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Abstract:  The lack of proper moral insight may be one of the explanations for the social upheavals and 
crisis that are prevalent in our societies today. This is because moral issues have been seriously neglected, and 
such neglect has had a tragic effect on the life of man and also his welfare.  However, one thing that is basic to 
human relationships and on which human relationships thrive, is the idea of performing morally right actions or 
doing those things which are good, to all men. But then, the questions we need to ask are these: what is the 
motive behind our actions? Do we perform an action for the sake of an ultimate goal or because the society 
expects our actions to follow a particular pattern? Or do we simply act because the law obliges us to do so? 
What is the yardstick for distinguishing right from wrong? To answer these questions, Aquinas posited “right 
reason” as the measure or standard for determining a right action. This paper critically examines Aquinas’ 
natural law theory with regards to his notion of what constitutes a morally right and a morally wrong action. 
The paper’s position is that though Aquinas presented an adequate picture of the natural law theory, he 
however, committed a fundamental error or a categorical mistake when he took animal behvaiour to be the 
norm or standard for measuring human behaviour. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

St. Thomas Aquinas was a Catholic theologian and philosopher, born about the year 1224, at Roccasecca, in 
Italy. He began his elementary education at the age of five under the Benedictine monks. He studied at the 
University of Naples; there he joined the Dominican Order and later went to Paris to continue his studies at the 
University in liberal arts. He received his license to teach from the University of Paris in the year 1256. Aquinas 
became a professor of philosophy and theology and taught at the University of Paris and in a number of 
theological and philosophical institutions in Italy. 

 Thomas Aquinas, a prolific writer, wrote many treaties. His writings belong to many fields of activities 
and are faithful mirrors of his active participation in the religious and intellectual life of his age. His age 
however, influenced him much more than it listened to him. It gave him the problem with which he was to be 
concerned; in many cases it even set for him directions that he was to follow, explore and complete. He died in 
the year 1274 and was canonized in 1323 as a saint. 

 

II. FOUNDATIONS OF ETHICS AND MORALITY 

The word ‘Ethics’ has a number of different meanings. Not only is ethics difficult to define, several 
moral philosophers have defined it in various ways depending on their understanding of what 



 
 

IJSAR Journal of Law and Allied Discipline (IJSAR-JLAD) 
ISSN: 2408-7629 

Volume 3, Issue 1,2,3 & 4  (March -December, 2016), 82-92 
.http://www.mdcjournals.org/ijsar-jlad...html 

 

83 | P a g e  
IJSAR Journal of Law and Allied Discipline (IJSAR-JLAD) 

ISSN: 2408-7629 
.http://www.mdcjournals.org/ijsar-jlad...html 

philosophy itself is. However, we may understand the word ‘ethics’ as meaning an enquiry into rules 
and conduct. It is a philosophical study of right and wrong modes of behavior, which includes the 
nature and meaning of moral predicates and judgments. We can therefore, rightly say that ethics is a 
theoretical study. It is an important branch of philosophy because it directs our attention not only to 
human morality but also to values in general.[1]  Ethics shows us the way to behave in order to live 
happily. Thus, “the philosophical study of Ethics… concerns the nature of good and bad, right and 
wrong, justice and injustice.[2] And almost every rational man “already has some idea what ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ mean.” [3] 

Ethics is “the systematic study if the fundamental principles of the moral law,” the branch of 
philosophy which deals with the morality of human actions.”[4] A.F. Uduigwomen defines it as the 
theory of morality which deals with good conducts. [5]  The philosophical study of ethics also seeks 
to “give us general guidance concerning what to do, what to seek, and how to treat others.[6]  As 
rational beings, it helps us “to think more clearly about our principles of action and to unravel the 
logical knots in our reasoning about ethical matters”. [7] 

The essence of ethics is to enable man to fully understand the reasons underlying the approval and 
disapproval of both his actions and that of his fellow men. In other words, ethics, as a systematic 
study, concerns itself with two main tasks: first, that of deciding general principles on which ethical 
terms, i.e. good, bad, duty, etc., are to be applied to anything and, secondly, with deciding exactly the 
meaning of these terms. These two main tasks fall within the normative and analytic function of the 
discipline which is beyond the scope of this paper. 

It is important at this point in our discussion to mention some of the essential features of ethics. 
These essential features include moral law, moral principles, the moral standard, the issues of the 
source of the moral law, and the universality of morality. We shall briefly discuss each of these issues 
since they shall form major part of this work. 

 

III. THE MORAL LAW 

The moral law is taken to be the law which obliges all men to refrain from evil and to do good. The moral law is 
also known as “Natural Law”.   All men who possess the ability to reason are obliged by the moral law to 
behave in a certain way. For Aristotle, the natural law (that is, the moral law) is a rule of reason which is the 
standard of moral behavior. The moral law is described by St. Paul as the law written by God in the hearts of all 
men, which he says no man should have any excuse to disobey. For according to St. Paul, every man’s 
conscience bears witness to the fact that God has written this law in his heart.[8] On his own part, St. Thomas 
Aquinas defined the moral law as the law by which God governs rational creatures, a rational participation in 
eternal law. According to Aquinas, the fundamental principle of the moral law is that good should be done and 
evil avoided.[9] 
 

IV. MORAL PRINCIPLES 

What we call moral principles are described as the fundamental principles of the moral law.  In other words, 
Moral principles are standards of moral behavior and norms with which our conducts should conform. They 
guide human conduct and indicate certain things or certain ways of behavior which should be adopted and 
others to be avoided. There are however, two kinds of moral principles, namely, positive moral principle and 
negative moral principle. The positive moral principles lay down what we ought to do, how we ought to behave 
or the attitude of mind we ought to cultivate and adopt. They demand that we cultivate virtues such as justice, 
honesty, fidelity to one’s duty, generosity, respect of human life, etc. The negative principles on the other hand 
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tell us specifically the evil to be avoided. They tell us not to kill, not to steal, not to commit adultery, not to 
cheat, not to commit suicide etc. Moral principles are therefore, explicit formulations of the moral law. By their 
very nature they are universal and are valid and applicable at all times and in all societies. [10] 

V. MORAL STANDARD 

The other question is to inquire what the standard of morality is with what yardstick for example can 
be use in deciding which actions are wrong and which are right? How do we arrive at that standard of 
morality which applies to all human beings irrespective of cultural differences? Is there anything like 
a standard of morality at all, and if there is what is it? 
 By moral standard, we mean that which determines the rightness or the wrongness of an 
action. But then, there is variation in ethical opinions as to how we acquire the knowledge of right and 
wrong actions. For instance, the intuitionists see intuition as the moral standard. The only major 
problem with this view is that just as there are so many different people in the world, so are there so 
many and different intuitions which often conflict. Besides, “intuition itself provides no way of 
deciding which of two or more conflicting intuitions is correct”. [11]   This is because, one man may 
claim “to know by intuition” that contraception is morally wrong, while another man also claims to 
know ‘by intuition’ that the same action is morally right”.[12]  In this case, it will be difficult to 
decide whose intuition is right. 
 On the other hand, revelation has been posited by some other moral thinkers (e.g. John Locke, 
William of Ockham) as well as many religious people as the moral standard. According to this view, 
it is God himself who has made known to all men, through revelation all things which he wants them 
to consider morally good and those to consider morally wrong. The problem here is that nobody can 
say exactly when, where, how and to whom God made this revelation and this leads to so many 
conflicting views. For instance, while the Christians claim strongly that polygamy is revealed by God 
as morally wrong, the Moslems on the other hand, claim equally that polygamy is revealed by Allah 
as morally right. Thus, due to the conflicting things claimed to have been revealed by God, it becomes 
difficult to take revelation as the standard of morality. 
 Other philosophers like Duns Scotus, St. Thomas Aquinas, the Stoics, etc, believe that we 
come to know right and wrong actions through “right reason”. In other words “right reason”, for them 
is the moral standard. This implies that anything whatsoever that is in accordance with right reason is 
morally right while that which is opposed to right reason is morally wrong. But then, “Right Reason” 
seems to be too vague a concept to be taken as the moral standard. This is because it is not easy to 
decide whether an action conforms to right reason or does not. For instance, in our contemporary 
time, euthanasia, abortion, and contraception have remained topics of debates by many moral 
philosophers. For Kant, the moral standard is the “Categorical Imperative” that is, the principles of 
universability or universalization of the maxim. 
 There are other moral thinkers who hold that the civil law of a society is the moral standard. 
This view holds that legality is the test of the rightness or wrongness of an act. For instance, in almost 
all societies of the world we find people cling tightly to the law of the land as the standard of morality. 
For them, what is right is what the law permits, what is wrong is what the law prohibits, and what the 
law does not mention is neither wrong nor right. But this view has a lot of shortcomings, namely, law 
differs from nation to nation, and city to city. Besides, laws can be revoked. For instance, if human 
sacrifice is prohibited by law today but was not yesterday, this change does not mean that human 
sacrifice is morally wrong today but not yesterday. Some other people have variously posited the 
conscience or social custom as the moral standard. But these also are not without their own 
difficulties. Perhaps the opinion is right which says that “there is no one moral standard”, but “the 
different moral standards collectively act as guide in moral decision-making”.[13] 
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VI. SOURCES OF MORAL LAW 

Scholars have also written much on the idea of the sources of moral law. Some philosophers like Hegel, Thomas 
Hobbes, and Henri Bergson held that society is the source of moral law. For Henri Bergson, moral law is the 
social pressure which society exerts on its members and therefore, it has its root or source from the society. 
Other philosophers, like the Stoics, William of Ockham and St. Thomas Aquinas posited that God is the source 
of the moral law. According to them, the moral law is an expression of God’s will for men, showing the way he 
wants them to behave. Furthermore, some philosophers hold that the moral law comes from human nature as its 
source. Kant himself maintains that the moral law comes from man’s rational will. For him, the moral law is a 
categorical imperative which obliges all men unconditionally without exception. It is a self-imposed law - a law 
imposed on man by his own rational will. According to Kant, man’s rational will is free and autonomous and so 
cannot be unconditionally bound by any command or law coming from outside it. For if the source of the moral 
law, says Kant, were anything outside the will itself, or if it were based on any offer, the will can say “No” to 
that end and so would not feel  itself obliged to take the means leading to it. As a result, the moral law would no 
longer be a categorical imperative; rather it becomes just a hypothetical imperative. And if God were the source 
of the moral law it would also be a hypothetical imperative and not a categorical imperative. Consequently, it is 
only if a person wants to obey God that he can be obliged by the moral law. But since man’s will is autonomous, 
he can decide not to obey God and consequently feels no obligation to obey the moral law. Thus, since the 
moral law is a categorical imperative, and since man’s will is free, nothing outside the will can be the ground or 
the source of the moral law. From the foregoing, we have three main sources of the moral law, namely: the 
society, man’s rational will, and God. 
 Each of the views above contains an element of truth. This is so because moral law is actually a law 
that originates from man’s rational nature obliging only rational beings, since it came from their rational nature. 
To say however, that the moral law is a self-imposed law is a fact. It is a law which is imposed on every man by 
his own conscience. Also, we agree that moral law comes from man’s social nature as a social being, but then, it 
is neither the society nor the leaders of society that determine absolutely what is morally right or wrong since 
the society itself as well as the leaders are all obliged by the moral law. The moral law has the status it has 
irrespective of what the society or the leaders think is morally right or wrong in the society. 
 For religious people generally, the ultimate source of moral law is God, who is said to be the author of 
man’s social and rational nature. However, we can conclude that man’s nature, as a social and rational being, is 
the immediate source and basis of the moral law, while God, the author of man’s nature, his rational and social 
being is the ultimate source of the moral law.[14]  

 

VII. THE UNIVERSALITY OF MORALITY 

There are philosophers who argue that morality is relative. This is due, according to them, to the fact 
that we have several different cultures and in these different cultures, there are several different moral 
practices. What the Igbo society, for example, accepts as morally right may be regarded as morally 
wrong in say, the Yoruba society. Those who support this type of view are largely anthropologists, 
those who rely on the findings and works of those anthropologist or the early Christian missionaries. 
According to these groups of scholars, as there are different people in different parts of the world, so 
are there different moral practices. For instance, some practices acceptable in American culture like 
kissing in the public, abortion, and sending of aged parents to the old people’s home, as well as 
euthanasia, are morally unacceptable in the African culture. 
 A group of moral philosophers known as “ethical relativists” hold that morality is part of 
culture and as a result differs from one culture to another. That is why American culture is for 
example different from the Nigerian culture and so on. Based on this claim, the ethical relativists 
claim that morality is relative rather than universal. 
 But then, the Universalists claim on the contrary, that morality is universal, and not relative. 
They argue that human nature is universal and that being the case, morality is also universal, since 
according to them, morality is based on human nature. It does appear that the latter opinion carries 
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more weight than the former. In other words, we agree with the Universalists that morality is 
universal because of the very fact that moral law is the same everywhere for all men despite 
geographical, historical or cultural differences among different people. Obviously, all human beings 
are subject to the same moral law - the Natural law, which obliges all human beings to do good and to 
avoid evil. The moral law comes to man through his reason and all men feel its obligation through 
their moral conscience. It is a universal law which every normal human being is conscious of. For 
example, nobody in any part of the world or culture can say that he does not know that he ought to do 
good and avoid evil. The fundamental principles of moral law, as we have stated earlier, enable us to 
know specifically the good which the moral law obliges us to do and the evil it commands us to avoid. 
Not only that, the moral principles are universal in nature and are always and at all times valid 
everywhere in any part of the world. 
 But experience does show that different cultures seem to have different moral practices and 
that some often consider as right what others hold to be morally wrong. For instance, a particular tribe 
in the Nigerian society is said to see nothing wrong in a person giving his wife to a friend to sleep 
with as a mark of hospitality. In other part of Nigeria this practice is frowned at and seen as a taboo. 
Are we then to draw the conclusion that morality is relative? Such a conclusion will be unwarranted. 
The difference in cultures does not prove that the basic moral principles are not universal. What it 
actually shows is that although the moral principles themselves are universal, their application is often 
relative with regards to varying situation. In other words, they may be applied differently in different 
situations or cultures. Its application may be stricter in some cultures than in others. 
 In line with the views of Professor J.I. Omoregbe, we want to argue that “the diversity of 
moral practices at different parts of the world is due to ignorance in some cases.[15]  It shows, 
according to professor Omoregbe, that people could act ignorantly with regard to what they consider 
right or wrong in some situations. It is only when they become more enlightened that they could come 
to know that such practices are morally wrong. This could be seen in the old African practice of 
killing of twins, of human sacrifices and of burying of human beings along with a dead king. In the 
past, these practices were considered morally right. Today the reverse is the case as people have 
become more enlightened. Such practices are no longer acceptable but are rather seen as moral evils. 
 Thus, the fact that there are different types of cultures does not in any way support or prove 
that morality is relative. Rather, we admit that although application of the moral law may sometimes 
be relative-varying from one situation to another and from one culture to another, the principles 
guiding them are in themselves universal. It is this that lends credence to our argument that morality is 
universal, not relative. 

 

VIII. THOMAS AQUINAS’ IDEA OF THE MORAL LAW  

Law is conceived and defined by Aquinas as “an ordinance of reason, directed towards the common 
good, and promulgated by the one who has the care of the community.”[16]   What this means is that 
a law is not just a command or a directive, but it must also be reasonable. For according to Aquinas, if 
a law is contrary to reason, then it is not a law at all. Besides, it must be directed towards the common 
good of all and must be promulgated. In other words, in order that a law obtains the binding force 
which is proper to law, it must  be made known and applied to the men who have to be ruled by it. 
 The rule and measure of human act is the reason which is the first principle of human acts. A 
law therefore, is a rule and measure of acts, whereby man is induced to act or is restrained from 
acting. 
 

IX. TYPES OF LAW 
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Aquinas distinguished between four kinds of law, namely, the Eternal law, the Natural law, the Divine Positive 
law, and the Human Positive law. Let us examine each one of them. 

X.  THE ETERNAL LAW 

According to Aquinas, the eternal law is the law by which God governs the whole of creation, moving all things 
to their due end.[17]  It is a law adapted to the rational nature of human beings, and as it applies to human 
beings it becomes natural law. The eternal law comes from the divine reasons and man shares in this divine 
reason as a rational being. Aquinas therefore, holds that all things – (including both rational and non-rational 
beings) participate in some degree in eternal law, in so far as they derive from it certain inclinations to those 
actions which are proper to them.[18]  This follows from the fact that the world, says Aquinas, is governed by 
divine providence and all things subject to divine providence are measured and regulated by the eternal law. As 
for rational and non-rational beings, Aquinas says they are all subject to the eternal law according to their 
nature. The non-rational beings (e.g. animals) are subject to it by the necessity of their nature and as it applies to 
them. Consequently, as the eternal law is adapted to man’s rational nature, the eternal law automatically 
becomes the law of reason – a law dictated by reason and discoverable by reason. 
 

XI.  HUMAN POSITIVE LAW 

This is manmade law – civil law. All human law must be based on natural law and must derive from it. Hence 
Aquinas states: “Human law has the nature of law in so far as it partake of right reason… and is derived from 
the eternal  law”[19].  For Aquinas any human laws that conflict with the natural law is not a law but a 
pervasion of law, and it has no binding force. Thus Aquinas has this to say: “any law has the nature of law in so 
afar as it is derived from the law of nature. If in any case it is incompatible with the natural law, it will not be 
law, but a pervasion of law.”[20]  Thus laws which are contrary to the natural law are immoral and should not 
be obeyed. However, Aquinas explains that even an unjust law though being formed by one who is in power, is 
derived from the eternal law in so far as it retains some appearance of law since all power is from God.[21] 

 
 

XII.  THE NATURAL LAW 

Natural Law says Aquinas is the law by which God governs and rules rational beings, each according to its 
being.[22]  Because man is a rational being, he is not governed in the same way by God as the other creatures 
are governed. Other creatures in the universe are governed by God by the physical laws of necessity, but man is 
governed through the moral law which, according to Aquinas, is a rational participation in the eternal law. 
Hence Aquinas avers that, “the natural law is nothing else but a participation of the eternal law in a rational 
creature… This participation in the eternal law by rational creatures is called “natural Law”.[23]  It should be 
noted here that Aquinas’ concept of natural law is synonymous with the moral law. Thus natural law for him 
means the same thing as moral law. Meanwhile, Aquinas regards natural law as the law written in the heart of 
men which cannot be blotted out. 
 The natural law principles for Aquinas are of two types, namely, the primary and the secondary 
principles. The primary principles are self-evident and are known by the natural power of the human mind to 
know certain things intuitively without having to be taught about them. This is what Aquinas calls synderesis. 
Synderesis, he says, the law of our mind, because it is a habit containing the precepts of the natural law, which 
are the first principles of human actions.[24] Thus, the natural law is held habitually; the precepts of the natural 
law, we are told, are to the practical reason, what the first principles of demonstrations are to the speculative 
reason; because both are self-evident principles. Consequently, the first principle in the practical reason is one 
founded on the notion of good, viz, that good is that which all things seek after. Hence this is the first and the 
most fundamental precept of the natural law that good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided. [25] 
All other precepts of the natural law are based upon this so that whatever the practical reason naturally 



 
 

IJSAR Journal of Law and Allied Discipline (IJSAR-JLAD) 
ISSN: 2408-7629 

Volume 3, Issue 1,2,3 & 4  (March -December, 2016), 82-92 
.http://www.mdcjournals.org/ijsar-jlad...html 

 

88 | P a g e  
IJSAR Journal of Law and Allied Discipline (IJSAR-JLAD) 

ISSN: 2408-7629 
.http://www.mdcjournals.org/ijsar-jlad...html 

apprehends as man’s good (or evil) belongs to the precepts of the natural law as something to be done or 
avoided. The secondary principles are on the other hand, deductions from the primary principles. 
 Natural law, according to Aquinas, is the same for all men. It is a law founded on human nature, and 
since human nature is the same for all men and does not change, it then follows that the natural law cannot be 
changed. Men cannot therefore plead ignorance of the natural law in regard to the most general principles. Men 
however, on account of the influence of some passion, may fail to apply a principle to a particular case. 
 For Aquinas, the rule and measure of human acts is the “reason” since as he says, the reason directs 
man’s activity towards his end. Reason therefore orders and imposes obligations, though it is not the arbitrary 
source of obligation nor does it impose whatever obligation it likes. Thus the natural law is rational and natural 
because it is not arbitrary or erratic. The first principle does not change, though its secondary precepts may be 
modified in rare and special cases. 
 Man, Aquinas opines, has certain natural inclination towards certain ends intended for him by God. 
Natural inclinations are therefore indicative of God’s intention for man. According to Aquinas, there are three 
levels of being in man’s nature. In the first level called the universal level, man has an inclination to do good in 
accordance with the nature which he has in common with all substances: inasmuch as every substance seeks the 
preservation of its own being, according to its nature, and by reason of this inclination, whatever is a means of 
preserving human life, and of warding off its obstacles, belongs to the natural law.[26]  From this, it follows 
therefore, that suicide is morally wrong since it is against the natural law. It equally follows that self-defense is 
morally accepted as a principle of the natural law. 
 The second level is called the animal level. On this level Aquinas explains that there is in man an 
inclination to things that pertain to him more specifically, according to that nature which he has in common with 
other animals and in virtue of this inclination, those things are said to belong to the natural law, which nature 
has taught all animals, such as sexual intercourse, education of offspring, etc. [27] Following Ulpian, Aquinas 
thinks that in order to know what nature has taught to all animals, that is, in order to know how nature intends 
sex to be used; we should observe the way animals make use of it. Animals use sex only for procreation and 
they never have sexual relation except when the female is ready for pregnancy. Also they never have sexual 
relation when the female is already pregnant. Moreover, animals of the same sex never have sexual relations. 
From all these, Aquinas conclude that nature intends sex to be used exclusively for procreation. 
 The third level is called the rational level. On this level, man is said to have an inclination to do good, 
according to the nature of his reason, whose nature is proper to him: thus man has a natural inclination to know 
the truth about God, and to live in society and in this respect, whatever pertains to this inclination belongs to the 
natural law; for instance, to shun ignorance, to avoid offending those among whom one has to live, and other 
such things regarding the above inclination.[28]  All these precepts of the law of nature says Aquinas, have the 
character of one natural law, in as much as they flow from one precept therefore, there is in every man a natural 
inclination to act according to reason, and this is to act according to virtue. Furthermore, for Aquinas, since 
good has the nature of an end, and evil, the nature of that which is contrary, therefore, all those things to which 
man has a natural inclination are naturally apprehended by reason as being good, and consequently as objects of 
pursuit, and their contraries as evil and objects of avoidance. Wherefore, according to the order of natural 
inclinations, is the order of the precepts of the natural law.[29] 
 For Aquinas, the natural law is the ideal law and the source of all valid laws. He explains that both the 
legal and the moral features of positive laws come from the natural law. Positive laws, he says, are meant to help 
man observe natural law, hence they (positive laws) derive their validity and obligatory force from the natural 
law. Aquinas, therefore, holds that any law has the nature of law in so far as it derives from the law of nature. 
Hence, any positive law that conflicts with the natural law is not a law but a perversion of law. The validity of 
law, says Aquinas, depends upon its justice. What this implies is that unjust and immoral laws which are in 
conflict with the natural law are ipso facto null and void. The natural law is the totality of the universal dictates 
of right reason concerning that good of nature which is to be pursued and that evil of man’s nature which is to 
be shunned. 

 

XIII.  SOURCES OF MORAL OBLIGATION 
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The source of moral obligation for Aquinas is “right reason”. Thus, right reason is the justification of ethical 
judgment in Aquinas’s thought. In the case of volitional activities however, the proximate standard is human 
reason, but the supreme standard is the eternal law, that is the law with which God governs the whole of 
creation, directing and moving all things to their respective ends. The difference between the proximate and the 
supreme standard lies in the fact that the supreme standard is the ultimate, definitive or conclusive standard. 
That is, the standard of judgment that is highest or final, hence it is based on God’s eternal law. The proximate 
standard on the other hand, is the immediate or secondary standard of judgment. In other words, it is neither 
ultimate, conclusive nor final, since it is based on human reason. We therefore, recall here that the natural law is 
defined as a “participation” of the eternal law in a rational creature. Hence for Aquinas: 

 
The natural law is expressed passively in man’s natural 
inclinations, while it is promulgated by the light of reason 
reflecting on those inclinations, so that inasmuch as every man 
naturally possesses the inclinations to the end of man and 
possesses also the light of reason, the eternal law is the totality of 
the universal dictates of right reason concerning that good of 
nature which is to be pursued and that evil of man’s nature which 
is to be shunned, and man’s reason could, at least in theory, arrive 
by its own light at a knowledge  of these dictates or precepts.[30] 
 

Therefore, whenever a man’s action proceeds to its end in accord with the order of reason and of eternal law, 
then the act is right; but when it is twisted away from this rightness, then it is a sin. In other words, the act in 
question is morally wrong or evil. This is why Aquinas said that: The rule and measure of human acts is the 
reason, which is the first principle of human acts, since it belongs to the reason to direct to the end, which is the 
first principle in all matters of action.[31]  Reason thus, gives orders, which imposes obligation; though 
Aquinas acknowledges that the reason is not an arbitrary source of obligation, nor does it just impose whatever 
obligations it likes. Therefore, reason is the principle of human acts – the moral standard or yardstick for 
determining what is morally right or wrong. 

 

XIV.  CRITIQUE OF AQUINAS’ MORAL LAW 

There is no denying the fact that Aquinas remains the best representative of the Christian, as well as the 
medieval exponents of the natural law doctrine. He was also the greatest exponent of the doctrine in its classical 
form in the history of Western philosophy. No wonder then, he was able to present an adequate picture of the 
natural law theory. But good as Aquinas’s presentation of the natural law theory is, there are some defects in his 
theory. The first is that Aquinas committed a fundamental error or a categorical mistake, when he took animal 
behavior to be the norm or standard for measuring human behavior. It is wrong to subject beasts and human 
beings to the same law. Granted that man shares some things in common with the animals such as the tendency 
to take care for his offspring, he however differs greatly in many ways from animals in that he (man) does not 
possess a purely animal nature as in the animals. For example, man unlike the animal, is endowed with 
rationality. This is why man is not defined simply as an “animal,” but as a rational animal. Because of man’s 
rationality, we cannot equate him with the animals nor subject man and the beasts to the same laws. In the area 
of sexuality also, man differs from the lower animals. In animals, sexuality is purely a biological activity, while 
in man, it means much more than a biological activity; for besides biological activity, man’s sexuality has the 
following dimensions, namely, psychological, spiritual, and social dimensions. It is therefore wrong to suppose 
that since animals use sex exclusively for procreation, it is an indication of how God intends man to use his 
same. The truth is that man is higher than animal, and his sexuality means much more than a mere biological 
activity.[32] 
 Besides, it seems to me that in saying that animal behavior is the norm of behavior for man; Aquinas 
has contradicted himself, for he avers also that God governs each being according to its nature. And if as he also 
says, that both non-rational (animals) and rational beings (man) are subject to the eternal law in a way 
appropriate to their nature, how comes that the behavior of animals who are subject to that law in a way 
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appropriate to their animal nature be the norm of behavior for man? The truth is that man’s nature differs from 
that of animals; or else Aquinas should have said that both the rational and non-rational beings are subject to the 
eternal law in the same way! The fact is that Aquinas was mistaken when he said that human sexuality is 
intended by nature exclusively for procreation; for this will amount to saying that man is a beast. Again, it will 
for example, be askew to say that since some animals do not nurse their young ones, then nature is only teaching 
human beings to do likewise. The truth is that animal behavior can never be the standard of behavior for human 
beings. 
 Another area of shortcoming in Aquinas’ idea is his procedure of deducing natural law principles from 
natural inclinations. According to him, the order of natural precepts of the natural law is according to the order 
of natural inclinations. Thus, for him, all those things to which man has a natural inclination’ are naturally 
apprehended by reason as being good, and consequently as objects of pursuit, and their contraries as evil and 
objects of avoidance. In other words, according to Aquinas, the order of natural inclinations is the order of the 
precepts of the natural law.[33]  But this is quite misleading because moral principles are not based on natural 
inclinations. For if it were so, then all those things to which man has natural inclination to would be good or 
morally acceptable. But we know that man is naturally a pleasures seeking being. But then, not all pleasures are 
morally acceptable. 
 For instance, seeking sexual pleasure is not bad in itself when a married man seeks it from his wife, but 
seeking sexual pleasure from a girl or a woman who is not one’s wife is an immoral conduct; and from the 
Christian perspective, whether it is of a mutual agreement between the two or not, it constitutes sin. Thus it 
would have been better if Aquinas had recognized that inclination (for instance, pleasure) is not bad in itself, but 
the means by which that inclination is satisfied and the circumstances surrounding it, is what determines its 
rightness or wrongness. Again the inclination to preserve life does not include the use of any means at all to 
preserve life as this would mean that no matter what means one employs in preserving his life, as long as he is 
inclined to preserve his life is morally acceptable. This is what Aquinas seems to be saying. In other words, 
Aquinas believes that the end justifies the means. But this is incorrect, for it is never right for one to eliminate 
all those who he thinks constitute danger to his life just because he wants to preserve his life and is inclined to it. 
In other words, morality  is not merely a matter of natural inclination, nor are moral norms written in man’s 
biological nature. Morality has to do with the rational nature of man and not his biological nature. 
 Perhaps the strongest objection leveled against the natural law doctrine, which is also psychologically 
the most powerful, has been summarized by Yves Simon in this way: “if there were a natural law there would be 
more uniformity in ideas about the right and the wrong and in the customs and institutions which embody these 
ideas.”[34]  Now let us consider a subject like euthanasia. In our society one finds people who think that killing 
a patient who has say, an incurable disease is murder while others say that it is a charitable thing to do. In the 
latter case, should we say that the natural inclination to live is respected? If we assume that a practice like 
euthanasia is either right or wrong by nature, should we not expect to find a more permanent unity in our 
opinion? Certainly not. Therefore the reality of natural law entails a uniformity that in fact we do not observe. 
 But the objections notwithstanding, Aquinas’ work merits some acclaim. Worthy of praise is his 
insistence that the natural (i.e. eternal) law is the law with which God governs rational beings. Thanks to 
Aquinas for this revelation, so to speak. Many moral philosophers, especially Kant, have denied God the right of 
governance over the moral natural of man and have proceeded to make man the judge over his own very 
morality, which is quite erroneous. 
 Another point of praise is Aquinas’ concept of synderesis. Aquinas held it clear that man has an innate 
natural disposition to grasp the fundamental principles of morality, and that there is in man a habit or a natural 
tendency in him which enables him to spontaneously grasp the fundamental principles of morality without 
having to study them, hence the term “synderesis.” Perhaps this is correct, for there is hardly any rational being 
who does not know intuitively that certain actions are wrong or right in themselves. Again, the fact that man 
often does what is wrong despite the fact that he is said to have a natural inclination to do good, a Aquinas, 
opined, does not, as some people think, lead to contradiction. Because, besides natural inclination in man, there 
is also a “freewill”. And it is with this freewill that man can choose to do what is right or wrong. Therefore, 
Aquinas needs to be commended for his classical presentation of the natural law theory. 
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XV.  CONCLUSION 

In this work, we have made an exposition of Thomas Aquinas’ natural law theory. In discussing Aquinas’ 
natural law theory, we saw both positive and negative aspects in Aquinas’ moral theory. On the negative side, 
we tried to show that Aquinas is guilty of a fundamental error in making animal behavior the norm of human 
moral behavior. On the positive aspect, we agreed with him that the moral standard is the right reason. 
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