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INTRODUCTION

HE TOPIC which has been proposed to me, “The
Impact of Veritatis Splendor on Catholic Education at

the University and Secondary Levels,” requires a note of
clarification with regard to the word impact. When this
Encyclical Letter of Pope John Paul II appeared, it was received
with much comment, both positive and negative, on the part of
the press and the other media. This is one aspect of the topic pro-
posed: to trace in a synthetic way a picture of the reactions which
the document stirred. Such would certainly be an interesting
study, but I would perhaps be led to traverse much terrain before
arriving at the nucleus of what I feel is my duty to say to you. I
shall limit myself, therefore, to commenting on two positive reac-
tions appearing in Italian newspapers immediately after the
publication of the Encyclical.

The first was in the well-known Roman newspaper, 11 Tempo,
under the title, “An Act of Consistency in an Epoch of Doubt.” It
states: “If lighthouses had been moved every month, the sailors
in the night would have seen the ships of history dashed against
the rocks; and no voyager would have reached his homeland
again if the North Star, within the Zodiac, had to obey vacillat-
ing positions of fashions and ideologies. . . . The papal document
stirs discussions. . . . Nevertheless it is very much of current
interest. While many ships finish on the rocks because they have
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sailed following fireflies instead of lighthouses and while the rul-
ing classes have shipwrecked for having chosen compasses that
lie, there is abroad a need to see the permanence of certain val-
ues recognized in the midst of all that changes, the necessity of
an ethical nucleus linked to principles of the human person, hon-
esty, freedom and responsibility.”

This is a positive reaction, then, which welcomes the
Encyclical as a text which says things that have to be said, giv-
ing basic directions for a journey, and stating the things no one
dares to speak but of which everyone knows the necessity in
daily living. This is also the substance of another comment on
the Encyclical that I think it would be useful to cite. Carlo Bo, a
university professor and a well-known figure in Italian intellec-
tual life, writes: “Modern culture no longer has objective criteria
for distinguishing good from evil,” and he adds, “John Paul II
has fought against Communism in defense of freedom; now he
criticizes Western culture, which makes of freedom an absolute
value. . . . The exaltation of freedom leads to ethical relativism,
against which the Pope raises his voice.” Agreement and basic
approval are transparent in these lines, but the title under which
they appear is “A Call to Order.” Immediately the image is
evoked—negative to the sensitivities of our times—of a com-
mander intent on imposing order on his soldiers.

The heart of the problem perhaps, at least with regard to the
teaching of moral theology in the Catholic context, is in the clear
perception of the need for an unchanging point of reference, of a
lighthouse for the voyage, and at the same time the fear of speak-
ing of this need, of making it the subject of reflection, communi-
cation, and teaching. There is a kind of widespread fear which
keeps-us at a distance from the truth, from the permanent foun-
dations of human acting, from the objective and the universal;
a fear which is perhaps the principal cause on account of which
so great a part of contemporary humanity risks dying of thirst
while standing before a spring of cool water. In order not to
appear authoritarian or negative, one keeps silent, does not
speak, expresses oneself in a partial or even an erroneous way
with regard to all that is most necessary for life. It would be dif-
ficult not to see in this a problem which is typically an educa-
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tional one, upon which many questions converge. Can one speak
of what is objective without diminishing the subject? Of law,
without killing freedom? Of truth, without violating conscience?
Of concrete actions, without fragmenting the unified impulse
which must animate the human person? Of the intrinsic evil of
an act, without taking into consideration the circumstances and
motives for that act? On what basis can all this be done? When
we speak of these things, do not our voices risk becoming that of
a command, of an external order imposing itself without any
opportunity for appeal?

And here we come to the second aspect of the word “impact”
in the title of my presentation. With what tone of voice does John
Paul II call attention to the unchangeable principles which are to
direct our actions? What resonance or impact is his call meant to
have within the context of our daily commitment to the forma-
tion of the future generations?

These are the questions to which I wish to respond, dividing
my paper into three parts:

1) in the first, I should like to spend some time on a global presentation
of the document, highlighting its context and its educational concern;
2) secondly, I shall seek to bring to light some central ideas of the
Encyclical;

3) finally, I shall try to show some concrete consequences for teaching
and, in particular, for the teaching of moral theology at the university
and secondary levels of Catholic education.

I. A DocUMENT THAT RAISES AN EDUCATIONAL QUESTION

We find a key passage for understanding the fundamental aim
of Veritatis Splendor in n. 4 of the document. The Pope, after
having pointed out the constant tradition of magisterial expres-
sions concerning specific moral questions, underlines the origi-
nality of the intervention he is about to make: “Today it seems
necessary to reflect on the whole of the Church’s moral teaching,
with the precise goal of recalling certain fundamental truths of
Catholic doctrine which, in the present circumstances, risk being
distorted or denied.” In other words, the Magisterium cannot be
concerned only with covering all the areas of human life, in
extenso, so to speak. It must also assume responsibility for the



4 CARDINAL PIO LAGHI

basic elements of the Christian ethical vision, without which the
moral teaching of the Church in the individual sectors of life, no
matter how well argued, cannot be assimilated, and thus will
remain superficial and ineffective. Hence the effort at removing
obstacles in an area of communication which today encounters
particular difficulties: communication concerning moral choices.

An observation presents itself immediately: namely, one has
the impression that the modern person finds it ever more diffi-
cult to perceive that his behavior, his decisions, can have need of
instruction. At the pedagogical level there is, for example, a hes-
itation in the face of any kind of directivity or of setting forth
proposals for what should be done or how it should be done.
Frequently one is confronted with the idea that teaching should
not carry with it a communication of contents, but should con-
sist essentially in a “drawing out,” an explication of what is
already there. When one leaves the field of communicating tech-
nical skills and moves to the field of morality, this hesitation
increases. Here the notion is widespread that one cannot or
should not teach; that even less should there be the concern to
make people aware of something objective, of what is received
from outside oneself, what is independent of the will or under-
standing of the individual. But experience shows that, at every
level, just as a true communication without the free involvement
of two subjects cannot exist, so also human communication can-
not exist unless it has a message, a content. Thus whoever holds
that one must remain silent with regard to permanent founda-
tions for giving direction for human choices leaves no room for
the development of freedom and autonomy. Such a position
instead lays the foundation for the development of a closed ide-
ology, without any authentic opening, impenetrable to the reali-
ty of life. Against such a vision Veritatis Splendor raises its voice.

In the Pope’s words, which take their point of departure from
a look at the present situation of moral reflection in the ecclesial
context, “[today] a new situation has come about within the
Christian community itself, which has experienced the spread of
numerous doubts and objections of a human and psychological,
social and cultural, religious and even properly theological
nature, with regard to the Church’s moral teachings. It is no
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longer a matter of limited and occasional dissent, but of an over-
all and systematic calling into question of traditional moral doc-
trine, on the basis of certain anthropological and ethical presup-
positions. At the root of these presuppositions is the more or less
obvious influence of currents of thought which end up by
detaching human freedom from its essential and constitutive
relationship to truth” (n. 4).

The concern evidently is for the teaching of morality in the
ecclesial context. Such teaching risks being weakened in two
ways. On one hand there is a decreased awareness in the field of
moral theology of its being, no less so than dogmatic theology, at
the service of the living Tradition of the Church. On the other,
there is the danger of constructing a moral theology which has
nothing to say to the contemporary world, a moral theology
which dilutes the gospel or even alters it nature. Moreover, the
tragedy which the Pope points to is that of moral thought which,
for fear of appearing authoritarian and extrinsic to the subject,
has in fact conferred an absolute character upon partial visions
of the human reality. Ideas about man resulting from a study of
limited aspects of human existence (psychological, intellectual,
social, economic, etc.) have been transformed into ideologies
claiming to account for the totality of man, if not ideologies
which are in fact totalitarian. These, presenting themselves in
the elegant and appealing vesture of scientific reality, have not
always been recognized or uncovered by the moral theology of
recent decades. It is in this way then that the necessity of dis-
cernment carried out and called for by the Encyclical is to be
seen: it is not a “call to order,” but penetrating look, an attention
to the roots of the problems, an effort at clarity so as to prevent
people from falling victim to their own illusions.

In this light one can see how the Encyclical has in view, with-
out neat distinctions between them, two circles of an intended
audience for its teaching, two circles which are destined to inter-
set throughout the course of the document. In the first place,
obviously, the ecclesial community, with its preaching, catech-
esis, its reflection and teaching in moral theology. But, insepara-
ble from the Church, the Encyclical also has in view the whole
of humanity in our troubled times, with its culture, its philo-
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sophical thought, its political, economic, and social order. There
can be no separation between these two realms. Certainly the
Church is concerned about maintaining the purity of its message,
but for no other reason than to be able to continue to proclaim it.
Certainly, it thinks about the negative influences which some
ideas can have on its thought, but while doing so it seeks to bring
to the heart of these very ideas the liberating light of the gospel.
The central question, indeed, is that of keeping alive today the
dialogue, the “educational” communication between Jesus and
the human person. This is what we read in n. 25 of Veritatis
Splendor. “Jesus’ conversation with the rich young man contin-
ues, in a sense, in every peviod of history, including our own. The
question ‘Teacher, what good must I do to have eternal life?’
arises in the heart of every individual, and it is Christ alone who
is capable of giving the full and definitive answer. . . . Christ’s
relevance for people of all times is shown forth in his body, which
is the Church.” Seen within this perspective, it is difficult to
place Veritatis Splendor within the military imagery mentioned
earlier.

Let us see now whether this approach holds up to an exami-
nation of the central message of the Encyclical.

Ii. THE CENTRAL MESSAGE

We have seen the profoundly dialogical, “educational” inten-
tion which animates the document. We must now try to show
that this intention is concretized in the focal point to which the
Pope calls attention: those “certain fundamental questions
regarding the Church’s moral teaching” spoken of in n. §.

As you know, the Encyclical is composed of three chapters,
each with a specific character: the first one is “Biblical,” centered
on the dialogue of Jesus with the “rich young man” (Mt 19:16);
the second is “doctrinal,” in which the problem of the discern-
ment of some tendencies of contemporary moral theology is
addressed in a language which at certain points is technical; the
third is “pastoral,” concerned with indicating the consequences
of this reflection for the concrete life of the Church and the
world.
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Notwithstanding this apparent diversity in literary genre, the
document in its entirety has a profound interior unity. A kind of
unifying element pervades the whole document and assures its
solidity. It is the fundamental question of the relationship
between freedom and truth, or better, in Christ’s own words:
“You will come to know the truth and the truth will make you
free” (Jn 8:32). So much so that the title of the Encyclical, instead
of Veritatis Splendor, could be Libertatis Splendor.

Whence comes the necessity of insisting on this aspect?
Vevitatis Splendor does not hesitate to respond to the question,
pointing out explicitly that there is a “crisis”—a crisis which has
developed, as far as regards fundamental moral theology, around
two aspects of the present culture:

a) the more philosophical aspect, leading to the claim of human auton-
omy in the area of morality, beginning with the discussion of freedom
and truth;

b) the more theological aspect, that is, the loss of awareness of the
authentic relationship between faith and moral conduct.

On one side, then, there is a sort of “fusion” which has pro-
gressively led philosophical reflection to identify truth and free-
dom, making of this latter the only absolute—truth “dissolved”
in freedom. On the other, there is the risk—for moral theology
which is faced with this philosophical vision—of dissociating in
the life of the believer the area of faith from that of particular
moral choices. In one case a kind of absolute affirmation of free-
dom, destined to lead to its own negation; in the other, a sort of
“practical fideism” which robs faith of its influence and rele-
vance for the effective determination of a way of acting.

This, we must acknowledge, is the decisive topic of our time,
a topic which, with the fall of the communist dictatorships, has
become yet more urgent: How to learn to live correctly in free-
dom? A freedom which is conceived of in a purely individualis-
tic way, which approaches arbitrariness, can only be destructive;
it would in the end place everyone against everyone else. The
danger of again determining freedom from outside the human
person and substituting for truth the result of the “collective
will” is evident. Think, for example, of the analysis which John
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Paul II made in his speech to the United Nations (5 October
1995): “Freedom is not simply the absence of tyranny or oppres-
sion. Nor is freedom a license to do whatever we like. Freedom
has an inner ‘logic’ which distinguishes it and ennobles it: free-
dom is ordered to the truth, and is fulfilled in man’s quest for
truth and in man’s living in the truth. Detached from the truth
about the human person, freedom deteriorates into license in the
lives of individuals, and, in political life, it becomes the caprice
of the most powerful and the arrogance of power” (n. 12).
Within this broad horizon we can see the crisis which the
Encyclical points out. Naturally, Veritatis Splendor is a response
of the Magisterium. As such, it is important to emphasize, it is
not a “theological” response in the technical sense of the term.
That is, in the document there is not to be found-—no matter how
tempted one may be to think so—the canonization of a particu-
lar “theology,” chosen from among those existing at the present
time (cf. nn. 29 and 116). (Such theologies are recognized in their
specific role of providing “a more appropriate way of communi-
cating doctrine to the people of their time” [Gaudium et spes 62,
cited in n. 29].) Even though the Encyclical treats, in great part,
questions of the theoretical order concerning morality, the
demands intrinsic to the Christian “way” (cf. Acts 22:4) remain
its central point of reference. Therefore the source is Sacred
Scripture, the living Tradition of the Church, and, in particular,
the teaching of the Second Vatican Council (cf. nn. 5; 27; 29).
From the “magisterial” character of the Encyclical’s response
to this crisis flows the principal purpose which the document sets
for itself. That purpose can be summed up in the world “dis-
cernment.” In fact the title of the second chapter is: “The Church
and the Discernment of Certain Tendencies in Present-Day
Moral Theology.” “Discernment,” that is, “comparison” between
some tendencies in moral theology and the “sana doctrina,”
therefore, is certainly a “critical discernment,” capable of
acknowledging what is legitimate, useful and of value in them,
while at the same time pointing out their ambiguities, dangers
and errors” (n. 34)—a discernment, finally, that makes its own
Saint Paul’s warning not to conform oneself to this age but to be
transformed by the renewal of one’s mind (cf. Rm 12:2).
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Now to the object of this act of the Magisterium. It is not easy
to specify it in just a few words. The “discernment” of the
Magisterium focuses on a convergence of debated questions
more vast and more complex than ever before. The problematic
can be set forth in terms of two sides of the question of the rela-
tionship between truth and freedom:

a) that of the law, that is, the Law of God, both in its universal formu-
lation (nn. 35-53, in which is treated the relationship between divine
law and human freedom), and in its application to the concrete person-
al situation, that is, conscience (nn. 54-64, in which is treated the rela-
tionship between conscience and truth);

b) that of the concrete putting of freedom into action, both in the free
subject (that is, the person who acts freely, following a “fundamental
option” expressed in “particular choices,” nn. 65-70), and in its result
(the moral act, nn. 71-83).

How can we come to grasp the deepest meaning of this inter-
vention of the Magisterium on these two aspects of our topic? It
is necessary, I think, in the case of both of the perspectives men-
tioned, to look at what would be the final negative outcome of
the tendencies criticized by the Encyclical.

A) The perspective of the law

In this regard, the tendency to which Encyclical calls atten-
tion derives from a presumed conflict. The Law of God is under-
stood as external to the human subject, constraining him, humil-
iating human freedom. A complete sovereignty on the part of
human reason in determining the norms necessary for the order-
ing of life in this world is claimed as the fundamental premise for
the autonomy of the human being.

It is not difficult to see how such a tendency leads inevitably
to the canonization of man’s solitude and, consequently, to the
denial of the intimate structure of the person as open to dialogue
and to communion. The presumed externality of God’s law is
eliminated by suppressing in man the capacity of listening. Thus
the Word of God becomes “an exhortation, a generic paraenesis,
which the autonomous reason alone would then have the task of
completing with normative directives which are truly ‘objec-
tive,’ that is, adapted to the concrete historical situation” (n. 37).
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It is a word then without “objective” content, without concrete
incisiveness on the life of humanity, a word without “substance,”
deprived of that intrinsic gratuitous dynamism which leads it to
become incarnate in history.

But the risk of canonizing man’s solitude by means of a sys-
tem of philosophy or moral theology has a still graver aspect.
Not only must the Word of God conserve all of its power for an
“objective” permanent and unchangeable proposition, but it
must also be possible to grasp the interiority of the Word in all of
its depth. The systems which are “ruinous” for freedom and
which the Encyclical denounces are also the ones which deny
that the freedom in man carries within itself its own regulation
such as can be recognized as the order of his nature. What is this
principle of regulation? The first and fundamental reply of the
Pope is this: The principle of regulation is the truth, the truth
which is found in our being human. Our “nature,” which derives
from the Creator, is the truth which guides and instructs us. The
fact that we ourselves carry our truth within us, that our
“nature” is our “truth,” is also expressed with the term “natural
law.”

This idea, which goes back to pre-Christian philosophy, was
developed further by the Fathers of the Church and by medieval
philosophy and theology and had an entirely new relevance and
urgency at the beginning of the modern era, in the face of the
usurpations by the colonial lords. Those new peoples, even
though not members of the Christian community, were not for
that reason without rights, because man’s “nature” confers rights
on man as such. From this comes the principle that every man,
insofar as he is man, by reason of his human nature, is the sub-
ject of fundamental rights that no one can take from him,
because no human institution has conferred them on him.

Today the accusation is constantly heard that, with the con-
cept of natural law, the Church makes man a slave of an out-
dated metaphysics or a backward biologism, attributing to bio-
logical processes the value of moral laws. The Encyclical rejects
such an accusation, citing Saint Thomas: “The natural law is
nothing other than the light of intelligence infused in us by God.”
The natural law is a “rational” law: it is the nature of man to be
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endowed with reason. When it is said that our nature is the reg-
ulation of our freedom, not only is reason not excluded, but its
place is fully acknowledged. In this way also we acknowledge
fully the dialogical nature of human conscience, which is the seat
of the relationship between man’s freedom and God’s law.
“Moral conscience does not close man within an insurmountable
and impenetrable solitude, but opens him to the call, to the voice
of God. In this, and not in anything else, lies the entire mystery
and the dignity of the moral conscience: in being the place, the
sacred where God speaks to man” (n. 58).

B) The perspective of putting freedom into action

Following the same line of thought, that of the dignity of the
human person as a being open, in his totality, to listening to the
Word, and thus capable of recognizing in the Law of God the
keystone of his freedom, we can easily approach the second per-
spective on the relationship freedom-truth of which the
Encyclical treats.

In this case as well, we can begin from what would be the neg-
ative outcome of the dominant tendencies of contemporary
thought. Here attention is drawn to the wholeness of the
response which the human person is called upon to give to God
by means of his moral life. The risk to freedom under this aspect
is that of taking away the meaning and the seriousness of human
action, seen either in its entirety or in the particularity of the
individual act.

In accordance with his presumed incapacity to listen to a
truth of which he himself is not the speaker, contemporary man
tends to remove personal meaning from his concrete actions. In
this conception of things, “particular acts . . . would constitute
only partial and never definitive attempts to give . . . expression”
to the so-called “fundamental option”; “they would only be its
‘signs’ or symptoms” (n. 65). But such a vision leads to a tearing
which renders fragmentary and, in the end, meaningless man’s
historical action; he is thereby, deprived of his capacity to
express his deep adherence to the divine call. “To separate the
fundamental option from concrete kinds of behavior means to
contradict the substantial integrity or personal unity of the moral
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agent in his body and in his soul” (n. 67). Veritatis Splendor,
therefore, affirms that the human person cannot be defrauded of
the possibility conferred on him to enter, with all that is con-
nected to his being historical, into the dialogue of love which
God offers him. Individual human actions must in fact remain
open to being the expression of the person’s adoration and his
adherence to God’s call as well as of the tragedy of his refusal of
it. Only in his way is there ultimately guaranteed the fullness of
meaning which human freedom can assume.

In the same context of safeguarding the integral dignity of the
human moral response should be placed the rejection of teleolo-
gism (proportionalism and consequentialism). If the moral act
does not contain within itself the ultimate reason for its own
goodness or evil, this implies that the human person does not
bear in himself his own meaning, but receives it from an abstract
superstructure made up of limited motivations and goals. The
human person thus finds himself slave to a utilitarian vision of
reality. For this reason, there must be “intrinsically evil” acts in
order not to condemn man to the exclusive pursuit of relative
goods, not to close him within the circle of his finitude, to save
for him the possibility of opening himself up to the infinite by
means of each one of his acts. To say that every human act has
an object, the goodness of which does not derive from circum-
stances or consequences, means saying that human acts do not
remain forcibly trapped in the net of limited temporal meanings
but can in themselves “be ordered” to the ultimate end which is
God (n. 79). This gives an infinite character to even the smallest
action, guaranteeing the possibility of a greatness in man of
which he on his own cannot conceive.

The central message of the Encyclical turns out then to be
animated by a profound intention to keep open, in a theoretical
reflection on morality, the full breadth of the vision of man of
which the Church makes itself guarantor. Rather than closing
the door to ethical reflection, Veritatis Splendor asks that this
reflection not “dissolve” the Christian paradox with illusory solu-
tions. “No absolution offered by beguiling doctrines, even in the
areas of philosophy and theology, can make man truly happy:
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only the Cross and the glory of the Risen Christ can grant peace
to [man’s] conscience and salvation to his life” (n. 120).

It is now time to see, in this light, what are the educational
and formational consequences on the secondary and university
levels.

III. THE CONSEQUENCES FOR TEACHING
A) Consequences for education in geneval

In the first place, it seems important to note how the “educa-
tional” concern of the Encyclical is in itself a reminder for all
who teach. I think we can speak of a call to safeguard a certain
“difference” in education.

In order to have dialogue, and above all educational dialogue,
it is necessary to maintain a “difference.” No fusion favors the
growth of freedom. But perhaps it is precisely that which is hap-
pening in our time and which the Encyclical criticizes. The con-
flictual situation in which humanity lives today pushes ever fur-
ther toward finding individualistic solutions to various problems
which present themselves. The confrontation with the “other”—
whoever he is—is excluded a priori by a mentality which justi-
fies the creation of values by the individual conscience. The
teacher and the educator, in these circumstances, have a difficult
task in reaching their students. From this there derives on every
level a disorientation, which, far from aiding the exercise of
autonomy and freedom, renders the maturation of the students
difficult.

A first and essential impact of Veritatis Splendor on the task
of the teacher is, therefore, at this basic level, that of maintain-
ing the essential “difference” of the educational dialogue, thanks
to the proclaiming of a truth and of a concrete truth. In this
regard it should be noted that it would be a grave error to think
that in Veritatis Splendor there are two parallel discourses: on
the one hand about an abstract truth, attainable by the light of
reason beginning from created reality; on the other hand, about
a personal truth who is Jesus Christ, Son of God, made flesh for
our salvation. In reality, in the light of Encyclical, Catholic
teaching is called to an awareness that only one truth can be lib-
erating for the human person and that it is a truth at one and the
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same time universal and concrete. In the final analysis, the tra-
ditional expression “natural law” means nothing other than this.
It says that truth is a concrete possibility for the heart of every
human creature, not a particular concept or idea, but a living
Light, accessible to all in every circumstance, the “image of God”
in man, the light of the Word “who illuminates every man” (Jn
1:9) and which the faith of the Church sees resplendent in the
face of Jesus of Nazareth.

As John Paul II has himself observed recently in his talk to
the Bishops of Brazil during their ad limina visit (18 October
1995): “it will not be by weakening moral truth and neglecting
true values that the Church will accomplish its mission on behalf
of man. The Church, obedient to the Lord, who came not to
judge but to save, must show mercy towards people without,
however, giving up the principle of the truth and of a consisten-
cy according to which one cannot call good evil and evil good. It
is an eminent form of charity towards souls not to reduce to
nothing the redemptive doctrine of Christ” (n. 6).

B) Consequences for the teaching of moral theology

In this light too should be seen the consequences specifically
concerned with moral theology indicated in nn. 109-113 of the
document. Outside of the perception of a concrete Truth, unique
and unchangeable, there remains only the banality of utilitarian
thought, which makes the human being a slave of a finite pur-
pose and finally of an abstract system, intolerant and tyrannical,
which humiliates the person and does not recognize his vocation
to the infinite and the eternal. This type of thought certainly can-
not find a place in moral theology if this latter intends to take its
part in the Church’s mission of evangelization. Veritatis
Splendor addresses this with the following points:

i. the ecclesial chavacter of moval theology and the relation-
ship with the Magistevium

The Encyclical’s first point about the task or role of moral
theology is its necessarily ecclesial character. Moral theology pat-
ticipates with full credentials in the description proper to all the-
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ology, which “by its very nature and procedures . . . can flourish
and develop only through a committed and responsible partici-
pation in and ‘belonging’ to the Church as a ‘community of
faith’ ” (n. 109). '

But the ecclesial character proper to moral theology has its
specificity in a peculiar relationship with the Magisteriun of the
Church, which “in proclaiming the commandments of God and
the charity of Christ . . . teaches the faithful specific particular
precepts” and “carries out an important work of vigilance” (n.
110) in service to the faithful. In the face of this teaching of the
Magisterium, the task of moral theology is, certainly, in the first
place, that of having the faithful, especially future pastors, come
to know the teaching of the Magisterium. Even more there is a
necessity of deepening this knowledge. “Working together in
cooperation with the hierarchical Magisterium, theologians will
be deeply concerned to clarify ever more fully the biblical foun-
dations, the ethical significance and the anthropological con-
cerns which underlie the moral doctrine and the vision of man
set forth by the Church” (n. 110).

Along these lines, it is necessary to develop a precise ecclesial
consciousness, a consciousness which will welcome, not just in a
negative way, the discernment which the Magisterium will effect
with regard to individual problems. More than closing off cer-
tain areas of theological research, interventions of the
Magisterium must be seen to be indicative of certain fixed points
which are capable of marking the area of fruitful and productive
theological reflection.

ii. service to the Church, society, and culture

In this way too one sees the contribution which moral theolo-
gy offers not only to the growth of the Christian community, but
also to society and culture. The scholarly reflection of moral the-
ologians is essential for setting forth the dynamic and unifying
aspect of Christian living. Because it cannot “be reduced to a
body of knowledge worked out purely in the context of the so-
called behavioral sciences,” moral theology must always keep in
mind the question which dwells in man” “What is good or evil?
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What must be done to have eternal life?” (n. 111). These are the
questions—already present in every human heart, even though
often not explicitly and consciously—which make up the human
person’s concrete and operative point of reference for living.

iti. disceynment

The third element which Veritatis Splendor calls to the atten-
tion of moral theologians is that of discernment with regard to
modern culture. It is a question of a focusing better on the criti-
cal function to be exercised with respect to relativism, pragma-
tism, and positivism, to which so often the contemporary men-
tality is exposed. In the face of the tendency to obtain by empir-
ical methods even moral principles for the ordering of human
action, moral theology must strengthen its role as guarantor of
“the spiritual dimension of the human heart and its vocation to
divine love. . . . It is the gospel which reveals the full truth about
man and his moral journey, and thus enlightens and admonish-
es sinners; it proclaims to them God’s mercy, which is constant-
ly at work to preserve them both from despair at their inability
to know and keep God’s law fully and from the presumption
that they can be saved without merit” (n. 112).

1v. ecclesial responsibility

Finally, the invitation of Veritatis Splendor to moral theolo-
gians is synthesized in a call to assume responsibility. It is impor-
tant that the person dedicated to teaching in Catholic institu-
tions of learning grasp this aspect of the document well and not
let himself be taken in by partial or reductive visions of his func-
tion within the Church and the world. The horizon indicated by
the Encyclical is vast, I dare say, planetary. It is a question ulti-
mately of the defense of man in his wholeness. For that reason,
courage is needed to enter fully into this dynamic, avoiding sec-
ondary aspects of polemics or dissent. Moral reflection is not
simply the fruit of the comparison of opinions and respect for the
democratic procedures of discussion. If it were thus, instead of
aiding, it would obstruct the bursting forth of that Word which
from deep within every human being calls upon his conscience.
The educational dialogue, the possibility of teaching and of help-
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ing others to grow in freedom, would be cut at its roots. Within
this framework should be placed the impact of Veritatis
Splendor on Catholic teaching which we have been seeking to
describe in these remarks.

CONCLUSION

Now, as a concluding word, I should like to recall an image
which could almost be emblematic of Veritatis Splendor, an
image which John Paul II gave to the Church during the six-
teenth year of his pontificate. It is the image of the Pope who,
looking forward to the beginning of the Third Christian
Millennium, $peaks to five hundred thousand young people
gathered in Cherry Creek State Park in Denver, the fourteenth
and fifteenth of August 1993. In the words he spoke on that occa-
sion we grasp in synthesis the Church’s passion for education
and the universal horizon within which it unfolds. The Holy
Father said:

On many questions, especially those of moral theology, the doctrine of
the Church is today in a cultural and social situation which makes it at
one and the same time more difficult to understand and more urgent
and irreplaceable for promoting the true good of men and women. In a
technological culture in which people are used to dominating matter,
discovering its laws and mechanisms in order to transform it according
to their wishes, the danger arises of also wanting to manipulate con-
science and its demands. In a culture which holds that no universally
valid truths are possible, nothing is absolute. Therefore, in the end—
they say-—objective goodness and evil no longer really matter. Good
comes to mean what is pleasing or useful in a particular moment. Evil
means what contradicts our subjective wishes. Each person can build
a private system of values. . . . In the depths of his conscience man
detects a law which he does not impose upon himself, but which holds
him to obedience. That law is not an external human law, but the voice
of God, calling us to free ourselves from the grip of evil desires and sin,
and stimulating us to seek what is good and true.

It is truly to be hoped that this voice will be heard by each of
us and that it will be able to inspire every Catholic teacher to do
his share to make that voice audible in the hearts of all.

I end with a brief “story”: a certain gentleman, at a very late
hour of the night, is about to enter his house, but has lost the key
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that opens the door. He bends down under a street light and
begins to search for it breathlessly. At this moment a passer-by
stops, wishing to help the man who lost his key. He too bends
down and begins to search for the key.

They do not find it. After a while the passer-by turns to the
man without his key and asks him: Are you sure you lost the key
here? No, he replies, I lost it some distance from here, but where
the key is, it is dark. I am looking for it here because I am under-
neath the light.

How many moral theologians bring people under an artificial
light and ask them to find there the key to the truth, when
instead it is to be found elsewhere, even if in a place where it is
dark. Let us not be tricked by artificial lights; the Pope has indi-
cated to us where we must search for the key to the truth, even
where it is laborious to find it, because the search requires effort
and sacrifice: under “the shadow of the cross.”
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contemporary problem of “individuals” or “particulars”

discussed by P. F. Strawson, J. W. Meiland, and others.'
In a certain sense the problem of individuation originates with
Parmenides, but it is Plato’s philosophy of science that
bequeaths the problem to Aristotle and to his medieval com-
mentators. Its solution in Aquinas is not that of Aristotle, nor is
it that of Scotus or Suarez. Aquinas will distinguish between the
problem of individuation and what we may call the problem of
“individuality” or the problem of “subsistence.” The solution to
both will draw upon many Aristotelian distinctions but will
incorporate key elements of St. Thomas’s own metaphysics,
including the real distinction between essence and existence and
his doctrine of participation.

It is Maritain’s appropriation of St. Thomas’s metaphysics
that enables him to produce a realistic philosophy of science, one
that he offers as compatible with contemporary scientific
enquiry. It also enables him to develop a theory of person and
personality. But the story begins with Plato.

Although Plato’s theory of knowledge may appear fanciful to
the modern reader, his analysis of scientific knowledge contains
a basic set of observations whose truth remains uncontested even

THE MEDIEVAL problem of individuation is not the

' Cf. PF. Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics (London:
Methuen and Co., 1959); J.W. Meiland, Tulking About Particulars (New York:
Humanities Press, 1970); P. Butchvarov, Resemblance and Identity (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1966).
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though his explanation be faulty. Plato saw clearly that science is
of the universal. Things may be particular, but when we consid-
er them as objects of enquiry, the intellect focuses upon the form
taken as an exemplar. In Plato’s explanation things belong to
their various kinds by participating in incorporeal, eternal, and
unchangeable archetypes. From a realist’s vantage point the
problem may be stated simply: Since things are singular, how is
it that we intellectually apprehend them as universal? Aristotle’s
solution is well known and it is one adopted and amplified by St.
Thomas. Universals are abstracted from singular things.

No one would present Maritain as a medievalist, but, as an
interpreter of Aquinas, he has wielded considerable influence in
the United States and in Latin America. Many have come to St.
Thomas under his tutelage. His knowledge of Aquinas is exten-
sive and is drawn upon throughout his lifelong work, but per-
haps nowhere more than in his philosophy of science and in his
discussions of the person. The primary text for Thomas’s doc-
trine of individuation is his commentary on Boethius’s De
Trinitate, where he discusses the division and methods of the sci-
ences. Maritain’s philosophy is indebted mainly to his reading of
Thomistic texts, but he draws heavily, as well, on the works of
his contemporaries, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange and Louis
Geiger, and on those of the classic commentators on Thomas,
Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, and John of St. Thomas.

Though employing St. Thomas, Maritain is always a man of
the twentieth century. In books such as the Degrees of
Knowledge, Science and Wisdom, Existence and the Existent,
and A Preface to Metaphysics, his foe is always some contempo-
rary exponent of a nominalist position.? “Nominalists,” he will
say, “have a taste for the real, but no sense of being.”* Timeless

¢ Degrees of Knowledge [Les Degrés du Savoir (1932)], trans. G.B. Phelan, 4th ed. New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959); Science and Wisdom [Science et Sagesse (1935)],
trans. B. Wall (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1940); Existence and the Existent
[Court Traité de L’Existence et de L'Existant (1947)), trans. L. Galantiere and G.B.
Phelan (New York: Pantheon Books, 1948); A4 Preface to Metaphysics [Sept Legons sur
L’Etre et les Premiéres Principes de la Raison Spéculative (1934)], trans. B. Wall (New
York: Sheed and Ward, 1939).

* Degrees of Knowledge, 3.
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metaphysics, he will lament, no longer suits the modern intellect.
“Three centuries of empirico-mathematics have so warped the
intellect that it is no longer interested in anything but the inven-
tion of apparatus to capture phenomena.”* An overstatement to
be sure, but indicative of the thrust of Maritain’s metaphysical
project: to engender a respect for the stable, enduring, timeless
aspects of things.
II

My aim in this paper is first to set forth the Thomistic doctrine
and then to discuss Maritain’s appropriation of it to show that
Thomas is alive in the twentieth century. Within the philosophy
of St. Thomas, it is first necessary to distinguish between the
problem of “individuation” and the problem of “individuality,”
although Thomas himself does not use the latter term.* Both are
aspects of what may be called “the problem of multiplicity and
plurality.” The distinction of one thing from another is the prob-
lem of “individuality” or “subsistence.” Membership in the same
class is the problem of “individuation.” Metaphysical analysis
forces us to recognize both. Whereas being is directly attained in
a highly individualized manner through judgment, it is concep-
tualized in the widest of its universal aspects.

As agents reflecting on nature, we are confronted not only
with a multitude of individual beings but with a multitude of
beings within a class. Philosophically, how are we to explain
numerical differentiation? How, on the other hand, are we to
explain the existence of beings that share with each other a dis-
tinctive character? Or put another way: From a philosophical
point of view, how is the evident individuality of a being main-

* Ibid.

* For a discussion of the diverse terminology employed in addressing the problem from
the Middle Ages to the present, see Jorge J.E. Gracia, Introduction to the Problem of
Individuation in the Middle Ages (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1984). Other works of interest include: Gracia, Individuality: An Essay
on the Foundations of Metaphysics (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988);
Gracia, ed., Individuation and Identity in Early Modern Philosophy (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1994); and Gracia, ed., Individuation in Scholasticism:
The Later Middle Ages and the Counter-Reformation (1150-1650) (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1994).
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tained at the same time that its sameness with others in a class is
said to have a foundation in reality? It is axiomatic that where
there is similarity we must look for difference, lest similarity
becomes identity.

Indeed, Plato recognized the problem. To the question of how
there can be many individuals in a class, each member sharing a
limited perfection of the class, his doctrine of forms and his
notion of participation supplied the answer. Aristotle’s analysis
of cognition, his doctrine of abstraction, and his distinction
between potency and act provided him with materials for a dif-
ferent answer. For Aristotle, the groupings are not subjective but
have a basis in reality. The intellect can consider all members of
a class under a single concept because of the process of abstrac-
tion in which differences are left aside. Each member of a class
has in common with other members of its class a nature, or
essence, different from that had in common by the members of
other classes. The groupings are not invented by the intellect but
are discovered in antecedent reality. Given that analysis, how is
sameness between beings that have their own unique reality to
be explained?

For Thomas, the context is not simply the Aristotelian one, or
even the one that he encounters in commenting on Boethius’s De
Trinitate. Thomas’s full explanation will incorporate his doc-
trine of the real distinction between essence and existence and
his notion of participation. When we consider the texts of
Aquinas, the first aspect of the problem of the one and the many
is the multiplication of beings: How can there be more than one
being?® His distinction between essence and existence, between
what the thing is and the act whereby it is, is crucial. There can
be more than one being because the act of to be can be limited in
a multiplicity of ways. In finite beings essence places a limitation
on the act of {0 be. But individuality is a concept that pertains
not only to material natures but to the divine and to angelic
natures as well. It is existence that makes one thing distinct from
another. “[T]wo features belong to the notion of an individual,

® Summa Theologiae, 1, q. 29, a. 4.
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namely, that it is actually existent, either in itself or in something
else; and that it be divided from other things that are or can be
in the same species, existing undivided in itself.” Those two fea-
tures, existence-as-a-unit and division-from-all-other-things,
remain the basic features of Thomas’s treatment of individuali-
ty. Everything has unity and individuation in accord with its
having existence. “Each being,” says St. Thomas, “possesses its
act of existing and its individuation in accordance with the same
factor.”® But existence cannot give rise to diversity. Plurality
requires the recognition of composition. Every being other than
subsistent being is necessarily composite, involving its own lim-
itation. Individuality is brought about by something that func-
tions only in a potential not in an actual manner.

In purely spiritual, but nevertheless finite, creatures, form is
the sole essential cause of the individuality of a substance. Each
distinctive form, or essence, places a different limitation on its
act of to be. Thus Thomas can say that each angel is a species
unto itself. With material substances, however, we have individ-
uals, each with its own act of to be, but having a sameness
because its nature places on it a same limitation of the act of to
be.

To the question, “How can there (in the case of material sub-
stances) be many similar individuals in a class, each member
showing a limited perfection of the class?” Thomas answers that
the difference must be caused by something distinctive of matter
itself. If each individual is regarded as participating in the per-
fection possible to its class, the principle of limitation cannot be
found in the form, or principle of actuality, that makes the com-
posite thing to be what it is, but only in the potential essence or
prime matter. Without such a limiting principle the essence
could not be multiplied. Considered abstractly, there is nothing
in the concept of “essence” as such that requires multiplication.
Conceivably, as with angels, an essence could be a species unto
itself. The principle of actuality in the essence, that which makes
the thing to be what it is, is the form. For a form to be multiplied,

"1V Sent.,d.12,q.1,a. 1, ad 3.
8Q. D. de Anima , a. 1, ad 2.
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it must be limited. In fact, there is no individual being of our
experience that exhausts all the conceivable perfections of its
class. Whatever is later to be said about the role of “signate mat-
ter,” primary matter for Thomas is the first intrinsic potential
principle of limitation in the essence of material things. It must
be noted that Aristotle’s hylomorphic doctrine becomes in the
hands of Thomas a metaphysical doctrine and not merely one to
explain change.

For Thomas, the problem of individuation is not simply one of
how an individual is recognized, i.e., by shape, size, color, or
activity. Beings, rather, are intrinsically different within their
own class. Quantity, on this account, exercises an auxiliary role.
On this interpretation, the principle of individuation by which
each being is distinct from every other member of its class or
species is a physical intrinsic constitutive principle in the indi-
vidual essence. Whereas Aristotle identifies the individual
essence with unchangeable form, Thomas places in material
essences themselves an intrinsic principle of limitation, namely,
primary matter.

The positions taken by Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, and
John of St. Thomas constitute alternative interpretations of
Aquinas and are responsible for discussions that extend over
centuries. Maritain, although indebted to Cajetan in many
respects, is closer to Sylvester than to Cajetan in his understand-
ing of the role of “signate matter.” Quantity for Thomas is under-
stood as a proper accident inhering in the material substance
whereby the substance has parts outside of parts in space, that
is, has extension. Matter under determinate dimensions, “signate
matter,” as a proper accident, flows from the essence necessarily.
It may be called an “absolute” or necessary accident. Essentially
divisible, quantity is the basis of numerical designation. It makes
a material substance fully individuated in a class or species. Yet
it should be remembered that, on Thomistic principles, what is
primarily individuated is neither the matter nor the form but the
received act of to be. Thomas’s distinction between the princi-
ples of essence and existence, principles related to each other as
potency is to act, is thus the foundation of his doctrine of indi-
viduation.
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Thomas’s theory of being is consistent with his theory of
knowledge. Whereas Scotus will say, “That which is first known
by the intellect is the individual being,”’ Thomas insists that the
intellect does not immediately and directly know the individual
as individual but, rather, knows it indirectly and reflectively by
a turning back to the image. The Thomistic universal is pro-
duced by abstraction, not as Scotus would have it by a process of
precision or cutting off (abscisus) of differences. The Scotistic
theory of individuation is consistent with Scotus’s theory of
knowledge, but that is another story.

I

Maritain incorporates these doctrines in a well developed the-
ory of being and knowledge. They play a central role in his phi-
losophy of science, which remains essentially that of St. Thomas
but is updated to take account of modern achievements. He
draws upon Thomas’s theory of abstraction, his doctrine of
causality, his theory of explanation, and, of course, his solution to
the problem of individuation.

Maritain takes as his starting point the manner in which the
object of natural science is attained. To use his own language,
when the mind’s eye falls upon the flux of the sensible, it must
immediately turn from it to the intelligible, the immutable,
which is able to be extracted by the mind from the things of sen-
sory experience. It is only in the mind that the universal enjoys
the positive unity proper to it." Yet the intelligible object as res-
ident in external things and in the senses is a concrete singular.
The intelligible instead of being transcendent to things is there
immanent in them. The object of science is not an ens rationis
but the natures of material things. The senses reveal ontological
diversity and report a multiplicity of happenings in a changing
world. The intellect, discerning commonality, moves from an
experience of the singular to affirmations about the class. It is
those observations, formulated as patterns or laws of nature,

* De Anima IV, c. 3, n. 15.
'Y Degrees of Knowledge, 221f.
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that stand in need of explanation. The movement from particu-
lar to universal leaves difference behind. It is a characteristic of
science in general, not simply modern mathematical science, to
do away with individuation. There can be no science of the par-
ticular and yet the particular cannot be understood without the
conceptual schema science brings to it.

“It is absolutely necessary to distinguish the thing with which
science is concerned . . . and the perfectly precise object (‘the
formal object’) upon which it lays hold and from which it
derives its stability.”" Anyone beginning in this manner will
soon have to confront the problem of individuation. If one begins
as a nominalist, one has an entirely different sort of problem,
most likely, in contemporary parlance, “the reidentification of
particulars.” Maritain’s starting point is obviously Plato’s.
“Science,” he writes, “bears directly and of itself upon the
abstract, on ideal constancies and super-momentary determina-
tions—Ilet us say, on the intelligible objects that the mind seeks
out in the real and sets free from it. They are there, they exist
there, but not at all in the conditions of abstraction and univer-
sality that they have in the mind.”* Human nature is realized
concretely in each of us, but only in the mind is it realized as a
universal nature common to all men. The laws of nature
described by the natural sciences are possible because they con-
cern natures or essences. Take, for example, the law of expansion
of solids by heat. The law means that a solid has within it the
secrets of its nature, a certain structure that necessarily and
unfailingly determines it to expand according to specific co-effi-
cients under the action of heat."” Heat may be described as kinet-
ic energy and further described in a statistical law governing
molecular motion, but behind this statistical law there is a nature
that is undergoing modification. Movement is of its very nature
a physical and not a mathematical thing. Nominalism of neces-
sity is limited to the sense report and leads to mechanism as a
philosophy of science. “If the universal does not directly or indi-

"' Ibid., 24.
2 Ibid.
" Ibid., 25-26.
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rectly designate an essence, but only a collection of individual
cases, it is not at all possible to understand how scientific law can
be necessary and the succession of singular events contingent.”"
The mind can consider intelligible objects abstracted from, and
purified of, matter but only to the extent that matter is the basis
of diversity amongst individuals within a species, i.e., insofar as
matter is a principle of individuation.”

Basic to Maritain’s understanding of the problem of individ-
uality is Thomas’s distinction between essence and existence,
between the whatness of the thing and the act of o be whereby
it is. This is seen in Maritain’s analysis of the so-called “existen-
tial judgment.” In one simultaneous awakening of the intellect
and the judgment the intellect affirms the existence of “some-
thing,” i.e., “this thing exists.”!® “In forming this judgment the
intellect, on the one hand, knows the subject as singular (indi-
rectly and by reflection upon phantasms) and on the other hand,
affirms that this singular subject exercises the act of existence.”"
It thus reaches the actus essendi (in judging)—as it reaches
essence (in conceiving)—by meditation on sensorial perception.

With respect to self-knowledge the intellect only secondarily,
by an explicit reflection upon its own act, becomes conscious of
itself as thinking subject. The intellect is ordered primarily to
being. From the very beginning, in the act of knowing it knows
explicitly as extra-mental, the being and the existence of its
object.

v

Maritain’s discussion of person is found in a slim but impor-
tant work, The Person and the Common Good. There he draws
heavily on St. Thomas, making a distinction between “individu-
ality” and the “person.” Both concepts, “individuality” and “per-
son,” may be predicated of God, angels, and men. The divine

' Ibid., 28-29.

5 Ibid., 35.

' Existence and the Existent, 27.
' Ibid.

'® Ibid., 28.
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essence in its sovereign unity and simplicity is supremely indi-
vidual. Angels are individuated essences. In the human compos-
ite, individuality flows from the material component. “Matter
itself is a kind of non-being, a mere potency or ability to receive
forms and undergo substantial mutations. . . . In every being
made of matter, this pure potency bears the impress of a meta-
physical energy—the ‘form’ or ‘soul’—which constitutes with it
a substantial unit and determines this unit to be that which it
is.”" Matter is characterized as an “avidity” for being; it derives
all of its determination from form. “By the fact that it is ordained
to inform matter, the form finds itself particularized in such and
such a being which shares the same specific nature with other
beings equally immersed in spatiality.”* In order to exist, any
being must be undivided and distinct from every other existent.
In pure spirits individuality derives from the form constituting
them as such and giving them their degree of intelligibility.
Corporeal beings by contrast are individuated because of matter
with its designated quantity. “Their specific form and their
essence are not individuated by means of their own entity, but by
reason of their transcendental relation to matter understood as
implying position in space.”? As a material entity, man has only
a precarious unity, a unity easily shattered into a multiplicity, for
in itself matter is inclined to disintegration.?

The doctrine of participation is invoked at the same time as
the precariousness of human existence is stressed. “As an indi-
vidual each of us is a fragment of a species, a part of a universe,
a unique point in the web of cosmic, ethical, historical forces and
influences—and bound by laws. Each of us is subject to the
determinism of the physical world.”* Nonetheless, each of us is
a person. Personality signifies interiority, spirituality, and is
traceable to the immaterial form. One and the same reality is in

' Person and the Common Good [La Personne et le Bien Commun), trans. T
Fitzgerald (London: G. Bles, 1948), 26.

0 Ibid.

' Ibid., 27.

2 Ibid.

2 Ibid.
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one sense an individual and in another sense a person.* Our
whole being is individual by reason of that in us which derives
from matter and is a person by reason of that which derives from
spirit.

In another text, speaking of the composite, Maritain writes:
“We cannot conceive the notion of body without the notion of
organism, of caro et ossa, and we cannot conceive the notion of
organism without the notion of qualitative heterogeneity; and
we cannot conceive the notion of qualitative heterogeneity with-
out that of the properties perceived by the senses.” *

In this text Maritain is arguing that we must respect the sense
report of material reality. Because the sensory properties flow
from the essence of the material nature, the senses themselves
disclose far more than they are formally able to appreciate. The
form or principle of intelligibility is grasped intellectually in the
sense report. Respect for simple sense awareness is suppressed in
purely physico-mathematical reports dependent on instruments
of observation and measurement that methodologically fail to
attain the intelligible whole. The universe of abstract quantity,
Maritain will say, filters out nature.”

Maritain earlier in his Degrees of Knowledge laid the ground-
work for this analysis of the concept of “person.” In that work he
uses the word “subsistence” rather than “individuality” in mak-
ing distinctions. “The first metaphysical root of personality is
what is called subsistence. Subsistence presupposes a (substan-
tial) nature that is individual or singular.”* This nature (person)
from the fact that it is endowed with subsistence cannot com-
municate with any other substantial nature in the very act of
existence. It is, so to speak, absolutely enclosed with regard to
existence.” “Subsistence is for the nature an ontological seal, as
it were, of its unity. When this nature is complete (a separated
soul is not a person) and above all when it is capable of possess-

“ Tbid., 31.

% Science and Wisdom [Science et sagesse], trans. B. Wall (London: Geoffrey Bles,
1940), 57-58.

%6 Ibid., 58-59.

77 Degrees of Knowledge, 231.

* Tbid.
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ing itself, of taking itself in hand by the intellect and will, in
short, when it belongs to the spiritual order, then the subsistence
of such a nature is called personality.”” Man must win his per-
sonality as he wins his liberty. A person develops personality
within a community and runs the risk of contamination thereby.
“For the same man who is a person . . . is also an individual in a
species and dust before the wind.”” Predicated of man, the word
“personality” implies the laborious and the limited, the indigent
and the complicated. Yet it designates man in the fullness of his
human condition.

From considerations of human personality it is possible to free
the notion “personality” from material limitation and to predi-
cate it not only of man, but of angels and of God as well. Of
angels, Maritain writes: “Think of what an angelic person must
be. Such a one is still a created subject, but each exhausts by
himself alone a whole specific essence. Finite in relation to God,
he is infinite in relation to us. He subsists immutably above time,
a mirror of God and of the universe.”* And of God he writes: “In
reality, as soon as one leaves images behind in order to think of
Divine Transcendence, it is clear that it demands personality
absolutely and necessarily. Personality is the seal of that tran-
scendence.”* In Pure Act there is absolute unity, absolute
integrity of nature, absolute individuality. Thus, Maritain finds
that the notion of “individuality” is one that is predicated analo-
gously. One seeks in Maritain’s work, Philosophy of Nature, an
analogous predication of the concept “individuation,” as it might
be said of the organic and inorganic, but he does not broach the
topic.*

VvV

Although Maritain never engages in what we today call “tex-
tual study,” from beginning to end he is immersed through and

* Ibid., 232.
% Ibid.
*! Ibid., 233.
2 Ibid, 234.
Philosophy of Nature [La Philosophie de la Nature), trans, 1. Byrne (New York: The
Philosophical Library, 1951).
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through in the thought of St. Thomas. He does not simply appro-
priate St. Thomas, he makes the Angelic Doctor’s philosophy his
own. It is a philosophy used to achieve wisdom within the con-
text of the Faith, but used extensively in Maritain’s never-ending
war on what he takes to be erroneous views of nature and cog-
nition, views that would deprive us of a metaphysics that opens
one to the transcendent. From Antimoderne to Le Paysan,
Maritain’s philosophy is of a single piece. In the abstract his ene-
mies are primarily nominalism, rationalism, positivism, mecha-
nism, and mathematicism. He is to be found correcting
Descartes, Kant, Eddington, Russell, Meyerson, Husserl, and
scores of contemporaries. He not only draws heavily on the clas-
sic commentators of St. Thomas and authors previously men-
tioned, but he has read Bafiez, Gredt, Hoenen, Chenu, Gardeil,
Blondel, and Maréchal, among others, sometimes respectfully
disagreeing with their interpretation of Aquinas. Gilson and
Garrigou-LaGrange may be considered his foremost tutors.

Maritain’s Thomism is never without textual foundation, but
it is a Thomism that speaks with a twentieth-century accent. In
drawing upon St. Thomas’s doctrine of “subsistence” and “indi-
viduation” Maritain is faithful to the texts, but he employs those
notions in a way that Thomas himself never envisaged. This is
characteristic of the whole of Maritain’s work. It does not
advance textual study, but it does further the development of a
Thomism relevant to the matters that we have been discussing.
With respect to these key doctrines, it is obvious that one has to
interpret St. Thomas in the context of his Opera Omnia. There
are no essay length, let alone book length, studies to be found in
Aquinas on the problem of individuation. Maritain’s interpreta-
tion of St. Thomas is certainly a valid reading and supported in
studies by Joseph Owens, Armand Maurer, and Charles A. Hart,
to name but a few.*

¥ Cf. J. Owens, “Thomas Aquinas,” in Individuation in Scholasticism, 173; also
“Judgment and Truth in Aquinas,” Medieval Studies 32 (1970): 138-158; A. Maurer,
Introduction to Thomas Aquinas, The Division and Methods of the Sciences (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1963), ix-xl; C.A. Hart, Thomistic Metaphysics
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1959).
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We began with Plato and must end there. The problem of
individuation in the sense in which we have been studying it
does not arise in most contemporary philosophy. The problem
occurs only when a philosopher maintains that there are indi-
viduals with natures or essences common to other members of
the species. Individuality has to be explained in the presence of
commonness.

My reading of contemporary philosophical literature, partic-
ularly that of the last decade, suggests that the philosophy of sci-
ence has taken a realist turn. Various forms of empiricism have
failed to account for the success of inference in modern physics
and biochemistry, as that which in one generation was postulat-
ed as a plausible mechanism for observed phenomena has
become directly or indirectly visible in another. Realistic inter-
pretations of natural science confront the philosopher with the
same problems that underlie Aristotle’s analysis and Thomas’s
development thereof. Maritain in confronting the inadequacy of
much twentieth-century empiricism was in many respect pre-
scient; he has a much to teach ad mentum divi Thomae.
Through him Aquinas becomes very much a contemporary
philosopher.
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I. INTRODUCTION

QUINAS EXPLICITLY addresses the question of

whether reincarnation is possible on numerous occa-

sions.! Not surprisingly, his most extensive and subtle
treatment of the subject is found in a work addressed to non-
Christians, the Summa Contra Gentiles.

Aquinas took it to be his duty as Christian philosopher to
address errors which were apt to have a detrimental effect on the
faith of Christian believers.? In this spirit I have undertaken the
task of presenting Aquinas’s philosophical arguments against
reincarnation. For nowadays belief in reincarnation is becoming
increasingly widespread, even among Christians, in spite of the
fact that it is incompatible with belief in the resurrection of the
body. My treatment of the matter will necessarily be summary,
both because of the large number of arguments which Aquinas
proffers, and because a full understanding of Aquinas’s argu-
ments presupposes an understanding of his teachings on natural
philosophy, and especially on the soul.

' A partial listing of the works in which Aquinas discusses reincarnation is as follows:
In Super Evangelium S. Matthaei, ed. P. Raphaelis Cai, O.P. (Turin: Marietti, 1951), n.
925, Aquinas refers to transmigrationem animae. Reference is made to the Pythagorean
fables on the subject in I'n Aristotelis Librum De Anima Commentarium (Turin: Marietti,
1959), n. 131 (hereafter cited as De Anima). Extended discussions of reincarnation are
found in Summa Contra Gentiles (hereafter cited as ScG), I, c. 83, ed. C. Pera, O.P, et
al. (Turin: Marietti, 1961), and in Scriptum super Sententiis (hereafter cited as Sent.), IV,
d. 44, q. 1, a. 1 (Paris: Lethielleux, 1956). The Index Thomisticus indicates that the word
“metempsychoseos” is used twice in the Catena Aurea (Matt.), but does not appear in any
of Aquinas’s own writings.

2 Cf. De Unitate Intellectus Contra Averroistas.
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What is reincarnation? The problem in attempting to under-
stand and to form a proper judgment about the idea of reincar-
nation stems from the fact that this word designates a cluster of
disparate beliefs and doctrines, some populat, some philosophi-
cal, others religious. If reincarnation has always figured promi-
nently in the religious and cultural fabric of Eastern thought, it
has been less present in the West. In spite of some precedents in
the past, it is only really quite recently that this idea has been
gaining ground here, although in forms quite different from
those of the East. The question, then, is a vast one. For this rea-
son, among others, we intend to limit our consideration to those
versions for which Western philosophers have offered a defense.
Their claim is that upon death the spirits of at least certain peo-
ple enter into other human bodies (generally those of newly con-
ceived infants), or even into the bodies of lower life forms.
Moreover, it is usually maintained that the kind of being one’s
spirit will enter after death depends upon how one has lived
one’s previous life. One might thus return as a queen, or as a
poor and miserable person, or even as a slug, in correspondence
to the goodness or evilness of one’s former life.

Aquinas’s arguments against reincarnation are of two sorts.
Sometimes he argues against what he calls the roots of a given
version of the theory.® What he means by roots are positions the
acceptance of which render reincarnation necessary or plausible.
In showing that the roots are unsound, Aquinas refutes a given
account of reincarnation, but does not refute the basic doctrine
as such, for there may be some other account that would justify
the belief. The other sort of argument which Aquinas gives pos-
itively establishes that reincarnation is impossible. We intend to
consider here both sorts of argument.*

YCf. 1V Sent., d. 44,q.1, a. 1, sol. 1.

* Note that Aquinas does not address the religious versions of the theory with the
exception of Plato’s theory which can be considered religious to the extent that it is
derived from the Pythagorean mysteries. Aquinas interests himself in those theories
known to him that both offer a rational account and have some plausibility.
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II. ARGUMENTS DRAWN FROM NATURAL PHILOSOPHY
VS. THE THEORY OF REINCARNATION

A. Plato’s Theory of Reincarnation’

We shall begin by examining Plato’s theory of reincarnation,
because it is, of the two philosophical theories that have some
degree of verisimilitude, the less subtle and at the same time the
more widely held. Plato’s theory is founded upon his position on
the relation of the soul to the body. As Aquinas recounts:

Plato held that the human soul not only existed of itself, but also that it
had in itself the complete nature of the species. He maintained that the
whole nature of the species is in the soul, saying that man is not some-
thing which is composed from soul and body but the relation of soul to
body was like that of a sailor to a ship or one clothed to one’s clothes.

The soul’s being reincarnated then would pose no more difficul-
ty than changing clothes does to a person. Aquinas goes on to
argue that it is false to say the soul relates to the body as sailor to
ship, and in doing so attacks the root of Plato’s belief in reincar-
nation:

However, this position is untenable. For it is manifest that the soul is
that by which the body lives, for to live is the being of the living thing:
the soul therefore is that by which the human body has actual exis-
tence. It belongs to a form to give actual existence. Therefore the soul
is the form of the body. So if the soul were in the body as a sailor in a
ship, it would not make the body the kind of thing it is, nor the body’s
parts the kind of thing they are. The contrary, however, is obvious from
the fact that once the soul leaves the body, the particular parts do not

® Plato’s teachings on reincarnation are found in the Republic, Philebus, Laws, Meno,
Timaeus, Phaedo, and Phaedrus. In both the Phaedrus (495ff.) and the Phaedo (81a) the
account is basically the same, namely, that after death the philosopher’s soul spends the
rest of its time with God (Phaedrus 249a), whereas the souls of those who live unright-
eously “are compelled to wander about graveyards as a punishment, wandering until at
last through craving for the corporeal which unceasingly pursues them, they are impris-
oned once more in a body. And as you might expect, they are attached to the same sort
of character or nature which they have developed during life. . . . [T]hose who have cul-
tivated gluttony or selfishness or drunkenness . . . are likely to assume the form of don-
keys and other perverse animals” (Phaedo 81d, 81e, in The Collected Dialogues of Plato,
eds. Hamilton and Cairns [New York: Pantheon Books, 1961]).

® Cf. Quaestio Disputata de Anima (hereafter cited as QD de Anima), a. 1, in
Quaestiones Disputatae, vol. I1, ed. P. Bazzi et al. (Turin: Marietti, 1965).



36 MARIE I. GEORGE

retain their original name except by equivocation. For the dead eye is
called an eye by equivocation, as are stone eyes and eyes in pictures;
and same with the rest of the parts. And furthermore, if the soul were
in the body as a sailor in a ship, it would follow that the union of body
and soul was accidental. Death, therefore, which brings about the sep-
aration of body and soul, would not be the corruption of any sub-
stance—but this is obviously false.’

Plato’s theory of how body and soul are related offers no expla-
nation for why the body corrupts once the soul departs. And it
makes the human body to be a puppet or a costume, but not
something that is itself living.®

Aquinas brings out yet another absurd consequence of Plato’s
theory: ‘

Moreover, every mover moving itself exists in such a manner that it has
itself [the power] to move or not to move. But the soul, according to the
opinion of Plato, moves the body as moving itself. Therefore it is in the
power of the soul to move or to not move the body. If therefore it is not
united to the body except as motor to mobile, it will be in the power of
the soul to separate itself from the body when it wills, and to unite to it
once again when it wills; which is manifestly false.’

Some people claim that the soul does leave the body, namely,
when a person dreams. However, one cannot dream at will. Yet
if the soul were united to body only as its mover, it would be able
to leave and come back to the body at will.

Another way of attacking Plato’s theory of reincarnation is by
showing that the conception of the relation of body and soul
upon which it is based is flawed not only in its claim that the soul
is related to the body only as its mover, but also in its claim that
human nature is to be found wholly and exclusively in the soul.

7 Ibid.

# ScG 11, c. §7: “the mobile does not have being through its mover, but only motion. If
therefore the soul were united to the body only as mover, the body would certainly be
moved by the soul, but it would not have being through it. To live, however, is a certain
being of the one living. The body therefore would not live through the soul.”

Y ScG 1, c 57
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Aquinas’s line of argument is as follows." An essential property
of a human being is the ability to think. Now, experience shows
that we cannot think without imagining. For we notice that
when we are trying to learn something we form for ourselves
images to serve as examples, so that we may see in them what we
want to understand." When we are unable to form suitable
images because of fatigue, illness, or lack of experience, we find
ourselves unable to learn. Moreover, not only are images neces-
sary for learning, but they are necessary if we are to be able to
think about what we already know. For everything we know is
known in reference to sensible things, and these cannot be cor-
rectly understood except as existing in individuals, for that is the
sort of thing they are. Thus without reference to an individual
represented in imagination, we could not truly understand the
nature of a material thing'? and consequently neither could we
understand any other kind of thing."* Now, since imagining is a
process carried on by the brain, one cannot think unless one has
the said bodily part. Without a body, then, a complete human
person cannot exist. In sum:

We are able to know the mode of being of the human soul from the
operation [activity] of the human soul. Insofar as it has an operation
which transcends what is material, its being goes beyond the body and
does not depend on the body. Insofar as its nature is such that it
acquires immaterial knowledge from material things, it is plain that the

' Another argument Aquinas gives against the position that the soul is the whole
human being is as follows: “For animal and man are certain sensible and natural things.
This would not be, if the body and its parts were not of the essence of man and animal,
but if the soul were the whole essence of both” (S¢G II, c. 57). Cf. also Quaestiones
Disputatae de Potentia (hereafter cited as De Pot.), a. 10, in Quaestiones Disputatae, vol.
11, ed. P. Bazzi et al. (Turin: Marietti, 1965): “This cannot be the case, because, man being
thus [sic] would not be a per se being, but a per accidens being; nor would man be in the
genus of substance, but in the genus of accident, as this thing which I call clothed, and
shod.”

"' Cf. ST, q. 84, a. 7c.

2 Cf. ibid.

" Cf. ST1, q. 84, a. 7c: “All the things which we understand in our present state, are
known by us by comparison with sensible natural things.” Cf. also De Veritate, q. 12, a.
3, ad 2: “because the principle of our knowledge is sense, in a certain manner it is neces-
sary to resolve everything which we judge in sense [experience].”
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completion of its nature cannot be without union with the body. For
something is not complete in nature, unless it has those things which
are required for the proper operation belonging to that nature."

A rational soul without a body cannot exercise its rationality, for
the intellect cannot think unless the imagination provides it with
objects to think about.” Souls without bodies are thus incom-
plete persons.

Aquinas thus demolishes Plato’s case for reincarnation by his
several arguments which show that the conception of the human
person upon which Plato bases his account is false.'

B. An Alternative to the Platonic Theory of Reincarnation

One might object, though, that the very reasons Aquinas gives
to destroy the roots of Plato’s version of reincarnation, namely,
those that show that a human being is not an accidental unity of
body and soul, require one to postulate a return of the soul to a
body after death:

. . . because if the resurrection of the body is denied, it is not easy,
indeed it is rather difficult to maintain the immortality of the soul. For
it is the case that the soul is naturally united to the body, [to be] sepa-
rated from it, however, [is] contrary to its nature and per accidens.
Whence the soul divested of the body so long as it is without the body
is imperfect. However, it is impossible that that which is natural and
per se, be finite and as nothing; and that which is contrary to nature
and per accidens, be infinite, [which would be the case] if the soul
would last forever without the body. And therefore the Platonists posit-
ing the immortality [of the soul], posited reincarnation [reincorporatio]
17

Crucial to this argument are the notions that body and soul form
a naturally complete whole, and that imperfect states are never
permanent in nature. The imperfect exists for the sake of the per-

* QD de Anima, a. 1.

'8 Cf. In Librum Boethii de Trinitate, ed. Decker (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1959), q. 6, a. 2,
ad 5.

'* At the other extreme from those who deny that their bodies are part of themselves
are those who claim to be only their bodies, claiming their intellect to be a bodily part,
the brain.

" Super Epistolas S. Pauli, ed. P. Raphaelis Cai, O.P, vol. 1 (Turin: Marietti, 1953), I
Cor., n. 924,
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fect, not for its own sake, and nature does nothing that is pur-
poseless. Aquinas offers two counter-arguments to this argument
for “cosmic recycling” of souls. One of them shows that this ver-
sion of reincarnation entails an absurdity similar to that which it
was meant to avoid: namely, that natural causes would have as
per se end the bringing about of an imperfect state.

Consider first the form of reincarnation that claims that a
human being not only can be reincarnated as another human
being, but also as a plant or animal. What we observe about nat-
ural processes is that they result in organisms having the right
tools for the activities they have to perform: the beaver has the
teeth it needs in order to cut down trees for dams; the Sphex
wasp has the stinger, the poison, and the instinctive knowledge
needed to paralyze successfully the grasshopper which serves as
food for its young. Only in rare cases, such as the appendix, do
natural processes result in something useless, and such cases are
limited to parts of minor importance. Major flaws are eventual-
ly bred out of a population because the individuals carrying the
genes for the flaws die before they can reproduce. The minor
flaws that are found in a few defective individuals do not dis-
prove that nature in general does nothing in vain. Minor flaws
that are widespread among the individuals of a species are some-
times due to evolutionary ancestry, i.e., in the species’ predeces-
sor these parts were previously useful. Moreover, such parts tend
to be bred out over time (e.g., the fin size of the whales has
diminished over time, which is understandable since whales do
not need such large ones, and it is a waste of energy to produce
them). Those cases where they are not bred out can often be
explained by the fact that they are genetically linked to some
trait which is beneficial."® Genetically linked flaws are not with-
out utility as they may prove beneficial when environmental

'8 Although Aquinas was unaware of many of the specific utilities of traits of organ-
isms discovered by modern science, he nonetheless acknowledged them in principle. He
further recognized in general that the presence of certain defects in natural things was
due to material necessity. A knife will rust if it is iron, but will not cut if it is made of
plastic (in spite of what the airlines pretend). There is always a trade-off; cf. Quaestiones
Disputatae de Malo, q. 5, a. 5, in Quaestiones Disputatae, vol. I, ed. P. Bazzi et al.
(Turin: Marietti, 1965) and QD de Anima, a. 8.
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conditions change, and thus allow for the development of a new
species. Thus though minor flaws of this sort do not contribute
to the good of the particular individuals bearing them, they do
contribute to the good of the origin of new species. Therefore, it
is rightly thought that as a general rule nature does nothing in
vain, that is, nothing of major significance on a permanent basis.

Now according to the reincarnation theory, humans reincar-
nated as plants or animals would have the ability to think and to
invent new technology, but could make no use of these abilities.
This is especially obvious in the case where human beings would
be reincarnated as plants,'” but it is also true where they would
be reincarnated as higher animals such as a monkeys, for mon-
keys lack a brain sufficiently developed for the imagination and
memory needed in order to provide the mind with an adequate
object of thought. Even if one conceded that the monkey did
have an adequate imagination and memory * the fact would still
remain that there would be no necessary correspondence
between the ideas of any given human soul and the memories of
any given monkey. Without such correspondence, the human
soul would have many ideas about which it could not think.
Natural processes would continually and perpetually result in
the reduction of some human beings to this frustrated state.
Thus, the cosmic recycling theory results in the same absurdity
it aimed at avoiding, namely that of holding that nature acts in
vain.

The same consequence follows even on the hypothesis that the
adult soul, rather than entering into the body of a lower organ-
ism, enters into that of a human infant. For although an adult
soul does not differ from an infant soul in kind, it does differ
from it inasmuch as the adult soul has acquired the perfections

' Note also that not only would nature be acting in vain by frustrating the human
soul, it would moreover be acting in vain by giving the plant a soul having more actual-
ity than was needed for the plant to function as a plant.

*® This cannot be the case. For if the monkey’s body were so disposed that it had the
bodily instruments that are required for human thought, it could only be because it was
informed with a soul giving such an aptitude—which is to say that it would have a
human soul; ¢f. QD de Anima, a. 8 and a. 9.



AQUINAS ON REINCARNATION 41

of a certain number of ideas. If the intellect of the child is as a
blank slate, that of the adult is as a slate that has something writ-
ten on it. To put an adult soul in an infant body would result in
the same consequence as putting it in the body of a monkey. For
the adult soul would possess certain ideas about which it would
be incapable of thinking, inasmuch as it lacked the correspond-
ing experiences and images which are required as an object of
thought. If nature does not do things which are pointless, it could
not be the natural state of things that adult human souls be rein-
carnated in bodies that would not allow them actually to think
about ideas they had acquired.

The above argument is a variation of the following argument
which Aquinas gives in regard to the question of whether the
soul could pre-exist the body. The argument is based upon the
fact that the soul and its operation is the final cause of the body:

If therefore [Aquinas argues the truth of the antecedent earlier in the
article] the human soul needs the senses in order to understand [nature,
however, never fails in what is necessary in order to execute proper
operations, as in the case of animals having a sensitive and motive soul,
it gives them suitable organs of sense and motion], therefore the human
soul would not have been instituted without the necessary aids of the
senses. The senses, however, do not operate without corporeal organs.
... Therefore the soul was not instituted without corporeal organs.”!

' S¢G 11, c. 83. Cf. De Anima, n. 811 where a similar argument is made in response to
those who might think that immobile animals have the capacity to move, but not the
instruments: “And because someone might believe that they [immobile animals] do not
lack a motive principle, but that they lack suitable instruments for motion; in order to
remove doubt about this, he [Aristotle] adds that nature does nothing in vain (frustra],
nor does it fail as to things that are necessary, except in mutilated and imperfect animals,
as are monstrous animals: which monsters certainly occur outside the intention of nature,
from the corruption of some principle in the seed. But immobile animals are perfect in
their species, and are not mutilated as monsters are: A sign of which is that they gener-
ate individuals like to themselves, and they have due growth and decrease, which is not
the case of mutilated animals; therefore in such animals nature does nothing in vain, nor
does it fail as to things that are necessary. Whence it follows that if they had a principle
of motion, they would have the organic parts disposed to progressive motion. Otherwise
the motive principle in them would be superfluous, and the things necessary for the exe-
cution of the motive potency would be wanting. And this, however, we are able to accept:
That to each thing in which a principle of life is present, organs suited for that principle
are present; and that the parts of the body are for the sake of the parts of the soul.”
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Aquinas gives basically the same argument, based on the
notion of soul as final cause of the body, in the Compendium
Theologiae:

Since, however, the soul is united to the body as form, [and] to each and
every form, however, a proper matter corresponds, it is necessary that
the body to which the soul for a second time is united be the same in
definition and species with the body which it deposed through death.
For the soul in the resurrection does not resume a heavenly body or an
airy body, or the body of some other animal. . . .

Further. As to the same form according to species is due [debetur] the
same matter according to species; so to the same form according to
number is due the same matter according to number: for as the soul of
a cow cannot be the soul of the body of a horse, so the soul of this [one
cow] cannot be the soul of another cow. It is necessary, therefore, since
the rational soul remains numerically the same, that in the resurrection
it be united again to the numerically same body.”

Just as cow souls in general require a suitable matter, i.e., cer-
tainly bodily parts through which the powers of the cow soul can
be effective, so too each individual cow ought to have the par-
ticular bodily parts suited to the particular powers of its soul.
Loss of these parts may come about due to injury, disease, or old
age, but the addition of a whole and different body to a given
soul would be in vain because the two would not be fitted to each
other, and the body would thus hinder the soul.

A second argument that Aquinas gives is taken from the
nature of the soul as form. The cosmic recycling theory again
maintains that one cannot be a complete person without a body,
but claims that any body will do. In other words, one needs a
body to function as a person, but one does not need a particular
body in order to be oneself. Aquinas argues that you could not be
you without the particular body that you have. Nor could your
soul be your soul if it were united to any other body than your

2 Compendium Theologiae, c. 153. Cf. ScG II, c. 83: “[I]t was shown above that the
soul is united to the body as its form. It is necessary that forms be proportioned to their
proper matters, since they relate to each other as potency and act; a proper act, howev-
er, corresponds to a proper potency. Therefore one soul is not united to many bodies.”
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own, It is impossible that one and the same soul be united to
diverse bodies:

For human souls do not differ from one another in species, but only in
number; otherwise humans would also differ in species. Differences
according to number, however, are present according to material prin-
ciples. It is necessary, therefore, that the diversity of human souls be
drawn according to something material; not, however, such that matter
be a part of the soul itself; for it was shown above that it [the human
soul] is an intellectual substance, and that no such substance has mat-
ter. It remains, therefore, that according to the order to the diverse mat-
ters to which the souls are united, the diversity and plurality of souls is
taken in the mode spoken of above. If therefore there are diverse bod-
ies it is necessary that they have diverse souls united to them; therefore
one soul cannot be united to many.”

If humans differed from one another by their soul or form alone,
they would differ from one another in species as square does
from triangle, and four from five. However, we plainly do not
differ from one another in species. We have actual existence due
to our souls, which are of the same species, but which differ from
one another according to the diverse matter to which each soul
is united and to which each corresponds even when the body
ceases to be. Each of our souls is individualized by its union with
a proper matter, and cannot be individualized again, and thus is
incapable of being united to any other matter.*

We should note, however, that the above argument brings
with it many familiar problems, since it is based upon the diffi-
cult-to-grasp notion of matter as principle of individuation.
Perhaps the most acute problem in understanding individuation
as it relates to the question of reincarnation regards the way in
which the soul retains a relationship to a specific body. In a num-
ber of places Aquinas says that in order for the same person to
come to life again, the same soul must be reunited to the same
body.”® What, however, makes a body the same body? In some

B ScG I, c. 83.

¥ Aquinas attributes this argument to Avicenna (De Pot., q. 3, a. 10).

¥ Cf. Sc¢G 1V, c. 84: “[I)n order that a man rise again numerically the same, it is neces-
sary that his essential parts be numerically the same. If, therefore, the body of the man
rising again is not [composed] of this flesh and these bones from which he is now com-
posed, the man will not be raised again numerically the same.”
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places, Aquinas seems to indicate that the same prime matter is
needed in order to have the same body: “In the resurrection,
however, both the numerically same soul will come back again,
since it is incorruptible, and this numerically same body restored
by divine power from the same dust into which it had disinte-
grated; and thus will the numerically same man rise again.”” In
other places, however, he seems to say that any suitable matter
to which the soul could be united would constitute the same
body. He acknowledges that the matter constituting the body
changes during one’s lifetime, and this without prejudice to
one’s individuality. Thus it is puzzling that he would hold that
one would need (some of) the matter that had actually constitut-
ed one’s body in order to have the same body, when new matter,
so long as it is of the appropriate sort, would seem to do just as
well.”

This problem notwithstanding, Aquinas insists that it is
impossible for the human soul to be recycled in another body:

Further, in those things which are generated and corrupted, it is impos-
sible that they come back again through generation the same in num-
ber; for since generation and corruption is a motion to substance in
those things which are generated and corrupted, the same substance
does not remain, as it remains in those things which move according to
local motion. But if one soul were successively united to diverse bodies
which were generated, man would return the same in number through
generation; which according to Plato follows of necessity, who said that
man is a soul clothed with a body. It even follows on any other position;

% Super Epistolas S. Pauli, I Cor,, n. 1015,

T Cf. S¢G 1V, c. 81: “In the body of man, while it lives, there are not always the same
parts according to the matter, but only according to the form; according to the matter the
parts in fact flow out and flow in. Nor does this prevent a man from being one in num-
ber from the beginning of his life even until the end. . . . [Flor the form and species of the
individual parts of [the body] remain continuously through its whole life, but the matter
of the parts is dissolved through the action of natural heat and is once again generated
through food. There is not a numerically other man according to diverse parts and states
of life, although not everything which is materially in man according to one state is in
him according to another. Thus, therefore, it is not requisite, to this that a man rise again
numerically the same, that everything which was materially in him according to his
entire lifetime be taken up again, but only so much as suffices for completing an appro-
priate quantity, and it seems that what was more perfectly existing under the form and
species of humanity is chiefly what is to be taken up again.”
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because, since the unity of a thing follows upon form as even does its
being, it is necessary that those things be the same in number of which
the form is one in number. Therefore it is not possible that one soul be
united to diverse bodies.?

The body and the soul make up the same substance, the former
being the potency and the latter the actualization,” so when the
soul is united with some suitable matter it is going to give that
matter the same being it gave to the matter it actualized before
the person died.

[TThe form of other generable and corruptible things is not per se sub-
sisting, such that they have the power to remain after the corruption of
the composite, as is the case of the rational soul, which retains the being
which it acquires in the body even after the body [corrupts], and in the
participation of which being the body is drawn back [to life] through
the resurrection, since the being of the body is not other than the being
of the soul in the body; otherwise the conjunction of soul and body
would be accidental; and thus no interruption has taken place in the
substantial being of man such that it would not be possible for the
numerically same individual to return due to an interruption in being,
as happens even in other corrupted bodies, of which the being is com-
pletely interrupted, the form not remaining, the matter remaining,
however, under another being.*

The two arguments just given do not simply show that it
would be unfitting, and thus unnatural for the soul to be united

BScGII, c. 83,

¥ Aquinas defines the soul as “the act of a natural body having life in potency” in De
Anima, n. 230 (n. 229 specifies that it is the “first act”). From this definition he solves a
certain doubt about the manner in which the soul and body make up one thing (n. 234):
“And certain were positing some medium by which the soul was united to the body, and
in some manner attached. But there is no room now for this doubt since it has been
shown that the soul is the form of the body. . . . [Ilt is shown in the eighth book of the
Metaphysics that form is united to matter through itself {per se], as the act of it; and it is
the same that matter be united to form as that matter exist in act. And this is even what
he says here: that since one and being are said in many senses, namely, being in potency
and being in act, that which is properly being and one is act. For as being in potency is
not being simply, but relatively speaking [secundum quid), so too is it not one simply, but
secundum quid: for in this manner something is said to be one even as it is said to be
being. And therefore as the body has being through the soul as through form, so even is
it united to the soul immediately, insofar as the soul is the form of the body.”
1V Sent., d. 44, q. 1, a. 1. Cf. ST I-II, q. 4, a. 5, ad 2. Cf. QD de Anima, a. 19, ad §:
sense’ is said in two senses. In one way in regard to the sensitive soul itself, which is
the principle of potencies of this sort; and thus through sense an animal is an animal as

1
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to any body other than its own, but that such a union is in fact
impossible (on account of the nature of the human soul as self-
subsistent form of the body).

The cosmic recycling theory, initially attractive because it rec-
ognizes both finality in nature and the natural character of the
union of body and soul, ends up being a position little different
from that which says that soul stands to body only as mover and
not as form. For as Aquinas shows, the soul can be the form or
act of only one body, and each soul and body are uniquely fitted
to one another. If one imagines a given soul in another body, one
in effect is denying that it is the particular form that it is because
of its relation to the particular body of which it is the form. Thus
in effect one is envisaging a particular soul as indifferent to any
particular human body, rather than as something dependent
upon one particular body for its proper completion.* Although a
correct understanding of the nature of the soul as form of the
body sufficiently shows the absolute impossibility that the soul
give existence to a body other than its own, a second sort of argu-
ment against reincarnation can be used against a person who
mistakenly thinks that the soul could actualize a second body.
This is the argument based on the order of final causality, specif-
ically the order of the body to the soul which is further ordered
to the life activities of the organism. The argument proceeds by
showing that souls when reincarnated would be in a bodies lack-

through its proper form. In this mode sensible is taken from sense, according as it is
the difference constitutive of animal. In another way, sense is said in regard to the sen-
sitive potency itself, which, since it is a natural property, as was said, is not constitutive
of the species, but only follows upon the species. In this sense, therefore, sense does not
remain in the separated soul, but only in the first sense does it remain. For in man the
essence of the sensible and rational soul is the same. Whence nothing prohibits a man
who rises again from being the same numerical animal. For in order that something be
numerically the same, it suffices that the essential principles be numerically the same; it
is not required that the properties and the accidents be numerically the same.”

*1 While “the human soul differs from other [material] forms, because its being does
not depend on the body, nor does its being individuated depend on the body; for any-
thing, insofar as it is one, is of itself undivided, and distinct from others” (QD de Anima,
a. 3), nonetheless since the soul has the nature of a part, it does not attain its proper per-
fection apart from the whole of which it is a part, and the identity of this whole depends
on the presence of the same matter, i.e., the same body, as well as the same form. These
considerations ground one of Aquinas’s arguments for the necessity of the resurrection
of the body (cf. S¢G IV, c. 79).
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ing the tools suited to them; yet it is not possible that natural
processes result in things being regularly reduced to frustrated
states.

C. Another Problem with the Theories of Reincarnation

Another problem with most theories of reincarnation is that
they provide no explanation for why most of us forget our previ-
ous life or lives. One notable exception is Plato’s theory which
accounts for the soul’s forgetting in terms of the soul’s being
aggravated by the body which it enters. In the Meno, Plato offers
as support for this view evidence which appears to show that
people do not learn, but rather recollect things known to them
from a previous life. Aquinas gives numerous arguments against
the notion that learning is remembering, one of which is that if
this were so, a person who was blind in his present life would be
able to have scientific knowledge about color since he had sense
knowledge of it in a prior life where he was not blind—which of
course is not the case.”

TII. ARGUMENTS AGAINST REINCARNATION BASED UPON A
DiALECTICAL EXAMINATION OF THE POSSIBILITY OF
SUPERNATURAL CAUSALITY

Reincarnation could not be a natural phenomenon, for the
reasons we have just seen. Another way of trying to defend rein-
carnation is by attributing it to supernatural causes. One alter-
native would be to say that it is due to “cosmic necessity.”* This
account is hardly satisfactory, however, since it leaves unex-
plained from whence the necessity, and moreover, why in this
instance this necessity runs counter to the finality observed in
nature when it does not do so as a general rule. Another more
likely alternative is to ascribe it to the willful intervention of
supernatural powers. To examine this position fully would be an

* $¢G 11, c. 83; in the same place he gives three other arguments vs. this position,
including an interesting analysis of the Meno (cf. Meno 81a, 81b). Note that in ScG I, c.
83 Aquinas destroys another root of reincarnation that we have not mentioned, namely,
the eternity of the world or at least the unendingness of the future generation of humans.

¥ Cf. ScG 11, c. 89 for a discussion of a particular “cosmic necessity” theory.
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extremely difficult task inasmuch as it would involve examining
the existence and nature of supernatural powers. Thus the argu-
ments offered in this section will be dialectical.

Two possible motives are generally offered for why supernat-
ural powers would reincarnate human beings, namely: 1) in
order to reward or punish them; 2) as a way of showing mercy to
them.

Let us consider the first possibility: It is evident that it is
pointless to punish someone, if they are unaware that they have
done anything wrong, and could not possibly be aware. Most of
us are unaware of having had a previous life. Therefore to pun-
ish us for what we did in a previous life must be due either to stu-
pidity or to cruelty. Certainly, stupidity and maliciousness are
not characteristics that most people attribute to supernatural
beings. Those, then, who hold that these consequences of the
reincarnation-as-punishment-or-reward theory are untenable*
must reject the theory itself if they are to be logically consistent.

Another motivation sometimes offered for why a supernatur-
al power (or powers) would cause us to be reincarnated is that
this is due to mercy, for successive reincarnations give us extra
chances to live wholesome lives. The supernatural being in its
mercy does not want to condemn us definitively for the wrong-
doings of our first life.

This explanation suffers from a number of defects: First, if
most of us do not remember our previous life, we cannot appre-
ciate our present life as a merciful second chance. Second, if the
supernatural being in its mercy does not want to condemn us for
the wrongdoings of our first life, why would it condemn us for
them in later lives? And what if the cycle of reincarnation stops
when certain individuals who had lived good earlier lives, have
gone downhill in their most recent life? Where is the mercy in

* Indeed, Aquinas shows that these things cannot be true of God; cf. ST I, q. 6 and q.
14. According to Aline Lizotte, Hinduism envisages God in quite another manner: God
creates the world “on the basis of an élan vital born by libido. Creation is then a cosmic
error, an act of self-negation on the part of the creator, the entry in the world of multi-
plicity which is the destroyer of the One” (“La Réincarnation est-elle compatible avec la
foi?” Famille Chrétienne 767 [Sept. 24, 1992]: 50).
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that? One could of course ask a similar question on the supposi-
tion that a person has only one life. Multiplying lives, however,
increases the amount of time one has, but it does not increase the
likelihood that one meet one’s final destiny in a good rather than
a bad moral state. Moreover, a second chance is reasonably given
in two situations: The first is when the original test was poorly
designed. But most will not countenance that the cosmic tester
be lacking in intelligence. A second ground for retesting is found
when some factor outside the control of the individual being test-
ed hampers his or her performance (e.g., sickness or inexperi-
ence). Yet, while Aquinas grants that bad upbringing and lack of
intelligence have a detrimental impact on one’s moral develop-
ment, he also maintains that all human beings in virtue of their
intellect and free will are able to overcome these handicaps and
live morally acceptable, albeit morally diminished lives (as hap-
pens in the case of those who suffer from invincible ignorance
and those who never arrive at virtue, but only at continence).*

Aquinas would plainly reject the version of reincarnation that
assumes that the cycle will not stop until all become good. (Some
stones take longer to be smoothed by the waves than others, but
given enough time they eventually get there.) There are many
obvious problems with this theory, the most blatant of which is
that it in effect denies free will, since we all become good
whether we want to be or not (or, alternatively, we all eventual-
ly have to want to be truly good).

Aquinas does not give the arguments presented in this section.
He probably saw little need for them given that his argument
based on the nature of the soul as formal cause of the body shows
that it is impossible even for God to reincarnate a human soul.
The closest Aquinas comes to addressing the possibility that
reincarnation is explicable by supernatural causes is when he
discusses whether those who hold that the soul pre-exists the
body can offer any explanation for why the soul becomes united
with the body.* The dialectical arguments we have offered here,

¥ Cf. In Decem Libros Ethicorum Avistotelis ad Nicomachum Expositio, ed.
Raymundi M. Spiazzi, O.P. (Turin: Marietti, 1964), Bk. III, lec. 1 and 2.
* Cf. ScG 11, c. 83 and ST, q. 118, a. 3.
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however, are based on what Aquinas holds regarding the nature
of God, punishment/reward, voluntary action, and free will.

IV. CONCLUSION

All theories of reincarnation in some way affirm that soul and
body are two independent entities. Crucial to Aquinas’s refuta-
tion of reincarnation as a possible natural phenomenon is an
exposition of the correct understanding of the relation between
the individual person’s soul and body. To recapitulate: Aquinas
offers two related arguments, one from the nature of soul as
form, and another from the nature of the activities of the soul as
final cause. Aquinas shows that the soul can be the form or act
of only one body because the soul is the individual soul that it is
because of the particular body to which it is related, and because
the soul, being a subsisting form, gives the same being to the
body to which it is united after death as to the one with which it
first acquired its being. Each soul and body are thus uniquely fit~
ted to one another. A further consequence of this relation is that
any body will zot do when it comes to the exercise of the powers
of the soul, neither those that require a bodily organ nor those
that depend on activities that involve a bodily organ (as the exer-
cise of the intellect depends upon imagining). As for theories that
invoke supernatural causes, they are to be rejected because they
entail the absurd consequences that the supernatural being
would have to be stupid or malicious. Moreover, even if there
were some reasonable motive for the supernatural power to rein-
carnate humans, it could not do so. It is no more possible to unite
the soul of a deceased individual with a different body than it is
to unite this very shape or accidental form of one material object
to another material object.”

*" God, however, could join the human soul to an alien matter, but in this case it would
not be the actualization of that matter; rather, it would be the prisoner of an otherwise
actualized matter. Such a union would not be by nature, but only by force. It would thus
be painful to the soul, much as Plato thought of the soul’s union to its own body. Cf. QD
de Anima, a. 21: “Utrum anima separata possit pati poenam ab igne corporeo.”
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V. EPILOGUE

One is correct in noting that the above arguments are not like-
ly to convince most of the people who subscribe to reincarnation.
This is partly due to the fact that some of the arguments are dif-
ficult, presupposing knowledge about the human soul: its
immortality, its relation to the body.* And it is partly due to the
fact that a certain number believe because they want to believe
it—after all most popular versions of reincarnation seem to
absolve one from responsibility by leaving it vague about when,
if ever, beyond the present life one will be rewarded or punished
for one’s actions, some versions even going even so far as to
claim that one will eventually arrive at a perfected state in spite
of oneself. Why, then, make the difficult choices one would have
to make if one only lived once and one wanted to be good?

There is a third reason, as well, why some believe in reincar-
nation, namely, because they think that there exist genuine cases
of people who are reincarnated. These people are of course rea-
soning correctly when faced with an argument that supposedly
proves that a universal negative statement is true and with one
genuine contradictory instance they reject the supposed proof (or
at least reject its universal scope, since some arguments do show
something to be true for the most part). What people commonly
overlook, however, is that unless they themselves have observed
an instance of something, they do not know it to be a fact. Rather
they are either simply believing that the case is genuine on the
word of the person claiming it or they are inferring that the case
is genuine from signs (some of which signs may only be known
by taking the word of a person who claims to be reincarnated).
The case is not a direct object of their observation. When one
relies on the words of another, there is plainly the possibility that
that other intentionally or unintentionally deceive one. Thus,
people are mistaken about thinking that cases known at second
hand settle the question of reincarnation. They fail to realize that

% Cf. Sc¢G 11, c. 68 where Aquinas gives an impressive list of the authors who misun-
derstood the relation of body to soul, each in a somewhat different way.
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claims could be accepted as only probable at best, and that only
after being documented.”

In addition to confusing knowing with believing or opining,
people are often ignorant of the sort of criteria to apply in order
to determine whether there is any plausibility to the supposedly
reincarnated person’s claim. What are the signs by which one
judges the authenticity of such a claim? Knowledge of these cri-
teria pertains more directly to science than to philosophy, so it
would -be out of place to go into them here. We must also point
out, however, that some of the supposed evidence for reincarna-
tion cannot be easily dismissed, either on scientific grounds or on
philosophical grounds, and may be attributable to the actions of
supernatural beings, namely, demons.” But an examination of
this too falls outside philosophy’s scope.

* The other thing about cases is that even when one oneself has experience of para-
normal phenomena, one must be careful to distinguish the expervience from the opinion
one readily forms to explain the experience. For example, a person dreams that the next
party would be a flop, and it in fact turns out to be a flop. Did that person foresee the
future? Or did he or she simply project conscious or unconscious misgivings about the
party’s success in his or her dream, and this dream just happened actually to correspond
with reality? Or was the person perhaps influenced by the dream to do things which
brought the event about (self-fulfilling prophecy)?

“ Aquinas speaks in many places about demons revealing hidden things to humans in
order to lead them away from God (cf. De Pot., q. 6, a. 10; ScG I, c. 154). Most often
he speaks of demons providing people with information about the future. It is not hard,
however, to see how demons could inform people of things that happened before those
persons’ births in order that these people might be convinced that they were reincarnat-
ed (and/or convince others that this is the case), thus destroying their belief in individual
judgment, the last judgment, and the resurrection of the body.
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Rautenberg asks “Does the Grisez-Finnis-Boyle Moral

Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?”'; the answer that the text
of that article produces is, unsurprisingly, “Yes.” Veatch and
Rautenberg argue that despite superficial similarities between
the moral theory defended by Germain Grisez, John Finnis, and
Joseph Boyle and the eudaimonist moral theories defended by
Aristotle and Aquinas, the Grisez-Finnis-Boyle (hereafter
“GFB”) view is more akin to utilitarian impartialism than to
Aristotelian or Thomistic eudaimonism. 1 shall argue that
although Veatch and Rautenberg are correct to label the GFB
view a type of impartialism, they misunderstand both the char-
acter of its impartialism and the mistake on which it rests. A
clearer understanding of what is at issue between impartialist
and eudaimonist natural law theories will bring into focus the
severity of the problem faced in trying to decide between these
accounts.

The title of a recent article by Henry Veatch and Joseph

I

Call the thesis that all correct practical reasoning proceeds
from one’s own good as a principle “eudaimonism”; call the the-
sis that all correct practical reasoning proceeds from the good

* ] owe a debt of gratitude to Melissa Barry, Lenn Goodman, Trenton Merricks, and
(especially) Thomas Williams for their comments on early drafts of this article.

' Henry Veatch and Joseph Rautenberg, “Does the Grisez-Finnis-Boyle Moral
Philosophy Rest on a Mistake?” Review of Metaphysics 44 (1991): 807-830.
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impartially considered “impartialism.” As Veatch and
Rautenberg point out, the GFB view endorses impartialism:
from the point of view of practical reason, whether a good is
instantiated in you or in me makes no difference.” This impar-
tialism places the GFB view on the side of the utilitarians
against the eudaimonism of Aristotle and Aquinas. That Grisez,
Finnis, and Boyle part ways with Aristotle and Aquinas on this
issue is, of course, no argument against the GFB view. Veatch
and Rautenberg attempt to call the GFB impartialism into ques-
tion, though, by arguing both that the GFB impartialism has
absurd consequences and that the argument by which Grisez,
Finnis, and Boyle reach the impartialist thesis contains plain
errors.

Veatch and Rautenberg hold that the impartialism advocated
by the GFB view is a result of modern moral philosophy’s dis-
connecting the concept of a good from that of human needs,
desires, and interests:

The notion of ‘good’ [on the ‘modern’ view] needs to be denatured and
completely dissociated from all reference to our liking, desiring, or find-
ing pleasing those things which we take to be good. Instead, all ‘goods’
are to be converted into so many ‘oughts’, and as ‘oughts’ they are to
be furthered and pursued.’

On the modern view, to assert that pleasure is a good is to assert
only that pleasure ought to be promoted; to say that knowledge
is a good is to say only that knowledge ought to be pursued.
From this sundering of the relationship between the idea of a
good and that of human needs and interests it is a small step

? Although both utilitarianism and the GFB view endorse impartialism, they differ
importantly in that utilitarianism is consequentialist whereas the GFB view is not. To
move from the impartialist thesis that the good impartially considered is the starting
point for practical reason to the utilitarian thesis that one ought to act so as to maximize
overall goodness requires, among other presuppositions, the assumption that another’s
good and my own are commensurable. This premise the GFB view denies; no two
instantiations of basic values between which choice is possible are commensurable. See
Germain Grisez, Joseph Boyle, and John Finnis, “Practical Principles, Moral Truth, and
Ultimate Ends,” American Journal of Jurisprudence 32 (1987): 99-151, esp. 110.

* Veatch and Rautenberg, “Grisez-Finnis-Boyle Moral Philosophy,” 816.
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indeed to impartialism: once goods are no longer such in virtue
of anyone’s needing or desiring them, there is no reason to pro-
mote one’s own good over that of anyone else: “Instead, all goods
having now been converted into so many ‘oughts’, it would seem
to follow that this cannot but impose on the moral agent a strict
obligation to further and promote every and all goods equally
and impartially.”*

Veatch and Rautenberg argue that this impartialism has
absurd implications. First, it makes the connection between our
reasons for reckoning something good and our reasons for fur-
thering or promoting it completely unintelligible. For on this
view, what is good is simply what one ought to further and pro-
mote, and one’s reasons for furthering and promoting it derive
from this moral “ought.” We reckon something good, however,
because it fulfills a need or interest or desire. Now, to be sure,
there is no inconsistency here. What there is, though, is a rela-
tionship between desire for something and a moral requirement
to promote or pursue it that is totally surd.

Secondly, Veatch and Rautenberg claim that impartialism
would lead to an immobility of practical reason. If “a moral
agent may not show the slightest preference or partiality for one
good over against another,” then he or she “is under a strict oblig-
ation to work for and to promote all goods equally and impar-
tially.”* Veatch and Rautenberg wonder whether rational action
would be possible on such a view, given the vast array of goods
to be promoted or pursued:

How can any one moral agent work to further all goods and all values,
not only his own, but those of all others as well, and do so all at once
without showing the slightest partiality for any one good that might
prompt him to choose that one as over against another?®

The sincere impartialist would, on Veatch and Rautenberg’s
view, become the practical equivalent of Buridan’s ass, unable to
fix upon a subset of goods to pursue, and hence would be unable
to pursue any.

*Ibid., 815.
* Ibid., 817.
*Ihid.
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Granting for a moment that these absurd consequences fol-
low from impartialism, it might be wondered why the GFB
view endorses it. Veatch and Rautenberg hold that the GFB
impartialism is the result of a mistake concerning what the prin-
ciple of universalizability requires of moral judgments. It is
often taken to be an essential feature of moral judgments that
they be universalizable, that is, that they be applicable to all per-
sons, and that they be formulable without use of proper names,
using only predicates and logical operators.” A difficulty seems
to result, though, if one attempts to universalize judgments con-
cerning what is good. For what is good is typically indexed to
someone’s needs or interests; but “the fact that I hold a thing to
be good, or to be of value to me, certainly does not imply that
anyone or everyone else must therefore hold it to be good or of
value for him as well.”® Given that what is good is initially
picked out by reference to human needs and interests, we may
decide either that judgments about what is good are never moral
judgments (because they are not universalizable) or that at least
some uses of “good” are disconnected from human needs and
interests. “Modern ethics,” on Veatch and Rautenberg’s view,
opts for the latter. Thus, “good” is stripped of its connection to
human needs and interests, and becomes “so many ‘oughts’.”®

As Veatch and Rautenberg point out, however, this line of
reasoning is specious. The principle of universalizability does
not enjoin us to disconnect the notion of “good” from all human
needs and interests; it enjoins us only to disconnect the notion of
“good” from any particular set of human needs and interests. In
order to universalize the judgment that knowledge is good, for
example, we need not disconnect knowledge from its character

" Rawls divides the principle of universalizability as I have formulated it here into two
requirements: that of universality, according to which moral principles “must hold for
everyone in virtue of their being moral persons,” and that of generality, according to
which moral principles must employ only those predicates that “express general proper-
ties and relations.” See John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1971), 131-132. Rawls recognizes that universality and generality do
not entail impartialism; see 136.

8 Veatch and Rautenberg, “Grisez-Finnis-Boyle Moral Philosophy,” 812.

’Ibid., 816.
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as fulfilling for humans; we need only note that for each human,
it is the case that knowledge is fulfilling for that human. Goods
may be indexed to human interests without being indexed to any
particular human'’s interests. The judgment that G is good is
therefore perfectly universalizable: it means that for anyone in a
particular set of circumstances, G would fulfill some interest any
person in those circumstances would have.'

If Veatch and Rautenberg were correct in their characteriza-
tion of the impartialism of the GFB view, as well as in their
accounts both of how Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle arrive at that
impartialism and of what implications follow from it, then the
GFB view would be hopeless. 1 shall argue, though, that Veatch
and Rautenberg go astray from the start in their characterization
of the GFB impartialism: the GFB view does not advocate any
disconnection between the concept of a good and that of human -
interests. Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle arrive at their impartialism
not by way of any concerns about moral language, but by way of
a certain account of what is self-evidently grasped as good by
practical reason. And further, given the proper characterization
of the GFB impartialism, the absurd consequences that Veatch
and Rautenberg impute to it do not follow.

Veatch and Rautenberg hold that the impartialism that is
characteristic of modern ethics generally, and of the GFB and
utilitarian views in particular, is the result of the disconnection
of the notion of goodness from that of human interests.
Significantly, the only author that Veatch and Rautenberg cite on
behalf of this view is G.E. Moore, who undoubtedly held it:
according to Moore, one can determine whether a state of affairs
is intrinsically good by isolating in imagination that state of
affairs; if one judges that it would be good for such a state of
affairs to exist, that state of affairs is intrinsically good. On
Moore’s view, the strict application of this test results in the
detaching of the notion of “good” from any relationship to
human interests." But Moore is, I think, the exception rather

' Ibid., 829-830.

"' See G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1988), esp. §50
where he attacks Sidgwick for holding that the good is necessarily connected to human
interests.
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than the rule in modern ethics. To attempt to prove this point
here, though, would take us off the track; our concern is whether
Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle disconnect the concept of a good from
that of human needs, interests, and desires. It is clear, however,
that Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle do not make this move. For the
central concept of their moral theory is that of a basic good or
basic value, that is, a good sought for its own sake. But on the
GFB view, the goodness of any basic value is constituted by its
contributing to human fulfillment, and the reason to promote the
basic values is their contribution to human fulfillment. To judge
that something is a basic good is to judge that it is “a general
form of human well-being” and a “fulfillment of a human poten-
tiality.”"? The fundamental concern of ethics, then, is the fulfill-
ment of persons,” and the “basic goods are basic reasons for act-
ing because they are aspects of the fulfillment of persons.”" This
is #ot a moral view that reduces goods to “so many ‘oughts.’”
The GFB view does not, therefore, transform claims of the
form “G is a good” to claims of the form “agents are morally
required to pursue or promote G.”" How, then, does it embrace
impartialism? It embraces impartialism by holding that while
the character of something as a good does depend on its being
fulfilling of human interests, its character as a good does not
depend on the identity of the person whose interests that good
fulfills: “As intelligible, the basic goods have no proper names
attached to them. So that they can be understood as goods and
provide reasons for acting whether, in a particular case, the
agent or another may benefit.”* The “as intelligible” in this
statement contrasts with “as sensible”: for considered not in their

'” John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 72.

" Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lovrd Jesus, Volume I: Christian Moral Principles
(Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1983), 115.

' Grisez, Boyle, Finnis, “Practical Principles,” 114.

' Indeed, given Finnis’s emphatic assertion that the judgments that the basic values
are goods are not moral judgments, but rather “the evaluative substratum of all moral
judgments” (Natural Law and Natural Rights, 59), it is hard to see why Veatch and
Rautenberg would think that the Grisez-Finnis-Boyle view turns goods into so many
“oughts.”

' Grisez, Boyle, Finnis, “Practical Principles,” 114.
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intelligible aspect (that is, as exerting a pull on one’s intelligence)
but only in their sensible aspect (that is, as exerting a pull on
one’s feelings), the basic goods are agent-centered, for our feel-
ings are swayed more by the prospect of the participation in
basic values either by ourselves or by those close to us than by
the prospect of such participation by those in no special rela-
tionship to us. Considered in their intelligible aspect, though, my
good and the good of any other person are indistinguishable.

Why is it, though, that these goods are indistinguishable by
practical reason? This impartialism is not the result of an appli-
cation of the principle of universalizability; as Veatch and
Rautenberg make clear, such an application would be a misap-
plication. Rather, the GFB impartialism springs from their view
that what is grasped by practical reason as good is simply par-
ticipation in the basic values, not participation in the basic val-
ues by a certain person or persons. Consider basic value V. Itis
the view of Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle that what your practical
reason grasps self-evidently as good is simply participation-in-V,
not participation-in-V-by-you. And if participation-in-V is what
is grasped as good by practical reason, then one is required in
reason to be impartial between one’s own participation in V and
another’s participation in V, for both are equally participations
in' V.

From his earliest writings on natural law to his most recent
discussions, Finnis has defended this account of why reason
requires impartiality among all those who can partake of the
basic goods:

[O]ne is confronted not only with the pull of one’s experienced desire
for self-preservation [for example], but also with the concept that
human life [for example] is a value to be realized and respected, and an
awareness that the value is realized as much in your life as mine.
Intelligence thus faces the problem, which realization of the value to
pursue, and cannot solve the problem by declaring that my life is more
valuable, as such, than yours.”

' John Finnis, “Natural Law and Unnatural Acts,” Heythrop Journal 11 (1970); 368.
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[Thhe basic goods are human goods, and can in principle be pursued,
realized, and participated in by any human being. Another person’s
survival, his coming to know, his creativity, his all-round flourishing,
may not interest me, may not concern me, may in any event be beyond
my power to affect. But have I any reason to deny that they are really
good, or that they are fit matters of interest, concern, and favour by
that man and by all those who have to do with him?. . . we can add, to
the second requirement of fundamental impartiality of recognition of
each of the basic forms of good, a third requirement: of fundamental
impartiality among the human subjects who are or may be partakers of
those goods.™

One can consider as desirable the participation of other people in goods
of the same sort, i.e. one can think it good that other people, even peo-
ple who do not engage one’s affections at all, should be able to act (or
to share in the results of action) under the same description: what at the
level of mere feeling is radically different (his securing a good and my

securing a good) becomes, at the level of understanding, significantly
‘the same’."”

At the level of understanding your good and my good are indis-
tinguishable in value. I may be moved to promote my own good
over yours, but my pursuit of my good in preference to yours is
the result of emotion, not of the recognition of intelligible reasons
for action.”

If Veatch and Rautenberg have mischaracterized the impar-
tialism of the GFB view, however, they have also mischaracter-
ized the impartialism of at least the most historically prominent
versions of utilitarianism. It is instructive to note the similarity
between Finnis’s argument for impartialism and Sidgwick’s
argument in The Methods of Ethics that philosophical intuition-
ism leads to the principle of utility. Sidgwick argues that the self-
evidence of a principle forbidding arbitrariness provides the
basis for a dialectical argument against the egoist: so long as the
egoist holds that desirable consciousness is good, he or she is
committed to the claim that desirable consciousness is just as
good when instantiated in another as it is when instantiated in

" Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, 106-107 (emphasis added).

' John Finnis, Fundamentals of Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 46.

® John Finnis, “Natural Law and Legal Reasoning,” in Natural Law Theory:
Contemporary Essays, ed. Robert George (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 149.
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him- or herself. The egoist would therefore be acting contrary to
reason if he or she were to promote his or her lesser good at the
expense of the greater good of others.”” Both Finnis and
Sidgwick rely on the following claim: if something is unquali-
fiedly good, then it must be just as good when instantiated in
person A as it would be when instantiated in person B. Both
Finnis and Sidgwick hold that participation in certain values is
unqualifiedly good: for Finnis, the basic values of life, play,
knowledge, religion, etc.”; for Sidgwick, desirable conscious-
ness.”® Both suggest that what results from the injunction
against partiality is a requirement to see the world from a God’s-
eye point of view: Finnis likens one who fulfills this requirement
to an “ideal observer,”* whereas Sidgwick likens this impartial
person to one who takes “the point of view . . . of the Universe”
in his or her moral judgment.® For both Sidgwick and Finnis,
the good is essentially related to its desirability for human per-
sons, but the identity of the person in whom the good is instanti-
ated is irrelevant from the point of view of practical reason.”
For the moment we may bracket the issue of whether the form
of argument endorsed by Finnis and Sidgwick is persuasive in
order to focus on the issue of whether the absurd consequences
that Veatch and Rautenberg assert to follow from impartialism
do in fact follow from it. The first of the two absurd implications
is that if impartialism is true, then one’s reason for holding some-
thing to be good and one’s reason to promote the good are not

' Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, Tth edition {Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981),
382,

2 Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, 81-90.

2 Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 395-407.

* Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, 108.

» Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 382.

% Sidgwick is not the only utilitarian writer attracted to this strategy. When ques-
tioned in correspondence about the dubious proof of the greatest happiness principle
presented in the fourth chapter of Utilitarianism, John Stuart Mill’s reply seems to be
that his argument was intended to show that if one takes his or her own happiness as a
good, he or she must admit that others’ happiness is a good as well, and that the sum of
all of these goods is itself a good. See the Later Letters of John Stuart Mill, vol. 16 of
Collected Works (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972), 1414. For this reference I
am indebted to Alan Ryan’s “Introduction” to John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham,
Utilitarianism and Other Essays (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 50.
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intelligibly connected. For we characterize something as good
because of its capacity to meet a human interest; but on Veatch
and Rautenberg’s formulation of impartialism, the reason to
promote the good is simply that we are morally bound to do so.
But given the proper formulation of the GFB impartialism, the
relationship between how something is recognized as a good and
the reasons for promoting or pursuing it is not surd; that rela-
tionship is perfectly intelligible. One’s reason for recognizing
something as a good is that it conduces to human fulfillment (not
necessarily one’s own); one’s reason for pursuing or promoting
something that is good is that it conduces to human fulfiliment
(once more, not necessarily one’s own). Hence the unintelligibil-
ity that results from the Veatch-Rautenberg characterization of
impartialism is absent on a proper understanding of the GFB
view.

Neither does impartialism turn a sincere impartialist into a
Buridan’s ass for fear of showing partiality. Veatch and
Rautenberg seem to think that the requirement of impartiality is
a requirement not to show preference for any good over another.
But this is not right; the requirement of impartiality is a require-
ment not to devalue any instantiation of a good in one’s deliber-
ation because of the location of its instantiation. Hence, if one
were a utilitarian impartialist, one could act to realize certain
goods in oneself and not in others if realization of the former
would produce greater good than the realization of the latter. In
so doing, one need not violate the requirement of impartiality by
devaluing the good that could be produced in others; one need
only recognize that the good to be produced in oneself is the
greater good. No arbitrary partiality is displayed in such a case.
Of course, the GFB view rejects the commensurability of instan-
tiations of basic values, but this rejection of commensurability
conjoined with the requirement of impartiality does not lead to
paralysis either. For each of us is in a better position to promote
certain instantiations of basic goods—e.g., those instantiated in
oneself and in those close to one—rather than others. And, fur-
ther, it must be remembered that action is not without desire:
one’s sensible desires toward some instantiations of basic values
rather than others may determine which goods one acts to pro-
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mote, and this can be done without acting contrary to reason,
provided that one does not do so on the belief that instantiations
of basic values in some persons are intrinsically more valuable
than instantiations of basic values in others.

The GFB impartialism neither proceeds from the shoddy rea-
soning that Veatch and Rautenberg place at its source nor
implies the absurd consequences that Veatch and Rautenberg
impute to it. If advocates of the eudaimonist thesis are to chal-
lenge impartialism, then they must produce alternative argu-
ments showing that the GFB impartialism generates unpalat-
able consequences or that the GFB impartialism rests on a dif-
ferent kind of mistake. Ishall take the latter option: I shall argue
that Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle inadequately support the claim
that what is grasped as good by practical reason is participation
in basic values as such and not participation in basic values by
oneself.

Consider once again the comparison between Finnis’s and
Sidgwick’s arguments for impartialism. Both assert that if one
takes the instantiation of a certain value to be good, then one
must in reason admit that an instantiation of that value is just as
good in one person as in another. Yet in spite of the close simi-
larity between these arguments, Finnis and Sidgwick do not
reach a conclusion of the same form. Finnis concludes that par-
tiality is as such unreasonable. Sidgwick concludes that there
are competing principles of practical reason, one of which
declares partiality unreasonable, the other of which declares par-
tiality eminently reasonable.” Whence the difference?

The argument which leads from philosophical intuitionism to
the principle of utility only functions, on Sidgwick’s view,
against the egoist who accepts that desirable consciousness is
good as such, and not merely that his or her desirable conscious-
ness is good for him or her.

If the Egoist strictly confines himself to stating his conviction that he

ought to take his own happiness or pleasure as his ultimate end, there
seems to be no opening for any line of reasoning to lead him to

77 Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 498.
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Universal Hedonism as a first principle; it cannot be proved that the
difference between his own happiness and another’s happiness is not
for him all-important. . . When, however, the Egoist puts forward,
implicitly or explicitly, the proposition that his happiness or pleasure is
Good, not only for him but from the point of view of the Universe, . .
then it becomes relevant to point out to him that his happiness cannot
be a more important part of Good, taken universally, than the equal
happiness of any other person.”

One who denies that desirable consciousness as such is good
need not recognize that another’s desirable consciousness is as
good as one’s own is, or even that it is good at all. Now,
Sidgwick’s response on behalf of the egoist is applicable to
Finnis’s argument against partiality in pursuit of the basic val-
ues. Finnis’s argument for impartialism depends on the truth of
the claim that what practical reason grasps is that participation-
in-V is good, and not simply that participation-in-V-by-me is
good. Yet, if I understand Veatch and Rautenberg correctly, their
position is that all that is grasped by practical reason is that one’s
own participation in basic values is good for him or her; we may
also recognize that another’s participation in basic values is good
for that person, but (unless that other is in a special relationship
to us) that recognition is of no practical import. Does the GFB
view have the resources to show that the Veatch-Rautenberg
view is mistaken on this point?

As we have seen, Finnis insists that at the level of under-
standing one’s own participation in basic values and others’ par-
ticipation in basic values is indistinguishable gqua good.
Consider the following analogy. Suppose that you were given
the task of collecting red objects, and that is the only aim you are
pursuing. You collect fire engines, and cherries, and stop signs.
If one day you were to refuse to allow Macintosh apples into
your collection, though, merely because they are apples, we
would find your behavior to be irrationally arbitrary. To refuse
to allow red apples into your collection of red objects merely
because they are apples is to refuse to allow red apples into your
collection for no reason at all; even though it is an apple, it is just

% Ibid., 420-421.



NATURAL LAW, IMPARTIALISM, AND OTHERS’ GOOD 65

as red as a cherry, or.a fire engine, or a stop sign, and therefore
should be included in your collection of red objects.

We might think that this imagined case of the arbitrary col-
lector is strictly analogous to the condition of the eudaimonist of
the Veatch-Rautenberg variety. To treat others’ participation in
basic values not as a good is to dismiss it arbitrarily, without any
reason at all; even though your participation in V is not my par-
ticipation in V, it is just as good as mine is.” The cases are not
analogous, however. One who holds only that his or her partic-
ipation in V is (self-evidently) good is not claiming that another’s
participation in V is any less a participation in V than his or her
own participation in V is. Rather, one who holds such a view is
claiming only that the other’s participation in V is not (self-evi-
dently) good. It is arbitrary to include a cherry in a collection of
red objects yet not to include an apple; and it would be arbitrary
to count one’s own knowledge as participation-in-knowledge yet
not to count another’s knowledge as participation-in-knowledge;
but it is not prima facie arbitrary to count one’s own knowledge
as a good yet not to count another’s knowledge as a good. On
the eudaimonist view, one need merely hold that the goodness of
an act of participation in a basic value is constituted jointly by
the fact of participation and the fact that it is oneself that is
doing the participating. Of course, one who holds this view can
affirm that knowledge is a human good, a good for all humans.
What he or she means is that my knowing is good for me, your
knowing is good for you, and due to the capacities and poten-
tialities that humans have by nature, for each human his or her
knowing is good for him or her. This is what it means, such a
person would say, for knowledge to be a human good. But it
does not commit one to the view that one ought to be impartial
between his or her own and another’s participation in any basic
value.

? 1 am not assuming that for the eudaimonist his or her good is never constituted at
least in part by others’ good, such as in the case of friendship. When I refer to “others”
I mean itstrictly to mean those with whom one is in no special relationship; they are
completely other.
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The impartialist might concede that there is prima facie no
arbitrariness, but might claim that upon closer inspection the
arbitrariness becomes apparent. Derek Parfit describes a hedo-
nist who cares a tremendous amount about his future experi-
ences, with the following exception: he does not concern himself
with pains or pleasures that will beset him on any future
Tuesday. This person has “Future-Tuesday-Indifference.”* This
is not to say that on Tuesdays this hedonist does not care about
his present pleasures and pains; it is merely to say that when con-
sidering future pleasures and pains he treats all of those plea-
sures and pains that will occur on future Tuesdays with total
indifference. Thus, if this person has a choice between undergo-
ing a severe pain on a future Tuesday and a mild pain on a future
Wednesday, the hedonist will choose the severe pain on Tuesday.
Parfit writes that “This man’s pattern of concern is irrational.
Why does he prefer agony on Tuesday to mild pain on any other
day? Simply because the agony will be on a Tuesday. This is no
reason.””

We might think that one who treats one’s own participation in
values as good and others’ participation not as good is evidently
as irrationally arbitrary as one who has Future-Tuesday-
Indifference. As we might point out that the pain experienced on
a future Tuesday will be just as painful as the pain experienced
on a future Wednesday, we might point out that another’s par-
ticipation in basic values is just as much participation in basic
values as one’s own is. But we are back to where we started.
The eudaimonist should grant that another’s participation in
basic values is just as much participation in basic values as his
or her own is. But the difference resides in whether one should
recognize that the other’s participation is good.

At this point, the impartialist might ask for an explanation of
why the fact that participation in a value is one’s own is suffi-
cient to transform it into an intelligible good. The eudaimonist

* Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 124.
' Tbid.
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should reply, though, that the relevance of the fact that partici-
pation in a value is one’s own is deep, too deep to be explained
by any other considerations. As Sidgwick writes,

It would be contrary to Common Sense to deny that the distinction
between any one individual and any other is real and fundamental, and
that consequently “I” am concerned with the quality of my existence as
an individual in a sense, fundamentally important, in which I am not
concerned with the quality of the existence of other individuals.*

The eudaimonist might ask the impartialist: “Don’t you think
that your own good is of special concern to you, and not just
because you are in a better position to promote it? Don’t you
think that it has a ‘first claim’, so to speak, on your efforts?” The
eudaimonist might try to bring the point home by drawing the
following picture. “There is someone on the other side of the
earth with whom you have no contact, with whom you have no
special relationship. There is no doubt that participation-in-
knowledge is good for this person. But do you think that this
person’s participation-in-knowledge is a good in the same way
and with the same practical relevance that your participation-in-
knowledge is a good?”

These considerations do not, of course, show that impartial-
ism is false. They do show, however, that we cannot at this point
be confident that practical reason self-evidently grasps that par-
ticipation in basic values is good as such. It may appear that we
are at an impasse. For the conflict here—whether what my prac-
tical reason grasps as good is participation-in-V, or participation-
in-V-by-me—is a conflict concerning the self-evident first princi-
ples of practical reason. How can this conflict be resolved?

*? Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 498. The reason why Sidgwick encloses the “I”
in quotation marks seems to be that Sidgwick questioned whether there is any such sub-
sisting individual: “Grant that the Ego is merely a system of coherent phenomena, that
the permanent identical ‘I’ is not a fact but a fiction, as Hume and his followers main-
tain; why, then, should one part of the series of feelings into which the Ego is resolved
be concerned with another part of the same series, any more than with any other series?
However, I will not press this question now; since I admit that Common Sense does not
think it worthwhile to supply the individual with reasons for seeking his own interest”
(The Methods of Ethics, 419). Parfit carries out the project of deducing the ethical con-
sequences of a Humean account of personal identity in Reasons and Persons, 199-347.
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11

Decisions regarding what propositions are adopted as the first
principles of a science are not made by simply gathering up the
propositions pertaining to that subject matter that are obviously
true. No substantive science could be produced by starting with
such frail material.¥* How, then, can decisions about first princi-
ples be made? Such decisions are made by examining the sorts
of deductive schemes that different candidate sets of principles
are capable of generating; only by examining these schemes are
we able to assess the relative merits of different candidate sets of
principles. To assign the status of “first principles” to a candi-
date set of propositions is to say, then, that of all the competing
theories, there is one that has shown itself to be superior to its
rivals, and this set of propositions is the set of first principles in
that theory.

I take it that it has been shown in the first part of this paper
that the first principles of the impartialist GFB view and the first
principles of the eudaimonist Veatch-Rautenberg position are, so
far, dialectically undefeated; in order to assess the merits of their
rival claims to be first principles of the most defensible natural
law theory, we shall have to examine the theoretical power that
each account possesses. To bring them into contention in this
wholesale manner would be, of course, a massive undertaking. I
propose to spend the rest of this paper considering just one kind
of problem to which both theories would have to provide a solu-
tion: that of how one ought to respond to others’ good.

Impartialist theories have an easy time explaining why and to
what extent persons are required by reason to respect, foster, and
promote others’ good. On this view, self-preference is as such
irrational; to promote one’s own good over that of another sim-
ply because it is one’s own is to act arbitrarily. It does not fol-
low, though, that self-preference can never be justified. For each
of us is in a better position to promote his or her own participa-
tion in basic values than anyone else’s. Part of the explanation

¥ See Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 173.
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for this is the simple truth that we are better able to foster par-
ticipation in basic goods by those who are close to us, and no one
is closer to us than ourselves. But there is a deeper reason that
justifies some self-preference. Participation in some basic values
is in whole or in part constituted by free choices and voluntary
actions.* We might be able to foster a set of conditions in which
others may make these free choices and perform these voluntary
actions, but we could not produce them in others. Self-prefer-
ence is further justified because in these cases it is necessarily up
to each person to perform those acts whereby each participates
in basic values.*® As Finnis notes, though, these allowances for
justified self-preference leave the requirement of impartiality
very much in force:

when all allowance is made for [justified self-preference], this [require-
ment of impartiality] remains a pungent critique of selfishness, special
pleading, double standards, hypocrisy, indifference to the good of oth-
ers whom one could easily help (‘passing by on the other side’), and all
the other manifold forms of egoistic and group bias.*

A natural law theory that embraces impartialism, then, seems
capable of providing a reasonable arena for self-preference while
placing strict requirements on the respect that must be shown
with regard to others’ good.

Veatch and Rautenberg seem to think that a eudaimonist nat-
ural law theory would also have little difficulty accounting for
the requirements that we are under with regard to others’ good.

[1]f one should try to make a rejoinder [to eudaimonism] . . . by asking
whether in an Aristotelian or Thomistic [i.e., a eudaimonist] context
there can be no such thing as a love of neighbor, or no sacrificing of
oneself for the good and well-being of others, the reply is that not only

™ Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle call all those goods constituted (at least in part) by choice
“reflexive”: “The instantiations of these goods include the choices by which one acts for
them” (“Practical Principles,” 107). These reflexive goods are the goods of practical rea-
sonableness, friendship, and religion (ibid., 108).

* Finnis, “Natural Law and Unnatural Acts,” 368-369; Naturael Law and Natural
Rights, 107-108.

% Finnis, Natural Law and Natuval Rights, 107.
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is provision made for such a thing as an individual’s love of his friends,
but also and more generally a love of neighbor is actually something
morally requisite for each and every human being. Yet this certainly
does not mean that such a love of neighbor for Aquinas is ever to be
construed as an exercise in utilitarian impartiality . . . No, for Aquinas,
as for Aristotle, a love of neighbor is to be construed as a love for one’s
friend in which one’s friend’s good is identified with one’s own good,
and where to pursue the good of one’s friend is to show even a definite
partiality for one’s own happiness and well-being, of which the good of
one’s friend becomes an integral part. To put it in a nutshell: one’s
obligation is to love one’s neighbor as oneself!”

We might read Veatch and Rautenberg’s treatment of the prob-
lem of others’ good as an effort to turn the tables on Grisez,
Finnis, and Boyle, since it is part of the GFB view both that
friendship is one of the basic goods and that it is constitutive of
friendship that the good of one’s friend becomes an aspect of
one’s own good. In participating in friendship, one necessarily
finds oneself in a situation in which his or her good is bound up
with the good of others: as Finnis writes, “self-love (the desire to
participate fully, oneself, in the basic aspects of human flourish-
ing [including friendship]) requires that one go beyond self-love
(self-interest, self-preference, the imperfect rationality of ego-
ism).nax

The Veatch-Rautenberg position may be fairly summarized as
this: the way to handle the problem of others’ good is, on a eudai-
monist account, to make the others somehow less other— that is,
to emphasize the existence of special relationships such as those
of friendship (either directly, or perhaps mediated by God in car-
itas) or community.” Now, there is no doubt that on both impar-

*"Veatch and Rautenberg, “Grisez-Finnis-Boyle Moral Philosophy,” 820-821.

* Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, 143.

* Scott MacDonald also seems to employ this strategy in his “Egoistic Rationalism:
Aquinas’s Basis for Christian Morality,” in Michael D. Beaty, ed., Christian Theism and
the Problems of Philosophy (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990),
327-354. While affirming that on Aquinas’s view the rational agent seeks his or her own
good, MacDonald points out that each person’s interests are “not narrowly individualis-
tic. One might hold that by virtue of their possessing intellect human beings have an
interest in a good that includes, perhaps even predominantly, the good of others. Hence,
when human beings seek the good of the family or the city they seek it as part of their
own good” (339). MacDonald holds that altruistic concerns can be explained in these
terms (340).
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tialist and eudaimonist natural law theories the requirements of
reason arising from these special relationships have an important
place. But to rely wholly upon them as a way of handling the
problems surrounding others’ good is ill-advised, for two related
reasons. First, to rely wholly on contingent unifying relation-
ships to explain one’s obligations to respect others’ good is to
allow that in the limiting case of the person who does not partic-
ipate in the good of friendship, for whatever reason (commit-
ment to other basic goods, emotional distaste for friendships,
serious chemical imbalance in the brain), such a person is under
absolutely no requirements with regard to others’ good.
Secondly, even for those who participate to a great extent in the
goods of friendship, there are still many who remain completely
other—perhaps the stranger on the roadside who has been set
upon by thieves, or perhaps the stranger on the other side of the
earth whose environment we might contaminate for our own
convenience. With regard to such people, we are under no
requirements, if all requirements to respect others’ good derive
from special relationships in which another’s good becomes
assimilated to one’s own.

The Veatch-Rautenberg response to the problem of others’
good is inadequate, and it might seem that the GFB impartialist
formulation of the first principles of practical reason is prefer-
able on this score. How could one who accepts the eudaimonist
formulation, which takes as its starting point one’s own good,
defend a strong requirement to respect others’ good?

Consider the following story. Suppose that Joan has a certain
set of dispositions and capabilities that suit her for the game of
chess. She is introduced to the game, she enjoys playing it, she
diverts much of her leisure time to chess-playing. Eventually she
judges that her playing chess, or, as we might say, participation-
in-chess-by-her, is a good. Since Joan recognizes that the status
of her participation in chess as a good for her is due at least in
part to her being suited to play chess, and her being suited to
play chess is due to her capabilities and dispositions, she recog-
nizes that others of similar disposition and capability who have
not yet been introduced to the game could come to judge that
their playing chess is good for them. This judgment is inert from
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the point of view of practical reason, though; Joan does not yet
believe herself to have any reason to respect or to foster their
chess playing.

In participating in the practice of chess, though, Joan comes to
reflect on her relationship to that game. She comes to judge that
the game of chess is a source of value for her, a source of value
toward which she ought to display respect. One way of express-
ing her respect for the game of chess is to exhibit certain behav-
ior toward others who are capable of or are participating in the
practice of chess. To those who are capable of playing and
enjoying the game, yet have not been introduced to it, she may
give her used chess-board, or teach the rules, or give pointers
about strategy. To those who play the game, she may encourage
their progress, or congratulate on successes and console on loss-
es. There will be a set of actions that she will take to be signs of
disrespect, and thus that she has reasons to refrain from: belit-
tling the game by her words, for example, or interrupting others’
games. Joan comes to believe that in exhibiting this kind of
behavior to those who play the game she would somehow be dis-
respecting the game of chess, a practice that she ought to respect
given its status as a source of value for her.

Did Joan come to hold false beliefs in this story? Would she
be in any way required to express respect for the game of chess
in such circumstances? I shall argue that in this story certain
sorts of action come to be required of her due to expressive rea-
sons resulting from her relationship to the practice of chess. I
take the notion of an expressive reason from the work of Joseph
Raz, who considers friendship to be a paradigm for the sort of
relationship that can generate reasons for action of this kind.
Consider first two ways that friendship can be cited as a reason
for action. First, one has some amount of goodwill for his or her
friend, and this goodwill may be cited as a reason for acting to
benefit the friend.” Secondly, friendships generate expectations
such that it would be wrong to disappoint them, and these expec-
tations are reasons for acting as well. However, Raz wants to

% Joseph Raz, The Authovity of Law: Essays on Law and Morality (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1979), 254.
4 Ibid.
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say that there is another kind of reason that friends have for act-
ing, which he calls “expressive reasons.”* One has reason to pro-
mote the interests of one’s friend, but the reasons for doing so are
not exhausted by the goodwill that one has toward him or her.
One has reason to perform other actions which do not benefit the
friend at all; the reason to perform such actions is that they are
symbolic of the relationship that exists between them. These
reasons are expressive reasons, so labelled because “the actions
they require express the relationship or attitude involved.”* To
employ Raz’s example, even if one’s friend will not be harmed by
confirming innuendoes that are made about him or her, one’s
confirming them would be inappropriate given the relationship
that exists between friends.*

How might Raz’s discussion of expressive reasons support the
rationality of the imagined chess-player? What I suggest is that
in the case of the chess-player, what occurs is that through par-
ticipating in the practice of chess and becoming committed to it
as a good to be sought one stands in a relationship to that prac-
tice which generates expressive reasons for action. The relevant
relationship that generates the expressive reasons is that of being
a source of value for another: the reasons that Joan has to behave
in certain ways toward prospective and actual chess-players
derives from her relationship to a game, a source of value for her.
Even if others’ good qua chess-players does not constitute her
good, she has reasons to forbear from hindering their progress,
and perhaps even reasons to foster their participation. The rea-
sons that she has to respect others’ participation in the practice
of chess are therefore not welfare reasons, but symbolic reasons.
It might seem that they are welfare reasons, given that by fos-
tering others’ participation in chess Joan would be helping them
to secure a good. This appearance is misleading, though. An
expressive reason that is a welfare reason is a reason to act, aris-
ing from a special relationship, that requires one to benefit the
party with whom one has a special relationship; a symbolic rea-

* Ibid., 255.
* Ibid.
“ Ibid.
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son is a reason to act, arising from a special relationship, that
requires an action which does not aim at benefiting the party
with whom one is in a special relationship. But the expressive
reason to respect others’ participation in the practice of chess
does not arise from the relationship to other chess-players, but
from the relationship to the practice of chess itself; Joan has rea-
son to foster others’ participation in chess not primarily under
the description “helping them secure (or not hindering) their
good qua chess-players,” but primarily under the description
“expressing respect for the practice of chess” and only deriva-
tively under the description “helping them secure (or not hinder-
ing) their good gua chess-players.” Joan’s reason to foster their
participation in the practice of chess is that the action of foster-
ing their participation in that good is expressive of respect for
that practice.

I am going to suggest that a eudaimonist natural law theory
should hold that our reasons for respecting others’ participation
in basic values are expressive reasons: as the imagined chess-
player has expressive reasons for action due to the relationship
in which she stands to the game of chess, each of us has expres-
sive reasons to respect others’ participation in basic values due
to the relationship in which each of us stands to the basic values.
But this claim faces immediate objections. First, as Raz notes,
the actions that we have expressive reasons to engage in due to
friendship are culturally determined and culturally variant.
Presumably, though, a natural law account of the requirements
that we have with regard to others’ good should not depend
wholly on variant cultural factors. Unless it is possible that there
be expressive reasons that are not wholly culturally determined,
expressive reasons cannot serve as part of a natural law theory
of practical reasoning. Secondly, in the case of the practice of
chess, the expressive reasons that were generated were due to a
relationship with chess which Joan voluntarily entered and
which, if she desired, could be terminated.* But presumably a

* This is not to say that the relationship could be terminated at will, that is, by the
very choice to terminate the relationship. But one could begin a course of action whose
predictable outcome is the severing of one’s relationship with the practice of chess.
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natural law account should not be such that the requirements we
have with regard to others’ good can be so easily taken up or put
away; indeed, they should not be able to be taken up or put away
at all.

With regard to the first objection, we may grant that Raz is
right to say that many of the actions that one has expressive rea-
sons to perform due to a friendship relationship are culturally
determined. But it is far from clear that all such actions are cul-
turally determined. There may be actions that are naturally
expressive of certain relationships. It is even more plausible, in
fact undeniable, that there are some actions—murder, assault,
rape, torture—that are naturally expressive of a lack of respect
for certain relationships. One who has a friend has an expressive
reason not to murder one’s friend, not to assault, rape, or torture
him or her. This is culturally invariant. It might be tempting to
say that one’s reason not to harm friends in these ways derives
from the fact that one’s friends also happen to be human beings,
all of whom we are required to respect. But this is quite implau-
sible upon a moment’s reflection. We realize that there is addi-
tional reason not to rape, murder, or torture friends, reasons that
we are most aware of when we confront the particularly horrible
cases in which one friend harms another in these ways. So the
actions that we have expressive reasons to perform are not con-
fined to those that are determined by particular and varying cul-
tural patterns. It is possible, then, for a natural law account of
respect for others’ good to employ expressive reasons for action
that are culturally invariant.

Secondly, it is true that the expressive reasons that are gener-
ated by the relationship of friendship are the result of voluntary
acts, even if these voluntary acts are not performed with the
intention of generating such reasons. One who does not enter
into such a relationship does not have the relevant expressive
reasons for action. In the case of the basic values in which one
can participate, though, the relationship is not the result of vol-
untary acts at all. The relationship is a given, if, as I have
assumed, natural law theory is correct to say that all humans are
capable of grasping a variety of basic values as good. Since the
expressive reasons for action result from certain relationships,
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and for all persons the relationship to the basic values is a given,
it is possible that all persons necessarily have expressive reasons
for action resulting from their relationship to the basic values.

Although there is nothing essential to expressive reasons for
action that precludes the existence of such reasons that are nat-
ural and culturally invariant, we have not yet considered any
positive argument for the existence of expressive reasons that
would require us to respect others’ good. Without such an argu-
ment, the attempt to provide a defensible eudaimonist account of
how we ought to respond to others’ good would have an ad hkoc
air about it: it would look like a eudaimonist natural law theory
with the assertion “we ought to express respect for others’ good”
tacked onto it. If the requirement to express respect for others’
good is not to be ad koc, we shall have to connect it to one of the
two foundational features of natural law theory: that there are
certain natural goods and that there are self-evident principles of
practical reasonableness that specify how it is reasonable to
respond to these goods. If we are to provide a well-grounded
account of the expressive reasons to respect others’ participation
in basic values, we shall have to root the reason to express
respect for others’ good either in one of the basic values or in
some self-evident principle of practical reasonableness.

Let us consider first the possibility that the reason to respect
others’ participation in the basic values is rooted in a self-evident
principle of practical reasonableness. Consider the following
distinction: a source of value V is derivative if it is a source of
value in virtue of its being the means by which one may partici-
pate in another source of value W; a source of value is funda-
mental if it is not derivative. If natural law theory is correct,
then the basic values are fundamental sources of value, and the
only fundamental sources of value. Suppose that it is a principle
of practical reasonableness that fundamental sources of value
are to be shown respect. If so, we could argue as follows to the
conclusion that we ought to respect others’ good. The basic val-
ues are to be shown respect, since the basic values are funda-
mental sources of value, and fundamental sources of value are to
be shown respect. Not to respect others’ participation in the
basic values, though, would be to express disrespect for the basic
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values. Hence, one ought to respect others’ participation in the
basic values. The important question, then, is this: is it a princi-
ple of practical reasonableness that fundamental sources of
value are to be shown respect?

As we have already noted, the question of the status of a
proposition as a principle is only settled by an examination of the
deductive scheme in which that principle has a place; we can,
though, raise considerations that at least make plausible this
proposition as a principle of reasonable action. For what could
be more worthy of respect than a fundamental source of value?
All things that are worthy of respect are such in virtue of their
being good in some way; given that everything good in the world
is good ultimately in virtue of a fundamental source of value,
does it not seem that fundamental sources of value would them-
selves be eminently worthy of respect? If it is admitted that such
sources of value must be eminently worthy of respect, does it
seem plausible that there would be a deductive argument con-
necting the concept “worthy of respect” with the concept “fun-
damental source of value”? If there is no such argument, yet it
is granted that fundamental sources of value are worthy of
respect, we must hold that the principle in question is a basic
principle of practical reasonableness.

If there were not a reason to express respect for a fundamen-
tal source of value, then it would seem that the only explanation
for this state of affairs could be that the source of value is also a
source of disvalue, i.e., the instantiation of that value is intrinsi-
cally opposed to another value. But none of the basic values is
intrinsically opposed to another. Sometimes we can participate
in a basic value only at the expense of not participating in oth-
ers; our time and opportunities in this world are limited. It is
true that we can bring about participation in a basic value some-
times by attacking another: we can attempt to deceive ourselves,
for example, in order to bring about inner peace. But these are
per accidens oppositions between basic values; no participation
in a basic value is in itself an attack on another. Hence we can-
not say that the explanation for our not having a reason to
express respect for a fundamental source of value is that it is also
a source of disvalue.
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Perhaps, then, we should posit as a principle of practical rea-
sonableness that fundamental sources of value are to be shown
respect in one’s actions. Including such a principle within the
framework of a eudaimonist natural law theory would provide
for a fuller account of how we ought to respond to others’ good.
If, however, this line of reasoning were rejected—the inclusion of
the principle regarding respect for fundamental sources of value
may still appear ad koc—then we would be forced to turn to the
basic values to see whether any of them provides a way to
ground the requirement to respect others’ good. As we saw ear-
lier, this is the strategy employed by Veatch and Rautenberg:
they attempt to ground respect for others’ good in the basic
value of friendship. Unfortunately, their theory would provide a
far too voluntaristic account of what is owed to others. Is there
another basic value that could serve as the basis for a require-
ment to respect others’ good?

Consider the list of basic goods*: life, knowledge, play, aes-
thetic experience, practical reasonableness, friendship, and reli-
gion. The first four of these goods could not conceivably serve:
on a eudaimonist natural law theory, these goods are irretriev-
ably self-centered. One’s concern for one’s own life, or knowl-
edge, or play, or aesthetic experience, could not reach outward to
embrace others’ good, except perhaps instrumentally.
Friendship has been ruled out due to the contingency of friend-
ship and the limited scope of concern that accompanies it. As the
good of practical reasonableness is participated in by adhering to
self-evident practical principles, reliance on that value would
send us back to the task of formulating a self-evident principle
regarding respect for fundamental sources of value. There
remains, then, only one basic good to consider: that of religion.
How could the good of religion, conceived eudaimonistically,
serve as a basis for respecting others’ good?

The good of religion is the good concerned with “the estab-

“T use Finnis’s list of basic goods as given in Natural Law and Natural Rights, 86-90.
I take this list to be substantially correct.

















































































































































































































































































