
Proportionalism (Bernard Hoose) 1 

Background to Proportionalism 2 

• Proportionalism originated among Catholic scholars in Europe and America in the 1960’s. 3 

• There was increasing concern among some theologians that ethics, in the Catholic tradition, was 4 

too deontologically rigid.   5 

• For example, Richard McCormick (1922–2000), a Jesuit priest and moral theologian, suggested 6 

that Catholic moral theology had: ‘ … disowned an excessively casuistic approach to the moral 7 

life.’ 8 

• One influential supporter and commentator of proportionalism is Bernard 9 

Hoose (1945 - ). Hoose summarised the proportionalist position in his 1987 10 

book: ‘Proportionalism: The American Debate and Its European Roots.’ 11 

• Proportionalism has been condemned by the Catholic Church. For example, 12 

Pope John Paul II (1920-2005) in his encyclical ‘Veritatis Splendor’ (The 13 

Splendour of Truth) stated proportionalism is wrong on the grounds that it 14 

denies that any action can in and of itself be intrinsically evil. 15 

 16 

Proportionalism: Historical Background: 17 

• Though proportionalism was formalised in the 1960’s, the proportionalist approach is to some 18 

extent visible in the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas’ (1225-1274).  19 

• For example, Aquinas considered the question of whether it would be permissible for a starving 20 

man to break the secondary precept of stealing, in order to save his life.  He concluded it was 21 

lawful: “If the need be so manifest and urgent, that it is evident that the present need must be 22 

remedied by whatever means be at hand (for instance when a person is in some imminent 23 

danger, and there is no other possible remedy), then it is lawful for a man 24 

to succor his own need by means of another’s property, by taking it either 25 

openly or secretly: nor is this properly speaking theft or robbery.” 26 

• Therefore, Aquinas concluded, where a person is starving to death, then, it 27 

would be moral to steal from another. However, Aquinas did not accept this 28 

for every moral situation.  For example, when it comes to the issue of telling 29 

a lie to save someone from death, Aquinas argues that this is not lawful!! 30 

• However, modern proportionalists would generally argue that if it is acceptable to steal in order 31 

to save yourself from starvation, then it makes little sense to prohibit lying in order to save 32 

someone’s life.  33 

• Commenting on this, Hoose suggests that: ‘What the proportionalists have done is point out 34 

the inconsistency and invalidity of such thinking.’  35 

 36 

Proportionalist: How It Works 37 

Part 1: The Deontological Rule Stands: 38 

• Proportionalism holds that there are certain moral rules (such as 39 

those derived from Natural Law) that it can never be right to go 40 

against; unless there is a proportionate reason which would justify 41 

it i.e. the secondary precept that abortion is wrong should always 42 

be followed because it breaks the primary precept of reproduction; unless there is a 43 

proportionate reason to abort the foetus. 44 



• Therefore, deontological moral laws derived from Natural Law do provide firm moral guidelines 45 

which should never be ignored, unless it is absolutely clear that, in the particular unique 46 

situation, this is justified by a proportionate reason.   47 

• The above was supported by Hoose when he stated the main proportionalist maxim is:  ‘it is 48 

never right to go against a principle unless there is a proportionate reason which would justify 49 

it’. 50 

• In other words, where proportionate reasons exist, it would be right to ignore the rule in that 51 

situation i.e. a bad action can be done if there is a larger reason why it should be carried out.   52 

Part 2: Proportionate Reason  53 

• The proportionate reason should be based on the unique individual situation of the moral agent; 54 

including the intention of the moral agent affected in that unique moral situation i.e. the 55 

intention of a woman considering having an abortion.   56 

• However, this situation/intention must be sufficiently unusual and of sufficient magnitude to 57 

provide a reason which would overturn what would otherwise be a firm rule based on the 58 

precepts of Natural Law e.g. abortion is wrong unless there is an unusual and serious teleological 59 

reason to justify the abortion. For example, the pregnancy is ectopic and the mother and foetus 60 

will die unless the foetus is aborted; thus, saving the mother.  61 

• Therefore, in order to decide whether an act is moral or immoral, the intention of the moral 62 

agent has to be considered. If you ignore the intention of the moral agent, then you can only 63 

determine what, has variously, been called the ‘ontic’, or ‘pre-moral’, or ‘physical’ rightness or 64 

wrongness of the act, and not its morality. 65 

• Therefore, in terms of good/evil acts:   66 

• Pre-moral/ontic/physical acts: are right physical acts (such as getting an education) or wrong 67 

physical acts (such as having an abortion) but that in themselves are not necessarily moral and 68 

immoral acts.  This because the situation/intention has not been considered; 69 

only the physical action has been considered. The justification 70 

proportionalists, like Hoose, give for this is that many actions are neither good 71 

or bad in themselves, it is only the intention that gives them their morality 72 

e.g. if an abortion surgeon makes an incision in human flesh, for example, you 73 

do not immediately say, ‘That cut is morally good’, or ‘That cut is morally bad’. 74 

It instead depends on the surgeon’s intention in doing the cut. In fact, 75 

proportionalists like Hoose argue there cannot be any acts that are 76 

intrinsically evil (evil in themselves). The physical act of abortion, for example, 77 

is not intrinsically evil, we can only find out whether abortion is morally right or wrong by 78 

looking at the situation/intention of the moral agent. 79 

➢ Moral and Immoral Acts: The morality of a situation can only be known when a consideration of 80 

the full situation/intention of the moral agent is considered.  If a pre-moral/ontic/physical act 81 

was carried out with a bad intention then it becomes an immoral act.   82 

Part 3: Value and Disvalue 83 

• Therefore, when considering the morality of a particular situation a proportionalist considers, 84 

what is called, the proportion of value to disvalue in the potential action to be carried out.  85 

What this means: 86 

➢ Value: All the reasons why the action to be carried out, in terms of its own unique moral 87 

situation, may be justified – including positive intentions and precepts upheld etc.  88 

➢ Disvalue: All the reasons why the action to be carried out, in terms of its own unique moral 89 

situation, may not be justified – including negative intentions and precepts broken etc. 90 



• If the value outweighs the disvalue then a particular act, in context of its own unique situation, 91 

would be justified by the proportionalist.  And visa-versa if the disvalue outweighed the value.   92 

• Part 4: Examples: 93 

• Both examples, below, are examples of the ‘pre-moral’/’ontic’ physical act of abortion. 94 

Proportionalists would argue what makes abortion a moral or an immoral act, in each example, 95 

is the calculation of value against disvalue.  96 

• Though abortion is being used in the example below all other ‘pre-moral’/’ontic’ physical acts 97 

can be assessed in the same way. 98 

• Example 1:  99 

➢ Situation: A woman has become pregnant within marriage. She wishes to terminate the 100 

pregnancy because she believes that having a child will interrupt her career pattern. 101 

➢ Value: Uninterrupted progress of her career 102 

➢ Disvalue: The intention of the agent would be the destruction of an 103 

innocent foetus for selfish gain, which goes against two of the primary 104 

precepts: the preservation of life and reproduction.  105 

➢ Conclusion: the disvalue of the abortion exceeds its value of it because the 106 

non-moral intention of the agent outweighs any value. Therefore, to have 107 

an abortion for an uninterrupted career pattern is not justifiable on 108 

proportionalist grounds.  The Natural Law deontological rule, on abortion, 109 

stands. 110 

• Example 2: 111 

➢ Situation: A woman has a pregnancy that endangers her life. She wishes to terminate the 112 

pregnancy because otherwise, two people will die – herself and the foetus. 113 

➢ Value: the intention of the agent is to support the precept of preserve her life. This could also 114 

include her continued existence to support (and thus preserve) the rest of her family. Moreover, 115 

it is possible she might be able to conceive in the future without danger of death.  116 

➢ Disvalue would be the destruction of an innocent foetus.  117 

➢ Conclusion: the value of the abortion exceeds its disvalue. Therefore, in this situation, to 118 

preserve her life by aborting the foetus is justifiable. Therefore, the Natural Law deontological 119 

rule, on abortion, does not stand.  Although there is an acceptance among proportionalists that 120 

this can be seen as justifying a wrong act, the intenion/outcome of the wrong act is deemed to 121 

outweigh the wrong act and is thus moral. 122 

 123 

Proportionalism: Additional Important Points 124 

1. A deontological / teleological ethic 125 

• Given the above theory it is clear to see that proportionalism is a hybrid of deontological and 126 

teleological ideas: 127 

➢ Deontological:  The moral rule, derived from the precepts of Natural Law, should always be 128 

followed, unless there is a proportionate reason not to. 129 

➢ Teleological: the deontological rule can be broken if there is proportionate reasons, including a 130 

consideration of the intention, outcome, to do so. 131 

2. Right / Good Act 132 

• Proportionalists, like Hoose, make the distinction between right acts and good acts. 133 

• A right act: an action that follows the moral deontological rules found in ethics like Natural Law 134 

e.g. the secondary precept of ‘abortion is wrong’. 135 

• A good act: an action that breaks a right act (see above) however proportionally creates more 136 

good than evil (or the lesser of two evils) 137 



3. Comparison with Situation Ethics 138 

• Some commentators have criticised Proportionalism as just another form of Fletcher’s Situation 139 

Ethics. 140 

• In some ways this could be seen as true.  This is because, as we have seen, it does take a 141 

teleological view in the same way Situation Ethics does.  Moreover, a proportionalist when 142 

considering the situation/intention can consider the agape consequences of the 143 

pre-moral/ontic physical action, as part of the value/disvalue of the unique 144 

moral situation. 145 

• However, there is a strong distinction between Situation Ethics and 146 

Proportionalism.  Situation Ethics has the monist approach i.e. it will only 147 

consider agape for its value to disvalue calculation.  Whereas Proportionalism will consider a 148 

wide variety of factors when considering the value and disvalue of a certain oral action.     149 

 150 

Proportionalism: application to theory 151 

1. Capital Punishment: 152 

• Contemporary Catholic theology is against the use of capital punishment.  For example, in 2015 153 

Pope Francis stated: “Today the death penalty is inadmissible, no matter how serious the crime 154 

committed.” (although historically this has not always been the stance of the Catholic church). 155 

• Aquinas’ Natural Law can also be seen as against the death penalty because it goes against the 156 

primary precept of ‘preservation of life’ (however it does have to be noted this is by no means a 157 

universal view – with some arguing capital punishment supports the primary precept of 158 

‘preservation of life’ or ‘an ordered society’ by ending a threat to life by, for example, lawfully 159 

killing a murderer).  160 

•  Therefore, in terms of a proportionalism, the first duty would be to follow 161 

the deontological rule regarding capital punishment e.g. the pre-moral or 162 

ontic act of capital punishment is wrong. 163 

• However, for the morality of capital punishment to be decided, by the 164 

proportionalist, each unique case of capital punishment would have to be 165 

considered: including the intention of the capital punishment.  166 

• For example: 167 

• Situation: a woman has admitted murdering 30 people for no other reason than it gave her 168 

pleasure.  Moreover, whilst in person she had killed 3 more people including 2 innocent prison 169 

guards. 170 

• Value: The intention of this capital punishment is to stop the prisoner committing more 171 

murders; thus, upholding the preservation of life.  Moreover, it could be argued that by stopping 172 

the prisoner killing other innocent prisoner guards, they are opening up the potential of other 173 

prison guards reproducing (instead of been killed), therefore supporting the primary precept of 174 

reproduction. 175 

• Disvalue: Breaking the primary precept of ‘preservation of life’ by lawfully killing the prisoner. 176 

• Conclusion: the value of carrying out the capital punishment outweighs the disvalue.  Therefore, 177 

in this unique situation the capital punishment could be justified.   Therefore, in this particular 178 

case of capital punishment, the act would be deemed moral by proportionalists despite the pre-179 

moral/ontic act been wrong. 180 

2. immigration 181 
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• Catholic theology has always been supportive of immigration.  For example, in 2017 Pope Francis 182 

stated for Catholics: “every stranger who knocks at our door is an opportunity for an encounter 183 

with Jesus Christ, who identifies with the welcomed and rejected strangers of every age.”. 184 

• Aquinas’ Natural Law can also be seen to support immigration because it supports the primary 185 

precept of ‘preservation of life’ (however it does have to be noted this is by no means a 186 

universal view – with some arguing that mass immigration may break the primary precept of an 187 

‘ordered society’ by breaking down a society as it is unable to cope with the mass influx of 188 

people).  189 

• Therefore, in terms of a proportionalism, the first duty would be to follow the deontological rule 190 

regarding immigration e.g. the pre-moral or ontic act of capital punishment is right. 191 

• However, for the morality of immigration to be decided, by the proportionalist, each unique 192 

case of immigration would have to be considered: including the intention of the immigration.  193 

• For example: 194 

• Situation: a man has to decide whether to hep an immigrant.  The man is relatively wealthy but 195 

the immigrant has arrived from Ethiopia, with the hope of escaping extreme poverty and famine. 196 

• Value: The intention of helping the immigrant is to protect their life; 197 

thus, upholding the preservation of life.  Moreover, it could be argued 198 

that by supporting the immigrant they have a greater chance of 199 

reproducing (rather than dying of poverty, disease or famine), therefore 200 

supporting the primary precept of reproduction. Furthermore, the 201 

immigrant has a greater chance of been educated and therefore fulfilling 202 

the primary precept of education.  Plus, it is the most loving (agape) thing 203 

to do.  204 

• Disvalue: Potential effects upon order in society, especially if lots of 205 

immigrants follow the original immigrate into that society. Thus, breaking 206 

the primary precept of ordered society 207 

• Conclusion: the value of carrying out the immigration outweighs the disvalue.  Therefore, in this 208 

unique situation the helping of an immigrant is morally justified.   Therefore, in this particular 209 

case of immigration, the act would be deemed moral by proportionalists, supporting the pre-210 

moral/ontic act judgement. 211 

 212 

 213 


