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NATURAL LAW: An absolutist, deontological and legalistic and teleological theory 4 
Aquinas’ natural law theory is an absolutist, deontological and legalistic ethical theory.  5 

Deontological means ‘duty’ or ‘obligation’.  This means that certain actions are intrinsically right 6 
or wrong regardless of the consequences of the action. The morality of an action is based on a 7 

human beings duty to abide the rules.  It is also regarded as legalistic.  Legalism is linked to the 8 
idea that a person must obey a religious law in order for them to gain eternal life.  Many people 9 
also consider natural law to be an absolutist theory. An absolutist believes that there are universal 10 
moral norms which apply in all situations and at all times. 11 

 12 

Natural Law is also teleological.  The teleos of something is the ‘end purpose’  For Aquinas, 13 
humans teleos was to reach God in heaven.  This could be achieved by following Natural Law. 14 
 15 
AQUINAS’ WORLD VIEW 16 

Aquinas held a sacred world-view.  He believed that law came from God.  Aquinas identified 4 17 

types of law, all which were inter-related: Eternal Law, Divine Law, Natural Law and human 18 
Laws. 19 
 20 
Eternal Law is the law of God which has existed always.  God creates everything.  He reveals his 21 
will and wisdom through scripture and the teachings of the church.  This is the Divine Law.  22 

Natural Law is the innate human ability to know what is naturally right.  From this humans 23 
develop their laws and legal systems found in society.  (Human Law) 24 
 25 
REASON AND NATURAL LAW. 26 
Aquinas agreed with Aristotle in the belief that what makes humans unique is their ability to 27 

reason.  Reason was God’s gift to humanity. Humankind’s God-given purpose can be identified 28 

through the application of reason.  Aquinas said, ‘the moral life is the life according to reason.’ 29 
(Summa Theologica.)  Reason is the means by which we can identify our final cause (teleos) and 30 
then choose to follow it or not. 31 
 32 
HUMANKINDS NATURE AND FINAL PURPOSE. 33 

Aquinas believed that there is a universal, ‘ideal’, human nature.  All people can potentially 34 

achieve this.  For Aquinas no person ever deliberately or willingly chose to be evil.  He stated 35 
that humans should ‘do good and avoid evil.’  Even no religious people can know right from 36 
wrong by using reason.   37 
The ultimate goal or final purpose for humans is to re-establish a right relationship with God and 38 

thereby gaining eternal life with God in heaven.  The relationship needed to be re-established 39 

since it has been broken by Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. 40 

 41 
 42 
 43 
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THE 5 PRIMARY PRECEPTS. 44 
Aquinas believed that when you think about the purpose of human life we can use your reason to 45 
know what is good and what is evil.  An act leads to God if the action fits the purpose for which 46 

humans were made.  Aquinas gave 5 primary precepts which help humans to identify their God-47 
given purpose.  If we fulfil this purpose it will bring us closer to establishing a right relationship 48 
with God and ultimately gaining eternal life with God in heaven. 49 
 50 
 51 

These are the 5 principles that Aquinas said humans live for: 52 

• 1. Worship God  53 
• 2.  Order society 54 

• 3.  Reproduce 55 
• 4.   Learn – and develop as people 56 
• 5.  Defend the innocent. 57 

 58 

Reason tells is that these precepts are what humans are here to do and therefore the primary 59 
precepts identify which acts are good. There is much Biblical support for these precepts.  60 
Aquinas’ sacred world-view would have influenced his identification of these precepts.  For 61 

example, the commandment to ‘keep holy the Sabbath’ from Exodus, ‘go forth and multiple’ 62 
from Genesis would support precept 1 and 3. 63 

 64 
SECONDARY PRECEPTS. 65 

Using these 5 principles or precepts a person can work out what is good and what is evil.  66 

How?  By seeing of an action upholds the primary precepts. (YOU use your REASON to 67 

work this out.) 68 

✓ If it does then it is the right thing to do. 69 

X   If it doesn’t then it is the wrong thing to do. 70 

Rules that are made based on a primary precept are called secondary precepts. So, we know 71 

that not providing a child with an education is wrong. Why? Because it breaks primary 72 

precept no. 4 – to learn and develop.  We know that Abortion is wrong. Why? Because is 73 

breaks the primary precepts no.3 (Reproduce) and no. 5 (defend the innocent) 74 

ISSUES WITH THE SECONDARY PRECEPTS. 75 

Are the secondary precepts absolute? The answer is ‘no’.  Unlike the Primary Precepts, 76 

secondary precepts require interpretation in the context of a situation.  There is some flexibility 77 

in extreme cases.  78 

For example, the secondary precept ‘do not steal’ upholds the primary precept ‘live in an ordered 79 

society.’   However, if someone had a gun and intended to kill others with it would I be morally 80 

right in stealing the gun – thus breaking the secondary precept – ‘do not steal.’   Reason would 81 

tell us ‘yes’ – this would be quite a rational thing to do as stealing it would also uphold ‘order in 82 

society’ since one would be preventing an act which could cause total chaos.  Some ethicists 83 
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accuse Aquinas and other natural law theorists of ‘getting situation ethics in through the back 84 

door’ and the application of natural law is less than absolute. 85 

REAL AND APPARENT GOODS 86 

 As mentioned before, Aquinas believed that people NEVER KNOWINGLY DO EVIL. 87 

Aquinas believed that human nature was essentially good.  ‘all that God made was good’ They 88 

could never knowingly pursue evil: ‘No evil can be desirable, either by natural appetite or 89 

conscious will’ (Aquinas) 90 

When people do evil, it is because they are confused.  They are confused between what is a ‘real 91 

good and what is an ‘apparent good.’ A ‘real’ good is something that is ‘good.’  An apparent 92 

‘good’ is something that appears to be good to you/others but it isn’t really.   93 

Sin is falling short of God’s intentions for human beings – Sin is when we go after ‘apparent 94 

goods’ 95 

VIRTUES (CHARACTERISTICS) 96 

In order to make sure that we are not confused about what is a real good and what is an apparent 97 

good Aquinas said we needed to develop certain virtues and characteristics.  These virtues have 98 

to be practiced.  The more we practice these the more we will develop them and before long they 99 

will become a ‘habit’ – a way of behaving.  This will help us towards ‘real good’.  Aquinas 100 

called these the Cardinal Virtues. 101 

THERE ARE 4 CARDINAL VIRTUES  102 

➢ 1. Temperance (self-control) 103 

➢ 2. Fortitude (courage) 104 

➢ 3. Prudence (Wisdom) 105 

➢ 4. Justice (fairness) 106 

 Aquinas also said we needed to pray for some virtues that will help us develop morally.  These 107 

virtues, unlike the cardinal virtues, cannot be obtained by human effort, but are given to us by 108 

God’s grace and goodness.  We need to pray for these virtues.  They are called the Theological 109 

Virtues. They are mentioned by St Paul in 1 Corinthians 13. 110 

THE THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES ARE: 111 

➢ Faith 112 
➢ Hope 113 

➢ Charity (Love) 114 
 115 
INTERIOR AND EXTERIOR ACTS 116 

However, there is more to consider that would determine whether an act is right or wrong.  For 117 
Aquinas a person’s intention is equally important.  An exterior act refers to the act itself; the 118 
outward expression.  The interior act refers to the motivation for the carrying out of the exterior 119 

act.  For example; Helping an elderly person cross the road would be the exterior act.  The 120 

interior act could be out of pure compassion for the need of another human being.  However, a 121 

person may help in order to impress those around them or to feel good within themselves.  For an 122 
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act to be truly good both exterior and interior acts must be good.  The motivation for which a 123 
person carries out an act is as important as the act itself. 124 
 125 

Aquinas’ idea here certainly would be compatible with Jesus’ teaching.  Jesus criticized the 126 
Pharisees and teachers of the law for their outward expression of holiness whilst their inner 127 
motivation was disordered:   ‘You are like whited sepulcher – you strain at the gnat and swallow 128 
a camel’.    It was also something that the prophets condemned.  Jesus’ teaching on the Sermon 129 
on the Mount sees him develop the old law for a new law.  The old teachings looked at the 130 

symptom whilst Jesus’ teaching sets to the heart of the matter; the inner motivation.  Jesus’ 131 

teaching seeks the cure.  ‘You have heard it said an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, but now I 132 
tell you, turn the other check, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.!’ 133 
 134 
However, this does not mean to say that Aquinas’ exterior/interior acts are not without issue.  135 

Human psychology would suggest that we are always motivated by self-interest. It is part of how 136 

we have survived as a species.  Ethical egoism would argue we have a duty to be motivated by 137 

self-interest.  Perhaps Aquinas fails to recognize the reality of how human beings operate and 138 
how they come to perform good acts. 139 
 140 

KNOWLEDGE BASED TASKS: 141 
1. Complete the A3 overview sheet using the A4 key questions to provide a summary of 142 

Thomas Aquinas’ Natural Law theory. 143 
 144 
THE APPLICATION OF NATURAL LAW TO THE ISSUE OF ABORTION: 145 
 An abortion is the termination of a pregnancy.  Abortions are available on the NHS although 146 

women must be referred by a doctor.  There are 2 types of abortion – medical and surgical.  A 147 
medical abortion involves taking an abortion pill (mifepristone) and a tablet called prostaglandin 148 

inserted into the vagina 36-48 hours later.  There is no surgery and in effect is like heavy 149 
menstruation.  A surgical abortion usually involves section of the foetus from the womb.  This 150 
can happen up to 13 weeks in pregnancy; and later abortions involved removing the foetus by 151 

means of surgical instruments as well as suction. 152 
 153 

DEVELOPMENT IN THE WOMB. 154 

One of the major issues surrounding abortion is the question of when human life begins.  The 155 
development of life in the womb takes the following course of action: 156 

1. Conception – sperm meets egg 157 
2. Zygote – pre-embryo – 0-5 days. 158 
3. Blastocyst -  pre-embryo 5-14 days where cells multiply. 159 

4. Embryo – 14-8 weeks 160 
5. Foetus – 8 weeks onwards 161 

6. New Born – Birth (38 – 42 weeks) 162 

THE LAW AND ABORTION 163 

The changes in attitude towards abortion has been reflected in changes in the law. Up until 1967, 164 

abortion was illegal except for the preservation of the mother’s life.  In 1967, David Steel 165 

introduced another act which stated that 2 doctors must agree and for a woman to have an 166 
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abortion their physical health was in jeopardy or the physical and mental health of any existing 167 

children were in jeopardy or that there was high risk of the baby having a significant disability. 168 

 169 

In 1990, the embryology act reduced the legal limit of abortion from 28 weeks to 24 weeks.  It 170 

also removed restrictions for abortions as a result of abnormality and added provision for 171 

abortion if the mental or physical health of the mother was at risk. 172 

PERSONHOOD 173 

Whether or not abortion should be legal turns on the answer to the question of whether and at 174 

what point a foetus is a person. This is a difficult question to answer; whether or not it can be 175 

answered logically or empirically is open for debate.  Many would argue that it is essentially a 176 

religious, or quasi-religious idea, based on one’s fundamental (and therefore unverifiable) 177 

assumptions about the nature of the world’ (Campos) 178 

The Australian philosopher and humanist Peter Singer explored the idea of personhood. He is 179 

most  perhaps most well-known for his work on ‘speciesism’.  He agrees with abortion because 180 

he does not believe that the foetus in the womb is a ‘person’ although it belongs to the human 181 

‘species’.  He argues that 182 

➢ human beings often make choices in favour of other human beings (based on the fact we 183 

are the same species) EVEN though there might be times when other (non-human) 184 

animals should be treated more favourable than the human 185 

➢ People who object to speciesism say that a difference of species is not a morally relevant 186 

difference – (in the same way that a difference of race is not a morally relevant difference 187 

between human beings.) 188 

➢ IN OTHER WORDS, just because a person is human DOES NOT NECESSARILY 189 

MAKE THEM SPECIAL and more important that animals. 190 

➢ We may take the doctrine of the sanctity of human life to be no more than a way of saying 191 

that human life has some very special value…The view that human life has unique value 192 

is deeply rooted in our society and is enshrined in our law! (Singer) 193 

➢ PETER SINGER believes that you can be HUMAN (species) but not necessarily a 194 

PERSON. 195 

➢ A person has conscious awareness.  But so do some animals. Some human species lack 196 

conscious awareness.  For example:    197 

➢ A foetus does not have consciousness.  But a Chimpanzee does. The chimp should be 198 

treated more favourable than the foetus.  Singer argues in favour of abortion on the 199 

grounds that foetuses are neither rational nor self-aware and can therefore hold no 200 

preferences. As a result, he argues that the preference of a mother to have an abortion 201 

automatically takes precedence. In sum, Singer argues that a foetus lacks personhood. 202 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abortion
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ISSUES WITH THE LAW AND DISABILITY 203 

Mason and Laurie, professors in medical law and ethics, and well-known authors of the classic 204 

text book for students studying medical law and ethical issues, provide an overview of the 205 

interrelationship between medical practice and the law.  Reflecting on the 1990 Abortion act 206 

which permits abortion for reason of severe disability up to birth they state that: 207 

 “The dilemma of the gynaecologist who is there to relieve a woman of her foetus, however, is 208 

that there is now an infant who, on any interpretation, is entitled to a birth certificate, and, if 209 

necessary, a certificate as to the cause of death” (Mason and Laurie) 210 

It is legally possible to end a pregnancy up to birth for foetal abnormality.  The Law on  Abortion 211 

on the grounds of ‘abnormality’ allow the gynaecologist to destroy a foetus BUT this is not seen 212 

as the unlawful killing of a ‘creature in being’.   However, since this type of abortion allows for a 213 

birth and death certificate why isn’t such a ‘person’ protected to the full extent of the law? 214 

Peter Singer understands this problem rising from an unclear concept of when a foetus is a 215 

person. 216 

‘To kill a human adult is murder and is unhesitatingly and universally condemned. Yet there is 217 

no obvious sharp line which marks the zygote from the adult. Hence the problem’ (Singer).  218 

Therefore, Singer attempts to defines clearly his criteria for personhood. 219 

However, Laurie and Mason argue that this in itself does not negate that the zygote is the first 220 

stage in human life. 221 

“Personhood may be one thing and human life another; hence it is possible to argue that, while 222 

the Zygote may not be a person, there is no logical alternative to regarding it as the first stage in 223 

human life”(Mason and Laurie) 224 

SANCTITY OF LIFE  225 

  “The basic argument against abortion, on which all others build, is that the unborn child is 226 

already a human being, a person, a bearer of rights, and that abortion is therefore murder” 227 

(Mackie) 228 

In the Genesis creation story God makes humankind in ‘his own image and likeness’. 229 

‘So, God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and 230 
female he created them.’  Genesis 1:27  231 

To be made in the image and likeness of God is called ‘Imago Dei.’  It means that humans can 232 
reflect God in some way, that they have the ability to know and appreciate right from wrong.  233 

Since humans are made ‘Imago Dei’  human life is sacred and holy.  The Catechism of the 234 
Catholic church teaches that human life should be respected and protected ‘from the moment of 235 

conception to the moment of natural death’ (CCC)  This idea about protecting and respecting 236 
human life from conception to grave is termed ‘the sanctity of life’ 237 
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The Catholic church teaches that all direct abortion is wrong whatever the circumstances and so 238 

can never be permitted. Life is holy and belongs to God.   God is the creator of life: only God has 239 

the right to end life.  This is shown in the Genesis creation story.  The unborn child has a right to 240 

life.  There is life in the womb.  In Luke’s Gospel John the Baptist leapt in Elizabeth’s womb 241 

when Mary visited her.   It goes against the 5th commandment ‘Do not kill’  242 

That life begins at the moment of conception and that God has a purpose for us all. The words of 243 

the prophet Jeremiah ‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.’ confirm this belief.   The 244 

Catholic Church teaches that abortion is always wrong because it denies the God-given right to 245 

life of a human being.   Catholics might quote Mother Teresa who said, ‘It is poverty indeed that 246 

an innocent person must die to that you can live as you wish.’ 247 

This religious ideology clearly takes the view that the unborn life is human and possesses all the 248 

same rights as an ‘already’ born being. 249 

ALTERNATIVE VIEWS: 250 

However, not all Christians are in complete agreement.  A liberal Protestant attitude would agree 251 

that Abortion is wrong but must be permitted in some circumstances since we live in a broken 252 

world and it might be the ‘lesser of 2 evils.’   Some people think that abortion is sometimes the 253 

right thing to do.  Jesus told Christians to ‘love thy neighbour’ and in some situations it may be 254 

the ‘most loving thing to do’   Some pregnancies may cause harm to the mother, e.g. if there is a 255 

serious illness or if the pregnancy came about' after rape.  The mother’s life is also sacred 256 

Additional arguments often include that the unborn person is not a real ‘full’ human being 257 

because he or she cannot live outside the womb. The woman has a right to decide what to do 258 

with her own body. Again, the issue of where life begins comes into play and some argue that 259 

life does not begin at conception but at some point, during the pregnancy. 260 

Christianity is concerned with justice.  If abortions were banned an unjust situation could arise 261 

where rich women would pay for abortions, but the poor would use back street abortions. 262 

Knowledge based tasks: 263 
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1. 264 

 265 

 266 

 267 

 268 

 269 

 270 

 271 

 272 

 273 

2.  274 

Explain the difference of opinion of M and Laurie and Peter Singer.  Use quotes and select parts 275 

you will memorize by highlighting. 276 

3. Explain, using religious sources and teachings the beliefs about the sanctity of life.  How does 277 

this impact on the attitude towards abortion? 278 

4. Why does the key to the abortion debate rest in the determination of when life begins.  Explain 279 

your answer with reference to different thinkers and opinions. 280 

CASUISTRY: THE APPLICATION OF NATURAL LAW TO THE ISSUE OF 281 

ABORTION. 282 

Casuistry – THE RESOLVING OF MORAL PROBLEMS BY THE APPLICATION OF 283 

THEORETICAL RULES. 284 

Does it fulfil the primary precepts? 285 

Can it be considered a secondary precept that fulfils a primary precept? 286 

 287 

AQUINAS: 288 

‘abortion is against the precept of God and the law of nature: ’Thou shalt not kill’. Pope Pius XI 289 

For those who accept Aquinas’ Natural Moral Law theory and seek to apply it to the issue of 290 

abortion the key primary precept is that of defending the innocent (preserve life).  Therefore, the 291 

Key words: Use these words to summarise 
religious, law, YOURS, pro-life and pro-choice 

views.
• Birth

• Consciousness

• Ensoulment

• Potential

• Pro-choice

• Pro-life

• Quickening

• Relational factors

• Sanctity of life

• Viability

• The point at which the child is separated 
from the mother and becomes a separate 
entity.

• Awareness of self

• The point where the soul enters the body.

• The possibility, at conception, of becoming a 
human person.

• Supporting women’s rights to have abortions.

• Against abortion.

• Traditionally, when the child is first felt to 
move inside the mother.

• Different interpretations of the same 
words/terms, depending on the view point of 
the observer. (Peter Vardy)

• The belief that life is sacred or holy, given by 
God.

• The ability to grow and develop into an adult, 
especially the ability of the child to exist 
without the dependence on the mother
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act of abortion is seen as inherently evil because it is the direct and deliberate killing of an 292 

innocent human being.  The applies in all cases – including rape and incest. 293 

The debate then will, no doubt, turn to the discussion of when the foetus is a person.  Opinions 294 

vary.  For Catholics it is at the very moment of conception; others suggest that the foetus has 295 

personhood when there is neural activity or a heartbeat.  This is open to much debate. 296 

THE DOCTRINE OF DOUBLE EFFECT 297 

Catholic moral thinking always for ‘double effect.’  The doctrine of double effect does permit 298 

death of the foetus, but only as a by-product of another act i.e. the intention was not to kill the 299 

foetus. Giving a woman lifesaving treatment (chemotherapy) when it would lead to the death of 300 

the foetus. This teaching of the church was greatly influenced by Aquinas’ Natural Law and is in 301 

line with the concept of interior and exterior acts and real and apparent goods. 302 

RECALL: For Aquinas both the interior motivation and the exterior act must be good.  The life 303 

saving administration of Chemotherapy is the exterior act.  The reason for the administration of 304 

chemotherapy is to save the mother’s life. This is the interior motivation.  The outcome of 305 

administering this treatment results in the death of the foetus.  The is a ‘side-effect’ – a double 306 

effect.  Since both exterior act and interior motivation uphold the principle of the preservation of 307 

life then this is the course of action one must take. 308 

To argue that the life-saving treatment be withheld from the mother in preference for the chance 309 

that the foetus survive long enough to be viable would be a confusion between real and apparent 310 

goods.  The application of reason, through the development of the virtue ‘prudence’ (wisdom) 311 

should lead one to rationalize that the chances of the foetus making it to full term when the 312 

mother’s life is threatened by cancer would be slim. 313 

 314 

HOWARD KAINZ: CONFLICTING PRECEPTS. 315 

The Catholic thinker Howard Kainz argues that in the case of abortion, two other precepts are 316 

more relevant than the precept about the ‘preservation of life’ – That of the right to procreation 317 

and the right to nurture off spring. 318 

What if the woman’s life was in danger; ‘Those who apply the first precept often make exception 319 

for situations threatening the life of the mother, since there is a conflict between two rights to 320 

life’ 321 

However, Kainz, mentions rape; ‘if every woman has a right to conceive and procreate, and if 322 

this right implies that she has a tight to make that choice voluntarily , no more infractions of that 323 

right than rape and incest can be complicated’ 324 

In other words, if one uses the principle of exception for the 1st precept,  (the preservation of life) 325 

then you have to admit that the possibility of applying the two precepts of right to procreation 326 
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and nurturing offspring (just as on has a right to preserve one’s life, one also that an equal right 327 

to preserve one’s choice to procreate) Rape violates this choice. 328 

Whilst it is possible that a woman would raise a child regardless of the circumstances of 329 

conception or even sacrifice her own life for the life of the child these moments reflect ‘heroic’ 330 

virtuous behaviour that ‘go the extra mile.’ 331 

TASKS:  332 

1. Explain how Aquinas’ natural law can be applied to the issue of abortion. Also include in 333 
your answer the concept of double effect. 334 

2. Explain the issue that Kainz raises with Aquinas’ theory. 335 

REVISION RESOURCES:  336 

3. Create some revision resources.  Either flash cards or mind maps, buzz words or bones of 337 

contention.  Practice some AO1 and AO2 questions – try to predict some based on the 338 
specification. 339 

 340 

THE APPLICATION OF NATURAL LAW TO EUTHANASIA   341 

The issue of Euthanasia is equally complex.  Although the context is the end of life as opposed to 342 

the beginning many of the principles are the same.   343 

Definitions of Euthanasia. 344 

There are technical difficulties surrounding the different definitions and types of Euthanasia but 345 

for the purpose of this exam we are concerned with voluntary Euthanasia. 346 

Voluntary Euthanasia is also known as Active Euthanasia.  Voluntary Euthanasia is the request 347 

to die by the person who competently wishes to.  The term active Euthanasia is when a person 348 

actions (takes measures)  another persons death for their benefit.  Although Suicide was 349 

decriminalized in 1961 – the Suicide Act explicitly stated that to help someone commit suicide 350 

was still a criminal act. 351 

 352 

There are 2 significant issues in this debate: 353 

1. Whether or not killing should be allowed in any circumstances 354 

2. The issue of the value of human life -  sanctity of human life. 355 

 356 

 357 
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Certain questions that arise from issue 1.  ‘Is it acceptable to end a person’s life who has been 358 

kept ariticially alive by turning off a life support?’  ‘Is it acceptable for a patient to refuse 359 

treatment even though this will result in their death.?’ 360 

Issue 2 also raises questions.  Debates about the quality of life and whether or not life has lost 361 

its value as well as who decides when the quality of life is significantly reduced that it is 362 

appropriate to end a life often arise. 363 

The arguments against legalizing Euthanasia point to very real risks of abuse. Does 364 

Euthanasia go against the Hippocratic Oath? Would it be workable in law? Would it be 365 

effectively monitored to ensure that vulnerable people were not put at risk? Are we not 366 

interfering with the natural order of events? And, is it really in the interest of society as a 367 

whole. 368 

Medical practitioners find that there are no clear guidelines in law other than advice given by 369 

their professional bodies such as the BMA.  Even these remain vague about active 370 

intervention and the withholding of treatment. 371 

 372 

THE APPLICATION OF AQUINAS’ NATURAL LAW TO THE ISSUE OF VOLUNTARY 373 

EUTHANASIA 374 

The Primary Precept ‘to preserve innocent life’ is the founding precept here.  Since human life is 375 

regarded as being sacred and holy, Natural Law holds that there is something special about it.  376 

Therefore, it should be protected.  Ending someone’s life, even if they request it, is morally 377 

wrong. 378 

Doctrine of Double Effect. 379 

Aquinas’ natural law theory explores ‘intention’ as a determining factor in moral actions.  In his 380 

consideration of exterior and interior acts Aquinas states that both the outward action and the 381 

reason for the action must be good.  It is therefore possible to argue that to give a large dose of 382 

morphine to control a terminally ill patients pain, even though that dose would shorten the 383 

patients life, is morally acceptable under Natural Law.  Whatever the consequences, the external 384 

act to administer pain relief, and the internal motivation, to control pain, are in and of 385 

themselves, good.  The intention was not to kill the person but to bring relief.  This is the 386 

application of the principle of double effect. 387 

PROBLEMS 388 

Professor Ian Harris, in a paper on applied ethics in 2005, pointed out the problems with both the 389 

application of the primary precept and the doctrine of double effect.   Against the primary 390 

precept, Harris pointed out that in Spain, a country hugely influenced by Catholic moral theology 391 

and natural law, it is acceptable for patients be heavily sedated and unconscious (which implies 392 

that this is the ‘best way out) but it is still morally wrong to accelerate the death or kill the 393 
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patient.  Is there really much in it? To administer a drug to bring about the end of a patient’s life 394 

or to heavily sedate them so they are unconscious, and wait for nature to take its course. 395 

 396 

Considering the Doctrine of Double Effect, Harris points out that Natural Law is ‘ inherently 397 

hostile to utilitarian arguments and this is seen to the full effect in the assertion that there is a 398 

‘slippery slope’ that must be avoided at all costs’.  Yet, in its acceptance of the Double Effect, it 399 

could be argued that this is a concession to utilitarian perspectives and situation ethics.  Is the 400 

application of double effect therefore a true, absolutist application of Natural Law? 401 

FURTHER ISSUES and PRECEPTS 402 

If one were to consider the legalization of Euthanasia then other precepts come into play –such 403 

as ‘living in an ordered society.’  Would legalizing voluntary euthanasia disrupt society? What is 404 

the role of reason? Is reason objective or subjective? What one person may find reasonable – a 405 

reasonable amount of dignity or a reasonable .. The application of Aquinas Natural Law to the 406 

issue of voluntary Euthanasia remains complex, not just because the issues surrounding 407 

Euthanasia are complex but also because there are complex issues in the theory itself. 408 

 409 

AO2 ISSUES FOR EVALUATION AND ANALYSIS:  410 

 411 

  412 

 Natural Law   how effective when dealing 
with moral issues 

My analysis/comment 

effectice Ineffective Student comment 

Rational – Natural Law uses 
practical reason, it is a 
common-sense approach.  

Too simplistic - Humans do not have a 
single ‘fixed’ human nature.  

 

God - Doesn’t require belief 
in God, as it is based on 
empirical observations of 
our nature.  

God - Requires belief in God, as it relies 
on a God-given purpose   Not effective 
in an ever increasing secular society 

 

Objective – Natural Law 
gives us rules that are true 
independently of our 
individual thoughts and 
desires.  

Outcomes - Leads to immoral outcomes 
e.g. not allowing contraception led to 
spread of AIDS and overpopulation in 
Africa. 
Could argue that rape and incest are 
morally better than contraception 
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Flexible - allows for 
secondary precepts to vary 
according to culture, as they 
are the practical working out 
of the universal primary 
precepts.  

Cultural Relativism - Neilsen questions 
the unchanging nature of Primary 
Precepts in Natural Law, using Cultural 
Relativism. Gareth Moore argues our 
nature is a product of culture and 
society.  

 

Double Effect - gets around 
problems of conflicting 
secondary precepts.  

Double Effect - brings in 
consequentialism through the back 
door. You are allowed to do some 
terrible things because of double effect, 
and at other times you can’t do really 
helpful things.  

 

Instinctive - Natural Law’s 
rules are in line with our 
instincts and intuitions.  

Agape - Jesus was opposed to legalism, 
and broke rules in order to do the most 
loving thing.  

 

Virtues - Focuses on human 
virtues and excellence – the 
cardinal virtues of prudence, 
justice, temperance, 
fortitude, and theological 
virtues of faith, hope and 
charity  

Too optimistic - It has a too optimistic 
view of human nature. Augustine 
disagrees (original sin), as does Calvin 
(total depravity).  

 

Thriving - Helps humans 
achieve health, happiness, 
friendship etc.  

Unholistic - Vardy/Grosh – Aquinas’ 
view of human nature is unholistic and 
over-simplified  

 

All-encompassing - There 
are issues not covered in the 
Bible such as Genetics. NL 
allows for an application of 
those principles 

Unreliable - Scripture is more reliable 
than reason, as reason leads to 
corruption.  

 

Human dignity - Values 
human life highly.  

Consequences - Doesn’t consider 
consequences. (Bernard Hoose and 
Proportionalism).  

 

Human Rights - Protects the 
absolute nature of Human 
Rights.  

Conflicting rules - As with any 
absolutist theory, what if two universal 
rules come into conflict with each 
other?  

 

Reliable - Predicting 
consequences is not reliable. 
Natural Law gives us rules 
that we see in societies 
throughout the whole world 
e.g. Do not kill.  

Impractical - Predicting consequences 
works, and is the best way of deciding 
what will do the most good.  

 

Absolute - Our ‘post-
modern’, secular society has 
lost all sense of objective 

Out-dated - Natural Law is stuck in the 
past, enforcing traditional views that 
are out of touch with 21st century 
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values and truth. Pope 
Benedict calls this the 
‘dictatorship of relativism’.  

society. This leads to homophobia, 
intolerance of other cultures etc.  

Autonomy - Natural Law 
allows the individual, using 
reason, to work out for 
themselves what is 
objectively right and true, 
not relying on religious 
authority, scripture or 
tradition.  

Naturalistic Fallacy - how we are is not 
the same as how we ought to be. Just 
because sex produces babies, this 
doesn’t mean that every act of sex 
ought to be open to procreation.  

 

TASK:  Comment on the various points above and consider how you would use them in an AO2 answer 413 

Are there any other things that could be included? 414 

 415 

 416 

 417 

 NATURAL LAW IS MEANINGLESS WITH OUT A BELIEF IN A CREATOR 418 

GOD. 419 

  420 

MEANINGLESS HAS MEANING OWN ANALYSIS 

Aquinas’ world view was sacred 

– he identified 4 levels of Law 

all which stem from the Eternal 

law.  Basis of these laws come 

from God 

Much of Aquinas’ work is based 

on Aristotle, an ancient Greek 

whose idea of prime mover is 

very distant from the idea of a 

Christian God. 

 

Teleos –Aquinas identified the 

purpose as reaching God – and 

re-establishing a right 

relationship with God.  Without 

this NL is pointless 

Natural Law’s teleos for 

Aristotle would be human 

flouorishing.  If this actually 

helps this – then it does not need 

to be rooted in a belief in God 

 

5 primary precepts are based on 

Aquinas understanding of 

Biblical sources. You need this 

belief as the founding principles 

Finnis (year 13) Natural Law 

theory arrives at his ‘goods’ 

which he argues is self –evident 

and do not need a belief in God 

for it to work 

 

If routed in a Christian idea of 

God, why bother keeping the 

precepts if you don’t believe.  

What would be the point? 

Absolute nature means it will 

always have meaning – 

regardless of time, situation, 

place or belief 
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Surely there would be little 

motivation to keep to it. 

   

 421 

Task:  AO2. 422 

Using the ideas above write an a02 answer: 423 

‘Without a belief in God Aquinas’ Natural law theory fails.’  /30 424 
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