
rage and kills his enemy; his state of passion is voluntary in itself, but his act of killing is
voluntary in cause.

Fear.—Fear is the apprehension of impending evil. It can be an emotion, a disturbance of
the sensitive appetite, when it appears as a sudden fright-producing reflex or as an impulsive act
of avoidance. In this sense fear is one of the passions and follows the laws on the passions stated
above. But there is also an intellectual fear, comprising an understanding of a threatened evil and
a movement of the will to avoid this evil by rationally devised means. This kind of fear may have
no emotional component. Thus a man may steal because he is afraid of poverty, may lie because
he is afraid of disgrace, may murder because he is afraid of blackmail. This is the kind of fear we
mean as a separate modifier of voluntariness.

Fear may be slight or grave, depending on the amount and proximity of the threatened evil.
A lesser evil that threatens us now may produce more fear than a greater evil still far off. The
slightness or gravity of the fear may be estimated either absolutely or relatively, according as we
refer it to men in general or to this particular person. What would produce a slight fear in one
person may produce grave fear in another because of the subjective condition of each; some are
naturally cautious while others are bold, some have little aversion to a condition that others
would find intolerable. As a modifier of voluntariness, fear must be taken relatively to the
person.

Fear is a modifier of voluntariness only when it is a motive for acting and not a mere
accompaniment of our act, when we act from fear and not merely with fear. A soldier deserting
his post in battle through cowardice is motivated by fear; if he stays at his post despite the
danger, he may have just as much fear but it does not influence his conduct.

1. Fear does not destroy voluntariness. It is true that the emotional type of fear can throw a
person into such a panic that he loses all self-control. But the intellectual type of fear we are
dealing with does not produce such an effect. The person calmly looks about for an escape from
the theratened evil and makes a deliberate choice. He could choose to face the evil but prefers to
yield to his fear instead of resisting it, and therefore wills what he does.

2. Fear lessens voluntariness. An act motivated by fear is one that we will, but would not
will except for the fear we experience. This admixture of reluctance weakens the consent of the
will, leaving us with a divided mind and a hankering for the other alternative, thus lessening our
voluntariness.

If a person's decision is clear-cut and straightforward, so that he acts without any regret or
reluctance, his act is voluntary and the alternative he did not choose is involuntary. But when he
acts regretfully and reluctantly, when he chooses something he would rather not be obliged to do,



there is a conflict between his will and his wish. His will is what he deliberately chooses; his
wish is what he would like if circumstances permitted.

The time-honored example is that of the sea captain who throws his cargo overboard to save
his ship in a storm. The act contains both a voluntary and an involuntary aspect: voluntary in the
sense that he does it deliberately and intentionally with sufficient knowledge and consent, for he
could refuse and try to weather out the storm or even let his ship sink; involuntary in the sense
that he would rather not have to do this and, if there were no storm, certainly would not do it. So

he wills to jettison his cargo, wishing that he did not need to.2 Despite the contrary wish
(technically called a velleity), this act of jettisoning the cargo is voluntary and the agent is held
responsible for it, but it is not as voluntary as it would be were there no contrary wish present.
The unwilled wish itself is involuntary, since it was not consented to, and does not constitute,
though it may modify, human conduct.

Acts done under duress and intimidation have fear as a motive. These are acts extorted
under threat of evils to be inflicted by another human will. Unless the person becomes so
emotionally upset as to become temporarily insane, a matter of passion rather than of intellectual
fear, acts done under duress and intimidation are free and voluntary, for the person could have
refused and taken the consequences. As we shall see later, contracts unjustly extorted through
fear can be invalidated by positive law; the invalidation does not come from lack of
voluntariness, but from the fact that positive law uses its authority to nullify such contracts for
the common good.

Force.—Force, violence, or compulsion is external physical power making one do
something against his will. In common language, one who yields to a threat of violence is said to
be forced, yet this is not really force but fear, and the person's voluntariness is to be judged by
the rules on fear. As a distinct modifier of voluntariness, force must be understood in its strictest
sense as no mere threat but the actual use of physical might. If I hand over my money to a thug
because he thrusts a gun at me, that is fear; if he physically overpowers me while he rifles my
pockets, that is force.

Force cannot reach the will directly, for it touches only external acts and not the internal act
of the will itself, in which voluntariness resides. We can continue to will the opposite, no matter
how violently we are forced to do the act. Hence the act we are forced to do is involuntary, so
long as the force is resisted. Somebody else may have the physical strength to make us do
something, but he cannot make us will it.

The act a violent aggressor is trying to make us do may or may not be evil in itself. If it is
not, we may yield to it and comply with his demands; our rights are outraged and injustice is
done against us, but we ourselves are not doing wrong, only saving ourselves further harm. One
who is kidnapped need not struggle (and this is true of one acting from fear as well as force), for
there is no moral wrong in merely going off to another place. But in a case such as rape, where
consent would involve moral wrong, resistance is required.

How much resistance? At least internal resistance, which consists in withholding the
consent of the will, and passive external resistance, which consists in noncooperation with the
aggressor. Active external resistance, which consists in positively fighting the aggressor, is also
necessary when without it the withholding of consent would be too difficult to maintain, but not
when it would be useless and there is no danger of consent.

Force, consented to reluctantly but really, lessens voluntariness because a contrary wish is
present. If, however, the person actually wants to do what he is being forced to do and only
pretends to resist, there is no genuine violence brought to bear and the act is quite voluntary.



Habit.—The nature and kinds of habit will be discussed when we come to the virtues; here
we are interested only in the way habit may affect the voluntariness of an act. For our present
purpose we may define a habit as a constant way of acting obtained by repetition of the same act.
When a habit has been acquired, the actions follow from it spontaneously and almost
automatically, so that deliberate guidance becomes unnecessary.

1. We may set out deliberately to acquire a habit, as when we try to learn a sport or to play a
musical instrument. Then the habit is voluntary in itself, and the acts resulting from it are either
voluntary in themselves if intended with the intention of acquiring the habit or at least voluntary
in cause if they are the unintended but forseen consequences of the habit.

2. We may not intend to acquire a habit for its own sake, but voluntarily perform acts which
we know are habit-forming, as a person who takes up smoking. Here the acts done are voluntary
in themselves and the forming of the habit is voluntary in cause, since we know that we cannot
do habit-forming acts without getting the habit. After the habit has been acquired, acts
unintentionally following from it are also voluntary in cause.

3. We may discover that we have unintentionally acquired a habit, either because we did not
realize that we had done the same thing in the same way so often, or because it did not occur to
us that such actions are habit-forming. In this case we are not responsible for the existence of the
habit or for the acts that unintentionally follow from it, so long as we remain ignorant that we
have the habit. Only a gross lack of reflectiveness could cause this condition to remain
indefinitely, but it can happen.

In whatever way we may have acquired the habit, as soon as we fully recognize our
condition we face the choice of either keeping the habit or trying to get rid of it. In either case a
new act of the will is called for; the act of getting and the act of keeping are two separate acts,
and each may be voluntary.

If we decide to let the habit remain, our possession of the habit now becomes voluntary in
itself and the acts that unintentionally follow from the habit are voluntary in cause. The habit,
however acquired, now falls into the first category mentioned above.

If we decide to get rid of the habit, as we are obliged to do if the habit is bad, we are now
the victim of two opposite pulls, the voluntary decision of our will to suppress the habit and the
involuntary persistence of the habit itself. Long-standing habits of a certain type are not
overcome in a day, and when our vigilance is relaxed will inadvertently spring out into the
corresponding act. Success in this struggle is bought only by constant watchfulness and effort. If
we let down the guards, we shall soon find ourselves drifting back to the old familiar way. The
voluntariness of such acts depends on the amount of advertence at the moment when the act is
performed, and also on the amount of effort we put in to get rid of the habit. Here, just as in the
dispelling of vincible ignorance, we are obliged to put in an amount of effort proportional to the
importance of the matter. Depending on these factors and on the person's sincerity, the
voluntariness of acts done from habit may be perfect or imperfect or none at all.

To these five modifiers of voluntariness it is possible to add others, such as sleepiness,
sickness, pain, alcohol, drugs, and other conditions that reduce awareness and self-control. They
do not seem to involve any new principles beyond those already discussed. The modern
technique of "brainwashing" poses a serious problem for moralists. We shall have to learn more
about the actual methods used and their effects before we can pass judgment on the moral
responsibility of the victims.

Abnormal mental states will, of course, seriously affect the capacity of a person to perform



human acts. The lighter neuroses will probably only lessen voluntariness, while the deeper
psychoses may destroy it entirely. The mentally ill may have complete self-control at times or
along certain lines, and none or little at other times or in other forms of behavior. A
kleptomaniac may be a very rational person except when under the spell of this particular
compulsion; these acts are involuntary, but not the other acts the person performs. Each case is
different and must be judged by itself.

SUMMARY

Voluntariness is positive, if one wills to do something; negative, if one wills to omit
something; none, if one does not will.

Intention is actual, if now present to consciousness; virtual, if unconsciously continuing to
influence the act; habitual, if once made, never retracted, and not now influencing the act;
interpretative, if it would have been made had the agent ever thought of it.

An act is voluntary in itself (directly) if willed either as end or as means; voluntary in cause
(indirectly) if it is the unintended but foreseen consequence of something else that is voluntary in
itself. Unforeseen consequences are involuntary. Note that what is only voluntary in cause is
nevertheless voluntary.

Voluntariness is perfect if there is full knowledge and full consent; imperfect, if there is
some flaw in one or both.

Ignorance is lack of knowledge in one capable of it. Invincible ignorance cannot be
overcome and destroys voluntariness. Vincible ignorance can be overcome and does not destroy,
though it lessens, voluntariness.

Passion is any strong emotion. Antecedent passion, arising sponstaneously, lessens freedom
and may, though rarely, destroy it. Consequent passion, deliberately aroused or fostered, does not
lessen voluntariness but may even increase it.

Fear is the apprehension of impending evil. Fear affects voluntariness only when it is the
motive for acting. It does not destroy freedom, but lessens it because of the contrary wish
mingled with our actual will.

Force is actual external physical power making us act against our will. The act is
involuntary if we withhold consent.

Habit is a constant way of acting through repetition of the same act. The acquisition of a
habit may be voluntary in itself, voluntary in cause, or involuntary. One who finds he has
acquired a habit must choose either to keep it or get rid of it. Responsibility for habitual acts
depends on the amount of advertence and on the effort to get rid of the habit.
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CHAPTER 7

MORALITY

PROBLEM

So far we have established that the last end of man is happiness in the possession of God,
and that the means to this end is the human act or voluntary human conduct. The question now
before us is to relate the means to the end:

Will any sort of conduct bring us to our last end?

An affirmative answer to this question means that there is no distinction between right and
wrong, and no science of ethics. As was said in the beginning, ethics rests on a fact of
experience: the judgment of right and wrong, the conviction men have that some acts are right
and ought to be done, others are wrong and ought not to be done, still others are indifferent and
may be either done or not. This fact implies that men judge that there is a wrong kind of conduct
that will not bring us to our last end, as well as a right kind that will.

Is this common conviction of mankind, that there is right and wrong conduct, a true
judgment? Why is some conduct considered right and other conduct wrong, and what is the value
of the reasons given? This is the problem of morality.

MEANING OF MORALITY

Morality is the quality in human acts by which we call them right or wrong, good or evil. It
is a common term covering the goodness or badness of a human act without specifying which of
the two is meant. The opposite of moral is properly unmoral or nonmoral, terms which indicate
that the act has no moral significance at all, that it is simply unrelated to morals. The word
amoral is also used in this sense but is more often applied to persons deficient in a sense of
moral responsibility. Since the word immoral means morally bad, it indicates an act that has a
definite moral quality (a bad one). When clearly opposed to immoral, the term moral means
morally good. Thus moral and unmoral are contradictories, for everything either has or has not
some reference to morals; moral and immoral are contraries, as marking the extremes of good
and bad within the field of morals while excluding the morally neutral and irrelevant.

In judging the morality of a human act, we may take into consideration the subjective
peculiarities of the agent and look at the act as conditioned by his knowledge and consent,



background, training, prejudices, emotional stability, and other personal traits. We ask whether
this individual person did right or wrong in this particular case, considering all the modifiers of
voluntariness that might have come into play. Morality so considered is subjective morality and
is determined by whether the act agrees or disagrees with the agent's own conscience.

But we may also abstract from such subjective conditions, which, though always present in
any individual act, can be known directly only by the personal conscience of the doer. We can
simply look at the kind of act performed and at the outward circumstances apparent to any
observer. We ask not whether this individual is excused from responsibility for the act because of
his ignorance or passion or any other modifier of voluntariness but whether any normal person
with full command of his faculties is allowed deliberately to will that kind of act. We are judging
the objective nature of the act done, not the subjective state of the doer. Morality so considered is
objective morality.

If we ask, "Is murder wrong?" "Is truthfulness right?" we are asking about objective
morality. If we ask, "Did this man fully realize what he was doing when he killed that man?"
"Did this man intend to tell the truth when he blurted out that remark?" we are asking about
subjective morality.

Morality in its completeness includes both its objective and subjective aspects, but for
convenience of study we must take them separately. That there is such a thing as subjective
morality is evident, for it is a fact of each one's experience that his conscience approves or
disapproves of what he does. Before examining how an individual conscience can arrive at a
judgment, we must see the nature of the acts about which conscience is to judge. Do they have a
rightness or wrongness of their own with which the judgment of conscience should be in
agreement? If not, anybody's judgment is as good as anybody else's and ethics becomes a mere
listing of opinions. Hence objective morality, as being more fundamental, must be studied first.

Though some kind of objective morality is commonly recognized, not all are agreed on its
nature, source, and validity. Why is a certain kind of act said to be good or bad? Is the act good
because it is commanded, bad because it is forbidden? Or is the act commanded because it is
good, forbidden because it is bad? An act that is neither good nor bad of its own very nature but
becomes so only because it is commanded or forbidden by some law or custom is said to have
conventional or extrinsic morality. An act that is good or bad of its own very nature
independently of any command or prohibition is said to have natural or intrinsic morality.

That conventional morality exists is evident, for no one can deny the existence of laws, such
as the laws of the state or the unwritten law of custom, which issue abundant commands and
prohibitions, rendering good or bad many actions which would otherwise be morally indifferent.
Hence the question is not one of choosing between conventional and natural morality but
whether besides conventional morality there is also natural morality. To sum up the question:

1. Are any acts commanded or forbidden because they are right or wrong of their very
nature? Is there a natural morality?

2. Or are all acts right or wrong because they have been commanded or forbidden? Is all
morality merely conventional?

The theory which says that all morality is determined by convention, that it is the result of
someone's arbitrary will commanding or forbidding certain kinds of acts, that it is not based on
something intrinsic in the human act itself or in the nature of man, is known as moral positivism.
It is so called because it holds that all morality rests on positive law as opposed to natural law.



The theory takes three main forms, according as the convention or arbitrary decision to consider
some acts right and others wrong is the result of:

(1)The laws of the state
(2)The customs of men
(3)The free choice of God

THE STATE

The crudest form of moral positivism is that which makes morality a creation of the political
state and its laws. Some think that no act is wrong unless there is a law against it, and the only
law they acknowledge is the civil law. Where the arm of the law cannot reach, anything goes.
Morality is thus the product of civilized life, which necessarily entails political organization.
Morality is made the same as legality. This popular misconception has had few philosophical
defenders, but there are two of great influence.

Thomas Hobbes and Jean Jacques Rousseau maintain that before man organized himself
into a political community there was no right and wrong. The state itself is not a natural society
but the result of the social contract, a purely conventional agreement whereby men give up part
of their natural rights (liberty to do anything they please) in order to preserve the rest. Once civil
society is formed, it commands and forbids certain actions for the common good and this is the
beginning of right and wrong. Therefore there are no acts right or wrong of their very nature but
only because commanded or forbidden by the political state.

Hobbes and Rousseau differ greatly in their views on the state of nature, on the form of the
social contract, on the mode of transferring rights, on the seat of sovereignty; but these belong
rather to their theories on the state. Here we are interested only in the fact that they deny natural
or intrinsic morality. One may wonder what value morals can have if they are but arbitrary
conventions of man, but Hobbes and Rousseau both insist on the validity of morality once the
state has been established.

A few key passages will show Hobbes' view:

During the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that
condition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man against every man. . .

To this war of every man against every man, this also is consequent: that nothing can be
unjust. The notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice, have there no place. Where there is no
common power, there is no law; where no law, no injustice. Force and fraud are in war the two
cardinal virtues. Justice and injustice are none of the faculties neither of the body nor mind. If they
were, they might be in a man that were alone in the world, as well as his senses and passions. They
are qualities that relate to men in society, not in solitude. It is consequent also to the same condition,

that there be no propriety,l no dominion, no mine and thine distinct; but only that to be every man's

that he can get; and for so long as he can keep it . . 2

Where no covenant hath preceded, there hath no right been transferred, and every man has a
right to everything; and consequently, no action can be unjust. . . . Before the names of just and
unjust can have place, there must be some coercive power, to compel men equally to the
performance of their covenants, by the terror of some punishment greater than the benefit they
expect by the breach of their covenant. . . and such power there is none before the erection of a

commonwealth.2



Rousseau distinctly states that morality is based on convention:
Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. Many a one believes himself the master of
others, and yet he is a greater slave than they. How has this change come about? I do not know.
What can render it legitimate? I believe that I can settle this question. . . The social order is a sacred

right which serves as a foundation for all others. This right, however, does not come from nature. It

is therefore based on conventions. The question is to know what these conventions are. . E

Since no man has any natural authority over his fellow-man, and since force is not the source

of right, conventions remain as the basis of all lawful authority among men. . .2

The passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces in man a very remarkable
change, by substituting in his conduct justice for instinct, and by giving his actions the moral quality

they previously lacked 8

We readily admit that the state can pass laws on indifferent matters and make them binding
in conscience. As guardian of public order and safety, the state decrees that we shall drive on the
right side of the road, though either side might have been chosen. Thus the state gives extrinsic
morality to an act intrinsically indifferent. But not all acts are of this kind. There are some acts
the state cannot command and others the state cannot forbid. No state could survive that
commanded murder, theft, perjury, and treason, or that forbade kindliness, honesty, truthfulness,
and loyalty. Such actions were good or bad before there was any state. They are not good or bad
because the laws of the state command or forbid them, but the state is obliged to command or
forbid them because they are good or bad in themselves.

The argument may be summed up as follows:

If the state makes all morality, the state can change or abolish all morality.

But the state cannot change or abolish all morality. For no state can be wholly arbitrary in
its laws but must command certain forms of acting that are necessary for society's well-being and
must forbid other forms of conduct that are destructive of humanity and of the state itself.

Therefore the state does not make all morality.

CUSTOM

The theory that morality is mere custom has always been widespread since the days of the
Sophists and Skeptics of ancient Greece. Some give legitimacy to the custom after it has been
introduced, while others advocate its abolition. One who wishes to do away with morality must
adopt some such theory to explain how men ever became deceived into thinking that right and
wrong exist.

Some think that morality was imposed on men by clever and influential persons to keep the
common people in subjection; by the force of public opinion and the weight of tradition the
ordinary man accepts the moral code and wears the chains forged for him; only a few bold spirits
assert and achieve freedom. This is the philosophy of the world's moral rebels. Bernard de

MandevilleZ gives the idea expression but thinks it a providential arrangement.

The opinion of Friedrich Nietzsche® is not very different. In the beginning there were no
good and bad, only the strong and the weak. The strong with their masculine virtues of power,
cunning, and ruthlessness despised the weak with their feminine virtues of patience, obedience,
and kindliness; and the weak feared the strong. Each class admired its own qualities and
condemned the opposite; thus arose the distinction between master morality and slave morality.



By weight of numbers, assisted by the influence of Christianity, slave morality triumphed. This
outcome was a disaster. The common herd does not count, and it is the duty of society to produce
an aristocracy of "Supermen,” who will be the embodiment of the masculine virtues and will

restore the master morality. The "Superman" will be beyond all good and evil, a law to himself.

Modern evolutionists, of whom Herbert Spencer? is typical, trace the first beginning of

moral ideas in animals. As man gradually evolved from a brutish condition, these moral ideas
underwent a parallel evolution. Ways of acting that were found profitable developed into
primitive tribal customs, which with the progress of civilization were gradually purified into our
present system of morals. This will give way to a still higher system as the evolutionary process
continues.

Positivism,1? founded by Auguste Comte, .l considers ethics a part of sociology, which
Comte makes the supreme science. Moral customs grew out of social customs and fluctuate with

the changes in society. It is therefore a form of ethical relativism. Friedrich Paulsen,12 though
hardly to be classed as a positivist in general, holds that there can be no universal morality in the
concrete, that the moral code is different for each person, and that every moral philosophy is

valid only for the sphere of civilization from which it springs. John Dewey!2 reduces morals to
customs, folkways, established collective habits, but he admits that they so form the texture of
our lives that there is no escaping from them.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels with their Communist followers hold the materialistic
conception of history, according to which moral, political, artistic, social, and philosophical ideas
are determined by the economic conditions of society. Each age, people, and class forms its ideas
to suit its own peculiar economic situation. According to communistic belief, the economic
changes to be brought about by the downfall of capitalism will require the formation of a new
morality to supplant the present outmoded "bourgeois" morality.

These are a few samples of this type of theory. We are not interested here in discussing
"Superman" and other romanticist fancies, but in noting that all these opinions deny that there is
any intrinsic morality, that there is any basis in the nature of things for the distinction men
commonly make between right and wrong. To assess this view we must see what is meant by
custom.

What Is Custom?—Custom arises by repetition of the same kind of act in the same way. It
is the external result of habit. Why do men repeat acts? Because the first time they did a certain
act they found it pleasant or useful, and they want to obtain the same good again. In the
beginning men do not repeat acts merely because they have done them once or twice before, but
for the sake of some advantage. Until the custom has been formed, custom itself is not the source
of action. Customs and traditions have their value as passing on to future generations in ready-
made form the profitable experiences of our elders. As historical connections with the past, as
the cement of cultural continuity, they are the mainstay of every civilization.

But custom can also act as a drawback. Over a long period of time circumstances may
radically change, and acts which were formerly advantageous may now in the new conditions
become useless or even harmful, yet men by force of habit continue to perform them without
reflecting why they do so. Thus men continue to observe certain rites and ceremonies long after
they have forgotten their meaning. Traditions can so pile up that a whole people will persist in
doing a thing in a wasteful or illogical manner even after they recognize its absurdity, because
they find it easier to conform to prejudice than to try to make men abandon familiar patterns of
behavior. Our clumsy calendar, our irregular English spelling, our uncomfortable formal dress
are instances.



As we noted in the very beginning of ethics, there are two kinds of customs: manners,
which are mere customs; and morals, which are customs, it is true, but not mere customs. Mere
customs, acts which are repeated solely because they have been done before, can be changed by
lapse of time, by powerful authority, by continual propaganda and popular re-education. This
change may be difficult to accomplish, but history shows that even the most deeply lodged
traditions, if they are mere traditions, can be broken. But this is not true of all customs, not of the
kind called morals, for there are:

(1)Some customs that cannot be abolished, and
(2)Some kinds of acts that can never be made customary

Some Customs Never Abolished.—Eating and breathing are customs, but men cannot be
re-educated to do without them. Conversation and exchange of ideas are customs, yet only a fool
would try to prohibit them. Music and artistic expression are customs, but there is no prospect of
ever eradicating them wholly from any people. The reason is that, though customary, they are not
mere customs, but are founded on man's physical, mental, and emotional needs.

These instances are drawn from outside the field of morality, but the same conclusion holds
true of man's moral life. It is customary for men to respect the lives and property of others in
peacetime, to love their children, to pay their debts, to tell the truth, to be faithful to their friends,
to fulfill their promises, to help others in distress. But these are not mere customs. If they were,
they could be abolished and the opposite custom introduced. Not only would men refuse to
accept the opposite custom, but there would be an end to human life and society. There would be
no property, no children, no commerce, no talking, no friends, no promises, and no man would
live to maturity much less produce a second generation. Here we are only using a few obvious
examples and not trying to set up a full code of morality. We say only that some customs cannot
be abolished, and the reader can take what examples he wishes.

We may call such acts customs in the broad sense of something done over and over again,
but they are not mere customs in the sense that the only reason why they are done is that they
have been done before. They represent the way man must live if he is to have a human life at all.
Therefore such acts are good, not because they are customary, but because of their very nature.
They are good in themselves, and were so before they became customary.

Some Acts Never Customary.—We cannot make it customary for man to walk down the
street shooting people indiscriminately, for witnesses in a lawcourt to lie, for soldiers to desert in
battle, for hosts to poison their guests, for every man to slander his neighbor's character and run
off with his neighbor's wife. There must be some reason why such acts could not be established
as customary. It is because such acts are evil in themselves and of their very nature. They are
destructive of the fundamental capacities and requirements of man, and hence of human nature
itself.

Of course there are men who do these things, but that is not the point. The point is that this
kind of conduct is branded as wrong, and we are trying to find out why. Such conduct must ever
be the exception, not the rule; the isolated instance, not the practice of the group; a blot on
humanity, not the accepted ideal. If it becomes too widespread, it threatens the very existence of
the society within which it grows. In our tolerance of human behavior, customary or otherwise,
there is a limit beyond which, if we are to survive, we cannot go. There is a vast difference
between antisocial conduct which people view with an amused or annoyed forbearance and the
life of the outlaw whom society is forced for its own protection to hunt down like a beast. This



latter kind of conduct can never become so prevalent as to be the accepted custom of the race,
and even if it should nothing could make it moral. Morality, therefore, is based on something
deeper than custom.

We do not deny that some evil customs may be adopted even by a whole people or nation,
but history shows that no block of humanity can thus deteriorate without paying the price.
Nations as well as individuals can be guilty of immoral conduct, and can become outlaws from
the family of nations. We are experiencing in the world today the results of international
immorality, and the lesson to be drawn from it is: You can't live that way!

We can sum up the argument in the following syllogism:

If mere custom makes all morality, mere custom can change or abolish all morality.

But mere custom cannot change or abolish all morality, as the foregoing discussion shows.
For some forms of behavior are too destructive of humanity ever to become customary among
men, and other forms of conduct are so necessary for human living that it could never become
customary to do without them.

Therefore mere custom does not make all morality.

DIVINE DECREE

If morality is not a result of human convention, it must have its source in God. But our
original question still remains: Are acts good because God commands them and evil because He
forbids them, or does God command them because they are good in themselves and forbid them
because they are evil in themselves? If the first alternative is chosen, there is no natural morality
and all morality comes from divine positive law; in this case we still have moral positivism.

The medieval writers who give pre-eminence to the will over the intellect (voluntarism as

opposed to intellectualism) have a leaning in this direction. John Duns Scotusi? thinks that all
obligation comes from God's absolutely free will, and that adultery and murder in themselves are
bad for man as contrary to his nature, but would not be wrong if God did not forbid them; he
believes in intrinsic goodness or badness, but not in intrinsic rightness or wrongness. William of

Ockham,12 denying that universal ideas have a basis in reality, frees even the divine will from
dependence on the divine ideas, and makes the goodness or badness of acts depend solely on the
divine will. In one passage he says that God could even command His creatures to hate Him, and
this hatred would then become meritorious. All acts are indifferent in themselves and become

good or bad only because commanded or forbidden by God. Samuel Pufendorf,1© the celebrated
German jurist, also attributes all morality to God's free will, but what he seems to mean is that
God may create any creature He wishes, but then requires that the creature conform its conduct
to its nature. None of these writers says that God actually is arbitrary or capricious in His willing.
René Descartes goes to a further extreme when he declares that even mathematical truths depend
on God's free choice; if so, moral truths likewise would be no more than divine whimsies.
Descartes says:

It is self-contradictory that the will of God should not have been from eternity indifferent to
all that has come to pass or that ever will occur, because we can form no conception of anything
good or true, of anything to be believed or to be performed or to be omitted, the idea of which
existed in the divine understanding before God's will determined Him so to act as to bring it to pass.



Nor do I speak here of priority of time; I mean that it was not even prior in order, or in nature, or in
reasoned relation, as they say, so that the idea of good impelled God to choose one thing rather than
another. . . God did not will the three angles of a triangle to be equal to two right angles because He
knew that they could not be otherwise. . . It is because He willed the three angles of a triangle to be

necessarily equal to two right angles that this is true and cannot be otherwise; and so in other

CaSQS.ﬂ

It is true that morality is dependent on God and that God's will is free, but the above
explanation will not hold. We must not imagine God looking over the catalogue of possible
human acts and arbitrarily picking out some which He determined to designate as wrong, but
might just as well have picked out others. It is true that God commands good acts and forbids
evil ones, but this will of His is not arbitrary or capricious; His will depends on His intellect and
both His intellect and will depend on His essence.

There can be no contradiction in God. He cannot command man to perform the kind of act
His own holiness makes impossible for Him, and He cannot forbid man to perform the kind of
act His own holiness requires of Him. God cannot be cruel, unjust, unfaithful, untruthful,
wanton, or perverse. He not only does not want to but He cannot, for to act thus would destroy
His very Being, and He is Being by essence. Therefore He cannot command His creatures to act
thus. These acts are not wrong because God has forbidden them, but God has to forbid them
because they are wrong of their very nature.

If morality depended on God's arbitrary and capricious choice, He might have decreed that
the present code of morality last until a certain date, to be followed by the opposite code. In such
a case God Himself would be making a mockery of all morality and of Himself as the Source of
morality.

CONCLUSIONS

We readily admit that there are some actions which are right or wrong merely because
someone in authority has commanded or forbidden them. These actions are determined by
positive law: the state has the right to forbid some actions not otherwise wrong for the sake of
good order, human customs may sometimes have the force of law, God may lay positive
commands on men either by direct revelation or through His Church.

But there are other actions so good of their very nature that no human law, custom, or divine
decree could make them bad; and there are other actions so bad of their very nature that no
human law, custom, or divine decree could make them good. Besides, no human law, custom, or
divine decree can make acts that are good or bad in themselves become indifferent acts. But they
can, by command or prohibition, make acts that are indifferent in themselves become
extrinsically good or bad.

It must be insisted on that diversity of opinion on morals does not affect the arguments
given. However much opinions may differ, there is a common denominator of moral action
among men, and the arguments are drawn from this alone. Men may dispute whether this
particular act is murder, theft, lying, or adultery; but there is no dispute that all sane men
condemn murder, theft, lying, and adultery in general, and recognize that such acts cannot be
made the standard of good conduct by any law, custom, or decree. If not, there must be some
reason why not, and this can be found only in the very nature of such acts.

We may tie all these strands of argumentation together as follows:



If all morality were conventional, all actions would be right or wrong because commanded
or forbidden either by the state or by custom or by God. For man can be subject only to God or to
man, and to man as politically organized (the state) or as apart from political organization
(custom).

But some actions are right or wrong independently of all three: of the state and of custom
and even of God's decree. For God cannot arbitrarily contradict the nature He has created nor can
man escape the basic needs and demands of his nature, as explained in the foregoing.

Therefore not all morality is conventional, but there is also a natural morality.

SUMMARY

Morality means the rightness or wrongness of human acts. It is objective or subjective,
according as it overlooks the personal peculiarities of the doer of the act or takes them into
consideration. It is natural or conventional according as it finds right and wrong in the very
nature of the act or in determination by positive law. Our question is about objective and natural
morality.

Is all morality conventional, or is some morality natural?

Moral positivism is the theory that all morality is conventional, that there are no acts good or
bad of their very nature. Three sources for the convention are suggested:

1. The state. Hobbes and Rousseau say that there was no morality before the formation of
the state, and morality now consists in obedience or disobedience to the civil laws. The argument
against this is that the state can give conventional morality to indifferent acts, but no state can be
completely arbitrary in its laws; there are acts every state must command and other acts every
state must forbid, because human life itself demands it; these acts were moral or immoral before
there was any state.

2. Custom. This was held by philosophers as widely separated as Spencer and Nietzsche,
Comte and Marx. Custom can attain the force of law and give conventional morality to
indifferent acts. But not all morality can be based on custom, for some customs cannot be
abolished and some kinds of acts can never be made customary. The only reason for this is that
these acts are good or bad independently of any custom, and custom is not the source of all
morality.

3. Divine decree. Though morality depends on God's will, even God cannot be completely
arbitrary in what He wills, but His will depends on His intellect, and both His intellect and will
depend on His essence. God cannot contradict Himself. Since He cannot Himself act in a way
contrary to His infinite essence, He cannot command or permit His creatures to act thus.

Conclusion. Some acts have only a conventional morality; of themselves indifferent, they
become good or bad only because someone in authority has commanded or forbidden them. But
there are other acts which have natural morality; they are good or bad of their very nature, and no
human law, custom, or even divine decree can make them otherwise.
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CHAPTER 8

THE NORM OF MORALITY

PROBLEM

We have seen that there is such a thing as morality. There are some acts of their nature
indifferent, which receive a conventional morality from being commanded or forbidden by
legitimate authority. But there are other acts to which morality is truly natural. Their morality is
not based on some arbitrary and capricious whim either of the state or of custom or even of God
but on the very nature of the acts themselves; for this reason they have become prescribed by the
state or customary among men or sanctioned by God.

Our next task is to set up some norm by which we can find out what these acts are: which
acts are good, which are bad, and which are indifferent by their very nature. The following points
come up for discussion:

(1)What is meant by a norm of morality?

(2)What faculty must we use to measure morality?
(3)How do we set up a norm of morality?

(4)What is the true norm of morality?

(5)How do we prove that this is the true norm?
(6)Is this norm really practical and proximate?
(7)What is the ultimate norm of morality?

MEANING OF A NORM

A norm is a rule, standard, or measure; it is something fixed with which we can compare
something else whose nature, size, or qualities we doubt. So a norm of morality will be a rule,
standard, or measure by which we can gauge the goodness or badness of an act. It will be
something with which an act must positively agree to be morally good, with which it must
positively disagree to be morally bad, and toward which it must be neutral to be morally
indifferent.

A norm may be proximate or ultimate. To find out whether a space is a yard long, we apply



a yardstick to it. But how do the makers of yardsticks determine what a true yard is? They
measure their yardsticks by some officially recognized yard beyond which there is no appeal,
such as the metal yard bar kept in London or a definite mathematical fraction of the metal meter
bar kept in Paris. In general, a proximate or derived norm is one directly applicable to the thing
to be measured, and is here at hand ready for use; an ultimate or original norm is the last reason
why the proximate norm is what it is. Theoretically, the same thing can fulfill the functions of
both ultimate and proximate norms. It is possible to carry a thing to London or Paris and measure
it by the metal bar there, but in practice this is inconvenient and it is usual to have two concrete
embodiments of the same abstract measure, one for practical use and one for ultimate reference.

That there must be some norm of morality is evident. We have shown that there are some
acts of their very nature good and others of their very nature bad; there must be something by
which to distinguish one class from the other. There must be a proximate norm, for otherwise the
measure would be useless, inapplicable to individual concrete acts, which are the only kind that
can actually exist. There must be an ultimate norm, for otherwise there would be nothing to
guarantee the validity of the proximate norm.

To find something we must look with the right means in the right place. We cannot find
gold by listening for it and it does not grow on trees. So in endeavoring to discover the norm of
morality we must decide:

(1)What faculty to use in our search, and
(2)In what area to employ this faculty

THE MORAL SENSE THEORY

Have we a special faculty for discovering and measuring morality? In the late seventeenth
and throughout the eighteenth century a group of British moralists thought that the perception of
moral good and evil is the work of some faculty distinct from the intellect or reason; this special
faculty they called the moral instinct or moral intuition or moral sense.

Shaftesbury,! who was much taken up with speculations on the beautiful, recognized that
besides its other forms there is also moral beauty, that a moral life is really a beautiful life. The
sense of beauty he considered a special faculty of the mind, and when applied to moral beauty it
becomes the moral sense. Moral beauty consists in a proper balancing of public and private
affections, of selfish and social impulses, resulting in a well-rounded and harmonious life. This
theory is called moral aestheticism.

Francis Hutcheson? developed Shaftesbury's views by separating the moral sense from the
aesthetic sense, giving to the former the specific function of distinguishing right from wrong.

Joseph Butler? took the rather obvious step of identifying the moral sense with conscience,
which he seems to consider a faculty distinct from the intellect. Thomas Reid, representative of
the Scottish School of Common Sense philosophy, sums up the moral sense theory as follows:

The abstract notion of moral good and ill would be of no use to direct our life, if we had not
the power of applying it to particular actions, and determining what is morally good, and what is
morally ill.

Some philosophers, with whom I agree, ascribe this to an original power or faculty in man,
which they call the Moral Sense, the Moral Faculty, Conscience. . .

The name of the Moral Sense, though more frequently given to Conscience since Lord



Shaftesbury and Dr. Hutcheson wrote, is not new. . .

In its dignity it is, without doubt, far superior to every other power of the mind; but there is
this analogy between it and the external senses, That, as by them we have not only the original
conceptions of the various qualities of bodies, but the original judgment that this body has such a
quality, that such another; so by our moral faculty, we have both the original conceptions of right
and wrong in conduct, of merit and demerit, and the original judgments that this conduct is right,
that is wrong; that this character has worth, that demerit.

The testimony of our moral faculty, like that of the external senses, is the testimony of

nature, and we have the same reason to rely upon it4

Adam Smith, the economist, approaches ethics from the standpoint of psychological
analysis. The moral faculty or conscience is an instinctive sentiment of sympathy, which he
explains in a novel way:

We either approve or disapprove of our own conduct, according as we feel that, when we
place ourselves in the situation of another man, and view it, as it were, with his eyes, and from his
station, we either can or cannot enter into and sympathize with the sentiments and motives which
influence it. . .

When I endeavor to examine my own conduct, when I endeavor to pass sentence upon it, and
either to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself, as it were, into
two persons; and that I, the examiner and judge, represent a different character from that other I, the

person whose conduct is examined into and judged of 2

These theories all demand some faculty distinct from the intellect to judge of right and
wrong, either making this its sole function, or identifying it with the aesthetic sense or with

conscience or with the sentiment of sympathy. David Hume,® though not interested in any
special faculty, agrees with Smith in reducing morality to feeling, especially to the sentiment of

humanity, benevolence, or sympathy. The moral intuitionism of Ralph Cudworth? and Samuel

Clarke8 belongs in the same class of opinions, for, though they make the intellect the faculty of
judging right from wrong, they have it do so, not by any process of reasoning, but by an
immediate intellectual intuition of the eternal fitness of things, which is an expression of the
Divine Ideas.

Criticism.—There is no need for a special moral faculty distinct from the intellect. Moral
judgments are not of an essentially different nature from other judgments, for they are either self-
evident truths or reasoned conclusions from self-evident principles. To understand is the function
of the intellect. Any faculty other than the intellect would not understand why certain actions are
good or bad. To make it the norm would lower man's moral life to the instinctive and brutish. It
is absurd to expect man to use his reason in the fields of science, business, law, and politics, but
not in the realm of his own personal conduct and in the achievement of his last end.

To identify the moral sense with the aesthetic sense solves no problem, for we need no
special faculty for the perception of the beautiful. It is true that there is moral beauty, that virtue
is beautiful and vice is ugly, but this truth is more apparent in the abstract than in the concrete.
Beauty must somehow be striking and attractive, but morality can pass unnoticed; beauty must
give pleasure, but morality is often hard and costs sacrifice. Intellectual reflection is necessary to
perceive the beauty of a moral life.

Conscience is the norm of subjective, not of objective morality. As we shall see, conscience
is not a special faculty but only the name for the intellect judging the morality of a particular



concrete act here and now. The judgment of conscience is the conclusion of a syllogism arrived
at by a strictly rational process.

Sentiments, even the noblest such as sympathy, cannot be a reliable guide to right and
wrong. They are constantly varying, depending on our physical condition and emotional mood.
The same act would be good or bad according as one feels. Even if acts be classified by the
feelings they commonly evoke, some objective reason must be assigned why they commonly
evoke such feelings, and this objective reason will be the norm.

Though, according to many, we have an intuition of the first moral principles, for no process
of reasoning can be carried back forever, such moral principles are very few, perhaps only one.
Certainly we have no direct intuition of the moral goodness or badness of concrete acts here and
now to be performed. If morality were intuitive and need not be established by rational
argument, how could there be so many different opinions on morality?

RIGHT REASON

The faculty to be used in discriminating right from wrong can be no other than the human
intellect or reason. Such a view is implicit in Aristotle, who devotes the whole of the sixth book
of his Nicomachean Ethics to a search for the right rule which dictates the midpoint of virtue

between excess and defect, finding it in the intellectual virtue of prudence or practical wisdom,2
but this has to do more with applying the norm than setting up the norm itself.

The Stoics seem to have come close to finding the correct norm. They insisted on reason as
our guide in morals, that the good life alone is a reasonable life and anything else is folly; that
right reason shows the good life to be a life in conformity with nature, both universal nature and
human nature. But, pantheistically identifying universal nature with God, they advocated a blind
fatalistic conformity; taking a partial and inadequate view of human nature, they misinterpreted
the role of the emotions and sought their suppression in apathy, as if man were a disembodied
intellect. The appeal to reason and to nature is the enduring element in the Stoic theory, but
reason must reason correctly and nature must be understood adequately.

St. Thomas, though not treating expressly of the norm of morality but merging it with his
discussion of the eternal and natural law, has this to say:

Due order to an end is measured by some rule. In things that act according to nature, this rule
is the power itself of nature that inclines them to that end. When, therefore, an act proceeds from a
natural power, in accord with the natural inclination to an end, then the act is said to be right . . .

Now in those things that are done by the will, the proximate rule is the human reason, while
the supreme rule is the eternal law. When, therefore, a human act tends to the end according to the
order of reason and of the eternal law, then that act is right; but when it turns away from that

rectitude, then it is said to be a sin. Now it is evident, from what has been said,m that every
voluntary act that turns aside from the order of reason and of the eternal law is evil, and that every
good act is in accord with reason and the eternal law. Hence it follows that a human act is right or

sinful by reason of its being good or evil. 11

As is evident from the last sentence, St. Thomas is discussing not the norm of morality
expressly, but the relation of right and wrong in morals to good and evil in general. But he leaves
no doubt that he takes right reason as the proximate norm of morality and the eternal law as the
ultimate norm. Let us save the ultimate norm for later and concentrate now on the proximate



norm.

In saying that right reason is the norm of morality, we answer only half of our original
question: what faculty to use, not how or where to use it. We certainly do not mean that our
reason has an intuitive vision of the rightness or wrongness of human acts in detail or that at birth
our reason is equipped with ready-made moral principles that we can later apply to concrete
cases by a simple use of formal logic. This would be but a variety of the moral sense theory.
How then are we to know when reason is right? Logic teaches us how to draw the correct
conclusion from the premises given, but it does not give us the premises. Where shall we search
for these and how shall we know them when we have found them?

The following investigation does not contradict St. Thomas' doctrine of right reason, but
expands it to meet the many alternative theories proposed since his time.

SETTING UP THE NORM

A norm should be set up by examining the kind of things we wish to measure and the
purpose for which we are measuring them. The things we wish to measure are human acts, and
the purpose for which we are measuring them is to determine their goodness or badness. Why is
a thing called good? Because it is either an end in itself or a means to an end, either desirable for
its own sake or for what it leads to.

At first neither of these looks promising. The fact that a thing is an end in itself, desirable
for its own sake, merely shows that it is ontologically good, not that it is morally good. Every act
we do is ontologically good, as tending to satisfy some desire. Perhaps it may be a pleasant good,
but not necessarily a befitting good. We must seek some other measure of moral goodness.

Nor does it help us to consider the act as a means to the end. It is indeed true that human
acts are means to man's last end, that they are good if they lead man to his last end and bad if
they hinder him from it; and now we are talking of the moral good. But the difficulty is: how can
we know whether they help or hinder? If we could see men before us actually reaching their last
end, we could examine how they did it and use the same means ourselves. But as we see men
passing out of life, we do not know who reach their last end and who miss it, nor do they come
back to tell us which acts they found successful in gaining the end and which they found
harmful. Hence no such direct method is available to us. Besides, even if it were available, it
would show only that the act does lead to the end, not why it does so; it would not show what
there is about the act itself that makes it a good act or a bad one.

But the problem is not insoluble, though we must approach it indirectly. We have three
terms:

(1)Man's acts
(2)Man's end
(3)Man's nature

The problem is to find out which of man's acts lead to man's end. An examination of each of
these two terms gives us no answer. We know in the abstract that human acts, being means to our
last end, are good if they help us to the end and bad if they hinder us from it. But that is the
precise point: which help and which hinder?

By introducing a third term, man's nature, we can establish a bridge from the acts to the end.
End and nature are related, because it is the nature of a thing that leads it to its end, and it is by



examining the nature of a thing, how it is made, that we find out what its end is, what it is for.
That was how we found out what man's last end is, happiness, for man's desire for happiness is
embedded in his nature. Likewise, the nature and the acts of a being are related, for nature is but
the essence of a being considered as the source of its activity. The nature of each being fits it for
certain kinds of activity and no others, for it is only by its nature that a being can act.

Thus we can discover which acts lead to man's end by seeing which acts are fitting to man's
nature. If the goodness or badness of human acts is decided by their leading to or away from
man's end, and man's end is decided by an examination of human nature, then we can leave out
the middle step and decide the goodness or badness of human acts by an examination of human
nature. This procedure gives us exactly what we want. Though the last end is not attained in this
life and is not an object of our experience, both human nature and human acts are directly present
to us in this life and can be examined by us here and now. Thus we can get a standard: we can
use the nature to measure the acts.

Therefore our conclusion is: Human acts lead to man's last end and are morally good if they
are such as right reason shows to be conformed or suitable to human nature; they lead away from
the end and are morally bad if they are such as right reason shows to be disconformed or
unsuitable to human nature. Thus both right reason and human nature make up the norm of
morality.

It would be a mistake to consider right reason and human nature as two distinct norms, and
still worse to oppose them. Rather, they are phases of the one same norm, stressing somewhat
different aspects of the function of a norm. A norm is a rule. A rule can be taken as a directing
principle, as that which leads or guides a thing to its proper end. Or it can be taken as a standard,
a measuring device, to which something must conform if it is to be accepted for what it is
claimed to be. As a directing principle, the norm is right reason, for reason is the principle by
which man guides himself to his end. As a measuring standard, the norm of morality is more
precisely located in human nature, as the objective reality to which human reason must look to
find the basis for its moral judgments.

HUMAN NATURE TAKEN COMPLETELY

But how is human nature to be understood here? We are dealing with the moral good, which
is not merely the useful or the pleasant, but the befitting good. Therefore human nature here must
be taken completely; it must mean the whole man. If an action suits one part of man but harms
another part of him, it is not good for him simply and without qualification. To be simply and
unqualifiedly good for man, his human acts must befit him as a whole. Hence:

1. Human nature must be taken with all its parts. These are man's essential parts, both
metaphysical (animality and rationality) and physical (body and soul), as well as all the integral
parts (members and faculties) that happen to be present in any individual man. Man is obliged to
manage his complex nature and keep these parts working in harmony.

Man by nature is an animal and must live like an animal. He must take care of his body and
minister to its needs. He must not ambition to live like an angel or disembodied spirit. Man's
nature is such that he could not live in this way, and to try to do so would not befit him. Man's
bodily needs are so vivid and insistent that there is little temptation in this direction, but it
remains true that conduct suitable only to angelic nature is not suitable to human nature.

Man by nature is no mere animal, but a rational animal, and he must also live as a rational



being. The life of a brute is not suitable to a man, who is expected to govern his conduct by
intellect or reason. In man reason is the ruling faculty, exerting conscious control over the rest.
The two parts of man, the lower and the higher, sense and reason, are to be kept in harmony, the
lower faculties serving the higher; otherwise there is rebellion in the very nature of man. When a
conflict arises, as happens often enough, between the lower and the higher, the higher faculties
must be made to prevail. The lower faculties must receive what they need but be kept in their
place. If reason is dethroned, the life of a mere animal takes the place of that of a rational animal,
and the man remains a man in nature but becomes a beast in conduct.

2. Human nature must be taken with all its relations. There must be not only inner harmony
between the parts and faculties that make up man himself, but also outer harmony between man
and his surroundings. Man is not a solitary being but a part of God's creation; he must fit himself
into the total scheme of creation and occupy the place destined for him by the kind of nature he
has received. There are three essential relations and a number of accidental relations that may
arise from circumstances or the fulfillment of certain conditions, such as marriage, parenthood,
profession, employment, and the like. We need consider here the essential relations only, which
make man:

(1A created being, regarding God
(2)A social being, regarding his fellow man
(3)A possessive being, regarding the goods of the earth

Toward what is above man, human nature is created or contingent. It is dependent on God,
the Necessary Being, the source of man's being. To God man has duties of worship and
obedience. To arrogate absolute independence to himself is to refuse to accept his position as a
creature, and thus to go against his nature, which is a created nature.

Toward beings on the same level, human nature is social or cooperative. Man is born into
the society of the family and is made for companionship with his fellow man, on whom he is
dependent to supply his needs and develop his abilities. Hence what promotes a well-functioning
social life among men is good for man; what tends to disrupt human society and to sour this
mutual helpfulness and cooperation is bad for man.

Toward things beneath man, human nature is possessive or proprietary. By his very nature
man needs the use of material things: food, water, air, sunlight for the maintenance of life itself,
and so many other less necessary goods for the development of his abilities and the living of a
decent and cultured life, to which his rationality entitles him. Hence it is God's intention that man
shall have dominion over these things, but always under God's greater dominion. To man is
entrusted the stewardship of all nonrational creation.

To sum up: That conduct is morally good which right reason shows to be befitting a rational
animal, composed of soul and body, created by God, living with his fellow man, and supporting
himself on the products of this earth. That conduct is morally evil which right reason shows to be
unbefitting such a being. In any conflict between the rational and the animal appetites, the
rational must prevail. In any conflict between the three essential relations, the relation to God
comes first, to fellow man second, to the goods of this world third. This hierarchy is arranged
according to the intrinsic worth and excellence of these two main parts of man and of these three
orders of beings.

PROOF FOR THE NORM OF MORALITY



The foregoing was an exploratory investigation into the process of searching for and finding
the norm of morality. We must now cast the results of our lengthy investigation into a strict
proof. The argument rests on the three presuppositions set down at the beginning of ethics and
borrows from natural theology the thesis that God created the world for a purpose and rules it by
His providence. The argument may be stated as follows:

That by which we can discover what is morally good for man, is, by definition, the norm of
morality.

But by the use of right reason examining human nature taken completely in all its parts and
relations, we can discover the kind of activity which God intends for man, which man ought to
perform, which is therefore morally good. For God cannot give a being a nature as the internal
directing principle of its activity without intending the being to act in accord with that nature and
to maintain due order in all its parts and relations.

Therefore right reason as applied to human nature taken completely in all its parts and
relations is the norm of morality.

This argument shows us that man is no exception to the general rule, that every being must
tend to its end by acting according to its nature. It shows us the tie-in between moral goodness
and goodness in general, that both are the tendency of a nature to its end by appropriate activity.

But if man is no exception to the general rule and we do not set up a norm of goodness for
other beings, why do we do so for man? Because man is rational and free, whereas other beings
in this world are not. Nonfree beings must act as their nature prescribes for them, and thus they
necessarily fulfill their purpose in the universe. Man alone, being free, can act either according to
his nature or against his nature. In all things the nature of the being is the norm of its activity.
Since nonfree beings must necessarily act naturally, in them the norm is automatically applied
and need not be definitely expressed. Since man ought to act naturally but can act unnaturally, he
needs rational formulation and conscious application of the norm of morality in his conduct.
Whereas other things strive blindly but inerrantly to their end, man must intelligently guide
himself to the end and needs a norm ever ready to hand. Bees build their hives in perfect
hexagons and spiders spin their webs in perfect logarithmic spirals without yardstick or transit,
but man builds a crooked and crazy house with no measure but his eye.

PROXIMATE NORM

How practical is such a norm? The foregoing argument proved that it is the true and correct
norm of morality, but is it also a proximate norm capable of direct application to definite human
acts? The following argument, since it does not show how human nature measures moral
goodness, is not a substitute for the previous argument, is not a proof that human nature as
judged by right reason is the norm of morality. But, presupposing the previous argument, it goes
on to show the universal practical applicability of this norm.

A norm of morality, to be a truly practical and proximate one, must have the following
characteristics:

1. The norm must be such that from it the same rules of morality can be derived for all men.
By its nature a standard must be applicable to all the objects of a class. To say that each person
has his own standard of conduct is the same as saying that there is no standard at all. In such a



case there would be no science of ethics, for there is no science of the individual. Human nature
has this first characteristic, for human nature is common to all men, and the rules derived from it
will be applicable to all human beings.

2. The norm must be such that from it all the rules of morality can be derived. Otherwise it
would not be the complete norm, but it plus something else would be the norm. Therefore we
take human nature completely with all its parts and relations, for this brings in everything that
can concern a human act. Man, the doer of the act, is taken with all his parts, so that the act must
be befitting to him as a whole, and the relations connect him with every possible object on which
or toward which he can act, or that can in any way circumstance or condition the act.

3. The norm must be immutable yet flexible enough to admit of varying applications
according to circumstances. If the norm is not immutable it is really no standard; yet it will be
useless if it is not applicable to every possible circumstance of human conduct, for this is what it
is supposed to measure. Hence the norm must be flexible but not elastic, like a tape measure
which is fixed in length but can conform to any surface. Human nature has this characteristic, for
it is immutable in essentials but accidentally variable, specifically the same but individually
diversified, and human reason with its abstractive power can separate the essential from the
accidental.

4. The norm must be constantly present and manifest to all men. Though there are situations
in life in which a human act is not possible, but only an act of a man, this is not the normal
occurrence. Ordinarily a man can perform a human act at any time and anywhere. Human acts
entail responsibility and, if man could perform them without being able to find the norm of
morality, he would be responsible for conduct whose morality he could not determine. He must
therefore always be able to compare his conduct with the norm. But the only thing always
present to a man in every conceivable circumstance is his own human nature. Wrecked on a
desert island, he still has the proximate norm of morality with him.

No other conceivable standard has these qualifications. If it were some external object
distinct from man, it could be lost or left behind and might not be available when need for acting
is present. If it were something internal to man but only accidental to him, it would not be
present in all men, and hence some would either have no standard of conduct or different men
would have different standards; but this supposition implies that some men have either no last
end or different last ends. If the norm were something essential to man but only a part of his
essence, it would afford no guarantee that such conduct is suitable to the other parts of man's
essence, and so would not measure human conduct as such. Therefore it must be the whole of
man's essence or nature.

ULTIMATE NORM

If a human act derives its moral goodness from its conformity with human nature taken
completely as judged by right reason, we may further ask where human nature gets its goodness.
The proximate norm must be guaranteed by an ultimate norm, and human nature is not
something ultimate.

The ultimate norm of morality can be nothing less than God. Whether to locate it in the

eternal law, as St. Thomas does,Q or in the divine reason or in the divine nature is a question of

appropriate terminology, since there are no real distinctions in God. To be consistent, if we take
the norm as a measuring standard, then the proximate norm is human nature and the ultimate
norm the divine nature; if we take the norm as a directing principle, then the proximate norm is



right human reason and the ultimate norm the eternal law, which St. Thomas identifies with the

divine reason ordering all creatures to their ends.13 Since we have not yet studied the eternal law
and since we are here more concerned with the norm as a standard, we shall speak of the divine
nature as the ultimate norm.

We suppose as established in natural theology that God is the Creator of the universe and
the exemplary cause of all things, that He is Being by essence and the Source of all things that
can have being in any way, that whatever else exists or can exist must be a far-off and finite
reflection, imitation, or participation of the Infinite Being. Man is no exception, for there can be
none, and his pre-eminence in this created universe is due to the fact that his resemblance to God
is closer and clearer than that of other beings found here. Reason as well as revelation show that
man is created to the image and likeness of God.

This resemblance between God and man should exist not only in nature but also in action.
The nature of a thing is its essence considered as the source of its activity, and there must be no
disharmony between the activity and the nature from which it flows. If man must exist as an
image of God, he should also act as an image of God. His actions should be the kind of actions
that God can do. God's acts are all good because they correspond with His nature, which is
Goodness Itself.

Man resembles God, too, in the gift of free will, and it is man's noblest privilege that he can
freely guide himself to his end, and freely cooperate with God in achieving the purpose of
creation. But man is only a finite image of the Infinite. God is the Necessary Being, man but a
contingent being; in God nature and activity are identified, in man they are not. In a being in
which nature and activity are identified, even the freest acts must be in accord with the nature,
and disharmony is impossible. In a being in which nature and activity are not identified, the acts
must be kept in line with the nature by the careful and judicious use of freedom, or else
disharmony will creep in.

Freedom in God because it is perfect cannot fail, cannot fall off from the ideal, cannot be
abused. Freedom in a contingent creature (unless it is overwhelmed by the actual possession of
the perfect good) by the very fact that it is contingent can fail, can fall off from the ideal, can be
abused. It is only by deliberately abusing his fredom that man can do moral evil. When acting
thus he does the kind of act that God cannot do, willfully destroying as far as he can the
resemblance between himself and God. Because he cannot efface his resemblance to God in
essence or nature, he always remains ontologically good no matter what he does; but when he
twists his activity away from the pattern set him by God, he ruins the resemblance that ought to
exist between his activity and God's activity, his life and God's life, and thus man can become
morally evil.

As God is the Source and Norm of all being, so He is the Source and Norm of all goodness.
The ultimate reason why a human act is good is that it shares in the goodness of God. The
ultimate reason why a human act is evil is that it goes counter to the activity and nature of God,
the fountainhead of all goodness.

We may sum up this argument as follows:

The ultimate norm of morality must be the last and absolute standard to which we can
appeal in judging the goodness of human acts.

But the last and absolute standard of all goodness, whether of human acts or anything else,
is the divine nature.

Therefore the ultimate norm of morality is the divine nature.



SUMMARY

A norm of morality is a standard to which we compare human acts to determine their
goodness or badness. A proximate norm is immediately applicable to the acts; an ultimate norm
guarantees the validity of the proximate norm.

The moral sense theory appeals to a faculty distinct from the intellect for judging right from
wrong. There is no need for any such faculty; it would make moral conduct nonrational and thus
unworthy of a rational human being.

An act is good if it conforms to right reason, but how can we tell when reason is right?
Though good acts are those which lead to our last end, we have no experience of or testimony
from people reaching their last end. We must use human nature as the bridge. Since we find out
what our last end is by studying our nature, we conclude that acts which are conformed to our
nature will lead us to our last end.

The norm of morality, then, is right reason concerned with human nature taken completely
in all its parts and relations.

Physical: body and soul

Metaphysical: animality and rationality
Parts
Integral: members and faculties

Social: toward fellow man
Possessive: toward the goods of the earth

Created: toward God
Relations {

God, who directs all things to their ends by the nature He gives them, directs man also to his
end by his nature. God, who gives man his whole nature with all its parts and relations, must
intend for man a kind of activity which preserves the proper harmony in these parts and relations,
and this will be the kind of activity good for man. Hence man's complete human nature as
manifested to him by right reason is his norm of morality.

This is the true proximate norm, because nothing else but human nature can fulfill these
functions:

(DIt gives the same rules of morality to all men
(2)It gives all the rules of morality to each man
(3)It is immutable yet applicable to all cases
(DIt is always present and manifest to all men

The ultimate norm is the divine nature. As human nature resembles the divine nature,
human activity must resemble the divine activity. Man does right when he does what God does,
wrong when he abuses his freedom to do what God cannot do.

READINGS

The problem of this chapter was not expressly formulated by ancient and medieval writers, but by reading
between the lines we can see what norm of morality they actually took. The view expressed here is but a
development of the concept of nature as it runs throughout the whole Aristotelian-Thomistic philosophy. Hints are
found in the Summa Theologica, I-11, q. 19, aa. 3-4; q. 21, a. 1; q. 59, a. 5; q. 71, aa. 1 and 2. Also in the Summa
Contra Gentiles, bk. 111, ch. 129 (this latter passage is not found in the Basic Writings).

Cronin, Science of Ethics, vol. I, ch. V. At first reading this author may seem to contradict the view we have
expressed, but more careful reading should show substantial agreement. His secondary criteria of morality are not



important for our purpose.

Leibell, Readings in Ethics, pp. 155-162, a selection translated from Victor Cathrein's Philosophia Moralis.

Brosnahan, Prolegomena to Ethics, ch. XI.

Ward, Values and Reality, ch. XI; also, Christian Ethics, ch. 6-8.

Selections from the school of British Moralists can be found in convenient form in Rand's Classical
Moralists, Clark and Smith's Readings in Ethics, Melden's Ethical Theories. Criticism of these views is found in
Cronin's Science of Ethics, vol. I, ch. XIV and XV.



CHAPTER 9

SOURCES OF MORALITY

PROBLEM

By applying the proximate norm of morality we can tell whether a certain kind of human act
is morally good, bad, or indifferent. If right reason shows that it agrees with human nature taken
completely in all its parts and relations, the act is good; if right reason shows that it disagrees, the
act is bad; if according to right reason it neither agrees nor positively disagrees but is neutral, this
kind of act, abstractly considered, is morally indifferent.

But how are we to apply this norm to concrete cases? Just in what way and how far does the
act agree or disagree with the norm? What must we look for in the act to see whether it is in
agreement or disagreement? To answer, we must break down the human act into its elements in a
way differing from our previous analysis. We now seek those elements which can be the sources
of harmony or conflict between the act and the norm.

We may consider the act itself in its own very nature as an act, or we may consider the
circumstances in which the act is performed. Among the circumstances we may single out one,
the motive or intention of the agent, as of such importance as to be put in a class by itself. Two
men may do the same thing but from different motives, or different things from the same motive,
or the same thing from the same motive but in different circumstances. In each case the act can
have a different morality because of a different combination of these three elements.

The accepted terminology since St. Thomas' time is to call these three sources, founts, or

determinants of morality the object, the end, and the circumstances.. But the terms object and
end are here given such a precise technical meaning as to be too misleading in modern speech.
By object is meant the object of the will-act, that act which the will chooses to perform, and this
is nothing else but the act itself which is deliberately willed. By end is meant the purpose for
which the act is willed, and this may mean either the purpose the act is naturally fitted to achieve
(finis operis) or the purpose the agent personally wishes to accomplish by willing that act (finis
operantis); here the emphasis is almost entirely on the latter meaning. By circumstances are
meant the various accidental surroundings of the act, and on these there is no ambiguity. In the
interest of clarity we shall call these three sources of morality:

(1)The act itself, or what a man does



(2)The motive, or why he does it
(3)The circumstances, or how, where, when, etc., he does it

THE ACT ITSELF

Morality resides in the will, in the will's consent to what is presented to it as morally good or
evil. But we cannot just will; we must will something, to do or omit some act, which is therefore
(in St. Thomas' language) the object of the will's consent. Since we have proved that there are
acts good or bad of their own very nature independently of any command or prohibition, it is
evident that the consent of the will derives its morality first and foremost from the kind of act the
will consents to. This is what the will wills; if the act willed is bad of its very nature, the willing
of it must be bad; if the act willed is good of its very nature, and if there is nothing else about it
to render it evil, the willing of it must be good. This point is so obvious that it hardly needs
expression.

We must call attention to the fact that ethics studies acts not in the physical but in the moral
order. The existence of verbs in any language shows that acts can be classified. No two
performances of the act are exactly alike, but they are sufficiently so to afford a basis for a
universal concept. We can make a classification in the physical order, regarding only the muscles
used and the material objects displaced, as when we speak of sitting, standing, walking, talking,
grasping, hitting, throwing. Such acts are morally indifferent in their nature; whatever morality
they have must come from the motive and circumstances. We can also make a classification in
the moral order by putting certain moral characteristics in our definition. When we speak of
hating, envying, murdering, stealing, lying, slandering, moral evil enters into the very definition
of the concepts indicated by the words and thus belongs to the essence of the acts described.
Verbs indicative of good acts, such as praying, loving, saving, helping, protecting, benefiting, do
not always have such a clear moral connotation, but in some contexts it is quite evident. Acts
which thus have morality included in their definition are good or bad of their very nature.

What may seem to be mere circumstances in the physical order can belong to the very
essence of the act in the moral order. We distinguish seizure and theft, killing and murder,
speaking and lying. The first of each pair indicates only the physical act, which may be right or
wrong; the second means an act which is morally wrong in its nature. Theft is not mere seizure,
but the seizure of another's property against his reasonable will; murder is not mere killing, but
the direct killing of an innocent person; lying is not mere speaking but the saying of what one
knows to be untrue. At first sight these added qualifications may seem to be mere circumstances,
whether what I take is mine or another's property, whether the man I kill has lost his right to life
or not, whether the words I utter express my thought or contradict it. But in the moral order these
points are essential. The moral order is the order of willing, and some features cannot be
detached from the act willed. You cannot will merely to kill but must will to kill some definite
person; you cannot will merely to take but must will to take some definite thing; you cannot will
merely to say but must will to say some definite words. So from the moral standpoint the
innocence of the victim killed, the ownership of the goods taken, the truth of the words said are
not accidental or circumstantial but essential. They do not merely add to a morality already
present, but give the act its first moral quality and go to make up the very essence of the act in
the moral order.

Look more closely at the case of theft. For an act to be theft (we are not proving this here
but only taking it as an example), four elements are required and sufficient:



(1)That the act be an act of taking

(2)That the thing taken be another's property
(3)That the owner be unwilling to let me have it
(4)That his unwillingness be reasonable

Omit any of these four components and the act is not theft, for it is not theft to covet
another's goods without taking them, or to take my own goods, or to borrow another's with his
leave, or to deprive a madman of his own weapons. Add any further element and the act is more
than theft: if we add that it is done by personal violence or fear, the act becomes robbery, and if it
is also committed on the high seas, piracy; if we add that it is done by forceful entry into a
dwelling, the act becomes housebreaking, and if this occurs at night, burglary. Such additions
may or may not change the moral species of the act, as will be seen in our discussion on
circumstances, but they are not necessary that theft be theft.

THE MOTIVE

A human act gets it first morality from the nature of the act the agent wills to do. Sometimes
a man has no further reason for acting than the act itself, as in an act of loving God or of
blasphemy. In this case the act done and the motive for doing it coincide. But more often a man
uses his act as a means to something further, to some desired end or purpose not identical with
the act itself, but either its natural outcome (walking for exercise, eating for nourishment, reading
for entertainment) or some added personal aim of his own (walking to work, eating for
sociability, reading to become a lawyer). In these cases, especially in the latter group, the act and
the motive are different.

The motive is that which the agent has in mind when he acts, that which he consciously sets
before himself to achieve by his act. It is called by many names: end, purpose, intent, intention,
aim, goal, objective, even object (one reason why we avoided this term previously), but perhaps
the least ambiguous in the present context is motive, which stresses the influence it has on the
will in moving the agent to act.

In a murder the police look for the motive of the crime, knowing that one hardly ever kills
for killing's sake, but to get revenge, to remove a rival, to seize the victim's money, to be rid of a
blackmailer. The proverb, "no one is a liar for nothing," recognizes the need of a motive in lying,
to get out of a difficulty or obtain an advantage. The influence this motive can have on the
morality of the act prompted by it should be apparent.

When a man directs his act to some consciously intended purpose, he deliberately wills this
purpose together with the act, and both are voluntary. The act itself is used as the means to
accomplish this end. When a person deliberately uses a means to an end, in the one same act he
wills both the use of the means and the attainment of the end. As the act itself can be morally
good, bad, or indifferent, so can the end to which it is directed by the will of the agent.
Therefore, in addition to the morality which the act has by its own nature, the act also derives
morality from the motive with which it is performed.

The motive may give an indifferent act its first moral quality, either good or bad; thus one
who borrows money with the firm intention of never returning it is not a borrower but a thief;
one who refuses to testify in court because he wants his innocent enemy to be convicted turns his
negative act of silence into one of hatred and injustice. The motive may strengthen or weaken in
degree the same species of morality the act already has; thus one who falsifies his age to get out



of military duty does not lie merely about his age but about his availability to serve his country; a
clerk who pilfers a little money each day in order to build up to a predetermined sum cannot
excuse himself by the smallness of each single theft. The motive may give to an already
specified moral act quite a new species of morality; thus one who gives money to the poor for the
sole purpose of being praised as a philanthropist turns his act of kindness into one of vanity, one

who steals money to have the means of seducing his neighbor's wife is, as Aristotle? observed,
more of an adulterer than a thief.

THE CIRCUMSTANCES

The circumstances are the various surroundings of the act, including everything affecting
the act without belonging to its essence, except the motive just discussed. The motive, as we
said, is really a circumstance but was separated out for special treatment; we mean here all the
other circumstances. A convenient way of listing the circumstances is to ask the familiar
questions: who? where? when? how? to whom? by what means? how often? and the like. But not
what? or why? since these ask for the act itself and its motive.

Some circumstances have nothing to do with morality: whether one poisons with strychnine
or cyanide, slanders in English or French, steal with his right or left hand. But other
circumstances do affect morality: whether one robs a rich or a poor man, murders a stranger or a
friend or a parent, commits sin with a married or unmarried person, damages another's character
in private or in public, charges exorbitant prices for food in normal times or when people are
starving. These latter circumstances are the only kind we consider.

Some circumstances so affect the act as to make it a different kind of act from the moral
standpoint, to put it into a different moral species. Dishonor to one's parents adds to insult a
breach of filial piety. Intimate relations between persons married but not to each other are sins of
injustice as well as of unchastity. Perjury in a law court is not merely lying but also a violation of
religion and justice. Circumstances which thus change the species of the act are called specifying
circumstances.

Other circumstances only change the degree of goodness or badness in the act while leaving
it in the same moral species. Such circumstances exist in good acts but have no particular name,
while in bad acts they are called aggravating or extenuating according as they increase or lessen
the guilt of the wrongdoer. It is still theft whether one steals a large or a smaller sum of money, it
is still drunkenness whether one has had five or fifteen too many, it is still slander whether one
has partly or wholly ruined another's reputation. Such differences, though only in degree and not
in kind, can be of the utmost importance.

It is evident that a human act can have its morality colored by the circumstances in which it
is done. No act can be done in the abstract; every act actually performed is surrounded by a
number of concrete circumstances involving persons, quantity, quality, place, time, manner,
means, frequency, and relations of all sorts. These circumstances can be foreseen and willed in
the willing of the act. In this event, they contribute to the morality of the act, either giving it a
new moral species or a new degree within the species.

The fact that these are called circumstances should not lead us to think that they are
negligible or unimportant. Sometimes they are made more of than the essence of the act and to
them the will is chiefly directed. There are men who will lie but not to their mother, men who
will steal but not from their friends, men who will kill but not a baby. Many otherwise indifferent
acts receive their whole morality from circumstances, because they are done at the right or wrong



time, in the right or wrong place, by the right or wrong means, in the right or wrong manner.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION

To be morally good a human act must agree with the norm of morality on all three counts:
in its nature, its motive, and its circumstances. Disconformity in any one of them makes the act
morally wrong. Just as to be physically healthy one must have all one's organs functioning
rightly, and if only one organ is deranged the person is unwell, so to be morally healthy no
element of immorality must be present in any of one's acts.

An act that is bad in itself cannot become good or indifferent by a good motive or good
circumstances, and much less by indifferent ones. Nothing can change its intrinsically evil
nature. No person is ever allowed voluntarily to will that kind of act in any circumstances or for
any motive. That is why we must reject the false principle, "the end justifies the means." Though
a good end renders good the use of indifferent means, a good end cannot justify the use of evil
means. We are never allowed to do evil that good may come of it. A good motive and good
circumstances may somewhat lessen the badness of the act, but it remains bad and forbidden.
Each bad motive or circumstance added to an intrinsically bad act makes it worse.

An act that is good in itself becomes better by each good motive and good circumstance
added to it. But any gravely bad motive or circumstance is sufficient to render the act wholly and
gravely bad, no matter how good it may otherwise seem. If there is only one motive and it is
slightly bad, it will make the whole act slightly bad, for the whole act is directed to this one end
only. But when there are several motives or circumstances, a slightly bad motive or circumstance
of minor importance will not render the act wholly bad, but only less good, for the act retains its
natural goodness in a somewhat tarnished form. Thus a man may give alms out of benevolence
touched with vanity, may obey legitimate superiors but discourteously, may work at his job but
lazily or negligently, may tell the truth but with a little exaggeration. Such defects, commonly
called imperfections, even though intended, cannot wholly ruin an otherwise good act. Nor can
such defects so pile up as to render an intrinsically good act morally indifferent, for they either
do or do not destroy the act's natural goodness; if they do, the act becomes bad; if they do not, it
remains good.

An act that is indifferent in itself, since it has no moral quality of its own, must derive all its
moral goodness or badness from the motive and circumstances. These must all be good or at
least indifferent if the act is to be morally acceptable. Simply speaking, any bad motive or
circumstance will make an indifferent act morally wrong. But this matter can get quite
complicated. How shall we judge cases in which an indifferent act is surrounded by a mixture of
good and bad motives or good and bad circumstances? When the act itself is indifferent, and
each motive or circumstance can be separately willed, it is easier to consider such acts as
virtually multiple, that is, as compounded of a good and a bad act. Here we really have two
moral acts and can judge each on its own merits. A lawyer in defending an innocent man may
win his case by bribing the jury; the act of vindicating justice for his client is good, but the act of
violating justice by bribery is evil. The two parts of the total act do not necessarily imply each
other and can be separately willed, for the case might be won without bribery, and bribery can be
used for other purposes. However, if this be considered one whole act, it must be judged evil.

PRINCIPLE OF DOUBLE EFFECT



Often the mixture of good and evil occurs not so much in the act and its immediate
surroundings as in the consequences that follow from it. In our discussion on voluntariness we
saw that unintended but foreseen consequences are voluntary, though only indirectly so
(voluntary in cause). How responsible are we for them? Are we obliged to make sure that every
single consequence of each of our acts will be morally good, or at least not bad? If so, the scope
of human activity becomes so limited as to make life unlivable. One who accepts a job when jobs
are scarce cuts someone else out of a livelihood, a doctor who tends the sick during a plague
exposes himself to catching the disease, a lawyer who must present this bit of evidence to win his
case may put an innocent person under suspicion, a teacher who gives a competent examination
knows that some will probably fail. We seem to be caught on the horns of a dilemma: either
human life cannot be lived as it actually is, or we are compelled to do evil and to do it
voluntarily.

We find the solution to the dilemma in the principle of the indirect voluntary, commonly
known as the principle of double effect, one of the most useful ethical principles and one that
must be thoroughly mastered. It is based on the fact that evil must never be voluntary in itself,
must never be willed either as end or as means, for then it is the direct object of the will-act and
necessarily renders the act evil. Nor may evil ever be voluntary in cause, as a foreseen but
unwanted consequence, unless it can somehow be reduced to an incidental and unavoidable by-
product in the achievement of some good the person is rightfully seeking.

Though I am never allowed to will evil, I am not always bound to prevent the existence of
evil. Just as I may tolerate the existence of evils in the world at large, since I could not cure them
without bringing other evils on myself or my neighbor, so I may sometimes tolerate evil
consequences from my own actions, if to abstain from such actions would bring a proportionate
evil on myself or others. Sometimes I cannot will a good without at the same time permitting the
existence of an evil which in the very nature of things is inseparably bound up with the good I
will. But I must not do so indiscriminately. Sometimes I am bound to prevent evil, and in these
cases it would be wrong for me to permit it. How can we determine these cases?

The principle of double effect says that it is morally allowable to perform an act that has a
bad effect under the following conditions:

1. The act to be done must be good in itself or at least indifferent. This is evident, for if the
act is evil of its very nature, nothing can make it good or indifferent. Evil would be chosen
directly, either as an end or as a means to an end, and there could be no question of merely
permitting or tolerating it.

2. The good intended must not be obtained by means of the evil effect. The evil must be only
an incidental by-product and not an actual factor in the accomplishment of the good. If the act
has two effects, one good and the other bad, the good effect must not be accomplished by means
of the bad, for then the evil would be directly voluntary as a means. Since the willing of the end
implies the willing of the means, evil means pertain to the very nature of the act. We may never
do evil in order that good may come of it. A good end does not justify the use of bad means.
Hence the good effect must follow as immediately and directly from the original act as the evil
effect. It is sometimes said that the evil must not come before the good, but this may be
misunderstood; it is not a question of time but of causality; the good must not come through the
evil.

3. The evil effect must not be intended for itself but only permitted. The bad effect may be of
its own nature merely a by-product of the act performed, but if the agent wants this bad effect he



makes it directly voluntary by willing it. The act then becomes evil in its motive. An evil
intention is not to be presumed without evidence.

4. There must be a proportionately grave reason for permitting the evil effect. Though we
are not always obliged to prevent evil, we are obliged to prevent a serious evil by a small
sacrifice of our own good. Hence some proportion between the good and evil is required, and if
it is lacking the act becomes evil by reason of its circumstances. What that proportion should be
is often difficult to determine in practice, and properly belongs to applied ethics. For the present
we can say that the good and the evil should be at least nearly equivalent. If the good is slight
and the evil great, the evil can hardly be called incidental. Also, if there is any other way of
getting the good effect without the bad effect, this other way must be taken; otherwise there is no
good reason for permitting the evil.

Note that the act is not morally allowable unless all four conditions are fulfilled. If any one
of them is not satisfied, even though the other three are, the act is morally wrong. Note also that
the bad effect spoken of here is a physical evil of some kind. The double effect principle
expresses the conditions under which it is not morally evil to permit a physical evil to happen.

An example will help to illustrate the application of the principle. A passer-by dashes into a
burning building to save a child trapped there, though he may be severely burned and even lose
his life. We recognize this as a heroic deed, but its justification is found in the principle of double
effect:

1. The act itself apart from its consequences is merely an act of entering a building. This is
surely an indifferent act and quite allowable.

2. It has two effects: one good, saving the child; the other bad, burning or even death to the
rescuer. But he does not save the child by means of dying or getting burned, but by means of
reaching the child and carrying it or throwing it to safety. If he can do this without harm to
himself, so much the better. The good effect is accomplished rather in spite of than by means of
the bad effect, which is thus made only an incidental accompaniment in the rescue of the child.

3. If the rescuer were using this chance as an excuse for suicide, he would spoil the act by
this bad intention, but there is no need for presuming any such intention.

4. There is a sufficient proportion: a life for a life. To enter a burning building to rescue
some trifling possession could not be morally justified.

A few more cases will show how one or another of these four conditions can be violated:

1. An employee embezzles money to aid his sick child, hoping to pay it back later. Here the
act itself of embezzlement (taking money belonging to another and falsifying the accounts) is not
good or indifferent but wrong of its very nature, and cannot be justified by any good intentions or
good effects which might follow. He must try to raise the money in some other way. The first
condition is violated, and the evil is voluntary in itself.

2. A man living with an alcoholic rich uncle stocks the house with liquor, knowing that he
will inherit a fortune when the uncle has drunk himself to death. The act of stocking the house
with liquor is indifferent in itself. It has two effects, bad for the uncle by occasioning his death,
good for the heir by bringing him his inheritance sooner. But the money cannot be inherited
except through the uncle's death. The good effect (obtaining the money sooner) is accomplished
by means of the bad effect (the uncle's death), and thus the second condition is violated.

3. A political boss distributes money to the poor to get them to vote for an unworthy
candidate. Here the giving of money to the poor is a good act. The good effect (relieving



poverty) is not accomplished by means of the bad effect (electing an unworthy candidate), but
rather the other way round, the bad effect through the good. But the third condition is violated,
because the evil is directly intended as an end. The main intention is to elect the unworthy
candidate; it does not even need to be the main intention so long as it is really intended.

4. The owner of a private plane gets his pilot to fly him through exceedingly dangerous
weather to complete a business deal that will net him a small profit. To fly a plane is an
indifferent act; the danger has to do with the possible effect rather than with the act itself. The
good effect (completing the business deal) is not obtained by means of the bad effect (possible
loss of life). The bad effect is not intended for its own sake, for neither want to die. But the
fourth condition can easily be violated here, for there does not seem to be a sufficient proportion
between the risk to their lives and the rather slight financial advantage to be gained. There is
always a risk in flying and financial advantage can be great enough to justify it, but the present
case supposes an excessive risk.

Though the above examples show how the principle of double effect can be violated, many
of the ordinary actions of life find their justification in a correct application of the principle. Thus
people may take dangerous occupations to earn a livelihood, firemen and policemen can risk
their lives to save others, a surgeon can operate even though he may cause pain, a man can
vindicate his honor even though other people's reputations suffer from his disclosures, a just war
is allowable despite the great suffering imposed on people of both sides. If a man were obliged to
avoid every deed to which evil can be incidental, he could do so little he might as well stop
living.

EXISTENCE OF MORALLY INDIFFERENT ACTS

Most writers who discuss this problem agree with St. Thomas that, though a human act
considered in the abstract can be morally indifferent, it cannot be so when considered
individually in the concrete, and so every human act actually performed by a definite individual
is either morally good or morally bad. St. Thomas' argument is clearest in his own words:

It sometimes happens that an act is indifferent in its species, which is yet good or evil,
considered in the individual. And the reason for this is because a moral act . . . derives its goodness
not only from the object which specifies it, but also from the circumstances, which are its accidents,
as it were. . . . And every individual act must needs have some circumstance that makes it good or
evil, at least in respect of the intention of the end. For since it belongs to the reason to direct, if an
act that proceeds from deliberate reason be not directed to the due end, it is, by that fact alone,
repugnant to reason, and has the character of evil. But if it be directed to a due end, it is in accord
with the order of reason, and hence it has the character of good. Now it must needs be either directed
or not directed to a due end. Consequently, every human act that proceeds from deliberate reason, if
it be considered in the individual, must be good or evil.

If, however, it does not proceed from deliberate reason, but from some act of the
imagination, as when a man strokes his beard, or moves his hand or foot, such an act, properly

speaking, is not moral or human, since an act has the character of being moral or human from the

reason. Hence it will be indifferent, as standing outside the genus of moral acts.3

This opinion is opposed by Duns Scotus and his followers. The controversy stems from the
difference between the intellectualist and the voluntarist attitude. Voluntarists like Scotus hold
that the will's freedom is so unrestricted as not to be determined even by the good as such; hence



an indifferent act does not become good unless it is explicitly referred by an act of our will to our
last end. God has put on us no obligation of referring every single act to our last end; therefore, if
it is not so referred and yet is not evil from any other source, it will remain indifferent. Thus
individual acts can be morally indifferent. Intellectualists like St. Thomas, on the other hand,
hold that the will is free in regard to particular goods but is necessitated by the good as such. By
the very nature of the human will, which must necessarily seek the good as such, all man's acts
are implicitly directed to his last end, unless they are incompatible with it or deliberately directed

elsewhere. This implicit direction to the last end is sufficient to render these acts morally good.4
So individual acts cannot be morally indifferent; those that are not deliberately evil are good.
This latter view accords with the position we have consistently taken.

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL ACT

Would it be correct to say with Abelard? that morality is found wholly in the intention, or

with Kant® that morality consists solely in a good will, so that the external physical act is quite
outside the scope of morals? Such statements can be true only in the sense that without intention
and will no act can be moral or immoral, for a voluntary act requires knowledge and consent.
But, as we have seen, there are some acts that one is never allowed to intend or will, and there
are circumstances in which we are not allowed to intend or will an otherwise good act. Hence
morality is not entirely dependent on our good intentions or good will.

Nor is it true that the external act is quite outside the scope of morals. Morality does reside
primarily in the internal act of the will. The external act commanded by the will becomes morally
good or bad only by sharing in the morality of the internal act. Though the internal and external
acts are physically distinct, being done by different faculties and even at different times, they
form one moral whole. Thus the external act acquires the same moral character as the internal
act.

Does the external act add any goodness or badness to the internal act? Not essentially, for
the external act, as we said, derives all its goodness or badness from the internal act. But it may
do so accidentally, by being an occasion for the continuation, intensification, or repetition of the
internal act. An internal resolve tends to grow pale unless its external execution is at least begun.
When a man has started acting, he feels that he has committed himself, burnt his bridges behind
him, and must go through with it. An act externally completed invites repetition and may be the
start of a habit, which would never grow into being if the first act had remained a mere internal
resolve.

Lack of opportunity to carry out a fully made resolve does not affect its moral character.
Morality is not a matter of accident but of deliberate will. One who has made up his mind to
murder or steal, but cannot bring off the crime successfully, is saved by his failure from civil
punishment, not from moral guilt. One who risks his life to rescue a drowning man, only to bring
ashore a corpse, will receive the full merit of his heroic deed, even though it was fruitless. Effort
is our gift to God, success His gift to us. In this life He does not always give success, but His
justice demands that no sincere effort go unrewarded forever.

SUMMARY

To apply the norm of morality to concrete cases, we must find out what there is in the act



that can bring it into agreement or disagreement with the norm. We find three such sources or
determinants of morality: the act itself, the motive, and the circumstances.

The act itself is simply what the agent wills, considering it not in the physical but in the
moral order. We have proved that there are acts of their very nature good or evil, and the willing
of them will accordingly be good or evil.

The motive or intention is what the agent personally wishes to achieve by the act over and
above what the act naturally tends to. The motive, being consciously willed, contributes to the
morality of the act, sometimes giving it a new species.

The circumstances are the accidental surroundings of the act. Some have no effect on
morality; others have an effect, either giving the act a new species or a new degree within the
species. Circumstances can be foreseen, and if so are willed in the willing of the act, thus
contributing to its morality.

An act bad in itself cannot be made good or indifferent by motives or circumstances, though
the degree of badness may be somewhat modified. An act good in itself is ruined by any gravely
bad motive or circumstance; slightly bad ones weaken the act's goodness but do not destroy it.
An act indifferent in itself gets all its morality from motives and circumstances; if any one of
them is bad, the rest being indifferent, the act becomes bad; if some are good and others bad, it
may be possible to resolve the physical act into two moral acts.

To try to avoid every act that has any bad effect would make life impossible. We are never
allowed to will evil but are not always bound to prevent the existence of evil.

The principle of double effect has four conditions:

(1)The act must be good or indifferent in itself

(2)The good must not be obtained by means of the evil
(3)The evil must not be intended in itself

(4)There must be a sufficient proportion

All four conditions must be fulfilled. Violation of any one makes the evil directly willed, not
merely permitted as an incidental by-product.

St. Thomas holds that there can be no indifferent act in the concrete, for it either is or is not
directed, at least implicitly, to one's last end; if it is not bad, it is good. The Scotists disagree with
this opinion.

Morality resides in the internal act of the will, which need not be carried out into external
action; but, if it is, the internal act communicates its morality to the external act, for both form
one moral whole. The internal act can be only accidentally affected by the external act.

READINGS

St. Thomas, Summa Theologica, I-11, q. 18 is the source for the material of the present chapter. Read also q.
19, aa. 1, 2, 7, 8, and q. 20. We have already called attention to the difference between St. Thomas' terminology
and that used here. One of the first express uses of the double effect principle is found in St. Thomas, II-1I, q. 64,
a. 7, where he deals with self-defense.

Cronin, Science of Ethics, vol. I, pp. 97-104. This is reprinted in Leibell's Readings in Ethics, pp. 165-171.

Brosnahan, Prolegomena to Ethics, ch. XII, XIV.

Farrell, Companion to the Summa, vol. I, ch. IV.

Rickaby, Moral Philosophy, pp. 31-41. Rickaby speaks of the end in view, the means taken, and the



circumstances; by "end in view" he refers to the motive, by "means taken" to the act itself. This is his way of
clearing up the ambiguity in the terms object, end, and circumstances.
Leibell, Readings in Ethics, pp. 193-207, on whether the end justifies the means.



CHAPTER 1 0

LAW

PROBLEM

The norm of morality affords us a standard to which our acts must conform to be moral. But
the mere fact that a norm exists does not impose any obligation to use it. The norm enables me to
find out whether my conduct is moral or not, but it does not of itself oblige me to make my
conduct moral; just as a yardstick will enable me to find out whether the ditch I dug is three feet
wide, but did not oblige me to dig it three feet wide.

Is there anything which obliges us to conform our conduct to the norm of morality? This is
the problem of the existence of law, for law is the name given to that which imposes such an
obligation. Law accounts for oughtness. Without law we have but an acknowledged relationship
of means to end, what Kant called a hypothetical imperative: If you wish to be moral, the norm
of morality shows you how to attain this wish. Should one say, "I am not interested in being
moral," the norm of morality as a mere norm has nothing further to say. But here law comes in to
impose an absolute obligation, a categorical imperative: You have to be moral, whether you like
it or not, and therefore you have to make your acts conform to the norm of morality.

MEANING OF LAW

We do not deal here with laws in an improper or figurative sense. These are mere formulas
expressing some sort of observed uniformity, such as the periodic law in chemistry, the law of
diminishing returns in economics, or Grimm's law in philology; or they may express mere social
customs, such as the laws of etiquette, parliamentary law, the laws of diplomatic protocol, which
are the accepted procedures among modern civilized peoples, but might not prevail in other
times and cultures.

Law in the proper sense is a rule and measure of acts directing them to their proper ends. It
imposes some kind of necessity on the beings it directs. It may be of two kinds:

(1)Physical law, imposing physical necessity, or
(2)Moral law, imposing moral necessity



Physical law directs nonfree beings to uniform action toward their ends by an inner
necessity of their nature. Though laws of physics, chemistry, biology, and allied sciences may be
considered as mere formulas expressing how bodies are observed to act, we recognize that this
observed uniformity does not happen accidentally. It is the very nature of the bodies and the
structure of the universe that necessitates them to act as they do. This necessitation identified
with the very nature of things and determining for them their mode of activity is what we call
physical law. It is obvious that nonfree beings cannot rebel against their own very nature or
essence, and that disobedience to physical law is impossible. Not so with moral law.

Moral law directs free beings to act toward their ends by imposing obligation on the free
will. This obligation or duty or oughtness is called moral necessity. Since it is imposed on free
beings, it cannot be physically compelling, but it is no less peremptory or demanding than
physical law, since free beings must reach their ends just as thoroughly as nonfree beings. Hence
moral laws can be broken by the beings bound by them, but they ought not to be broken, and
moral necessity means precisely this: that they ought not to be broken. All other acts are
regulated by physical law, but human acts are governed by moral law.

DEFINITION OF LAW

Law in its strictest sense means moral law. St. Thomas gives us the classical definition of it:

"Law is nothing else than an ordinance of reason for the common good, promulgated by him
who has the care of the Community."l

An ordinance. This distinguishes a law from a mere counsel, a piece of advice, a suggestion
put forth to make things easier, but without any real binding force. An ordinance is an order, a
command, a mandate, imposing obligation or moral necessity. It is the imposition of the
superior's will on the will of the inferior, and must be expressed in a mandatory or imperative
form, however courteously it may be phrased.

Of reason. Law, though imposed by the superior's will, is formulated by his intellect as the
planning and directing faculty. As directing beings to their ends, law must be no arbitrary whim
but a dictate of right reason; it must be reasonable. To be reasonable a law should be consistent,
both with itself and with other laws, for no one can keep contradictory obligations; just,
respecting existing rights guaranteed by higher laws and distributing burdens equitably;
observable, for no one can do the impossible or be reasonably expected to do what is too harsh
and difficult; enforceable, otherwise only the good will keep the law and the wicked, who need
restraint, will go free; useful, for a law is a means to an end and needless restriction of liberty
serves no purpose.

For the common good. Thus a law differs from a command, order, precept, or injunction
laid on an individual person. The latter may bind a person quite as strongly as a law, for a son
must obey his father no less than a citizen must obey the state, but the two have different
functions. A law looks always to the common good, the benefit of the community as a whole, not
to private or personal good. A law is usually territorial, binding all in a certain region and only
when they are in it, whereas personal orders follow the person everywhere. A law is at least
relatively permanent, for it is a rule of action and rules are not made for single acts. A law is
always from public authority, lasts until repealed, and may bind succeeding generations, but
personal orders cease with the death or removal from office of the one who gave them.



Promulgated. Promulgation is making the law known to those whom it binds. Certainly a
law is useless if those expected to obey it do not know of its existence. Proper promulgation does
not require the superior to make sure that each and every subject knows the law, but it must be
published in such a way that they can know it without too much difficulty. The manner of
promulgation will depend on the nature of the law, the customs of the people, and on
circumstances generally. Once promulgated, a law binds objectively though individuals be
unaware of it; they can be excused subjectively through invincible ignorance. The civil law will
not usually accept the excuse of ignorance, for there is no way of telling whether the person is
lying.

By him who has the care of the community. A law must be authoritative. It must come from
a lawgiver or legislator having jurisdiction. The lawgiver may be a physical person, which is a
single individual, or a moral person, which is a body or board passing laws by joint action.
Jurisdiction is the right to impose or administer a law; in a secondary sense it sometimes means
the territory or sphere within which a superior may legitimately act. Jurisdiction pertains to the
authority of a legitimate superior. It is evident that not anyone who pleases can pass a law, but
something must set the lawgiver off from the rest and give him the right to command; this is his
authority.

Thus we see that a law must be mandatory, reasonable, for the common good, promulgated,
and authoritative. If any of these characteristics be lacking, an alleged law is not a genuine law
and cannot impose moral obligation.

LAW AND FREEDOM

Freedom in its broadest sense means absence of bonds, ties, or restraints. Law is said to bind
those subject to it, and whoever is bound finds his freedom curtailed to some extent. But not all
freedom is necessarily good; in its broadest meaning the word covers a vicious license as well as
true liberty. The purpose of law is to eliminate the first and promote the second. How does it
produce this effect? One can be bound by various kinds of bonds, and those imposed by law are
of a special nature. There are three kinds of freedom corresponding to three kinds of bonds:

1. When we think of bonds there immediately come to mind such things as chains, ropes,
bars, prison walls. The one bound is subjected to force, violence, coercion, applied from outside
him. Such bonds impose external physical necessity, which compels or restrains bodily actions
only and cannot touch the inner act of the will. Freedom from such external compulsion is called
freedom of spontaneity. In this sense a man turned out of prison is set free, an uncaged animal
roams about freely.

2. Less obvious but more rigorous bonds are imposed by the inner determination of a being's
own nature. A being lacking free will is utterly subject to its own natural tendencies and
instincts, and must act in the way its nature prescribes for it. The nature of a being imposes on it
internal physical necessity; this is the domain of the physical laws, which are not the kind of
laws we are dealing with in ethics. Freedom from such inner determination of one's nature is
called freedom of choice or free will, which is the prerogative of a rational being. It is in this
sense that we speak of a human act as being done voluntarily and freely.

3. In contrast to the two kinds of physical bonds, outer and inner, mentioned above, there
are also moral bonds, which are ways of restraining the free will of rational beings by the
authority of a commanding will. Moral bonds are laws in the strictest sense, moral laws as



opposed to physical laws, and the necessity they impose is called moral necessity, which is the
same as oughtness, obligation, or duty. Freedom from law, from dictation by a commanding will,
is called freedom of independence. In this sense Americans by the War of Independence became
free from the laws of England, a man whose wife has died is free to marry again, a man
discharged from the army is free at least for a time from further military service.

Because the bonds are different, one kind of freedom may exist without the other. Hence a
man can retain his free will and yet be bound by a law. He may be physically free to do an act,
because he is able to do it, but he may not be morally free, because he ought not to do it.

Here we see the difference between the last type of freedom, freedom of independence, and
the other two types. It is a perfection to be free from the compulsion of external force and from
the determinism of a rigidly necessitating principle of action in one's nature, but it is no
perfection in a creature to be free from all law. Freedom of independence has meaning only with
regard to human laws, which are not passed universally for all mankind but for certain political
divisions or classes of people. A man is free from the laws of other jurisdictions to which he does
not belong, but he should be a citizen of some country and subject to its laws. Man cannot have
complete freedom of independence from all human law, and he can have no independence at all
from the natural moral law.

The freedom we have been considering is freedom from. More important is freedom for. The
only reason why it is good for a person to be free from various restrictions and hindrances is that
he may be free for the kind of life he is meant to live, for the attainment of his end. Freedom
from is merely negative; freedom for is its positive complement. Law curtails freedom from,
because it imposes obligations a man would otherwise be free from, but it enhances freedom for,
because it enables a man to live the kind of life he has been created for.

The purpose of law, then, is not to impose undue hardship or needless restriction on people,
as the anarchists would have it, but to protect and promote true liberty. Law tends to make men
good, directing them to their last end and pointing out to them the means necessary to this end.
Even in the lesser sphere of man's temporal welfare, human law fulfills the same function, that of
pointing out means to end and the obligatory character of both. Law makes man free to attain his
goal by directing him right, at the same time leaving him physically free to take or refuse this
direction, since it does not destroy his free will. Thus law frees man from bondage to ignorance
and error without lessening man's responsibility and self-control.

A man lost in a forest is not free to reach his destination because he does not know in what
direction to go or what means to take. A signpost and a pathway do not destroy his freedom, but
rather free him from the necessity of staying in the forest. He is still free to follow the sign and
path or not, but if he refuses the penalty is that he remains lost. In like manner laws point out
how we must act to attain our goal; we retain our free will to obey or disobey them, but the
penalty for disobedience is that we cannot reach our end. True liberty, therefore, is not license to
do anything at all however evil it might be, the freedom of outlaws, but the ability to direct
ourselves with the help of laws to the good. In this sense it is correct to say that true freedom is
the right to do what we ought, and law shows us where the ought lies.

KINDS OF LAW

There are innumerable ways in which laws can be classified, and we shall take up now only
such divisions as are pertinent to our immediate purpose.



According to their duration laws may be eternal or temporal. The law by which God
governs the whole universe is the decree of His intellect and will identified with His essence, and
since God's essence is eternal this is called the eternal law. Laws made in time are temporal
laws, and these include all laws except the eternal law in God.

According to their mode of promulgation laws may be natural or positive. The law
promulgated through the very nature of the beings it governs is called the natural law. It includes
the physical laws as well as the natural moral law. It is customary to call the physical laws the
laws of nature and to reserve the term natural law for the natural moral law, but this usage is not
always kept. Laws promulgated by some external sign of enactment are known as positive laws,
so called because they are posited or laid down. They are usually contained in definitely worded
statutes or decrees, but this kind of formulation is not strictly necessary. Any legitimate sign of
enactment, written, oral, or gestured, that signifies to the subjects that this is the law, is
sufficient.

According to their origin laws may be divine or human. Divine laws are those in which God
is the lawgiver. Human laws are those made by men. The eternal law and the natural law (both
physical and moral) are divine laws. Human laws can be only temporal and positive. However,

there can also be divine positive laws,2 laws imposed on men by God's direct intervention and
revelation, such as the Ten Commandments. It is true that the Commandments are in great part
merely statements of the natural law, but the difference between natural law and positive law is
not in the content but in the mode of promulgation; since they were promulgated by external
signs, they are divine positive law. Human law is either ecclesiastical or civil, according as the
society which passes the law is the Church or the state.

Having set down these commonly accepted definitions necessary for any intelligent
discussion of the subject, we shall now take up the types of law that pertain to ethics. Since our
purpose is to show the origin of all obligation, we must begin with the source from which
obligation flows down to us, the eternal law in God and its participation in creatures, the natural
law.

SUMMARY

That which obliges us to make our conduct conform to the norm of morality is called law.
Law, in the proper sense as opposed to the figurative, is a rule and measure of acts directing
them to their proper ends. Law directing nonfree beings to their ends by the necessitation of their
nature is physical law. Law directing free beings toward their ends by imposing obligation on
their free will is moral law. Ethics treats of moral law only.

St. Thomas' definition of law (moral law) is: An ordinance of reason for the common good
promulgated by him who has the care of the community. Hence it must be mandatory in form,
reasonable in content, community-serving in purpose, knowable in manifestation, and
authoritative in source.

The function of law is not to impose needless restraint, but to direct men to their last end
without destroying their free will. As there are various types of bonds, there are various types of
freedom. Law is a bond, but is opposed only to the abuse of freedom, not to true liberty.

The eternal law is the plan of God's wisdom directing all creatures to the end for which He
created them; temporal laws are those made in time. The natural law is promulgated by being
embedded in the very nature of creatures; positive laws are promulgated by some external sign.
Divine laws are made by God; human laws by man.
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CHAPTER 1 1

NATURAL LAW

ETERNAL LAW

The eternal law expresses the necessary relation of the Creator to His creation. It is defined

by St. Augustine as: "That law by which it is just that all things be most perfectly in order"! and
also as "The divine reason or the will of God commanding that the natural order of things be

preserved and forbidding that it be disturbed."? St. Thomas, after giving the gist of St.
Augustine's definition, defines the eternal law as: "The exemplar of divine wisdom, as directing

all actions and movements."2

The eternal law includes both the physical laws and the moral law. God directs all His
creatures to their ends, nonfree beings by the physical laws inherent in their natures, free beings
by the moral law to which they are expected freely to conform their conduct. Ethics emphasizes
the eternal law insofar as it contains the moral law.

St. Thomas proves the existence of the eternal law as follows:

Law is nothing else but a dictate of practical reason emanating from the ruler who governs a
perfect community. Now it is evident, granted that the world is ruled by divine providence, . . . that
the whole community of the universe is governed by the divine reason. Therefore the very notion of
the government of things in God, the ruler of the universe, has the nature of a law. And since the
divine reason's conception of things is not subject to time, but is eternal . . . therefore it is that this

kind of law must be called eternal .

The argument contains these three steps:

(1)God rules the world
(2)He rules the world by law
(3)This law is an eternal law

1. God, being intelligent, had a plan in creating the world. According to this plan He directs
all things to the ends He has given them. God cannot be indifferent whether this plan is carried



out, otherwise He would both will it and not will it. He must will that creatures carry out His
plan as He intends it. This plan of God's intellect carried out by the decree of His will is what we
call the eternal law.

2. This plan of God is truly a law, for it has all the elements required by the definition of
law. It is an ordinance, a command, a decree of the divine will, a rule of action to guide His
creatures to their ends; this is no mere counsel or bit of advice. It is an ordinance of reason,
because it is directed by God's intellect which conceives the plan of creation and understands the
relation of means to end. It is for the common good, because it establishes order and harmony in
creation, by which each being, accomplishing its own end, will enable the whole universe to
achieve the end God has put before it. It is promulgated, because God has embedded it in the
very nature or essence of the creatures governed by it and has thus enabled them to observe it. It
is from competent authority, for God is the Supreme Ruler of the universe He has created.

3. This law is an eternal law, for God is eternal, and His intellect and will, which are
identified with His essence, are likewise eternal and unchangeable. The law is the plan in God's
intellect carried out by the decree of His will, and, since God cannot have accidents, whatever is
in Him is identified with Him. God does not pass from not knowing to knowing a plan, from not
willing to willing its execution. Therefore such a law, identified with God Himself, is properly
called eternal.

A difficulty may be brought up about the promulgation. How can a law be made known to
creatures incapable of knowledge? The answer is that promulgation must be adapted to the
nature of the creature, and, since rational creatures alone are capable of understanding the law, to
them alone can it be promulgated in the strict sense of making the law known.

How can a law be promulgated even to rational creatures from eternity, when the creatures
do not yet exist? One widely accepted solution is to distinguish between active and passive
promulgation. Active promulgation is God's decree to make the law known to creatures if and
when they exist; this must be eternal, for the plan of the universe existed eternally in God's
intellect and the decree to activate this plan existed eternally in God's will. Passive promulgation
is the actual knowing of the law by the creatures; this is not eternal, for, until creatures exist, they
cannot know or keep a law. Since the eternal law by definition means the law in the lawgiver
(God) rather than the law in the subject bound by it (the creature), it is obvious that active
promulgation is the only kind such a law can have. This is quite sufficient for it to be a genuine
law.

DEFINITION OF NATURAL LAW

The eternal law is in God; as applied to creatures it is called the natural law. In all things in
nature there are constant and uniform inclinations to attain definite ends. It is natural for the sun
to light and heat the earth, for flowers to grow and bloom, for fish to swim and birds to fly, for
man to think his thoughts and share them with his fellows. They are simply obeying, the law
stamped on their natures by their Creator. Here we see the eternal law at work in creatures, the
divine reason and will guiding them to their ends. Here we see the temporal effect of the eternal
law.

This temporal effect of the eternal law as showing itself in creatures is what we mean by the
natural law. We call it the natural law because it is grounded in nature itself, and manifests itself
through the nature or essence or constitution of things. The part of the natural law governing



nonrational creatures is the natural physical law, and the part of the natural law governing
rational creatures in the natural moral law.

Man is both a physical and a moral being. On his physical side man is governed by physical
law in the same way as the other objects that make up the visible creation. But on his moral side,
by his knowledge of the moral law and his freedom in applying it to his human acts, man
becomes partaker in his own governance. He is allowed to cooperate freely with God in
achieving the plan of creation; without irreverence we may say that he becomes in a finite and
very subordinate manner God's partner. Hence man's share or participation in the eternal law is
much larger than nonrational creatures can have.

Because the natural moral law participates more fully in the eternal law than does the
natural physical law, it has become customary to use the terms natural law and moral law
interchangeably. The classical definition of the natural law, taken in this restricted sense as
identified with the moral law, has been given by St. Thomas: "The natural law is nothing else

than the rational creature's participation of the eternal law."2

PROBLEMS

Regarding this participation of the eternal law in rational creatures several problems arise,
not so much from God's standpoint, for it is evident that He has the power and authority to
impose the natural law, but from the standpoint of the creature. How can a law be made known
to man through his nature? What proof have we that God has imposed a natural law on man? Do
all or most men recognize this law and, if so, how do we account for such a diversity of moral
opinions? Is this law always and everywhere the same for all men, or does it admit of exception?
Questions on the obligation and sanction of the natural law we shall leave for the following
chapter, and restrict ourselves here to these four:

(1)Possibility of the natural law
(2)Existence of the natural law
(3)Knowledge of the natural law
(4)Unchangeableness of the natural law

POSSIBILITY OF THE NATURAL LAW

The natural law is so called because it is promulgated to man through his rational nature. It
is this mode of promulgation that distinguishes the natural law from any other kind of law. But
how is such a law possible? A law consists of ideas and judgments. Is man born with such ideas
and judgments ready made? If so, we are forced into the theory of innate ideas, a theory wholly
unacceptable on other grounds.

The following consideration will show that we need not admit innatism in order to accept
the natural law. Man's nature is a rational nature, and he finds the natural law by the use of his
reason in drawing conclusions about his own nature. He has no moral judgments ready formed at
birth, but must form them for himself. But he is equipped by his nature with faculties for forming
such judgments, has a natural tendency to use these faculties, and his own nature is the object
from which he draws his moral ideas and concerning which he frames his moral judgments.

Man has a natural interest in and facility for forming rules of conduct. He can reflect on
himself and, finding himself interesting, is stimulated to self-observation. He can evaluate and



criticize his own actions and the actions of others like him. He can understand the needs of his
own nature and the suitability of his deeds to his needs. He can compare his conduct with his
nature and understand the conformity or nonconformity between them. He can therefore draw up
rules of conduct which will preserve and enhance this conformity. If he becomes a legislator in
human society, he formulates such rules and promulgates them to his subordinates by some
external sign; the law now becomes positive law. But such rules before formulation and external
promulgation were already natural law.

All law is promulgated through reason because it is reason alone that can understand a law.
This statement is true both of the natural law and of positive law. But positive law is manifested
to reason by the help of some external decree or announcement intimating the mind of the
lawgiver, whether that lawgiver be God or man. The natural law is manifested to reason not by
any external sign, but simply by a rationally conducted examination of human nature with all its
parts and relations, and particularly in its relation to God, the Supreme Lawgiver. Hence it is said
that man by the use of his reason finds the natural law written by God, not in the pages of a book
or on tablets of stone, but on the fleshly tablets of the human heart.

We may sum up our answer to the problem as follows: The natural law can be looked at
formally or virtually. The natural law considered formally consists of the actual judgments of
practical reason on what ought to be done or not done. The natural law itself is nothing else but
the sum of these judgments, just as the civil law is a list of judgments telling citizens what they
ought to do or not do. But what is the power or faculty which makes these judgments? Reason. A
common Latin word for faculty is virtus and from it we derive the word virtual. We have a thing
virtually if we have the faculty for producing it, even though we have not yet the thing itself. The
natural law considered virtually is practical reason insofar as it has a natural tendency for making
moral judgments. The natural law exists virtually in every rational being even before his reason
is sufficiently developed to form the actual judgments. As the person advances in the use of
reason and forms his moral principles, either with the help of moral training or by his own
efforts, in him the natural moral law passes from the virtual to the formal state. To aid people in
this process of moral growth is the aim of ethics as a practical science.

EXISTENCE OF THE NATURAL LAW

That there exists in man a natural law follows as a corollary from the fact that there exists in
God an eternal law. The following is St. Thomas' proof:

Law, being a rule and measure, can be in a person in two ways: in one way, as in him that
rules and measures; in another way, as in that which is ruled and measured, since a thing is ruled and
measured in so far as it partakes of the rule or measure. Therefore, since all things subject to divine
providence are ruled and measured by the eternal law, . . . it is evident that all things partake in some
way in the eternal law, in so far as, namely, from its being imprinted on them, they derive their
respective inclinations to their proper acts and ends. Now among all others, the rational creature is
subject to divine providence in a more excellent way, in so far as it itself partakes of a share of
providence, by being provident both for itself and for others. Therefore it has a share of the eternal
reason, whereby it has a natural inclination to its proper act and end; and this participation of the
eternal law in the rational creature is called the natural law . . . The light of natural reason, whereby
we discern what is good and what is evil, which is a function of the natural law, is nothing else than
an imprint on us of the divine light. It is therefore evident that the natural law is nothing else than

the rational creature's participation of the eternal law.2



The argument may be put in a somewhat different form as follows:

By the eternal law God wills that all creatures attain the ends He has given them, and this is
true also of man. Since he who wills an end wills also the means necessary to the end, God must
guide man to his end by the use of adequate means. These means must be:

(1)Efficacious, that is, powerful enough to produce the effect; otherwise they are not really
means at all

(2)Suited to man's rational and free nature; otherwise God would contradict Himself in
giving man such a nature

But the only means that is both efficacious and suited to man's nature is the natural moral
law.

1. It must be a law. A mere wish or counsel or piece of advice would not be efficacious, for
it would lack binding force and could be disregarded without fault or penalty. It would be an
insufficient motive in the face of difficulties. It would work when it is not needed, when the path
is clear and the going pleasant; but it would not work when it is needed, when we must be
goaded forward over the dark and rough spots of life. Nothing less than a law with real binding
force will do.

2. It must be a moral law. Physical laws are suitable only to nonrational beings. An internal
determination or necessity of one's nature such as is found in nonrational beings would destroy
man's free will and make him a living contradiction, a being made free but not able to exercise
his freedom. External compulsion would mean that man must accomplish his end despite his
will, and thus would do violence to human nature. In either case God would frustrate human
nature, for He would make it rational and free, yet treat it as if it were not.

3. It must be a natural law. Every creature tends to its end by its activity guided by its
nature, for a being's nature means nothing else but its essence considered as the principle of its
activity. Man is no exception; he too has a nature and in him it fulfills the same function.
Therefore man also can find that his nature is the means that will guide him to his end, and this is
what we understand by the natural law. Besides, the argument we used to prove that human
nature is the norm of morality also proves that human nature must be the seat of the moral law.
For, if it is necessary for man to know by the norm of morality which conduct is right and which
is wrong, it is no less necessary for him to recognize his obligation of conforming his conduct to
that norm. Both the norm and the law are found in human nature itself, and are properly called
natural. In summary:

God must guide man to his end by means that are efficacious and suited to man's nature.

But the only such means is a natural moral law. A law, for anything less would not be
efficacious. A moral law, for a physical law would destroy man's free will. A natural law, for all
things are directed to their end by their internal principle of action, which is their nature.

Therefore God guides man to his end by a natural moral law.

KNOWLEDGE OF THE NATURAL LAW

Though man by the use of his reason is able to develop the natural law into a formal and
explicit code of moral conduct, how many men actually succeed in doing so? Unless most men



do so, the natural law, however excellent in theory, would prove itself an unfit instrument in
practice. Anyone invincibly ignorant of the prescriptions of the natural law is excused from
keeping them, but if most men were in this condition the natural law would not serve its purpose.
How could it be called a natural law, if most of those possessing human nature were excused
from its obligations?

So we find ourselves in a dilemma. On the one hand, we know a priori, from the demands
of the natural law itself, that it must be sufficiently known to the generality of mankind. On the
other hand, we know a posteriori, from experience, that there is much controversy and
disagreement of opinion on matters of morality, betokening a widespread ignorance. Many of
these disagreements can be discounted as dealing, not with the principles of morality, but with
their application; the law itself is clear, and the argument is only about cases. But other
controversies are not so readily disposed of and concern the very principles of morality. If these
can be unknown, how is the natural law sufficiently promulgated?

This dilemma is solved by recognizing that the natural law consists of precepts of varying
degrees of importance for the welfare of humanity, that the more fundamental principles of the
natural law cannot be invincibly unknown by normal mature persons, whereas reasoned
conclusions derived from them can be. St. Thomas says:

There belong to the natural law, first, certain most common precepts that are known to all;
and secondly, certain secondary and more particular precepts, which are, as it were, conclusions
following closely from first principles. As to the common principles, the natural law, in its universal
meaning, cannot in any way be blotted out from men's hearts. But it is blotted out in the case of a
particular action, in so far as reason is hindered from applying the common principle to the
particular action because of concupiscence or some other passion . . . But as to the other, the
secondary precepts, the natural law can be blotted out from the human heart, either by evil
persuasions, just as in speculative matters errors occur in respect of necessary conclusions; or by
vicious customs and corrupt habits, as, among some men, theft, and even unnatural vices . . . were

not esteemed sinful.Z

Levels in the Knowledge of Natural Law.—A more precise discrimination of these
principles is called for. The more general the principles are the more impossible it is for them to
be unknown, whereas the more particular and determinate they become the more possibility there
is for ignorance and deception. We may distinguish:

(1)The first moral principle

(2)Common general principles or moral axioms
(3)Reasoned conclusions

(4)Particular applications

1. There is one first principle of the natural law, which in the practical field corresponds to
the principle of contradiction in the speculative field. St. Thomas says:

The precepts of the natural law are to the practical reason what the first principles of
demonstrations are to the speculative reason, because both are self-evident principles. . . .

That which first falls under apprehension is being, the understanding of which is included in
all things whatsoever a man apprehends. Therefore the first indemonstrable principle is that the same
thing cannot be dffirmed and denied at the same time, which is based on the notion of being and not-



being: and on this principle all others are based, as is stated in Metaphysics iv.8 Now as being is the
first thing that falls under the apprehension absolutely, so good is the first thing that falls under the
apprehension of the practical reason, which is directed to action (since every agent acts for an end,
which has the nature of good). Consequently, the first principle in the practical reason is one
founded on the nature of good, namely, that good is that which all things seek after. Hence this is the
first precept of law, that good is to be done and promoted, and evil is to be avoided. All other
precepts of the natural law are based upon this; so that all the things which the practical reason
naturally apprehends as man's good belong to the precepts of the natural law under the form of

things to be done or avoided.2

This first principle can be stated in various ways: "Do good and avoid evil,” "Lead a life in
accord with reason," "Seek your last end." This primary truth which, as St. Thomas says, is self-
evident, cannot be invincibly unknown to anyone who has the use of reason at all.

2. There are other common or general principles based on the first principle, following
from it with immediate inference, or with mediate inference so simple and easy that no normal
mature person can fail to make it. These principles can be regarded as moral axioms. They
express the natural inclinations man has in common with all substances, such as "Preserve your
own being," or in common with other animals, such as "Care for your offspring," or the
inclinations clearly and obviously springing from man's rationality, such as "Adore God," "Do
not murder," "Treat others with fairness," "Be faithful to your friends." One could hardly know
the first principle, "Do good and avoid evil," and fail to see what is good and what is evil in such
obvious cases.

These common principles cannot be invincibly unknown to persons whose reason is
developed, that is, to persons of normal intelligence, who have arrived at mental maturity, and
have received an adequate moral education. If knowledge of the natural law is not innate but
must be discovered by reason, it is to be expected that the feeble-minded through incapacity and
children through immaturity will be deficient in it. The need for an adequate moral education
may not be so commonly recognized, but it is a very important factor. Moral education need not
run parallel with mental education. One may have no book learning at all, yet have received an
excellent moral training; on the other hand, highly educated people of brilliant talents may be
victims of defective or perverted moral training. These latter cannot be considered normal from
the standpoint of morals, and they form no exception to our thesis, for their moral reason is
undeveloped. One brought up in an atmosphere of cynical misanthropy, one trained from youth
in crime and degeneracy, one encouraged to rebellion against all authority, has had the moral
side of his nature artificially blinded and starved. This cannot be called man's normal condition.

3. There are remote conclusions derived by a complicated process of reasoning. This does
not mean that there is anything doubtful about these conclusions; the conclusion is certain and
the logic perfect, but the reasoning is long and involved as in a difficult theorem in geometry.
Untrained minds cannot follow it and even trained minds can become sidetracked through
confusion or prejudice. Such moral questions as suicide, mercy-killing, duelling, divorce,
polygamy, contraception are examples in point. Some modern writers call these the tertiary
precepts of the natural law; others, more in accord with St. Thomas' language, call them
secondary; to avoid confusion we shall simply call them remote conclusions.

These precepts of the natural law can be invincibly unknown even by intelligent people
living in a cultivated moral atmosphere. Error on these remote conclusions is due to the same
sources as error in general. Moral education is obtained by the same faculties as other kinds of
education. Since even educated people can be mistaken in other fields, in science, history, and



politics, they can likewise be mistaken in moral matters when the argumentation becomes
difficult and contradictory conclusions seem equally plausible. This possibilty is what makes a
scientific study of ethics so important for a fully educated man.

4. There are applications of the principles of the natural law to particular cases. Normal
mature men may err in their application of any of these principles to a concrete case. The
resulting misjudgment does not mean that they do not know the principles themselves, or that
they are ignorant of the natural law, but only that they are inexpert in applying principles to
practice, like one who knows mathematics but gets bogged down in working problems.

Argument.—Thus we distinguish four levels in man's knowledge of the natural law. By the
more common and general principles we mean the first two headings given above: the first
principle and the simplest inferences from it. One may ask why the argument is restricted to
these. Should not the remote conclusions, the so-called tertiary precepts, as part of the natural
law, be equally well promulgated? Ignorance of the general principles, since they ramify into all
fields of conduct and are the mainstay of all law and order on earth, would make moral life and
human society utterly unlivable. Ignorance of the remote conclusions, though these are important
enough, is not nearly so devastating; moral life and human society can still go on, however
lamely. For example, promiscuity and polygamy, though both wrong, are not equal in their
effects. Polygamous societies have functioned and flourished, though not as well as
monogamous ones, but no human society has ever been totally promiscuous or could be.

Invincible ignorance of any precept of morality excuses from its observance, thus taking
care of the individual's conscience. However, this is not the problem we are discussing.
Widespread ignorance of the general principles of morality would be disastrous to the human
race, and God has therefore taken measures to make sure that such widespread ignorance does
not occur. But the remote conclusions are such that invincible ignorance of them can be tolerated
without wrecking mankind, and God leaves it to us to draw these conclusions for ourselves.

Just as He scatters raw materials and necessities of life throughout nature and sees that these
do not fail, but leaves us to our own ingenuity in developing science, culture, and civilization, so
He sees to it that we do not fail to know the general principles of morality, but lets us use our
own reason in working up the details of a complete moral system. And just as people depend on
experts in other fields of knowledge, so those who have less ability or opportunity to study
difficult matters in ethics can be guided by the teaching and example of persons whose
intelligence and character they respect. Even here mistakes will occur, as they do in all things
human, but we are not responsible for them if we act in good faith.

The terms normal and mature, used in the above discussion, may seem too inexact but
greater preciseness in this matter is not possible because of the gradual way in which human
reason develops. It depends on ability, age, opportunity, effort, habit, and environment, all of
which shape the moral character of the person. There will be many borderline cases, but it is not
on these that we base our argument.

The distinctions explained above solve our problem for us and the argument may be simply
stated as follows:

If its more general principles could remain invincibly unknown to normal mature persons,
the natural law would not be sufficiently promulgated. For these more general principles are
absolutely necessary for man's moral guidance.

But the natural law must be sufficiently promulgated. For promulgation is essential to law,
and God, the Author of the natural law, cannot fail to provide for His law what is essential to it.



Therefore the more general principles of the natural law cannot remain invincibly unknown
to normal mature persons.

Apparent Exceptions.—Many difficulties can be brought up from the customs of primitive
tribes and even from some civilized practices. To cover these in detail would take us too far into
anthropology and sociology, but we can lay down a few norms for handling them. About any
alleged practice we should ask the following questions:

(1)Are the facts certain?

(2)Are the moral implications properly interpreted?
(3)Is this a general principle or a remote conclusion?
(4)Is this a moral precept itself or its application?
(5)Are these normal and mature people?

(6)Is their ignorance really invincible?

The first thing is to verify the facts. The accounts of early explorers are full of fanciful tales
uncritically lumped with true observations, and even modern anthropologists can draw hasty
conclusions. Reports of tribes with no moral notions whatever were later disproved; primitive
peoples jealously guard their traditions from strangers and share them only with proved friends.
The acts of savages must be interpreted, not by the conventional standards of civilization, but
against their simple forest background. To enter a house and pick up anything they see may not
be theft for them, for they have no privacy and no idea that a man's home is his castle. Their
cruelty and revengefulness can be exaggerated manifestations of courage and justice. In general,
they learn far more vices from contact with civilization and from mistreatment by colonists than
they ever practiced in their native condition.

Some practices are the result of inability to resolve an apparent conflict of moral principles.
Human sacrifices were made on the principle that the best thing should be offered to God, and a
man's dearest possession is his child. Cannibalism was done as a religious rite, to acquire a
warrior's courage by eating his heart, and not as an ordinary source of food. Suicide too is
sometimes done as an act of religion, as was also the custom of burning a man's wives and slaves
on his funeral pyre. Killing deformed children, uncurable sufferers, and the aged was thought an
act of mercy, as some consider euthanasia today. Prolonged social injustice may cause one to
think it right to take from the rich to help the poor. Duelling was regarded as an obligation of
honor and to refuse a challenge as a manifestation of cowardice. Feuding and lynching are
mistaken forms of family or public justice where organized law is not in force. These practices
are not defended here, but only cited to show how an apparent conflict of moral principles may
result in a faulty application of them or in conclusions wrongly reasoned from them.

It is possible also for people to become victims of moral depravity introduced in previous
generations. Those who introduced the immoral customs did so with conscious knowledge of
their immorality, but succeeding generations now come to take them as a matter of course,
having grown up not in a normal but in a perverted moral environment. Tribes reduced to
brigandage for a living may cease to see anything wrong in theft, at least from strangers. Slaves
threatened with death for bringing bad news may come to feel justified in lying. The constant
tolerance of concubinage by public opinion may dull the consciences of unreflecting persons.
Public apathy toward political graft and unfair patronage may cause some to view them as
perquisites of office. Ignorance in all such matters is not usually invincible, but may be in



extreme cases.

UNCHANGEABLENESS OF THE NATURAL LAW

Some of the above difficulties could be easily solved if we could admit that the natural law
is changeable, that it is different for different places, times, or persons. But this would ruin the
whole idea of a natural law, one founded on unchanging human nature. We must therefore show
that the natural law is unchangeable, that it is always in force, that it does not sometimes bind
and at other times not bind, that its commands and prohibitions are always the same for all
persons at all times and places.

Laws come into being by enactment and are abolished by repeal. Laws are changed by
amendment, which consists either in canceling part of the law, or adding something to the law, or
substituting a new part for an old. These ideas are derived from positive laws, and our question is
whether they are also applicable to the natural law.

The ordinary way for a law to be changed is by an act of the lawgiver himself or his
successor in office. This is called an extrinsic change because nothing happened within the law
itself to invalidate it and the change came from a change in the lawgiver's will. The other way is
an intrinsic change occurring within the law itself. Conditions and circumstances have become
so different that the law now becomes useless or harmful; it ceases to be reasonable or for the
common good, and so fails to fulfill any longer the definition of a law even though the lawgiver
may continue to impose it.

There are two other notions which do not strictly mean a change in law, but should be
considered here: exemption and dispensation. By exemption a person ceases to be a subject of the
law, ceases to be one of those upon whom the law was imposed. Thus one who travels outside a
certain territory is exempt from the laws pertaining to that territory; one whose income falls
below the set limit is exempt from income tax. Dispensation is a relaxation of the law granted by
legitimate authority in a particular case. A certain individual is withdrawn from the obligation of
the law, though the law itself remains in force and the person remains subject to it. The purpose
of dispensation is to handle exceptional cases that could not be forseen or conveniently provided
for in the general statement of the law. A law is placed on the community for the common good,
and provision for each extraordinary case would make the statement of the law too cumbersome;
these cases can be handled by dispensation. A dispensation can be granted only by the lawgiver
or his delegate. It is valid only for the persons and under the conditions expressly stated.

The natural law cannot undergo change or relaxation in any of the ways described above. It
should be understood that we are dealing here only with objective morality and not with
subjective morality, and that we are not considering excuses arising from such subjective factors
as the modifiers of voluntariness or an erroneous conscience.

1. The natural law Is intrinsically unchangeable. To change intrinsically the natural law
would have to become useless or harmful, either in whole or in part. But it can never become
useless or harmful, because it prescribes what right reason sees to be in harmony with human
nature taken completely in all its parts and relations, and human nature remains essentially the
same. If human nature is essentially unchangeable, what is in harmony with human nature is
unchangeable.

2. The natural law is extrinsically unchangeable. To change extrinsically the natural law
would have to be repealed or amended by the lawgiver. But the lawgiver in this case is God, and



there is no danger of any other lawgiver usurping His authority. God could not change the
natural law without contradicting Himself. As Author of human nature, God wills that we live
according to our nature; this is the natural law. Then by changing the natural law God would will
that we do not live according to our nature. Not even God could will both of these together.

3. From the natural law there is no exemption or dispensation. To be exempted or dispensed
from the natural law a man would have to be exempted or dispensed from his human nature, an
impossibility too absurd for comment. St. Thomas seems to conflict with this view when he

states that secondary principles or detailed conclusions admit of change and dispensation.1? His
example is that, while it is a general rule that goods held in trust must be restored to their owner,

they should not be if they are claimed for treasonable purposes..L But notice that this is not really
an exception; it applies to everybody in such circumstances. If the precepts of the natural law are
put in stated formulas, an incomplete formula will have exceptions. What we are considering is
not man's imperfect attempts to formulate the natural law, but the natural law itself.

Questions on the Argument.—The following objections naturally suggest themselves:

1. Could not God change human nature and thus change the natural law? It is true that God
has the absolute power of turning us into some other kind of beings; if He did so, the natural law
would then mean that we must live according to the new nature we received. But so long as He
keeps us men, with the nature and properties we have now, God must will that we observe the
natural law we have as men. To wonder whether God will change our nature is to engage in idle
speculation.

2. Human laws are subject to change, and hence there is nothing in the concept of law itself
to make it unchangeable; why then cannot the natural law change? The answer is that human
laws are subject to change because of their imperfect character. The human lawgiver cannot
foresee all the conditions and circumstances that may arise, and cannot frame a law that will
cover them all. As new dangers arise against the common good and better methods of avoiding
them are discovered, later lawgivers must amend the work of their predecessors. Since human
behavior is unpredictable, a certain amount of trial and error in lawmaking is to be expected.
God's laws are not subject to such limitations.

3. How can God's will remain free if He cannot repeal or change the laws He has made?
God was free to create or not to create man, but, having willed to create man, God must will that
man live according to his nature. God is not free to will contradictions.

4. If God can make exceptions to the physical laws by working miracles, why cannot He
make exceptions to the moral law? The first does not involve any moral wrong, whereas the
second does. God can do what He wants with His creatures and may interfere in His universe in
any way He pleases, but one thing He cannot do is to allow His creatures to defy Him. This is
what moral wrong means. Only free creatures can oppose their wills to God's and abuse the
nature He has given them. God cannot grant permission to free creatures to act thus, any more

than He could command that His command be disobeyed.12

SUMMARY

There must be an eternal law in God. God cannot without contradiction be indifferent
whether His plan of creation is carried out. The plan of His intellect and decree of His will that
creatures attain their ends is the eternal law. This is truly a law, for it fulfills the definition of a
law, and it is an eternal law, for an act of God's intellect and will is as eternal as God's very



essence. It was promulgated by God from eternity, but could not be received in creatures until
these creatures existed.

The natural law in the sense of the natural moral law is the rational creature's participation
of the eternal law.

The natural law is promulgated to man through his reason. At birth it is in man only
virtually; by examining his nature with the light of his reason man developes the natural law into
a formal code of moral principles. Thus the natural law does not demand innate ideas.

The natural law exists. God must guide man to his end by means that are efficacious and
suited to man's nature. Such means must be a law with binding force, for advice would be
insufficient; a moral law, for inner necessity and outer compulsion would destroy man's free
will; a natural law, for man is no exception to the rule that every being is directed to its end by
its nature.

The natural law is sufficiently knowable. Its general principles cannot be invincibly
unknown by normal mature persons, though its remote conclusions can be. The first moral
principle, Do good and avoid evil, is known to all; simple and obvious deductions escape only
the abnormal or the immature or those with defective moral training; difficult conclusions and
applications can be invincibly unknown even by the learned, just as error occurs in other fields of
knowledge. Hence the diversity of opinion in morals.

The natural law is unchangeable. Intrinsic change, the law's becoming useless or harmful,
would suppose a change in human nature. Extrinsic change, repeal or amendment by God, would
suppose a contradiction in God's will. Exemption and dispensation would require a man to shed
his human nature. Imperfect human laws need amendment, but not the natural law, the work of
the Perfect Lawgiver, Who is Himself unchangeable.
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CHAPTER 1 2

OBLIGATION AND SANCTION

PROBLEM

Since the moral law binds without the use of external physical force and without any inner
determination of our nature, just how does it accomplish its effect? What is this oughtness,
obligation, or duty and how does it obtain its binding power? This problem touches the very core
of ethics.

Either we impose the ought on ourselves or it is imposed on us from the outside; if from the
outside, it must come either from God or from our fellow man, for nothing beneath us can bind
us; if from our fellow man, it must arise from fellow man politically organized into the state or
from the broader general requirements of group living. The only other alternative is to deny the
existence of any moral obligation, a position the hedonists should logically assume.

As we should expect, the moral positivists draw all moral obligation from the state, thus
making the moral law and the civil law equivalent. The utilitarians derive what moral obligation
they admit from man's need to promote the general prosperity of mankind, in which each one
shares. These views we have already described sufficiently. But we have not yet discussed the
opinion that we impose moral obligation on ourselves. This is the famous theory of Immanuel
Kant, which now claims our attention.

KANT'S AUTONOMOUS MORALITY

We reserved our discussion of Kant's ethical system for this place because he centers it all
about the idea of duty. In contrast to the various systems of eudaemonism, the theory that man's
last end is happiness of some kind, Kant's ethics is a stern deontologism, the theory that man's
last end is the fulfillment of duty. It has an unmistakable affinity to Stoicism, "virtue is its own
reward," "duty for duty's sake," but he develops it in an original way.

Kant never tired of saying that two things ever filled him with admiration, "the starry sky
above and the moral law within." On the moral law he based the whole structure of his
philosophy, for after he had devoted his Critique of Pure Reason to demolishing the ability of
human reason to discover truth speculatively, he tried in his Critique of Practical Reason to build
it all up again on a practical and moral foundation. His thought is easier to follow in his



Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals.

He begins by stating that the good taken purely and simply is found only in a good will, and
a good will is one which acts, not from natural inclination, but from duty. Only acts done from
duty have moral worth. Even acts done in the line of duty but not from the motive of duty have
no moral value. They lack the form of morality, that which precisely gives them their moral
quality, and this can be nothing else but respect for the law, which is what he means by duty.
Thus an act is not good because of the end to which it leads, but solely because of the motive of
duty from which it is performed.

The moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect which is expected from it or in any
principle of action which has to borrow its motive from this expected effect. For all these effects
(agreeableness of condition, indeed even the promotion of the happiness of others) could be brought
about through other causes and would not require the will of a rational being, while the highest and
unconditional good can be found only in such a will. Therefore the pre-eminent good can consist
only in the conception of the law in itself (which can be present only in a rational being) so far as
this conception and not the hoped-for effect is the determining ground of the will. This pre-eminent
good, which we call moral, is already present in the person who acts according to this conception

and we do not have to expect it first in the result.d

What is this law, respect for which must be the motive of an act to make it moral? It must be
the pure concept of law as such. If any act I do is to be moral, I must ask myself: Can I make the
maxim or principle on which this act rests into a universal law binding all?

The shortest but most infallible way to find the answer to the question as to whether a
deceitful promise is consistent with duty is to ask myself: Would I be content that my maxim (of
extricating myself from difficulty by a false promise) should hold as a universal law for myself as
well as for others? And could I say to myself that everyone may make a false promise when he is in
a difficulty from which he otherwise cannot escape? I immediately see that I could will the lie but
not a universal law to lie. For with such a law there would be no promises at all inasmuch as it
would be futile to make a pretense of my intention in regard to future actions to those who would
not believe this pretence or—if they overhastily did so—who would pay me back in my own coin.

Thus my maxim would necessarily destroy itself as soon as it was made a universal law.2

Kant goes on to say that, whereas everything in nature works according to laws, only
rational beings can have an idea of law and consciously conform their conduct to principles. This
capacity is will, which is the same as practical reason. An objective principle of law binding the
will is a command, stated as an imperative expressing the ought. An imperative may be
hypothetical (if you want this end, you must use these means), or categorical (you must do this
absolutely).

If the action is good only as a means to something else, the imperative is hypothetical; but if
it is thought of as good in itself, and hence as necessary in a will which of itself conforms to reason
as the principle of this will, the imperative is categorical. . . .

There is one imperative which directly commands a certain conduct without making its
condition some purpose to be reached by it. This imperative is categorical. It concerns not the
material of the action and its intended result but the form and principle from which it results. What
is essentially good in it consists in the intention, the result being what it may. This imperative may
be called the imperative of morality. . . .

There is, therefore, only one categorical imperative. It is: Act only according to that maxim

by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law2



This statement of the categorical imperative is repeated often by Kant, sometimes with a slightly
different wording and emphasis, but the underlying meaning is always the same. What in Kant's
view makes an act morally wrong? It is in making an exception for myself, and thus
contradicting the law in my own favor.

When we observe ourselves in any transgression of duty, we find that we do not actually will
that our maxim should become a universal law. That is impossible for us; rather, the contrary of this

maxim should remain as a law generally, and we only take the liberty of making an exception to it

for ourselves or for the sake of our inclination, and for this one occasion.4

The fundamental reason why such conduct is wrong is that it subjects other persons (as
means) to myself (as end), perverting the whole realm of ends, according to which each rational
being, each person, must be treated never merely as a means but always as an end in himself.
The dignity of the rational being, the nobility of a person as such, is therefore the fundamental
reason why I must be moral. But this principle involves a further and startling conclusion. If I
must not subject other persons as means to myself as end, I myself am not subjected as means to
another as end.

Who then imposes the moral law upon me? I impose it on myself. This is what he calls the
autonomy of the will.

Reason, therefore, relates every maxim of the will as giving universal laws to every other
will and also to every action toward itself; it does not do so for the sake of any other practical motive
or future advantage but rather from the idea of the dignity of a rational being, which obeys no law
except that which he himself also gives. . . .

He is thus fitted to be a member in a possible realm of ends to which his own nature already
destined him. For, as an end in himself, he is destined to be legislative in the realm of ends, free
from all laws of nature and obedient only to those which he himself gives. Accordingly, his maxims

can belong to a universal legislation to which he is at the same time also subject. . . . Autonomy is

thus the basis of the dignity of both human nature and every rational nature.2

Kant goes on to derive from the moral law the three truths which he thought could not be
established by speculative reason, but which we took as the three presuppositions to ethics: the
freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God. Unless we are free, we
can neither legislate the moral law for ourselves nor observe it. We can never reach but only
approximate a perfect fulfillment of the moral law, but since our function in existence is always
to tend to realize it more perfectly, we must be immortal. The One who does realize it perfectly,
who is the absolute fulfillment of holiness and the ideal of all goodness, is God.

Granted that the pure moral law inexorably binds every man as a command (not as a rule of

prudence), the righteous man may say: I will that there be a God, that my existence in this world be
also an existence in a pure world of the understanding outside the system of natural connections,®

and finally that my duration be endless. I stand by this and will not give up this belief.Z

So these truths are neither mere hypotheses nor rational convictions, but practical postulates
demanded by our moral needs which we accept on belief, an attitude Kant calls pure rational

faith.8



Criticism.—Kant's vigorous assertion of the moral law, his stern preachment of the claims
of duty, the paramount importance he attached to the ethical issue, and the high seriousness with
which he approached the fundamental problems of philosophy, acted as a powerful antidote to
the materialism and hedonism of a shallower age. All this was to the good, but it should not blind
us to the defects of his system. We shall limit our criticisms to three:

(1)The motive of duty
(2)The categorical imperative
(3)The autonomy of the will

1. To rest all morality on the motive of duty is unnatural and inhuman. Kant nowhere says
that an act not done from duty is immoral, only that it is nonmoral; nor does he say that to be
moral it must be done from pure duty alone. All he says is that unless the motive of duty is
present it cannot be moral, and, if it is done from both duty and inclination, only the motive of
duty can give it its morality. But even this is overplaying the role of duty. Is it only her sense of
duty and not her love for her child that gives morality to a mother's devotion? Is it only cold
obligation and not large-hearted generosity that makes relief of the poor a moral act? Certainly a
sense of duty will be present in such cases, but love and generosity are always esteemed as
higher motives than mere duty and give the act a greater moral worth. We fall back on duty only
when other motives fail. Duty is rather the last bulwark against wrong acting than the highest
motive for right acting.

How could Kant explain heroic acts, such as giving one's life for one's friend? These are
always thought the noblest and best, precisely because they go beyond the call of duty. Kant is
then faced with this dilemma: either he must deny that heroic acts are moral, and thus fly in the
face of all human evaluations, so as to make his ethics useless in practice; or he must make
heroic acts a strict duty, thus putting a burden on human nature that it cannot bear and robbing
these acts of the very quality that makes them heroic.

2. That the moral law commands us with a categorical imperative is undoubtedly true, and
Kant emphasizes it well, but his formulation of it is faulty. The moral imperative is properly: "Do
good and avoid evil," plus the more definite principles derived from this, rather than Kant's
formula: "So act that the maxim from which you act can be made a universal law," which is only
a negative rule. Evil ways of acting could never become universal laws, for they are self-
destructive; but there are also good ways of acting that can never become universal laws, such as
a life of celibacy. Hence the reason for the moral goodness of an act is not the fact that it can be
made a universal law. Kant might answer that we can will celibacy to be a universal law for a
definite type of person in definite circumstances; but this answer is no help, for if we start
making exceptions of this sort the term universal law loses all meaning. It finally narrows down
to just one single case. To use Kant's own example, I might will that anyone in my peculiar
predicament could get out of it by lying, and still have the law universal for that class of people.

To determine the goodness of an act wholly from the maxim which governs it and not from
the end to which it naturally leads is to adopt a purely subjective norm of morality. All three
determinants, the nature of the act, its motive, and the circumstances, must be considered, and
not the motive alone. It is difficult to square Kant's view here with the acceptance of intrinsic
morality.

3. Kant's recognition of the dignity of the human person is one of the most admired parts of
his philosophy. But he carries it so far as to make a created person impossible. We must never
use each other merely as means, but God may do with us what He pleases, short of contradicting



His own attributes. To make the human will autonomous does violence to the rights of God the
Creator. Kant is forced to this position by his rejection of the traditional proofs for God's
existence, thus paying the price for faulty metaphysics. In Kant's system our reason for accepting
God's existence is ultimately that we will His existence, for we need Him to justify morality to
ourselves. As Kant says, this is a practical faith rather than a reasoned conviction. But here is
another dilemma. Really God either does or does not exist; if He does not exist, we cannot will
Him into existence simply because we feel a need of Him; if He does exist, the human will
cannot be wholly autonomous but is subject to the law God imposes on us.

Kant correctly argues that there can be no morality without free will. But in his discussion
of freedom there is always a confusion between freedom of choice and freedom of independence,
as if one could not retain free will and still be under the command of another's law. To save
freedom he demands autonomy, but by demanding autonomy he destroys all real obligation and
therefore all real law.

The obligation an autonomous will imposes on itself is an obligation only in name. A will
that binds itself is no more bound than a man who locks himself in but still holds the key in his
hand. Kant does not think that we may either make or not make the moral law for ourselves as
we please, or that we frame its provisions arbitrarily. We cannot escape from the categorical
imperative, and the maxims that we will into universal laws cannot be otherwise than they are.
Why not? If this necessity is founded on the very nature of things (and Kant thinks that it is, for
it is our one grasp of the noumenon, the thing-in-itself), then it is determined for us by some
other will than ours and to this will we are subject. Either there is no obligation or it is imposed
on us from without. The only other alternative is an identification of the human will with the
divine, the pantheistic trend taken by Kant's followers.

TRUE NATURE OF OBLIGATION

We return now to the alternatives proposed at the beginning of this chapter: that moral
obligation must be imposed on us either by ourselves or by our fellow man or by God.

Moral obligation does not come from oneself. We have just discussed Kant's version of this
theory and found it unacceptable. One cannot have authority over oneself and be subject to
oneself in the same respect, be one's own superior and inferior. A lawmaker can repeal his own
laws. If man made the moral law for himself, he could never violate it, for he cannot will both its
observance and its violation at once, and his act of violation would simply be an act of repeal.
Such a law could impose no obligation.

Moral obligation cannot come from fellow man. As moral beings all men are equal. They all
have the same last end and must use the same means to it under the same moral law. Therefore
no man or body of men has original jurisdiction over another so as to bind him under moral guilt,
under pain of losing his last end, since it is in no man's power to grant or refuse to another the
attainment of the last end. Even the state, man's most powerful organization, has no power here.
For what obligation have men to obey the state? Of itself the state can exert only physical
compulsion, unless it can appeal to the authority it receives from a Source beyond itself that
controls man's last end and enjoins obedience to the state as necessary for reaching that last end.
Hence moral obligation cannot come from fellow man, whether taken individually or as
organized into society.

Moral obligation, therefore, can come only from God. But a negative argument by
elimination is insufficient in so important a matter. We must show positively why and how this



proposition is true.

Voluntarists have immediate recourse to the will of God. Man is obliged to live a moral life
because God wills it, and no further reason need be sought why God wills it than the freedom
and supremacy of the divine will itself. Intellectualists agree that God does will that a man live a
moral life, but they are also concerned to show that the divine will, though supremely free, is not
arbitrary or capricious. The following explanation is deduced from St. Thomas' principles.

Obligation is moral necessity, imposed on a free will, thus differing from physical necessity,

which controls nonfree beings. How does any kind of necessity arise? St. Thomas? notes that
necessity arises from the causes of a thing. From the efficient cause arises the physical necessity
of compulsion and restraint, for these are brought about by the action of an external agent. From
the material and formal causes arises the physical necessity of internal determination, for matter
and form constitute the nature of a being and specify for it its type of activity; only intellectual
natures having free will partially escape this determinism. We are left with the final cause, and it
is from this that moral necessity arises.

Moral necessity, which binds a free will without destroying its freedom, must come from
the final cause, for only an end or good known by the intellect can move the will, either to arouse
or to restrain it. But one cannot will an end and at the same time refuse to will the means
necessary to the end; otherwise he would have a mere ineffectual wish, not a decision of the will.
Four possibilities occur:

(1)Neither the end nor the means are necessary
(2)The end is necessary but not the means
(3)The means are necessary but not the end
(4)Both the end and the means are necessary

1. Obviously there is no obligation when both end and means are optional. There is no
obligation of going to this particular college, because there are other colleges as means, and a
college education is not an absolute necessity as an end.

2. If there are several alternative means to the same end, there is no necessity of willing
these means rather than those. Even if the end is absolutely necessary, other means can be used
and the end can still be reached. Doing good and avoiding evil would not be of obligation if there
were some other way of achieving our last end.

3. If the end is not absolutely necessary, there is no necessity of using the means even when
they are the only possible means. This is always the case when the end is not an absolutely last
end, for every intermediate end is also a means to a further end and is not necessary unless this
further end is necessary. The study of medicine is necessary for a doctor, but one need not
become a doctor. Good moral conduct is the only possible means to happiness, but there would
be no obligation to good moral conduct if happiness itself were not necessary.

4. The end is an absolutely last end that must be obtained at all costs, and there is but one
means to it with no substitute possible. The means are necessary if they are the only means and if
the end is necessary. By fulfilling both conditions, we pass beyond hypothetical necessity to
categorical necessity and arrive at the absolute ought of moral obligation. We may now define it
as the moral necessity of acting in a certain way, laid on the free will by the intellect perceiving
the necessary connection of these acts as necessary means to a necessary end.

Applying this analysis to man's moral life, we find both requirements fulfilled:



(1)A necessary end absolutely to be obtained
(2)One necessary means with no substitute possible

1. Man has an absolutely last end, attainment of which is absolutely necessary for man. The
human will is not free to seek or not seek happiness, but must of its very nature seek it. This
quest is universal, inescapable, irresistible. It is the sole purpose for which man exists, the only
reason why he has any being at all, and to miss it means utter futility and frustration. The human
intellect perceives this design of his Creator impressed on man's very nature not merely as the
offer of a reward which may be sought if one wishes but as the objective order inherent in
creation itself and exacted by man's being the kind of being God made him to be.

2. Man has only one means of reaching his last end, morally good human acts, and only one
means of losing his last end, morally bad human acts. We have already proved that both the
wisdom of God and the dignity of man demand that man's attainment of his last end depend on
his human acts done in the present life. The norm of morality, especially the ultimate norm,
shows how the distinction of right from wrong is in the last resort founded on the nature of God
Himself, who could not, without contradicting Himself, provide a substitute.

So much about the nature of moral obligation. But what of its source? Who imposes moral
obligation? The one who has established the end and the means and their necessary connection.
This objective order of things, commanded by God's intellect and carried out by His will, is what
we have called the eternal law, whose created counterpart is the natural law, faintly and
imperfectly reflected in human law. Thus God, the Eternal Lawgiver, is the ultimate source of all
moral obligation.

When we say that all moral obligation comes from our last end, do we mean the subjective
or objective last end, do we mean the happiness we are to experience in possessing God or God
Himself as the Supreme Excellence and Highest Good? The two are inseparable, but the second
is logically prior. God deserves our obedience primarily because He is good in Himself, and only
secondarily because He is good to us. His command is not, "If you do this, you will be eternally
happy," but simply, "Do this." This command, being absolute, unconditional, categorical,
imposes moral obligation. The obligation, once established, is then enforced by a suitable
sanction, the gain or loss of ultimate happiness.

We can sum up our main point, that all moral obligation comes from God, as follows:

Only he who determines the necessary connection between the observance of the moral law
and man's last end, and makes the attainment of the last end absolutely mandatory, can be the
ultimate source of moral obligation.

But only God determines the necessary connection between the observance of the moral law
and man's last end and makes the attainment of the last end absolutely mandatory.

Therefore only God can be the ultimate source of moral obligation.

ALL OBLIGATION THROUGH NATURAL LAW

Apart from supernatural revelation, God manifests His plan and will to man through the
natural law. All human positive laws, therefore, if they are to impose any moral obligation, must
derive this binding force from the natural law. In our study of social ethics we shall see that
human authority does, as a matter of fact, owe its origin to the natural law. We are interested at



the moment only in seeing why human law must find its basis in the natural law.
There are only three reasons why a person obeys a law:

(1)The law commands what is personally advantageous.
(2)Threat of punishment makes it expedient to obey.
(3)The subject feels a sense of duty or moral obligation.

The first two reasons cannot guarantee obedience to the law. It will be kept as long as it
seems advantageous or the vigilance of the police cannot be eluded. Since the subjects feel no
moral obligation to keep the law, they will break it as soon as it becomes more expedient to
break it than to keep it. In these cases it is not the law itself that binds the human will, but the
attractiveness of what the law prescribes or the fear of the punishment threatened. A law, as a
law, can bind the human will only by imposing moral obligation.

But human positive laws can impose no moral obligation on their own account, since they
cannot determine man's last end or the means to it. They can impose moral obligation only if the
natural law commands that just laws enacted by legitimate human authority are to be obeyed. We
shall see that the natural law does command this. Therefore human positive laws derive their
binding force from the natural law. Divine positive law is only an apparent exception, for, though
it imposes moral obligation on its own account, it is confirmed by the natural law, which
commands that God's commands shall be obeyed. Therefore all moral obligation comes from the
natural law, or at least (in the case of divine positive law) is accompanied by a parallel obligation
from the natural law.

SANCTION

The concept of obligation leads to that of sanction. It is notorious that not all people keep
their obligations, that laws are disobeyed. What means can a lawgiver use to insure obedience to
his law? We saw that obligation is moral necessity, a necessity resulting from the final cause.
The final cause is a motive urging a person to act but not destroying his free will. The only way,
therefore, that a lawgiver can get his law obeyed is by proposing a motive sufficiently strong to
attract the subjects to free acts of obedience. Such a motive, such a means a lawgiver uses to
enforce his law, is called sanction.

Sanction means the promise of reward for keeping the law or the threat of punishment for
breaking the law, or both; it also means the rewards or punishments themselves. It is used more
commonly of punishment than of reward, for human lawgivers do not usually give prizes to
those who keep their laws, but both are genuine meanings. The function of sanction is twofold:

(1)To induce people to keep the law and to dissuade them from breaking it
(2)To restore the objective order of justice after the law has been kept or broken

As laws may be natural or positive, according as they are inherent in a being's very nature or
are the result of legislative enactment, so may sanction. A natural sanction follows from the very
nature of the act performed, as sickness from intemperance, loss of business from dishonesty to
customers, social ostracism from surly and boorish behavior. A positive sanction is decided by
the will of the lawmaker and has no natural connection with the act, as a fine for speeding or
imprisonment for tax evasion.



A sanction may be more or less perfect according to its capacity for fulfilling its purpose. A
perfect sanction is one that is both strong, in that it provides a rational will with a sufficient
motive for keeping the law, and just, in that it sets up equality between merit and reward, demerit
and punishment. An imperfect sanction is in some measure either weak or unjust or both.

As moral philosophers we must discuss the kind of sanction attached to the natural law. The
following questions call for an answer:

(1)Has the natural law any sanction in the present life, and, if so, what kind is it?
(2)Has the natural law a perfect sanction anywhere, and, if so, where?
(3)What does the perfect sanction for the natural law consist in?

Imperfect Sanction in This Life—The natural law from its very nature cannot have
positive sanctions, for the lawgiver is God and any direct revelation of His will to us would be
divine positive law and not natural law. But it has some natural sanctions. Observance of the
natural law brings about the harmony between our acts and our nature that we described when
discussing the norm of morality, harmony between our animal and rational tendencies, and
between our creatural, social, and proprietary relations. Barring accidents, there should result
peace of mind, friendship, honor, prosperity, health, and a long life, as the result of the natural
virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. Frequent violation of the natural law
should result in remorse of conscience, loss of friendship, dishonor, poverty, disease, and an
early death, as the expected consequences of folly, dishonesty, cowardice, and debauchery. So it
would be if all evils were of our own making.

But, as life is actually lived, this sanction is imperfect. Poetic justice is not always done.
Too often the good suffer and the wicked prosper all life long. This occurrence is accidental in
the sense of being nonessential, but not in the sense of being infrequent. Few violate the whole
natural law, and the punishments for breaking part of it are offset by the rewards for keeping the
rest. Crimes are concealed and the social punishments avoided; the progress of science is
eliminating even some of the physical punishments. If everybody else kept the natural law, the
one criminal in the world would find the natural sanctions crushing, but too many cooperate with
the wicked and persecute the good. Unforeseen calamities play a large part in life and they are
not distributed according to one's moral condition. It may be true in general that "crime does not
pay," but in many particular instances it pays well. Earthly sanctions are too weak against strong
temptations; one may find a bad conscience easy to live with for a million dollars dishonestly
gained. For some sins, as suicide, there can be no sanction in this life. One may be put to the
supreme test, to choose between death and sin, and no possible temporal reward can be offered
for loss of life.

Perfect Sanction Hereafter.—This imperfect kind of sanction to the natural law cannot
satisfy God, the Perfect Lawgiver. The determination of the sanction depends on the lawgiver,
and God does not work in a slipshod fashion. To make the argument conclusive we must prove:

(1)That God must assign a sanction to the natural law
(2)That this sanction must be a perfect one
(3)That it will be applied in the life to come

1. God must assign a sanction to the natural law. A lawgiver must use the means necessary



to secure the observance of his law, otherwise he is not sincere in imposing the law. But the only
means which respects free will is sanction, for it provides a motive without using external force
or internal determination, thus imposing moral but not physical necessity. Therefore God, the
Supreme Lawgiver, assigns a sanction to the natural law.

2. This sanction must be a perfect one. This proposition is evident from the fact that God is
a wise and just lawgiver, and from the definition of a perfect sanction as one that is both strong
and just. A wise lawgiver assigns a sanction strong enough to achieve the end of the law.
Otherwise it will appeal only to the upright who do not need it, and will fail to influence those
whom the law is especially designed to curb. It must counterbalance any advantage to be gained
in breaking the law. A just lawgiver assigns a just sanction, distributing rewards and punishments
in proportion to the degree in which the law has been kept or broken, to the good or evil done.
Otherwise a small observance might compensate for a grave violation.

3. This perfect sanction will be applied in the life to come. Since there must be a perfect
sanction to the natural law, and, as we have seen, the sanction in the present life is not perfect,
the perfect sanction must be applied in the life to come.

Gain or Loss of Man's Last End.—What does this perfect sanction consist in? It must be
the gain or loss of happiness in the possession of God, our last end. No other sanction would be
sufficient to make men keep the natural law. Those who deliberately refuse to use the means
should be deprived of the end. So long as men feel that they can attain their last end, they seem
to be willing to chance any amount of temporal punishment that might befall them. Doubtless
they have a grossly inadequate realization of what such punishment might amount to, but, even
so, what temporal punishment can compare with utter and hopeless frustration? If even this
threat does not always prevent sin, and experience shows that it does not, surely nothing less
would do so. God Himself is unable to provide a stronger sanction, for He cannot offer a greater
reward than Himself or threaten a greater punishment than the loss of the Highest Good. To go
further would be to encroach on man's free will, and this God will not do.

The above conclusion of natural reason leads as far as the philosopher can go. What the
precise nature of this reward or punishment will be, except that it must consist in the gain or loss
of final happiness in the possession of God, is beyond the purview of unaided human reason.

SUMMARY

How does moral necessity, which is the same as oughtness, obligation, or duty, accomplish
its effect?

Immanuel Kant held that we impose obligation on ourselves. Nothing, he says, is simply
good except a good will. A good will is one that acts from the motive of duty. Duty is the
necessity of acting from respect for law. The moral law commands with a categorical imperative:
So act that the maxim from which you act can by your will be made into a universal law. The
basis for the categorical imperative is the human personality. A person is never to be used as a
means, always to be regarded as an end. The human will is an end in itself, autonomously
imposing the moral law on itself.

Kant is criticized for overstressing the idea of duty, incorrectly formulating the moral
imperative, and making the human will usurp the place of God while emptying obligation of all
meaning.

Moral obligation cannot come from oneself, for any lawmaker can repeal his own laws, nor
from fellow man, for as moral beings all men are equal and cannot control another's last end.



Moral obligation must come from God, who alone determines by the eternal law the necessary
connection between the observance of the moral law and man's last end, and makes the
attainment of the last end absolutely mandatory. This determination of His intellect and will He
manifests to us through the natural law, which is the proximate source of all obligation; from it
alone positive laws derive their binding force.

Sanction is the promise of reward or threat of punishment added to a law to secure
obedience.

There is an imperfect sanction to the natural law in the present life. Some evil acts have
natural punishments, but they are not equally applied and are often evaded.

There must be a perfect sanction to the natural law in the life to come. God cannot be
indifferent as to whether His law is kept, He must provide a sufficiently strong motive for
keeping the law, He must distribute rewards and punishments justly.

This perfect sanction consists in the gain or loss of man's last end. No stronger sanction is
possible without destroying human free will.
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CHAPTER 1 3

CONSCIENCE

PROBLEM

The law gives the general principle, such as "Do not lie, steal, murder," but it does not tell
whether this particular act done by this particular person here and now is an act of lying, stealing,
or murdering. Laws would be useless unless each person had some ability to apply the law to the
concrete situations in which he finds himself. This ability, this connecting link between the law
and the individual act, is conscience.

Hitherto we have been dealing with objective morality, and now make the transition to
subjective morality. The norm of morality and the natural law provide the objective basis of
morality, for by them we can tell whether a certain kind of act is of its own very nature good or
bad or indifferent, and also whether it becomes good or bad by external circumstances.
Conscience stands as the subjective basis of morality, for by it the individual person determines
whether this individual act of his, done here and now in these circumstances and with this
intention in mind, taking into consideration all the factors that may modify his knowledge or
consent, is good or bad for him. We have the following points to discuss:

(1)What is conscience?

(2)How is the judgment of conscience formed?
(3)Must we always follow the dictate of conscience?
(4)May we act with a doubtful conscience?

(5)How can doubts of conscience be solved?

MEANING OF CONSCIENCE

The word conscience comes from the Latin conscientia (literally, knowing with), which
covers the two ideas of consciousness and conscience. For clarity's sake Latin writers must
distinguish between conscientia psychologica and conscientia moralis, since they have but one
word, and modern writers in the Romance languages must make a similar distinction. This is not
necessary in English, where consciousness is the psychological term and conscience the ethical



term.

Conscience is sometimes called the voice of God, but this expression is to be understood
metaphorically, not literally. It does not mean that we get a special revelation from God about
each act we are going to do. God speaks to us through our ordinary human nature and through
the ordinary faculties of that nature. Supernatural manifestations are outside the scope of ethics.

In the popular mind conscience is often thought of as an "inner voice," a "still small voice,"
telling us what to do or avoid. Doubtless, most people do experience a reaction of the
subconscious based on their childhood environment and training, a tendency to approve or
disapprove of things for which approval or disapproval was shown in childhood. Such latent
prepossessions, whether predilections or prejudices, will often give correct moral estimates if one
has been brought up well. But this is not what is meant by conscience as we take it.

Conscience is not a special faculty distinct from the intellect. Otherwise our judgment about
the rightness or wrongness of our individual acts would be nonintellectual, nonrational, the
product of some blind instinct. Conduct of this kind would be unworthy of one whose chief
characteristic is rationality. The moral sense theory, insofar as it makes a special faculty out of
conscience, is therefore unacceptable. Conscience is but the intellect itself in a special function,
the function of judging the rightness or wrongness of our own individual acts.

Conscience is a function of the practical intellect. It does not deal with theoretical questions
of right and wrong in general, such as "Why is lying wrong?" "Why must justice be done?" but
with the practical question: "What ought I to do here and now in this concrete situation?" "If I do
this act I am thinking of, will I be lying, will I be unjust?" It is the same practical intellect by
which I judge what to do or avoid in other affairs of life: how shall I run my business, invest my
money, protect my health, design my house, plant my farm, raise my family? Like other human
judgments, conscience can go wrong, can form false moral judgments. As a man can make
mistakes in these other spheres of human activity, so he can make mistakes in personal conduct.
But in them all man has no other guide than his intellect.

Conscience may therefore be defined as the practical judgment of reason upon an individual
act as good and to be performed, or as evil and to be avoided. The term conscience is applied to
three things, and though the definition just given expresses the last of the three, it implies the
other two. Conscience means:

(1)The intellect as the faculty of forming judgments about right and wrong individual acts
(2)The process of reasoning that the intellect goes through to reach such a judgment
(3)The judgment itself which is the conclusion of this reasoning process

Deriving the Judgment of Conscience.—The reasoning process involved in arriving at a
judgment of conscience is the same as in any logical deductive argument. Deductive reasoning
supposes a major premise or general principle, a minor premise or application of the principle to
a particular case, and a conclusion necessarily following from the two premises.

The major premise employed in forming the judgment of conscience is a general moral
principle, either self-evident or the conclusion of previous reasoning from self-evident principles.
Medieval writers use the word synderesis to mean the habit of general moral principles, the habit
of having such principles ready formed in mind and of using them as the basis of one's conduct.
What the broad metaphysical principles of contradiction, sufficient reason, causality, and the
like, are to theoretical reasoning, the principles of synderesis such as, "Do good and avoid evil,"
"Respect the rights of others,"” "Do as you would be done by," are to practical moral reasoning.



The major premise may be either a principle of synderesis or a conclusion derived from it but
held by the individual as a general rule of conduct. The minor premise brings the particular act
here and now to be done under the scope of the general principle enunciated in the major. The
conclusion logically following is the judgment of conscience itself. Examples:

Lies are not allowed.
This explanation of my conduct is a lie.
This explanation of my conduct is not allowed.

Mistakes that may harm people must be corrected.
The mistake I just made is one that may harm people.
The mistake I just made must be corrected.

What belongs to no one may be kept.
This object I just picked up belongs to no one.
This object I just picked up may be kept.

We often draw the conclusions of conscience so quickly that we are not aware of their
syllogistic form. But if we reflect on the process of reasoning we have gone through, we can
readily see that it is syllogistic in nature. It usually takes the shortened form of an enthymeme:
"Should I say this? No; that would be a lie"; "Must I correct this mistake? Yes; it may hurt
someone"; "May I keep this? Of course; no one else owns it." Some of the principles involved
(the major premises) may be so simple that we have never expressly formulated them, though we
have been acting on them for years.

KINDS OF CONSCIENCE

Conscience may be a guide to future actions, prompting us to do them or avoid them, or a
judge of our past actions, the source of our self-approval or remorse. The former is called
antecedent conscience, the latter consequent conscience. When we speak of "examining our
conscience,” we refer to consequent conscience. But for the purpose of ethics antecedent
conscience is far more important. Its acts are chiefly four: commanding or forbidding, when the
act must either be done or avoided; persuading or permitting, when there is question of the better
or worse course without a strict obligation.

Since the judgment of conscience is the judgment of the intellect and the intellect can err,
either by adopting false premises or by drawing an illogical conclusion, conscience can be
correct or erroneous. A correct conscience judges as good what is really good, or as evil what is
really evil. Here subjective and objective morality correspond. An erroneous conscience judges
as good what is really evil, or as evil what is really good. All error involves ignorance, because a
person cannot make a false judgment in his mind unless he lacks knowledge of the truth. This
ignorance involved in error is either vincible or invincible ignorance, and so we speak of error
too as being vincible or invincible. Hence we have a vincibly erroneous conscience if the error
can be overcome and the judgment corrected, or an invincibly erroneous conscience if the error
cannot be overcome and the judgment cannot be corrected, at least by means any normally
prudent man would be expected to use.

Conscience may also be certain or doubtful. A certain conscience judges without fearing



that the opposite may be true. A doubtful conscience either hesitates to make any judgment at all,
or does make a judgment but with misgivings that the opposite may be true. If it makes no
judgment, the intellect remains in suspense because it either sees no motives or equal motives on
both sides. If the intellect judges with fear of the opposite, it assents to one side but its judgment
is only a probable opinion; for this reason a doubtful conscience of this kind is sometimes called
a probable conscience. There are varying degrees of probability, running all the way from slight
suspicion to the fringes of certitude.

The fact that people differ in their sensitivity to moral values gives habitual characteristics
to their judgments of conscience. We call consciences strict or lax, tender or tough, fine or blunt,
delicate or gross, according as they are inclined to perceive or overlook moral values. A
perplexed conscience belongs to one who cannot make up his mind and remains in a state of
indecisive anguish, especially if he thinks that he will be doing wrong whichever alternative he
chooses. A scrupulous conscience torments its owner by rehearsing over and over again doubts
that were once settled, finding new sources of guilt in old deeds that were best forgotten, striving
for a kind of certainty about one's state of soul that is beyond our power in this life. Scrupulosity
can be a serious form of spiritual self-torture, mounting to neurotic anxiety, that is more of a
psychological than an ethical condition. The person needs to learn, not the distinction between
right and wrong, which he may know very well, but how to stop worrying over groundless fears,
how to end his ceaseless self-examination and face life in a more confident spirit.

Having seen what conscience is and the main forms it takes, we must now discuss our
obligation to follow the dictates of conscience. There are two chief rules which we must prove,
each of which involves a serious problem:

(1)Always obey a certain conscience.
(2)Never act with a doubtful conscience.

ALWAYS OBEY A CERTAIN CONSCIENCE

Notice the difference in meaning between a certain and a correct conscience. The term
correct describes the objective truth of the person's judgment, that his conscience represents the
real state of things. The term certain describes the subjective state of the person judging, how
firmly he holds to his assent, how thoroughly he has excluded fear of the opposite. The kind of
certitude meant here is a subjective certitude, which can exist along with objective error. Hence
there are two possibilities:

(1)A certain and correct conscience
(2)A certain but erroneous conscience

1. A certain and correct conscience offers no difficulty and our obligation is clear. A certain
and correct conscience is merely the moral law promulgated to the individual and applied to his
own act. But the moral law must be obeyed. Therefore a certain and correct conscience must be
obeyed.

What degree of certitude is required? It is sufficient that the conscience be prudentially
certain. Prudential certitude is not absolute but relative. It excludes all prudent fear that the
opposite may be true, but it does not rule out imprudent fears based on bare possibilities. The
reasons are strong enough to satisfy a normally prudent man in an important matter, so that he



feels safe in practice though there is a theoretical chance of his being wrong. He has taken every
reasonable precaution, but cannot guarantee against rare contingencies and freaks of nature.

In moral matters strict mathematical certitude (metaphysical certitude, the opposite of which
is a contradiction) or even the certitude of physical events (physical certitude, the opposite of
which would be a miracle) is not to be expected. When there is question of action, of something
to be done here and now, but often involving future consequences some of which are dependent
on the wills of other people, the absolute possibility of error cannot be wholly excluded; but it
can be so reduced that no prudent man, no one free from neurotic whimsies, would be deterred
from acting through fear of it. Thus a prudent man, having investigated the case, can say that he
is certain that this business venture is safe, that this criminal is guilty, that this employee is
honest. Prudential certitude, since it excludes all reasonable fear of error, is much more than high
probability, which does not exclude such reasonable fear. One may, of course, define certitude so
strictly as to make it mean absolute certitude only; but such a one is quarreling over mere words,
must find another term to indicate what we have been describing, and goes against the common
usage of language.

2. What happens when one has an erroneous conscience? Of course, if the error is vincible,
it must be corrected. The person knows that he may be wrong, is able to correct the possible
error, and is obliged to do so before acting. But a vincibly erroneous conscience cannot be a
certain conscience. This is seen by asking how any conscience can become vincibly erroneous. A
man may merely have a probable opinion which he neglects to verify, though able to do so. Or
he may once have judged certainly yet erroneously, and now begins to doubt whether his
judgment was correct or not. As long as he did not realize his error, his conscience was
invincibly erroneous; the error has become vincible only because he is no longer subjectively
certain and has begun to doubt. A vincibly erroneous conscience is therefore a name for a
conscience that was either doubtful from the beginning or else was once subjectively certain but
erroneous, and has now become a doubtful conscience. It will be handled under doubtful
conscience.

If the error is invincible, we seem to have a dilemma. On the one hand, it does not seem
right that a person should be obliged to follow an erroneous judgment; on the other hand, he does
not know that he is in error and has no means of correcting it. We solve the apparent dilemma by
remembering that conscience is a subjective guide to conduct, that invincible error and ignorance
are unavoidable, that any wrong which occurs is not done voluntarily and hence is not chargeable
to the agent. A person acting with an invincibly erroneous conscience may do something that is
objectively wrong, but, since he does not recognize it as such, it is not subjectively wrong. The
person is free of guilt by the invincible ignorance bound up in his error.

Hence a certain conscience must be obeyed, not only when it is correct, but even when it is
invincibly erroneous. Conscience is the only guide a man has for the performance of concrete
actions here and now. But an invincibly erroneous conscience cannot be distinguished from a
correct conscience. Therefore if one were not obliged to follow a certain but invincibly erroneous
conscience, one would not be obliged to follow a certain and correct conscience. But one is
obliged to follow a certain and correct conscience. Therefore one is also obliged to follow a
certain but invincibly erroneous conscience.

The basic reason for this conclusion is that the will depends on the intellect to present the
good to it. The will-act is good if it tends to the good presented by the intellect, bad if it tends to
what the intellect judges evil. Invincible error in the intellect does not change the goodness or
badness of the will-act, in which morality essentially consists. If a man is firmly convinced that



his action is right, he is obeying the moral law as far as he can; if he is firmly convinced that his
action is wrong, he is disobeying the moral law in intention, even though the act may not be
objectively wrong.

NEVER ACT WITH A DOUBTFUL CONSCIENCE

The man who is acting with a certain but invincibly erroneous conscience is avoiding moral
evil as far as he can. It is not his fault that his judgment is mistaken and he has no reason for
believing that it is mistaken. But the same cannot be said of one who acts with a doubtful
conscience. He has reason for believing that his intended act may be wrong, yet he is willing to
go ahead and perform it anyway. True, he is not certain that he will violate the law, but he will
not take the means to avoid this probable violation. Thus the man is prepared to perform the act
whether it violates the law or not. Such contempt of law shows bad will, for he wills the act
whether it is right or wrong, and if it turns out to be objectively right this is only accidental.
Therefore it is never lawful to act with a doubtful conscience.

What, then, must a person with a doubtful conscience do? His first obligation is to try to
solve the doubt. He must reason over the matter to see if he cannot arrive at a certain conclusion.
He must inquire and seek advice, even of experts if the matter is important enough. He must
investigate the facts in the problem and make certain of them, if possible. He must use all the
means that normally prudent people are accustomed to use, in proportion to the importance of the
problem. Before deciding on an important course of action, business and professional men take a
great deal of trouble to investigate a case, to secure all the data, to seek expert advice, besides
thinking over the matter carefully themselves. The natural law demands the same seriousness in
moral affairs.

What if the doubt cannot be solved? It may happen that the required information cannot be
obtained, because the facts are not recorded or the records are lost or the law remains obscure or
the opinions of the learned differ or the matter does not admit of delay for further research. If it is
never lawful to act with a doubtful conscience, what can one in doubt do? It may seem that the
answer is easy: do nothing. But often this will not help, for omissions can be voluntary and the
doubt may concern precisely the question whether we are allowed to refrain from acting in this
case.

The answer to the difficulty is that every doubtful conscience can in actual practice be
turned into a certain conscience, that no one need ever remain in doubt about what he must do. If
the direct method of inquiry and investigation described has been used and proved fruitless, we
then have recourse to the indirect method of forming our conscience by the use of reflex
principles. Note that we are not offered a choice between either the direct or the indirect method.
We must use the direct method first. Only when the direct method yields no result may we go on
to the indirect method.

FORMING ONE'S CONSCIENCE
Recall what we said previously on invincible ignorance. It occurs in two possible cases:

(1)Either a man does not know that he is in ignorance, or
(2)He knows it but cannot get the needed information.



The first case is one of invincible ignorance or error, but not one of doubt; the person's
conscience is subjectively certain, and he must follow his certain conscience, whether correct or
invincibly erroneous, as was previously proved. But the second case is one of doubt, for here the
person realizes his ignorance and consequently doubts what he ought to do. The important thing
to notice is that the doubt is really double:

(1)What is the actual truth on the matter in hand?
(2)What is one obliged to do in such a situation?

The first is the theoretical or speculative doubt, and this is the question that cannot be
answered, because the direct method was used and failed to yield results. The second is the
practical or operative doubt, and this alone we claim can be solved in every instance.

Though many doubts are invincible theoretically, every doubt is vincible practically. A
person can become certain of what he is obliged to do, how he is expected to act, what conduct is
required of him, while remaining in a state of unsolved theoretical doubt. Thus, though the
rightness or wrongness of the action is not settled in the abstract, this man becomes certain of
what he in these actual circumstances is obliged or allowed to do, and therefore he acts with a
certain conscience. In other words, he finds out the kind of conduct that is certainly lawful for a
doubting person. This process of solving a practical doubt without touching the theoretical doubt
is called forming one's conscience.

REFLEX PRINCIPLES

The process of forming one's conscience is accomplished by the use of reflex principles, so
called because the mind uses them while reflecting on the state of doubt and ignorance in which
it now finds itself. Two such principles are of application here:

(1)The morally safer course is to be chosen.
(2)A doubtful law does not bind.

The first principle may always be used, but the second is subject to very definite restrictions.

The Morally Safer Course.—By the morally safer course we mean the one which more
surely preserves the moral law, more certainly avoids sin. Often it is physically more dangerous.
Sometimes neither alternative appears morally safer, but the obligation on each side seems equal;
then we may do either.

It is always allowed to choose the morally safer course. If a man is certainly not obliged to
act but doubts whether or not he is allowed to act, the morally safer course is to omit the act; thus
if I doubt whether this money is justly mine, I can simply refuse it. If a man is certainly allowed
to act but doubts whether or not he is obliged to act, the morally safer course is to do the act; thus
if I doubt whether I have paid a bill, I can offer the money and risk paying it twice. Thus I make
certain that I have not violated the moral law.

Sometimes we are obliged to follow the morally safer course. We must do so when there is
an end certainly to be obtained to the best of our power, and our doubt merely concerns the
effectiveness of the means to be used for this purpose. Here the undoubted obligation to attain
the end implies the obligation to use certainly effective means. A doctor may not use a doubtful
remedy on his patient when he has a sure one at hand. A lawyer may not choose to defend his



client with weak arguments when he has strong ones to present. A hunter may not fire into the
bushes if he doubts whether the moving object is a man or an animal. A merchant may not pay a
certainly existing debt with probably counterfeit coin or sell probably damaged articles as first
class goods. In such cases the person's obligation is certain and he must use means that will
certainly fulfill it.

But there are other cases in which the obligation itself is the thing in doubt. Here we have a
very different question. The morally safer course, though always allowable, is often costly and
inconvenient, sometimes heroic. Out of a desire to do the better thing we often follow it without
question, but, if we were obliged to follow it in all cases of doubt, life would become intolerably
difficult. To be safe morally, we should have to yield every doubtful claim to others who have no
better right, and thus become victims of every sharper and swindler whose conscience is less
delicate than ours. Such difficulties are avoided by the use of the second reflex principle: a
doubtful law does not bind.

A Doubtful Law.—The principle, a doubtful law does not bind, is applicable only when I
doubt whether or not I am bound by an obligation, when my doubt of conscience concerns the
lawfulness or unlawfulness of an act to be done. I may use this principle in both the following
situations:

(DI doubt whether such a law exists.
(2)I doubt whether the law applies to my case.

For example: I may doubt whether the game laws forbid me to shoot deer on my farm,
whether the fruit on my neighbor's tree hanging over my fence belongs to him or to me, whether
I am sick enough to be excused from going to work today, whether the damage I caused was
purely accidental or due to my own carelessness. It is true that there are contained here questions
of fact that cannot be settled, but they all bring up questions of lawfulness or permissibility of
action: Am I allowed to shoot the deer, to pick the fruit, to stay home from work, to refuse to
repair the damage? Does any law exist, applicable to my case, which certainly forbids me? If the
direct method fails to prove any, then I am morally justified in doing these things on the principle
that a doubtful law does not bind.

The reason behind this principle is that promulgation is of the essence of law, and a doubtful
law is not sufficiently promulgated, for it is not sufficiently made known to the person about to
act here and now. Law imposes obligation, which is usually burdensome, and he who would
impose an obligation or restrict the liberty of another must prove his right to do so. A man is
presumed free until it becomes certain that he is restrained, and therefore a doubtfully existing
restraint or law loses its binding force.

Be careful to distinguish these cases from those which fall under the other principle. I may
not roll boulders down a hill in the mere hope that they may not hit anyone on the road below,
but I may cart off boulders from property that is only probably mine. I may not leave poisoned
food about on the chance that no one will care to eat it, but I may manufacture clearly labeled
poison if such manufacture is only probably forbidden by law. In the first instances there is no
doubt about the law: I am not allowed unnecessarily to jeopardize human life. It may happen that
no harm results, but the acts are certainly dangerous and the morally safer course must be
chosen. In the second instances the law itself of not seizing others' property or of not
manufacturing certain products is of doubtful application to my case, and I may take advantage
of the doubt in my favor, for a doubtful law does not bind.



SYSTEMS OF PROBABILITY

Nearly all moralists who treat this matter accept the principle that a doubtful law does not
bind, but differ on the degree of doubt or probability that would exempt one from the obligation
of the law. How doubtful does the law have to be to lose its binding force? Must the existence or
application of the law be more doubtful that its nonexistence or nonapplication, or equally so, or
will any doubt suffice to exempt one from the obligation? On this point there are several schools
of thought, graded as below in decreasing severity.

For a man to be free from an obligation, he must find that the nonexistence of a law
imposing such obligation, or the non-applicability of the law to his case, is:

(1) Certain or nearly so Tutiorism

(2) More probable Probabiliorism
(3) Equally probable Equiprobabilism
(4) Solidly probable Probabilism

(5) Barely possible Laxism

Of these systems the two extremes, tutiorism and laxism, are utterly unacceptable and they
are mentioned only as possible points of view. Neither really applies the principle that a doubtful
law does not bind. Tutiorism holds that we are bound by practically every obligation of whose
existence we have a well-founded suspicion. This is an intolerable burden and quite impossible
in practice. Laxism practically does away with all obligation; a slight and trifling reason does not
constitute real probability, and cannot be the grounds for a prudent doubt. If this is all we have,
we are prudentially certain of the law's existence or application, and are bound to obey it.

Of the remaining three systems probabilism is the most commonly accepted. It is the best
application of the principle: a doubtful law does not bind. The proof for probabilism runs as
follows:

A doubtful law does not bind, for promulgation is of the essence of law and a doubtful law
is not sufficiently promulgated.

But a law against whose existence or application there stands a solidly probable argument is
a doubtful law, for even one solidly probable argument destroys the certainty of the contradictory
proposition.

Therefore a law against whose existence or application there stands a solidly probable
argument does not bind.

If we can show that equiprobabilism is too severe, it will follow that probabiliorism is
untenable, since it is even more severe. But equiprobabilism is too severe, both in theory and in
practice, as the following arguments show. Therefore, since tutiorism and laxism have both been
rejected, only probabilism remains.

1. Equiprobabilism is too severe in theory. It goes on the principle that a doubtful law does
not bind, but supposes that a law is not sufficiently doubtful to excuse a person from obeying it
unless the reasons against the law are equally as probable as the reasons for the law. But there is
no point in demanding equal reasons on both sides. Obligation does not exist unless it is certain,
for the law imposing such an obligation would not be sufficiently promulgated. Any proposition



is doubtful if there is a solidly probable reason against it, no matter how many or strong the
reasons for it. No proposition can be certain when there is any solid probability for its
contradictory.

2. Equiprobabilism is too severe in practice. The natural law is not intended by God to
impose unreasonable and intolerable burdens on man. But the weighing of probabilities on each
side to determine whether they are equal, or greater on one side than the other, would be an
unreasonable burden. The average man has neither time nor knowledge nor ability for such a
comparison. The learned after years of study are often unable to fix the exact amount of
probability on each side of a case. In practice decisions must usually be made promptly, and yet
be made with a certain conscience.

Equiprobabilists, of course, do not require a mathematical measuring of probabilities on
each side but say that we must follow the opinion in favor of the law when it is certainly more
probable and need not follow it when it is certainly less probable. It is the case of equality or near
equality in probabilities that causes the trouble. If the doubt concerns the existence of the law,
they say that liberty is in possession and the law need not be followed; but if the doubt concerns
the cessation of the law, the law is in possession and must be followed. The difficulty of the
system, however, still remains. It requires a careful estimate, though not a mathematical
measurement, of the weight of probability on each side and a further judgment on how careful
such an estimate must be, besides the distinction between the existence and cessation of the law.
Even the roughest estimate of the weight of probability may often be very difficult, too much so
for practical use.

It may be objected that it is no more difficult to determine the degree of probability than to
determine whether or not an opinion is solidly probable. A little reflection will show that this is
not so. Solid probability merely means that an opinion is really and truly probable, that the
reasons in its favor are not frivolous or trifling, such as the laxists would be content with. To
determine that an opinion is solidly probable, it is sufficient to have a few or even one good
weighty argument in its favor, although the arguments against it may be stronger. To show that
one side has equal or greater probability, as equiprobabilism and probabiliorism demand, all
arguments for and against must be listed and their relative merits weighed. This is often a
hopeless task, baffling the best experts. Probabilism makes it unnecessary.

Must one be consistent in the use of probabilism? If it is probable that a law binds, it is also
probable that it does not bind. May a person in one case follow the opinion that the law binds,
and then in another but exactly similar case follow the opinion that the law does not bind? Since
the whole theory of probabilism means that, when certitude cannot be obtained, one may follow
any solidly probable opinion, there is no reason why one may not use either opinion, and
therefore different opinions in different individual cases, whether they are similar or not.
Therefore a lawyer can follow the probable opinion that a will is valid, if that favors his client in
this case; then in another but exactly similar case, he can follow the probable opinion that such a
will is invalid, if that is what favors the client he has now. But regarding the same individual
will, he would not be allowed to follow the opinion that it is valid so as to accept the inheritance,
and also follow the opposite opinion that it is invalid so as to avoid discharging the legacies; the
same individual will cannot be held both valid and invalid at once.

CONCLUSION

This whole matter of forming one's conscience may seem to involve a great deal of subtlety



and casuistry. Some people have an emotional rebellion against these refinements, as contrary to
straightforward simplicity and sincerity. The first thing to note, in answer to such complaints, is
that one can always follow the morally safer course. But in ethics we are studying not only what
is the better, nobler, and more heroic thing to do, but also exactly what a man is strictly obliged
to do. A generous man will not haggle over good works, but an enlightened man will want to
know when he is doing a strict duty and when he is being generous.

Accurate moral discrimination is particularly necessary in judging the conduct of others. In
our personal lives we may be willing to waive our strict rights and to go beyond the call of duty,
but we have no business imposing on others an obligation to do so. The borderline between right
and wrong is difficult to determine. It is foolish to skirt it too closely, but we are not allowed to
accuse another man of wrongdoing if he has not done wrong. This is why we were obliged to
detail these principles so carefully, even at the risk of appearing subtle and casuistic.

SUMMARY

We pass from objective to subjective morality. An individual person applies the norm of
morality and the natural law to his own acts by using his conscience.

Conscience is not a special faculty, but a function of the practical intellect judging the
concrete act of an individual person as morally good or evil. The reasoning used by the intellect
is a deductive syllogism, the major premise being an accepted moral principle, the minor an
application of the principle to the case at hand, the conclusion the judgment of conscience.

Antecedent conscience is a guide to future acts, consequent conscience a judge of past acts.
A correct conscience judges good as good, evil as evil; an erroneous conscience judges good as
evil or evil as good. A certain conscience judges without fear of the opposite; a doubtful
conscience either makes no judgment or judges with fear of the opposite. Conscience is strict or
lax according as it tends to perceive or overlook moral values.

Always obey a certain conscience. A certain and correct conscience is but the clear and
proper application of the moral law. Prudential certitude, the exclusion of any prudent fear of the
opposite, is all that can be expected in moral matters. A certain but erroneous conscience must
also be followed because the agent cannot distinguish it from a correct conscience and has no
other guide; the act is subjectively right even if objectively wrong.

Never act with a doubtful conscience. To do so is to be willing to perform an act whether it
is wrong or not, refusing to take the means to avoid evil.

A person in doubt must first use the direct method of inquiry and investigation to dispel the
doubt. If this yields no results, the indirect method of forming one's conscience may be used,
which consists in solving, not the theoretical doubt (what is the actual truth?), but only the
practical doubt (how should a doubting person act in this case?). The practical doubt can always
be solved by using one of two reflex principles:

1. The morally safer course is to be chosen. This is always allowable, but is often costly. It
must be used if the case concerns, not the lawfulness or unlawfulness of an act, but the
effectiveness of means used to an end that must certainly be attained.

2. A doubtful law does not bind. This principle may be used only when there is question of
the lawfulness or unlawfulness of an act, when either the existence or application of a law is in
doubt. A doubtful law is not sufficiently promulgated and hence has no binding force, for
promulgation is essential to law.



Of the five schools probabilism has most in its favor. To bind, a law must be certain, and no
law can be certain if there are solidly probable reasons against it, no matter how strong the
probability for it may be. It is practically impossible to weigh the degrees of probability on each
side; probabilism makes it unnecessary.
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CHAPTER 14

VIRTUE

PROCEDURE

The subject of virtue logically falls in this place for two reasons: it belongs to subjective
rather than to objective morality, and it concerns repeated acts rather than single acts. We found
it convenient to study objective morality before subjective, and made the transition from one to
the other only in the last chapter on conscience. Also, it seems logical to consider the morality of
single acts before studying how these acts can pile up into a habit, which if good will be a virtue
and if bad a vice. It is now time to discuss the subjective principle of repeated moral acts. We
shall say something on:

(1)Habit

(2)Virtue

(3)The intellectual virtues
(4)The moral virtues
(5)The four cardinal virtues

HABIT

By derivation habit means a having, and on this score anything we have is a habit. But over
the centuries the word has been getting narrower in its meaning. Aristotle, after putting habit

under the category of quality and calling it a lasting disposition,! gives this definition, so often
quoted by St. Thomas:2

Habit means a disposition according to which that which is disposed is either well or ill
disposed, and either in itself or with reference to something else.3

So vague a definition made it necessary to distinguish entitative habits, or habits of being,
from operative habits, or habits of acting. The former would be such qualities as health or
strength or beauty, which we hardly call habits today. Modern language recognizes only



operative habits, the tendencies we have in us from repeated acts.

We are born with a nature endowed with certain powers of acting. We begin to exercise
these powers, and each time we do a thing we find it easier to repeat the action in the same way.
Habit is beginning to take shape. It is an actualization of our potencies, but has the peculiar
position of being midway between bare potency and full act. Nothing, of course, can be both in
potency and in act toward the same thing in the same way, but it can in different ways. Take the
example of a carpenter. As a child he was but a potential carpenter, having an undeveloped
natural ability. Now that he has learned the trade, got the habit, he is an actual carpenter, one
actually expert in this kind of work. But he happens at the moment to be asleep. Though he
actually has the habit, he is not exercising it and is in a state of potency toward that exercise.
When he awakes and starts plying his trade, he not only is an actual carpenter but is actually
carpentering. Thus the habit is a sort of midway stage between undeveloped ability and expert
operation.

Habit does not give us the power to do something; this we must have from our nature. But
habit enables us to do something more easily and readily. If the habit is good, it turns our
originally fitful and clumsy efforts into quick, smooth, and masterful action. If the habit is bad, it
makes us fall more easily and readily into the undesirable course. This is why habit has been

called a "second nature,"? for, just as nature is the principle of action itself, so habit is the source
of facility in action. The habit comes from the acts and the acts come from the habit, but in
different ways: by acting repeatedly we acquire the habit, and the habit now acquired tends to
manifest itself in acts.

Habits are typically human things. God can have no habits because He has no potentiality
and does all things with perfect ease. Animals cannot have habits in the proper sense because
their potentialities are too narrow and their lines of action are laid out for them by their nature
through their instincts; man can train animals to quasi habits, but these are imposed from without
and not developed by the animal alone. But man has a nature plastic enough to be molded in
various ways. By his free choice he can do the molding himself to some extent and his
environment will do the rest. Man cannot spread his abilities over the whole field of action
possible to him, but must channel them along definite lines. Habits are these channels, cut deeper
with each repetition for better or for worse, until the person's native temperament is carved out
into the thing we call character.

Though all habits are acquired in the sense that we are not born with any fully formed, they
differ greatly in the amount of effort needed for their development. The intellectual habit of first
principles, the understanding and use of such truths as the principle of contradiction, is virtually
in the mind from the start. Other habits grow only by painstaking and persistent practice, and
need constant exercise to keep them at the peak of efficiency, such as the arts, skills, and sports.
Bad habits may result from defective development of our abilities, so that instead of ease and
smoothness we beget a wasteful and bungling style of operation. Other habits develop no ability
in us but only create a tendency to repetition; the acts are not done better but only more often
until we fall into them inadvertently, such as swearing. Still other habits come from building up
in oneself an organic craving, whether wholly acquired or the ripening of a predisposition, as in
the use of drugs and stimulants. Finally, there are those forms of routine more properly called
customs than habits, which however often repeated normally require a voluntary act each time,
such as going to church on Sundays.

Habits are destroyed either by disuse or by contrary acts. Disuse starves out the habit and



contrary acts replace it with the opposite habit. In rooting out bad habits it is important never to
allow a single slip back into the habits, for one fall can undo the work of a long and painful
conquest. Habits are useful servants created in us by our own acts, but they have a tendency
subtly to enslave their masters; they must be kept in their place.

VIRTUE

Some habits perfect us only physically or mentally or socially, but if they perfect our nature
taken completely they are good habits of living or conduct and are called virtues. Originally the
word virtue, from the Latin vir, meant manliness, and the Greek et had a similar sense. From
excellence in battle it came to mean any kind of excellence, and that is how ancient writers use it.
Only in modern times has it become restricted to an ethical sense. Vice likewise meant any kind
of flaw, but now means only an ethically bad habit.

Socrates taught that virtue is knowledge and vice is ignorance. This doctrine runs
throughout the writings of Plato, appearing in two often recurring questions: "Is virtue one or
many?" and "Can virtue be taught?" Plato explains how knowledge is the common element in all
virtues, the courageous man knowing what to do in danger, the temperate man knowing how to
restrain his passions, the just man knowing what rightly belongs to himself and to others; virtue

is therefore one, and since it is knowledge it can be taught.2 He says that the philosopher alone
has true virtue because he alone has true wisdom, and insists on the importance of attaining that

wisdom.® Because of this conviction Socrates and Plato took their teaching mission so seriously.

The sublimity of Plato's thought should not blind us to its defects. If virtue is knowledge and
vice ignorance, no one does wrong voluntarily; at most he could be censured for neglecting to
acquire the proper knowledge. Plato admits this:

No man voluntarily pursues evil, or that which he thinks to be evil. To prefer evil to good is
not in human nature; and when a man is compelled to choose one of two evils, no one will choose

the greater when he may have the less.

In his discussion of voluntariness, Aristotle directly argues against Plato's opinion:

The end being what we wish for, the means what we deliberate about and choose, actions
concerning means must be according to choice and voluntary. Now the exercise of the virtues is
concerned with means. Therefore virtue also is in our power, and so too vice . . . Now if it is in our

power to do noble or base acts, and likewise in our power not to do them, and this is what being

good or bad meant, then it is in our power to be virtuous or vicious.?

If our knowledge were perfect and if our appetites were under the full control of reason,
Plato's theory would be correct. But in this life our knowledge is not perfect. A vicious act
requires some voluntary clouding of knowledge, a willful refusal at the moment of acting to use
the knowledge we have. We seek evil not for itself, but for some good found with it or through it.
We try to concentrate on the good and overlook the evil, yet we know the evil is there and
choose it voluntarily. Also, our control over our appetites is not the same as our control over our
muscles. When we command our hand or foot it obeys, but when we command our appetites they
can and often do rebel.



The soul rules the body with a despotical rule, whereas the intellect rules the appetites with a
constitutional and royal rule.2

Hence the necessity of training the other parts of our being to be subject to reason. Such
training results in good habits, and these are virtues. In a virtuous person the passions and
appetites are habitually subject to reason like the free citizens of a well-governed state, but in the
vicious man they are an unruly mob. In any single act he can keep them in line and it is his fault
if he does not, but by and large he will find the effort too great, will relax his control, and act
against the law of reason. So, though there is some knowledge in all virtue and some ignorance
in all vice, knowledge alone will not suffice to make men good.

INTELLECTUAL VIRTUES

Good habits of the intellect, enabling it to be a more efficient instrument of knowledge, are
virtues in the broad sense. Their effect on a man's moral life is quite remote, for they may make
him a better student of ethics, but not a better living man. Failure to exercise them results rather
in involuntary mistakes than in wrong conduct. But, though less important for ethics, they are
very valuable in themselves.

Aristotlel? distinguishes three virtues of the theoretical or speculative intellect concerned
with the contemplation of the true:

(1)Understanding: the habit of first principles, the habitual knowledge of primary self-
evident truths that lie at the root of all knowledge

(2)Science: the habit of conclusions drawn by demonstration from first principles, the
habitual knowledge of the particular sciences

(3)Wisdom: the habit of knowing things in their highest causes, an ordering of all
principles and conclusions into one vast body of truth

Then there are two virtues of the practical intellect, concerned with the two forms of action,
making and doing:

(4)Art: the habit of knowing how to make things, how to produce some external object; it
includes the mechanical, the liberal, and the fine arts

(5)Prudence: the habit of knowing how to do things, how to direct activity that does not
result in tangible products, how to live a good human life

MORAL VIRTUES

Though even the intellectual virtues have some remote reference to moral life, those which
are more directly concerned with good living are called moral virtues. They are good habits in
the appetitive part of the soul, directing the activity of the will and governing the passions of the
sense-appetite. They enable us not merely to know what to do and how to do it, but they actually
assist us in the doing of it. Doing a thing well is opposed to overdoing and to underdoing it, and
consists in hitting the mean between excess and defect. This is Aristotle's famous doctrine of the
golden mean, which he expresses thus:



Virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean, i.e. the mean relative to
us, this being determined by a rational principle and by that principle by which the man of practical
wisdom would determine it. Now it is a mean between two vices, that which depends on excess and
that which depends on defect; and again it is a mean because the vices respectively fall short of or
exceed what is right in both passions and actions, while virtue both finds and chooses that which is

intermediate. Hence in respect of its substance and the definition which states its essence virtue is a

mean, with regard to what is best and right, an extreme. 11

In other words, virtue is a habit of choosing the mean between the extremes of excess and
defect in action, and this mean is determined by reason guided by the intellectual virtue of
prudence. As too much or too little food, sleep, or exercise hurts the body but just the right
amount promotes its health, so excess or defect in the habits of the soul hurts its health and
"virtue stands in the middle." Virtue aims us at our end, and must neither overshoot nor fall short
of the mark. Courage is a mean between cowardice and rashness, temperance between
overindulgence and insensibility, generosity between stinginess and prodigality, friendliness
between surliness and flattery.

The golden mean is not absolute but "relative to us," for what is the right amount for one
would be too much or too little for another. A brave deed for a soldier would be foolhardy for a
woman, a temperate meal for a wrestler would be overindulgence for a dyspeptic, a generous gift
from a poor man would be a stingy one from a rich man. So the intellectual virtue of prudence is
the guide by which the mean of the moral virtues is to be decided. Aristotle carefully notes that,
though the virtue itself is a mean between extremes, the virtue is not to be practiced moderately
but fully. The judge must go all out for justice, but justice itself is a mean between lenience and
severity; the witness must be exactly truthful, but truthfulness itself is a mean between
exaggeration and understatement. In acts that are bad in themselves there is no virtuous mean; it
is not good to be moderately murderous or adulterous, but we must simply not be so at all.

CARDINAL VIRTUES

Four virtues have been traditionally picked out as the most important in the ethical order.
They are called cardinal virtues, from the Latin cardo, a hinge, because they are the four hinges
on which the other virtues swing. Plato, though he probably did not invent them, makes his
whole theory of the human soul and of the state dependent on them. Aristotle centers his Ethics
on them and they have been universally adopted by Christian writers. St. Thomas divides the
cardinal virtues as follows:

The formal principle of the virtue of which we speak now is the good as defined by reason.
This good can be considered in two ways. First, as existing in the consideration itself of reason, and
thus we have one principal virtue called prudence. Secondly, according as the reason puts its order
into something else, and this either into operations, and then we have justice, or into passions, and
then we need two virtues. For the need of putting the order of reason into the passions is due to their
thwarting reason; and this occurs in two ways. First, when the passions incite to something against
reason, and then they need a curb, which we thus call temperance; secondly, when the passions
withdraw us from following the dictate of reason, e.g., through fear of danger or toil, and then man
needs to be strengthened for that which reason dictates, lest he turn back, and to this end there is
fortitude.

In like manner we find the same number if we consider the subjects of virtue. For there are
four subjects of the virtue of which we now speak, viz., the power which is rational in its essence,



and this is perfected by prudence; and that which is rational by participation, and is threefold, the
will, subject of justice, the concupiscible power, subject of temperance, and the irascible power,

subject of fortitude.g

Prudence.—Prudence is an intellectual virtue by essence, but it enters into the field of the
moral virtues by pointing out the golden mean and suggesting ways of securing it. Without
prudence fortitude becomes boldness, temperance becomes moroseness, justice becomes
harshness. Prudence chooses the right means toward worthy ends; the choice of good means
toward bad ends is mere cleverness or shrewdness, but not true prudence. As it is impossible to
have the moral virtues without prudence, so it is impossible to have prudence without the moral
virtues, for the rebellion of passion and will clouds reason, and prevents the formation of a
prudent judgment.

The importance of prudence in the ethical life cannot be overestimated. Whenever a general
rule of conduct, such as ethics devises, must be applied to a concrete case, prudence is called for.
Rules cannot be given for prudence itself, because all rules must have some universality and
prudence deals with the single instance. How to break bad news gently, when to ask one's
employer for a raise, whether to punish a fault or to let it pass this time, whom to pick out as the
right man for the right job, how to arrange the troops for battle in a particular terrain, what
legislation will best promote the common good and conciliate all interests—all such matters,
great and small, are governed by prudence. The widest possible observation and experience of
human behavior are the only teachers of prudence. It has little correlation with book learning.
Some pick it up readily, some otherwise intelligent persons are slow to catch on, some geniuses
are deficient in it. Imprudent people may commit few sins, but their lives are a series of blunders.
The virtue of prudence does not consist in a single prudent decision but is the acquired habit of
always or nearly always using the right means to good ends.

There are a number of lesser virtues implied in prudence, such as memory, foresight, care,
docility, caution, circumspection. Negligence, precipitation, inconsideration, recklessness,
headstrongness, and the like indicate a defect of prudence. Craftiness, deceit, timidity,
pusillanimity may result from an excess of prudence not balanced by other virtues.

Temperance.—Temperance regulates the appetite in the use of sensible pleasure. It
moderates our two main drives, toward self-preservation and race-preservation, and thus acts as a
curb on excessive indulgence in food and drink and in the use of sex. Its opposed vices are
gluttony and lust. Temperance does not mean total abstinence. There are some persons who find
that any indulgence leads to temptations they cannot overcome, and for these total abstinence is
the only cure; others for higher motives and for their spiritual perfection voluntarily give up
some otherwise legitimate pleasures. But no creature is bad in itself, and the natural law merely
requires that creatures be used with moderation and insofar as they help to the last end. The habit
of doing this is temperance. Since most persons are inclined to excess in pleasure, the mean is
usually short of one's desire, and closer to the side of restraint. People differ greatly in the
strength of their sensuous cravings, and so the mean varies with different persons.

Temperance contains the subordinate virtues of abstinence and sobriety, chastity and
continence. By analogy temperance also regulates cravings that are less animal in nature:
humility moderates self-esteem, meekness anger, and modesty outward deportment. Lack of
temperance appears in gluttony, drunkenness, lust, pride, cruelty, vanity. Too much restraint may
produce insensibility, stolidity, sullenness, moroseness, fanatical austerity.

Fortitude.—Fortitude or courage inclines one to face danger and toil without flinching. As



temperance is a bridle, so fortitude is a spur. Most people are inclined to quail before danger and
fortitude drives us into it. But not everything that looks like a brave act is a manifestation of the
virtue of fortitude. It does not consist in one brave act, but is a habit of self-mastery. To rush into
peril out of anger, ignorance, or stupidity is no sign of fortitude; the truly courageous man acts
from a rational motive, whereby he appreciates the danger while counting it the lesser evil. To
our instincts death is the most dreadful of all things, but reason tells us that there are some things
better than life and others worse than death. Fortitude enables us to overcome our abhorrence for
death, and still more of lesser evils, when it is reasonable to do so. It frees us from slavery to
fear, though it need not take away fear itself. The brave man may act with fear, but in spite of it
faces the danger.

Fortitude implies patience, perseverance, constancy. Aristotle adds two unusual virtues:
magnificence, to dare wisely in the matter of expense, and magnanimity, to dare wisely in the

matter of honor. His often quoted picture of the magnanimous man,23which seems to be his
ideal, is the subject of much controversy and graphically illustrates the insufficiency of purely
natural virtue. Lack of fortitude is shown in cowardice, weakness, timidity, impatience,
irresoluteness. Boldness, presumption, stubborness, quarrelsomeness, ruthlessness are faults of
the overbrave.

Justice.—Justice inclines us to give to each one his own. It supposes at least two persons
between whom there can be some sort of equality, so that each person receives what really
belongs to him. Temperance and fortitude regulate our control over the lower appetites, but
justice regulates the will's government over itself where dealings with another person are
involved. Justice is usually divided into commutative, distributive, and legal.

Commutative justice, justice in the strictest sense, is between equals. It exists between man
and man, or between two independent states, or between man and the state considered apart from
any political relation between them. Commutative justice is the basis of contracts. In a contract,
such as barter or hire, the two persons start equal; when one has fulfilled his part of the contract
the equality is unbalanced; then justice demands the restoration of equality by the other's
fulfillment of his part. The same holds outside the field of voluntary contracts in those situations
where nature itself demands the balance of equality. One who has injured another by depriving
him of something rightfully his is obliged in justice to restore it to him. Commutative justice,
when violated, carries with it the obligation of restitution. Justice remains outraged until proper
compensation has been made to reestablish the balance.

Distributive justice is a relation of the community to its members. As its name indicates, it
requires a fair and proper distribution of public benefits and burdens among the members of the
community. Though existing in some way in all organizations, distributive justice applies chiefly
to the state. It is the particular obligation of public officials, and is violated by favoritism and
partiality. It does not exist between equals, but between a superior and his subordinates; the
equality, implied in all justice, here means that each subordinate should get his proportionate
share, a share equal to his just deserts. Distributive justice is not justice in as strict a sense as
commutative justice, because before distribution the goods do not yet belong to the individuals.
To withhold them is morally wrong, but it is not depriving the individuals of something that is
actually theirs but only of something they hope to get; hence distributive justice does not strictly
oblige to restitution, unless commutative justice is also involved. A standing unfair distribution is
an injustice that should be immediately rectified as far as possible, but for past unfair
distributions, when the goods cannot be recalled from those who now have them, there is often
no practical remedy.



Legal justice, the converse of distributive, is a relation of the members to the community. It
requires each man to contribute his proper share toward the common good. It is justice in even a
less strict sense than distributive, because a man contributes toward the common good by the
practice of all the social virtues, and so legal justice begins to shade out into a condition of
general social uprightness. Like distributive justice, it does not of itself oblige to restitution,
because what the state demands does not actually belong to the state until the state gets
possession of it. It is probably called legal justice because it shows itself chiefly in law-abiding
conduct, but it goes beyond the bare requirements of the written law. This name legal justice,
though sanctioned by tradition, is admittedly inadequate and misleading. Some have suggested
that it be called contributive justice, thus pairing it off with distributive justice. Both are implied
in the modern term social justice, which some writers consider a separate type of justice, others
identify with legal justice, and still others make into a combination of distributive and legal
justice, whereby each one both contributes to and receives back from society his proper share.

The cardinal virtue of justice comprises commutative and distributive justice, which taken
together are often called particular justice. Legal justice, sometimes called general justice, is not
a part of the cardinal virtue because it is too general and implies in its scope all the other virtues
that have any social bearing; this fact does not make it any less important. In its very broadest
sense the term justice is sometimes made synonymous with all virtue.

SUMMARY

Habit is a quality difficult to change, disposing a being well or ill, either in itself or in its
relations with others. Habit is a partial actualization of our natural potencies, adding to nature by
giving it ease in performance, the acts intensifying the habit and the habit facilitating the acts.
Habits of acting are acquired by constant repetition, lost by disuse or contrary acts.

Good moral habits are virtues, evil ones vices. The Socratic doctrine that virtue is
knowledge and vice is ignorance is countered by the Aristotelian teaching that the control of
reason over the passions is not despotic but political. The appetites can rebel against reason, but
ought not, and must be trained not to.

Intellectual virtues make the intellect a better instrument of knowledge. They are
understanding, science, and wisdom in the speculative intellect; art and prudence in the practical
intellect.

Moral virtues govern the appetites, both rational (will) and sensitive (concupiscible and
irascible). They consist in the habit of choosing the golden mean between extremes, directed
thereto by the intellectual virtue of prudence.

The cardinal virtues are the hinges on which the other virtues swing. They are prudence in
the intellect, choosing right means toward worthy ends; temperance in the concupiscible
appetite, restraining it from overindulgence; fortitude in the irascible appetite, spurring it on to
face necessary danger; justice in the will, giving each one his own or his due.

Justice is commutative, from man to man, restoring the balance of equality; distributive,
from the state to man; legal, from man to the state. Commutative and distributive justice
comprise the cardinal virtue.
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CHAPTER 1 5

RIGHTS AND DUTIES

PROBLEMS

The ideas of law and justice imply the existence of such things as rights and duties. Applied
ethics, which begins with the next chapter, consists almost entirely in determining just what
man's rights and duties are. We must therefore investigate these very important ethical concepts.
We can distribute the matter under the following questions:

(1)What are rights?

(2)What are the components of a right?
(3)Are there natural rights?

(4)How is right related to might?
(5)What are duties?

(6)What if rights and duties conflict?
(7)What excuses one from duty?

MEANING OF RIGHT

The English word right has two main meanings, as illustrated in the following sentence: "It
is right (morally good) for us to demand our rights (things owed us)." The two meanings stem
out of the same root idea, the ethical concept of oughtness: how I ought to act, and how others
ought to act toward me. Hence we have:

(1)Right as opposed to wrong
(2)Right as correlative to duty

Right originally means something that is straight, not crooked, in opposition to wrong,
which is wrung or twisted from the straight. Right is something which squares with a rule or
norm, as a right line or a right angle. In ethics right means that which squares with the norm of
morality, and so is morally good. In this sense it is equivalent to the Latin rectus, from which we



derive such words as rectify, rectitude, erect, direct, correct. Our whole previous discussion of
morality dealt with this meaning of the word right.

Right is also used as the equivalent of the Latin jus, from which we derive such words as
just, justice, justify, jurist, juridical, injure, perjure. In this sense right means that which is just: a
just law, just deed, just debt, just claim. This is right as correlative to duty, and it is this sense of
right that we must now study.

We cannot be obliged to keep the moral law and at the same time be deprived of the means
necessary to this end. This obligation requires that we have the power both to do the things
necessary for keeping the moral law ourselves and to restrain others from interfering with our
observance of the moral law. No one can be obliged to the impossible; hence, if it is a fact that
we are obliged, we must be empowered to fulfill our obligation. Power is of two kinds:

(1)Physical power or might
(2)Moral power or right

Might or physical power is the bodily strength needed to secure an end. It comprises not
only our own skeleton and muscles together with all the tools, weapons, and machinery we can
use, but also the bodily strength of all other persons under our command and the force of all the
instruments they can use to help us accomplish our end. Thus a whole army can be at the
disposal of a single man's will, and is an enormous extension of his personal might. Though
applied by a will or even by many wills cooperating, physical power accomplishes its purpose by
mere force, which is indifferent to the claims of justice and can be used to help or hinder the
observance of the moral law. Hence might in itself is neither good nor evil, and becomes either
by the will that directs it.

Right or moral power, on the other hand, works by appeal to another's will through his
intellect. It points out to him that I claim something as mine, and that respect for my claim is
necessary for him if he is to attain his own last end. In urging a right I equivalently say: "This is
mine, a means given me to help me reach my last end; if you try to interfere, you can do so only
by doing wrong, incurring moral guilt, and (if you persist in this disposition) losing your own last
end." Thus a right puts a moral bond on the free will of another so that, even if he can infringe
my right physically, he cannot do so without committing an evil deed and incurring moral guilt
with its corresponding sanctions. Hence a right is said to be morally inviolable, even when it is
physically violable.

1. Right is defined as moral power over what is one's own, or more expressly, moral power
to do, hold or exact something. To do here is to be taken both affirmatively and negatively; it
means either to perform or omit some action, for one may have a right to keep silent as well as to
speak. To hold means to own, keep, or use something, and includes metaphorical meanings, such
as to hold an office or a job. To exact means to demand that someone else perform or omit some
action; thus a teacher exacts attention and silence from his pupils. Right as thus defined is right
in the primary sense.

2. By a figure of speech we transfer the word right from the person who has the right and
apply it to the thing over which he has the right. We say: "I will get my rights,” meaning some
object rightfully mine; "This man is deprived of his rights," meaning some object rightfully his.
If a man were deprived of his right in the sense of moral power, he would have no right to the
thing at all and could not legitimately claim it; what we mean is that he is deprived of some



object to which he retains a right.

3. Right is founded on law. Right puts an obligation on others to respect the right. Since all
obligation comes from law, and ultimately from the natural and eternal law, all right comes from
law. Because of this fact, law itself is sometimes called right, a usage common in other
languages, but infrequent in English. Since all right comes from law, rights are natural or
positive, divine or human, ecclesiastical or civil, according to the kind of law which confers the
right.

These three meanings of right are illustrated in the following sentence: A man is unjustly
deprived of his rights (an object due him); recourse is made to the code of civil rights (the law);
the man is given a fair trial to which he has a right (moral power to do, hold, or exact something;
in this case, to exact).

COMPONENTS OF A RIGHT

A right involves a system of relations in which there are three terms and a basis or
foundation on which the relations are grounded. In the example of a workman having a right to
his wages, we may separate four elements or components: the workman who has earned the
wages, the employer who is bound to pay the wages, the wages the workman has earned, and the
work done whereby the workman has earned the wages. In general, in every right we distinguish
the

(1)Subject: the one possessing a right

(2)Term: those bound to respect or fulfill a right
(3)Matter: that to which one has a right

(4)Title: the reason why this subject has this right

The Subject of a Right Can Be Only a Person.—Rights exist because we are obliged to
reach our last end by observance of the moral law. To this kind of action rights are essential,
because if we must guide ourselves to our end by use of our free will we must be guaranteed
immunity from hindrance in our choice of the necessary means. Since only persons have free
choice and are obliged by the moral law, only persons can have rights. Other creatures, acting
spontaneously and without freedom or responsibility, need no such guarantee. God's rights are
founded on the eternal law, identified with Himself and containing the moral law pre-eminently.

Therefore animals, not being persons, have no rights. Is there, then, no wrong in cruelty to
animals? Cruelty to animals is wrong, but not as a violation of the animals' rights. Rather, it is a
perversion of the natural relation which should exist between man and animals, and violates the
duty man owes to himself and to God. To himself, because man must use animals in a way
befitting man's own rational nature, and to inflict needless pain is unreasonable conduct. To God,
the animals' supreme master, because He in His bounty has provided man with these creatures to
be used for any reasonable and good purpose they can serve, but not merely to pander to man's
sadistic craving tor cruelty.

Vivisection is not wrong in itself, because animals are for man and may be used to help in
the curing of man's diseases just as they may be used for other human purposes. But vivisection
can easily become wrong through circumstances, by being performed in an unnecessarily
inhumane or cruel manner. On this subject much sentimental nonsense is written. Why draw a
line between pets and pests? Even the staunchest defenders of so-called animal rights think it



proper to get rid of vermin, and it is irrational to acknowledge rights only in those animals that
happen to please us. If dogs have rights, so must fleas.

The subject of a right may be not only a physical or natural person, an individual rational
being, but also a moral or juridical person (sometimes called a conventional, fictitious, or
artificial person) such as a society, firm, corporation, or government. People may act singly or in
groups, by themselves or through representatives, and group action is in accordance with man's
social nature. Man attains his end by social as well as by individual activity; but a society would
be useless unless it can command the means necessary to achieve its purpose; therefore societies
as well as individuals can have rights.

The Term of a Right Must Also Be a Person.—This proposition is evident from the
definition. The term is the one or ones morally obliged to respect or fulfill the rights of another,
and only a person can have moral obligations.

The Matter of a Right Can Never Be a Person.—According to the classical definition of

Boethius, a person is "an individual substance of a rational nature."! This definition is so
explained as to mean that a person is self-owned, self-possessed, self-controlled, and therefore
master of his own acts, in such a way as to be ordered directly to God and to no other. A person
has as his last end happiness in the possession of God, and so cannot be subordinated to the
interests of another to be used and consumed as a mere means for another's benefit. Despite the
improper use he makes of this idea in his system, Kant spoke correctly when he said:

Beings whose existence does not depend on our will but on nature, if they are not rational
beings, have only a relative worth as means and are therefore called "things"; on the other hand,

rational beings are designated "persons", because their nature indicates that they are ends in

themselves, i.e., things which may not be used merely as means.2

Since in the exercise of any right the subject always subordinates the matter to himself and uses
it as a means to his own end, it follows that the matter of a right can never be a person.

This conclusion does not mean that one person can never do a service for another. Social
life is a constant interchange of services, and men were made by nature to be helpful to one
another. When we hire people to work for us, we buy their labor, not their persons, and labor can
be the matter of a right.

Slavery is such an undesirable institution because it comes so close to treating a person as a
thing. Slavery is too large a topic for full treatment here, but a few remarks seem called for.
Slaveowners are often said to own the person of the slave, but this saying is not strictly true if we
understand the word person in a philosophical sense. To own a slave's person would be to own
not merely his body but also his intellect and will. These, however, always remain under the
slave's control, and he is responsible for his voluntary acts like any other human being. It is
precisely because a person is an intellectual being capable of voluntary and free acts that he
cannot be owned. At most the slaveowner can have a right to the slave's services, either for a
time or for life.

Services can be the matter of a right, and therefore it would be difficult to prove that slavery
from its very concept is intrinsically wrong, so that no instance of it could ever be morally
justified. If a man can hire out his services for pay, he can do so for mere maintenance; if he can
do this for a time, he can do it for life. Also, slavery might be imposed as punishment for crime;
if the state can put criminals to death, it should be able to impose lesser punishments; after all,
imprisonment at hard labor is a kind of slavery to the state. In any case the slaveowner would



have not only a right to the slave's services, but also numerous duties to the slave: to treat him
humanely, not to overwork him, to supply him with his needs, and especially the strict obligation
to respect his person, including his body, mind, feelings, and conscience.

The wrongness in slavery came chiefly from the manner in which it was practised,
beginning with the unjust way in which the slave was deprived of his liberty. There can be no
possible moral defense for slavehunting, nor for letting children be born into slavery, and what
begins unjustly and in bad faith cannot be righted by the mere passage of time. Slavery is so
open to abuse, so contrary to human dignity, and so close to extinguishing the human person (in
practice if not in theory), that the world is well rid of this institution.

The Title Is the Reason Why This Particular Concrete Right Exists.—Its purpose is to
establish a connection between the subject and the matter of a right. For example, a man has a
right to own property in general, but this is an abstract right, not specifying any particular piece
of property. Something is necessary to give this particular man rather than someone else the right
to this particular piece of property, to change the abstract into a concrete right. The contract of
sale does this, and this fact is his title.

According to title, rights are congenital or acquired. Congenital or native rights come with
birth; the title to these rights is the bare fact of existence as a human being. Acquired rights have
as their title some contingent historical fact, such as purchase or inheritance or arriving at the age
of twenty-one. But in either case the title is always some fact connecting this subject with this
matter, this person with this thing.

NATURAL RIGHTS

We need not prove that there are such things as rights, for no one denies it. To deny all
rights one would have to deny all law, and even the most extreme anarchists would admit some
form of customary law. All law supposes rights and all rights suppose law. The concepts are
inseparable. There cannot be a right unless all others are bound to respect that right, and that
which binds them is law. There cannot be a law unless someone is charged with moral power to
exact obedience to the law, that is, with the right to enforce it. Hence the saying, "No law, no
rights," and vice versa.

Unanimity ceases when we ask: Which law is the origin of rights? Since no one denies that
there are positive laws, no one denies that there are positive rights. The problem, then, centers on
the existence of the natural law. If there is a natural law, there should be natural rights; if not,
there can be none. So the main cleavage of thought is as follows:

(1)Are there no rights but positive rights?
(2)Besides positive rights are there also natural rights?

The moral positivists are logically compelled to adopt the first position. If there is no natural
law, there can be no natural rights, because there would be nothing to oblige people to respect

such rights. Some moral positivists use the term natural rights, but by it Hobbes® means only

that in the state of nature a man had a right to do whatever he was able to do, and Spinoza,?

consistently with his pantheistic determinism, cannot distinguish between natural moral law and

natural physical law, so that a man's natural rights are on the same plane as that of a rose to

bloom or of a cat to purr. Such uses of the word right make it but an empty name, as Rousseau?2



correctly observes. Moral positivists must either deny that the commonly accepted natural rights
of man are really rights or reduce them somehow to positive rights.

There is also a group of compromisers who will not go so far as to deny a natural moral law,
but think that civil law should be studied independently of it. They make a complete separation
between the juridical order of rights founded on the civil law and the ethical order of morals
founded on the natural law. Hence they are not strictly moral positivists (no natural morality) nor
legal positivists (no natural law), but juridical positivists (no natural rights). All moral and legal
positivists must also be juridical positivists, but not vice versa. Of course, if one defines the word
right in such a way that it can apply to positive rights only, then there would be merely a dispute
on words, but these writers do not admit natural rights under any other name, and so are denying
not the word but the thing. Because of these differences and the importance of the matter, it is
worth risking some repetition to outline these views briefly. The chief sources suggested by
moral, legal, and juridical positivists for all the rights they admit are:

(1)The state, by its constitution and statutes
(2)A contract, expressed or implied

(3)The concept of freedom, universal for all men
(4)Custom, manifesting the spirit of the people

The State.—The notion that no one has any rights except those given him by the state has
always been widespread in practice, if not in philosophical theory, throughout all ages from the
ancient oriental despotisms to their modern counterparts. Tyrants have acted as if their groveling
subjects' right to live and breathe were their own graciously granted favor. Even today some
otherwise enlightened states declare in their constitution that the citizens have no rights except

those expressly granted them by the state. Hobbes® gave this doctrine, that all true rights come
from the state, its first clear philosophical expression; in it he is followed by others, such as

Spinoza,Z whose total system is of quite a different cast. Among American jurists Justice Oliver

Wendell Holmes® thought that a right is but a prophecy that the state will use its courts and its
might to sustain a man's claim. We may sum up our criticism of this view in the following
points:

1. The state cannot be the source of its own right to existence, for it would have already to
exist before it could confer this right on itself. Either it has no right to exist or it has this right
from the natural law. Hence to admit that the state has a right to exist is to admit that there is
some source of rights prior to the state, that there are natural rights founded on the natural law.

2. The state's right to establish positive rights is a natural right of the state, given it by the
natural law which requires men to organize themselves into civil society. Apart from force and
fear, the state can bind its citizens to respect the positive rights it confers only by appeal to its
own natural right to exist and function as a state, for, as we previously proved, all obligation
comes from the natural law.

3. If the state were the source of all rights, it could give itself and withhold from its subjects
any right it wished, and so could do no wrong. Tyranny would be impossible, for individuals
could have no rights against the state. But man's right to life and limbs, to food and air, to marry
and raise a family, come from the one who has given these things to man; this is not the state, but
God. Man keeps his right to these even when the state violates it.

4. If the state were the source of all rights, one state could have no rights against another
state, for a state can rule only its own subjects. There would be an end to all international rights.



There could not be an unjustified war or a legitimate defense, for between states there would
exist no rights that could be attacked or defended.

Contract.—Hobbes and Rousseau, holding that the state originated by the social contract, trace
the origin of rights both to the state and to a contract. But they differ in emphasis, Hobbes
stressing the state more than the contract and Rousseau the contract more than the state. Our
criticism of this theory is that, though many rights originate in contracts, not all rights can result
from contracts and no right can be wholly grounded on contract alone.

1. Before making a contract the contracting parties must first have the right to enter into
such a contract. This right might come from a previous contract, and the latter from another
contract previous to it, and so on. But the series cannot be infinite. The first contracting parties
could not get this right from contract, and if they did not have this right from some source all
succeeding contracts were null and void.

2. Contracts get their binding force from a precept of the natural law, which says that just
compacts must be observed. Therefore all contracts are ultimately based on the natural law and
imply natural rights. What else can bind us to keep them? Not fear of the consequences, for that
is only yielding to force or expediency, and acknowledges no binding power in the contract as
such.

3. Some rights cannot become the matter of a contract, such as the right to life and other
inalienable rights. Since these rights cannot be renounced, they cannot result from a contract
freely entered into and voidable at will. If they result from an implicit contract we are morally
obliged to ratify, what produces this obligation and who has the right to impose it?

4. One cannot by contract acquire a right to something intrinsically wrong, as another's
murder, for the man to be murdered already has his right to life. If the only reason why no such
contract is permissible is that it would conflict with the original social contract, then the original
social contract either could have been different so as to include a right to murder, or it had to be
what it was and therefore had to guarantee some already existing rights, which we call natural
rights.

Concept of Freedom.—Kant, following the jurisprudence of Christian Thomasius,
separates legality from morality, the juridical order from the ethical order. Right or legality has to
do with external action and comes from the state; ethics or morality has to do with the inner
motive of duty and comes from the moral law. Both are derived from the absolute freedom of
man, which is twofold: freedom from inner compulsion, the basis of morals, and freedom from
outer compulsion, the basis of rights. Kant defines right as:

The conception of the conditions under which the wishes of one man can be reconciled with
the wishes of every other man according to a general law of freedom.2

All men have equal shares in the external goods of the world and the right to use as much of
them as is consonant with the equal right of every other man. Right pertains only to this external
use; the motive from which he acts, whether the moral motive of duty or any other, pertains to
the private sphere of ethics. This system of equal shares of free external action is the system of
rights. This view is untenable for the following reasons:



1. Rights are not limited to external acts only. A father has a right to his child's love and not
merely to the outward show of it, a man has a right not to be thought ill of unjustly as well as not
to be slandered in words. Both the internal act and the external act, the inner motive and the
outward deed, form one voluntary human act. If civil laws can deal only with the external act,
that is accidental and due to the limited applicability of such laws.

2. The legal and juridical order is part of the moral order, and hence there can be no
complete separation of legality from morality. Apart from morals the word right has no real
meaning, for all rights suppose obligation somewhere, and obligation belongs to morality.
Positive law gets its binding force from the natural law, which prompts men to live in society and
set up the legal order of the state. Positive rights, to be genuine, must be ultimately based on
natural rights.

3. Not all rights are deducible from the concept of freedom limited only by the equal
freedom of all others. A child's right to support from its parents is due rather to its natural needs;
this can be reduced to freedom only by very far-fetched argumentation. There are inalienable
rights we are not allowed to surrender, even if we do so freely; but if all rights are based on
freedom, we should have the right freely to give up any right.

4. To say that we have a right to do anything we wish so long as it hurts no one else, puts a
strange twist on language. We should then have a right to practice private vices or to commit
suicide, provided we allow others to do likewise. Kant of course brands these as immoral, yet by
his definition he must acknowledge them as rights. Since there is a moral duty not to do them, no
amount of equally shared freedom among men can create a right to them, for no right can
contravene a higher duty. Positive law is not equal in scope to natural law, but that does not
produce a positive right to everything not forbidden by positive law.

Custom.—The historical school of jurisprudence, a reaction against Kant, grew out of the
philosophy of Hegel and found its juristic expression in the writings of Friedrich Karl von
Savigny. It holds that every people unconsciously develops its own speech, manners, art, and
culture, much as an individual develops his mannerisms and personality. Rights are part of this
development, and are grounded in immemorial customs, which are the outward expression and
unconscious product of the spirit of a people. The state is not the origin of rights, but can and
should assist in their development, since the people show their spirit in their political institutions
as well as in every other feature of their national life. In criticism of this theory we say:

1. Some rights do originate in custom, for some laws originate in custom and right comes
from law, but this cannot be true of all rights nor can it be the basic source of any right. Laws
originating in custom get their binding force, not from mere custom, but from the will of the
lawgiver at least tacitly approving the custom.

2. Mere repeated acts, mere customs, of themselves do not generate laws. The bare fact that
my ancestors did a thing constantly is no reason why I must continue to do it. Progress is
possible only by doing something new; but in this theory how could I get a right to do it? There
would be no rights until a custom has been sufficiently established; by what right, then, were the
first acts performed?

3. Customs, even national customs, can be evil as well as good. By doing bad acts often
enough a people could secure a right to do them. Rights customarily violated could not be
vindicated, because it would then become the custom, and therefore a right, to violate them.
According to the theory, this would be the way in which rights are extinguished, but what then
becomes of a right's moral inviolability?



4. Man is superior to his acts and therefore to his customs. They are for him, not he for
them. The theory we are criticizing makes man subjected to and the victim of his outward
practices, so that the individual counts for nothing and is wholly absorbed in the tribe, race, or
state to which he belongs, not as a responsible person, but as an unconsciously operating cell.

Proof for Natural Rights.—The foregoing criticism of the various forms of juridical
positivism is itself a negative argument for natural rights. Having seen something of the
historical background of this controversy, we are now ready to present the positive argument for
natural rights, showing how they are demanded by the natural law, whose existence we have
already proved. The argument is very simple.

There exists a natural law, which imposes obligations on man: to tend to his last end and to
conform his conduct to the norm of morality as the only means to this end.

But man cannot have such obligations unless he has a right to fulfill them, and a consequent
right to prevent others from interfering with his fulfillment of them.

Therefore there are rights which stem from the natural law, and these by definition are
natural rights.

Whereupon it follows as a corollary that God, the Author of the natural law, is also the
Author of natural rights, for which reason we speak of such rights as God-given rights. The
argument may be continued as follows:

He who wills an end wills also the means necessary to the end.

But God wills the natural law, and natural rights are means necessary to the keeping of the
natural law.

Therefore God also wills natural rights, and is their ultimate source.

RIGHT AND MIGHT

The separation of the legal and juridical order from the ethical order, that is, the separation
of rights from morals, is practically equivalent to identifying right with might, for if rights do not
rest on moral obligation, they rest on physical force or the threat of it. We defined a right as
moral power and might as physical power, but we now need to examine more thoroughly the
relation between these two. We say:

(1)Right and might are not the same.
(2)Some rights, but not all, imply the right to use might.

An interesting discussion of the claims of right and might occurs in Plato's Republic,C
where Thrasymachus defends the proposition that right is might or justice is the interest of the
stronger, claiming that all laws and rights are framed by men in power for their own advantage

and to keep the rest in subjection. In the Gorgias!! Callicles maintains the contrary proposition,
that justice is the interest of the weaker, who by sheer force of numbers are able to extort
concessions from the few strong, and these concessions become the people's rights bulwarked by
laws and conventions. But such is conventional justice only; by natural justice the stronger ought
to prevail simply because they are stronger. Plato agrees with neither of these views on justice,



but has Socrates define it as "the having and doing what is a man's own"12

or weak.

Right and might are two different things because there can be right without might and might
without right. The natural law gives to each one the means necessary for keeping the natural law,
but does not grant to each one the physical force necessary for securing and defending these
means. The child depends on its parents, the wife on her husband, the sick and the aged on those
who care for them; they have life but need others to support and protect them. In fact, this need is
found in all men, for no man, however strong he be physically, is wholly independent of others.
Since all men are equal in their ultimate destiny and in the obligations the natural law imposes on
them, but unequal in physical strength, and also in wealth and authority by which they can
command the physical strength of others, the natural law must provide a safeguard against the
encroachments of physical force. This safeguard it provides by the conferring of rights. Positive
rights are conferred by positive law in the same way and for the same purpose, as a supplement
to the natural law. Therefore, since right and might do not always correspond, they cannot be the
same thing.

Though right and might are not the same thing, there is evidently some connection between
them, because violated rights can be redressed only by the use of force. What is this connection?
Hegel holds that not all might is right, but all right is might or at least implies might. He says:

whether he be strong

Abstract right is a right to coerce, because the wrong which transgresses it is an exercise of
force against the existence of my freedom in an external thing. The maintenance of this existent
against the exercise of force therefore itself takes the form of an external act and an exercise of force

annulling the force originally brought against itd3

The first use of force against a free being is a crime, so not all might is right; right implies a
second use of force repelling the first unjustified use of it.

Two objections can be brought against this view: it restricts rights to external physical
objects and acts only, and it confuses the essence of a right with a property of some rights.

1. One could limit the word right to external matters, but both English usage and the
concept of a right as moral power counsel otherwise. We speak of a husband's right to his wife's
devotion, of a mother's right to her children's love, of a benefactor's right to gratitude, of a man's
right to his friends' loyalty. The subject imposes by the natural law a duty on the term, even
though there is no way of physically compelling fulfillment of the duty; violation of the duty
produces moral guilt, which is the proper effect of the exercise of moral power. Here there seems
to be everything needed to constitute a genuine right.

2. Other rights can be enforced by the use of might. Physical actions can be exerted or
restrained, physical objects can be defended or recovered by the use of physical force. Rights to
such matters would be useless unless the natural law enabled us to protect and secure them. But
even here the ability to resort to force is not the essence of the right. The right must already be a
right before it can be vindicated by might. There is really a double right: the original right, such
as the right to life or property, and a secondary right annexed to it, the right to use might in
defense of life or property.

Rights which may thus be upheld by recourse to might, force, or coercion are called
coercive or coactive rights; they are also called juridical rights, because they can be sued for in a
law court which e