CHRISTIAN MORALITY: OLD MORALITY OR NEW MORALITY?

by Germain Grisez

As everyone knows, there has been donsiderable debate among
Christians concerning whether older conceptions of morality ought not to
be replaced by newer perspectives. This debate hss concerned many issues,
end no one could easily show which issues are pivotal. In this paper, I
shall directly confront only one of the issues which--if not the key
issue-~is certainly one of the centrsl issues in the debate.

The issue to be considered here is: Must a Christian morality
include any universal moral norms, that is, norms which hold true always,
everywhere, and for everyone, norms which must never be set aside regard-
less of the peculiarity of circumstances and the good intention of the
person acting? I hold that there are such norms. Most who have discussed
the question in recent years deny that there can be such norms. In treat-
ing this question here, severallrelated problems in the confrontation
between o0ld and new moralities will be considered in passing, and I hope
illuminated. It should become clear to the reader that while my position
on the issue to be considered here can be characterized as an old-morality
position, my integral view neither rejects all of the insights of the new
moralists nor uncritically defends all of the positions of the old moralists,

First, a word to clarify the issue. No one doubts that there sre
moral norms which admit of no exception, if these are norms stated already
in morally significsnt terms. Thus, unjust acts are always wrong; benevolent
(or loving) acts are always good. The question is: which acts in the concrete
qualify as unjust, on the one hand, or, on the other hand, as benevolent?

Murder, at least, is always wrong--all would agree. But "murder" means

unjust killings killing as such is not always wrong, or, at least, the common



Christian moral tradition has not held that killing is wrong in all circum-
stances--for example, in the cases of capital punishment, just war, and
self-defense against an unprovoked and deadly attack., The real issue is
therefore to be stated as follows: Are there any patterns of behavior which
can be described in terms which do not include an explicit or implicit moral
characterization, patterns of behavior which thus described nevertheless
settle the morality of an action in which they are performed, settle that
morality so definitely that the moral character of such action could not
change from bad to good or from good to bad regardless of circumstances and
intention?

Further clarifications are necessary., The question is not whether
all patterns of behavior described in non-morel terms determine the moral
quality of acts including such behavior patters; no one supposes that it is
always right or always wrong to eat 2 slice of bread or to turn one's head,
The question is whether there are eny--that is, at least one--patterns of
behavior which described in non-moral terms define the morel character of
an act including such a pattern of behavior.

Moreover, the question is not whether circumstances and intention
m;ght not make some difference in the moral quality of any act., If circum-
stances are difficult and an intention good, such facts might mitigate the
evil or intensify the goodness of an act already receiving its definite
moral character as evil or as good from the very behavior pattern included
in it,

Furthermore, I do not think that any pattern of behavior is such
that a bad intention could not render an act including it ewél., In other
word:éhI willingly concede that there are no universal affirmative moral

no 7 o patterns of behavior to be done everywhere, always, by everyone

r§gardless of circumstances and intentions. My thesis is limited: I only



maintain that there are some patterns of behavior which render actions in
which they are included evil, and that this evil cannot be eliminatede-
although it could be mitigated--by circumstances and intention.

Further, the thesis I defend--namely, that there are some negative
moral norms which hold without exception--is a thesis about the objective
morality of the act. A sincere but erroneous conscience binds, and I do
not think there is anything which someone might not erroneously think to be
morally good and even obligatory. But if conscience can be erroneous, it cesn
be so only in contrast to the ﬂ%ﬂiﬁﬂﬂnﬂ truth of a moral judgment it fails
to comprehend. The thesis that there are some moral norms of a negative
character which hold without exception therefore is a thesis about inter-
personal moral truth--that is, it is a thesis about principles which I main-
tain every right conscience should conform to.

Many authors expound the position which I oppose here.l I shall
not undertake a survey, but shall instead limit myself to one statement of
the opposing position, the statement of it p;g;;agﬁé by Josef Fuchs, S.J,,
in the article, "The absoluteness of moral terms," which was published as
the lead article in the theological journal, Gregorianum, 52, 3 (1971),
pages 415-457.

I have chosen this article for examination for several reasons.
First, it is fairly recent, not out of date. Second, Father Fuchs is one
of the leading Catholic morel theologians today; he has published many
scholarly works in the field and has taught moral theology at the Gregorian
University in Rome for many years., Third, his article was published in one
of the most important theological journasls, and accorded prominence there.
Fourth, Father Fuchs’ presentation of the position I will criticize is
clearer and more coherent than most formulations of the position. Fifth,

Father Fuchs provides an important theological framework for his view, and



I consider it extremely important from the viewpoint of Christian ethics

not only to expose the definciency--as I see it--of the ethical theory pro-
posed in the article but also to expose the unorthodoxy--again, as I see it--
of some of the more important aspects of the propéosed theological framework,

Of course, I cannot discuss here every aspect of Father Fuchs!
article with which I disagree. Readers should not assume that I agree with
everything which I pass over in silence,

Father Fuchs speaks in his title of "moral terms" and elsewhere
of "imperatives." These differences in terminology are not insignificant,
but I do not think it will distort his position if we speak here of "moral
norms¥she himself speaks of 'behavioral norms," which he sometimes characterires
as "moral behavioral norms" (for example, p. 457). I shall use "moral norms"
without qualification.

Father Fuchs limits himself to "actions relating men and his world,"
excluding actions such as blasphemy which bear directly upon God., If his
general thesis were correct, I do not think this limitation could be Justi-
fied, since actions which we think of as against God do not harm Godj they
are in conflict with the humen value of orientation toward or relation to
God, This value is only one among others; indeed, if it is absolutized,
one invites religious fanaticism with its readiness to sacrifice any other
human value for the sake of religion. This, however, certainly is not
Father Fuchs' intention, and so I accept his limitation of his own thesis
and qualify mine accordingly: I shall maintain that there are some universal,
negative moral norms in addition to those regarding patterns of behavior
in which there is some direct reference to God,

| Father Fuchs refers in his title and throughout the article to
the "absoluteness" of moral norms, He explains that moral norms can be

considered absolute either in the sense that they sre objectively (I would



prefer "interpersonally" as the word to exclude relativism, but shall use
his terminology) true, that is, non-arbitrary snd grounded in humen reslity
itself, or moral norms cen be considered absolute in the sense that they are
thought of as universally vslid, subject to no exceptions. He does not deny
moral absoluteness ;n the first sense--that is, objectivity. His position
is not a moralmh’&h would exclude truth from moral judgments.
In fact, his argument is that the very objectivity of moral judgments is
what demands that from a theoretical viewpoint universal moral judgments
must be excluded. Since I agree with Father Fuchs in maintaining moral
objectivity--interpersonal truth of moral judgments--and disagreewith him
on the issue of the possibility of some universal; negative norms, I shall
not use his terminology of "absoluteness," which requires repeated clarifi-
cations and gains nothing once the appropriate distinctions have been made,
Father Fuchs' position is that theoretically "probably there can
be no universal norms of behavior in the strict sense of 'intrinsece malum'."
Practically, however, norms formulated as universals can have their worth,
The use of tﬁe word "probably" in the conclusion should not be tsken 28 a
quelification on the content of the position; Father Fuchs evidently hesi-
tates to state dogmaticelly & position he knows is difficult, but earlier
on the same page he held it self-evident that "a precise description of an
action as a2 ststement of fact would, theoretically, scarcely admit of a
universal moral judgement in the strict sense" (p. 450). The expression
"intrinsece malum" is technical; it means precisely what I meen by saying
that there are patterns of behavior which of themselves settle the morality
o? eny action in which they are included, regardless of intention and
cgrcﬁmstances, and settle the moral issue negatively--the act éannot help
but be evil,

I shall first take up Father Fuchs' theoretical position, explain



it, and argue against it. Second, I shall propose an alternative I consider
sound, Third, I shall take up and criticze his practical position.

Father Fuchs' theoretical position,ppdeffiElly is the following,
The locus of objective moral truth is not in some natural reality, from which
such truth can be read off (p. 432). Rather, the locus of objective moral
truth is in right reason; right reason is not necessarily discursive, but
is an observing-judging-understending which can also be intuitive (p. 432).
From a positive point of view, the work of discovering or projecting moral
norms "consists in underst-nding men himself, his own total reality, together
with his world, in order to assess the significance of the alternatives for
action available to him and so arrive at a moral affirmationo(pp. 434-435).
Right reason finds expression in two forms. 1In one, it projects norms of
behavior in advance of the concrete act; the force of these norms is their
objective validity, not universality. In the second role, right reason forms
a moral judgment of conscience at the very moment of the act., From this it
follows that ths antecedent norm cannot represent an exhaustive judgment of
actual reality; the person acting "must judge in light of his conscience to
what degree a norm of conduct corresponds morally to a given situation"
(p. 433).

In its role of formulating norms in advance of actions, reason
is subordinate to certain criteria, Behavior should correspond to the
"meaning" in genersl of being man, and to certain givens, such as sexuality.
Practical knowledge of the possible outcomes and consequences of kinds of
acts under "all kind of presuppositions" also is necesssry. But experience
alon?, and especislly individusl experience, is not enough., Conduct must
be r&lated to its interpersonal significence and implications. In short,
to airive at a behavioral norm, a whole complex of factors has to be

considered:



What must be determined is the significasnce of the action as
value origgé-value for the individual, for interpersonal reles-
tions and,human society, in connection, of course, with the
total reality of man and his society and in view of his whole

Velues implied mot e meiched Trste rmerey ey oerrorelt

man as assessor (the evaluating human society) arrives at a

judgment, tentatively or with some measure of certitude, as

to which mode of behavior might further man's self-realization

and self-development. (p. 436).

The norm which is formulated is a locus of moral objectivity or truth. The
norm defines moral good and evil, to the extent that it embodies the
evaluative act of right reason, At the same time, the various walues or
goods which are considered and whose priority and urgency are weighed are
pre-moral, although really human, values or goods (pp. 435-437).

The position in other words does not deny that certain goods, such
as life, health, knowdedge, and the like, are human values and their opposites
humanly bad. What the position maintains is that considered in themselves,
2ll such humen goods are pre-moral; they do not find direct expression in
universal or even in objectively correct morsl norms. For such pre-morel
velues to gain expression in a formulated norm, an entire-socio-cultursl
context must be considered; then moral norms can be formulated which best
express the modes of behavior which would further human self-realization
or self-development,

But this does not end the matter. Moral norms thus formulated
by an evaluating human society are not necessarily objectively correct in
all respects, much less necessarily valid in a universal way. Rather than
homogeneity, there is diversity within society; mofeover cultures themselves
gradually change (p. 438). I would agree with Father Fuchs on this point;
in fact, I would go much further than he does. The faot is that in any
civilized society, at least, one can hardly speak of the moral norms of
the society. @s we find in our own socio-cultural situation, so we find--

if we take trouble to look-~in the socio-cultursl situsation of Greece and



Rome in the first century of the Christian era, a multiplicity of competing
life-styles. There is no contemporary moral code; there is not even a
contemporary western Furopean moral codej there is not even a contemporary
Parisian morsl code. Indeed, one will find important differences in moral
Judgments between any pair of sub-cultures one wishes to examine. The very
concept of an "evaluating society" thus becomes suspects what it perhaps
means at most is the community of those who share a certsin morsl norm in
common and who have developed it by some communication emong themselves,
however much they may differ from each other on other matters, including
other moral norms,

In any case, Father Fuchs next considers the problem of the concrete
application of moral norms. Any norm formulated before the act has a certain
generalitys; confronted with the full, concrete situation, there can remmin
unexpected factors which require either an exception to or a restriction
of the presupposed norm (pp. 440-443). This leads to the essential ques-
tion:

When is human action, or when is man in his action (morally)

good? Must not the answer be: When he intends and effects a

human good (value)--in the prédmoral sense, for example, life

health, joy, culture, etc. (for only this is recta ratio); but
not when he has in view and effects a human non-go¢l, an evil

(non-velue)--in the predmoral sense, for example, death;

wounding, wrong, etc. What if he intends and effects good,

but this necessarily involves effecting evil also? We snswer:

If the realizstion of the evil through the intended realization

of good is justified as a proportionaldy related cause,
[note omitted] then in this case only good was intended, (p. 444).

Thus we encounter the concept of "proportionatly related cause" in the
context of concrete morsl judgment, just as we encountered the concept of
weighing the priority and urgency of all the values involved in the
cdntéxt of social formuletion of norms,

Two comments are necessary at this point, before we proceed further

in the explication of Father Fuchs' position. First, to the extent that any



proposed norm arising from social evaluation is not fully concrete, to the
extent that it always can be incomplete and one-sided if not downright
erroneous, the concrete moral judgment can hardly stop with an appraisal of
one or another implication of a possible course of action, which might
introduce an unusual balance of good and bad--pre-morally so-called--by
a proportionally related cause. No, concrete moral judgment, if it is to
deliver objective truth, somehow must consider everything involved--I say
"mist" on the assumption that only the total impact of the act on man's
self-realization and self-development is the true, ultimate criterion of
moral goodness, Thus, Father Fuchs' position theoreticaslly at least demends
that concrete moral judgment become right reason by ebmsidering the signifi-
cance of the action as value or non-value for the individusl, for inter-
personal relations and human society, with reference to the total reslity of
man and society and in the sontext of the entire culture; that the priority
and urgency of the various values involved must be weighed; and that the
action will be right of the evils it will effect are offset by proportionally
related causes (goods)--"evils" and "goods" here both understood, of course,
in a pre-moral sense,

A second comment is that the case in which an action intends and

effects a good, but in the process also effects an evil, is by no means an

exception; it is, in fact, Whenever anyone undertakes
to bring about a certain good, and actually does so, something is lost; at
least, valuable human resources such as time (part of one's life) and energy
are used, and they will not be recovered. On the other hand, no one ever
sets out to effect an evil--in the pre-moral sense, of course--precisely as
such} The most malicious person who ever lived nevertheless acted in his

malice for certein purposes which he conceived as pre-moral humasn goods;

in fact, perhaps, his gosls were only partial aspects or pale reflections of

















































































































































































































































































































































































