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Being and Goodness

Parts of Aquinas’s moral philosophy, particularly his treatments of the

virtues and of natural law; are sometimes taken into account in contem-
porary discussions, but the unusual ethical naturalism that underlies all of
his moral philosophy has been neglected. Consequently, the unity of his
ethical theory and its basis in his metaphysics are not so well known as they
should be, and even the familiar parts of the theory are sometimes misun-
derstood.

We think Aquinas’s naturalism is a kind of moral realism that deserves
serious reconsideration. It supplies for his virtue-centered morality the sort
of metaethical foundation that recent virtue-centered morality has been crit-
icized for lacking.! Moreover, it complements Aquinas’s Aristotelian emphasis
on rationality as a moral standard by supplying a method of determining
degrees of rationality. And when Aquinas’s naturalism is combined with his
account of God as absolutely simple, it effects a connection between morality
and theology that offers an attractive alternative to divine-command moral-
ity, construing morality not merely as a dictate of God's will but as an
expression of his nature.? Finally, Aquinas’s brand of naturalism illuminates
a side of the problem of evil that has been overlooked, raising the question
whether recent defenses against the problem are compatible with the doc-
trine of God’s goodness.

Aquinas’s ethics is embedded in his metaphysics, only the absolutely in-
dispensable features of which can be summarized here. Consequently, we
can’t undertake to argue fully for his ethical theory in this essay. For our
purposes it will be enough to expound the theory, to consider some of the
objections it gives rise to, and to point out some of the advantages it of
fers for dealing with recognized issues in ethics and philosophy of religion.
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1. The Central Thesis of Aquinas’s
Metaethics

The central thesis of Aquinas’s metaethics is that the terms ‘being” and goodness’
are the same in reference, differing only in sense.’> What does Aquinas mean by
this claim, and what are his grounds for it?

It will be helpful to begin with an observation about terminology. Con-
temporary metaphysics uses cognates of some Latin words crucial to Aqui-
nas’s presentation of his theory, but the terms ‘essence’, ‘actual’, and ‘exists’,
for example, have acquired meanings different from the meanings Aquinas
understood the corresponding Latin terms to have. For instance, he does
not identify essential characteristics with necessary characteristics; as he uses
those terms, all essential characteristics are necessary, but not all necessary
characteristics are essential. Furthermore, in Aquinas’s usage what is actual
is opposed to what is potential rather than to whar is merely possible, as in
standard contemporary usage. As he understands it, what is actual is, fun-
damentally, what is in being; and what is in being is, ordinarily, what exists.
But, as we’ll see, his conception of being is broader than the ordinary con-

. ception of actual existence.

Goodness is what all desire, says Aquinas, quoting Aristotle,* and what is
desired is (or is at least perceived as) desirable. Desirability is an essential
aspect of goodness. Now if a thing is desirable as a thing of a certain kind
(and anything at all can be desirable in that way, as a means, if not as an
end), it is desirable to the extent to which it is perfect of that kind—i.e., a
whole, complete specimen, free from relevant defect.’ But, then, a thing is
perfect of its kind to the extent to which it is fully realized or developed, to
the extent to which the potentialities definitive of its kind—its specifying
potentialities—have been actualized. And so, Aquinas says, a thing is perfect
and hence desirable (good of its kind) to the extent to which it is in being.¢
That's one way of seeing how it is true to say that a thing’s goodness is its
being.

Offering the same line of explanation from the standpoint of the thing
rather than a desirer of the thing, Aquinas says that everything resists its
Own corruption in accordance with its nature, a tendency he interprets as
its aiming (naturally) at being fully actual, not merely partially or defectively
in being. Thus, since goodness is what all things aim at or desire, each thing’s
goodness is its full actuality’ '

In another gloss on Aristotle’s dictum Aquinas takes the sense of ‘goodness’
to be brought out in the notion of that in which desire culminates.®* Now
what is desired is desired either for the sake of something else, for the sake
of something else and for its own sake, or solely for its own sake. What is
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desired solely for its own sake is what the desirer perceives as the desirer’s
final good, that for the sake of which it desires all the other things it desires,
that in which the hierarchy of its desires culminates. But what each desirer
desires in that way is the fulfillment of its own nature, or at least that which
the desirer perceives as the very best for the desirer to have or be.® Each
thing aims above all at being as complete, whole, and free from defect as it
can be.” But the state of its being complete and whole just is that thing’s
being fully actual, whether or not the desirer recognizes it as such. Therefore,
full actualization is equivalent to final goodness, aimed at or desired by every
thing.**

Finally, Aquinas argues that every action is ordered toward being, toward
preserving or enhancing being in some respect either in the individual or in
its species: in acting all things aim at being. Therefore, again, being is what
all desire; and so being is goodness.'

On Aquinas’s view, these various arguments show that when the terms
‘being’ and ‘goodness’ are associated with any particular sort of thing, both
terms refer to the actualization of the potentialities that specify that thing’s
nature. Generally, then, being’ and ‘goodness’ have the same referent: the
actualization of specifying potentialities. The actualization of a thing’s spec-
ifying potentialities to at least some extent is, on the one hand, its existence
as such a thing; it is in this sense that the thing is said to have being. But,
on the other hand, the actualization of a thing’s specifying potentialities is,
to the extent of the actualization, that thing’s being whole, complete, free
from defect—the state all things naturally aim at; it is in this sense that the
thing is said to have goodness. Like the designations ‘morning star’ and ‘eve-
ning star’, then, ‘being’ and ‘goodness’ refer to the same thing under two
descriptions and so have different senses but the same referent.

This claim of Aquinas about being and goodness, his central metaethical
thesis, is bound to give rise to several objections. But since effective replies
to such objections depend on certain elements of Aquinas’s metaphysics,
we'll postpone considering them until we’ve presented those elements.

2. Full Actuality and Substantial Form

On Aquinas’s view, every thing has a substantial form." The substantial form
of any thing is the set of characteristics that place that thing in its species
and that are thus essential to it in Aquinas’s sense of ‘essential’.’* Some of
these essential characteristics determine the genus within which the thing’s
species belongs; the others differentiate the thing’s species from other species
of that genus. The thing’s genus-determining characteristics (or simply its
genus) and differentiating characteristics (or simply its differentia) together
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comprise its substantial form or specific essence, what is essential to it as a
member of its species. All the characteristics making up the thing’s substantial
form are essential to it as an individual, but if there are individual essences
as well, they will include characteristics over and above those constituting
the substantial form.*

The substantial form as a set of essential characteristics invariably includes
at least one power, capacity, or potentiality, because every form (any set of
real rather than merely conceptual characteristics) is a source of some activity
or operation.!* Among the essential characteristics, the thing’s differentia is
a characteristic peculiar to and constitutive of the thing’s species, the char-
acteristic that can be identified as the thing’s specifying potentiality (or po-
tentialities). The differentia is thus the source of an activity or operation (or
set of them) peculiar to that species and essential to every member of the
species. As Aquinas puts it, the thing’s specific nature includes the power to
engage in a specific operation determining of and essential to that thing as
a member of that species.”

It follows that a thing’s form is perfected when and to the extent to which
the thing performs an instance of its specific operation, actualizing its spec-
ifying potentiality’® A thing’s operation in accord with its specific power
brings into actuality what was not actual but merely potential in that thing’s
form. So in Aquinas’s basic, metaphysical sense of ‘perfect’, a thing is perfect
of its kind to the extent to which it actualizes the specifying potentiality in
its form.”® The derivative, evaluative sense of “perfect’ is explained by the
connection between actuality and goodness: for something to be actual is
for it to be in being, and ‘being’ and ‘goodriess’ are the same in reference.
Therefore, a thing is good of its kind to the extent to which it is actual.®
Or, purting it another way, a thing is good of its kind (or perfect) to the
extent to which its specifying potentiality is actualized, and bad of its kind

(or imperfect) to the extent to which its specifying potentiality remains un-
actualized .

3. From Metaethics to
Normative Ethics

‘The specifying potentialities of a human being are in the cognitive and ap-
petitive rational powers, intellect and will, which comprise its differentia,
reason.” Although endowed with freedom of choice, a human will in asso-
ciation with its intellect is inclined toward goodness not just naturally (like
the appetitive aspect of every other being) but also “along with an awareness
of the nature of the good—a condition that is a distinguishing characteristic
of intellect.”? Rational beings are “inclined toward goodness itself considered
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universally” rather than naturally directed toward one particular sort of good-
ness.* The operation deriving directly from the human essence, then, is
acting in accordance with rationality, and actions of that sort actualize the
specifying potentiality of human beings. A human being acting in accordance
with rationality makes actual what would otherwise have been merely po-
tential in his or her substantial form. By converting humanly specific poten-
tiality into actuality, an agent’s actions in accordance with rationality increase
the extent to which the agent has being as a human being; and so, given
the connection between being and goodness, such actions increase the extent
to which the agent has goodness as 2 human being. Human goodness, like
any other goodness appropriate to one species, is acquired in performing
instances of the operation specific to that species, which in the case of hu-
manity is the rational employment of the rational powers. The actions that
contribute to a human agent’s moral goodness will be acts of will in accor-
dance with rationality.*

A thing’s substantial form, the set of essential characteristics determining
the thing’s species, constitutes the nature of the thing. And so whatever
actualizes a thing’s specifying potentiality thereby also perfects the nature of
the thing. Given what else we have seen of Aquinas’s theory, it follows that
in his view what is good for a thing is what is natural to it, and what is
unnatural to a thing is bad for it. So, he says, the good is what is according
to nature, and evil is what is against nature;* in fact, what is evil cannot be
natural to anything#” As for human nature, since it is characterized essentially
by a capacity for rationality, what is irrational is contrary to nature where
human beings are concerned.?®

Habits that dispose a person to act in accordance with nature—i.e., ra-
tionally—are good habsits, or virtues.® Vices, on the other hand, are habits
disposing a person to irrationality and are therefore discordant with human
nature.® Aquinas quotes with approval Augustine’s appraisal of a vice as bad
or evil to the extent to which it diminishes the integrity or wholeness of the
agent’s nature.

It is an important consequence of this account of goodness and badness
that no thing that exists or can exist is completely without goodness. This
consequence can be inferred directly from the central thesis about being and
goodness,* but some of its moral and theological implications are worth
pointing out. Evil is always and only a defect in some respect to some extent;
evil can have no essence of its own. Nor can there be a highest evil, an
ultimate source of all other evils, because a summum malum, an evil devoid
of all good, would be nothing at all* A human being is defective, bad, or
evil not because of certain positive attributes but because of privations of
various forms of being appropriate to his or her nature.* And, in general,
the extent to which a thing is not good of its kind is the extent to which it
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has not actualized, or cultivated dispositions for actualizing, the potentialities
associated with its nature.” Every form of privation is covered by that ob-
servation—from physical or mental subnormality, through ineptitude and
inattention, to debauchery and depravity. In each case some form of being
theoretically available to the thing because of its nature is lacking.

These considerations put us in a better position to assess Aquinas’s un-
derstanding of the difference in sense between ‘being’ and ‘goodness’. It
should be clear by now that being is to be considered both absolutely and
in a certain respect. Considered absolutely, being is the instantiation of a
certain substantial form, the mere existence of a thing of some sort. But
since each substantial form also includes a specifying potentiality, when that
potentiality is actualized, the thing actualizing it is more fully a thing of that
sort, a better specimen. When being is considered in this second way, it is
correct to say that in a certain respect there is an increase of being for that
thing. The ordinary sense of ‘being’ is being considered absolutely, that is, a
thing’s mere existence as the instantiation of some substantial form. But since
to be is to be something or other, even being considered absolutely entails
the actualization to some extent of some specifying potentiality, and in this
way everything that is is good (in some respect and to some extent).

4. Supervenience

Aquinas, then, may be added to the lengthening list of those who think that
goodness supervenes on some natural property* As we've seen, Aquinas
would say in general that an object a has goodness (to any extent) as an A
if and only if a has the property of having actualized its specifying potentiality
(to that extent). In particular, moral goodness supervenes on rationality in
such a way that if any human being is morally good (to any extent), that
person has the property of having actualized his or her capacity for rationality
(to that extent); and if any human being has that property (to any extent),
he or she is morally good (to that extent). Goodness supervenes on actual-
ization of specifying potentialities; human moral goodness supervenes on
actualization of rationality.

The relationship Aquinas sees between goodness and natural properties is
complex and can be shown most easily by analogy. Fragility supervenes on
certain natural properties without being reducible to any one of them, as
Campbell and Pargetter have argued.” In line with their argument we might
say that x is fragile in virtue of chemical bonding 4, ¥ in virtue of B, and z
in virtue of C. Fragility cannot be reduced to or identified with bonding 4,
or B, or C, but it supervenes on each of them. It may be that what is
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common to x, ¥, and 2 is that each has weak chemical bonds in-crucial spots,
but those weak bonds are chemically quite distinct in connection with 4, B,
and C. In that case it can be said that the characteristic of being fragile and
the characteristic of having weak chemical bonds in crucial spots are coex-
tensive, and that fragility supervenes on natural characteristics, and yet it
must also be denied that fragility can be identified with any one of those
characteristics.

The relationship between fragility and other characteristics in that analysis
is like the relationship between goodness and natural characteristics in Aqui-
nas’s ethical naturalism. A thing’s goodness and the actualization of the
thing’s specifying potentiality are coextensive. Goodness in general is not to
be identified with a particular natural characteristic, however, because the
natural characteristic that is the actualization of a specifying potentiality will
vary from one species of things to another. And the same observation holds
regarding being: what is required to be a fully actualized member of species
X is different from what is required to be a fully actualized member of species
Y. The degree of actualization of the specifying potentialities for an X is the
degree of being as an X, and this is also the degree of goodness as an X. But
the specifying potentialities for an X differ from the specifying potendahﬁes
for a Y. So being and goodness are identical, but neither is to be identified
with any one particular natural characteristic on which it supervenes.

But is moral goodness in particular identical with the natural characteristic
of actualized rationality? Since human beings are essentially rational animals,
human moral goodness is coextensive with actualized rationality. But moral
goodness (or badness) is a characteristic of all beings whose nature involves
freedom of choice, whether or not they are human. And so not even moral
goodness is necessarily coextensive with the actualization of rationality, the
specifying potentiality for human beings in the actual world. Goodness as
an X will, for every X, be identical with the actualization of an X’s specifying
potentialities, but there is no natural characteristic such that goodness (or
even moral goodness) is identical with it (where identity of properties is
taken to require at least necessary coextension).

5. Objections to the Central Thesis

On the basis of this exposition of Aquinas’s central thesis against its meta-
physical background we can reply to objections the thesis is almost certain
to generate. (The first two of those we consider are in fact considered and
rebutted by Aquinas himself.)

Objection 1: A thing’s being and its being good are clearly not the same—
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many things that are, aren’t good—and so being and goodness are clearly
not coextensive. But if the terms are identical in reference, as Aquinas claims
they are, being and goodness would have to be coextensive.*

This first objection trades on the counterintuitive character of a corollary
of the central thesis—viz., everything is good insofar as it is in being, Aquinas
accepts that corollary, associating it particularly with Augustine.* But the
corollary cannot be reduced to an absurdity simply by observing that there
are things that aren’t good. In accordance with the central thesis, a thing has
goodness in a certain respect and to a certain extent simply by virtue of
possessing a substantial form and thus existing as a thing of a certain sort.
As we've seen, however, the sense of ‘goodness’ is not simply the possession
of some substantial form but, in particular, the actualization of the specifying
potentiality inherent in that form. Only to the extent to which a thing has
actualized that potentiality is it true to say unqualifiedly that the thing is
good. For instance, to call Hitler good (without identifying some special
respect, such as demagoguery) is to imply that he is good as a human being,
or as a moral agent, which is false in ways that Aquinas’s practical morality
could detail by indicating how this or that action or decree of Hitler’s fails
to actualize rationality.

Objection 2: Goodness admits of degrees, but being is all or nothing. No
rock, desk, or dog is in being just a little; no dog is in being more than
another dog. On the other hand, things clearly can increase or decrease in
goodness, and one thing can be better or worse than another thing of the
same kind. Therefore, ‘goodness’ and ‘being’ can’t have the same referent.®

It may be right to say of existence, at least abstractly, that it’s all or nothing.
But since every instance of existence is existence as something or other, and
since existence as something or other typically admits of degrees—being a
more or less fully developed actualized specimen—it is by no means clear
that being is all or nothing. Making the same observation from Aquinas’s
point of view, we might say that there’s more to being than just existence.
‘Where contingent beings are concerned, potentiality for existing in a certain
respect is a state of being that is intermediate between actually existing in
that respect and not existing at all in that respect, as we’ve seen. Further-
more, the actualization of potentialities is often gradual, so that the being of
the thing whose specifying potentiality is being actualized admits of degrees.
Stages in the actualization of a thing’s specifying potentiality certainly can
be and often are described in terms of goodness rather than being. All the
same, the degrees of goodness picked out in such ordinary descriptions are
supervenient on degrees of being.

Objection 3: According to Aquinas’s central thesis, the more being, the more
goodness. In that case unrestrained procreation, for example, would be a
clear instance of promoting goodness, since the increase of the human pop-
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ulation is an increase of being and consequently of goodness. But that con-
sequence is absurd.

Human beings who bring another human being into existence have not
in virtue of that fact alone produced any goodness in any ordinary sense. If
with Aquinas we take the basic sense of ‘goodness’ to be the actualization
of a thing’s specifying potentiality, then a2 human being produces goodness
to the extent to which it actualizes its own or something else’s specifying
potentiality. Considered in itself, bringing children into the world does noth-
ing to actualize any human being’s specifying potentiality.* On the contrary,
a man who fathered very many children would probably contribute to a
decrease of goodness. He would be unable to have much parenting influence
on the lives of his children or to give them the care they needed just because
there were so many of them, and so it is at least a probable consequence of
his unrestrained procreation that there would be more people whose chances
of actualizing their specifying potentialities were unnaturally low.

But objection 3 is more complicated than the preceding objections just
because goodness does supervene on being (in the way described in section
5 above). Consequently, whenever a thing has being in any respect, it also
has goodness in some respect to some extent. If Ahasuerus, with his many
wives and concubines, fathered, say, 150 children, he was partially responsible
for the existence of 150 human beings and, consequently, for the goodness
supervening on the being that constituted their existence. But neither we
nor Aquinas would count Ahasuerus as a moral hero or even morally praise-
worthy just because he fathered all those children.

Our rejoinder to objection 1 will help here. The small amount of goodness
that must supervene on even the mere existence of a thing is not enough
to call that thing good. In fact, if the thing falls too far short of the full
actualization of its specifying potentiality, it is bad (or evil) considered as an
instance of its kind, even though there is goodness in it. So insofar as Ahas-
uerus couldn’t do what he ought to have done to help his children develop
into good human beings, his unrestrained procreation couldn’t count as the
production of goodness; and to the extent to which his fathering so many
children would be a factor in diminishing or preventing his care of them, it
could count as producing badness.

Objection 4: According to Aquinas, loss of being is loss of goodness: badness
(or evil) is the privation of goodness, which is a privation of being. In that
case taking penidillin to cure strep throat would be a bad thing to do, since
it would result in the destruction of countless bacteria. But that consequence
is absurd.

Objection 4 gains a special strength from the fact that it forces a defender
of Aquinas’s position to take on the task of ranking natural kinds. The task
may seem not just uncongenial but impossible for anyone who understands
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goodness as supervenient on being itself. In Jack London’s story “To Build
a Fire” either a man will save his life by killing his dog or the dog wili
continue to live but the man will die. Since in either case one being is left,
it may look as if Aquinas’s theory must be neutral on the question of which
of those beings should survive. But a moral intuition that is at least widely
shared would consider the case in which the dog dies and the man survives
to be preferable.

Far from offending that intuition, Aquinas’s theory can explain and support
it because his metaphysics provides a systematic basis on which to rank
natural kinds: the Porphyrian Tree, a standard device of medieval meta-
physics inherited from Hellenistic philosophy. A Porphyrian Tree begins with
an Aristotelian category (substance is the standard medieval example) and
moves via a series of dichotomies from that most general genus through at
least some of its species. (In theory, all its possible species can be uncovered
by this means.) The dichotomies produce progressively more specific species
by the application of a pair of complementary properties (differentiae) to a
less specific species (a genus) already in the tree. In this way, for example,
substance yields corporeal substance and incorporeal substance to begin the tree.
Corporeal substances can in turn be divided into those capable and those
incapable of growth and reproduction and other life processes; and corporeal
substances capable of life processes can be divided into those capable and
those incapable of perception—animals and plants, roughly speaking. Finally,
those capable of perception can be divided into those capable and those
incapable of rationality—human beings and other animals. In this schema,
then, human beings are corporeal substances capable of life processes, per-
ception, and rationality.

Since each dichotomy in the tree is generated by the application of com-
plementary characteristics, and since (setting aside the complicated case of
the first dichotomy) all the characteristics applied involve capacities, one of
the species (or genera) encountered in any pair after the first is characterized
by a capacity its counterpart lacks. But, given Aquinas’s views on being and
actuality, an increment in capacity (or potentiality) constitutes an increment
in being, and, because of the supervenience of goodness on being, a species
(or genus) with more capacities of the sort that show up in the differentiae
will have potentiality more goodness than one with fewer. So, other things
being equal, the goodness of a human life is greater than that of a dog’s just
because of rationality, the incremental capacity.®

We don't have to accept the universal applicability of the Porphyrian Tree
in order to see that in it Aquinas does have a method for ranking at least
some natural kinds relative to one another, and that the method is entirely
consistent with his central thesis. Moreover, the method yields results that
elucidate and support the intuitive reaction to the Jack London story: other
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things being equal, we value a human being more than a dog (or a colony
of bacteria) because there’s more to a human being than there is to a dog
(or a colony of bacteria). Finally, although Aquinas subordinates all other
species of animal to the human species, this feature of his theory cannot be
interpreted as sanctioning wanton cruelty toward nonhuman animals or their
gratuitous destruction. It is another corollary of his central thesis that any
destruction of being is always prima facie bad in some respect and to some
extent. Because some destruction may often be less bad than the only avail-
able alternative, it may often be rationally chosen. But unless there is some
greater good (some enhancement of being) that can be achieved only by
means of destruction, an agent who chooses to destroy will choose irration-
ally.

In expounding and defending Aquinas’s metaethics we have been moving
toward a consideration of his normative ethics, to which we now turn.

6. The Evaluation of Actions

Aquinas’s normative ethics is constructed around a theory of virtues and
vices, which are conceived of as habitual inclinations, or dispositions, toward
certain sorts of actions. It will be helpful, therefore, to begin this consider-
ation by looking briefly at his analysis and evaluation of human actions.*

A human action, strictly speaking, is one in which a human agent exercises
the specifically human rational faculties of intellect and will.#* (Absentminded
gestures, consequently, are not human actions even though they are “actions
associated with a human being.”*) Every human action has an object, an
end, and certain circumstances in which it is done.

An action’s object, as Aquinas conceives of it, is fundamentally the state
of affairs the agent intends to bring about as a direct effect of the action.”
We might characterize the object as the immediate aim or purpose of the
action. When Esther goes uninvited into the court of King Ahasuerus’s pal-
ace, for instance, the object of her action is an audience with the king.

But in Aquinas’s analysis of action, an action’s object is distinguished from
the action’s end.*® We might provisionally think of an action’s end as the
agent’s motive for performing the action. So the end of Esther’s action of
coming to the palace is to persuade Ahasuerus to rescind his decree man-
dating the death of all the Jews in his kingdom.

Seen in this way, the object of an action is what the agent intends to
accomplish as a direct result of her action, while its end is why she intends
to accomplish it. Both the object and the end of an action are taken into
account in determining the action’s species, in determining what the action
essentially is.® Given Aquinas’s central thesis regarding being and goodness,
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then, it is not surprising to find him maintaining that the goodness or badness

of any action is to be decided on the basis of an assessment of the action’s

object and end. If the contemplated states of affairs that the action aims at
and that motivate the agent are good, the action is good; if either the object
or the end is not good, the action is not good.

So far, this account of the goodness of actions seems to ignore the fact
that certain types of actions are morally neutral. The object of pitching
horseshoes is to get them to fall around a stake, a state of affairs that certainly
seems to be neither morally good nor morally bad. Suppose the end of such
an action on a particular occasion is to entertain a sick child, which we may
suppose is morally good. Then it might seem that the action itself, pitching
horseshoes to entertain a sick child, would have to be evaluated by Aquinas
as not good; for although its end is good, its object is not.

This counterintuitive evaluation can be dispelled by taking into account
Aquinas’s concept of the circumstances of an action: When was the action
done? Where? By whom? How? etc.”” An action’s circumstances are obviously
not essential features of a type of action, but they are what might be called
particularizing accidents, because any broadly conceived type of action is
particularized or recognized as the particular action it is by attending to its
circumstances. So, for example, part of what makes Esther’s action the par-
ticular action it is, is its circumstances. She comes uninvited to the court of
the king’s palace at a time when Ahasuerus has decreed death for anyone
who comes into the court of the palace without having been called by the
king, unless the intruder “finds favor with the king.” Furthermore, because
it has been a month since the king last sent for her, Esther has reason to

believe she is out of favor with the king. Finally, she comes there at a time
when Ahasuerus has decreed the death of all the Jews in his kingdom, and
Esther’s intention is to speak for her people. It is on the basis of a consid-
eration of these circumstances that the action of coming uninvited to the
king, which seems morally neutral, is particularized as Bsther’s act of courage
and altruism.”

The importance of a consideration of circumstances in Aquinas’s evalua-
tion of actions can be seen in the fact that he takes any and every action
particularized by its circumstances to be either good or bad, even though
the type of the action broadly conceived of may be morally neutral (his
paradigms are picking a straw off the ground or taking a walk).

Not all of an action’s accidents are included among its circumstances. So,
for example, Esther’s action has the accidents of contributing to the death
of Haman and of being commemorated in a book of the Bible. But on
Aquinas’s theory neither of those accidents can or should make any differ-
ence to an evaluation of Esther’s action. An action’s circumstances, he says,
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are those accidents of it that are related per se to the action being evaluated;
all its other accidents are related to it only per accidens.” o

By this distinction he seems to mean that the circumstances of Bsther’s
particular action, the action being evaluated in our example, are features
accidental to the type of action she performs, but not accidental to her par-
ticular action on that particular occasion. On the contrary, even our under-
standing of the object and end of her particular action is heavily mﬂuen.ced
by what we know of its circumstances. In light of that knowledge we might
want to revise our original broad assessment and say, more precisely, t‘hat
the object of her action is a dangerous and difficult audience with the. king,
and that its end is a resolute and self-sacrificial attempt to get the king to
rescind his edict.

The action’s circumstances may be called its intrinsic accidents, the. others
its extrinsic accidents. The intrinsic accidents of Esther’s action clarify a.r'xd
redefine our understanding of what she does, what she is responsible for; 1t‘s
extrinsi¢ accidents—such as its being commemorated in a book of the Bi-
ble—obviously contribute nothing to such an understanding. l.iven Fhe ex-
wrinsically accidental fact that her action has some causal relationship with
Haman’s death is not in any way a feature of what she does, because the
connection between her action and his death is an unforeseeable a.m.i partly
fortuitous chain of events, something she could not be held resp‘onsxb.le for.

So Aquinas’s evaluation of actions is based entirely on a consu.ierauo.n ?f
what those actions are and not at all on 2 consideration of their emlc
accidents, In that way it is a natural outgrowth of his cenu:al metaethical
thesis. The object and end of an action determine the z'iction s typet ar}d s.o,
broadly speaking, they determine the being of the action; tl?e action’s cir-
cumstances determine the being of the particular action that is ac.tually per-
formed, and in doing so they clarify and refine our understanding of .the
particular action’s object and end. A particular (actually per'formed) acuo.n,
then, is good only in case both its object and its end as informed by its
circumstances are good; otherwise the particular action is bad. The goodness
of the action’s object or end depends, in turn, on whether the con.templated
state of affairs motivating or aimed at by the agent is good, as judged by
the central thesis. '

The end of Esther’s action, for example, is to persuade the king to rescind
his decree of death for all the kingdom’s Jews. But the king’s decree was
irrational, on Aquinas’s view, since it would have resulted 1n a great loss of
being and hence of goodness without any greater good to justify that los§.
Helping to bring about the rescinding of an irrational decree, however, is
rational, other things being equal, and therefore morally good.* (Analogous
things can be said about the object of Esther’s action.)
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7. Problems for a Simpleminded
Application of the Thesis

In the story of Esther, her attempt to save her people involves her knowingly
risking her life: “and if I perish, I perish.” How, if at all, is the evaluation of
her action in terms of its object and end affected by that circumstance of
the action? Aquinas would, not surprisingly, find that aspect of her action
praiseworthy. In discussing courage, he praises risking one’s life in the defense
of the common good as a prime example of that virtue.” But suppose that
Esther succeeds in saving her people and dies in the attempt. Would Aqui-
nas’s theory still evaluate her action as good in that case?

The simpleminded reply to that question is an emphatic affirmative: Of
course Esther’s action is good even if it costs her her life; it saves thousands
of lives at the expense of one. On balance there is a great surplus of being
and consequently of goodness.

Although the affirmative reply seems right, the reason given for it is re-
pugnant. If this simpleminded bookkeeping approach were what Aquinas’s
thesis about being and goodness required, the thesis would lead to results
that are egregiously inconsistent with the rest of Aquinas’s moral theory as
well as repugnant to moral intuitions shared by most people in his ime and
ours. We can show this by considering applications of the simpleminded
approach to three cases more complicated than our revised version of Es-
ther’s story. The first of them is a version of one of Aquinas’s own examples.

The heaven case: Johnson is a murderer, and Williams is his innocent victim.
But when Johnson murders him, Williams (unbeknownst to Johnson) is in
a state of grace, and so goes to heaven. The ultimate end of human existence
is union with God in heaven, and so by bringing it about thar Williams
achieves the ultimate end, Johnson brings about an increase of being (and
consequently of goodness). In reality, then, Johnson’s murder of Williams is

' morally justified.

Aquinas considers his version of the heaven case as an objection to his
own claim that the deliberate killing of an innocent person is never morally
justified.”® His rejoinder to this objection is that the fact that Williams goes
to heaven, the good that is supposed to justify Johnson’s murder of Williams,
is an accident that is related to Johnson's action only per accidens; Williams’s
going to heaven is an extrinsic accident of Johnson’s action. Aquinas is ap-
parently thinking along this line: Williams’s spiritual condition and not John-
son’s action is what causes Williams to go to heaven, and it is an extrinsic
accident of Johnson’s action that Williams was in that condition at the time
of the murder. Since it is a feature of Aquinas’s theory that an action is to
be evaluated solely on the basis of what it is and not on the basis of any of
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its extrinsic accidents, his evaluation of Johnson’s action would not take any
account of the fact that Williams goes to heaven. What Johnson’s action is,
as far as the story goes, is simply the murder of an innocent person, which
is of course not morally justifiable in Aquinas’s theory.

Aquinas’s treatment of the heaven case strikes us as satisfactory, but his
conclusion that sending Williams to heaven is only an extrinsic accident of
Johnson’s action seems to depend on the fact that Johnson does not (pre-
sumably cannot) know that Williams is in a state of grace. If Johnson knew
that killing Williams would result in Williams’s going to heaven, it would at
least be harder to deny that achieving that result was part of the end of
Johnson’s action and thus part of what Johnson’s action was. We want to
consider some cases in which there is no relevant ignorance on the part of
the agent.

The hostage case: A madman takes five people hostage and threatens to kill
them all unless Brown kills Robinson, an innocent bystander. Brown decides
thar killing Robinson is morally justified by the surplus of being (and con-
sequently of goodness) that will result from using Robinson’s death to save
the lives of the five hostages.

In the hostage case the object of Brown’s action is Robinson’s death, and
its end appears to be the saving of five lives. Aquinas’s way of dismissing
the counterintuitive moral assessment in the heaven case is clearly unavail-
able as a way of dealing with the hostage case. The good that appears to
justify Brown’s action is the action’s end, which must be taken into account
in evaluating the action. In considering how Aquinas would deal with the
hostage case, it will be helpful to look more closely at his conception of the
end of an action.

Since it is Aquinas’s view that actions should be evaluated only on the
basis of what they are and not on the basis of their extrinsic accidents, and
since it is also his view that actions are to be evaluated on the basis of their
ends, the state of affairs sought after as the end of the action must be intrinsic
to the action itself. For that reason it seems clear that the notion of motive,
although it is in some respects close to Aquinas’s notion of end, is not
interchangeable with it. A state of affairs counts as the end of an action if
and only if the agent performs the action for the sake of establishing that
state of affairs, and the agent can in fact establish that state of affairs solely
by performing that action.

In the hostage case the good that is supposed to justify Brown’s killing
the innocent Robinson is the saving of five lives. But that good cannot be
the end of Brown’s action because it is not a state of affairs he can establish
by killing Robinson. The survival of the hostages depends not on Brown’s
action but on the action of the madman, who can of course kill them all
even if Brown meets his demand. Therefore, the survival of the hostages is
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not a state of affairs Brown can be said to establish solely by killing Robinson.
And once this more precise notion of the end of an action has been intro-
duced, the hostage case can be assimilated to the heaven case after all. In
both cases, the good that is supposed to justify the killing of an innocent
person turns out not to be an intrinsic part of the action being evaluated
but rather only an extrinsic accident of it that is for that reason to be left
out of account in the evaluation of the action. When Brown’s action in the
hostage case is evaluated in that way, it is evaluated simply as the deliberate
killing of an innocent person; and since that state of affairs is unquestionably
bad, the action itself is not morally justified.

But even if this attempt to defend Aquinas’s evaluation of actions succeeds
in the hostage case, it will apparently fail if we alter the form of the coun-
terexample in one crucial respect.

The hospital case: Five patients in a hospital are waiting for donors to be
found so that they can undergo transplant operations. One of them needs a
heart; the second, a liver; the third, lungs; and the fourth and fifth each need
a kidney. Every one of the five patients will be able to lead a normal life if,
but only if, an organ donor can be found. Each of them will die very soon
without a transplant operation. Jones, the skilled transplant specialist in
charge of these patients, decides that killing Smith, a healthy, innocent per-
son, is morally justified by the surplus of being (and consequently of good-
ness) that will result from using Smith’s organs to save the five critically ill
patients.”

The end of Jones’s action, even on the more precise interpretation of ‘end’,
is the saving of five lives. In the hospital case, unlike the hostage case, no
other agent’s action is needed to establish the state of affairs Jones aims at
establishing, because he is a relevantly skilled specialist in charge of the five
patients. And if the saving of their lives can in this case count as the end of
Jones’s action, then it must be taken into account in evaluating the action.
For that reason, the tactic that was effective in defending Aquinas’s evalua-
tion of actions against the hostage case won’t work against the hospital case.

But Aquinas’s evaluation of actions requires taking into account the ac-
tion’s object as well as its end. Since the object and the end together make
the action what it is, and since the goodness of anything is a function of its
being, both object and end must be good if the action is to be good. But
the object of Jones’s action in the hospital case is the death of the innocent
Smith and the removal of his organs, which is unquestionably morally bad.
Aquinas would, more specifically, condemn the object of Jones’s action in
the hospital case as unjust (as we will explain in the next section).

But the sacrifice of one to save many in the hospital case is formally like
our revised version of Esther’s story. In order to understand Aquinas’s eval-
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uation of the hospital case and to see whether it applies also to Esther’s
courageous act of altruism, we need to understand something of Aquinas’s
theory of the virtues in general and of justice in particular.

8. Justice and Its Place in the Scheme
of the Virtues

Assuming for now the metaphysical underpinnings of Aquinas’s theory of
the virtues—his accounts of intellect and will, passion and operation, dis-
position and habit—we can begin this brief synopsis by saying that (human)
moral goodness is a kind of goodness attainable only by rational beings and,
as we've seen, a rational being is good to the extent to which it actualizes
its capacity for rationality. Summarizing drastically, we can say that moral
virtue is the will's habit of choosing rationally in controlling passions and
directing actions.” Of the cardinal virtues, prudence is the habit of skilfully
choosing means appropriate for the attaining of ends and so is concerned
with directing actions; in this way prudence links intellectual and moral
virtues>® As for the cardinal virtues concerned with controlling passions, if
the passions are of a sort that need to be controlled in order to keep them
from thwarting rationality, the relevant habit is temperance. And if the pas-
sions are the sort that need to be controlled in order to keep them from
deterring the agent from an action to which reason prompts him, the rele-
vant habit is courage. Finally, if what is at stake is the exercise of rationality
not in the agent’s governance of himself but in his actions affecting other
people, the relevant habit is justice.*

In Aquinas’s view, a society has a being of its own. Some things contribute
to the being of a society, and others to its dissolution. In accordance with
Aquinas’s metaethics, the things that contribute to a society’s being are part
of the society’s good, and the virtue of justice generally in the members of
the society is directed toward establishing and preserving that common good.
Aquinas, who follows Aristotle closely here, distinguishes distributive from
commutative justice in respect of the rational moral principles to which the
virtue conforms. Distributive justice is the rational regulation of the distri-
bution of the society’s worldly goods, aiming at a rational relationship in
that respect between the society as a whole and any individual member of
it Commutative justice, on the other hand, is the rational regulation of
relationships among individuals or subgroups within the society. The basis
of commutative justice in Aquinas’s treatment of it seems to be that human
beings considered just as persons are equals, and that it is therefore rational
for them, considered just as personms, to treat one another as equals, and
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irrational for them to treat one another unequally, considered just as per-
sons.*

A used-car dealer and his customer, considered just as persons, are equals.
If the dealer deceives the customer about the defects of a car and so cheats
him out of much of the purchase price, then in that particular exchange of
worldly goods the dealer gets a greater share than the customer gets—which
is contrary to reason because the dealer and the customer are equals in all
relevant respects. The inequality of the trade is part of what makes it an
instance of cheating, and cheating is morally bad because it contravenes the
principles of commutative justice.**

So, whenever one person takes another’s worldly goods, the action will
be just only if it is rational. A necessary (though not also sufficient) condition
of its being rational is its involving an even trade. A slanderer, for instance,
takes away the victim’s reputation, one of the more important worldly
goods, and gives nothing in return; slander is thus a gross injustice.** Murder
is perhaps the grossest injustice of all, since in depriving the victim of life,
the greatest of worldly goods, the murderer is not only providing no worldly
compensation but also rendering the victim incapable of receiving any such
compensation.*

In the hospital case the object of Dr. Jones’s action is characterized by
exactly that sort of injustice. His taking of Smith’s life and vital organs in-
volves considerable benefit for his five patients, but there can be no com-
pensatory worldly good for Smith. The injustice in the object of Jones’s
action is a sufficient condition for evaluating the action as morally bad,
regardless of the beneficial aspects of its end.

We began our investigation of the simpleminded application of Aquinas’s
central thesis by considering a revised version of the story of Esther, in which
she loses her life in saving her people. It should now be dlear that the
intuitive positive evaluation of such an act of self-sacrifice is not affected by
our negative evaluation of Jones’s sacrifice of Smith in the hospital case.
Esther would not be guilty of any injustice if she gave up her own life for
her people, although of course Ahasuerus would be guilty of injustice if he
took her life in those circumstances. In fact, according to Aquinas’s account
of commutative justice it is impossible for Esther to be unjust to herself,
because a person cannot take for herself an unfair share of worldly goods
from herself. The reasons for disapproving of Jones’s action in the hospital
case do not apply to Esther’s hypothetical self-sacrifice, and approval of her
self-sacrifice need not and should not be based on the simpleminded book-
keeping application of Aquinas’s central thesis.
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9. Agent-Centered Restrictions
in Aquinas’s Ethics

These considerations give us reason to think that Aquinas’s ethics is a de-
ontological theory of morality that can handle the problem of agent-centered
restrictions. Samuel Scheffler has recently described these restrictions as ren-
dering “typical deontological views . . . apparently paradoxical.”

An agent-centred restriction is, roughly, a restriction which it is at least
sometimes impermissible to violate in circumstances where a violation
would serve to minimize total overall violations of the very same restric-
tion, and would have no other morally relevant consequences. Thus, for
example, a prohibition against killing one innocent person even in order
to minimize the total number of innocent people killed would ordinarily
count as an agent-centred restriction. The inclusion of agent-centred re-
strictions gives traditional deontological views considerable anti-
consequentialist force, and also considerable intuitive appeal. Despite their
congeniality to moral common sense, however, agent-centred restrictions
are puzzling, For how can it be rational to forbid the performance of a
morally objectionable action that would have the effect of minimizing the
total number of comparably objectionable actions that were performed
and would have no other morally relevant consequences? How can the
‘minimization of morally objectionable conduct be morally unacceptable?’

While Aquinas’s theory certainly endorses the truism that the good is to
be maximized, it also interprets the nature of goodness in general and of
good actions in particular in such a way that no action whose object is
characterized by injustice can be rationally performed no matter how great
a good is incorporated in the action’s end. On this basis, a generalization of
agent-centered restrictions can be endorsed and accommodated in Aquinas’s
teleological deontology.

The generalized version of Scheffler’s example is a prohibition against per-
petrating or permitting one injustice of uncompensatable suffering even in
order to minimize the total number of injustices, and at this level of gen-
erality “the very same restriction” is the restriction against perpetrating or
permitting injustice. Agent-centered restrictions that prohibit agents from
perpetrating or permitting actions that constitute an injustice are rational for
that very reason, regardless of the good to be achieved by performing those
actions.

Being and Goodness 313




314

10. The Theological Interpretation
of Aquinas’s Central Thesis

Aquinas’s central metaethical thesis has a theological interpretation more
fundamental than any of its applications to morality. For since Aquinas takes
God to be essentially and uniquely “being itself” (ipsum esse), it is God alone
who is essentially goodness itself.*® This theological interpretation of Aqui-
nas’s thesis regarding being and goodness entails a relationship between God
and morality that avoids the embarrassments of both “theological subjectiv-
ism” and “theological objectivism”® and provides a basis for an account of
religious morality preferable to any other we know of.”

The question “What has God to do with morality?” has typically been
given either of two answers by those who think the answer isn’t “Nothing.””*
God’s will is sometimes taken to create morality in the sense that whatever
God wills is good just because he wills it: consequently, right actions are
right just because God approves of them and wrong actions are wrong just
because God disapproves of them. This divine-command morality may be
thought of as theological subjectivism (TS).”? The second of these two typical
answers takes morality to be grounded on principles transmitted by God but
independent of him, so that a perfectly good God frames his will in accor-
dance with those independent standards of goodness: consequently, God ap-
proves of right actions just because they are right and disapproves of wrong
actions just because they are wrong (theological objectivism [TOJ).

The trouble with TS is that by its lights apparently anything at all could
be established as morally right or good by divine fiat. So, although TS makes
a consideration of God’s will essential to an evaluation of actions, it does so
at the cost of depriving the evaluation of its moral character. Because it
cannot rule out anything as absolutely immoral, TS seems to be a theory
of religious morality that has dropped morality as commonly understood out
of the theory. TO, on the other hand, obviously provides the basis for an
objective morality, but it seems equally clearly not to be a theory of religious
morality since it suggests no essential connection between God and the stan-
dards for evaluating actions. Furthermore, the status of the standards to
which God looks for morality according to TO seems to impugn God’s
sovereignty.

So the familiar candidates for theories of religious morality seem either,
like TS, to be repugnant to moral intuitions or, like TO, to presuppose moral
standards apart from God, which God may promulgate but does not pro-
duce. For different reasons, then, both TS and TO seem inadequate as the-
ories of religious morality; neither one provides both an objective moral
standard and an essential connection between religion and morality.
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On the conception of God as essentially goodness itself, however, there is
an essential relationship between God and the standard by which he pre-
scribes or judges. The goodness for the sake of which and in accordance
with which he wills whatever he wills regarding human morality is identical
with his nature. On the other hand, because it is God’s very nature and not
any arbitrary decision of his that thereby constitutes the standard for mo-
rality, only things consonant with God’s nature could be morally good. The
theological interpretation of the central thesis of Aquinas’s ethical theory
thus provides the basis for an objective religious morality.

11. Justice, Uncompensated Suffering,
and the Problem of Evil

But a more pointed theological application of Aquinas’s central thesis can be
developed by combining the conception of God as perfect goodness itself
with the impermissibility of certain actions as brought out in our generalized
account of agent-centered restrictions. The rationality of agent-centered re-
strictions is a consequence of the irrationality of treating the victim of the
initial action unjustly in such a way that even achieving that action’s laudable
end leaves the victim uncompensated, and it is the injustice of the uncom-
pensated suffering that makes the action impermissible.” It follows that it is
impossible that a perfectly good God would permit, much less perform, any
action whose object involves a victim who is treated unjustly and left un-
compensated, no matter how much other evil might be prevented thereby.

Nevertheless, many, perhaps most, attempts to solve the problem of evil
portray God as permitting or even performing actions that appear to be
impermissible in just that way. For instance, Richard Swinburne’s “argument
from the need for knowledge,” which is certainly not idiosyncratic in its
attempt to provide a morally sufficient reason for God’s permitting natural
evil, takes the initially attractive line that many natural evils “are necessary
if agents are to have the knowledge of how to bring about evil or prevent its
occurrence, knowledge which they must have if they are to have a genuine
choice between bringing about evil and bringing about good.””* But as this
line is developed it turns out, not surprisingly, that in very many cases God
must be portrayed as allowing some innocent person or persons to suffer
without compensation so that others may learn to avoid or to prevent or
mitigate such suffering on other occasions; “If God normally helps those
who cannot help themselves when others do not help, others will not take
the trouble to help the helpless next time.”” Even if we suppose, as Swin-
burne does, that the knowledge gained in such a way cannot be gained
otherwise, at least not efficaciously, God’s role in this arrangement seems
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morally on a par with that of Dr. Jones in the hospital case—or worse, since
the end of Jones’s action is the prevention of death while the end of God’s
nonintervention is the alleviation of ignorance.

Swinburne deals with difficulties of this sort by stressing God’s right to
treat us as we have no right to treat one another.” But to say in this context
that God has such a right is to imply that there would be no injustice on
God’s part if he exercised the right. Swinburne’s claim, then, comes to this:
if God were to do something that would be unjust by human standards, it
would not count as unjust simply because God was its perpetrator. If this
claim is not to convey the morally repulsive suggestion that anything what-
ever that God might do would count as good solely because God did it
(including, e.g., breaking his promise to save those who put their trust in
him), then there must be morally relevant features of God’s nature and action
for which there are no counterparts in human nature and action.

Swinburne sometimes suggests that God’s being the creator of the world
is just such a feature. This seems to be the most promising line to take in
support of Swinburne’s claim about God’s rights, but we do not think it
succeeds. A mother is also in a sense the creator of her child. While that
relationship gives her rights over the child that others do not have, it is not
nearly enough to justify her if she inflicts uncompensated suffering on her
unwilling child. If she were to deny her daughter any college education in
order to have money enough to send her son to Harvard, when her daughter
also wants an education and receives no compensating benefits for failing to
get one, the mother would be outrageously unfair. That she was in some
sense the creator of the children would in no way lessen the unfairness. Of
course, God is the creator of human beings in a much more radical sense
than a mother is the creator of her children. But would the assessment of
the mother’s unfairness be at all softened if it turned out that she had built
these children from scratch in a laboratory? We see no respect in which the
degree of radicalness in the claim that one person created another could be
a morally relevant consideration in evaluating the justice of the creator’s
treatment of his creatures.

Similarly, Plantinga has suggested that natural evils might be perpetrated
by fallen angels, and that the good there is in the exercise of free will on
their part might provide a morally sufficient reason for God to allow in-
stances of natural evil, if, and only if, the world characterized by such an
arrangement is one in which there is more good than evil.” On this view,
an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good God might permit the inhabitants
of Mexico City to suffer in an earthquake so that the good of freedom might
thereby be achieved in the earthquake-causing activity of fallen angels, as
long as the general preponderance of good over evil was not thereby de-
stroyed.” Plantinga’s Free Will Defense (FWD) has sometimes been chal-
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lenged because it has been thought to impugn God’s omnipotence, but as
far as we know, the literature on FWD has not so far addressed the challenge
that arises from Aquinas’s sort of ethical theory, which provides grounds for
doubting whether FWD preserves God’s perfect goodness. As our earthquake
example suggests, FWD does not explicitly rule out attributing to God an
action Aquinas would consider unjust and hence immoral. If it does not,
then, on Aquinas’s view, the reason FWD assigns to God for permitting some
instances of evil (especially natural, but also some kinds of moral evil) is not
a morally sufficient reason.

But the issue should not be construed as tied particularly to Aquinas’s
ethics. If moral goodness includes agent-centered restrictions, both general
and particular, then God’s justice and individual human rights must be taken
into account in any attempt to explain God’s permitting moral or natural
evil. And it may be more effective to raise the issue in terms of agent-
centered restrictions, which have a “considerable intuitive appeal” and “con-
geniality. to moral common sense” quite independently of their involvement
in Aquinas’s or any other ethical theory. Putting the matter in those terms,
if a proposed solution to the problem of evil depends on implicitly rejecting
generalized agent-centered restrictions as having no application to God, it
will be important to ask what sort of ethical theory is presupposed by the
proposal and to consider whether such a theory is consistent with whatever
else is held to be true about God by the defender of theism against the
argument from evil. )

In correspondence with us Plantinga has said of FWD that agent-centered
restrictions and the requirements of justice

clearly are not excluded; they just aren’t explicitly mentioned. If you are
right (and I'm not convinced you aren’t) in thinking that God couldn’t
permit an innocent to suffer without some compensating good (accruing
to that very person), then a world in which innocents suffer without such
compensation won't be a very good world. In fact, if such a state of af
fairs is so evil that no amount of good can outweigh it, then no good
possible world would be one in which there is such uncompensated suf-
fering of innocents. . . . But can’t we mend matters simply enough, just by
adding . . . that a {the possible world God actualizes in FWD] meets the
agent-centered restrictions: that 4 contains no instances of uncompensated
suffering of innocents . .. [?]

Plantinga is plainly right to insist that FWD doesn’t explicitly rule out agent-
centered restrictions, but adding them successfully requires saying more
about the nature of the world in which innocents suffer but are compensated.

Worries raised by consideration of agent-centered restrictions are not al-
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layed simply by stipulating compensation for the suffering of innocent vic-
tims, as can be seen by considering an adaptation of an episode from
Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities. An enormously rich French aristocrat habitually
has his carriage driven at high speeds through the streets of Paris and is
contemptuously indifferent to the suffering thereby inflicted on the lower
classes. One day his carriage cripples a child. Seeing that the child has been
seriously hurt, the aristocrat flings several gold coins to the grieving family.
The family, to whom the coins represent a fortune, are entirely satisfied; but
no one would suppose that the aristocrat has thereby exonerated himself.
It’s easy to find circumstances of this sort, in which victims may consider
themselves compensated even though the perpetrator (or permitter) remains
unjustified.

Insisting on an essential rather than a merely accidental connection be-
tween the suffering and the compensation will not guarantee justification. If
a mother forces her son into months of semistarvation and sensory depri-
vation in order to impress on him the blessings of ordinary life, he will no
doubt find intense pleasure in ordinary experiences thereafter. Here the com-
pensation is essentially connected with the suffering. But even if the pleasure
is so intense as to outweigh all the pains of the deprivation, the mother is
not thereby justified.

What else is required can be seen in a slight variation on our hostage case,
Even if a madman were threatening to cut off five other children’s fingers
unless you cut off your child’s fingers, you would not have a morally suffi-
cient reason to do so. Our claim is based, as before, on considerations of the
injustice in the object of the action demanded of you. Rational agent-centered
restrictions make that action impermissible. And yet it’s not difficult to de-
scribe circumstances in which you would have a morally sufficient reason
for acting in that way, in which you would be not only not blamed but even
praised for it. If your daughter’s fingers were caught in machinery in such a
way that she would die horribly unless they were amputated at once, and
no one but you could perform the action, goodness would require it of you.
It seems clear that all that accounts for the difference in the moral status of
the act of amputation in these latter circumstances is that it is now the
indispensable (or best possible) means to preventing a greater evil for the child
herself.

Given the constraints raised by considerations of agent-centered restric-
tions, then, if an agent is to be justified in allowing the suffering of an
innocent victim, he must (among other conditions) believe (reasonably) that
without such suffering greater harm would come to the victim. Analogously,
the strictures we have derived from the central thesis of Aquinas’s metaethics
preclude only such solutions to the problem of evil as fail to show how
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God’s permitting innocent suffering can be the indispensable (or best possi-
ble) means of (at least) preventing greater harm to the victim.”
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