
1 Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.6 (987b1-4). Ross tr. Italics mine.
2 Republic VII (523a-525a).
3 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 7.4 (1030b4-12), on the things which have a definition and an
essence.

ST. THOMAS AND MORAL TAXONOMY

Lawrence Dewan, o.p.

Aristotle tells us that Socrates was the first to consider moral taxonomy. We
read:

Socrates, however, was busying himself about ethical matters and neglecting the
world of nature as a whole but seeking the universal in these ethical matters, and
fixed thought for the first time on  definitions...1

We might ask ourselves why it was in the realm of morals that interest in
definition first arose. Perhaps the answer has to do with Plato’s point, in the
Republic,2 that interest in ousia, i.e. in questions about the being of things, arises
from situations in which something appears both as one and as two. We typically
find, in morals, that actions which are one, according to natural being, are more
than one in the order of morals.

Thus, a few years ago, someone asked me just how I would distinguish between
murder and capital punishment. A similar question might have been raised about
marital intercourse and adultery. Now when one is asked the more general question
concerning “the bases of ethics,” it is clear that there are many ways in which
discussion might proceed: one could address problems concerning free choice, the
role of God, the nature of man, the common good. But finally I came back to that
question about murder and capital punishment. Obviously, this is a particular
example of a constantly discussed and debated dimension of ethics. Is definition
possible in this domain? Are some actions intrinsically good and some intrinsically
bad? For the definition isolates for consideration some entity having, as it were, its
own boundaries, its own interior, so that one may speak of what is “intrinsic” to it.3

In discussing ethical theory, we are not in the realm of prudence, properly so
called, but are rather in a theatre of more universal consideration of the ends of
human life, a domain in which, up to a certain point, science is possible.
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4 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae (henceforth “ST”) 1-2.14.6 (ed. Ottawa, 1941:
Collège Dominicain, 795a10-28), on the things concerning which there is not even need to
deliberate, among which are things known in a general way by “practical science.”(All
references to St. Thomas are to the ST unless otherwise indicated.)
5 Phaedo 67e-69b, on true virtue and the love of wisdom; 82b-84b, on virtue, love of
wisdom, and communion with the divine.
6 Republic V (477c-d). In fact, Plato presents both the object and the operation with a view
to defining the power.
7 Aristotle, De anima 1.1 (402b15) and 2.4 (415a14-23). For the historical development of
the vocabulary of “the object of a power,” see my paper: “OBIECTUM: Notes on the
Invention of a Word,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen age 48 (1981),
37-96.
8 J.A. Weisheipl, Friar Thomas D’Aquino, Garden City: Doubleday, 1974, p. 361.

Ultimately, my reason for writing such a paper is to help present ethics as a
science, akin to the classification of butterflies. Obviously, moral science is not
enough: we need prudence. Still, prudence needs moral science as its foundation.
The difference between this and that species of act, at least in general, is something
that should be settled prior to the need to plug in prudence.4

Plato already presents us with the project of isolating and defining a set of
virtues: justice, moderation, courage, and wisdom or prudence. He saw that, in the
midst of our lives, we catch sight of certain unities, certain constants, and give
them names. And he worked on the technique of definition in such domains. Thus,
in the Phaedo, we have the juxtaposition of pseudo-virtue, motivated by fear of
death, and authentic virtue, motivated by the desire for communion with the
divine.5  Here, we are not defining animals or plants, as to their types, but are
attempting to grasp and express some principles of human action.

Treating of the question, “what is philosophy?” in the Republic, Plato carefully
set forth the very general technique for developing an answer. In the context, he
had to say what he meant by the “knowledge” which the philosopher is said to
love. To do so, he presented the general domain of “powers”, readily exemplified
by the senses of hearing and sight. He explained that these must be defined in
function of that which they are “towards,” as sight towards light and colour,
hearing towards sound.6 Aristotle later presented this as defining a power and an
operation in terms of its “opposite” (later called the “object”), as he says in the De
anima.7 What I aim to do here today is look at some use made of that technique by
Thomas Aquinas in presenting moral science.

Thomas Aquinas writes about morals all through his career, but we are fortunate
in having, in his Summa theologiae, Second Part or Secunda pars, a systematic
presentation of the whole of morals. This part of the work, undertaken in his
doctrinal maturity in the years 1268-1272,8 is itself divided into two parts, the
“First Part of the Second Part” or Prima secundae (1-2), and the “Second Part of
the Second Part” or Secunda secundae (2-2). The 1-2 gives us a more general
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9 ST 1-2.6.prologue (751b33-39):
...because operations and acts bear upon singulars, therefore every operative science
attains perfection in particular consideration. Therefore, moral consideration, because
it is about human acts, must first be treated universally, and secondly in particular.

10 ST 1.2.prologue (11a20-31).
11 Cf. ST 1-2.18.9.ad 2. See also 1-2.100.2, on the greater amplitude of the divine law.

discussion, while the 2-2 is more particular or detailed, Thomas seeing the proper
movement of moral knowledge as finding its perfection in the more concrete or
particular consideration.9

No one should neglect the prologue to the entire Secunda pars. In it Thomas
presents the human being as the image of God, precisely insofar as man is master
of his own actions, as having, like God, free choice. Thus, the whole undertaking,
itself within a theology whose subject is God, has as its particular subject of
discussion the human being, precisely as a free agent.

Another overall view of the moral enterprise was given at the very beginning of
the entire ST. There, having established that the work as a whole had as its subject-
matter God, not merely in himself, but also as the origin and goal of all things,
especially of the rational creature, Thomas divides the work into three parts, first
about God, secondly about “the movement of the rational creature right to God [de
motu rationalis creatura in Deum],” and thirdly about Christ who, inasmuch as he
is human, is the road [via] for us to tend towards God.10 Obviously, this takes us
beyond the realm of moral philosophy into the morals of revealed religion.
Nevertheless, this conception of the free human agent as undertaking, through free
action, to become as one with God as possible, is essential to one’s understanding
of Thomas’s view of morals, philosophical as well as theological.

It might be good, also, to stress the wider field of interest Thomas has, as he sees
it, as compared to someone like Aristotle. Thomas’s morality is less limited to the
community at large (the domain of legal justice) and speaks of and to the person
in his or her own reasonableness.11

In the present paper I have selected for presentation Thomas Aquinas’s
fundamental discussion of the good and the bad in morals. We see this in 1-2.18.
We have a series of eleven articles, and we should begin by noting the overall
order. First, it is asked whether there are any bad human acts, i.e. whether “good”
and “bad” do constitute a distinction among such acts. By “human acts” or
“moral acts” are meant those performed by human beings and having deliberative
reason and will as their source. Once we have an affirmative answer (a.1), we see
three distinct sources of goodness and badness in such acts, viz (a.2) the object,
(a. 3) the circumstances, and (a. 4) the end. Next, (a. 5) the goodness and badness
stemming from the object is seen to constitute specific diversity. Moreover, (a.
6) the goodness coming from the end likewise produces a definite species of good
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12 Cf.  ST 2-2.31.3 (1586b31-33):
... grace and virtue imitate the order of nature, which has been established by the
divine wisdom.

This principle is used, in this context, to establish that benefitting others, we should follow
an order which begins with those closest to us (though many sorts of “closeness” apply),
i.e. that “charity begins at home.”
13 ST 1.5 is on the good in general, and 1.6 is on the goodness of God; 1.48-49 is on the bad
and its causes. 
14 The backward reference is to 1.5.1-3.

or bad. Thus, (a. 7) it has to be determined which species is more general, the
species coming from the object or that coming from the end. At aa. 8 and 9, we
consider that some human acts are morally neither good nor bad, as to their
species, but must be one or the other taken in their singularity as actual events.
Lastly, qq. 10 and 11 bring us to the circumstances, which themselves can “turn
into” specific differences, or not do so.

In this presentation, moral acts are viewed as having their starting-points in the
natural, but as constituting a distinct domain, one which imitates nature.12 We
look on as reason brings forth a structure of “do”s and “don’t”s, a structure which
mimics the structures of natural reality, but, as we shall see, is more difficult to
make stand still (so to speak).

As I said, we begin with the question: is there such a thing as a bad human
action? The sort of reason given for thinking there is not is: there can be no bad
actions, because the bad can be a cause only incidentally, whereas every action
has an effect proper to it, and so is a proper cause of something. One can
appreciate this sort of point more readily if one has in mind the discussions of the
metaphysics of the good and the bad in ST 1. The idea is that positive realities are
good, and from the good only the good can come.13

The teaching in the article could not be more metaphysical. It proposes to
model our conceptions of actions on our conceptions of things, i.e. primarily
substantial beings:

... concerning the good and the bad in actions it is necessary to speak in the way [we
speak] about the good and the bad in things, because each thing produces such [talis]
an action as accords with its own character [qualis].

It next proposes to view the goodness of a thing in the light of the being which
a thing has:

But in things, each one has a certain measure of good, viz just as much as it has of
being [esse]: for “a good” and “a being” are interchangeable, as was said in the First
[Part].14

It then sees the goodness of those beings other than God as having their being
and goodness through a multiplicity. Thus, it may happen that a thing not have
the fulness of being proper to it, and thus it is not good, unqualifiedly, but only
“up to a point”:
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15 ST 1-2.18.1.

For example, for the plenitude of human being it is required that there be a certain
composite of soul and body, having all the powers and instruments of knowledge and
movement; hence, if something from among these is lacking to some man, something
is lacking as regards the fulness of his being.

Thomas spells this out very carefully, and I think he has to be directly read:
Therefore, according to the quantity of being that he has, to that extent he has
goodness; but inasmuch as something is lacking, pertaining to the fulness of being,
to that extent he is lacking in goodness, and is called “bad”; for example, the blind
man has [this] of goodness, that he is alive, and it is bad in his regard that he lacks
sight. But if he had nothing of being [entitate] or goodness, he could not be called
either “bad” or “good.” However, because the fulness itself of being belongs to the
idea of the good, if something indeed is lacking of the due fulness of being, it will not
be called “good,” in the unqualified sense, but rather “up to a point,” inasmuch
[precisely] as it is a being; it can, nevertheless, be called “a being” in the unqualified
sense, and [only] in a qualified sense “not a being,” as was said in the First Part
[1.5.1.ad 1].
Now, we come to the application to action. In derivative fashion, actions have

their fulness of being through more than one factor, and can lack something
which they ought to have. Thomas continues:

Thus, therefore, it is to be said that every action, inasmuch as it has something of
being, to that extent it has [something] of goodness; but inasmuch as there is lacking
to it something of that fulness of being which is owed to human action, to that extent
it lacks goodness, and thus it is called “bad”; for example, if there is lacking to it the
determinate quantity which accords with reason, or the due place, or something else
of that order.15

Thus, there are bad actions.
To the previously mentioned objector who had tried to argue that there can be

no bad actions, because the bad can be a cause only incidentally, whereas every
action has an effect proper to it, and so is a proper cause of something, Thomas
replies:

...the bad action can have some effect proper to it, in accordance with that which it has
of goodness and entity. For example, adultery is the cause of human generation,
precisely inasmuch as it includes the intercourse of man and woman, but not inasmuch
[precisely] as it lacks the order of reason. (ad 3)

Already, we begin to see a distinction between the natural goodness which any
act must have to exist at all, and the realm proper to the morally good and bad.

Now we take up the different sources of this goodness and badness. And we
see that immediately there is taxonomy, i.e. that the difference between good and
bad is not merely something which “happens” to this or that act in a
circumstantial way, but that human action has its types, its species, analogous to
the types of thing, and that “good” and “bad” pertain to the description of these
types. The question asked is: whether the human action has goodness or badness
from its object?
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16 Cf.  ST 2-2.141.3 (2112a29-41). This has to do with the nature of temperance, and why
it bears upon our sensual inclination towards the good. Thomas says:

...sensible and bodily goods, considered according to their own species, are not
repugnant to reason, but rather serve it, as instruments which reason uses to attain its
own proper end. But they are repugnant to it especially inasmuch as the sense
appetite tends towards them [in a degree] not according to the measure of reason.

Here we have the notion of the object, as the technique for approaching action
quidditatively. We read:

...as has been said, the good and the bad of action, just as that of the rest of things, is
seen in fulness of being or its deficiency.

Now, the first [feature] which is seen to pertain to the fulness of being is that
which gives to the thing its species.

But just as the natural thing has its species from its form, so also the action has
[its] species from the object, just as a movement [has its species] from its terminus.

And therefore, just as the first goodness of the natural thing is considered from
its form, which gives the species to it, so also the first goodness of the moral act is
considered from the suitable object [ex obiecto convenienti]; hence, by some people
it is called “good in kind” [or: in genus; bonum ex genere]: for example, “to employ
the things which are one’s own [sua].”

And just as in natural things the first bad [feature] is if the generated thing does
not possess the specific form: for example, if a human being is not generated, but
something else in the place of a human being; so also, the first bad [feature] in moral
actions is that which [comes] from the object, for example, “to take what belongs to
someone else [aliena].” And it is called “bad in kind” [or: in genus; malum ex genere],
using the word “genus” for “species,” in the way of speaking in which we call the
entire human species “the human genus.”
This is really the seminal article for moral taxonomy. It takes its examples

from exterior objects, and so is speaking of exterior action, but it is meant to
introduce us to all action, whether internal or external.

So also, the objections are well worth a visit for forming our conception of
moral science. In the first, we read:

The object of the action is the thing. But in things, there is no bad, but only in the use
[to which they are put] by wrongdoers... Therefore, human action does not have
goodness or badness from the object.

And Thomas replies:
...though admittedly external things are in themselves good, nevertheless they do not
always have the due proportion to this or that action. And so, inasmuch as they are
considered as the objects of such actions, they do not have the intelligible aspect of
the good [rationem boni]. (1-2.18.2.ad 1)16

Here, we see well the idea of the moral object, i.e. the thing, not just in itself, but
as it pertains to the life of the human being, the rational animal.

Another objection gets us even further into the set of intelligibilities involving
the object:
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17 See ST 1.79.2, concerning the intellect; 1.80.2, concerning the appetitive powers (and cf.
1.82.3.ad 2, concerning the will). Later in the 1-2, at q. 22, aa. 1, 2, and 3, the passivity of
the intellective appetite or will, as a greater sort of passivity than that of the intellect, is
explained.

The object of an active power is related to the action as the effect to the cause. But the
goodness of the cause does not depend on the effect, but rather the other way around.
Therefore, human action does not have goodness or badness from the object.

This elicits a somewhat lengthier reply:
...it is not always the case that the object of a human action is the object of an active
power. For, the appetitive power is in a way passive, inasmuch as it is affected
[movetur] by the appetible [thing], and nevertheless it is the principle of human acts.

Neither, furthermore, do the objects of active powers always have the role
[rationem] of the effect, but [only] when they have already been changed; as, for
example, food, having been changed, is the effect of the nutritive power, but food, not
[yet] having been changed, is related to the nutritive power as the matter regarding
which [materia circa quam] it operates.

But [even] by the fact that the object is in a certain way the effect of the active
power, it follows that it is the terminus of its action, and consequently that it gives [the
action] form and species: for motion has its species from [its] termini.

And even though the goodness of the action is not caused by the goodness of the
effect, nevertheless the action is called “good” from this [fact], that it can bring about
a good effect. And thus the very proportion of the action to the effect is the intelligible
aspect constituting its goodness [ratio bonitatis ipsius]. (ad 3)
In the above, we have, first of all, a reminder of the passivity proper to the

human intellect and will, relative to reality.17 This certainly pertains to our
understanding of things as objects. Secondly, the subtlety of the object-act-effect
situation is exposed through the case of nutrition. We have an active power which
is proportioned to a certain field of reality, prior to its doing anything, and we
size it up in comparison to the things it can work on: stones are not humanly
digestible, but apples are. Thus, human digestion is describable (for a start) as
“apple-digestion,” not “stone-digestion.”

The example of the motion, i.e. that we call one motion “going up” because it
terminates at the ceiling, having started at the floor, and another “going down”
because it terminates at the floor, having started from the ceiling, suggests to us
that the motion is a kind of expression of the inner principle of the movable thing.
(We call what naturally rises by one name, e.g. “helium,” and what naturally falls
by another, e.g. “lead.”) The effect reveals the nature of the cause. This comes out
better in the statement about the goodness: the outcome has a proportion to the
goodness of the action.

The next article introduces us to the so-called “circumstances,” another distinct
sort of contribution to the fulness of being of the action. While it takes us beyond
the taxonomy proper, we must see it in order to circumscribe the species of the
act correctly. Thomas asks: “are actions good or bad because of circumstances?”
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18 The classic group of circumstances was already presented in ST 1-2.7.

As we look at the main reply, we see that the technique of moving from things
to actions is continued:

...in natural things the entire fulness of perfection which the thing is owed is not
found [merely] from the substantial form, which gives the species; but, rather, much
is added by supervening accidents [or accompaniments], as for example in a human
being by shape, by colour, and so on; from among which, if something is lacking as
regards the appropriate disposition, the bad is on the scene.

Thus it is also in [the realm of] action. For the fulness of its goodness does not
consist entirely in its species, but rather something is added by those things which
come along in the role of accompaniments [or accidents]. And these are the due
circumstances. Hence, if something is lacking as regards the due circumstances, the
action will be bad.
The replies to objections make it clear that, while the circumstances are outside

the essence of the action (i.e. its moral essence), they are nevertheless the
accidents of that essence.

So also, lest be we fooled by the word “accident,” which makes the
accompanying feature sound so adventitious as to be outside the domain of
rational control, Thomas notes that what is metaphysically an accident (as distinct
from a substance) may be an accompaniment which regularly attends upon
something: thus, the attendant properties of things are called “accidents.” And
it is in that way that moral science treats of “circumstances.”18

Thus, we see that there is a dimension of essential goodness of the moral
action, and a dimension of accompanying or accidental goodness. As we see, we
are here getting the absolutely primary and supremely general analysis of the
moral act.

We come now to a third source of the good and the bad. Does the human
action obtain goodness or badness from its end? We might have many questions
to ask here, for the object with which we dealt already was, in a way, an end. But
let us see what Thomas says:

...the disposition of things in goodness and in being is the same.
For there are some things whose being does not depend on another, and in those

things it suffices to consider just their own being, all by themselves [absolute]. But
there are some things whose being depends on another; hence, it is necessary that they
be considered through considering the cause on which they depend.

But just as the being of the thing depends on the agent and the form, so also the
goodness of the thing depends on the end...

As an example of a thing which depends on nothing else for being or goodness,
Thomas can only point to God:

Hence, among the divine Persons, which do not have goodness depending on another,
there is no consideration of any aspect of goodness from the end.
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19 See especially 1-2.20.1.ad 1.
20 We see this in 1-2.18.7.

But human actions, and other [things] whose goodness depends on another, have
an aspect of goodness [rationem bonitatis] from the end on which they depend,
besides the absolute goodness which exists in them... (1-2.18.4 [813b1-17])

We are here dealing with a duality in human action which stems from its location
in sub-divine reality. There will always be the distinction between what we do
and why we do it.

What we have proposed to us here, it should be pointed out, is a hierarchy of
ends, the “intrinsic end,” one might say, which is the object of the operation (in
the case of the act which relates to external things), and the superior end, which
is the object of the interior act. I.e. the object of the exterior act retains the
designation “object,” in order to distinguish it from the object of the interior act
of the will, which is most properly an “end.”19

Thomas completes the reply by reviewing the three sources of goodness and
badness so far seen, together with the fruit of the first article:

Thus, therefore, in human action, fourfold goodness can be considered. One, in
function of the genus, i.e. according as it is action, because as much as it has of action
and entity, that much it has of goodness, as was said. But another is in function of the
species, which is grasped in function of the suitable object. The third is according to
circumstances, as in function of some accidents. But the fourth is in function of the
end, as according to a relation to the cause of goodness. [813b18-28]

In the above summary, “genus” must mean or include the natural genus, since it
involves a goodness which might be present in an act which had no moral
goodness. The moral genus, on the other hand, will derive, as we shall eventually
see, from the order to the end.20

The replies to objections in this article are very important for a conception of
what is being proposed. The first objection reads:

...”nothing operates looking towards the bad.” Therefore, if good operation or bad
operation were derived from the end, no action would be bad. Which is obviously
false.

Here, Thomas replies:
...the good looking towards which someone operates, is not always the true good, but
sometimes the true good and sometimes the apparent [good]. And according to that
[latter], bad action follows from the end. (ad 1)

This is obviously of the greatest importance for one’s conception of morals, that
the end one has in view may not be truly good.

The second objection insists on the presence of goodness within the action
itself. On the other hand, the end is an extrinsic cause, and thus does not seem to
be constitutive of the action’s goodness or badness. To this, Thomas replies that
though the end is indeed extrinsic, still the action has within it a due proportion
to the end, and a relation to the end. Thus, its goodness depends on the end.
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21 In the parallel discussion in De malo 2.4, we read:
...For to know colour and to know sound are diverse acts, as to [their] species, if they
are related to sense, because these [items] are, of themselves [per se], sensible objects
[sensibilia]; but not if they are related to intellect, because by the intellect they are
included under one common objectal aspect [rationem obiecti], viz “a being” or “the
true.” And similarly, to sense the white and [to sense] the black differ specifically,
if they are related to sight, but not if they are related to taste...

The last objection introduces us further to the complexity of moral taxonomy.
We read:

It happens that some good action be ordered to a bad end, for example, when someone
gives alms for vainglory; or, conversely, that some bad operation be ordered to a good
end, for example, when someone steals to give to the poor. Therefore, the action is not
good or bad from the end.

We see that this objector is insisting on the intrinsic goodness or badness of the
action, based on its species. Surely, this is fixed within the action, no matter what
the end may be! Thomas replies:

...nothing prevents an action which has one of these aforementioned goodnesses from
lacking another. And in accordance with this, it happens that an action which is good,
as to its species, or as to its circumstances, is ordered to a bad end, or conversely.
Nevertheless, the action is not good, unqualifiedly, unless all the goodnesses concur,
because “each individual [singularis] defect causes the bad, but the good is caused by
the whole [integra] cause,” as Dionysius says in On the Divine Names 4 [#30; PG 3,
729].

Thus, we begin to see an orchestration or a cacophony of these intelligible
dimensions of the human action.

We now come to the articles which study the species of the moral act in more
detail. The issue in a. 5 is whether the good and the bad constitute genuine
specific differences of the moral act. Thomas begins:

...every act has its species from its object, as was said above [a.2]. Hence, it is
necessary that some difference of object brings about a diversity of species in the acts.

But it is to be considered that some difference of object brings about a difference
of species in acts, according as they are related to one active principle, which does not
bring about a difference in acts, according as they are related to another active
principle. [This is] because nothing which is merely incidental [per accidens]
constitutes the species, but only what is intrinsic [per se]. Now, some difference of
object can be intrinsic, in comparison to one principle, and incidental [per accidens]
in comparison with another: for example, to know colour and [to know] sound differ
intrinsically [per se] by comparison with sense, but not by comparison with intellect.21

But in acts the good and the bad are so called by comparison with reason,
because, as Dionysius says, in On the Divine Names 4 [#32; PG 3, 732], the good of
man is to be in accordance with reason, “while the bad is to be at odds with reason
[praeter rationem].”
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22 Here, I am reading “autem” rather than “enim.” Otherwise, I cannot discover the
argumentative line.
23 ST 1-2.18.5.
24 Cf. 1-2.71.2 (1089b16-44):

...The nature of each thing is primarily [potissime] the form in accordance with which
the thing obtains its species.

But man is constituted in a species through the rational soul.
And so that which is against the order of reason is properly against the nature of

man inasmuch as he is man; but what is in accordance with reason is in accordance
with the nature of man inasmuch as he is man.

  But the good of man is to be in accordance with reason, and “the bad of man is
to be outside accordance with reason [praeter rationem],” as Dionysius says, On the
Divine Names 4 [#32, PG 3, 733].

Hence, human virtue, which makes a man good, and renders his deed good, is
in accordance with the nature of man, inasmuch as it is in accordance with reason;
and vice is against the nature of man, inasmuch as it is against the order of reason.

But,22 for each thing, that is good which belongs to it in accordance with its own
form, and [that is] bad which for it is at odds with the order of its own form.

Therefore, it is clear that the difference between the good and the bad having to
do with the object is compared fittingly [per se] to reason: i.e. according as the object
is in agreement or not in agreement with it [sc. reason].

But acts are called “human” or “moral,” inasmuch as they are [issuing] from
reason. Hence, it is evident that the good and the bad diversify the species among
moral acts: for essential [per se] differences diversify the species.23

The aim of the article is to present “good” and “bad” as expressions which
distinguish species within the genus of human acts or moral acts. It is seen that
any such difference must be based on a difference found in the objects of the acts.
It is then explained that not just any difference in the objects will do: for the
differences might be incidental to the nature of the power at the origin of the act.
Thus, knowing colour and knowing sound are two different kinds of sense
cognition, but are not two different kinds of intellectual cognition. Colour and
sound both fall under the common object of the intellect, namely “being,” and
their differences are incidental from that point of view. We must then find out
whether “the good” and “the bad,” as said of types of human act, are differences
which relate to the agent merely incidentally, or essentially. They are then said
to be related to the power called “reason.” Thomas wants to move towards the
conclusion that this distinction between acts, as either in accordance with reason,
and so good, or at odds with reason, and so bad, is a use of per se differences. In
order to do so, he must relate reason to “the good” and “the bad.” He does this by
relating the form of the thing to the good and the bad. The unspoken premise is
that reason is the human form or specific difference.24

This is the way I read the text. To do so, I have to change the “enim” to an
“autem” at 814b18: “Unicuique autem rei est bonum etc.” With the “enim,” the
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phrase seems to be an explanation of why, for man, the good is to be in
accordance with reason. I wish, rather, to read it as a distinct premise, presenting
the reason why the good and bad as related to reason is a per se difference,
namely that reason, as the human form, is a principle for judging the good and the
bad relative to man.

We should realize that the bad and the good were already explained as being
said by virtue of the object. Thus, the question here bears on that already seen
situation, and it asks whether this is such that the good and the bad, so taken,
express a specific difference. The answer is yes, because that distinction is per se
with respect to the power it relates to; and this is because the power is reason, and
it is the human form, and things are called good and bad specifically according
as something has or has not its proper form.

If we try to picture the situation, we have the human being, the substantial
agent, whose nature is primarily reason. Actions issue from this agent as imbued
with the forms or determinations of reason. Such actions, so considered, have a
“great divide,” not “ex aequo” but according to “the good” and “the bad,” and
this divide is to be seen in the actions according to participation in properly
rational determination.

We find among the objections in this article examples of the difficulty of
distinguishing the moral good from the natural good. Thus, the first objector says:

The good and the bad in acts is found [in a way] which conforms with [the way they
are found] in things, as has been said. But in things the good and the bad do not
diversify the species: for a good man and a bad [man] are specifically the same.
Therefore, neither in acts also do the good and the bad diversify specifically.

Thomas’s reply helps by extending the comparison of actions to things:
... even in natural things, the good and the bad, which is according to nature and
against nature, diversify the natural species: for the dead body and the living body are
not of the same species. And similarly the good, inasmuch as it is according to reason,
and the bad, inasmuch as it is at odds with [praeter] reason, diversify the moral
species. (ad 1)

The objector’s objection only made sense through a confusion of the natural and
moral species: “a good man and a bad man are specifically the same”; had he
looked at nature as such, or at morals as such, he would not have made the
mistake he did. The idea is that “good man” and “bad man” may be taken strictly
in the order of natural substantial being. Then, a “man” which has “gone bad”
(like an apple “going bad”), i.e. undergone corruption (death), is no longer “a
man” except equivocally. This usage can best be seen as regards parts of the
substance, e.g. “a bad eye,” which is not at all what we mean by “an evil eye”
(which is more in the domain of morals).

The second objection and reply is one which arises frequently, so as to help us
form an adequate idea of the bad act, as something which must have some
goodness in it, or else it would have no appeal whatsoever. Thus, the objector
maintains that the bad, consisting as it does in privation, cannot provide a specific
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25 I notice that Cajetan, who does not have any comment to make on the body of this article,
stands in awe of the problem posed by, and answered in, this objection and reply; cf. his
commentary, ad loc., in the Leonine edition of the ST.

difference, and so the bad is not the name of a species of act. Thomas says in
reply:

...”the bad” signifies, not privation just by itself, but [privation] associated with a
power of a certain sort. For an act is called “bad” as to its species, not from the fact
that it has no object, but because it has an object not in accordance with reason, for
example “to take someone else’s.” Hence, inasmuch as the object is something
positive, it can constitute the species of the bad act. (1-2.18.5.ad 2)25

This consideration obviously pertains to the discussion of whether one always
acts for some good, with the answer “yes.” And this is a point which, as it seems
to me, is crucial for an understanding of ethics.

The next two objections and replies are also of great importance. The first
presents the point that one act can have two species. We read:

Acts which are specifically diverse have diverse effects. But a specifically identical
effect can issue from a good act and a bad act: for example, a human being is
produced by adultery and by marital conjugality. Hence, a good act and a bad act are
not specifically different.

This is another of those arguments which arises from the failure to distinguish
between the moral order and the natural order. Thomas replies:

...the conjugal act and adultery, according as they are compared to reason, differ
specifically, and [indeed] have specifically different effects, because one of them
merits praise and reward, and the other vituperation and punishment. But according
as they are related to the generative power, they do not differ specifically. And thus
they have one specifically same effect. (ad 3)

We see how this explanation follows closely from the discussion in the body of
the article, relating the object to a power.

The last objection introduces the issue of the circumstance. We read:
The good and the bad are said in the realm of acts sometimes in function of
circumstance, as has been said. But the circumstance, since it is an accident, does not
give the species to the act. Therefore, the good act and the bad do not differ
specifically.

Thomas replies:
...sometimes the circumstance is taken as the essential difference of the object,
according as it is related to reason, and then it can give the species to the moral act.
And this must be the case, whenever the circumstance changes the act from goodness
to badness: for the circumstance would not make the act bad, save by the fact that it
was repugnant to reason. (ad 4)

Here, we should note that some circumstance merely adds goodness to good acts
or badness to bad acts. Thomas takes the case where a circumstance makes the
good act bad, and that is clear. What about the case where the circumstance
makes the bad act good? Can that happen? We will see more below concerning
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26 We should not fail to notice q. 6, aa. 1 and 2, where it is explained what is meant by the
perfectly voluntary character of human action, as originating in knowledge of the very idea
of ends, and the proportions of things to ends. An animal or child has only imperfectly
voluntary operation. Insanity can eliminate voluntariness altogether.

this. From the viewpoint of the present article, the idea is that a change from good
to bad is an essential change, a change in the type of act, in the domain of morals.

Having seen, in a. 5, that the good and the bad stemming from the object
constitute specific differences in the realm of the moral act, we now look at the
sort of goodness and badness which stems from the end of the act: does it place
the act in a species? And the answer is yes.

Let us begin with the first objection, which allows us to see the line of thinking
we are investigating:

It would seem that “the good” and “the bad” which are from the end do not diversify
the species in acts.
1. For acts have the species from the object. But the [aspect:] end is distinct [praeter]
from the intelligible aspect: object. Therefore, the good and the bad which are from
the end do not diversify the species of act.
Now consider the main reply, whose importance is considerable, introducing,

as it does, the fundamental duality involved in voluntary action, a duality which
provides the structure for questions 19 and 20 (which, unfortunately, we cannot
examine at this time):

...some acts [there are which] are called “human,” [and this is] precisely inasmuch as
they are voluntary, as has been said [q. 1, a. 1].26 But in the voluntary act two acts are
found, viz the interior act of the will and the exterior act; and each of these acts has
its own object. But the end is properly the object of the interior voluntary act; while
that concerning which [circa quod] the exterior act is, is its object. Therefore, just as
the exterior act obtains [its] species from the object concerning which it is, so also the
interior act of the will obtains [its] species from the end, as from its proper object.

Having made this fairly simple point, Thomas continues with a most important
feature of the resultant situation:

But that which is on the side of the will stands formally relative to that which is on the
side of the exterior act, because the will uses the members for acting, as its
instruments; nor do the exterior acts have the intelligible character of morality, save
inasmuch as they are voluntary. And so the species of the human act is considered
formally in function of the end, but materially in function of the object of the exterior
act. Hence, the Philosopher says in EN 5 [1130a24] that “someone who steals in order
to commit adultery is, essentially speaking, more of an adulterer than a thief.”

Notice that Thomas does not even bother to make his point in terms of the good
and the bad. It is clear, following upon a. 5, that since the good and the bad which
come from the object are specific differences, this will be supremely so
concerning the good and the bad taken directly from the end of the action, as
contrasted with the objects of the exterior acts.
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27 Cf. ST 1-2.1.5:
...since voluntary actions [actiones voluntariae] obtain their species from the end...it
is necessary that from the ultimate end, which is common, they obtain their generic
character [rationem generis]: just as natural things [naturalia] are placed in a genus
on the basis of a common formal intelligible aspect [secundum formalem rationem
communem]. Therefore, since all appetible objects of will, precisely as such, are of
one genus, it is necessary that the ultimate end be one. And this is especially the case,
because in one genus there is one first principle, and the ultimate end has the
intelligible role of first principle. (715b24-36)

As can be seen, this is a very universal argument.We are somewhat surprised with the
assurance that “all appetibles of will, as such” are in one genus. This presumably relates to
the view of will as one power in one type of substance. But we welcome this picture of a
single supreme genus, constituted by an ultimate end, and enveloping a domain of many

But the replies to objections help us further to envisage what is being said. The
reply to the already seen first objection is simple. The end has the character of
object, and so the objection is empty.

However, when we come to the second objection, we read:
...That which is accidental does not constitute the species... But it happens to some act
that it be ordered to some end, as when someone gives alms for the sake of vainglory.
Therefore, according to the good and the bad which is from the end, the acts are not
specifically diversified.

Thomas replies:
...to be ordered to such an end, though it happens [accidat] to the exterior act, does not
happen to the interior act of the will, which is compared to the exterior act as the
formal to the material.

This obliges us to take the unity of the situation seriously, so that the good and
the bad from the end are spilling over into the exterior act itself.

More important is the last objection:
...Acts which are specifically diverse can be ordered to the one [same] end, as for
example to the end of vainglory can be ordered acts of diverse virtues and of diverse
vices. Therefore, the good and the bad which is taken from the end do not diversify
the species of the act.

And the reply:
... When many specifically different acts are ordered to one end, there is diversity of
species on the side of the exterior acts, but unity of species of the side of the interior
act. (1-2.18.6.ad 3)

Here, we see how remarkable our specified area has become. We have a set of
acts, all of which are formally in one species, but materially in a variety of
species.

This leads us well enough to the topic of the next article, since it bears on the
sort of unity we have, given the two sources of species of act. A. 7 asks: whether
the species which is from the end is contained under the species which is from the
object, or vice versa. This is certainly important for the whole conception of a
genus of moral acts with a unity.27
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species.  It might be amplified by means of 1-2.10.1, especially ad 3.  This text is on the
will having a natural movement.  The will is a nature, even if any immaterial one, and so
something naturally corresponds to it, but something having that community or universality
which corresponds to the immaterial: i.e. the community of “all things” or beings as beings.
28 In ST 1-2.1.4-5-6, it is argued that (a. 4) one must act for an ultimate end; (a. 5) one can-

The answer we will get from Thomas is that the species taken from the end is
generic relative to the species taken from the object of the exterior act, when there
is an essential relation between the two. There need not be. One species could be
incidentally related to the other. Thus we begin:

...the object of the exterior act can stand related to the end of the will in two ways: in
one way, as essentially [per se] ordered towards it, as, for example, “fighting well” is
essentially ordered to “victory”; in the other way, incidentally [per accidens], as “to
take someone else’s belongings” is ordered to “giving alms.”

Since differences must divide a genus essentially, we get the judgment:
Thus, therefore, when the object is not essentially related to the end, the specific
difference which is from the object is not essentially determinative of that which is
from the end, nor vice versa. Hence, one of these species is not under the other, but
rather the moral act is then under two species which are disparate. Hence, we say that
he who steals in order to commit adultery commits two evils [malitias] in one act.

We come then to the more interesting and primary situation:
However, if the object is essentially related to the end, one of the said differences is
essentially determinative of the other. Hence, one of the species is contained under the
other. It remains to be considered which under which.

Here Thomas provides us with a series of metaphysical considerations:
In order that this be clear, firstly one must consider that the more a difference is taken
from a more particular form, all the more is it specific. Secondly, [consider] that to the
extent the agent is more universal, to that extent the form [coming] from it is more
universal. Thirdly, [consider] that to the extent that an end is posterior, to that extent
it corresponds to a more universal agent: for example, “victory,” which is the ultimate
end of the army, is the end intended by the supreme commander; whereas “the
ordering of this or that phalanx” is the end intended by one of the lower commanders.

And at last we get the application:
And from these [considerations] it follows that the specific difference which is from
the end is more general; and the difference which is from the object essentially
ordered to that end is specific with respect to it. For the will, whose proper object is
the end, is a universal mover [motivum] with respect to all the powers of the soul,
whose proper objects are the objects of the particular acts. (1-2.18.7 [816a31-b34])
We see here a “kingdom of ends,” since the objects of the other powers are

more particular ends, relative to the ultimate end of the agent. We also see within
this structure that there can be a certain looseness, and that the end and the object
need not constitute an essentially ordered whole. However, this presumably is
said concerning objects relative to some ends only. The ultimate end must
exercise its formalizing role on whatever one does.28
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not have two ultimate ends at once; (a. 6) everything one does, one does for the ultimate
end one has.

Let us look at the replies to the objections. One runs:
... according to its own substance, something cannot be in two species one of which
is not ordered under the other. But in function of those things which are added to the
thing [rei adveniunt], something can be contained under diverse species. For example,
this apple, in function of colour, is contained under this species: “the white,” and in
function of odour, under the species: “agreebly redolent.” And similarly, the act,
which according to its own substance is in one natural species, according to the
supervening moral conditions can be referred to two species, as has been said. [1-
2.18.7.ad 1]

This is in keeping with the idea that one act can be in the species of both theft and
adultery. We need the conception of the many dimensions of accidental being in
order to conceive of the moral order.

The last objection and reply is of greatest interest. The objection runs:
To the extent that some difference is more formal, to that extent it is more special,
because the difference is related to the genus as form to matter. But the species which
is from the end is more formal than that which is from the object, as has been said
[a.6]. Therefore, the species which is from the end is contained under the species
which is from the object, as the most special species under an ordering genus [sub
genere subalterno].

To this, Thomas replies:
... the difference is compared to the genus as form to matter, inasmuch as it makes the
genus to be in act. But, also, the genus is considered as more formal than the species,
according as it is more simple [absolutius] and less contracted. Hence, also, the parts
of the definition are reduced to the genus of the formal cause, as is said in the book
of Physics [2.3 (194b26)]. And, in accordance with this, the genus is the formal cause
of the species, and it will be more formal, the more universal it is. (ad 3)

The genus enters into the very idea of the species, and so is formal with respect
to it. Similarly, the end, and especially the ultimate end, will enter even into the
specific idea of the more particular ends and objects in the moral order.

The 8th article, bearing as it does on the existence of morally indifferent types
of human act, helps us to get a better picture of the essentially good and
essentially bad acts.
   In the main reply, we read:

... as has been said, every act has [its] species from the object, and the human act,
which is called “moral,” has [its] species from the object related to the principle of
human acts, which is reason. Hence, if the object of the act includes something which
accords with [conveniat] the order of reason, it will be a good act as regards its
species, as for example “to give alms to the needy.” But if it includes something
which is repugnant to the order of reason, it will be a bad act as regards its species, as
for example, “to steal,” which is “to take someone else’s belongings.”

But it does happen that the object of the act does not include something
pertaining to the order of reason, as for example “to pick up a piece of straw from the
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29 Thus, in ST 2-2.66.1 and 2, in the discussion of ownership, we see, in a. 1, the natural
relation of mankind to exterior things, as “possession,” and, in a. 2, especially ad 2, the
order which reason brings to this situation through personal possession (as regards
procuring and dispensing). And consider especially 2-2.154.12:

...the principles of reason are those things which are according to nature: for reason,
those things being presupposed which are determined by nature, disposes other things
according as is suitable. And this is apparent both in speculative and in practical
[matters].

30 I think of W.B. Yeats’s poem, entitled The Choice, in Selected Poetry (ed. A. Norman
Jeffares), London: Macmillan, 1962, p. 153:

The intellect of man is forced to choose
Perfection of the life or of the work,
And if it take the second must refuse
A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark ...

It seems to me that this is a false choice, and that one always is pursuing perfection of the
life. The choice of “work”, which I take to mean “art for art’s sake”, is a bad choice of
perfection of life, bad morals.
31 ST 1-2.7.3 and 4 have already provided a list and discussion of the standard
circumstances, taken from Cicero and Aristotle. In article 3, the list from Cicero includes
who, what, where, by what means, why, how, and when. Aristotle is said to have added
“concerning what”, which Cicero included under “what.” 

We should notice that one of the objectors maintains that since a circumstance is not of

ground” or “to go into the country,” and things of that order; and such acts, as regards
their own species, are indifferent.
This is important as showing that, though we say that no one, i.e. no adult (in

normal health) is ever “outside the moral realm,” still not every act of which we
conceive has moral significance. We might ask ourselves just what constitutes
this “order of reason.” We see, at least, by the examples the sort of thing which
is meant.29

The second objection argues that since every object and every end has the
aspect of the good or the bad, all acts must be such. Thomas replies by
distinguishing between the natural and the moral good:

...every object or end has some goodness or badness, at least natural [good or bad]; but
it does not always involve [importat] moral goodness or badness, which is considered
by reference to reason, as has been said. And it is that [goodness and badness] that we
are now talking about. (ad 2)
Going further, it is now asked, in a. 9, whether there is any human act which

remains indifferent, taken in its individuality as carried out. And it is here we see
that there is no such thing as being “outside the moral order,” as though one
could choose to be “moral” or “not bother with that.”30

Here, in a. 9, the point is that there is a source of goodness and badness outside
the species. This is presented as the “circumstance” here, but as to the necessity
that every individual act one performs is either morally good or morally bad, this
is pinned down to the circumstance which is “the intention of the end.”31 If it is
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the very substance of the act, and the causes of the act pertain to the very substance, no
circumstance should relate to a cause; thus he rules out “who”, which relates to the efficient
cause, “why”, which relates tot he final cause; and “concerning what”, which relates to the
material cause.  (1-2.7.3.obj.3).  Thomas replies:

...condition of the cause on which the substance of the act depends is not called a
“circumstance”, but rather some adjunctive condition [is so called].  For example, in
the object, that it is “somebody else’s,” is not called a “circumstance” of theft, for
that pertains to the substance of theft, but that it is “big” or “small.”  And it is similar
with the other  circumstances which are taken from the other causes.  For the end
which gives a species to the act is not a circumstance, but [rather] some adjunctive
end.  For example, that the courageous man acts courageously because of the good
of courage, is not a circumstance; but if he courageously acts for the liberation of the
city, or of the Christian people, or of something like that.  And it is similar also
regarding the “what”: for that someone pouring water washes someone is not a
circumstance of the washing, but that in washing he cools or warms, or heals or
harms: this is a circumstance. (ad 3).

32 On this cf. q. 19, a. 2, that the interior act gets its goodness and badness simply from the
object which is the end, not from any circumstance.
33 Thus, if the object of the exterior act has no moral goodness, all the goodness of the act
comes from the interior intention: cf. 1-2.20.3 (833b43-49).
34 Cf. e.g. 2-2.55.2:

... But if someone actually relates bodily culture [curam carnis] to a noble end [finem
honestum], as for example when someone takes an interest in eating for the

ordered to a due end, then the act will be good, and if not, bad. The idea is that
reason must order things, and if it does not order them to a due end, that is
repugnant to reason, and it is bad. We read:

And it is necessary that any individual act have some circumstance through which it
is rendered good or bad, at least from the intention of the end. For, since it belongs to
reason to [put things in] order, an act proceeding from deliberative reason, if it is not
ordered to a due end, by that very fact is repugnant to reason, and so has the character
of the bad. But if it is ordered to a due end, it agrees with the order of reason, and
hence has the character of the good. But it is necessary that it be either ordered or
disordered with respect to the due end.... (1-2.18.9 [818b15-27])

The idea here then is that the indifferent act must be something pertaining to the
external act, and it is rendered morally significant by the interior act of the will,
the intention of the end. The interior act cannot be indifferent.32 Presumably, the
reason why the intention of the end is a “circumstance” here is that the
specifically indifferent act is not essentially ordered towards that end. Still, the
ultimate end must give any act a share in its form.33

This discussion gives us a picture of ourselves as thinking merely about
indifferent acts as such, but performing them with an overall good intention, so
that they form part of a reasonable life. Much of our life may well be so
described. “Going to the country” might name a method of physical culture, and
then it is an essentially good act.34 But it might be just my immediate plan, and
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maintainance of the body, that is not called “prudence of the flesh”: for then a man
treats care for the body as “for an end” [ad finem]. (1707a2-7)

35 I am not saying that at all times and in all places capital punishment is a prudent act, but

then it is an indifferent act, but good in the actual deed, because embraced in a
life enveloped in some good end.

A. 10 seems to me of the greatest importance for our topic, bearing as it does
so explicitly on the work of reason in moral life, as distinct from the natural order
of being. It asks whether a circumstance can constitute or establish the act in a
species of goodness or badness. Let us read the body of the article:

... just as the species of natural things are constituted from the natural forms, so also
the species of moral acts are constituted from forms according as they are conceived
by reason, as is clear from what has been said.

But because nature is determined to [something] one, nor can there be a process
of nature unto infinity, it is necessary to come to some ultimate form, from which the
specific difference is taken, after which there can be no other specific difference. And
thus it is that among natural things, what is an accident to some thing, cannot be taken
as a difference constituting the species.

However, reason is not altogether like nature:
But the process of reason is not determined to something one, but rather no matter
what is already given, it can proceed further. And therefore, what in one act is taken
as a circumstance added to the object which determines the species of the act, can
again be taken by ordering reason as the principle condition of the object determining
the species of the act.

For example, “to take someone else’s” has its species from the notion: “someone
else’s,” for by this it is constituted in the species: theft; and if there be considered,
over and above this, the note of place or time, that will be in the role of circumstance.
But because reason can order also concerning place, or concerning time, or concerning
other items of that sort, it happens that the condition of place be taken as pertaining
to the object [itself], as contrary to the order of reason; as, for example, when reason
orders that “no injury is to be done on holy ground” [loco sacro]. Hence, “to take
someone else’s on holy ground” adds a special repugnance relative to the order of
reason. And thus place, which previously was considered as a circumstance, is now
considered as the principle condition of an object repugnant to reason. And in this
way, whenever any circumstance relates to a special order of reason either for or
against, it is necessary that that circumstance give the species to the moral act,
whether good or bad.

We see, here, that it can go either way, and thus a new circumstance can change
a bad act to good or a good act to bad. Everything depends on recognition of the
order of reason. This is the right reply to the problem as to the difference between
capital punishment and murder. That the man executed is a criminal adds a
circumstance of the sort which constitutes a new and good rational order. To shy
from this is simply to doubt reason’s ability to recognize good order for human
life. Thus, people who fail to recognize the difference of the two species might
be suffering from a blindness as regards the primacy of the common good.35
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only that it is, in itself, an authentic act of justice, and even of charity: cf. 2-2.25.6.ad 2.
Nevertheless, one should not lose sight of the “primarily medicinal” [magis medicinales]
character of punishment in the present life, so that, if possible, one avoids the necessity of
capital punishment. I.e. all punishment is retributive in that no punishment is just unless
wrong has been done; but, even then, the punishment should be for the benefit, if possible,
even of the criminal. Cf. 2-2.108.3.ad 2.

Gerard V. Bradley, in a paper entitled “No Intentional Killing Whatsoever: The Case of
Capital Punishment,” to be published in a forthcoming Germain Grisez Festschrift,
contends that Grisez’s position—that all intentional killing is forbidden, even by public
authority, since it goes counter to a basic human good—has been espoused by Pope John
Paul II in his Encyclical Letter Evangelium vitae.  I do not believe this is so.  The reason
one cannot have an intention to kill the opponent, in the case of private self-defense, is that
one does not have the requiste authority for such an action; however, the public authority
can intend the death of its enemies (2-2.64.7 [1763a17-22) (to the extent that his mode of
expression is appropriate at all; what is primarily intended is justice).  The Pope seems
merely to mean that modern societies generally have no legitimate need to resort to this
mode of punishment.

The last article helps us understand that some circumstances are merely
circumstances. It asks whether every circumstance which adds to the goodness
or badness of an act constitutes the act in a species of the good or the bad. The
answer is no. The circumstance may not have to do with any order of reason, save
on the presupposition of some other circumstance which actually gives the act its
species. The example is:

... as “to take someone else’s” in great quantity or small quantity does not relate to the
order of reason with respect to the good and the bad, save on the presupposition of
some other condition, through which the act has goodness or badness, i.e. that it is
“someone else’s,” which is repugnant to reason. Thus, to take someone else’s in great
or small quantity does not bring about diversity in species. But it can aggravate or
diminish the wrong [peccatum] ...
This brings us to the end of this question, on the general goodness and badness

of human acts.
Perhaps a fitting way to close this review of the text of Thomas’s q. 18 would

be to allude, at least, to the magnificent last article of q. 19. That question takes
up in detail the study of the interior act of the will, specified by the end. It reaches
its climax with the teaching that the human act of will, to be good, must conform
to the will of God even as to the very thing willed. We must will exactly what
God wills! How is this possible? Obviously, it cannot be true of the objects of
willing taken materially. It is rather true of them taken formally. In order to make
his point, Thomas carefully explains how diverse wills can will diverse and even
opposed things, and yet really not be in fundamental disagreement. Interestingly,
his example pertains to capital punishment:

... if the will of someone wills [something] to be, according as it has the aspect of the
good, [the willing] is good; and the will of another, if it wills that same thing not to
be, inasmuch as it has the aspect of the bad, the willing will also be good. For
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example, the judge has good will, when he wills the death of the criminal [latronis],
because that is just; but the will of another, e.g. the wife or the son [of the criminal],
who wills that he not be killed, inasmuch as death is something bad, as regards the
nature, is also good.

Thomas then contrasts these two in terms of common good and private good:
... But since the will follows the apprehension of reason or intellect, [therefore]
according as the aspect of the good apprehended is more universal [communior], just
in that way the will is directed to a more common good. As is clear in the proposed
example: for the judge has care of the common good which is justice, and so he wills
the death of the criminal, which has the aspect of good relative to the common state
[statum communem]; but the wife of the criminal has to consider the private good of
the family, and in accordance with that she wills that the criminal not be killed.

This scenario is now used to view ourselves relative to the divine will:
... Now, the good of the entire universe is that which is apprehended by God, who is
the maker and governor of the universe; hence, whatever he wills, he wills under the
aspect of [that] common good which is his own goodness, which is the good of the
entire universe.

But the apprehension of the creature, in accordance with its own nature, is of
some particular good proportionate to its nature.

But it does occur that something is good according to some particular aspect,
which is not good according to a universal aspect, or vice versa, as has been said. And
so it happens that some will is good, willing something considered according to the
particular aspect, which nevertheless God does not will, according to the universal
aspect, or vice versa.

Thomas here continues to approach the relation to God on the model of human
society. We are given the rationale for “pluralism”:

... And thus, also, it is that diverse wills of diverse men concerning opposed things can
be good, inasmuch as they will this to be or not to be, considered under diverse
particular intelligible aspects. However, the will of some man willing some particular
good is not right, unless he refers that to the common good as to an end: since even
the natural appetite of any part is ordered to the common good of the whole.

And lastly we see how our wills, to be good, must conform to the divine will:
... Now, from the end is taken the formal intelligible aspect of the willing of that thing
which is ordered towards the end. Hence, in order that someone by right willing will
some particular good, it is necessary that that particular good be the willed thing
[volitum] materially, but that the universal divine good be that which is willed
[volitum] formally. Therefore, the human will is obliged [tenetur] to be conformed to
the divine will as to the thing willed formally: for it is obliged to will the divine and
common good; but not materially, for the reason already given...36

To all of this I refer merely to convey the idea of the supreme genus of moral
acts, as Thomas presents it. The entire moral life of the good person is viewed as
organized under this union with the will of God: “doing the will of God” is the
supreme name of every good act, in its kind (as regards moral species) or in its
individual reality (as regards morally indifferent acts).
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The foregoing is obviously only a sample of study which needs to be done, not
only as regards this q. 18 of the 1-2, but also regarding qq. 19-20, and the very
first question of ST 1-2.
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