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CHAPTER I.

PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS.

The question of the norm of morality is one of the 
fundamental questions of the sciences of Ethics and 
Moral Theology. Since both of these sciences deal with 
goodness and evil in acts, it is a matter of importance to 
enquire what precisely that is which makes acts good or 
evil. This is known as the question of the constitutive 
norm of morality. From this another question which is 
less fundamental, but perhaps not less important, must 
be distinguished, namely, what is it which manifests acts 
to be good or evil? This is a question concerning the 
manifestive norm. The former is the one which is prin
cipally to be dealt with.

Before approaching this matter, however, it is neces
sary to clear up certain questions of terminology and 
definition. Good and evil can be considered as species of 
morality, as St. Thomas says: “Bonum et malum 
diversificant speciem in actibus moralibus.”1 Some 
authors make an objection to this manner of speak
ing on the ground that evil is a privation. However, the 
statement that good and evil are species even in a loose 
sense serves the purpose intended, namely, to ascertain 
what conditions are required before an act can be placed 
in the category of “moral” acts, as distinguished from 
acts which are “non-moral,” that is, acts which cannot be 
considered either morally good or morally bad. It is also 
to be noted that some authors use the words “good” and 
“moral” as if they were synonyms, but this incorrect 
terminology should be avoided. In like manner the words 
“norm of morality,” strictly taken, refer to that which

l Prima Secundae, q. 18, a. 5.

[1]



2 The Norm of Morality

constitutes or shows an act to be moral as distinct from 
non-moral. However, since this phrase is commonly ac
cepted, and since there is not any likelihood of ambiguity 
arising from its use, it may be taken as referring to that 
which constitutes an act morally good or bad or mani
fests it as being so.

Morality is generally said to be that quality in acts by 
which they are considered good or bad, worthy of praise 
or blame.2 This statement may be regarded as a descrip
tion rather than a definition, but the authors then proceed 
to enumerate the qualities which a moral act should 
possess.

2 Cf. Walsh, Tractatus De Actibus Humanis, n. 360 ; Bouquillon, Theologia 
Moralis Fundamentalis, n. 341; Cathrein, Philosophia Moralia, n. 54; 
Meyer, Institutiones Juris Naturalis, n. 141.

3 Op. cit., n. 55.
< Sent. lib. II, dist. 40, q. 1, a. 5.
5 Sent., lib. H, dist. 24, q. 3, a. 2.
6 Prima Secundae, q. 1, a. 3.

Cathrein says that the concept of morality implies 
three conditions; first, that there must be the intrinsic 
denomination of voluntariness; second, that there must 
be extrinsic denomination by the relation of dependence 
of the act from the free will; and third, there must 
be extrinsic denomination by the relation of dependence 
from reason adverting to the rule of morals, that is, to 
the goodness or badness of the object.3 That an act to 
be moral must be a human act in the technical sense is 
the opinion generally held by authors. Thus St. Thomas 
says: “An act is susceptible of moral goodness accord
ing as it is human ; it is human according as it is in some 
measure deduced from reason, which happens only in 
those acts which are commanded by the will, which fol
lows deliberation- by reason. ’ ’4 Again, he says : 44 The 
genus of moral begins where the dominion of the will is 
first found.”5 And 4‘moral acts and human acts are the 
same.”0 Suarez says that a moral act adds something 
more than a human act, namely, actual liberty, and ac
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cording to the terminology which he adopts actual liberty 
is not necessary for a human act as such.7

7 De Bonitate et Malitia Humanorum Actuum, disp. 1, see. 1, nn. 4 et 8. 
Cf. Signoriello, Philosophia Moralis, pars 1, n. 85; Bouquillon, op. 
cit., n. 384.

8 Op. oit., n. 375.

Regarding those qualities which the authors declare to 
be necessary, it may be stated that they are required for 
morality in its fullest sense and also for responsibility 
and merit. But when the question of the norm of moral
ity is to be considered, these qualities are not necessarily 
implied as being present in acts, for as we shall see, an 
act can be said to be materially good or bad if there is 
not any formal morality, or if there is not responsibility 
on the part of the agent, and yet the question remains as 
to the reason why the act is said to be good or bad. 
Therefore, regarding the first condition given in Cath- 
rein’s statement already referred to, namely, that an act 
to be moral must be voluntary, it is to be said that the 
act must be voluntary in the sense that it is capable per 
se of being directed by the will, although per accidens on 
a particular occasion it is not so directed. Thus are ex
cluded the acts of the brute creation. The act must also 
be such as can be directly affected by the will, and thus we 
exclude vegetative acts and such actions as the beating of 
the heart. As already stated, however, Suarez and 
authors generally, when referring to the conditions re
quired for morality, hold that an act must be perfectly 
voluntary without making any further distinction. Con
cerning the second quality referred to by Cathrein, that 
is, freedom, a similar difficulty arises. In this regard 
Bouquillon says: 4‘Nobody doubts that only an act of 
the will is, properly speaking, the subject of morality; 
nevertheless, a controversy exists as to whether every 
voluntary act, even though it may be necessary, should 
be considered to be moral; theologians commonly teach 
that moral rectitude is properly only in a free act.”8 
Suarez declares that the rectitude or goodness which can 
be found in a necessary act of the will, for instance, in 
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beatific love, is a certain natural and physical rectitude 
and cannot properly be called moral.0 Likewise the Sal
manticenses reject the opinion of Lorca that liberty in 
potentia makes an act sufficiently free to be moral.10 In 
support of their view the Salmanticenses say that the 
acts of those who have not reached the use of reason are 
free in potentia, since they are ex se capable of being 
exercised with actual liberty, and yet that no one says 
that these acts are moral, good or bad. They also say 
that primo primi motions of sensuality are free in poten
tia, and yet the Council of Trent declared that these mo
tions are not, properly speaking, sins, but only the causes 
or effects of sin.

o Op. cit., disp. I, sec. I, n. 11.
io CoUegii Salmanticensis, Curstis Theologicus, tom. VI, tract. XI, quaest.

XVIII, disp. I, dub. I, n. 8 et sq.
11 The Principles of Moral Science, Book I, Chap. I, n. 5.

In reply to the first argument it may be said that all 
admit that persons who have not reached the use of rea
son are quite capable of committing acts which are 
morally good or bad materially. And although the sec
ond argument appears to be a valid one against Lorca’s 
view, yet those primo primi motions are of such a kind 
that, as such, they are entirely incapable of being directly 
affected by the will, a defect which excludes them from 
the category of moral acts, as already has been stated. 
The view of McDonald regarding acts which are not free, 
either as being determined necessarily, or from other 
causes may be quoted: “Catholic writers * * * are 
wont to maintain that no action can be moral which is 
not free. Since, however, they all speak of the material 
goodness or badness of indeliberate acts, the writers 
must acknowledge that formal freedom is not essential 
to morality; but only a kind of radical freedom, consist
ing in this, that the agent would be free in acting, if he 
performed the act deliberately.”11 And again: “I can
not, however, see my way to agree with the received Cath
olic notion, even as explained. It seems to me that cer
tain acts are moral even though they are not, and never 
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can be free. Such is, for instance, love of good in gen
eral, and also those acts of love towards God which are 
elicited by the saints in heaven. * * * I find it hard to 
think than an act of divine charity elicited by a beatified 
soul—elicited, as it is, under the guidance of intelligence, 
fully conscious of the righteousness of the act—is outside 
the moral order. * * * They are holy; are they not 
therefore moral?”12

Bouquillon also makes the following statement regard
ing freedom in operation: “It sometimes happens that 
an act, which by its nature is commanded by a free will, is 
done indeliberately. Such an act is not imputed to the 
agent as regards praise or blame, and as such it is not 
subjectively and formally moral; nevertheless, it can be 
objectively and materially moral, if indeed it retains its 
fundamental ordination or deordination, and merely by 
reason of indeliberation it is not imputed.” 13

Reuter, in the following statement, decides as to 
whether and when acts which are performed without 
liberty and advertence, retain their objective evil char
acter. “External acts indeliberately done retain their 
objective evil character, if they retain that on account of 
which they are otherwise prohibited, so that if adver
tence and liberty alone are added, by this fact a person 
tending to perform these acts, sins formally; if, how
ever, on the part of the object that [reason] is wanting 
on account of which they are otherwise prohibited, they 
do not retain their objective evil character. For example, 
homicide is prohibited because it is the violation of the 
right of another to his life or its use, * * * ; these rea
sons remain although those acts are done without liberty 
and advertence; therefore, being performed without these 
[conditions], they remain objectively evil; and, there
fore, the will cannot licitly take pleasure in them.” He 
then gives examples: “These reasons [evil characters] 
do not remain if lies, falsehoods, heretical words or per

is Op. dt.t Book I, Chap. I, n. 6.
18 Op. oit., n. 376.
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juries are inadverently said, as, for instance, in sleep or 
drunkenness; for these false words are not said against 
the mind of the speaker nor against proper judgment; 
nor are these heretical words said with the knowledge of 
divine revelation; nor is this perjury done with knowl
edge of the invocation of divine testimony: therefore, 
such words said in this manner do not retain their ob
jective malice.”14

However, another aspect of morality remains to be 
considered, for all acts which are capable of being di
rected by intelligence and will in the manner described 
are not thereby good or bad. Cathrein’s third condition, 
already referred to, requires a relation of dependence 
from reason, adverting to the rule of morals, that is, to 
the goodness or badness of the object, as he remarks. 
This statement needs to be distinguished in the same way 
as his previous statements. Such a condition is required 
for formal morality, but otherwise it is not necessary that 
there be advertence by reason. As Keuter has pointed 
out in other words, in the quotations already given, an 
act may or may not retain its intrinsic deordination apart 
from such advertence, according as the «reason for its 
badness still remains or does not remain; and morality, 
to be complete, must include not only formal morality, 
but also material morality. A relation to the norm, how
ever, is required, for morality implies more than mere 
liberty.15 While the same liberty remains, the moral 
character of the act may vary, so that an act which is 
bad in one instance may be afterwards good or vice 
versa, according to circumstances. Full liberty gives to 
the act its imputability, while relation to the norm gives 
it its moral character, with liberty, in the sense already 
explained, presupposed as a necessary condition. What 
the norm is which constitutes acts good or bad is to be 
considered in later chapters.

14 Theologia Moralis, tract, de act. hum., n. 52.
16 Cf. Feneres, Compendium Theologiae Moralis, tomus I, it 79; Bou- 

quillon, op. cit., (edit, tertia) n. 348, footnote 3.
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To sum up the questions which have been treated, it 
seems that a moral act can be described as one which, per 
so, capable of being directly influenced or directed by in
telligence and will, merits commendation or condemna
tion because of some quality which it does or does not 
possess. This quality is a relation of conformity or dis
crepancy with some norm. Thus, as has been stated, acts 
of the brute creation are excluded, as are also vegetative 
acts of man, and such acts as the beating of the heart. 
If, for the sake of illustration, we suppose that the norm 
is human nature as such, vegetative acts may be said to 
be in conformity with this nature, just as they are in ac
cordance with inferior nature. Yet, these are not moral 
acts according to our definition, for they are not capable 
of being directly influenced by intelligence and will, 
although it is true indeed that a person may to some ex
tent affect them indirectly. In accordance with this def
inition, man’s indeliberate acts may have an objective 
or material morality, for per se, these acts may be di
rectly influenced or directed. Finally, not only those 
acts are included which are known as elicited acts of the 
will, that is, which are done and completed within the 
will itself, but also acts which are capable of being com
manded by the will, although they are done by other 
powers. Since freedom, a necessary condition for moral
ity, properly belongs to the will alone, it is sometimes 
stated that morality is formally and intrinsically in the 
act of the will alone; that it is formally and extrinsically 
in man’s commanded or exterior acts; and that in other 
cases it is found only analogically, as, for instance, when 
we speak of a moral object, or a moral law.

Morality in general, as distinguished from a moral act, 
may then be said to be that quality in acts by which they 
are good or bad, at least objectively worthy of commen
dation or condemnation. This implies at least radical 
liberty on the part of the agent, and it implies a relation 
to some norm on the part of the act. If the question were 
asked as to why we depart from the stereotyped defini
tion, that morality is that quality in acts which makes 
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them good or bad, worthy of praise or blame, we reply 
that the words “praise” or “blame” may convey the in
correct idea that the agent as well as the act is neces
sarily worthy of commendation or condemnation, and 
thus the definition might be understood as excluding ma
terial morality. We do not blame an act, but we blame 
its author, while on the other hand, we may objectively 
condemn an act as bad without attributing any blame to 
its author, and thus the definition we have given is ap
plicable either to material or formal morality. Before 
giving in the next chapter the opinions of authors con
cerning the norm of morality, it is appropriate to prove 
that there is an intrinsic and objective distinction be
tween good and evil.

The proposition may be stated as follows: apart from 
the goodness or badness which may belong to many acts, 
merely from the fact that the acts are commanded or for
bidden by a law freely drawn up, there exists another 
which adheres to some acts so intrinsically that it does 
not depend in any way upon the will of a legislator, and 
which may be regarded as antecedent to the will of God 
commanding or prohibiting. The proofs usually given 
are fully explained by Meyer and Cathrein.10 Here the 
arguments may be given briefly.

10 Meyer, Institutiones Juris Naturalis, pars I, nn. 148 et sqq; Cathrein, 
Philosophia Moralis, n. 62.

The first argument is from the concept of good. Cath
rein says that every good involves some relation of con
venience or appetibility for man, and, therefore, this 
should be true also of moral good. But there are actions 
which, per se, and abstracting from any law, are suitable 
to human nature; others which are unsuited. Therefore 
there exist actions per se and by their nature good and 
bad. In giving examples to support the minor of this 
proposition St. Thomas refers to acts which lead men to 
the knowledge and love of God, and which he says are 
naturally in order or good, while the contrary are natu
rally bad. Moreover, he points out that, since rational 
nature is determined and immutable substantially, this 
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conformity or lack of conformity of some acts with 
human nature can never be taken away, and therefore 
does not depend on any law.17

17 Contra Gentiles, lib. Ill, cap. CXXIX.
18 The Nichomacheon Ethics, I, II, c. 6, a. 8; Cf. Cicero, De Finibus 

Bonorum et Malorum, lib. 5, cap. 22.

The second argument is taken from the common and 
invincible persuasion of men. It is usually formulated 
as follows: although the judgments of men, regarding the 
moral quality of any act taken in the concrete, differ con
siderably owing to the effects of ignorance upon the in
tellect or the influx of passion upon the will or from 
other causes, nevertheless, it is common to all, endowed 
with the use of human reason, to feel in their inmost 
conscience, and by an invincible persuasion to arrive at 
the judgment that, far from all human acts being morally 
indifferent, there is in certain cases a clearly defined dis
tinction by which some are to be regarded as good and 
others are to be regarded as bad. Moreover, men are 
persuaded that this distinction is such that certain ac
tions remain good or evil no matter what the circum
stances may be, and that even God himself cannot change 
the moral qualities of such acts, and the existence of this 
distinction is confirmed by the voice of conscience, ap
proving or warning, even though man may disregard the 
approval or condemnation, and act as if there were no 
distinction between good and evil. The following quota
tion from ikristotle shows how clearly a pagan could 
realize the intrinsic evil inherent in some actions: 44For 
there are some dispositions the very names of which have 
an implication of wickedness attached to them, as malevo
lence which rejoices at another’s misfortune, shameless
ness, enviousness, and likewise such acts as theft, adul
tery and homicide. These and all of the same kind are 
condemned, not on account of their immoderations or de
ficiencies, but because they themselves are evil, so that 
anybody cannot possibly commit them in a right manner, 
but they are always necessarily sins.” 18 As Meyer con
cludes: “Such a universal, constant and unconquerable 
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persuasion cannot but be founded in rational nature it
self; therefore it is endowed with the assistance of the in
fallible criterion of truth.”10

The third argument is that from the exclusion of moral 
positivism, first, by showing that the distinction between 
good and evil is not based on human institution, and, sec
ond, that it is not based on free divine institution. Re
garding the first point, it is to be noted that every effect 
supposes an adequately proportionate cause. But no 
human institution of the distinction between good and 
evil could possibly be a proportionate cause of an effect 
which is so universal and constant as to be found among 
all peoples in different ages, and which is, moreover, op
posed to the inferior appetites of man. Nor can the 
effect be ascribed to education, since it exists anterior to 
education; nor to laws, for people may ’with an invincible 
persuasion affirm laws to be good and just, or bad and 
unjust. Concerning the theory that the distinction may 
be based upon a free divine institution, Meyer says: 
“Whatever is true by metaphysical certitude, is abso
lutely true to such an extent, that, by no hypothesis, even 
by God himself, can it be made false. Such is e. g. truth ; 
two and two make four, etc., the contradictory of which 
is seen to be absurd for any intellect, whether created or 
uncreated. And goodness is predicated of some actions 
with the same metaphysical certitude, and badness is 
predicated of others. Actions or final movements per se 
in conformity to the end of nature, as such, cannot be at 
the same time difformable, and actions per se opposed to 
the end of nature cannot at the same time be in conform
ity with it. Therefore the divine will can no more make 
bad, what is considered good, in this sense, than it can 
make a circle square.”20

18 Loc. cit., n. 150.
20 Loo. oit., a. 151.

Therefore by positive and negative arguments, it is 
shown that there is an objective and intrinsic distinction 
or difference between good and evil.



CHAPTER IL

VARIOUS FORMULATIONS OF THE NORM 
FOUND IN CATHOLIC WRITERS.

Regarding the norm of morality, that is, regarding the 
essence or ultimate reason as to why an act is said to be 
good or bad, there are various opinions upheld by ethical 
writers and by theologians. The word “norm, ” however, 
is applied not only to the ultimate reason or constituent, 
but also to a less fundamental reason known as the proxi
mate norm. As compared with the ultimate norm, the 
proximate norm will be found to be manifestive, although 
it may be considered as partly constitutive also. The 
ultimate norm, on the other hand, is of little use, as mani
festing the goodness or badness of acts, since it does not 
to any great extent make clear the relations of conform
ity or discrepancy. Although the diversity of opinion 
among Catholic writers is greater concerning the ulti
mate norm, there is also some diversity of opinion re
garding the proximate norm.

I. Ultimate Norm.
The first opinion is that of those writers who hold that 

the essence of moral goodness consists in the conformity 
of the act with, or conduciveness to, the last end. Among 
those who hold this view is Lessius, who states that the 
essence (ratio) of goodness consists in the fact that all 
things are, according to their species, suitable to the end 
for which they were instituted by God; and this end is 
principally to declare the power, wisdom, goodness and 
other perfections of their Founder. He then says that 
as there is but one exemplar to which all things must con
form, so there is but one ultimate end, the glory of God, 

[11]
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and from suitableness to this end, things derive their spe
cial goodness.1

1 De Perfectionibus Dwinis, n. 30-31.
2 Op, cit., vol. I, chap. V.
8 Op, cit., vol. I, chap. VIL
< The Data of Modem Ethics Examined, n. 46.
B Ethics, part I, chap. Ill, art. I.
c Droit et morale, n. 1, note 1.
«a Contra Gentiles, lib. I, cap. 40, n. 3.
7 Prima Secundae, q. 106, a. 4.

Cronin appears to hold this view also, for he says, 
“an act is morally good when it is directed by Reason to 
the ultimate end.”2 Again, he says that moral goodness 
means that a man’s act is in accordance with the ultimate 
end.8

Likewise Ming says that moral goodness or badness is 
predicated of our actions because of their relation to our 
final destination.4

Walter Hill appears to hold a similar view, although 
it cannot be said with certainty that he places the essence 
of moral goodness or badness in the relation of acts to 
the ultimate end. “It may now be affirmed that all 
man’s deliberate acts are either morally good or morally 
bad, according as they make him tend to his ultimate end 
or avert him from it. ”5

Salsmans speaks of two principal views regarding the 
norm but he does not commit himself to either: that the 
norm consists either in the essential relations of things, 
or in the relation of actions to God considered as the ulti
mate end of man.0 St. Thomas is often referred to as 
holding that the essence of morality consists in the rela
tion of acts to the ultimate end. “Finis ultimus est a 
quo omnia rationem boni accipiunt. ” °a And again, he 
says: “Tanto est unumquodque perfectius, quanto est 
ultimo fini propinquius. ”7 As we shall see in the next 
chapter, however, it can scarcely be claimed that St. 
Thomas wished these statements to be taken as meaning 
that the essence of morality comes from a relation to the 
ultimate end.
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The second opinion is that the essence of moral good
ness or badness is to be found in the conformity of an 
act to the eternal law, or in its opposition to the precepts 
of this law. Considering the number of authors who sup
port this view, it appears to be the much more common 
opinion. It is probable, however, that many authors who 
declare that the ultimate standard of morality is the eter
nal law are referring rather to the norma obligans, rather 
than to the norma constituens, but this distinction is ex
pressly made only by a few. For instance, Ferreres says 
that the remote and fundamental constitutive norm of 
morality is the divine nature; that the remote manifes
tive norm is the divine intellect ; and that the remote and 
objective preceptive norm is the eternal law of God.8

8 Op tit., tomus I, n. 77.
0 Summa Sancti Thomae, tract, de Act. Hum., diss. IV, art. I.
10 Compendium Theologiae Moralis, tract. I, cap. III.
11 Compendium Theologiae Moralis, tomus I, n. 22.
12 Compendium Theologiae Moralis, n. 22.

Generally speaking, however, these authors merely de
clare that the eternal law is the ultimate norm or regula 
of morality. For instance, Billuart says that a moral act 
can be defined as, ‘‘an act proceeding from a deliberate 
will, with subjection to the standards of morals, which 
are the eternal law and right reason.” 8 Again, De Var- 
ceno says that the essence of morality consists prin
cipally in the relation of human acts to the eternal law of 
God.10 Gury makes a similar statement, for he says that 
the essence of morality primarily consists in the conform
ity of a human act with the eternal law, which is the 
divine reason, or the divine will, commanding that the 
natural order be preserved and forbidding that it be dis
turbed.11 A statement very similar to this may be found 
in Sabetti-Barrett’s work.12

There are other authors who declare in somewhat gen
eral terms that the eternal law is the supreme or ultimate 
norm or standard of morality, but their statements are 
not as clear as those just quoted, since they do not say 
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that the ultimate reason of morality of acts is to be found 
precisely in conformity or lack of conformity with such a 
law.13

1« Of. Reuter, op. cit., pars I, tract. I, n. 27; Scavini, Theologia Moralis 
Universalis, lib. I, tract. I, n. 35; Stang, Medulla, Fundamentales 
Theologiae Moralis, tract, de Act. Hum., cap. V, n. 1; Walsh, Trac- 
tatus De Actibus Hu/manis, n. 371; Aertnys, Theologia Moralis, 
tomus I, lib. I, n. 29; Antoine, Theologia, Moralis Universa, de hum. 
act., art. V, sec. I; Miltner, The Elements of Ethics, part I, n. 79; 
Neyraguet, Compendium Theologiae Moralis, tract. I, cap. IV, art. I.

i* Prima Seoundae, q. 71, a. 6.
15 Op. cit., q. 19, a. 4.
16 Op. cit., n. 368-372.

The authority of St. Thomas is also claimed as being 
in favor of the view that the moral goodness of an act 
arises precisely and ultimately from its conformity with 
the eternal law. Two statements of the Angelic Doctor 
are relied upon as supporting this claim: “Regula autem 
voluntatis humanae est duplex: una propinqua et homo
génea, scilicet, ipsa humana ratio; alia vero est prima 
regula, scilicet, lex aeterna, quae est quasi ratio Dei.”14 
Again, he says: “Quod autem ratio humana sit regula 
voluntatis humanae, ex qua ejus bonitas mensuretur, 
habet ex lege aeterna.”15

These statements of St. Thomas seem to many authors 
sufficient proof of the opinion that the ultimate norm is 
to he found in the eternal law. Dr. Walsh, however, 
brings forward some arguments. He identifies moral 
goodness with obligation by declaring that a rule or 
standard of morality ought to have an obligatory force. 
Rational nature cannot be the required rule or standard, 
since rational nature cannot bind itself. Hence, the 
primary standard of morality can be none other than 
the eternal law, since there is no other binding all crea
tures. However, in order to explain how the eternal law 
can be the supreme standard in view of the saying, quae- 
dam mala quia prohibita, quaedam prohibita quia mala, 
he declares that the eternal law, as spoken of, is not to 
be taken in its strictest sense as implying merely a law 
commanding or prohibiting, but as including a law which 
is also suasory or even permissive.16
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Other authors declare that the ultimate constitutive 
norm of morality is to be found in the divine essence, or 
in the divine perfections or attributes. Philosophically 
speaking, these divine perfections or attributes are iden
tical with God Himself, since they belong to God, as God. 
In other words, they belong to His divine essence or na
ture by a metaphysical necessity. Nevertheless, since 
they may be considered as being distinct from God, they 
may be treated of separately. Therefore we may state 
that the third opinion is that which declares that the ulti
mate norm of moral goodness is to be found in the divine 
essence.

Among the authors who uphold this opinion are Cath- 
rein, Costa-Rosetti, Joseph Rickaby, Noldin and Jouin. 
Cathrein says : “The ultimate and universal norm is the 
divine essence.”17 Costa-Rosetti favors the same opin
ion by implication when he declares that the ultimate 
norm is God.18 Rickaby likewise gives this opinion im
plicit support.19 Noldin expressly states that the su
preme norm of morality is the divine essence.20 Jouin 
not less clearly adheres to the same view.21

17 Op. cit., n. 84.
18 Philosophia Moralis, thesis 22.
10 Moral Philosophy, part I, chapter VI, section I, n. 7.
20 Summa Theologiae Moralis, tract, de principiis, n. 67.
21 Elementa Philosophiae Moralis, lib. II, cap. I, n. 13.
22 Loo. cit.

Cathrein’s argument is based chiefly on the statement 
that the goodness or the badness of the act depends upon 
the goodness or badness of the object: “In so far as the 
object is good or bad, the act itself is good or bad.” He 
therefore distinguishes goodness into objective, which is 
is in the object of the human act, and formal or subjec
tive, which is in the human act when it is being done, and 
from which man is said to be formally good.22 His proof 
is as follows: “The nature of man, as happens with na
ture in general, borrows its intelligible truth, necessity 
and immutability from the divine essence; therefore, the 
divine essence itself, as the exemplary cause of all things 



16 The Norm of Morality

is the ultimate norm of rectitude, not only for man; but 
for all beings, and even for God Himself; in so far as we 
can speak of a norm of rectitude in His regard. If I ask 
why God cannot lie or be unfaithful to His promises, and 
why on the contrary man can be brought into existence, 
or why men can be repaid or rewarded, it must be said 
finally that the first mentioned actionsi are unworthy of 
the infinitely perfect nature of God, while the last men
tioned are in accordance with it.”23 Noldin, having 
stated that rational nature as such is the proximate 
norm, gives the same proof as Cathrein.24

23 Op. cit., n. 89.
24 Loc. cit.
25 Schiffini, Disputationes Philosophiae Moralis, n. 63; Ferreres, op. cit., 

tomus I, n. 77; Brosnahan, Digests of Lectures, chap. V, n. 4; Soli
mani, Ethica, pars I, sec. II, cap. II, art. V ; Ming, op. cit., n. 68.

26 Notes on a Philosophy of Conduct, n. 63 et alibi.
27 Op. cit., n. 182.

Very much akin to the foregoing opinion is the fourth 
view which sees the ultimate norm in the divine nature. 
Nature adds to essence merely the notion of activity. 
Among those who hold this fourth view are Schiffini, 
Ferreres, Brosnahan, Solimani and Ming.23 V. Michel, 
0. S. B., appears to favor the same view also.20 As this 
opinion is similar to that which holds that the divine 
essence is the ultimate norm, it is generally supported by 
similar arguments. Having stated that human nature 
is the proximate norm, the authors draw the conclusion 
that the ultimate reason or foundation is to be found in 
the archetype of human nature, namely, the divine 
nature.

Among the authors who place the ultimate norm of 
morality in one or more of the divine perfections, some 
say the ultimate foundation is the divine Reason or the 
divine Wisdom; others that it is both the divine Wisdom 
and the divine Goodness; while others, again, say it is to 
be found in the divine Will. Among those who support 
the divine Reason, the foremost is Meyer.27 The divine 
Reason, he says, is nothing else than the divine Nature 
in so far as it is absolute sanctity or absolute order of 
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operabilia. In support of his view he gives three proofs: 
First, the divine Reason must be conceived in God as 
being that according to which the divine Will itself 
wishes most holily whatever it wishes from eternity, and 
contrary to which it can wish nothing; therefore, in like 
manner it will be the absolute norm of rectitude of all 
operations, which, dependently on the prime cause and 
under the will of God, proceed from secondary causes, 
either physically determined or endowed with liberty. 
Hence, in conformity, or lack or conformity, with the 
divine Reason moral rectitude or badness absolutely and 
formally consists.28 Second, as truth and falsity in the 
speculative order refer to the divine Intellect, so in the 
order of practical truth, honestas and Mionestas refer, 
by an objective analogy, to the divine Sanctity or the 
divine Reason. In other words, as in the ontological 
order the ultimate and absolute reason of the distinction 
between truth and falsity is conformity, or lack of con
formity, with the divine Intellect as absolute truth, so the 
absolute reason of the distinction between honestum and 
inhonestum is conformity or lack of conformity with the 
divine Reason, as absolute sanctity or the absolute order 
of operabilia. Lastly, every other reason of moral dis
tinction, which is not materially false, can be easily re
duced to this final reason, which is stated in his thesis as 
the supreme and ultimate one, and not vice versa. He 
concludes by saying that this reason must therefore be 
said to be formal and absolute.20

28 Loo. oit.
99 Loo. oit,

Signoriello, who says the ultimate norm of morality is 
the divine Wisdom, makes the following statement: “As 
all created truth is from the first truth, namely from God 
as an effective and exemplary principle; and as the 
essences of created things are themselves ideas of the 
archetype of the divine Mind, so the honestas of any 
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action is from the conformity with the first reason, or 
with the divine Wisdom.”30

Among those who declare that the ultimate reason of 
goodness is to be found in the divine Wisdom and the 
divine Goodness, is Liberatore, who says : 44 The moral
ity of human acts depends immediately on the objective 
order of things; mediately, however on the order of 
divine Wisdom and Goodness.”31 He argues to the ulti
mate norm from the proximate norm. Since the natures 
and relations of things are dictated by the divine intel
lect contemplating the divine essence, and since the mor
ality of human acts immediately comes from the order of 
things, it mediately comes from the divine Wisdom and 
Goodness.32 Russo makes the following statement: 
4 4 The morality of human acts is to be derived proxi
mately from their conformity or lack of conformity 'with 
rational nature; remotely from the order which comes 
especially from the essential relations of things; in so 
far as this order is ultimately founded in the divine 
Wisdom and Goodness.”33 This statement appears to 
place the ultimate norm in the order resulting from the 
essential relations of things, recognizing however, that 
the foundation of the order is in God; or in other words, 
that the standard of morality cannot be independent of 
God.

The opinion of those who say that the divine Will is 
the ultimate norm of morality is not really different from 
the opinion of those who state that the ultimate norm is 
the eternal law of God, although it is sometimes classified 
as different. Thus, Suarez, who is quoted as stating that 
the divine Will is the ultimate norm, uses the words, 
4‘divine Will or Eternal Law.”34 The reason why these 
opinions are identical is that, following St. Augustine, 
the eternal law is defined as 4 4 the divine Reason or the

80 Op, cit., D. 116.
81 Ethica, n. 28.
82 Loo. cit.
83 De Philosophia Morali Praelectiones, pars I, cap. II, art. II, prop. m.
3< Op. cit., disp. XI.
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divine Will, commanding that the natural order be pre
served, and forbidding that it be disturbed.”35 With 
this opinion also, that of Lehmkuhl may be identified, for 
he says that if good and evil are considered under the 
concept of the perfectly licit and illicit, the norm is the 
divine Will approving and ordering to be preserved that 
order which reason finds. Yet Lehmkuhl states that if 
acts are considered under the strict and bare concept of 
good and evil, this objective morality consists in preserv
ing the dignity of rational nature, and the proportionate 
relation of rational beings, and he says that this is the 
order of goodness which the divine mind perfectly sees.30

85 St. Augustine, Contra Faustum, lib. 22, cap. 27.
so Theologia Moralis, vol. I, n. 27.
87 Thèses Fondamentales de la Philosophie Morale, partie générale, thèse 

VI.
38 LOO. oit.

Op. cit., book I, chap. Il, n. lr

Finally, we consider the opinion which regards the 
ultimate norm as the order established by God. Thus, 
Castelein says: “Le caractère moral, qui affecte les 
actes humains, consiste dans leur dépendance essentielle 
d’un principe d’ordre objectif et absolu.” 37 In explana
tion of this statement, he says that reason conceives as 
existing in an absolute and necessary manner a univer
sal order of creation, which brings all creation into rela
tion with the end of the Creator. Every human act which 
is truly in conformity with this order or this end ought 
to be approved by reason and regarded as good or 
honnête, and every act, contrary to this order or to this 
end, ought to be condemned by reason as bad and malhon
nête, He states that this universal order, which refers 
creation to the end of God, is an absolute and necessary 
order.38 McDonald holds this opinion also, for he says: 
° There is a certain order or fitness between things, no 
matter how it arose or what put it there; and * * * in so 
far as this order is observed, everything is right, other
wise it is wrong—ordinate or inordinate, in, or out of 
order.”30 So far, this statement appears to refer only
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to a proximate norm or foundation, since it expressly dis
claims concern with the manner in which the order arose 
or what put it there. .Although he makes express refer
ence to God as being the foundation of this order as re
gards duty and knowledge of true morality, yet he im
plies that this order in general depends on God.*0 “The 
true Catholic view is,” says McDonald, “even granting 
the existence of purely philosophical moral acts, their 
morality is very imperfect and needs to be clothed in a 
higher form.”41 It appears that this statement, refer
ring rather to the knowledge of morality, may also refer 
to the moral character of the acts in an equal degree. 
This does not imply, however, that moral goodness or 
badness is entirely dependent on God’s 'will, for as Rick
aby says in a parallel case, “God need not have created 
man at all, but He could not have created him with other 
than human exigencies. ’ ’42

<0 Op, cit.f book I, chap. VI, n. 6.
<1 Op. tit., book I, chap. XII, n. 3.
42 Op. oit., part I, chap. VI, sec. I, n. 7.
43 Op. cit.> pars I, cap. H, art. II, prop. III.
44 Ethica, n. 144.
45 Op. oit.f n. 147.

The opinion which places the norm of morality in the 
order which has a foundation in God is also supported by 
Russo who says: 41 The morality of human acts is to be 
derived proximately from their conformity or lack of 
conformity with rational nature; remotely from the order 
which comes especially from the essential relations of 
things, in so far as this order is ultimately founded in the 
divine Wisdom and Goodness. ’ ’43 Likewise Tongiorgi: 
4 4 Suprema norma, ex qua humanarum actionum honestas 
vel pravitas dependet, sita est in ordin, qui ex essentia- 
bilibus hominis ad cetera entia relationibus exsurgit, ac 
proinde in ipsa Dei essentia fundamentum habet.”44 
Again, he says: 4 4 Quoniam, ut supra monuimus, in ipso 
homine ordo quidam habetur partium et facultatum, su
prema norma hunc quoque ordinem complectitur. ’ ’46

St. Alphonsus, who is sometimes quoted as holding the 
view that the last end, considered as God’s glory and 
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man’s happiness, is the ultimate norm, appears rather 
to favor the view that the order established by God is 
the ultimate norm: “Quidquid tendit ad Dei gloriam et 
veram hominis felicitatem, est conform ordini a Deo 
statuto, et per consequens honestum et virtuosum. ”40

Gousset may also be said to favor this opinion, for 
although he refers to morality as founded on laws, these 
laws arise from the order which exists in the world, and 
are not to be considered as laws in the strict sense. “Nos 
actions sont bonnes ou mauvaises, suivant qu’elles sont 
conformes ou contraires à la droite raison, à l’ordre 
moral, aux lois qui résultent des rapports de la créature 
avec le Créateur, de l’homme avec ses semblables, d’un 
inférieur avec ceux qui sont depositaires du pouvoir ou 
de l’autorité.”47

40 Theologia, Moralis, tract, de act. hum., art. 4, n. 34.
47 Théologie Morale, tome I, traité des actes humains, n. 31.
48 Epist. OXL, c. 2, n. 4.
49 De Diversis Sermonibus, L, n. 3.
oo Secunda Secundae, q. 114, a. 1.
61 Op. cit., q. 109, a. 2.
62 Op. oit., q. 19, a. 1.
63 De Potentia, q. 7, a. 3.

Lastly, some quotations may be given from the Fathers 
and early writers, since they support this view, although 
it can scarcely be claimed that they intended to give a 
precise definition of moral good or evil. For instance, 
St. Augustine declares : ‘ ‘ Bene agit anima rationalis, si 
ordinem servet.”48 St. Bernard -writes: “Affectiones 
ordinatae virtutes sunt, inordinatae, perturbationes.”49 
From the statements of St. Thomas the following may 
be quoted: “Bonum in ordine consistit.”50 “Cum 
bonum, secundum Augustinum, in libro de Natura boni 
cap. 3, consistit in ordine, necesse est, specialem rationem 
boni considerare ex determinato ordine. ’ ’51 ‘1 Sicut bon
um uniuscuiusque est, ut in suo ordine consistat : ita mal
um uniuscuiusque est, ut suum ordinem deserat.”52 
“Bonum universi consistere in ordine rerum tum ad se 
invicem, tum ad Deum.”53 “Peccatum proprie nominat 
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actum inordinatum sicut actus virtutis est actus ordi- 
natus.”54

m Prima Secundae, q. 71, a. 1.
55 Op. cit., disp. 2, sec. 2, n. 10.
60 Lugo, De Principiis Act. Hum., II, e. 8, n. 3; Cathrein, op. cit., n. 84; 

Costa-Rosetti, op, cit., thesis 22.
57 Loo. cit.

II. Proximate Norm.

While there is less diversity of opinion among Catholic 
writers regarding the proximate norm than regarding 
the ultimate norm, they are by no means unanimous. 
The proximate norm is variously stated to be man’s ra
tional nature, or man’s reason, or right reason, or the ob
jective order of things, or the natural law.

The first of these opinions, that rational nature as such 
is the proximate norm of morality, is by far the most 
common. Suarez, speaking of objective goodness, says: 
“Dicendum primo hanc honestatem objectivam consistere 
in quadam convenientia objecti honesti per se ipsum ad 
naturam rationalem, ut talis est.”55 But if the object is 
good the act will be at least materially good, and will be 
formally good if the other conditions are present. There
fore this statement of Suarez seems to indicate that ra
tional nature as such is the proximate norm. This opin
ion is also supported by such prominent authors as Lugo, 
Cathrein and Costa-Rosetti.50 Cathrein says: “Norma 
proxima bonitatis et malitiae moralis pro homine est 
ejusdem natura rationalis qua talis.”57

Costa-Rosetti’s statement is more definite and compre
hensive. Rational nature, he says, is truly a proximate, 
objective, internal, immutable and universal norm. He 
further states that the proximate norm of morality is the 
proximate norm of perfection of a moral act. An objec
tive norm of morality is that which is independent of the 
faculties and acts of the human subject. By an internal 
norm he means that which has an internal or essential 
connection with moral acts. An immutable and univer
sal norm is, of course, that which, without change, is 
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common to all men.58 Moreover, Costa-Rosetti says that 
the rational nature of man, adequately regarded, is a 
complete objective and internal norm of morality; that is, 
a free act is said to be good or bad, not only from being 
in conformity with, or being contrary to, rational nature 
regarded in itself, but also in so far as rational nature 
has essential relations to God, to other men and to things 
which are not endowed with reason.50

Many other authors hold that rational nature, as such, 
is the proximate norm of morality. We mention Fer- 
reres, Slater, ElbeLBierbaum, Rickaby, Meyer, Noldin, 
Ming, Miltner, Michel, 0. S. B., Mersch, Russo, Bros- 
nahan and Schiffini.00

That rational nature, as such, is a norm of morality to 
some degree constitutive, and also manifestive, is a 
proposition which scarcely needs proof. The principal 
proof given by Costa-Rosetti is as follows: The proxi
mate norm of perfection of a moral act is the proximate 
norm of morality. But the rational nature of man is a 
proximate norm of the perfection of a moral act. There
fore the rational nature of man is the proximate norm 
of morality.

As proof of the minor, he says that every nature is the 
proximate norm of the acts which are proper to it; and 
moral acts are proper to the rational nature of man. 
Therefore the rational nature of man is the proximate 
norm of its moral acts. He then proves the major of this 
last proposition by saying that any nature is the proxi
mate norm of its accidents, and an act is an accident; so 
it is the proximate norm of its acts. Moreover, he says

68 Loc. cit. Cf. thesis 44.
69 Op. cit., thesis 23.
eo Cf. Ferreres, op. oit., vol. I, n. 77; Slater, A Manual of Moral Theology, 

vol. I, book I, chap. IV, sec. I, n. 1; Elbel-Bierbaum, Theologia 
Moralis, vol. I, n. 59; Rickaby, op. cit., chap. VI, sec. I, n. 4; Meyer, 
op. cit., n. 184; Noldin, op. cit., vol. I, n. 65; Ming, op. cit., n. 52; 
Miltner, op. cit., part I, n. 79; Michel, O. S. B., op. cit., n. 63; 
Mersch, L’Obligation Morale, première partie, chap. VIII; Russo, 
op. cit., pars I, cap. Il, prop. III; Brosnahan, op. cit., V, n. 3; 
Schiffini, Disputationes Philosophiae Moralis, vol. I, n. 56. 
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that the proximate norm of perfection is the proximate 
and essential end of things; and the proximate and essen
tial end of every act is the nature to which it belongs; 
for any act is essentially a means for nature to reach its 
end. Lastly, he says that the proximate norm is that to 
which anything ought to conform so as to be perfect; and 
acts are perfect if they proximately conform to the na
ture to which they belong; for instance, vegetation is 
said to be perfect, if it conforms to the nature of the 
plant or animal: so sensation, animal motion and every 
operation, even of bodies, which are not endowed with 
life, are judged by all according to the nature of the 
being. Therefore, he says that rational nature is the 
norm of perfection of the acts which are proper to it, and 
consequently it is the proximate norm of morality.01

The second opinion, as already stated, holds that the 
proximate norm of morality is human reason. Among 
those who favor this opinion are Scavini, Koch-Preuss, 
Stang, De Varceno and Walsh.02 It is probable, however, 
that these authors merely intend to claim that reason is a 
subjective standard by which acts are to be judged and 
that it is not an objective standard in any sense. If such 
is their intention, the opinion may be lightly passed over, 
for it has no precise reference to the question at issue. 
Reason is the light by which we see the norm and the 
relation of acts to it, whether it be considered as proxi
mate or ultimate.

Of more importance is the third opinion, that the 
proximate norm of morality is right reason. This opin
ion is upheld by Meyer, Sabetti-Barrett, Gury, Billuart 
and Neyraguet among others.03 The qualification 
“recta” implies that the norm has some objective foun
dation, and thus this opinion has some value as com-

«1 Op. cit., thesis 22, dem. 2. p.
62 Scavini, op. dt., lib. I, tract. I, n. 35; Koch-Preuss, op. dt., vol. I, chap.

II, sec. I, n. 1; Stang, op. cit., tract, de Act. Hum., cap. V, n. 1; De 
Varceno, op. cit., tract. I, cap. Ill; Walsh, op. cit., n. 388.

63 Meyer, op. cit., n. 184; Sabetti-Barrett, op. cit., n. 22; Gury, op. cit., 
tomus I, n. 22; Billuart, op. cit., tract, de act. hum., diss., IV, art. 1; 
Neyraguet, op. cit., tract. I, cap. IV, a. 1.
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pared with the second opinion already mentioned. 
Meyer, who uses the word “practica” instead of “recta,” 
which the other authors use, implies that this norm is 
almost identical with rational nature, for he says: 
4‘Proximo in ipsa ratione humana practica, quatenus 
haec essentialem naturae rationalis directionem exhibet, 
objectiva moralitatis norma exstat, verum secundaria 
tantum et relativa. ’ ’04 It is clear, however, from the 
proof which Gury gives in support of this third opinion 
that he regards right reason as being merely a subjec
tive and manif estive norm: “The essence of morality 
secondarily consists in the conformity of a human act 
with right reason; for right reason alone can manifest to 
man the eternal law, or the primary standard of morals. 
For the will can embrace only an object which is in agree
ment by itself with the primary standard, because it is 
a blind power; therefore it is necessary that it receive 
it by means of right reason. Therefore it is the office of 
right reason to manifest the primary standard and to 
direct the acts of the will to God, as the last end. Hence, 
right reason is a subjective standard manifesting the 
primary one. Therefore the essence of morality consists 
secondarily in the conformity of a human act with right 
reason. ’ ’GB

The fourth opinion is that the proximate norm of 
morality is to be found in the objective order of things 
apprehended by reason. The principal exponents of this 
view are Liberatore and McDonald. According to the 
former, “actionum humanarum moralitas immediate pen- 
det ab ordine objectivo rerum, per rationem appre- 
henso.”00 McDonald says that.there is a certain order 
or fitness among things, no matter how it arose or what 
put it there, and that in so far as this ¡order is observed, 
everything is right or ordinate, otherwise it is wrong or

«4 Loo. cit.
65 Loo. cit.
68 Op. cit., n. 28. 
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inordinate.67 Again, referring to the moral order as dis
tinct from the physical and aesthetic orders, McDonald 
says : “Here, also, good and evil consist in harmony and 
discord; not, indeed, of the same kind as that which con
stitutes aesthetic beauty and ugliness; but something 
similar—something of which beauty may be, perhaps, a 
phase. What is right, as we have seen, is essentially 
what is in order; wrong is disorder.”08 Tongiorgi, as 
we have seen, states that the supreme norm is to be 
found in the order which arises from the essential rela
tions of man to other beings, and has its foundation in 
the divine essence.69 Although he does not expressly 
refer to any proximate norm, it seems that he regards as 
the proximate norm this order, considered apart from its 
foundation in God.70

The argument, which Liberatore offers in support of 
this opinion, is as follows : The goodness or badness of 
human acts is the same as their conformity with, or oppo
sition to, rational nature. But it is proper to rational 
nature to know the order of things and to act according 
to it. Therefore, from conformity or discrepancy with 
the order of things, apprehended by reason and proposed 
to the will, the goodness or badness of human actions, or 
their morality is derived.71 The last opinion to be men
tioned is that of Aertnys, who says that the proximate 
norm is the natural law. “Exinde actuum humanorum 
moralitas communiter a theologis definitur : Eorum con- 
venientia vel disconvenientia cum dictamine rectae ra- 
tionis, sive increata, quae est lex aeterna, sive creata, 
quae est lex naturalis, seu conscientia.”72 Here he 
states that the proximate norm is the natural law or con
science, and as conscience can only be a subjective norm, 
his objective norm must be taken to be the natural law.

07 Op. dt., book L, chap. II, n. 1; Of. Fox, Religion and Morality, page 183. 
os Op. cit., 'book I, chap. V, n. 5.
09 Op. cit., n. 144.
70 Op. dt., n. 148, 3°.
71 Loo. cit.
12 Tipologia Moralis, tomua I, lib. I, tract. I, n. 29.



CHAPTER HI

MORAL GOODNESS AS CONDUCIVENESS TO AN 
END OR CONFORMITY WITH A 

STANDARD

Regarding the question to he considered in this chapter 
two opposing views are presented. Is an act good pre
cisely because it is conducive to an end, or does its good
ness arise precisely from the fact that the act is in con
formity with some standard? That moral goodness re
sults from the fact that an act is conducive to an end, 
appears to be the more common opinion among the au
thors. Meyer draws from his discussion of natural ac
tion in general the conclusion that the moral property of 
actions is founded on their relation to an end,1 Miltner, 
having stated that a garment or a furnace is good be
cause it fulfils the end which by its nature, the makers 
and the purchasers it was intended to fulfil, says that the 
same test may be applied to human acts: “We have 
shown that all acts are for ends, and that they lead men 
eventually to a final end. By their very physical nature 
that appears to be the purpose of their being. Hence 
we rightly conclude that an act is good if it leads to 
man’s last end, bad if it leads away from it.”2 Dr. 
Cronin makes a statement to the same effect, and main
tains that his view is that of St. Thomas. He defines a 
good moral action as “an action done under the control 
of Reason and leading to man’s final end. * * * This is 
not only Aquinas’ view but the view of most modern 
ethicians. ”3 The same view is expressed in a later chap
ter.4

1 Of. op. tit., para I, n. 141.
3 Op. tit., part I, n. 70.
s Op. tit., vol. I, chap. IV. (Footnote.)
4 Op. tit., vol. I, chap. V.

[27]
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There are many other authors who share this view. 
For instance, Jouin says that an act is good or bad, in 
so far as it aids or hinders the obtaining of the ultimate 
end.5 One other quotation, which gives the view of Les- 
sius, will suffice: “Ratio bonitatis consistit in eo, quod 
omnia secundum suam speciem sint congruentia ad finem, 
ad quam a Deo sint instituta. ’ ’0 The foregoing passages 
appear to be at least implicit assertions that moral good
ness consists precisely in the conduciveness of an act to 
an end, intermediate or ultimate. Taken as such, they 
imply that such conduciveness not merely manifests the 
act to be good, but constitutes it good.

5 Op. dt., pars II, n. 12; cf. Ming, op. dt., n. 46.
6 Op. cit., n. 30.
7 Op. cit., pars I, n. 86.
8 Op. cit., n. 348.
8 Op. cit., thesis XX.

The other opinion holds that goodness results rather 
from a relation of conformity with a standard than from 
conduciveness to an end. Thus Signoriello states that an 
act is said to be good or bad according as it follows a 
right order or departs therefrom; and he concludes that 
such right ordering of the act implies that it measures up 
to some standard or recedes from it; consequently he 
says that morality must be said to consist in a certain 
relation of the act to the rule of morals.7 Bouquillon 
clearly states that if morality is taken, in its proper 
sense, as a moral quality, the morality of acts consists 
in their habitudo ad regulam, and he further states that 
the basis of goodness or badness, praise or blame in hu
man acts is derived from their conformity with or dis
crepancy from a standard.8 Moreover, Costa-Rosetti, 
having declared that a moral act is a free act with a 
relation to some norm, offers three proofs in confirma
tion of his assertion that a relation to a norm is re
quired.® In the first place, a moral act is either good 
or bad; the former is said to be right, the latter wrong. 
It cannot be said to be right or wrong unless there is 
some relation to a norm. Hence a relation to a norm is 
required. Second, to live well, according to the common 



Conduciveness to End or Conformity with 29
Standard

persuasion is to live according to reason. Therefore, by 
common persuasion, good and bad acts are referred to 
some norm known by reason. Third, from common per
suasion a good act is a medium between two extremes, 
since we can depart from virtue by excess or defect; 
therefore the saying in medio virtus. But, a good act can
not be a medium between two extremes unless by con
formity with some norm, which indicates and may con
stitute its goodness. Therefore, a moral act has a rela
tion to some norm, implying that the goodness or badness 
of the act is derived from this relation.10

10 Loo. oit.

When goodness is said to consist in conduciveness to 
an end, the end referred to is either the ultimate end of 
man, or some intermediate end which itself tends to the 
ultimate end; for the authors who hold this view con
tend that all goodness in human acts comes at least 
mediately from the ultimate end. Nevertheless, the fact 
that an act is conducive to an end appears to imply only 
utility and not moral goodness. Good is generally di
vided into bonum utile, bonum delectabile and bonum 
honestum. Bonum utile is that which is desired only as a 
means to something else, because it leads to some other 
good. Bonum delectabile is that which is desirable be
cause it brings a feeling of relief or satisfaction. Bonum 
honestum is that which is in itself desirable or becom
ing, apart from any feeling of satisfaction. Strictly 
speaking, this division is applicable only to objects or 
ends of action, but for the illustration of the point at 
issue it may also be applied to acts. Thus that goodness 
which is said to belong to an act, because the latter is con
ducive to an end, is in some sense equivalent to a bonum 
utile. But a bonum utile or a bonum delectabile is gen
erally regarded as not being sufficient of itself to give 
to an act moral goodness. Therefore if an act has no 
other goodness than that which arises from conducive
ness to an end, the act has no moral goodness. It has 
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merely the quality of utility. But all Catholic theolo
gians and ethical writers insist that moral goodness dif
fers from utility; and it follows that the precise reason 
of the goodness of an act must be sought for elsewhere 
than in its conduciveness to an end. This argument may 
be stated in a slightly different manner. Suarez, speak
ing of the goodness which a particular act derives from 
its object, says that it is necessary that the object be a 
bonum honestum. He then states that a bonum utile as 
such is relative, and receives its: quality of appetibility 
from that object to which it is useful. Therefore such a 
bonum utile in itself is indifferent. He speaks of bonum 
delectabile in a similar manner.11 If this reasoning were 
applied to the acts themselves as it is applied to the 
objects by Suarez, it would seem to follow that there is 
only one bonum honestum, namely, the ultimate end; 
proximate ends derive their goodness therefrom. That 
there is only one bowum honestum is, however, a state
ment in which these authors would not generally ac
quiesce, since there are many things which may be sought 
precisely for their own sake.

n Op. cit., disp. II, sec. I, n. 4.

We say, therefore, that an act derives its goodness 
from a relation to some standard with which it is com
pared. An act is good if it is in conformity with this 
standard. It is bad if it lacks conformity with it. We 
know that the precise reason why an act is good or bad 
cannot be founded upon what are known as the principles 
or determinants of morality, namely, the object, the end 
and the circumstances, since these three factors are 
merely endowments of the act, which it must have so as 
to be brought into comparison with the standard. In 
themselves they are not the true causes why the act is 
good, but they are rather prerequisites or conditions. To 
be free from all evil an act must be good in its object, 
its end and its circumstances. But it is necessary to 
have some means of deciding if these aspects of the act 
are good, and we reach such a decision by comparing 
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them with some standard distinct from the act itself. 
Conformity with such a standard not only manifests the 
act to be good, but constitutes it good. This standard 
is conceived as simultaneous with the act itself. As the 
act is good if it is in conformity with the standard, and 
bad if it runs counter to the standard, the relation be
tween the act and the standard appears to be one of pro
portion. Thus the foundation, source, or cause of the 
morality of the act is explained'without implying any 
notion of utility to a good end, proximate or ultimate.

In summing up this question the words of Dr. Ryan 
may be quoted, for although they refer to conduciveness 
to the ultimate end, yet they may be applied to conduc- 
iveness to an end in general. “An act,” he says, “is 
not good because it conduces to the ultimate end; it does 
not conduce to the ultimate end because it is good. They 
are simply different aspects of the act, conduciveness to 
the ultimate end making it useful, and conformity with 
rational nature making it morally good. ’ ’12

12 The New York Review, 1907, Art., The Method of Teleology in Ethics.
13 Of. Ethical Principles (Fordham University), thesis XIX.
14 Contra Gentiles, lib. I, cap. XL.

Some authors would go further and contend that the 
act leads to the last end because the act is morally good 
and not vice versa.13 This last contention can scarcely 
be proved without difficulty; yet it appears reasonable 
that the goodness of the act should of necessity lead to 
the ultimate end.

Since St. Thomas is frequently quoted as teaching that 
the goodness of an act consists in its conduciveness to an 
end, it will be interesting to examine some of his state
ments. “Since anything is desirable,” he says, “on ac
count of an end, the reason of goodness consists in this 
(fact) that it is desirable, for everything should be said 
to be good either because it is an end, or because it is 
put in order for an end.”14 This statement appears to 
refer rather to formal goodness and to the conditions 
which are necessary for merit on the part of the agent 
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than to the objective goodness of the act itself, for the 
word “ordinatur” appears to imply rather a voluntary 
directive force on the part of the agent than that the 
act is of itself conducive to an end. In support of this 
we may point to the fact that mortal sin is sometimes 
defined as a turning away from God as from our last 
end, and such a turning away refers clearly to the wilful 
action of the agent. Another statement frequently quoted 
is as follows: “Hence by so much is anything more per
fect, in so far as it ds nearer to the ultimate end. ’ ’1Bi 
This is not necessarily contrary to the view we have al
ready adopted, since an act which is in greater con
formity with the norm of morality will de facto be more 
conducive to the ultimate end, presupposing the neces
sary dispositions on the part of the agent. Dr. Cronin 
quotes in support of his view another statement of St. 
Thomas, “Because good has the character of an end of 
action, and evil the contrary character, hence all those 
things to which man has a natural inclination are appre
hended by reason as good, and consequently as things 
to be sought in doing an act; and their contraries are 
apprehended as evils to be avoided.”10 This passage 
is susceptible of a different construction, for if we take 
as norm either the objective order which exists, or may 
exist, between faculties and their objects, or human na
ture as such, it is quite true that a natural inclination 
indicates the object to be good, unless this inclination 
goes contrary to a higher order. In such an explanation 
the goodness is derived from conformity -with an order 
or human nature and not necessarily from conduciveness 
of an act to an end.

It appears, therefore, that these statements of St. 
Thomas do not favor the opinion, in support of which 
they are often quoted, to the extent for which they are 
accepted by some authors. Dr. P. O’Neill, referring to 
this matter, says: “It appears to me that in these places 
St. Thomas is not discussing the essence of morality at

18 Prima Secundae, q. 106, a. 4.
18 Prima Secundae, q. 94, a. 2.
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all—he speaks of that perfect morality which is required 
for merit. ’ ’17

When other statements of St. Thomas are examined we 
find that there are much stronger reasons for holding 
that he did not favor the opinion which places the good
ness of an act in its conduciveness to an end.

One of the most important of these staements is found 
in his discussion as to “whether a human act may be 
good or bad by reason of its end?” He says, “There are 
some things, the being of which does not depend on an
other, and in these it is sufficient to consider their being 
absolutely. There are other things, however, the being 
of which does depend on something else; therefore it is 
necessary that they be considered as regards the cause 
on which they depend. For as the being of a thing de
pends on the agent and the form; so the goodness of a 
thing depends on the end. Therefore in the divine per
sons, who have not goodness depending from any other, 
there is not any goodness from an end to be considered. 
Human actions and other things, the goodness of which 
depends on something else, have a character of goodness 
from the end on which they depend, apart from the abso
lute goodness which they have in themselves.”18

The last sentence of the foregoing statement appears 
to indicate clearly the teaching of St. Thomas on the 
matter. Human acts get a character of goodness from 
the end on which they depend, or to which they are con
ducive, but yet they have absolute goodness in them
selves. Certainly this absolute goodness is not consid
ered as coming from an end, and therefore it is to be 
considered as arising from conformity with some stand
ard.

From the words of St. Thomas already quoted, that 
acts have a character of goodness1 from the end on 
which they depend, an objection may be brought forward

17 Irish Theo. Quarterly, vol. XII (1917), art. 4‘The Concept of Morality 
and the Last End in the Teaching of St. Thomas.” 

IS Prima Secmdae, q. 18, a. 4.
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against the opinion that conduciveness to an end gives 
a character of utility rather than of goodness. Never
theless, the mere fact that an act is useful to a good end 
will give it a certain characteristic of goodness. The 
act may still retain from its conduciveness to an end 
a primary characteristic of utility as distinguished from 
that absolute goodness, of which St. Thomas speaks as 
existing in acts of themselves.



CHAPTER IV

THE ULTIMATE END AS DETERMINING 
MORALITY

In the foregoing chapter it has been contended that 
conduciveness to an end does not constitute the moral 
goodness of an act. While the reference has been to a 
good in general, the arguments are applicable with equal 
force to the usefulness of an act for the last end, 
whether regarded as primary or secondary, objective or 
subjective. As regards the last end in particular, we 
argue, if moral goodness consists in usefulness for reach
ing the last end, God and beatitude would not be morally 
good. If the question were asked, “Why does a given act 
lead to the last end?” the answer would be either (a) 
because God has so ordained, which would be a denial 
of the intrinsic and objective moral goodness or badness 
of some acts apart from God’s ordination, or (b) because 
the act itself by its own nature tends to the last end; in 
other words because of its relation of conformity or non
conformity with some standard.1 Since, therefore, the 
moral goodness of an act does not consist in its conduc
iveness to or usefulness for the ultimate end, the ultimate 
end cannot be said to be the constitutive norm of mor
ality.

I Cf. Ethical Principles (Fordham University), thesis XIX.

[35]

The question, however, may be asked: “Is the ultimate 
end a complete muni festive norm of morality?” That 
it is a manifestive norm to some degree, is obvious, for 
it is clear that the attainment of the last end is condi
tioned by the acts which man performs during this life; 
and it is easy to conclude that certain actions are of 
themselves conducive to this end, while other actions of 
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themselves are obstructive. The ultimate end, taken ob
jectively, is God’s honor and glory. Taken subjectively, 
the ultimate end for man is eternal happiness. No proof 
is needed that acts of knowing, loving and honoring God 
are conducive to the last end, either objective or sub
jective. Likewise, contrary acts are injurious to God’s 
external glory, and necessarily hinder man from the at
tainment of final happiness. However, the ultimate end 
can be used as a manifestive norm, directly and imme- 
diately, only when there is a question of an act which 
has direct reference to God or to his attributes. Lying, 
stealing or impurity may be shown to be contrary to 
human nature or to the perfection of human nature since 
they are opposed respectively to veracity, justice and 
chastity, or they may be shown to be injurious to the 
interests of the human race in the greater number of 
cases. It is only by the means of some such proximate 
norm, however, that these acts are manifested as being 
injurious to God’s external glory, or as hindering the 
attainment of supreme happiness in the next life.

Fr. Plater, who stresses the importance of the ultimate 
end as a manifestive norm, uses rational nature as a kind 
of intermediate criterion for he says: “If I have some 
knowledge of what God is, and some knowledge of what 
my human nature is, I can readily perceive that my hu
man nature cannot attain the end which God has set for 
it unless it abstains from lying, theft and impurity.”2 
Moreover, to strengthen his view that the ultimate end 
is a complete manifestive norm, Fr. Plater declares that 
it is, from one point of view, the perfection of his ra
tional nature.3 The perfection of man’s rational nature 
seems clearly to be a proximate end, and as such it is 
generally accepted. Moreover, the fact that an act leads 
to the perfection of man’s rational nature necessarily 
implies that it is in accordance with that nature, while 
an act which is opposed to man’s rational nature must 
of necessity hinder the attainment of its perfection.

2 The New York Review, Sept-Oct., 1907, Art., A Starting Point in Ethics,
8 Loo, oit,
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Therefore, even in Fr. Plater’s system, the act must in 
many cases be shown to be in conformity with rational 
nature or be opposed to it, in order that its relation to 
the last end may be determined.

Cathrein gives two arguments to show that the ulti
mate end cannot be the norm of morality either consti
tutively or manifestively. Taking the ultimate end, in 
the subjective sense, i. e., man’s happiness in the next 
life, he asks the question: “What actions lead man to this 
end?” The answer, he says, can only be that it is those 
actions which are commanded. He then asks: “What ac
tions are commanded ? ” A vicious circle in reasoning re
sults if the reply is that those actions are commanded 
which lead to this happiness. The more conclusive part 
of his argument is as follows: “Even if I know what 
actions are prohibited and commanded, I ask: does God 
prohibit perjury necessarily or not. If He prohibits 
necessarily, I ask the reason. If one replies that He does 
not prohibit necessarily, one falls into the doctrine of 
positivism, which has been rejected already.”4 Taking 
the ultimate end as the glory of God, Cathrein says that, 
actions which immediately refer to God being excepted, 
one cannot immediately judge from the nature of an act 
as to whether it tends to the glory of God or not.6

* Op. cit., n. 79.
6 Loo. mt.
« Op. oit., n, 46.

Some authors who hold that the ultimate end is even 
the constitutive norm of morality, deny, however, that 
it can be completely manifestive of the morality of acts. 
Ming, as already referred to, declares that moral good
ness or badness is predicated of our actions because of 
their relation to our final destination. “The action,” he 
says, “which is directed to our ultimate end, thus con
ducing to its attainment is good; the action, on the con
trary, which is deviating from this end, and so hinders 
us from reaching it, is bad.”6 Later, having stated that 
the conception of moral goodness is made quite definite 
if God is regarded as man’s ultimate end, he admits that 
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a secondary standard is required so that we may be 
enabled to determine what actions in particular are right 
and what are wrong. The secondary standard is to be 
found in our own reason, perceiving that certain actions 
are in accord with our rational nature or are opposed 
to it.7

7 Op. cit., n. 52.

The conclusion may be drawn, therefore, that the ulti
mate end, whether considered as the glory of God, the 
perfect possession of God through knowledge and love, 
or considered subjectively as perfect happiness, is not 
the constitutive norm of morality, since conformity to 
the ultimate end gives to the acts the quality of utility, 
rather than that of moral goodness. Second, the ulti
mate end is not a satisfactory manifestive norm; for it 
does not inform us, without the help of other tests, 
whether certain acts lead to the ultimate end or not. 
In other words, the norm of the ultimate end is not suf
ficiently proximate. While the morality of acts which 
refer directly to God may be readily manifested, the 
morality of other acts remains in obscurity. We have 
already seen that those authors who regard the ultimate 
end as the norm are compelled to refer to the conformity 
of acts with human nature, in order that this morality 
may be determined. The idea of rational nature as a 
manifestive norm will be more fully developed later.



CHAPTER V.

STATEMENT OF THE PROXIMATE NORM

The proximate norm or standard of moral goodness 
and badness is that which manifests, and in some man
ner constitutes, an act or object as morally good or bad, 
but which, nevertheless, is ultimately founded upon some 
more fundamental source. As we have already stated, 
the ultimate norm cannot be regarded as giving sufficient 
manifestation of the goodness or badness of the act, for 
the reason that the ultimate standard is too far removed, 
too indefinite, as it were, to be brought into a proper 
manifestive relation with a human act in the concrete. 
If we say that the ultimate norm is the divine Essence, 
or the divine Nature, or the divine Will or any other of 
the divine attributes, we cannot thereby get sufficient 
precision regarding the moral quality of many human 
acts. For instance, we may indeed say that since cer
tain acts such as lying are contrary to divine Nature, and 
cannot be performed by God, therefore we should ex
pect that such acts ought also be contrary to human 
nature, and ought to be considered as wrong; but such 
a statement implies the existence of a proximate norm— 
human nature, as being to some extent an image or re
flection of the divine Nature. Therefore a proximate 
norm is required to manifest the moral quality of acts. 
This norm will be to some extent constitutive also. It 
will be constitutive at least to that extent to which it is 
a participation in the ultimate norm.

In nature we see a certain order, an order which in
cludes all beings, even irrational animals and inanimate 
beings. Thus plants derive their nourishment from the 
soil. Some animals sustain their life by feeding on 
plants, and some live by using other animals as food. 
Man has command over the inferior creation, either ani

[39]
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mate or inanimate, for he is superior to all irrational 
creation, and the lower creatures are to be used by him 
according to his needs and conveniences. In man him
self there is a certain order between his faculties. The 
vegetative and sensitive faculties are inferior to the ra
tional faculties. So fundamental is this statement that 
it is not subject to proof, but it is perceived by a mere 
examination of the concepts. Since these vegetative and 
sensitive faculties are essentially inferior to the rational 
faculties, the acts, of which these vegetative or sensitive 
faculties are the source or efficient cause, are inferior 
to the acts which have their source in the rational facul
ties. Again there is a relation or order between each 
of the faculties and its object, for every faculty has its 
own proper object or function. Thus the object of sight 
is seeing, and the proper object of the intellect is any and 
all truth which may be known. The relation between 
the faculties and their proper objects is, of course, dis
covered or known by reason.

Turning now from the order which exists between 
man’s various faculties and between man and lower be
ings, we come to consider the relations between man and 
man. We find that all men are equal in certain matters, 
such as the right to life. Since all men possess the same 
rational nature no person is born essentially subservient 
to another. There is indeed, a subservience which may 
arise from accidental or non-essential relations such as 
that between the different persons in such necessary in
stitutions as the family and the State, or from such 
purely accidental relations as that of a private soldier 
to his officer. As a private soldier, the soldier is in
ferior to the officer, but when both are considered in their 
essential relations as rational beings, they are equal. The 
relation which exists between a child and its parent is 
to a certain extent one of necessary dependence, yet it 
can scarcely be said to be one of essential dependence, 
and it certainly is not one of such essential subservience 
as that of an animal to man.
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When we consider then the relations which exist be
tween man and God, we find that man is essentially in
ferior. God is the Creator, man is only the creature. God 
is man’s last end. Irrational animate beings as well as 
inanimate beings may be considered as more inferior to 
God than is man, since they are lower in the scale of 
creation. Such then is the order in the universe, and we 
may state that there is a certain order between essences, 
for rationality is essentially superior to animality in its 
essence.

It is clear, then, -that the most important of these rela
tions arise not accidentally but essentially, as in the man
ner explained. Moreover, they are not indeterminate 
relations but are relative to the particular beings among 
whom they exist. It is clear also that it is good to pre
serve or further this order and bad to upset it, apart 
from any command or prohibition, and apart from any 
idea of reward or punishment. Reason declares that it 
is bad to subject or subordinate the superior to the in
ferior, as would happen if man’s rational faculties, and 
the acts which are proper to these faculties, were sub
ordinated to his sensitive faculties. The natural or es
sential relations among creatures make the action of the 
animal in feeding upon the plant a good action, even 
though it destroys the plant; for it would be unreason
able to hold that the animal should perish rather than 
use the plant as food. In like manner, man has complete 
dominion over all the lower creation, so that he may 
use it for his own needs and for perfecting his faculties, 
since it is unreasonable to suppose that irrational crea
tures can have rights as against the needs or conve
niences of rational creatures.

The principle, therefore, upon which we base these 
statements, regarding the more or less proximate foun
dation or standard of moral goodness and moral bad
ness, is, that there is a certain order which arises from 
the essential relations of things both in themselves, as 
between man’s various faculties, and in regard to other 
beings, as between irrational animals and man, and be
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tween man and God. Included in this order is the rela
tion which exists between faculties and their proper ob
jects. There are also relations which, although they can
not be called strictly essential, yet arise from a natural 
institution, as from the family or the State, or even from 
a free and just contract. Animals by their natural in
stinct preserve the order intended for them, and the acts 
by which they do so, are naturally good acts. Of course 
they are not in any sense moral acts, for while they have 
a relation of conformity to the norm, namely, to the ob
jective order in the world, yet they are not performed by 
beings which are radically free. To rational beings, 
alone, moral acts belong; and rational beings alone are 
at least radically free to conform their acts to this norm, 
or to act contrary to the norm; and as we have said in 
the first chapter, this radical freedom is the basis of 
morality.

But when the question is asked as to why we say that 
goodness consists in conformity to this order, and that 
badness arises from acting contrary to this order, we 
reply that since this order springs principally from the 
essences of beings in themselves, as regards the objects 
of their various faculties, and also as regards the rela
tions of these beings to other beings, there does not ap
pear to be any more fundamental reason why an act 
should be declared good or bad. Of course, when speak
ing of the proximate norm we do not refer to the still 
more fundamental relation to God, the supreme norm. 
A certain order arises from the essential relations of 
things, and even between their essences; and since the 
essence of anything is its most fundamental attribute 
or characteristic, there does not appear to be any more 
fundamental reason why an act is good or bad than the 
fact that it promotes or upsets this order. Although 
there are also relations which are not essential, yet for 
the most part they arise from institutions which are nat
ural, and although these relations cannot be regarded as 
being essential in any particular case, yet they may be 
regarded as essential for the human race as a whole.
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Obviously, it is this idea, that goodness arises from the 
preservation of the objective order, which St. Augustine 
has in mind when he declares that a rational being does 
well if he preserves the order,1 and as we have stated in 
the second chapter, St. Bernard declares that orderly 
desires are virtues, while inordinate desires are unruly 
passions.2 St. Thomas declares that good consists in 
order.3

1 Op. cit., CXL, c. 2, n. 4.
2 Loc. cit., L, n. 3.
8 Secunda Seoundae, q. 114, a. 1.
< Of. Cathrein, op. cit., n. 91.

We may now consider two objections brought forward 
by Cathrein against the view which has just been pro
posed.4 Here is the first: “According to some authors 
the supreme norm of goodness is the objective order aris
ing from the relations of the agent to various beings. 
And although this opinion may perhaps be explained so 
as to coincide with ours, nevertheless, if it is taken as 
it is, it cannot explain objective moral goodness. Actions 
derive their goodness primarily from objects. If I ask 
why, v. g. God is a good object for man’s love, it cannot 
be replied that it is because He is in conformity with, 
the objective order. Nor can it be said that God is a 
good object because He is lovable in a good manner by 
man. For the goodness of the act is derived from the 
goodness of the object and not vice versa.”

This objection does not appear to present much diffi
culty. We merely say that goodness or badness arises 
from the relations of beings in themselves, from their 
relations to other beings, and from the relations of facul
ties to their proper objects. God by His very essence 
is good and cannot be regarded as being otherwise. When 
we consider the relation of God to man, we find that the 
former is to the latter in the relation of the Creator, 
supreme Benefactor, etc.; and that He is good for man 
in every respect. If man never performed an act of love 
of God, God would still be a potentially good object of 
man’s love, on account of God’s guidance in Himself, and
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on account of His goodness when considered in relation 
to man. When this act of love, which is potentially pos
sible, is actually performed, the act is a good act, because 
it refers to an object which is good in itself, and is good 
in relation to man. In other words, the act of love, fall
ing as it does on a proper object, is in order, and is 
therefore good. In this explanation we have in no way 
abandoned the view already taken, for by saying that 
goodness or badness arises from the objective order of 
things, we mean that the objects are considered in them
selves, and in the relations which exist between them, 
and the act is judged to be good or bad, in so far as it 
promotes or goes contrary to that order which reason 
declares should exist. Therefore, Cathrein’s statement, 
that the opinion which claims that goodness arises from 
conformity with the objective order necessarily implies 
that the acts do not derive any goodness from their ob
jects, does not appear to be correct.

His second objection is as follows: “Goodness implies 
some suitableness to the agent. But what is suitable to 
the agent is to be judged, not from the objective order, 
but from the nature of the agent. What some say, that 
the norm of goodness is the order which arises from the 
essential relations of man to other beings, cannot be 
admitted. How can I judge by this norm what actions 
are good to man, v. g. as he is a superior, or father, or 
husband, or rich person, etc.? For the relations which 
arise in man in so far as he is superior or father, can
not be called essential unless words are misused. ’ ’5

s Loo, oft.

In reply to the first part of this objection it must be 
admitted that goodness is something suitable to the 
agent, not in the sense that what is good will be in all 
cases useful, but that any good, and the act which relates 
to it, will be sought as desirable, and will if it is not 
merely an apparent good be worthy of this desirability. 
But when we say that such an act is in conformity with 
the objective order we do not merely refer to the rela
tions which exist, or should exist, between one being and 
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another, but we include the relations which exist between 
the various faculties of the agent himself, and between 
these various faculties and their proper objects. Thus 
we know that a rational faculty should not be subjected 
to a sensitive faculty. Reason tells us also, for example, 
that the proper object of the faculty of intellect is truth; 
therefore, an act of the intellect in perceiving truth is 
in order, and is consequently a good act. By this norm 
or standard we are able to judge what is good, even in 
the sense of being suitable to the agent. Of course, the 
acts to which we have referred will also be in accordance 
with human nature; and likewise an act which makes 
a rational faculty subject to a sensitive faculty, will also 
be contrary to human nature.

As regards the second part of tliis objection, we say 
that when the word 4 ‘ essential ’ ’ is used in its strict sense, 
there is a question of acts which are essentially or in
trinsically good or bad, and which, therefore, cannot be 
otherwise in any circumstances whatsoever. Thus, on 
account of the essential relations between man and God, 
love of God is essentially good. On the other hand, rebel
lion against God is essentially bad, on account of the 
essential relation of subordination which exists between 
Him and the creature. The subversion of a rational to 
a sensitive faculty is also essentially wrong, owing to 
the essential superiority of the former. There are, as 
Cathrein says, other relations between tilings which are 
not essential relations. Such relations may result from 
societies which necessarily exist such as the family and 
the State, or they may arise from freely accepted obliga- 
itons, as from the contract by which one accepts another 
as his superior. Obviously, the act by which such an 
order is upset, is also a bad act, but such an act cannot 
be said to be essentially or intrinsically bad since it does 
not upset an order resulting from essential relations. 
For instance, an act of disobedience by a son to a parent 
may be lawful if there is a sufficient reason, as for ex
ample, when the son is choosing a state of life which is 
suitable to him. The liceity of such an action arises from 
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the fact that there is no essential relation of subordina
tion of the son to the parent which would require obe
dience in all matters and in all circumstances. Both being 
possessed of the same rational nature, the son and the 
parent are in certain matters equal, and in such matters 
the son may assert his rights. Thus, we may sum up 
the answer to Cathr ein’s argument on this point by say
ing that if there is a question of an act which is essen
tially good or bad, there is thereby a question of an es
sential order, the preserving or upsetting of which causes 
this goodness or badness in the act; as regards acts 
which are morally good or bad, but not essentially so, 
there is a question of an order, the preservation of which 
is a good act, but it is not an order which involves essen
tial relations.

Tongiorgi, who is one of the principal supporters of 
the view that moral goodness or badness arises from the 
preservation or upsetting of an order, does gives ground 
for Cathrein’s objections, for in proposing his thesis he 
refers only to essential relations.® However, he qualifies 
this statement later, for he says: “That which we have 
said concerning the essential relations of man, regarded 
according to his nature, is also to be said regarding the 
essential relations of man considered in a different man
ner. Man, v. g. as a son, is subject to his parents, and as 
a citizen, to the ruler.”7 For this reason it is better 
to state that the proximate norm of morality is the ob
jective order of the world, and thus the objection to hav
ing the proposition stated as Tongiorgi does, is avoided.

o Op. cit., n. 144.
7 Op. dt., n. 147.

To turn then to the other views regarding the proxi
mate norm, we come to consider the view which is held 
by the great majority of authors, that is, that the proxi
mate norm of moral goodness and badness is rational 
nature as such. Even a cursory examination of this 
latter view, as compared with that which has been pro
posed, will show that for all practical purposes they are 
merely different methods of describing the same facts, 
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the emphasis, however, being placed upon different as
pects. The view which holds that the proximate norm 
is the objective order in the world recognizes the fact 
that a certain relation exists between human faculties 
and their proper objects. It also recognizes the fact 
that a certain order exists between the human faculties 
themselves, some being essentially subordinate to the 
others. These two facts are, of course, also the main 
ones recognized by those who hold that rational nature 
is the proximate norm, for therein are contained the es
sential characteristics of human and rational nature as 
such. For instance, Dr. Cronin, relying on the state
ment of St. Thomas that good is the object or end of 
appetite, declares that the primary criterion of moral 
goodness is the natural object of the appetites.8 Ob
viously, this statement presupposes a relation or order 
between the objects which are desired on one side and 
the faculties from which the appetites arise on the other. 
This natural order is the foundation of the goodness in 
act, although it is also true that acts derive goodness 
from the object to which they refer. Again, Dr. Cronin 
declares that the natural order of the faculties is deter
mined by the natural order of their objects, thus recog
nizing that the objective order is the foundation of moral 
goodness and badness; for all admit that the act which 
upsets the order between the faculties, by subordinating 
one or more faculties which should not be subordinated, 
is a bad act.9

8 Op. dt., vol. I, chap. V.
0 Loo. dt.

Another proof that those who say that rational nature 
as such is the proximate norm must of necessity recog
nize the objective order as the foundation or source of 
moral goodness or badness is seen in the fact that they 
are unable to find a complete norm without referring 
back to this order; for if rational nature is considered 
solely in itself, there will be many acts which this norm 
will neither constitute good or bad nor manifest to be 
so. Costa-Rossetti in his twenty-second thesis, declares
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that rational nature is the proximate, objective, internal, 
immutable and universal norm. In the twenty-third, he 
says that the complete objective and internal norm of 
morality is the rational nature of man, adequately re
garded. This qualification, he explains, by saying that 
rational nature is to be regarded in itself and relatively, 
as declaring a free act to be good or bad, not only from 
conformity or discrepancy concerning rational nature, 
regarded in itself, but also in so far as it has essential 
relations to God, to creatures lacking reason and to 
other men. This statement is in many respects precisely 
that which may be given for the view that the proximate 
norm of morality, or of moral goodness and badness, 
is the objective order in the world.

Compared with any of the foregoing theories, the the
ory of the objective order is more fundamental. When 
we consider that there is an order arising especially from 
the essential relations of things, an order even between 
essences, there does not appear to be any more funda
mental reason why an act should be good or bad than 
the fact that it preserves or furthers or upsets this 
order. Hence, we have the idea so often expressed that 
a sin is a deordination. Secondly, this theory appears 
to give a more uniform explanation. There is not a 
question of emphasizing a nature and its tendencies in 
one case, and of changing to a question of orderly rela
tions between this nature and others, in another case. 
In the view adopted there is a question of orderly rela
tions all through, between faculties or appetites and their 
objects, between faculties themselves, and between the 
whole being and other beings. Therefore, it appears to 
be a slightly more scientific explanation. Thirdly, it ap
pears to be more comprehensive. Those who refer to 
the norm as rational nature, even “adequately re
garded” or “as such” generally restrict this to human 
nature in relation to itself and other beings. The theory 
or view regarding the objective order gives a ready ex
planation as to why the rebellious acts of the angels, led 
by Lucifer, were morally bad acts, for they were free 
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acts out of order. Moreover, they were acts which were 
essentially wrong or bad, since they tended to upset the 
essential order of subordination between the creature 
and the Creator. One further instance of the complete
ness of the objective order as a constitutive norm, is that 
it shows that the acts of the rational animals and of the 
lower creation have a natural goodness as being in or
der, and the moment similar acts are performed by be
ings radically free, these acts are morally good or bad, 
at least materially.

As a proximate manifestive norm, however, it appears 
that either view may be used indiscriminately with equal 
effectiveness. In some cases the norm of rational nature, 
as such, may, indeed be more useful.

One other question regarding the proximate norm re
mains to be considered. What is to be said of those 
views which hold that the norm is reason, or right rea
son? Reason in itself cannot be even an adequate mani
festive norm, for any adequate norm must be objective, 
and reason taken in itself is entirely subjective. Reason 
is merely the faculty or the exercise of the faculty by 
which we judge whether an act is in conformity with the 
norm or not. Consequently, reason cannot be a norm 
of itself, even manifestive. It is simply a medium quo 
between the norm and the judgment by which an act is 
declared to be in conformity or in discrepancy with the 
norm. A fortiori, it cannot be a constitutive norm, even 
as a proximate one; for an act which is in conformity 
with reason, considered in itself, is not thereby good 
unless reason judges rightly regarding the objective or
der of things. Of course if there is a question of formal 
morality alone, an act performed in accordance with 
false reason may be formally good while being objec
tively bad.

The view regarding right reason as the proximate 
norm gives a true manifestive norm, but it is inade
quate. In so far as it is right reason it is also an objec
tive norm, but it is not complete or fundamental, because 
it gives no information as to why or when reason is 
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right. In other words, it is the combining of a subjec
tive with an objective norm, without stating in what 
precisely the objective norm consists. Consequently the 
statement that the proximate norm is reason or right 
reason is to be rejected.

An objection to this conclusion may be drawn from 
the statement of St. Thomas: “Regula autem voluntatis 
humanae est duplex: una propinqua, et homogenea, scil
icet ipsa humana ratio; alia vero est prima regula, scil
icet lex aeterna quae est quasi ratio Dei. ’ ’10 Does not 
this statement imply that St. Thomas regards human 
reason as the proximate norm of morality?

10 Prima Seoundae, q. 71, a. 6.
U Loo, oit,

The interpretation of this statement of St. Thomas 
does not offer much difficulty, for it is clear that he is 
referring merely to a subjective standard. Immediately 
after the statement quoted above he adds: “Therefore 
Augustine in the definition of sin included two elements: 
one which pertains to the substance of the human act, 
and is, as it were, material in the sin, when he said, 
‘anything said, done or desired;’ the other [element] 
which, however, pertains to the character of the evil, 
which is, as it were, formal in the sin, when he said, 
‘against the eternal law.’”11 This statement clearly 
shows that St. Thomas regards the relation of an act 
to the eternal law as constituting only the formal mor
ality of the act; but as he speaks in the same way of 
reason and of the eternal law, referring to reason as the 
proximate standard and to the eternal law as the prim
ary standard, the conclusion may be legitimately drawn 
that he regards conformity with reason as affecting only 
the formal morality of the act.

Cathrein, in his commentary upon certain questions 
of the Summa, says: “It is asked, therefore, what St. 
Thomas understands by the word ‘reason,’ and how 
reason can be the norm of the rectitude of human acts, 
as such, per se. So that anything may be the standard 
of the rectitude of actions, it is necessary that it has 
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rectitude per se, and not merely per accidens * * *. By 
reason, therefore, which is the proximate rule of human 
actions, St. Thomas cannot here refer to reason as sig
nifying the intellective faculty, for this, as such, mani
fests nothing and cannot be the rule of human actions; 
nor can reason be taken in so far as it forms for itself 
determinate principles from supreme principles, for as 
such it cannot be the proximate and immediate rule of 
the will; but he [St. Thomas] takes ‘reason’ as sig
nifying conscience, or the practical dictate of reason 
which declares a thing to be here and noiv good or bad, 
and what is to be done or avoided.”12 But the question 
of the norm of morality is not a question of conscience 
which declares a thing to be here and noiv, good or bad, 
but of what it is which constitutes and manifests an act 
to be good or bad apart from any individuating circum
stances. Moreover, the words “norm of morality,” in 
the sense in which we are concerned with them, refer not 
to a subjective but to an objective standard.

1? Cathrein, De Bonitate et Malitia Actuum Humanorum, p. 66.

The conclusions arrived at in this chapter may be 
summed up as follows: The proximate, manifestive, and 
to some extent constitutive, norm of moral goodness and 
badness may be said to be the objective order in the 
world, especially in so far as this order arises from the 
essential relations of things in themselves and in regard 
to other beings. The norm may also be said to be ra
tional nature adequately regarded, i. e. in itself, in its 
relations to God, to other men and to the lower creation. 
These views are similar to a very great degree, but the 
former appears to give a more fundamental, uniform and 
comprehensive explanation as regards the precise foun
dation of goodness and badness in acts. As manifestive 
norm either view may be adopted. The other views, hold
ing reason or right reason to be the norm are to be re
jected as being inadequate, for either a constitutive or 
a manifestive norm.



CHAPTER VI

STATEMENT AND EVALUATION OF THE 
ULTIMATE NORM

As has been stated already, some acts are bad because 
they are prohibited; some acts are prohibited because 
they are bad. With the former class we are not con
cerned, for the norm and source of evil in acts which are 
bad merely because they are prohibited is obviously to be 
found in the prohibition by which they are forbidden. In 
like manner acts which are good because they are com
manded or recommended, have their norm in this com
mand or counsel. These prohibitions, commands or 
counsels are moreover both constitutive and manifestive 
norms for such acts. The acts are good or bad because 
they are commanded, counselled or forbidden, and their 
goodness or badness is discovered by observing whether 
this command or prohibition is observed or not.

Our enquiry, therefore, relates to acts which are of 
themselves good or bad apart from any positive com
mand, counsel or prohibition, and, moreover, apart from 
the utility or pleasure which may be derived from their 
performance. For the ultimate end of a useful act is 
that end or good to which the act is in the final instance 
conducive, and which it subserves. There may be vari
ous ends for a useful act, but these ends are only medi
ate, since they themselves are subordinate to some final 
end on account of which the agent acts even though he 
may not consciously advert to the final end. This state
ment remains true, even though the agent may be in 
error regarding the ultimate end, as, for instance, they 
err who believe that man’s happiness is the ultimate ob
jective end. Likewise the norm for pleasurable acts is 
that from which the pleasure is derived, for the act ful-

[B3J
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fills its purpose if it refers to such an object. As moral 
goodness or badness also arises from conformity or dis
crepancy with some norm or standard, the ultimate norm 
of moral goodness is that to which, in the last instance, 
all morally good acts, and the objects to which they refer, 
must be conformed; for it is from this conformity they 
derive their goodness. This ultimate norm must, more
over, be universal for it is the norm not only for all 
moral acts and their objects, but it is also the standard 
from which the proximate norm is derived.

The proximate norm of morality has been given as the 
objective order in the universe, especially in so far as 
this order arises from the essential relations of things. 
It has also been shown that this norm is for all practical 
purposes the same as rational nature adequately re
garded. The ultimate norm or standard of the objective 
order in the universe is the order founded in the divine 
Nature or the divine Essence. Thus the ultimate norm 
is also the proximate norm but as depending on, and re
garded as depending on, the divine Nature or Essence 
as its ultimate foundation. In another sense the ulti
mate norm may be stated absolutely as being the divine 
Nature or Essence. The value of this objective order 
in the universe, apart from any reference to God, will be 
considered in a later chapter.

It has been stated already that the most fundamental 
basis of the moral badness in an act, apart from a refer
ence to God, appears to be because the act is out of order. 
The deordination is very much greater if the relations 
which are upset are essential ones than if they are not 
essential. The relation is essential if one being, one 
faculty, or a number of faculties are by their very 
essence subordinated to another or others. Moreover, 
from faculties arise appetites. These appetites are ten
dencies of the faculties to some objects which reason 
apprehends as being in some way good. As a general 
notion then it may be said that the act by which the appe
tite tends to the object is good, for considered in itself 
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the act is obviously in accordance with a certain part of 
the order established by God—that part of the order 
which exists between the faculties or their appetites, on 
one hand, and objects, on the other. However, this act 
which is so far good may become entirely bad if a higher 
order is thereby upset. Whether a higher order is vio
lated or not may be judged by the order which exists be
tween the objects or things which are affected by doing 
the act in question. Upsetting or violating the higher 
order is clearly a bad act, even though the inferior being 
or object for which the act is good is not essentially in
ferior to the other. And, as has been stated already, 
when something essentially superior is subordinated, the 
act by which this subordination is brought about is es
sentially bad.

Goodness, therefore, arises from preserving or fur
thering the objective order, essential or otherwise, be
tween beings, whatsoever these beings happen to be. 
This goodness may be moral goodness, at least materi
ally, if the agent is possesed of a radically free nature. 
Evil, on the other hand, arises from the upsetting or vio
lation of such an order. In the case of either goodness or 
evil there is a question of an order or relation existing 
between objects. But as all created things, including 
even all essences, are to some extent relations of the 
divine Nature or Essence, it follows necessarily that 
the ultimate norm of moral goodness and badness is the 
objective order of things in the universe and of essences, 
as founded upon the divine Nature or Essence. That all 
created things and all essences are reflections of the 
divine Essence is a principle of Metaphysics that does 
not need proof here.

This argument may be given in a more precise form 
as follows: The acts of any being result from the move
ments of the appetites to some good. These appetites 
arise from the faculties, and in order that a due relation, 
which is the foundation of moral goodness, may exist be
tween the appetites and their objects, it is necessary that 
the order between the faculties be preserved. This order 
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between the faculties, as well as the faculties themselves, 
arises from the essence of the being; and when this order 
is preserved the relation between the appetites and their 
objects is a due relation, and the acts are consequently 
good. But the essence of every being is the reflection of, 
and is founded upon, the divine Essence. Therefore the 
ultimate norm of moral goodness or of morality is the 
order founded upon the divine Essence or the divine 
Nature.

Tongiorgi, having laid down the proposition that the 
supreme norm from which the goodness or badness of 
human acts primarily depends consists in the order which 
arises from the essential relations of man to other beings, 
declares that this norm is therefore founded upon the 
divine Essence? His arguments, however, do not satis
factorily establish this conclusion. While they refer to 
the order which arises from the essential relations of 
man as being the supreme norm, nevertheless, they make 
no direct reference to the fact that this order is founded 
on the divine Essence, as is stated in his proposition.

Those who place the proximate norm of morality in 
rational nature as such, hold, of course, that the ultimate 
norm is the divine Nature or the divine Essence. Their 
proof is generally formulated as follows: Human na
ture, as any other nature, derives its truth, its necessity, 
and its immutability from the divine Essence or Nature. 
Therefore, the divine Essence as exemplary cause of all 
things is the ultimate norm of rectitude or goodness for 
all, and not merely for man alone. It is even the norm 
for God Himself, if such a norm may be spoken of as re
ferring to God.2 Cathrein says that if the question is 
asked as to why God cannot lie, why He cannot be un
faithful to His promises, why, on the contrary, man may 
be created and rewarded, the ultimate reason is that the

1 Op. cit., n. 144.
9 Cf. Cathrein, op. cit., n. 89.
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former are out of harmony with, the latter in accord 
with, the infinitely perfect nature of God.8

8 Loo, cit,

In so far as goodness or badness is derived from the 
strictly essential relations which arise either between 
faculties and their objects, between faculties themselves, 
or between the whole being and other beings, it is evi
dent that this goodnes or badness is absolutely immuta
ble, so that the respective acts are essentially and in
trinsically good or bad. The full force of this state
ment can be realized only when the ultimate norm is 
taken into consideration. Relations which are strictly 
essential must arise from the essences of the related ob
jects or beings. As these essences derive their necessity 
from the divine Essence, the immutable character of the 
order arising from strictly essential relations is founded 
upon the absolutely immutable divine Essence.

Moreover, a further consideration of the fact that there 
is an order arising from strictly essential relations which 
are founded upon the divine Essence will clearly show 
the truth of the statement that has been made in a former 
chapter, that the distinction between moral goodness and 
badness in some acts is independent of any free will. 
Essential goodness or badness in an act arises from con
formity with or from discrepancy with an essential 
order. These essential relations necessarily arise from 
the essences of things. Consequently this order, in so 
far as it is essential, is as independent of any free will 
as are the essences themselves which are founded on the 
divine Essence.

From the fact that the ultimate norm is such, a third 
deduction may be drawn, to the effect that the ultimate 
norm, or the distinction which arises therefrom between 
moral good and moral evil, is eternal. It existed even 
before the creation of man. For, as Rickaby says: *(God 
need not have created man at all, but he could not have 
created him with other than human exigencies. The rea
son is, because God can only create upon the pattern of his 
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own essence, which is imitable, outside of God, in certain 
definite lines of possibility. These possibilities, founded 
upon the divine Essence and discerned by the divine In
telligence, are the Archetype ideas, among which the 
divine Will has to choose, when it proceeds to create.”4 
This is equivalent to the statement that there was a cer
tain necessary order in potentia before man was created. 
Likewise the difference between good and evil would still 
remain even if all men and all created things ceased to 
exist, for the distinction would still be founded upon the 
divine Essence or Nature, which is the ultimate founda
tion of all good.

Before examining the other views which are held re
garding the ultimate norm it is proper to refer to the 
chapter in which St. Thomas speaks of that order which 
he seems to regard as the basis and norm of morality. ' 
Since, however, he does not explicitly base this order 
upon the divine Essence or Nature, it cannot be said that 
he speaks here of the ultimate norm in the strict sense.6

6 Cf. Contra Gentiles, lib. IH, c. 129.
< Op. cit., chap. VI, sec. I, n. 7.

In this chapter he enunciates the proposition that the 
things commanded by the divine law are right, not only 
because the law enacts them, but also according to nature. 
Obviously he intends to show why these acts are natu
rally good apart from the provisions of the divine law. 
He argues as follows: in the precepts of the divine law 
man’s mind is subordinated to God, and his inferior na
ture is subordinated to his rational nature; but, since 
this is just what the natural order requires, those things 
commanded by the divine law are naturally right in them
selves. He then goes on to show that there are certain 
activities naturally suited to man, and that these activi
ties are in themselves right. He also states that man 
may use inferior creatures according as the necessity of 
his life demands, but that this use becomes inordinate if 
a certain limit is transgressed, since the use of these in
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ferior creatures is helpful to human life only in a cer
tain measure.

Besides the statements made in. this chapter regarding 
the subordination of man to God, of man’s body to his 
soul, of his lower faculties to reason, and the subordina
tion of inferior creatures to man, St. Thomas also states 
that the necessary means to anything which is natural to 
man is itself natural. In this way he shows that some 
kinds of human conduct are naturally right, as being 
necessary for the maintenance of the human society.

It is possible that one statement of St. Thomas in this 
chapter may be brought forward as an objection to the 
view that moral goodness consists precisely in conform
ity with the objective order: “To every man those 
things are naturally suitable by which he tends to his 
natural end; the contrary acts are naturally unsuitable. 
It has been shown already that man is naturally ordained 
to God, as his end. Therefore, those things are naturally 
right by which man is led to the knowledge and love of 
God; those things which are contrary are naturally evil 
for man.”0

We may interpret this statement as meaning that acts 
which lead to the knowledge and love of God are natu
rally right apart from this conduciveness to the end of 
man. For at the beginning of this chapter, St. Thomas 
made what appears to be a like distinction regarding the 
natural goodness of acts, apart from the divine law: “By 
the precepts of the divine law man’s mind is subordi
nated to God, and all the other parts of man are subor
dinated to reason. But this is what the natural order re
quires, that inferior things be subjected to superior. 
Therefore, there are things commanded by the divine law7 
which are in themselves naturally right.”7 Hence, w7e 
say that those things w7hich lead to the natural end are 
right in themselves, but not because they lead to the end.

Dr. O’Neill holds this view7 even without making any 
express comparison between the tw7o statements. Refer-

« Loo. cit.
1 Loo. oit.



Statement and Evaluation of the
Ultimate Norm

59

ring to the fact that acts which are necessary for the 
maintenance of society and that acts which lead to the 
natural end are good, he says: “It will be seen that 
these tests of moral character of acts are what moralists 
call manifestive criteria, for it is obvious that one could 
not always know that an act leads to a good end if one 
did not know that the act itself was good. 1 Those things 
are naturally right/ says St. Thomas, ‘whereby man is 
led to the knowledge and love of God? ”8

8 Irish Theo. Quarterly, vol. XU, art. “The Concept of Morality,“ etc.
» Contra Faustum, lib. XXH, c. 27.
10 Prima Secundae, q. 93, a. 1.

We pass over the opinion that the ultimate norm is to 
be found in the ultimate end of man, since we have shown 
in the fourth chapter that this is not a constitutive norm.

We come then to the opinion that the eternal law is the 
ultimate norm. This view appears to be entirely untena
ble, unless it is taken in the sense that morality in gen
eral, as well the morality of any particular act, can ulti
mately be referred to the divine Nature or Essence. The 
eternal law is defined by St. Augustine as, “the reason 
or the will of God commanding that the natural order be 
preserved, and forbidding that it be disturbed.” ° Again, 
St. Thomas says : “The eternal law is nothing else than 
the reason of the divine Wisdom, as directive of all acts 
and movements.” 10

If we take first the definition of St. Augustine, it is 
clear that he presupposes that a natural order exists. 
Obviously an act which upsets such an order is a bad 
act. The command of God to which St. Augustine refers 
adds to this idea of badness, the idea of an obligation of 
not upsetting such a natural order. In like manner, the 
idea of obligation is conveyed by the command that this 
order should be preserved. Good and duty are not neces
sarily correlative terms. Moreover, we have already 
seen that a certain order would exist between essences 
even if man were never created, and the upsetting of an



60 The Norm of Morality

essential order is essentially bad apart from any com
mand whatsoever.

Again, if we take the definition of St. Thomas regard
ing the eternal law, as quoted above, we may see imme
diately that the eternal law is not the ultimate norm of 
morality. The eternal law is spoken of as the divine Wis
dom as it is directive of all acts and movements. The 
context from which the quotation is taken expressly 
shows that this directive character refers to a due end. 
But direction to an end has just as little reference to 
goodness or badness as such, as has the character of con
duciveness to an end. Some kind of direction to an end 
is, of course, necessary for merit, but goodness is not 
identical with merit.

Since Dr. Walsh states that almost all theologians, fol
lowing St. Thomas, hold that the primary standard (reg- 
ula) of morality is the eternal law, his statement merits 
some attention. This is his own view also. 4‘Therefore, it 
is to be said that the primary standard of morality is 
the eternal law of God.”11 Dr. Walsh rightly opposes 
the view, which he attributes to Vasquez, that rational 
nature itself is the primary standard of morality. He 
contends that since a standard of morality ought to have 
binding force, rational nature cannot be the standard; 
hence, it must be the eternal law of God, which is the 
only standard binding all creatures.12

n Op. tit., n. 371.
12 Loc. dt.

As compared with this argument, a later statement of 
Dr. Walsh appears to present a strange contradiction. 
When the question arises as to why some acts are 
“moral,” i. e., morally good or bad, which are neither 
commanded nor prohibited, Dr. Walsh falls back upon 
the following explanation: the eternal law of God, as the 
supreme law of morality, must be taken, not in its strict 
sense, merely as a commanding or prohibitive law, but 
rather as a suasory law or counsel, and also as a law 
which is merely permissive; when taken in either of 
these last-mentioned senses, it is not a law in the proper 
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sense. In either case, however, this standard may regu
late moral acts; for he says that a person who follows 
the divine counsels acts well, while a person who per
forms that which is permitted by the eternal law, does a 
moral but indifferent act.13 Yet this explanation appears 
to be a denial of his former statement that the standard 
of morality ought to have a binding force—a condition 
which is absent from a law in so far as the law is merely 
suasory. Therefore, adherence to his first statement 
appears to preclude any explanation as to the goodness 
of acts which are done according to the “counsels” of the 
eternal law. Hence, his first statement, i. e., that the 
ultimate norm is the eternal law, is weakened since it is 
not applicable to all cases.

ia Op. cit., n. 372.
H Op. cit., n. 371.
15 De Bon. et Mal. Actuum Humanorum, p. 72.
18 Op. cit., n. 383.

Moreover, this statement appears to be a gratuitous 
assertion. “Regula moralitatis habere debet vim obli- 
gandi; eatenus enim quis peccat recedens a regula, qua- 
tenus aliquid facit aut omittit ad quod e contrario omit- 
tendum aut faciendum obligatur. ”14 With the qualifica
tion given in this statement we are not concerned, for 
as Cathrein says in his commentary on some questions 
in the Summa*. “A sin essentially supposes a binding 
law.”13 We fail, however, to see why the standard of 
morality should have a binding force unless morality is 
equivalent to duty.

In a later passage, however, Dr. Walsh makes an ad
mission in replying to the objection that some acts are 
prohibited by the eternal and natural law, because they 
are already bad. His reply is: “Transeat, vel subdis- 
tinguo.” He openly admits that some are already bad 
“radicaliter seu exigitwe.” ™

A statement of St. Thomas, sometimes quoted in favor 
of the view that the eternal law is the ultimate norm of 
morality, does not offer much difficulty. It is as fol
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lows: “When it is said that not every sin is bad because 
it is prohibited, this is to be understood of prohibition 
made by positive law. If it refers to natural law which 
is contained primarily in the eternal law, * * * then 
every sin is bad because it is prohibited; from the fact 
that it is inordinate, it is repugnant to the natural 
law.”17 Cathrein points out that St. Thomas is refer
ring to sin, which essentially supposes a binding law; 
and in this sense he quotes the words of St. Paul: 1 ‘ For 
where there is no law, neither is there transgression.”18 
Cathrein continues: “By this (statement) it is not 
denied that, antecedently to any prohibition, there may 
be conceived in many acts a certain malice or deordina
tion, on account of which it is necessary that they be 
prohibited, since the divine wisdom and sanctity requires 
it.”10

17 Prima Seoundae, q. 71, a. 6,
18 Pam. IV, 15.
19 Op. supra cit., p. 72.

Hence, we conclude that the ultimate foundation or 
norm of moral goodness and evil is not to be found in 
the commands and prohibitions, nor in the counsels or 
permissions of the eternal law.

As the view that the norm is the objective order in 
the universe necessarily recognizes that this order is 
ultimately founded upon the divine Nature or Essence, 
since the divine Essence is the ultimate exemplar of all 
beings between which the order exists, there is no neces
sity of making a special reference here to the views 
which hold that this is the ultimate norm.

Regarding those views which place the ultimate norm in 
one or more of the divine perfections, namely, the divine 
Reason, the divine Wisdom and Goodness, and the divine 
Will, it may be said that they are in accordance with the 
opinion that the ultimate foundation is the divine 
Essence. There may be reason for laying emphasis upon 
the relation of the norm to a specific divine attribute, but 
every such attribute is identical with and ultimately 
founded upon the divine Essence. Thus Meyer, who says 
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the divine Reason is the ultimate norm, states that this 
is nothing else than the divine Nature, in so far as it is 
absolute sanctity or the absolute order of operabilia?* 
Likewise Liberatore, who says that the morality of 
human acts depends immediately on the objective order 
of things, and mediately on the order of divine Wisdom 
and Goodness, further states that the natures and rela
tions of things are dictated by the divine Intellect, con
templating the divine Essence.21 In like manner the view 
that the divine Will is the ultimate norm may be recon
ciled with that which holds the divine Essence as the 
norm. If, however, as some authors appear to hold, the 
divine Will is taken as being the same as the eternal law, 
and if thereby it is claimed that all goodness is ultimately 
founded on the eternal law alone, this view has been re
jected by the arguments already given in this chapter.

20 Op. cit., n. 82.
21 Op. oit., n. 28.



CHAPTER VII

APPLICATION OF THE PROXIMATE NORM IN 
DETAIL TO THE FIELD OF CONDUCT

I. General Application

The proximate norm of morality lias already been 
given as the objective order in the universe, considered 
apart from its ultimate foundation in the divine Na
ture or Essence. This order implies the existence or 
possible existence of essential and non-essential rela
tions; but the latter may,be necessary to a certain degree, 
especially when we consider the human race as a whole.

It has also been shown that this objective order, con
sidered as a proximate norm, and especially as a proxi
mate manifestive norm, is practically equivalent to 
human or rational nature, adequately regarded. For this 
last phrase implies that human, or rational nature is 
considered in its relations as between man and God, be
tween man and man, and also between man and the lower 
creation, animate or inanimate. That field of conduct 
which is covered by the norm of rational nature is like
wise covered by the norm of the objective order; for the 
latter recognizes a certain order between the faculties, 
and it also recognizes a due order between faculties and 
their objects. Moreover, since appetites arise from 
faculties, this last-mentioned order or relation may be 
described as that order which is manifested by the ten
dency of appetites to certain objects, for such a mani
festation is partly the means by which we judge whether 
a certain thing is the due object of a certain faculty. 
These tendencies of appetites to certain objects do not, 
however, adequately show that the corresponding acts 
are according to a due order, or to the objective order; 
for, if an essentially higher order is thereby upset, these 
acts are essentially bad. Moreover, they may be acci

[64]
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dentally bad, owing to other circumstances. Hence, as 
the due order between faculties and their objects is gen
erally shown, with the exceptions just mentioned, by the 
tendency of appetites to these objects, the existence of 
this tendency in particular cases furnishes a criterion 
which manifests the goodness of the act.

When rational nature as such is taken as the proxi
mate norm, a similar means of judging the morality of 
acts in the concrete is employed. Thus Dr. Cronin, when 
speaking of the proximate norm, confines himself almost 
exclusively to judging the morality of acts by treating 
of the objects of appetite. In fact he accepts as his defi
nition of the good, “the object or end of appetite.”1 As 
far as this is the application of a manifest! ve norm there 
is agreement between his view and that which we nave 
adopted. Dr. Cronin, however, accepts this mode of pro
cedure as the application of a constitutive norm, tor he 
says: “Were there in the world no such thing as appe
tite, there would be no such distinction as that of ‘good’ 
and ‘evil? ”2 We contend that the distinction is much 
more fundamental, that it arises even from an order be
tween essences. And as regards the tendency of an ap
petite to an object, we recognize this as merely a mani
festation of the due order between a faculty and its ob
ject, a manifestation that may be disproved, if it is 
shown or discovered that a higher order, essential or 
otherwise, is thereby upset. These points have been so 
far insisted on, in order that a correct statement may be 
presented regarding the real implications of that opin
ion which holds that the proximate norm is the objective 
order. It has also been shown that the norm of the ob
jective order, and that of rational nature adequately re
garded, are so much alike, in so far as they are proxi
mate manifestive norms, that they may be used indis
criminately.

1 Op. cit., chap. IV.
3 Loc. cit.
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We may now proceed to apply the proximate norm to 
the field of conduct, so that its efficacy in manifesting 
the moral character of acts may be tested. As we are 
concerned principally with the acts of human beings, it 
will be a question for the most part of the relations of 
man to God, to other men, and to the lower creation, 
while, of course, it will be also necessary to consider the 
morality of acts which refer principally and directly to 
the doer of the acts in question. An example of the last- 
mentioned acts is an act of solitary unchastity, although, 
of course, this act may also be regarded as affecting 
man’s relations with God, or even to a certain extent it 
may be regarded as affecting the social order.

II. Relations of Man to God

Regarding man’s relations with God, it is clear that 
God, since He is all-sufficient in Himself and since He is 
the Creator of all things, including man, is essentially 
superior to man. On God, man is essentially dependent, 
both as regards his creation and his conservation. There
fore, any act of direct rebellion against God disturbs an 
essential order, and is essentially bad. Thus, it is quite 
obvious that the rebellion of some of the angels was 
also an essentially bad act, for they, like all other crea
tures, are essentially subordinate to God. In like man
ner blasphemy is essentially bad, for it necessarily im
plies disrespect to an essentially superior Being.

On the other hand, an act of love of God is essentially 
good, since it is in accordance with the essential relation 
between man and God. God is essentially perfect, most 
worthy of love; moreover, He is man’s Creator and su
preme Benefactor. Therefore, an act of love of God can
not be other than good. Accidentally, of course, the act 
may be formally bad, e. g., if it is performed from a 
superstitious motive. Worship of God is also intrinsi
cally good, for by this act a man acknowledges the rela
tions of the creature to the Creator and the Supreme 
Ruler. We are not concerned with the details of man’s 
duties in this respect, but merely point to the fact that 
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such an act is essentially in order, and is, therefore, 
essentially good. The act of worship is good, whether 
it is internal or external, for either act is in accordance 
with the relations which exist between man and God. 
Moreover, the external act helps to multiply the internal 
acts, and causes them to be elicited more easily. An
other act of man which is especially in accordance with 
his relations to God is that of obedience; for man’s end 
and the means of attaining it, the entire direction of his 
life, are necessarily those which God has ordained for 
him. Before, however, man can love, worship, or obey 
God, it is necessary that he should know God; and the 
more perfectly he knows God, the more perfectly will 
he be able to love, worship and obey Him. Therefore, it 
is clear that the act of knowing God and His attributes is 
a good act, for it is an appropriate, and even necessary, 
means to other good acts. That the act of knowing God 
is a good act may also be shown directly, for it is clear 
that the act by which man learns of his Creator, Supreme 
Benefactor, etc., is an act which is entirely in order.

The orderly relations of man to God may generally 
be brought under one of these heads, knowing, loving, 
obeying and worshipping. Hence, we can easily judge 
the goodness of such acts as hope in God, submission to 
His will and providence, and such other acts as prayer 
and devotion.

III. Goods and Relations of the Intellect

The relations which exist between man and God show 
that acts by which man glorifies God are good, for God 
is man’s Creator, his last end, his supreme Benefactor, 
etc. But one of the most potent means by which man 
glorifies God is by becoming more nearly the image of 
God. Since, however, man is the image of God in his 
mind or soul only, it follows that the acts by which man 
perfects the powers of his mind have an exceptional 
moral worth,
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Acquiring knowledge of God, His attributes and His 
laws, not only perfects the intellect, but has distinct 
value in preserving and furthering the due order be
tween the creature and the Creator. Without this knowl
edge man’s whole life may be misdirected. However, 
any act by which the intellect is exercised or perfected 
is, generally speaking, good; for the proper object of 
the intellect is any and all knowable truth, although in 
some cases the pursuit of certain truths may per accidens 
be prejudicial to a higher order of moral good.

On the other hand, that by which a person intends to 
produce error in his own mind is a bad act. In this act 
there is an upsetting of the order between the thing, as 
it exists, and that which is presented to the mind. As 
Costa-Rossetti says, this disorder cannot happen unless 
there be a similarity to some extent between that which 
is perceived and that which is affirmed or denied, and sec
ondly, it is required that the affirmation or negation be 
proposed to the will as being in some way good.3 The 
badness of such an act is shown by the consideration 
that the proper object of the intellect is truth, that is, 
any truth whatsoever. The proper and due order be
tween the intellect and its object exists only when that 
object is truth. This fact is evident from reason. But 
error is essentially contrary to truth. Therefore, there 
is essentially an element of disorder, and the act is con
sequently bad. Moreover, since this act is consciously 
intended, the act is bad formally as well as materially. 
When the error is not intended there is a lack of due 
order between the intellect and its object, and the act 
is materially bad, although not formally imputable to 
the agent.

It is also clear that acts by which the powers of the 
will are perfected are morally good, for the observance 
of a due order in man’s own powers and in his relations 
to other beings depends to a very great degree upon the 
proper functioning of this faculty. In fact, the will is,

8 Op. mt., thesis 90. 



Application of the Proximate Norm 69

as it were, the efficient cause of moral acts, and it is the 
principal subject of moral habits. The possession of 
these habits helps to a great extent in the observance ot 
due order. Of course, the will is also the subject of 
habits, but when the powers of the 'will are developed, 
the lower faculties are to a much greater extent under 
the control of reason and the will, and, therefore, the 
observance of the objective order is aided. By the devel
opment of the powers of his will, man is especially aided 
in so using temporal things as to obtain spiritual bene
fits, and this conserves one of the most important rela
tions of the objective order.

When speaking of acts which refer principally or en
tirely to the intellect and will, we are naturally much 
concerned with lies, untruths and mental reservations.

A lie is generally defined as a speaking against one’s 
own mind, for, as St. Thomas says, the word mendacium 
is derived from its being in opposition to the mind.4 Ac
cepting this definition it is clear that we are not confining 
the term to the telling of that which is not true to one 
who has a right to know the truth. St. Thomas states 
that the essential notion of a lie is taken from formal 
falsehood, namely, that a person intends to say what is 
false. He explains his definition further in the follow
ing words: “If one says what is false, thinking it to be 
true, it is false materially, but not formally, because the 
falseness is beside the intention of the speaker; so it is 
not a perfect lie, since that which is beside the inten
tion of the speaker is accidental, for which reason it can
not be a specific difference. If, on the other hand, one 
utters a falsehood formally, through having the will to 
deceive, even if what one says be true, yet, in so far as 
this is a voluntary and moral act, it contains falseness 
essentially, and truth accidentally, and has the specific 
nature of a lie.” 5

4 Secunda Secundae, q. 110, a. 1.
B Loo. oit.
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There is a difference of opinion among authors, how
ever, as to whether the intention of deceiving is essential 
to the notion of a lie or not. The view of St. Thomas on 
this question is expressed in clear terms : i 4 The essen
tial notion of a lie is taken from formal falsehood, from 
the fact, namely, that a person intends to say what is 
false. * * * That a person intends to cause another to 
have a false opinion, by deceiving him, does not belong 
to the species of lying, but to its perfection, as also in 
the physical order a thing acquires its species, if it has 
its form, even though the effect of the form be want
ing.”0

Dr. Cronin accepts the view of St. Thomas, but says 
that in the greater number of cases a man tells lies only 
to deceive. He states that there are cases in which man 
may have no such intention, since he may know that de
ception is impossible, and still he may speak falsely for 
some other end, as, for instance, to avoid making a cer
tain admission. The statement of St. Thomas that the 
intention to deceive belongs, not to the essence, but to 
the perfection of a lie, is interpreted by Dr. Cronin as 
meaning that such an intention is required only for the 
full effectiveness of the lie.7 Cathrein also says that the 
intention of deceiving is not of the essence of a lie.8

6 Loo. cit.
7 Op. cit., chap. II.
8 Philosophia Moralis, n. 297.

Other authors take the opposite view. For example, 
Costa-Rossetti says that inducing to error is the 4 4 essen
tial end” of every lie. 44Any (act of) speaking against 
one’s own mind has an essential end: to induce another 
to err ; for he induces another to err who proposes some
thing false to be accepted as true; but he who speaks 
against his own mind, eo ipso proposes something false 
to another to be accepted as true ; therefore, etc. There
fore, in the definition of a lie, it is not necessary to add 
4for the sake of deceiving’ to the words ‘speaking 
against one’s own mind’ since this is implicitly contained 
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already, nor can this intention be separated from (the 
act of) speaking against one’s own mind.”9

8 Op. cit., thesis 100.
io Synopsis Theologiae Moralis et Pastoralis, tom. U, n. 411.

It appears that this question is largely a matter of 
words. When, however, authors speak of a lie as being 
intrinsically evil, the act to which they refer does not 
appear to include, essentially, an intention of deceiving. 
As Dr. Cronin remarks, a person may make a statement 
which is contrary to his own mind for some other end. 
In such a case the deordination of a lie, such as it is, re
mains, as we shall see later. However, it seems that de 
facto, a lie always includes the intention of deceiving, in 
so far as it is in the power of the speaker to deceive. 
For a lie, it is always required that the speaker knows 
that his statement is untrue, for if he unwittingly ex
presses that which is false, it is merely an untruth. Of 
course, a lie does not necessarily imply a statement, in 
the strict sense. It includes any act which, tending to 
deceive, is used to express to another that which is con
trary to the speaker’s mind. Hence, works of fiction are 
not lies, since of their nature they do not tend to deceive.

That a lie, generally speaking, is a bad act is a fact 
admitted by all authors. Moreover, it is almost the unan
imous opinion of Catholic authors that a lie, in the 
sense in which it has been explained, is intrinsically bad. 
Therefore, according to this teaching, speaking against 
one’s own mind is a bad act, even with a necessity of 
speaking falsely and with the absence of any right on 
the part of the other person to know the truth. There 
is a small number of Catholic authors, however, who do 
not agree with this common opinion. Tanquerey makes 
the following statements: “A lie, properly so called, or 
a denial of the truth which is due, is intrinsically bad 
and is per se a mortal sin.” 10 “Even when the truth is 
not due to the neighbor the general rule is that false 
speaking (falsiloquium) is illicit, apart from a case of 



72 The Norm of Morality

necessity.”11 “In the case of necessity, however, when 
it is foreseen that a grave loss, either temporal or spir
itual, will arise from the open declaration of the truth, 
and when this loss cannot be prevented otherwise, it is 
lawful to use words or signs which may lead one’s neigh
bors to error.”12 He then declares that this latter mode 
of speaking is commonly known to theologians as men
tal restriction, while it is termed false speaking by mod
ern writers. This last explanation, however, does not 
mean that Tanquerey holds the almost universal view of 
Catholic authors, that every lie is intrinsically bad, for 
he limits the use of the word “lie” to false speaking 
when the person listening has a right to know the truth. 
Besides, he says that false speaking, in other cases, is a 
bad act as a general rule.

n Op. cit., n. 413.
12 Op. cit., n. 414.
is La Science Catholique, vol. XI, art. Une Théorie du Mensonge.
14 Loo. cit.
is Loo. cit.

L’Abbé F. Dubois gives a view very much akin to that 
of Tanquerey. He defines a lie as, “a statement op
posed to conviction or personal opinion, with the inten
tion of leading into error a person who has a right to 
the truth.”13 He rejects the common view regarding 
lying and mental restrictions, for he says: “La théorie 
classique du mensonge est donc loin d’être à l’abri de 
tout reproche.”14 He further states that the general 
right .to know the truth is founded upon social necessity, 
which demands that language should be habitually the 
adequate expression of thought. * ‘ The supreme criterion 
of the use of speech will, therefore, be the social good.” 
In accordance with this view he says that if a servant 
be asked by a troublesome person as to whether his 
master is at home, he can reply negatively, not my mak
ing a mental restriction, or because it is a formula con
secrated by usage, but because this man has no right to 
know the truth.15

Among the other authors who hold that a lie, taken in 
the sense usually given by theologians, is not intrinsically
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wrong, is Gianvincenzo Bolgeni.1® In this work Bolgeni 
draws a distinction between a lie and a sinful lie.17 
Moreover, he makes the following statement: “A lie is 
not a sin, if it is the inevitable and only means to attain 
an end, which one is obliged to attain, if this end is at 
the same time one of great importance.”18 The author 
of an article in Melanges Théologiques also holds that a 
lie is not wrong in every case. “Si l’on admet que l’inten
tion de tromper est essentielle au mensonge, il faut en 
conclure que le mensonge, c’est-à-dire, l’expression de 
ce qu’on sait être faux, est quelquefois permis.”19 In 
addition to those authors to whom we have referred, 
Tanquerey says that Piat holds that false speaking is 
licit, but only in the case when truth is not due to an
other, with the condition that the other suffers no loss 
from the false assertion.20 It is clear also that some of 
the earlier Christian writers held that a lie was lawful 
in some extreme circumstances.

10 II Possesso Principio Fundamentals Per Deciders I Casi Morali, nn. 
158-166.

it Op. cit., n. 160.
18 Op. cit., n. 166. Cf. French translation of these paragraphs in Mélanges 

Théologiques, TV sérié, (1850-1851 A. D.) pages 406-412.
18 Mélanges Théologiques, VI, sérié (1852-1853 A. D.), pages 410-462, art. 

Examen de l'opinion de Bolgeni, etc.; Cf. Fonsegrive, Eléments de 
Philosophie, t. II, p. 475.

20 Tanquerey, Op. cit., n. 410, footnote.

Apart from the opinion of a small number of authors, 
the common teaching among Catholics is that a lie, taken 
in the sense usually given, is intrinsically bad. Tan
querey, indeed, states that a lie is intrinsically bad, but 
he restricts the term “lie” to those cases in which the 
hearer has the right to the truth. Such a restriction of 
term, however, meets with little approval.

The question now arises as to the proof of the intrinsic 
malice of a lie, for the proofs given by some writers are 
not accepted by others as conclusive. It has been stated 
already that an essentially bad act implies the disturb
ance of an essential order. It has been shown also that 
man is essentially subordinate to God; that between man 
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and man there are some essential relations of equality ; 
and also that man’s sensitive faculties are essentially 
subordinate to his rational faculties. Regarding the 
order between the faculties and their proper objects, 
however, it is not so immediately evident that it is an 
essential one, and as the act of lying refers to this order, 
it is necessary that we consider whether it upsets an 
essential order.

Speech, as every other faculty, has its own proper ob
ject. The proper object of speech is the expression of 
one’s thoughts or convictions. Obviously there is no up
setting of an essential order, if one conceals one’s 
thoughts, when one is not bound to reveal them. The 
upsetting of an essential order comes, however, when one 
states that which is directly opposite to, or the contra
dictory of, one’s inner convictions. It appears that this 
act cannot, in any circumstances, be other than the up
setting of an essential order, for reason declares that 
stating that which is directly opposed to, or contradic
tory of, our inner convictions, is in all cases, the use of a 
faculty upon undue matter. Therefore, it follows that a 
lie is an essentially bad act. Of course, it is presupposed 
that, when stating the contradictory of one’s inner con
victions, one does not by signs, for instance, intimate that 
this statement is not an expression of one’s convictions. 
If such signs are used, one is not using the faculty of 
speech upon undue matter, for the use of the faculty of 
speech, in its full sense, necessarily implies communica
tion with another person and this communication can be 
made by signs also, as by words. One does not hold that 
a false statement, made when one is alone, is an intrinsi
cally bad act. Nevertheless, the fact that a false state
ment, in the sense explained, is made to another, does not 
explain the essential badness of a lie. The essential bad
ness arises from the use of the faculty of speech in such 
a way that, by stating that which is the exact opposite 
of our conviction, the faculty is in all cases used upon 
undue matter.

As the determining of the essential or non-essential 
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badness of a lie is one of the most important tests of 
the value of the objective order, as a constitutive and 
manifestive proximate norm, let us examine the value of 
the principal statements of the argument which has been 
given above. It will be admitted by all, we believe, that 
every faculty has its proper object. It is reasonable to 
state also that the proper object of the faculty of speech, 
is the expression of one’s thoughts or convictions, for 
speech is obviously a means of communication, and we 
properly communicate with others by expressing our 
thoughts, and by receiving the ideas of others. Why, 
then, do we say that no essential order is upset if we 
conceal our thoughts or convictions, in the event that the 
other has no right to the truth? The reply is, that even 
the use of the faculty of speech merely to conceal our 
thoughts, is equivalent to the non-use of the faculty in 
ordinary circumstances; and as the order between the 
faculty and its object does not fully exist until the faculty 
is really used, the non-use of the faculty, or use which is 
equivalent to non-use, does not upset any essential order. 
But an act that is not essentially bad may be performed 
for a sufficient cause. Therefore, one may conceal one’s 
convictions if, for instance, the other has no right to 
know them.

It is quite a different case, however, when one states 
that which is directly contradictory of one’s thoughts or 
convictions. If, as we have said, the proper object of 
speech is the expression of one’s present convictions, 
the expression of that which is essentially opposed to 
these convictions is essentially out of order, for by a 
metaphysical necessity the contradictory of anything is 
essentially opposed to that thing. Later we shall speak 
of mental reservations.

Rev. J. Brosnan illustrates the reasoning given above 
by a reference to the faculty of eating. “This faculty,” 
he says, “is given us by God to sustain and nourish our 
health and life. Whatever helps to that end we consider 
food and per se the proper material of the faculty.
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Whatever does the directly opposite or the contradic
tory, we consider a material upon which the faculty of 
eating ought not to be exercised—a materia indebita. 
To utilize it upon this is to perform an act that is wrong 
and unreasonable; for it is an act falling on ‘indebita ma
teria.9 ”21

21 Irish Ecclesiastical Record, July-Dec., 1914, art. The Malice of Lying.
22 Seounda Seoundae, q. 110, a. 3.

The argument from St. Thomas to show that a lie is 
intrinsically wrong, is based upon the fact that it is an 
action falling upon undue matter, i. e., that it is an action 
which is out of order. “A lie is evil in respect of its 
genus, since it is an action falling on undue matter. For, 
as words are naturally signs of intellectual acts, it is un
natural and undue for any person to signify by words 
something which is not in his mind. Hence, the Philos
opher says (Ethic. IV, 7) that lying is in itself evil, and 
to be shuwned, while truthfulness is good and worthy of 
praise. Therefore, every lie is a sin.”22 In the same 
article ¡St. Thomas says that a lie is sinful, not only be
cause it injures one’s neighbor, but also on account of its 
own inordinateness. Of course, all admit, as St. Thomas 
does, that the injury to another which may be caused by 
a lie involves a malice of its own, but this is external to 
the intrinsic inordinateness.

It is evident that the foregoing quotation from St. 
Thomas is not to be taken as meaning that the intrinsic 
evil of lying arises from the violence done to the bond 
which exists between a sign and that which is signified. 
The function of a sign is to make known something other 
than the sign itself. The bond between a sign and the 
thing signified may be natural or artificial. Father Rick
aby says: “Once a sign is recognized as the sign of a 
certain thought, so long as the convention remains un
repealed, whoever uses that sign, not having in his mind 
at the time the thought, which that sign signifies, but the 
contradictory to it, is doing violence to the natural bond 
between sign and the thing signified, by putting forward 
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the former where the latter is not behind it.”23 The 
“natural bond,” to which Father Rickaby refers, exists 
only in so far as there is an order between the expression 
of our thoughts and convictions, on one hand, and the 
faculty of speech on the other. Therefore, the intrinsic 
evil in lying is to be found in upsetting this order, by 
using the faculty upon matter which is essentially in
debita, rather than in upsetting any order between a sign 
and the thing signified. A fortiori, the intrinsic evil re
ferred to, does not arise from any injury done to the 
words themselves. Besides, a liar generally intends to 
convey the usual meaning of the words that he uses.

23 Moral Philosophy, part H, chap. HI, sec. n, n. 7.
24 Op. cit., chap. HI, n. 8.

Dr. McDonald’s explanation of these points is worthy 
of note, especially as it is an application of the objective 
order as a proximate norm. To the statement that lying 
is always inordinate, he first proposes an objection. He 
says, that, “as it is only necessity which would justify 
one in using a splendidly painted canvas as a shelter 
against a storm, or in making lime out of a valuable 
statue, so it may be, that of their own nature, words are 
intended to convey certain ideas, yet even words are for 
the service of man, so that necessity would justify one 
in applying them outside their ordinary line of ser
vice.” 24

Dr. McDonald admits that this argument is not easy to 
meet and then says: “Yet it seems, somehow, that there 
is a difference between the two cases. The canvas or the 
marble, even in its degradation, does not make any pre
tense to be what it is not; there is no untruth about it. 
After all, the one is able to shelter from the storm, and 
the other to make lime; these are portions of their nat
ural functions. There is untruth in the use of words in 
the circumstances; and where untruth is, there is also 
disorder. The lie is not evil precisely, because an injury, 
so to speak, is thereby done to the dignity of words; but 
because, apart from this altogether, there is a want of 
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conformity—disorder—between the spoken word and the 
internal concept. The first is not by nature intended to 
clothe the second, in the same way as a block of marble 
is ordained to produce lime. ’ ’25

25 LOO. cit.
26 Cf. Irish Ecclesiastical Record, July-Dec., 1914, p. 390.
27 Cronin, op. cit.t vol 1, chap. IV,

Some bring forward an argument to show that there is 
a twofold deordination in a lie, since firstly, the purpose 
of the intellect is to express truth correctly, both to itself 
and others when occasion occurs; secondly, the intellect 
utilizes the power of speech in a way which is in specific 
contradiction to its function as intended by God.20

Dr. Cronin, treating of goodness in general, adopts a 
statement of St. Thomas, and says that good in its broad
est and most generic acceptation is 4‘the object or end 
of appetite?’27 Relying on this principle, his proof re
garding the malice of lying is practically the same as 
that which has been given already. Generally speaking, 
those who say that the proximate norm of morality is 
rational nature, as such, give this proof also.

Some authors, however, base their proof of the in
trinsic evil of a lie upon its effects, and thus rely upon a 
posteriori proof. The argument based upon the evil con
sequences of a lie, as for instance, the fact that its use 
would give rise to misunderstandings, suspicions, etc., 
does not appear to be conclusive. It shows, indeed, that 
the act would be generally out of order, and consequently 
bad. An act, the morality of which is judged solely from 
its consequences, may be a lawful act in that case in 
which the evil consequences can be avoided.

As we have said already, Dr. Cronin states that the 
primary criterion of moral goodness is the natural ob
jects of the appetites. He gives a second criterion to be 
used in the place of the primary when the primary cri
terion itself cannot be used. The criterion referred to, 
is that of general injury with general observance, that is, 
that act is morally evil, which if it were raised to a gen
eral line of conduct should necessarily prove injurious 
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to the race.28 This criterion, unlike the primary one, is 
only a manif estive one. “The value of this criterion,” 
Dr. Cronin says, “will be erident if we consider that it 
results from a far reaching metaphysical truth—the 
truth, namely, that ‘nature never tends ato its own de
struction.’ ” In other words, the principle is, that any 
course of conduct, which works destruction generally 
cannot be the course of nature. This principle is evident 
for any act, which, when made a general line of conduct, 
must of necessity injure mankind, cannot but be contrary 
to human nature.

28 Qp. dt., vol. I, chap. V.
2® Loc. dt.

In giving the conditions which govern the application 
of this criterion, Dr. Cronin names three: first, the bad 
effect from which the judgment is made must not de
pend upon free will, but it must follow as a necessary 
consequence of the act itself; second, the evil effects must 
be the result of the act itself, and not of the absence of 
that which the act replaces; third, the evil effect must not 
be the result of too much, or too little, of the action, but 
of the act itself as such. To illustrate the second con
dition, Dr. Cronin says that pawnbroking cannot be said 
to be unnatural from the fact that social life would decay 
if all became pawnbrokers, since the evil results not from 
this fact, but from the absence of that which the act re
places, that is, from the absence of other trades.29 These 
conditions can, as the author remarks, be summed up in 
the one condition, namely, that the evils must follow from 
the act itself specifically.

The important conclusion which Dr. Cronin draws is 
that such acts are bad, in each particular case in which 
they are performed, whether evil effects follow in this 
particular case or not. The fact that evil effects follow 
from the act itself when raised to a general line of con
duct, or in other words, follow from the act specifically, 
shows that the act is not only bad, but specifically con
trary to the course of nature. This reasoning holds 
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equally well if the norm of the objective order be used 
instead of the norm of human nature, since an act which 
produces such results specifically, cannot be in order. 
As Dr. Cronin says, if the acts were bad because of such 
evil effects, then they would be evil, when those effects 
follow, and not in other cases. The evil results are an 
extrinsic test of the badness of the act, and are not the 
cause of the badness.

To return to the question in hand, that of lying, it may 
be stated that it would be very difficult and practically 
impossible to show that a lie is bad in all cases because 
of its effects, since a case can easily be imagined in which 
no particular evil effect can be shown, prescinding, of 
course, from the intrinsic deordination. It can scarcely 
be doubted, however, that if lies are made the ordinary 
course of communication among men, the welfare of the 
race would suffer very much. This evil effect would re
sult not from the act in a particular case, but from the 
act as such, since the effect of any act is not judged from 
that which happens in isolated cases, but from that which 
happens from the act in general. These evil effects then, 
follow from the act as such, according to the old axiom 
“actus sequitur esse.” If evil effects come from the acts 
as such, the act must be bad in itself, or intrinsically bad, 
and contrary to human nature.

The principal drawback of this test is that it is merely 
manifestive. It does not give the reason why the act is 
bad, although it shows that the act must be bad intrinsi
cally, since the evil effects come from the act when raised 
to a general line of conduct, which is probably the best 
means of showing that it comes from the act as such. 
It is true that Dr. Cronin regards the fact that this 
criterion is merely manifestive as giving it a special 
value. “The act is bad not because it works evil effects 
on the race, but because it is unnatural. * * * Were it 
bad because it affects the race prejudicially, then it would 
be evil, when such evil effects actually follow, and in no 
other case. Where, however, the injurious effect is only 
a sign of moral badness, the act will still remain bad even
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in cases in which, for some reason or other, the effect 
does not happen to follow, for the badness does not de
pend upon, and is not constituted by the effect.”30 

Some Catholic writers place the evil character of lying 
solely in its effect upon society or upon the race in gen
eral, and they hold that this evil would result even if 
lies were told only in rare or extreme cases of necessity. 
Rev. J. Ferris takes as his principle that the right or 
good is that which promotes the greatest happiness of 
the greatest number. We presume that this is meant to 
be a manifestive norm, although the writer appears to 
use it in some cases as if it were a constitutive norm.31 

Although this principle is adopted in the beginning of 
the article referred to, the writer declares that one may 
cause the death of a thousand innocent persons if the 
only way of saving their lives is by telling a lie. “In the 
circumstances, therefore, the proscribed action of caus
ing the death of so many innocent persons is lawful or 
right. From my conduct, too, it is clear that I wish inno
cent persons to be murdered, rather than that I should 
tell a lie to save them.”32

30 Loc. cit.
31 Cf. Irish Ecclesiastical Record, July-Dec., 1907, pp. 146-160, art. On

Right and Wrong.
33 hoc, cit.

Judged merely in the light of utility, or taking that 
to be good which promotes the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number, it appears that the telling of a lie in 
such a circumstance would be the lesser of two evils. The 
authors who say that the evil of a lie is to be judged on 
the ground of utility, would reply that the act of lying 
even in such circumstances would be prejudicial to the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number, since it would 
virtually justify lying in other cases. This appears to 
be a far-fetched reason, if one considers that the lawful
ness of lies in such circumstances could be restricted to 
well-defined cases of necessity, just as these authors 
would allow also mental reservations in certain rare cir
cumstances.
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There is a sense, however, in which the essential evil 
of lying is manifested, according to the principles put 
forward by the writer of the article referred to. “The 
peculiarly pernicious results which would arise if the 
actions in question were universally indulged in, is the 
sole and sufficient reason for proscribing them.” 33 This, 
however, is merely a statement in other words, of the 
secondary criterion which Dr. Cronin gives as manifest
ing the essential evil of these acts.

33 Bev. J. Ferris, loc. cit.
34 Cf. Mélanges Théologiques, VI sérié, page 417.

A short consideration may be given to the principal 
objections of those who say that a lie, in the sense in 
which we have explained, is not always evil. The writer 
of an article in Mélanges Thélogiques supposes that the 
opinion that a lie is intrinsically bad is based upon the 
belief that a lie is an abuse of signs. 11 Pourquoi le men
songe est-il mauvais, se demande S. Thomas ? C ’est, re
pond-il, parce qu ’on se sert des signes de la pensée, con
trairement à leur institution. ‘Cum voces sint natural- 
iter signa intellectuum, innaturale est et indebitum quod 
aliquis voce significet id quod non habet in mente. ’ Le P. 
Lessius explique fort nettement la pensée du Saint Doc
teur. Voici ses paroles: ‘Ex his patet malitiam huius 
peccati intrinsecam consistere in abusu signorum, quod 
illis utamur contra naturalem institutionem et finem.’ ”34

It is clear from these words that Lessius regarded 
the essential evil as arising from the abuse of signs. 
There is a more fundamental reason, however, why a lie 
is intrinsically bad. It obviously upsets the order be
tween a faculty and its proper object, by using the 
faculty upon that which is directly contrary to, or con
tradictory of, the proper object. The faculty is used 
upon that which is essentially opposed to the proper ob
ject, for falsehood is essentially opposed to truth. More
over, the writer of the article referred to above, fails to 
give another statement of St. Thomas which is quite 
pertinent to the matter. “A lie is evil in respect of its 
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genus, since it is an action bearing on undue matter. ’ ’85 
Therefore, the arguments which are brought forward to 
show that a lie cannot be intrinsically wrong as an abuse 
of signs, does not in any way affect the truth of the view 
which has been proposed in this chapter.

85 Secunda Secundao, q. 110, a, 3. 
¿6 Loo. citf

The writer of the same article in Mélanges Théolog- 
iques then puts forward the following objection: “Tous 
les théologiens n’excusent-ils pas la pollution, quand elle 
n’est pas voulue, mais seulement permise ? Il est permis, 
dit S. Alphonse, d’entendre les confessions des personnes 
du sexe * * * quoiqu’on prévoie que de tout cela il ré
sultera des pollutions auxquelles on ne donne pas son con
sentement. Le but des facultés naturelles ne doit donc 
pas toujours être atteint, et l’on peut assez souvent per
mettre le contraire quand on a des raisons suffisantes. 
Pourquoi donc ici le désordre physique aurait-il une telle 
malice intrinsèque qu ’on ne pourrait jamais le permettre, 
tandis qu’on le permet dans des choses d’une bien 
plus grave conséquence?”30

He admits that there is not complete parity between 
the two cases, but it appears that there is no parity what
soever. In the case of lying, the very act itself is an 
abuse of the faculty and in the other case there is the 
doing of an act which is good or at least indifferent 
from which two results follow, one good, i. e., the remis
sion of sin by the use of the sacrament of Penance, and 
the other bad. We are not concerned here with the ques
tion of the conditions required when the principle of 
double effect is used. It is sufficient to state that all 
authors admit, even though there may be a difference in 
the enumerating of the required conditions, that it is 
lawful in certain cases to perform an act from which two 
effects follow, one good and the other bad. Of course, 
the case in which the evil effect is willed is always ex
cluded.
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•Secondly, we may even admit the principal argument of 
the objection, “Le but des facultés naturelles ne doit 
donc pas toujours être atteint.” It may be remarked in 
passing that these words are not those of St. Alphonsus, 
but are drawn as a conclusion from his statements.37 In 
the carnal intercourse between a husband and a sterile 
wife, the primary end of the faculty is obviously not at
tained and yet the act is in itself perfectly licit. However, 
this is quite a different case from lying, which is the inten
tional frustration or direct abuse of a faculty by using 
the faculty upon an object which is directly opposed to 
its proper object.

37 Cf, Liguori, Theologia Moralis, vol. I, lib. JU, n. 483.

Thirdly, we may point out that the use of the prin
ciple of double effect, as spoken of in the objection made 
above, implies that one, at least, of the effects of the 
given action is bad. It does not matter in any particu
lar case where the principle of the double effect is used, 
whether this evil effect is essentially bad or non-essen- 
tially bad ; it is equally bad in this case anyhow. There
fore, the fact that it is permitted as being likely to occur 
as an effect of another act and for a sufficient reason, 
does not in any way imply that it is lawful to do it as a 
principal act and not merely to permit it as an effect. 
The upsetting of the order between the faculty and its 
object by lying is not an effect of the lie ; it is the very 
essence of the act of lying. This reply to the objection 
is only a variation of the first reply, but it is perhaps 
more comprehensive.

We now come to consider the question of mental re
strictions. We have already said that a lie is any act, 
which, tending to deceive, is used to express to another 
that which is contrary to the speaker’s mind. These 
two elements are required. Works of fiction, as we have 
said already, do not contain lies, since they do not tend 
to deceive, although they generally contain statements 
which must be regarded as being contrary to the writer’s 
mind. The presence of the two elements mentioned ap
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pears to constitute a lie apart from the intention to de
ceive on the part of the speaker or writer.

Mental restrictions, properly so called, may be justi
fied by the absence of one or both of these conditions. 
St. Thomas says: “Non est licitum mendacium dicere 
* * * Licet tamen veritatem occultare prudenter sub 
aliqua dissimulatione. ”38 A person may or may not 
wish to remain silent in certain circumstances. In some 
cases silence may be an indication of one’s views or opin
ions, even though the other person or persons may have 
no right to know them. It is obvious that in such a case 
a person may lawfully conceal his opinions, if he does 
not violate the tin th by making a false statement. This 
may be done by using an ambiguous expression which is 
not opposed to the speaker’s mind. In such a case it is 
clear that there is not any violation of the truth, for 
there are statements which may have various meanings, 
and the speaker does not speak falsely if one of these 
meanings is in accordance with his mind.

It is always necessary, however, that the sense in 
which the words are used be a legitimate sense. Other
wise the two elements of a lie would be present—ten
dency of the words to deceive and lack of conformity 
between that which is expressed and the speaker’s mind. 
It does not matter whether the meaning which is in
tended comes from the exact meaning of the words them
selves or from recognized usage. Not the mere state
ment, considered in itself, is the important element, but 
the sense which it can convey.

“Purely mental” restrictions are those which are 
known only to the speaker and cannot be known to the 
hearers, or at least to that class of persons who are con
cerned in the matter. According to the sense in which 
the words can be understood in such a case they are con
trary to the mind of the speaker and, therefore, consti
tute a lie. The words are not used in a legitimate sense.

88 Secunda Seoundae, q. 110, a. 3. 
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The possibility that the sense of the words, taken in any 
connection, may be in accordance with the speaker’s 
mind is so slight as to be entirely negligible. Moreover, 
the second condition which we have declared to be 
necessary for a lie is also present, for, since there is no 
indication as to the hidden meaning, and no context 
whatsoever, the statement must of necessity tend to de
ceive.

In treating of lies and mental restrictions, no refer
ence has been made to propositions condemned by Pope 
Innocent XI since these propositions have been con
demned sicut jacent, and the condemnation, therefore, 
does not afford much guidance. Moreover, we are con
cerned here only with the application of the norm of the 
objective order as constituting and manifesting the 
moral character of such acts, and also with its applica
tion as compared with that of other norms or criteria 
which have been used in the same matter.30

89 Among the propositions which Pope Innocent XI condemned “ut mini
mum tanquam scandalosas et in praxi perniciosas” are the follow
ing: “No. 26. Si quis solus vel coram aliis, sive interrogatus, sive 
propria sponte, sive recreationis causa, sive quocumque alio fine 
juret so non fecisse aliquid quod revera fecit, intelligendo in se 
aliquod aliud quod non fecit, vel aliam viam ab ea in qua fecit, 
vel quodvis aliud additum verum revera, non mentitur, nec est per
jurus.” “No. 27. Causa justa utendi his amphibologiis est quoties 
id necessarium aut utile est ad salutem corporis, honorem, res 
familiares tuendas, vel ad quemlibet alium virtutis actum, ita ut 
veritatis occultatio censeatur tunc expendiens et studiosa.” 
These two propositions, in the same words in which they were 
condemned, are found in Sanchez, In Decaloff, lib. Ill, cap. 6, n. 15 
et 19.



CHAPTER VII (Continued)

IV. Goods of Life and the Body

There is less difficulty in determining the morality of 
suicide than that of lying. Suicide is generally defined 
as the direct taking of one’s own life by private author
ity. The word “direct” is used by authors in this con
nection as meaning that which is intended or willed in 
itself, either as an efficient cause or as an end; indirect 
killing of oneself would, therefore, mean the compassing 
of one’s own death through the pursuit of something 
which may result in death, independently of the will of 
the agent. The words “private authority” are generally 
included in the definition of suicide to exclude the the
oretical case of a command by God to kill oneself, and 
also because some authors declare that the State may 
permit a criminal, justly condemned to death, to be his 
own executioner. Indirect killing of oneself is some 
times justifiable, i. e. when the conditions required b 
the principles of double effect are present.

Reason shows that suicide is a violation of the rela
tions between man and God, for by it man arrogates to 
himself direct and supreme dominion over his life, a 
dominion which properly belongs to God alone. It is evi
dent that the destruction of anything by one’s own au
thority is a supreme act of dominion over that object 
or thing. It is evident also that he is the owner or lord 
of any particular thing for whose utility this particular 
thing is primarily ordained in such a way that he can 
dispose of it to the exclusion of other persons. But man 
is ordained primarily, not for his own utility, but for 
the glory of God. He can dispose only of those things 
which are for his own utility, but his life itself is prim
arily and essentially for God’s glory. Therefore, the 
direct killing of oneself by one’s own authority is an up-

[87]
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setting of the essential relations between man and God, 
and is, moreover, a grave violation of God’s right.

This argument may be stated in a slightly different 
form. Man, as we have said, is essentially inferior to God, 
his Creator, as a servant to his master. But it is evi
dently unlawful for one who is essentially a servant to 
withdraw his service by his own authority, and this is 
done by one who commits suicide. Therefore, suicide 
must of necessity be unlawful.

It may also be shown that suicide is directly opposed 
to the relations between faculties and objects, and also 
to man’s nature itself. An appetite is the tendency of a 
faculty to some object; it is, generally speaking, by ex
amining the nature of an appetite that the relation be
tween a faculty and object is manifested, and this rela
tion is especially manifested when the appetite is alto
gether innate. But all innate appetites aim, in some 
measure, at the fuller being of the individual. “It is 
impossible,” says Dr. Cronin, “that any appetite set up 
in us by nature should be directed to any other thing 
than the fuller being of the individual. It is impossible 
that it should aim at nothingness or destruction.”40 But 
as the appetites are tendencies of faculties, it follows 
that the object of the faculties, which are taken as it were 
collectively, is the welfare of the agent. But by com
mitting suicide a person makes use of his own powers 
to attain an object which is directly contrary to his own 
welfare, that is, he seeks his own destruction. There
fore, a suicidal act is directly opposed to the proper rela
tions between faculties and their object, and is conse
quently bad.

40 Loo, cit,, vol. H, chap. II,

St. Thomas gives three arguments to show the malice 
of suicide. First, he states that it is contrary to the 
inclination of nature. “Everything naturally loves it
self, the result being that everything naturally keeps it
self in being, and resists corruption as far as it can. 
Hence suicide is contrary to the inclination of nature, 
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and to charity whereby every man should love himself. 
Therefore suicide is always a mortal sin as being con. 
trary to the natural law and to charity.”41

Secunda Secundae, q. 64, a. 5.
42 Loc. dt.
48 Loc. dt.
44 Oronin, loo, dt.

His second argument is as follows: “Every part as 
such belongs to the whole. Now every mail is part of 
the community. Hence by killing himself, he injures the 
community. ’ ’42

His third argument is to the effect that man usurps 
to himself a judgment of a matter not entrusted to him.43

The question of suicide affords a good example of the 
application of the norm of morality, taken either as the 
objective order or as rational nature. Taken as the 
former, the principal proof is based on the fact that 
suicide is the upsetting of the most essential order—that 
of the subordination of the creature to the Creator, for 
by committing suicide a person, by his own mere author
ity, tries, as far as lies in his power, to upset this rela
tion and arrogates to himself a right which belongs to 
God. Man is not the owner of his life but rather the 
custodian.

When the norm is taken to be rational nature, ade
quately regarded, the principal consideration is the fact 
that suicide is contrary to the natural law. “The first 
and most obvious element of evil in suicide is that it 
is a violation of the natural law (and, therefore, the 
eternal law of God in which the natural law is grounded) 
in as much as it violates the nature of the individual 
who commits it.” 44 It is largely a question of emphasis 
in the use of either norm, since even similar arguments 
may be given in the applying of each. Yet it is to be 
noted that the natural law, as has been stated already, 
implies some intrinsic deordination in such acts, on ac
count of which they are prohibited by the eternal law.

There are other arguments also which show that sui
cide is a bad act as, for instance, that a person is nat
urally a member of society and as part of the organism 
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belongs in some way to the whole. Suicide is a cutting 
away of this part from society. Such arguments are not 
however very conclusive regarding the essential malice 
of the act.

Since suicide is a bad act, mutilation of oneself sought 
as an end, or for its own sake, is also bad. God is the 
supreme lord or owner of man’s body as a whole and 
also of its separate members. In the second place, each 
member has its own proper function; hence removing a 
member injures the welfare of the person, which is the 
object of all the functions when taken collectively. If, 
however, mutilation is done to preserve life it is ob- 
viousiy a good act rather than a bad one. Its motive is 
directly opposite to that of suicide. Moreover, man is, 
as we have said, the custodian or administrator of him
self and his life, and mutilation necessary for the preser
vation of life is an act which is in conformity with this 
office. The subordination of a part for the good of the 
whole is not contrary to any essential order but rather 
in accordance with it, and therefore the end cannot be 
considered as secured through a bad means.

Since the preservation of life is a good act, it follows 
that the care of one’s health is also morally good, since 
this is a most important means of preserving life; the 
preservation of health is also a proper object of the fac
ulties. Excessive care of one’s health, however, may be
come bad, for instance, if it leads to the neglect of other 
duties; thus it may partake of the malice of subordinat
ing the rational to the sensitive faculties. Secondly, such 
excessive care may imply that a good which is largely 
a means is made an end to the detriment of a higher end.

V. Subordination of the Sense Faculties

One of the most important relations of the norm of 
morality taken as the objective order is the relation of 
subordination of man’s sensitive faculties to the rational 
faculties. Since man’s rational faculties are essentially 
superior to those which are sensitive or vegetative, any 
act, which necessarily subordinates any of man’s rational
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faculties to these lower faculties, is essentially bad. 
While the superiority of man’s rational faculties is so 
clear as not to need proof, the following facts may be 
worthy of notice. Rational faculties are higher or more 
noble, because they are spiritual; the other faculties of 
man are lower because they are material. Moreover, by 
their very nature, vegetative and sensitive faculties are 
for the benefit of the rational faculties, just as the body, 
although it has to some extent its own proper uses, is 
for the benefit of the soul.45

<5 Cf. Coata-Bosetti, op. cit., thesis 95.

Since appetites arise from the faculties there is also 
a relation of subordination between man’s appetites. 
Man’s sense appetites are of two kinds, irascible and 
concupiscible. The former urge one to undertake and 
overcome difficulties, while the latter tend to the attain
ment of certain pleasurable objects. The virtue of tem
perance brings the second kind of sense appetites under 
the control of reason. It may be easily seen that the 
application of the norm of morality to this field will 
touch upon many important questions.

The most persistent of man’s appetites is that for food 
and drink. Since food and drink are evidently intended 
for the maintenance of the individual life, they should 
be used in such a way as to promote life and health, or 
at least so as not to be incompatible with these ends.

Gluttony is the vice of one who eats and drinks for 
the mere sake of pleasure without having due regard 
to reason and temperance. The rational faculties are 
subordinated to the sense faculties to a grave extent in 
this matter only when gluttony leads to grave injury to 
health or makes one unfit to fulfil duties which are 
gravely binding. Apart from the evil effects which may 
follow from gluttony, the only intrinsic upsetting of 
order in the act appears to arise from the fact that what 
is intended by nature as a means is made the sole end. 
Thus the order between means and end is inverted.

Drunkenness, however, is a more serious deordination, 
since it may result in the complete upsetting for the time 
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being of the order between the sense faculties and rea
son, by depriving one of the use of his reason and there
by leaving the inferior nature supreme. The deordina
tion is complete only when rea&on is, as it were, more or 
less forcibly suspended. It does not follow that the sus
pense of reason is always a deordination, for although 
the rational faculties are highest, yet reason is only a 
part which is to be used for the good of the whole per
son; consequently it is lawful to suspend reason so that 
good may result to the person, as happens, for instance, 
when it is necessary to undergo a surgical operation. It 
is reason itself which prescribes the temporary suspen
sion of its exercise in such a case, and it follows that 
the order between the rational and the sense faculties is 
not thereby disturbed.

The due order between rational faculties and sense 
faculties has many applications in sex relations. Reason 
shows that the function of sex is intended by nature for 
the continuance and increase of the human race. For 
this purpose nature has provided a special inclination to 
its exercise, and the sex appetite is one of the strongest 
which arises from any of the human faculties. It is 
obvious that the use of the sex faculty in a way which 
is directly and essentially opposed to its proper func
tion is essentially a subordination of reason to a sense 
faculty, since the end of the faculty is completely sub
ordinated and frustrated for the sake of the pleasure de
rived from such acts. Hence those sexual perversions 
which are commonly known as the sins against nature 
are essentially bad. If, however, the sexual acts are 
performed in a natural way, but the end of the function 
is not realized owing to failure on the part of nature, 
this failure is not to be attributed to the human agent. 
In such a case the act, in so far as it has been performed 
by the human agent, is in accordance with the demands 
of reason.

It is obvious that chastity is a virtue, for it is simply 
the restraining of the sexual appetite as demanded by 
reason. The pleasure attached to the exercise of this
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faculty is merely a means which is to be admitted only 
when it is in accordance with the end. The seeking of 
venereal pleasure apart from the proper use of the sex
ual faculty would be taking as an end that which is 
merely a means, and would, moreover, lead to excesses 
of various kinds. Chasity, being the virtue by which 
one is forbidden to seek such pleasure apart from the 
due exercise of the faculty, is entirely in accordance with 
reason.

Virginity, or complete abstention from even lawful 
venereal pleasure is also good since it is not opposed to 
any commandment nor does it upset the relations which 
exist either between the faculties and their objects, or 
between rational faculties and sense faculties. There is 
absolutely no parity, as regards the non-continuance of 
the race, between complete abstention from use of the 
sexual faculty, and its misuse when the end of the fac
ulty is thereby frustrated. The maintenance of the race 
falls upon men in general and not upon any particular 
individual. Nor may it be said that virginity is opposed 
to the secondary criterion already spoken of as being 
put forward by Dr. Cronin—general injury with general 
observance. The evil effect in such cases follows from 
the doing of the act itself and not from the absence of 
that which the act replaces.46 The injury to the race 
following upon universal virginity would result, not di
rectly from the fact the virginity is maintained, but 
from the absence of that which virginity replaces. More
over, virginity, as generally happens, is abstention from 
lawful pleasures for the sake of a higher good and is, 
therefore, a virtue of a higher order, and intended only 
for the few.

<6 Cronin, op. cit., vol. 1, chap. V.

Among social acts involving the improper use of the 
sex faculty we shall consider first fornication, which may 
be defined as a complete act of copulation between an 
unmarried man and an unmarried woman. This act is 
intrinsically bad because it necessarily implies that the 
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faculty of reason is made subordinate to a sense faculty. 
The sex faculty is obviously intended for the procreation 
of children, and for their procreation under such con
ditions that they can be properly cared for by those 
responsible for bringing them into existence. As Dr. 
Cronin says: “Nature aims in this function not at chil
dren only, but at perfect children, i. e. at children up to 
the standard of nature—at children, therefore, existing 
in a condition in which body and mind can be properly 
cared for by those responsible for its existence, not at 
children maimed in body and defective in mind, or 
through want of responsible natural guardians, exposed 
to the danger of a defective existence.”47 It is clear that 
nature intends not only the generation of children, but 
their proper physical and moral education also.

<7 Op. dt., vol. H, chap. II.
48 Op. cit., n. 436.

Fornication is one of those acts the morality of which 
is to be judged to a large extent from the effects. The 
education of offspring, although it is in some way secon
dary to the generation of children in its relation to the 
proper use of the sexual faculty, is, nevertheless a bur
den which rests upon the parents in the bringing of chil
dren into existence. But if generation results, not from 
acts which have taken place in the married state, but 
from “a wayside intercourse,” it is obvious that these 
duties cannot be properly fulfilled. Generally speak
ing, it is not sufficient that the mother alone takes care 
of the education of offspring, but a determinate father 
is required who will defend it and procure for it a suit
able state. As Cathrein says: “Children should have 
not only a [determinate] mother but also a determinate 
father.”48 Therefore some kind of a stable or con
tinuous union of a man with a certain woman is neces
sary. It is not so clear, however, that this union should 
of necessity continue after the children have been raised 
and educated, although there are strong reasons also in 
favor of such a continuance.
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It follows, therefore, that the essential deordination 
in fornication arises from the subordination of rational 
faculties, which are essentially superior, to a sense fac
ulty. This deordination has been manifested mainly by 
the effects which follow from such an act. Some cases, 
however, may be imagined easily in which such evil re
sults or effects do not follow. For instance, if either 
party is known to be sterile, but not impotent in the 
technical sense, similar acts would be lawful in the mar
ried state. In such cases no injury is done to the off
spring, since no offspring is conceived. In like manner 
a case may be imagined in which the education and care 
of the offspring which may be born, may be fairly well 
cared for by an opulent mother. Wherein lies the in
trinsic deordination in such cases?

The reply which is often given to these difficulties is 
to the effect that the immunity from the evil effects in 
such cases occurs, not per se, but per accidens. Such is 
the argument used by Billuart.49 This argument may be 
of some value, but it is scarcely conclusive. When Bil
luart says that the immunity from evil effects occurs, not 
per se, but per accidens, he obviously means that such 
an act will normally have such evil effects, but that these 
evil effects may not occur in exceptional circumstances. 
From this argument of Billuart it is not clear that the 
act of fornication is bad in those cases in which the evil 
effects do not follow, even though it is in the more rare 
cases that immunity occurs. Other authors, while using 
the same argument as Billuart, make the words per se 
synonyms with the natural order. According to this rea
soning fornication would in all cases be contrary to the 
natural order, since sexual intercourse should only take 
place in conditions which are compatible with the proper 
education and upbringing of offspring. This again ap
pears to be a side-stepping of the real difficulty since, 
according to the supposition of one of the parties being 
sterile, there is no need for the education of children, 

Op. cit., Secunda Secundae, q. 154, a. 2.
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and the end of the natural order is safeguarded. The 
deordination, in all cases, of the act of fornication must, 
therefore, be shown by other arguments.

It is to be noted that the objections raised to the argu
ments given above do not militate against Dr. Cronin’s 
manif estive secondary criterion of morality—general in
jury with general observance. This criterion is appli
cable to those acts in which general injury to the race 
would inevitably result if a particular act were generally 
done. Since, however, Dr. Cronin requires that the evil 
should result from the act itself, rather than from the 
absence of that which the act replaces, this criterion does 
not appear to be applicable to the case of fornication; for 
the evil-results may be attributed, not to the act of sex
ual intercourse, but to the absence of marital bonds be
tween those who perform the act.

The general argument already given to show the in
trinsic malice of fornication is based upon the fact that 
fornication implies the subordination of the rational fac
ulties to the sense faculties, or the subordination of that 
which is essentially superior. Dr. Ryan gives an argu
ment which shows that this subordination is necessarily 
implied by the act of fornication even in these excep
tional circumstances which we have been discussing. He 
speaks of the natural order in a different manner from 
that which has been used in the arguments which we 
have rejected. “If * * * the natural order be conceived 
as the standard or type to which conduct must conform 
under penalty of violating one’s own nature, it becomes 
endowed with an ethical value that affects every act of 
a given class, independently of particular consequences. 
In tins view fornication as a violation of the natural 
order is always wrong because it subjects man’s higher 
to his lower nature. The moral supremacy of man’s 
faculties over those of sense requires that man should 
not yield to his sexual desires until he has undertaken 
the burdens of self control and self denial involved in 
the marital union; that his procreative faculties should 
not be indulged except in connection with the amount of 
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self restraint that is necessary to render the supremacy 
of the higher faculties secure.” ♦ ♦ *60

4‘Why is sexual intercourse between a husband and a 
sterile wife not an undue assertion of the lower nature ? 
The reason seems the one already given, namely, that 
when these actions take place in the marital relation the 
selfish element in them is over-balanced by the act of as
suming the burdens and obligations of marriage. Thus 
the injury to and degradation of the higher nature is 
avoided. In the case of husband and wife there is no 
attempt to indulge the sense faculties without putting a 
compensating burden upon the rational faculties. There 
is no disproportionate yielding to animal nature.”51

50 New York Review, vol. II, page 423.
51 New York Review, vol. H, page 428,

Another argument may also be given, although it does 
not appear to be as strong as that just given. The sex 
impulse is one of the strongest in human nature, and the 
sex passion, in an especial degree, tends to make rea
son blind to the real malice of undue indulgences of the 
sex faculty. Therefore, although it may happen that 
evil effects may not occur in some exceptional cases, the 
judgment as to when such acts may be licit on these 
grounds cannot in particular cases be safely left to 
the judgment of those who are likely to be overswayed 
by passion. Hence the general danger outweighs the ab
sence of evil effects in exceptional cases.

The real malice of fornication is to be placed, there
fore, in the subordination of the essentially higher facul
ties to the lower. This subordination occurs even where 
it is known that no offspring will be born owing to some 
lack on the part of nature, and also in other exceptional 
cases. Hence the act, implying as it does in all cases a 
subordination of that which is essentially superior, is 
essentially bad.

The arguments given to show that fornication is es
sentially a bad act, also show that polyandry, or the 
simultaneous mating of one woman with many husbands, 
is essentially bad. The rational faculties are subordin
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ated to sense pleasures because the right of offspring, 
which may be born, to have a determinate father is de
nied. We may again quote Dr. Ryan’s words to give a 
further argument: “The moral supremacy of man’s fac
ulties over those of sense requires that man should not 
yield to his sexual desires until he has undertaken the 
burdens of self control and self denial involved in the 
marital union.”52 It is clear that these burdens are not 
undertaken when several men cohabitate with one 
woman. There are other reasons which refer partic
ularly to the malice of polyandry, but these reasons given 
are sufficient to show that it has at least the intrinsic 
malice of fornication.

#2 Loo. ait.

The malice of polygyny, or the simultaneous cohabita
tion of one man with several wives, is not so patent. In 
such a state the primary end of the use of the sexual 
faculty—the procreation and education of children— 
may be fulfilled. Polygyny is, however, opposed to the 
secondary ends of marriage of many ways and is inordi
nate to that extent. Of course, these acts which we 
have been considering have an added malice from the 
prohibitions of the divine positive law, but this added 
malice does not enter into our considerations of the 
questions at issue, since we are concerned only with the 
morality of acts apart from positive commands or pro
hibitions.

Regarding the question of birth control it will be seen 
that the argument by which its essential inordinateness 
is shown is practically the same as that used in showing 
that lying is essentially bad. The proper and primary 
object of the use of the sexual faculty is the generation 
of offspring. The use of any contraceptive means, which 
directly and essentially opposes this relation of a faculty 
to its proper object is essentially wrong. Therefore birth 
control is essentially wrong. Herein is given the essen
tial malice of contraceptive practices.
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• The proposition that the primary and proper object of 
the use of the sexual faculty is the generation of off
spring needs no proof since it is obvious from reason. 
This is the end intended by nature. The use of the 
faculty at the same time that the agent directly frus
trates its primary end cannot be otherwise than opposed 
to the proper relation of a faculty to its object. It is, 
therefore, essentially opposed to the proper relation of a 
faculty to its object, and as such it is essentially a bad 
act.

Some words of Dr. Ryan regarding the essential malice 
of birth control may be quoted: “Human faculties are 
used in such a way as to frustrate the natural end for 
which these faculties were created. This is always in
trinsically wrong—as wrong as lying and blasphemy. No 
supposed beneficial consequence can make good a practice 
which is, in itself, immoral.”53

In another article, having stated that the Church stig
matises birth control as a perversion of nature, an abuse 
of function and as a frustration of faculty, he goes on 
to say, “The faculty is so used that it cannot attain its 
primary end. Neither age, nor time, nor any other cir
cumstances of the persons, but the very use of the fac
ulty produces this result. The faculty is compelled to 
defeat itself. This is an inherent contradiction and 
makes the act intrinsically wrong.”54

The evil effects which follow from the practice of birth 
control give an added force to the argument just given. 
The principal evil effects are, firstly, that this practice 
of necessity tends to upset or weaken the control of the 
rational faculties over the lower faculties; secondly, this 
practice is degrading to the marital relation itself since 
the wife becomes merely an instrument for the husband’s 
gratification; thirdly, this practice would eventually lead 
to a decline in population. It is held that an average of 
almost four children to a marriage is required to keep 
the population even stationary.
63 Catholic Charities Review, (Dec., 1920), Art. “The Attitude of the 

Church toward Birth Control,“
J54 The Forum (July, 1927).



CHAPTER VII (Continued)

VI. Relations Between Man and Man

One of the most important relations of man to man is 
that of charity. We may love our neighbor in either of 
two ways; first, on account of God, that is, in such a way 
that the formal object of our love of the neighbor is God; 
secondly, we may love our neighbor just on account of 
his own perfections or lovable qualities. The former is 
the love of charity, the latter is the love of friendsliip. 
In speaking of charity towards one’s neighbor we mean 
by the word neighbor all rational creatures, except those 
who have been condemned to hell.

Since an act of love of God is a good act, it follows also 
that it is morally good to love one’s neighbor. As St. 
Thomas says: “When a man has friendship for a certain 
person, for his sake he loves all belonging to him.”M 
But all rational creatures are loved by God, and all, the 
damned excepted, are destined to enjoy with us perfect 
happiness in God. Hence the love of our neighbor which 
extends even to our enemies is entirely in order and con
sequently good. It is obvious also that the foundation 
of charity rests upon the common bond between men, all 
being loved by the same Creator, and all being destined 
to the same common end in Him.

The principle upon which charity rests being deter
mined, the moral character of many acts towards one’s 
neighbor may be immediately seen. The internal act of 
love being good, the externation of this act is also good, 
and this externation, besides having its own goodness, 
may also give practical proof of the sincerity of the in
ternal act. Hence acts of almsgiving to one’s needy fel
low-men are good acts, as are also such acts as visiting 
the sick, aiding others to obtain a suitable education, etc.

58 Seounda Seoundae, q. 23, a. 1, ad 2.

[100]
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Charity, then, arises from the natural bond between 
men. But there is another extremely important relation 
between man and man, that of independence. Since all 
men are possessed of the same rational nature they are 
essentially equal. No person is, therefore, essentially 
ordained for the good of another, or for the utility of an
other. Since all men are equal in nature, it follows that 
they are equal in regard to those attributes or things 
which necessarily belong to this nature, e. g. life, etc.

From this essential equality or independence of man 
to man arise rights, on one hand, and corresponding obli
gations on the other. The observance of these rights is, 
of course, an application of, and exercise of, the virtue 
of justice. As we are now about to deal briefly with some 
of the more important questions of strict justice, it is 
necessary to give a definition of a strict right.

A strict right is a moral and exclusive power over 
something for one’s own benefit. The disposal is, of 
course, limited by the moral law. From the fact that it 
is a moral rather than a physical power, one may have 
this power even though one does not possess the object. 
Moreover, this power may refer either to acts or things.

From what has been said it is obvious that one has, 
as against other men, a strict right to one’s life, but 
this right is, of course, subject to the supreme dominion 
of God. Consequently, murder, or the taking of another’s 
life by private authority apart from the case of legiti
mate self-defense, is a violation of the other’s strict right 
to life. It is a bad act primarily because it upsets the 
relation of essential equality between man and man.

Therefore it is never lawful to directly kill an inno
cent person. In like manner the mutilation or wounding 
of another, without a sufficient or just cause, is likewise 
bad, and is a violation of the other’s strict right to the 
integrity of his body.

A duel may be defined as: “A meeting of two persons 
by private agreement to fight with weapons in themselves 
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deadly.”50 That a duel is morally bad is obvious firstly, 
because one intends to kill or wound another; and even 
though the other may wish to yield his own right to life 
for the sake of some supposed good arising from the 
duel, he is giving away that over which he has not full 
dominion, since God is the supreme lord of man’s life; 
secondly, the first person mentioned also risks his own 
life and he directly wills this risk. Hence there is a 
double deordination in the act as against the relations 
of man to God, and the malice of duelling is therefore 
greater than that of suicide, since the direct submitting 
of one’s life to danger, for the sake of vindicating honor, 
for instance, is to some measure equivalent to attempted 
suicide. Of course there are also other elements of 
malice in duelling, as that of co-operation in another’s 
sin.

The right of self-defense, even if it leads to the shed
ding of blood, involves only an exercise of indirect kill
ing for a proportionately grave cause. All men are es
sentially equal in their right to life. Therefore one has 
a right to repel him who trespasses upon this right, even 
though death may result indirectly to the other, that is, 
death may result even though it is not intended as an end 
or chosen as a means. Since the essential aim in self
defense is to repel a trespasser, it follows that self-de
fense may be lawful even if the other is not fully re
sponsible as regards formal guilt. It follows also that 
the means used should be merely sufficient to prevent the 
other from infringing upon the right which is attacked, 
or as theologians say, “the moderation of a blameless 
defense should be used.” As regards direct killing some 
authors allow killing in self-defense to be the actual 
means chosen if such be necessary in the case.57 This 
question is not without a good deal of difficulty, but since 
the attacker may not incur formal guilt, the direct wish
ing of another’s death even as a means appears to be a 
formal violation of the attacker’s right to life. The 
principles of double effect, as usually given, require that
67 Cf, Lugo, De Justitia et Jure, X, n. 149. 
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the evil effect should not be intended but merely per
mitted for the attainment of a proportionate good or 
the avoiding of a proportionate evil.

Before referring to natural societies, it is proper to 
deal with the question of private property. Since man 
has a right to life it follows that he has a right to those 
things which are necessary to sustain life. This im
plies that he has a right not only to the use, but also to 
the ownership, of some things at least.

The prohibition of private property is moreover an 
injustice to the individual, who is naturally prior to the 
community and the State and has a right to individual 
development. This conclusion is deduced from the fact 
that man has certain faculties, and the exercise of these 
faculties to their fullest extent would be greatly impeded 
if private property were forbidden.

The right of the individual to private property is seen 
most clearly when it is a question of the products of 
one’s own energy and labor. The objective order de
mands that man, having a right to his own faculties and 
energies, should have a right to the products of these 
energies for, as Dr. Cronin says, “the product of a 
man’s energies are nothing more than his energies trans
formed.” B8

The second general argument regarding the right to 
private property is derived from the fact that it is neces
sary to family welfare. The persons who bring children 
into the world assume responsibility for feeding and edu
cating them, for the present and for the future. In or
der to discharge these responsibilities the parents re
quire and have a right to permanent exclusive control 
over some property.

The third general argument is that private property 
is necessary in the interests of society at large. St. 
Thomas presents three proofs in this connection.59 His 
first argument is to the effect that private property is

68 Op. cit., vol. II, chap. IV.
Secunda Seoundae, q. 66, n. 2 
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necessary as an incentive to labor; secondly, it is neces
sary for the economic order so that confusion be avoided; 
thirdly, it is necessary for peace and moral life.

Regarding all the foregoing arguments it is to be noted 
that no claim is made that certain specified goods should 
belong to certain individuals. It is merely stated that 
private ownership in some form is necessary, that this 
ownership refers to stable or permanent property, and 
not necessarily to “capital,” taken in the technical sense. 
Moreover, it is not denied that common ownership, even 
as regards necessaries, may be set up among a small 
group.

Ownership implies a strict right to the thing in ques
tion. Therefore theft, or the secret taking of another’s 
property against the reasonable will of the owner is a 
morally bad act and contrary to justice. A fortiori rob
bery, or the violent seizing of another’s property is mor
ally bad and unjust. Since, however, every person has 
a strict right to his life it is but reasonable to conclude 
that a person who is in extreme necessity may take that 
which he needs to relieve himself of this necessity, since 
the bond between owner and any particular object is not 
sufficiently strong to exclude the absolute right of an
other to preserve his life. Hence it is the opinion of all 
that extreme necessity is an excusing cause for taking 
enough of another’s property to overcome this extreme 
need. It is obvious also that if taking such goods would 
place the owner in a similar necessity the right of the 
owner will prevail.

Just as it is morally bad and unjust to injure another 
in the goods of the body, as by homicide, mutiliation 
and such acts, to injure him in the goods of the soul, as 
by taking away the free use of his faculties, to injure 
him in external material goods, as by depriving him of 
his property,—so it is morally bad and unjust to deprive 
another of the external goods of reputation and honor. 
This amounts to depriving the neighbor of an external 
good connected with him by a peculiar moral bond; 
for good name is the good estimation of many regarding
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the life and morals of the person in question, while 
honor is the. testification of another’s excellence. Man 
has direct ownership of his reputation and excellence, 
and they are more fully liis production than are some 
other external goods, since they are the result of his own 
actions and his own qualities. Thus a person has a strict 
right that others should not openly express an evil judg
ment of him without a just cause. Per se a person has 
not a strict right that others should show him honor, but 
he has a strict right that others should not be prevented 
from doing so by unjust means. An omission of a sign 
of honor is contrary to justice only when this omission 
is equivalent to positive disrespect.

It is clear therefore that one violates another’s strict 
right to reputation not only by expressing an evil judg
ment without sufficient cause, but also by detraction, or 
by making known another’s hidden faults, by calumny, 
or falsely accusing another. A person’s honor is vio
lated by contumely, which consists principally by show
ing positive signs of contempt, by derision, and by in
voking evil upon another so as to manifest one’s con
tempt.

There is one other general way by which one may vio
late another’s strict right, i. e., by arbitrarily impeding 
another’s external liberty through the use of fear, force, 
fraud, or commands which are not supported by au
thority. Such impeding of another’s liberty is obviously 
contrary to the relations of man to man in the objective 
order, and is consequently morally bad. Moreover it is 
an entirely undue interference with the natural independ
ence of one man from another, and it is therefore con
trary to strict justice.

Regarding the virtues of charity and justice, it has 
been stated that the foundations of these virtues are re
spectively the common bond between man and man and 
the natural independence of man from man in certain 
matters. Both of these foundations are clearly deriv
able from the norm which we have given, the objective 
order in the universe. If the meaning of the word
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“right” he taken to include more than a strict right, it 
may be said that justice refers to perfect rights of 
others, while charity refers to the imperfect rights of 
others. Every right implies a corresponding duty on 
some other person or persons, even though this duty may 
be a negative one. Taldng the word 4 * right, ’ ’ therefore, 
in this wide sense we may say that the foundation of the 
proper relations of man to man as regards either charity 
or justice is the relation of natural equality between man 
and man. “If all men are equal in essence or nature, 
order demands that each so behaves towards other men 
as he ought to behave towards himself.”00 From this 
it follows that the proper relations of man to man as 
demanded by the objective order may be summed up in 
two maxims: Do not do to others that which you zvould 
not wish to be done to yourself, Do to others as you 
tvould wish them to do to you.

The former of these maxims, referring as it does to 
the perfect rights of others, includes all the duties that 
come under the virtue of strict justice. The latter maxim, 
referring as it does to the imperfect rights of others, 
deals with acts that are covered by the virtue of charity. 
This division of acts according to these maxims is not 
perfect, since charity implies negative as well as positive 
elements. However the explanation given above shows 
that justice and charity may be regarded as being 
founded upon the natural or essential equality of man 
to man; it shows, moreover, that the essential equality 
between man and man does not bind one to positive 
acts, as far as justice is concerned, unless there is ques
tion of a contract, either implicit or explicit.

VII. Man's Relations to Society

The relations of man to society involve many ques
tions of moral interest, so it will be possible to refer to 
only a few and in a very brief manner. We have already 
dealt with domestic society in connection with certain

«0 Tongiorgi, Op. cit., n. 315. 
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relations between man and wife, with monogamy and 
polygamy, etc. The family is a society consisting of 
father, mother and children. It is a natural society, 
because nature intends that the race should be continued, 
and it is necessary for the continuation of the race. More
over, the ties which bind together the members of the 
family all arise from nature.

The end of this natural society is the good of the child, 
first, as regards its existence ; second, as regards its care 
and education. Polyandry, polygyny and divorce are op
posed to this end in various degrees, as they are also 
opposed to the contract of marriage which is the efficient 
cause of the family.

According to the objective order, the family is cap
able of promoting its own welfare to a large degree in 
some respects but only slightly in other respects. In 
general this capacity does not extend beyond daily wants. 
In the relations of life there are many things, more or 
less necessary, the providing of which requires the co
operation of many, and as the number of families in
creases these common needs also increase. Hence the 
village community represents an advance over the fam
ily. When there are many communities, the need arises 
for some kind of military organization to provide pro
tection and for a political organization to make and en
force laws. When the communities become unified, or
ganized, self-sufficient and independent to such a degree 
that the growing wants of the unified community may be 
successfully met, this unit is called a State.

The State, therefore, is a natural institution. The 
forms of government, administration, etc., may vary, but 
this does not weaken the fact that the State may be de
scribed as a natural institution. It is founded upon and 
grows out of the family. Therefore the institution of 
the State is entirely in accordance with the objective or
der.

The end of the State, then, is the procuring or further
ance of man’s natural welfare as regards those things 
which the activities of the family alone cannot attain.
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The seeking to promote man’s natural welfare implies 
that the attainment of higher or spiritual goods must 
not be impeded. Although the end of the State is the 
promotion of the common good of its members, it may 
be concerned also with the good of the individual but 
only to a far smaller degree and only in so far as the 
individual is debarred from the attaining of things which 
are necessary. For the attainment of its end, the State, 
or- that person or body of persons who represent the 
State, must have authority. It is obvious that this au
thority is limited by its end—the common good. We are 
not concerned here with the titles by which this authority 
may be acquired by any particular person or body of 
persons, for it is sufficient to presume that the authority 
referred to is lawful authority.

Since the making of laws is necessary to attain the 
end of the State, it follows that obeying its just laws is 
according to the objective order and consequently is 
morally good. Likewise the open disobeying of laws 
implies a certain lack of order in the sense that one is 
doing an act which is contrary to the common good. In 
this matter, however, the lack of order in such acts may 
be considered as regards rather the spirit of the law 
than its letter, since the end of the law—the promotion 
or safeguarding of the common good—may be observed 
in this manner. To be a law in the strict sense, the con
ditions implied in the definition given by St. Thomas 
and generally accepted, must be present. St. Thomas 
defines a law as “quaedam rationis ordinatio ad bonum 
commune et ab eo qui curam communitatis habet, promul- 
gata.”01

The act of disobeying a just law may imply either 
an injury to the common good or merely a failure to 
promote the common good. In the former case the want 
nf order in the act is evident, even apart from the theo
retical case in which the legislator may not wish to im
pose any obligation in conscience. In the latter case, i. e., 
when the act implies merely a failure to promote the 
common good, the want of order arises from the fact that
61 Prima Secundae, q. 90, a. 4.
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one is disobeying a law which is binding in conscience. 
It is clear that the legislator may bind in conscience, 
since this may be a necessary or useful means for at
taining the end. Theoretically it is possible that the 
legislator may make a law which he does not intend to 
bind in conscience. Generally speaking, there is no evi
dence that legislators so limit the binding force to the 
mere acceptance of a penalty if one is proved to have 
violated the law, nor can such a restriction of intention 
be presumed.

We now consider the question whether the State has 
a right to impose capital punishment on criminals who 
have been proved guilty of very grave crimes. The 
State has this right, if this punishment is necessary for 
the efficacious prevention or hindering of grave crimes. 
But this punishment may be necessary for this purpose. 
Therefore the State has a right to impose capital pun
ishment upon criminals in such cases.

As a proof of the major of this syllogism it may be 
stated that there is no upsetting of the relation of essen
tial equality of man to man as regards life when the 
State condemns a criminal to death. This act is not 
performed by an individual as such, nor by a group of 
individuals as such. It is the exercise of the supreme 
power of the State in so far as it receives this power 
from God. For God has true ownership of man and of 
man’s life, if we may so speak of His supreme dominion. 
From the fact that the State is a natural society, and 
also from the fact that the death penalty may be neces
sary for the conservation of the State, as against those 
who commit certain kinds of crime, the conclusion may 
be lawfully drawn that the State has received this au
thority from God. The acts of the State in such cases 
are, as it were, a vicarious exercise of God’s power over 
the life of man and do not in any way imply that man 
is owned by the State. “Homines qui in terris super 
alios constituuntur, sunt quasi divinae providentiae ex- 
ecutores.”62

62 St. Thomas, Contra Gentiles, lib. 3, cap. 146.
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As a proof of the minor of the syllogism it may be 
stated that the civil authority may and should, as far as 
lies in its power, insure the security of the citizens and 
of the public order. Very grave crimes such as murder 
threaten and destroy this security. Moreover, it is only 
by imposing death as a penalty that would-be-murderers 
are generally deterred from committing such crimes. If 
this end could be adequately attained by imposing pen
alties which are less severe, the extreme penalty would 
not be lawful. As St. Thomas says: “Vita autem quor
umdam pestiferorum impedit commune bonum, quod est 
concordia societatis humanae. Subtrahendi igitur sunt 
huiusmodi homines per mortem ab hominum socie
tate.” 88 The punishment is imposed so that the end of 
the State, the common good, may be protected. This end 
is safeguarded by deterring others from committing sim
ilar crimes. We may again quote the words of St. 
Thomas: “Poena quae etiam secundum leges humanas 
infligitur, non semper est medicinalis ei qui punitur, sed 
solum aliis, sicut cum latro suspenditur, non ut ipse 
emendetur, sed propter alios, ut saltem metu poenae pec
care desistant. ’ ’04

Some authors base their main argument regarding the 
power of the State to inflict capital punishment upon 
the principle that such a punishment should be imposed 
as is sufficient to repair the order of justice. Thus Ton- 
giorgi says: “Inter culpae inordinationem et poenam 
aequalitas sit opportet.”03 Theoretically this principle 
appears to be a sound one, but when applied to a prac
tical case, as, for instance, to the case of one who has 
committed murder, it is not without difficulties, as Ton- 
giorgi admits: “Licet enim illi eam poenam infligere quae 
ad justitiae ordinem reparandum necessaria sit.”60 The 
first-mentioned principle, that there should be equality 
between the punishment and the deordination of the fault

63 LOC. Ctt.
«4 Prima Secundae, q. 87, a, 3, ad 2.
85 Op. cit., n. 501 
co Loo. cit,
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does not hold universally. Do not judges often remit 
a portion of the punishment prescribed for a given crime, 
not only on account of extenuating circumstances on the 
part of the criminal, but even in consideration for the 
welfare of the criminal’s family, for instance? Should 
justice never be tempered by mercy?

The other principle given by Tongiorgi, that it is law
ful to impose that penalty which is necessary to repair 
the order of justice, is not subject to this criticism. The 
question still remains, however, as to whether the taking, 
by the State, of one life for another is a proper expia
tion. Theoretically, and even practically, the principle 
appears to be a sound one.

The various other relations of the citizen to the State 
may be judged as regards their moral implications by 
the principles already given. On one side must be placed 
the end or object of the State and its existence, on the 
other the rights and needs of the individual. As regards 
interference by the State in the relations of the family 
or the individual, the guiding principle is that the State 
has no right to interfere if these relations may be and 
are managed equally well by the family or individual, 
respectively.

VIII. Subordination of Animals to Man

In this matter four propositions may be stated: first 
that the lower animals are essentially subordinate to 
man ; second, that they have no strict rights ; third, that 
man is justified in using them in such a way as to pro
mote human welfare; fourth, that man is justified in 
killing animals.

That the lower animals are essentially subordinate to 
man is shown by the fact that they are not endowed with 
rational faculties as man is. Man’s nature is a rational 
nature, while the nature of the lower animals is merely 
sensitive and vegetative. But that which is rational is 
obviously and essentially superior to that which is 
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merely sensitive and vegetative. Therefore man is es
sentially superior to the lower animals.

Right is not a physical but a moral relation. It is 
potestas legitima seu moralis as distinguished from 
potestas physica, because he who has a right may never 
actually have any physical power over the object in ques
tion. On the other hand, he who has physical power 
over, or possession of, a thing may have no right what
soever to that thing. But moral relations refer to the 
sphere of reason only. Irrational animals are not cap
able of even understanding a moral relation, nor have 
they even the radical faculty of claiming anything. 
Therefore irrational animals have no rights.

From the foregoing proof it does not follow that man 
may dispose of animals arbitrarily. Since they have no 
rights, man has no duties towards them, but he has a 
duty to the Creator that these creatures be used accord
ing to reason. Moreover to quote Dr. Cronin: “When we 
say that animals exist for man our direct meaning is not, 
as is commonly stated, that the Creator had no other 
purpose in His mind than that they should serve man, 
and that they would never have been brought into exist
ence had man not been created. ’ ’07 Whatever be the 
value of this statement, it is clear that what is essentially 
subordinate may be used as a means for the welfare of 
that which is essentially superior, according to the ob
jective order as shown by reason. Therefore irrational 
animals may be used as a means to the welfare of man 
according to reason. Moreover, irrational animals are 
not self-directive, and man being self-directive, it is in 
accordance with the objective order that they be directed 
by man.

From the three foregoing conclusions: that irrational 
animals are essentially subordinate to man; that these 
animals have no strict rights; that man is justified in 
using them for human welfare, it follows that man may 
lawfully kill animals for the protection or promotion of

67 Op. cit., vol. II, chap. III. 
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this welfare. First, such action implies no undue sub
ordination; second, it is not unjust, since the animals 
have no rights; third, it is one of the ways in which 
they may be used for human welfare. It is also evident 
that animals may not be subjected to pain unless this 
happens in some process which promotes human welfare, 
at least in its widest sense.



CHAPTER VIII

THE VALUE OF THIS MORAL SYSTEM WITHOUT 
REFERENCE TO GOD

We have accepted and defended the view that the 
proximate norm of morality is the objective order in 
the universe, especially in so far as it arises from essen
tial relations, and that the ultimate norm is this objective 
order as founded upon the divine Essence or Nature. It 
is interesting, therefore, to inquire what value the moral 
system which we have proposed would have without ref
erence to God. We shall first consider the relation of 
the moral system to God by endeavoring to see to what 
extent the moral goodness or badness of acts may be 
known, if reference to God were omitted. Later we shall 
endeavor to evaluate the influence which the omission 
of such reference would have upon our idea of duty.

The objective order comprises the essential relations 
of man to God, of man’s faculties to each other and to 
their proper objects, of man to man and of man to lower 
animals. There are also the more or less essential rela
tions of man to society, both domestic and civil. The 
omission of reference to God would deprive this order 
of its most important relation, that between God and His 
creatures. In this case, of course, the morality of such 
acts as adoration, love or hatred of God, blasphemy, the 
taking of oaths, etc., would be excluded from discussion. 
For a bona fide atheist, presuming for the moment that 
such exists, these acts would, of course, have no moral 
value.

As regards the relations of man’s faculties to each 
other it would still be easy to recognize the fact that the 
rational faculties are superior to the sensitive and vege
tative faculties, even if all reference to God were ex-

[114]
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eluded. The essential superiority of the rational facul
ties is known from reason itself, and therefore may be 
known to an atheist just as it is known to one who be
lieves in God. From this it follows that the moral char
acter of such acts as drunkenness could be recognized, for 
it is obvious that the upsetting of such an essential or 
natural order is morally bad. An atheist may not use 
such an expression when referring to these acts, but he 
would be able to perceive the deordination caused by 
them, apart even from any evil effects which may fol
low to the individual who is addicted to drunkenness, 
and apart also from any evil effect which may follow 
to society in general from such practices. The same 
reasoning may be applied to other acts which, although 
they do not suspend the use of reason and leave the 
lower faculties entirely supreme as does drunkenness, are 
perceived to be contrary to reason and done merely for 
the sake of the gratification or indulgence of the appe
tites which arise from the lower faculties.

As regards the relations of faculties to their proper 
objects, it would be quite possible to see that certain 
acts are essentially and directly opposed to this proper 
relation. Lying, birth control, etc., would be examples 
of such acts. It would also be possible to see that other 
acts have a certain deordination, for instance, gluttony. 
Considered apart from the evil effects to health, and 
apart from the fact that it may make one less capable of 
fulfilling one’s duties, gluttony has a certain deordina
tion. However, it is not such an essential deordination 
as occurs in lying or birth-control, because the preserva
tion of life and health, which is the proper object of the 
faculty of eating, may to some extent be secured. In 
lying and birth-control the act is essentially and directly 
opposed to the proper object.

It is true that the arguments showing that the relation 
between the faculties and their objects is preserved or 
impeded by certain acts would lose some of their force 
if reference to God were excluded, inasmuch as one could 
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not declare that such acts were intended by God to reach 
certain proper objects. The omission of such reference 
would, however, have little practical importance, because 
the relation of an act to its object is easily seen. The 
fact that certain faculties are eminently fitted for the 
attaining of certain ends, and not for others, is sufficient 
to show what the proper objects really are.

An interesting illustration is derived from the question 
of suicide. The object of each and every faculty is some 
good of the person. The preservation of life is an object, 
not of any particular faculty, but of all the faculties 
taken collectively. Suicide is directly and essentially op
posed to this object. Therefore suicide is essentially a de
ordination and essentially a morally bad act. The most 
important argument by which the intrinsic and essential 
malice of suicide is shown would have to be omitted if 
reference to God were excluded. This argument is based 
upon the fact that man is essentially subordinated to 
God. God is the supreme owner and disposer of man’s 
life. Man is, as it were, only the custodian. By commit
ting suicide man acts as if he were owner of his life, 
and thus usurps a power which belongs to God. There
fore the essential relation between man and God is there
by upset and the act is essentially bad. In a case where 
reference to God is excluded, of course no injustice to 
God would be implied by suicide.

Regarding the relations of man to man, it would still 
be easy to see that they are those of essential equality. 
All men are rational, self-directive beings, and therefore 
capable of rights. Each is possessed of essentially the 
same human nature. Therefore all men are essentially 
equal. One of the most important matters in which this 
essential quality is expressed is the right of each to his 
life. Therefore it would follow that murder is morally 
bad and that it is also an injustice. It would also follow 
clearly that no man is essentially a slave to another, nor 
is he to be used as a mere means for another’s welfare. 
There would be some cases, however, in which the ex
clusion of God’s dominion would lead to disastrous re



Value of System Without Reference to God 117

suits. Man, having no superior, would be his own mas
ter. He could forego his own rights if he wished. There
fore it would follow that no injustice would be committed 
if he permitted another to kill him, just as there would 
be no injustice to God if one committed suicide, when 
reference to God is excluded. Of course permitting one’s 
own death would still imply that the act of permitting 
is directly and essentially opposed to the object of one’s 
faculties.

Regarding man’s relations to society, whether domes
tic or civil, it would be possible, without reference to 
God, to recognize the fact that society is necessary for 
the welfare of the human race. Domestic society is neces
sary for the generation and upbringing of children in a 
proper manner. The State is necessary for the attain
ment of the general welfare, because the individual or 
family cannot supply all the needs which are present, 
especially when numbers increase beyond mere village 
communities. It may be easily seen that acts which fur
ther the objects of these societies are orderly acts and 
morally good, while acts which are opposed to the objects 
or ends of these activities are out of order and morally 
bad.

When it is a question, however, not of the moral char
acter of an act. as regards goodness or badness, but of 
rights, the matter is not so easily decided. If any refer
ence were not made to God, would the State have a right 
to put to death those guilty of certain very grave crimes? 
On the one hand, we would have the individual’s right 
to life arising from the essential equality of men. On 
the other there would be the common good to be pro
tected. In treating of this matter in the preceding chap
ter we said that, since the State is a natural institution, 
it is reasonable to conclude that God would, as it were, 
give it the power of protecting itself and the end for 
which it exists, even to the extent of condemning the 
criminal to death, supposing that the extreme penalty 
be necessary for the preservation of the State. We re
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lied chiefly on the fact that God may take away life as 
He wills, and that the State may partake of this divine 
power, if the taking of life be necessary to safeguard 
it against one who has committed very serious crimes.

Excluding a reference to God in such a case, it appears 
that the State could take the life of the criminal, just 
as an individual may take the life of an unjust aggres
sor when such means is necessary for self-defence; for 
the State has a right to defend itself just as an individ
ual has. Of course one could also fall back upon the 
argument put forward by Dr. Cronin: “By offending 
against the law of reason man withdraws himself from 
the order of reason, falls below that order; and society 
is empowered to withhold from such an individual the 
rights of an independent person, treating him as a mere 
part of society, and may for the sake of the common 
good put him to death.”1 This argument of Dr. Cronin 
does not appear, however, to be invulnerable. Does every 
person who offends against the law of reason thereby be
come a mere part of society, deprived of the rights of 
an independent person ? However, there is still another 
principle which may be used. It is sometimes known as 
the principle of expiation—it is lawful to impose that 
punishment which is necessary to repair the order of 
justice, in the sense that it is lawful to impose a punish
ment which bears a relation of equality with the crime 
committed. This principle is used by some authors as 
the main argument regarding the power of the State to 
inflict capital punishment.

1 Op. oit., vol. II, chap. HI.

Without reference to God, the moral power of man 
over irrational animals may be shown as in the proofs 
given in the preceding chapter.

Having considered, in its relation to knowledge of God, 
the application of the proximate norm of morality as 
manifesting the moral character of acts, we now turn 
our attention to the ultimate norm. This matter offers 
no difficulty. Since the ultimate norm has been given as
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the objective order in the universe as founded upon the 
divine Essence, it is immediately obvious that if there 
is no knowledge of God, or if reference to God is ex
cluded, one cannot attain the true idea of the ultimate 
basis of moral goodness and badness. Hence without 
reference to God the idea of morality is incomplete.

The exclusion of any reference to God would not only 
make the norm of morality incomplete, by depriving it 
of its ultimate foundation, but it would, of course, also 
deprive it of its absolute character. The absolute va
lidity of moral goodness and of moral distinctions can
not be established without recurring to God as the ulti
mate basis or norm. Independent morality has consid
erable practical value, but it is logically insufficient. By 
accepting the objective order or rational nature as the 
norm, a man can know the difference between right and 
wrong. This will be practically an intuitive conviction. 
If, however, he asks whence comes the absolute character 
of these moral values, distinctions, and principles, the 
only adequate answer is that this conviction is ultimately 
founded upon the divine Essence. If this were not true 
all these considerations may be illusions. Nothing cre
ated is absolute. As our perceptions of absolute truth 
in the speculative order can be explained only by refer
ence to the absolute truth of God, so also the distinctions 
of the moral order must be ultimately founded upon 
God. Hence the distinction between the higher and 
lower in our faculties must be assumed to be a copy of 
analogous distinctions in the divine Essence. In like 
maimer the intuition by which we perceive moral distinc
tions must be regarded as being a reflection of the divine 
Reason which perceives these moral distinctions.

So far we have been dealing with the moral goodness 
or badness of acts, having also made some reference to 
rights. But another interesting question may also be 
considered, regarding the extent, if any, to which one 
may have an idea of obligation, apart from any refer
ence to God.
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Dr. Michel, 0. S. B. identifies moral good with that 
which should be done, in the sense of being obligatory, 
and moral evil with that which should be avoided. “The 
sense of duty is not something superimposed upon that 
which we call the moral good. Any attempt that tries to 
explain how the element of duty was superadded to that 
of good misreads experience entirely. Such a process may 
occur with regard to the further elaborations of the es
sential contents of morality, but not with regard to the 
general and more fundamental determinations of the 
moral good. The moment we recognize something as 
morally good or bad, we recognize in it and out of it the 
aspect of the obligatory, or its ought-character. The 
morally good is at the same time and by its very nature 
also that which ought to be done.”2

The latter part of this view does not appear to be 
correct even “with regard to the general and more es
sential determinations of the moral good.” 11’ it were 
correct the counsels of perfection would be obligatory 
in the sense that they “ought to be done.” As Dr. Mc
Donald says: “An action may be right, if done, although 
the agent is in no way bound to do it. What would 
become of us if we were bound to do all that would be 
right if it were done?”3 The only sense in which Dr. 
Michel’s statements may be true is that whatever is good 
tends to the perfection of our nature, an end which de
serves to be aimed at or attained. It is true of course, 
that all bad acts ought to be avoided, but the question 
remains to be considered as to what exactly this obliga
tion means.

Obligation, in this sense, is nothing more than a moral 
necessity, and it is physically possible to ignore the obli
gation. As Dr. Michel says: “It is true enough that we 
must follow the norm of the moral law if we wish to at
tain the best perfection of our rational nature. But the 
question further is: Are we free to desire this best per
fection or not? * * * The end itself is our moral duty,

a Op. Oie., chap. XHI.
« Op. dt., chap. VI.
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so that the necessity of the moral law is more than a 
hypothetical necessity; it is an absolute moral neces
sity, one that we can try to repudiate, but not one that 
we may repudiate at will. Here a question very natur
ally suggests itself: why may we not?”4

3 Op. cit., chap. XIV.
« Irish Ecclesiastical Record, July-Dec., 1907, Art. On Eight and Wrong,

Later he gives the answer to this question: “The 
moral law, like all else in creation, is the result of the 
will of the Creator, but not of a will superimposed on 
human nature, rather of one expressed in and through 
man’s nature. The moral law was willed when the crea
tion of man was decreed; and the fiat of creation was at 
the same time the fiat of the moral law. The moral law 
is then through man’s nature founded on the divine Be
ing, and is a reflection of that Being in human nature. 
It is inconceivable that an infinitely perfect being could 
create finite natures with tendencies fundamentally in 
opposition to His divine Being. The voice of reason in 
man is therefore at the same time the voice of the divine 
Author of nature, and the authority of the moral im
perative is the authority of the Creator of all. Herein 
ultimately we have the foundation of the obligation in
herent in the moral norm, and the explanation, of the 
immediacy of this voice in our natures. Our end in life 
thus shows itself in harmony with the will of the Creator, 
but always with this will as impressed in our natures.”5

Owing to the fact, therefore, that good is sometimes 
taken as being equivalent to obligation, an interesting 
question arises as to whether a person, who has an equal 
opportunity of doing either of two good acts, is bound 
to do that which is better. Rev. J. Ferris, relying upon 
utilitarian principles, holds that one is always bound 
to do his best.® However, he modifies this statement by 
saying that this phrase “doing one’s best” is to be ex
tended rather to the whole span of life than to individual 
actions. Taken in this sense, the phrase would imply

* Op. cit., chap. xni.
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that one should be concerned primarily with the good 
of the whole person. “It no longer means unremitting 
labor without rest or sleep. Our best would be very 
small if we acted thus for any length of time. Rest and 
recreation are needful for efficient working, and it is 
only by resting and recreating ourselves sufficiently that 
we can attain our greatest results.”7

7 Loo. cit.
8 Loo. cit.
8 Loo. oit.

In continuing his arguments, however, the writer re
ferred to goes much further. “The necessity of always 
doing one’s best involves this admission also, that when
ever it is right for us to do any act, it is wrong for 
us not to do it. * * * Utilitarianism says that when it 
is right for a man to be a teetotaller, it is wrong for 
him not to be a teetotaller and vice versa.” 8

The example given is not an illustration of the prin
ciple enunciated. The fact that one is a teetotaller im
plies that one abstains from certain acts, from which, ac
cording to the supposition made, one is in some way 
bound to abstain. All admit that there is a want of 
order in taking intoxicating liquors in such circum
stances. The statement that whenever it is right for 
one to do any act, it is wrong not to do it, is a gratuitous 
and obviously false assertion, if it be taken in the sense 
that one is bound to do an act merely because it is good 
that it should be done. In such a hypothesis, to omit 
an opportunity to follow the counsels of perfection would 
be morally bad. On the other hand, if the statement 
means that one does wrong by omitting to do that which 
he is in some way bound to do, the writer is only in
sisting upon that which is obvious.

Again Rev. J. Ferris brings forward the following ar
gument to show that one must always do the best. “If, 
as is by all admitted, the less of two evils is so far good 
and therefore lawful, how does it happen that the less of 
two goods is not so far evil and therefore unlawful?”9
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This question does not present much difficulty. The 
less of two evils is so far good only if two conditions are 
fulfilled; first, that one must do either one of the acts; 
second, that the less evil of the two is only a relative 
evil, i. e., that it is not intrinsically bad. It is clear that 
if a person must do either of two actions, that which is 
not intrinsically bad, and which implies a less deordina
tion ceases to be bad, even though it may be bad in other 
circumstances. The reason lies in the fact that one 
cannot be bound by two opposing commandments. The 
less of two goods does not become bad, because there is 
no clash whatsoever in the case.

The reduction of the opposing argument to a mathe
matical formula does not settle the matter. 44If minus 
six subtracted from minus two gives plus four, how does 
it happen that plus six subtracted from plus two does 
not give minus four?”10 Herein the fallacy is again 
apparent. There is no parity between the two cases, 
as may happen if all good were commanded, just as all 
evil, as long as it remains evil, is forbidden. The good 
and the obligatory are not identical as this writer sup
poses. To the idea of 44good” the idea of 44ought” must 
be added before the idea of obligation is reached. It is 
gratuitous to assert that this idea of 44ought” is added 
by the mere fact that one act is better than another. If 
to do an act which is less good is morally bad, then there 
is an obligation to avoid this evil by doing the better 
act. Wherein lies the adequate foundation for such an 
obligation ?

io Loo. oit.

We contend that the foundation of obligation is to be 
found in the moral necessity of observing the objective 
order. The objective order is in accordance with the 
divine Essence, and by this very Essence God neces
sarily commands some acts and necessarily prohibits 
others, since certain acts are intrinsically good or bad. 
Any act which preserves the order is per se good. When 
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there is a necessity of obtaining some end one may be 
obliged to do an act which not only preserves the order 
but furthers it. For instance, by obtaining more knowl
edge one may make the superiority of the rational facul
ties over the sense faculties more secure, but it is ob
vious that per se there is no obligation of obtaining such 
knowledge, if one is able otherwise to fulfil his duties. 
Thus one who has some time of leisure may spend it 
merely for the sake of recreation, even though he there
by loses an opportunity to obtain greater knowledge 
which is not necessary to him. When such greater knowl
edge becomes necessary for any reason, one may, of 
course, be obliged to forego a more pleasurable occu
pation.

Lastly we may refer to one other argument given by 
Rev. J. Ferris, “In a parallel case of even a more heroic 
virtue (than complete abstention from intoxicating 
drink) a great body of Catholic moralists and canonists 
teach the same doctrine. If a person has a vocation to 
virginity, that is if he can preserve perfect chastity 
and sees the good of doing so, they lay it down that it 
would be wrong for him not to follow his vocation, while 
if having no vocation he undertook that task, that, too, 
they decide to be wrong.”11 From such an argument it 
would follow that persons who, while being able to pre
serve perfect chastity and seeing the good of doing so, 
prefer to enter the married state thereby do wrong. Such 
an interpretation is certainly contrary to the mind of the 
Church. The words of St. Paul, “I would that all men 
were even as myself.”12 have always been understood 
as expressing merely a counsel. The question of neglect
ing a call to the religious state may, of course, imply a 
disregard for grace in certain cases.

The origin of the idea of “ought” or “obligation” 
may be shown in another manner than that of Dr. Michel. 
We may say that obligation is not a primary concept of 
the ethical order in that sense that when one gets an idea

11 Loo. cit.
13 I, Cor. vn, 7.
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of the good he thereby gets an idea of obligation. Good 
and obligation are not identical terms, nor are they so 
intimately connected that one immediately follows from 
the other. The primary concepts are those of good and 
bad, order and disorder. Dr. McDonald says: “Ante
cedently to the primary concepts, or even subsequently, 
though not by way of logical consequence, the Theist 
will have reached another concept of the physical or 
metaphysical order—that of the First Cause, the source 
and origin of all law; and will have learned that this 
great Producer and Conserver of all things—of all es
sences and orders—is not indifferent to the welfare of 
the being He created, but careful rather to enforce the 
laws according to which alone they can run the course 
which He Himself has appointed for them, in creating 
them after one pattern rather than another.”13

13 Op. cit., chap. XI, n. 5.

The concept of obligation arises when one who has a 
notion of good or bad, order and disorder, recognizes 
that there is a Being who is willing and able to enforce 
the observance of this order, even though the enforcing 
be by moral necessity. God has, moreover, a right to en
force this order and He is even impelled to enforce it by 
the necessity of an essence infinitely holy. The eternal 
law prescribes that the natural law, by which certain 
acts are good or bad in themselves, be observed. Nor 
is the origin of obligation entirely external, as it were, 
to man. God is by His essence impelled to enforce the 
observance of order under the pain of violating a moral 
necessity on the part of one who by a disorderly use of 
free will upsets the order. Man is formed to the image 
of God, and as Dr. Michel puts it, “the moral law is then 
through man’s nature founded on the divine Being, and 
is a reflection of that Being in human nature.” Hence 
man, by violating the order, not only places himself in 
danger of not attaining his last end, but also acts con
trary to his own reason.
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In this explanation it is clear that one who is invin
cibly ignorant of the existence of God cannot arrive at 
the ultimate foundation of the idea of obligation, nor 
can he have an adequate idea of obligation as explained. 
The same holds as regards “duty,” if taken as equiv
alent to obligation in these senses.

If duty be taken in the restricted and more proper 
sense of that which is due, one invincibly ignorant of the 
existence of God, may have a fairly adequate idea of 
duty. In case of duty, there is some kind of distinction 
of person and there is also some kind of debt. An 
atheist may conclude that, since another has a right to 
life, there is a duty of abstaining from depriving the 
other of this right. In a less perfect sense he may see 
that there is a duty of obedience to just laws in order 
that social welfare may not be injured. He may even 
see that there is a duty of gratitude owed to those who 
do some service for him. He will not, of course, have 
an idea of the duty of obedience to the divine law.

That God is the ultimate basis of the absolute char
acter of duty as well as that of morality is clearly shown 
by Father Hull, S. J.14 Regarding the foundation of duty 
he says: “The doctrine of theism is equally effectual in 
verifying the essential definitions. It shows us to be 
under an obligation to the moral law, and under a duty 
of obedience to the law-giver who stands at the back of 
the law; and it fully vindicates the right of the law-giver 
to impose his law.”

H Why Should I be Moral? pages 103-106,

Father Hull then speaks of the application of the fun
damental principles to different kinds of action. “As 
regards duty to my neighbor, we now see that the in
stincts of self-preservation and self-development are not 
merely instincts but arc the embodiment of rights—not 
because an instinct necessarily carries with it a right 
but because the life of each individual and his powers 
are both gifts of God and remain under His supreme 
mastership; so that any encroachment on them is an 
encroachment on the dominion of God.”
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Regarding duty to oneself he speaks as follows: “See
ing that my nature is a finite reflection of the nature of 
God, it is becoming that I should act in conformity to my 
great model; so that as He is the infinite embodiment 
of truth and goodness, so I must be a finite embodiment 
of truth and goodness. * * * Hence it follows that duty 
to myself as also reductively a part of my duty to God, 
namely, the duty of realizing in myself that righteous
ness which I have been created to realize.”

In regard to one’s duty to God, Father Hull points 
out that God is the Creator. “To Him I owe my very 
existence and everything that I am and can become; I 
am therefore in the full sense a piece of God’s property, 
over which He enjoys a far more perfect dominion than 
an artizan over the work of his hands.”15

15 Loo. cit.

Lastly an idea of God is necessary for an idea of 
merit, because it is God who will give the reward which 
is merited. It does not appear necessary, however, that 
the idea of merit should imply that we regard God as the 
last end, although this is probably required for a full 
idea of merit. Every formal sin is a turning away from 
God to some extent. Formal mortal sin is a turning away 
from God as our last end. It is only reasonable to 
suppose, therefore, that a true and adequate notion of 
merit should include, in some measure, the idea of turn
ing to God as our last end.
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I.
The dictates of practical reason or right reason form 

a subjective and objective norm of morality; this norm, 
however, is incomplete even as a proximate one.

II.
Kant’s theory that the norm of morality is to be found 

in obedience to or reverence for law is to be rejected.
III.

The Hegelian system of morality is based upon a num
ber of false assumptions.

IV.
Essential goodness in an act is not derived precisely 

from its usefulness for a good end, even if the end in 
question be the ultimate end.

V.
A moral good which is at the same time useful or pleas

urable may be intended, not only in so far as it is mor
ally good, but also in so far as it is useful or pleasurable, 
under the conditions, however, that the due order is not 
inverted, nor the character of moral goodness entirely 
excluded.

VI.
The “moral sense” spoken of by some non-Catholic 

writers, even if this faculty were presumed to exist, 
would be an entirely inadequate norm of morality.

VII.
The theory of Schopenhauer that man’s natural end 

is to be found in the “Nirvana” is opposed to the ob
jective order in the universe and also to man’s rational 
nature.

VIII.
Regarded subjectively a merely philosophical sin may 

exist; taken objectively, however, it is always an offense 
against God.

[138]
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IX.
Although the origin of moral obligaion may be shown 

to consist in the divine command ordering that the moral 
order be observed, its binding character may also be 
shown as arising from a moral necessity of obtaining a 
necessary end.

X.
The natural law may be expressed in one supreme, uni

versal principle, in which are contained and from which 
are derived all particular precepts of that law.

XI.
Natural rights exist independently of any positive 

law.
XII.

Acquiring private ownership even of immovable goods 
is an exercise of a natural right for one who has a just 
title.

XIII.
The origin of civil authority is to be sought in the ob

jective order or in the needs of human nature adequately 
considered; therefore, civil society is a natural society 
at least mediately, and as such derives its power from 
God.

XIV.
Rousseau’s theory regarding the origin of civil so

ciety, as expressed in his work “Le Contrat Social,” is 
to be rejected on various grounds.

XV.
The relations of domestic society as such do not for

mally and directly lie within the sphere of the authority 
of the State; indirectly, however domestic society may be 
subjected in certain matters.

XV7!.
Legal limitation of fortunes may be an ethically legiti

mate procedure if certain conditions are present.
XVII.

The State is justified in permitting the taking of In
terest.



140 Theses

, XVIII.
From the moral law itself there is no obligation upon 

a State to observe a treaty forced upon it through duress 
by another State; nor does any moral obligation arise in 
such a case from international law; nevertheless, the 
common good may demand the observance of such a 
treaty in certain circumstances.

XIX.
International charity may sometimes require interven

tion, within certain limits, by one State in the affairs of 
another.

XX.
Sometimes a State has the right to prevent the seces

sion and independence of national minorities.
XXI.

De Rescriptis (Canones 36-62).
XXII.

De Ministro Sacrae Ordinationis (Canones 951-967).
XXIII.

De Impedimentis Impedientibus Matrimonii (Canones 
1058-1066).

XXIV.
De Consensu Matrimoniali (Canones 1081-1093).

XXV.
De Forma Celebrationis Matrimonii (Canones 1094- 

1103).
XXVI.

De Separatione Conjugum (Canones 1118-1132).
XXVII.

De Sanatione in Radice (Canones 1138-1141).
XXVIII.

De Jure Accusandi Matrimonium et Postulandi Dis
pensationem Super Rato (Canones 1970-1973).

XXIX.
De Causis Contra Sacram Ordinationem (Canones 

1993-1998).
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XXX
De Poenis Vindicativis Communibus (Canones 2291- 

2297).
XXXI.

The notable spread of Christianity during the peace 
which followed the Valerian persecution appears'to have 
been the occasion of the “Great Persecution” by Dio
cletian.

XXXII.
The Meletian Schism, which resulted in the establish

ment of an opposition hierarchy in Egypt lasting two 
generations, was caused by Meletius’ inclination to pun
ish severely repentant apostates.

XXXIII.
The system of Marcellus of Ancyra, although 

approaching Sabellianism, was not identical with it.
XXXIV.

Community life among the monks owes its origin to 
Pacomius.

XXXV
The wealth of the Church in Scotland at the time of 

the Reformation was one of the main causes of over
throw of the Church in that country since it excited the 
cupidity of the nobles.

XXXVI.
The causes of the sufferings of the Church in Portugal 

during the nineteenth century were mainly three; the 
civil wars, the power of the freemason lodges, and the 
subjection of the clergy to the Crown.

xxxvn.
The governments of the Protestant cantons in Switzer

land openly supported the opposition which arose 
against the Church after the definition of Papal Infalli
bility.

XXXVIII.
The concessions granted to his subjects by Pius IX, 

served only to strengthen the movement for a united 
Italy.
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XXXIX.
The arrival of twelve Franciscan missionaries in Mex

ico in 1523 A. D. may be regarded as one of the most 
important events in the foundation of the Church in that 
country.

XL.
The Catholic movement towards social reform in the 

XIX century was ably led by Bishop Kcttcler of May- 
ence.

XLI.
The view put forward by Lenormant and others that 

Biblical inspiration refers only to matters of faith and 
morals is to be rejected.

XLII.
The view that Moses wrote the Pentateuch substan

tially as it stands is based upon excellent external and 
internal arguments.

XLIII.
A comparison of the Babylonian Narrative of the 

Great Flood and the account given in Genesis VI-IX 
serves only to show that the Babylonian accounts arc 
perverted traces of an original revelation or tradition, 
and does not in any way imply that the Biblical account 
was based upon the Babylonian one.

XLIV.
Despite the objections brought forward by certain 

critics, the traditional view regarding the authorship of 
the Book of Daniel, supported as it is by the contents 
and style of the book, is to be upheld.

XLV.
It is probable that the Canon of the Old Testament 

was closed by Judas Maccabeus rather than by Esdras.
XLVI.

The historicity of Christ is shown even by non-Chris- 
tian testimonies.

XLVH.
It is to be concluded from St. Matthew’s Gospel that 

Jesus maintained the indissolubility of marriage.
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XLVUI.
The words of Jesus as given in the Gospel of St. John 

V. 19-39 offer a clear proof of His Divinity.
XLIX.

The difficulty raised against St. Luke’s statement that 
a census was made by Gyrinus at the time of Our Lord’s 
birth (Luke II. 2) may be explained by the fact that one 
census was made in the year of Our Lord’s birth and 
another about the year 6 A. D.

L.
The contention of Weiss and other Rationalists that 

the account given by St. Luke regarding St. Paul’s stay 
at Damascus (Acts IX. 19-28) contradicts the account 
given by St. Paul (Galatians. I, 17, 18) is without foun
dation.

LI.
Admissa Dei existentia miraculum nullo modo repug

nat, sed possibile est et multipliciter convenit.
LIT.

Romanus Pontifex, cum ex cathedra loquitur, infalli- 
bilitate pollet in definienda doctrina de fide vel moribus, 
ita ut ejus definitiones ex sese non autem ex consensu 
Ecclesiae, sint irreformabiles.

LIII.
Systemata Protestantium liberalium et Eschatologis- 

tarum de Regno Dei a Christo praedicto rejicienda sunt.
LIV.

Natura Divina qua talis non est principium immedi
atum processionum Divinarum; sed principium proxi
mum generationis Filii est Intellectus Divinus sicut est 
in Patre; et principium proximum processionis Spiritus 
Sancti est Voluntas Divina sicut est in Patre et Filio.

LV.
Deus voluntate antecedenti vere et sincere vult, etiam 

post praevisum lapsum, salutem omnium hominum, nec 
ullum ad aeterna supplicia destinat ante praevisa de
merita.
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LVI.
Sacramenta Novae Legis gratiam conferunt ex opere 

operato omnibus obicem non ponentibus, ita ut causae 
instrumentales gratiae sint.

LVIL
The 44Banquet Theory” of sacrifice, especially in so 

far as it refers to Christ’s sufferings and death on the 
Cross and to the sacrificial character of the Mass, is to 
be rejected on many grounds.

LVIIL
Doctrina Catholica de charactere vere sacrificiali 

Missae probari potest ex Traditione, etiam ex tribus 
prioribus saeculis.

LIX.
Ad actum fidei perficiendum, immo ad initium fidei 

ipsumque credulitatis affectum, requiritur gratia illumi
nationis et inspirationis.

LX.
Gratia actualis, etiam sine habitibus supernaturalibus, 

causalitatem veram exercet in producendo actus salutar- 
ios, et haec causalitas non est mere moralis sed etiam 
partim physicalis, ita ut gratia et liberum arbitrium con
currens unum principium proximum et adequatum actus 
salutaris faciant.

Vidit Facultas:
FRANCISCUS J. COELN, PH. D., Decanus.
EDUARDUS G. FITZGERALD, 0. P., S. T. M., a

Secretis.

Vidit Rector Universitatis:
+THOMAS J. SHAHAN, S. T. D., J. U. L., L. L. D.
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June 13, 1926, he was raised to the Priesthood in the 
Cathedral of the Assumption, Thurles.

In September, 1926, he entered the Catholic University 
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