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Understanding the Moral Event
The Polarity Model of Ethical Discourse

Joseph A. Selling

Abstract. — Presuming that ethical decision-making is equivalent to crisis manage-
ment and being preoccupied with naming and reporting sins as individual events, 
Catholic moral theology has tended to function in an individualistic, legalistic and 
sin-centred manner. In contrast to this, this contribution presents a model of moral 
analysis that goes beyond the judgment on behaviour and adequately takes into 
account all the components of human moral activity. A proposal is made to consider 
the motivational and behavioural factors of the moral event as a kind of polarity in 
which these two elements remain mutually influential while effort needs to be made 
to prevent them from collapsing into each other. An important element for main-
taining this model is a careful and consistent use of vocabulary in dealing with the 
moral event. The remainder of the text presents suggestions for how this ethical 
vocabulary might be understood.

Far too much of our Western, Christian, and especially Catholic 
moral tradition has been preoccupied with the analysis and judgment of 
individual moral acts. The probable reason for this has been a certain 
anxiety about what has come to be known as ‘sin’. 

What we believe and how we understand our faith are crucial ele-
ments of all Christian traditions. But how we live out that faith and 
what our behavior looks like in light of what we claim to believe is also 
important. Our behavior expresses or characterizes our relationship with 
God and with God’s creation. When our behavior conflicts with or 
contradicts what we claim to believe, we accept that we are at fault and 
are in need of forgiveness.

Roman Catholics in particular have tended to exaggerate their con-
sciousness of personal wrong-doing, ironically because of the practice of 
the sacrament of reconciliation. In preparation for the sacrament, the 
faithful have been encouraged to ‘examine their conscience’ in order to 
catalogue all the wrong-doing they have perpetrated. This has tended to 
result in a concentration upon both individual sins and the sins of the 
individual. Further, they are expected to enumerate (count) the number 
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20 JOSEPH A. SELLING

of sins that have been committed. It is not difficult to see how such a 
reflection leads to the isolation of and concentration upon the individual 
event in time and space, and eventually to a rather narrow understanding 
of sin.

Catholic moral theology has thus come to be preoccupied with sin. 
Moral textbooks tended to be written by and for priest-confessors, and 
even books of moral guidance intended for the laity tended to concen-
trate upon what the individual was obliged or forbidden to do. For the 
sake of simplicity, sin was largely looked upon as a matter of violating 
prohibitions or failing to fulfill obligations. 

It is therefore no surprise that Roman Catholic moral theology has 
tended to be legalistic and individualistic, concentrating upon the com-
mission and forgiveness of sins of each, single person. Somewhere along 
the route to preparing for and administering the sacrament of reconcili-
ation many have lost sight of the bigger picture. Who we are (becoming) 
and what kinds of lives we are living is far more important than any 
individual, isolated act. This observation is not meant to disparage the 
possible importance of some individual acts, especially those that might 
be performed at a crucial time or in a crucial set of circumstances. It is, 
rather, intended to encourage a reorientation of priorities in moral theol-
ogy and to refresh our appreciation of our Christian vocation as a 
response to the good news of the gospel.

In a Christian context, therefore, theological ethics should first and 
foremost be concerned with lifestyles, consistent patterns of living that 
express an attitude of love toward God and neighbor as (well as) oneself. 
This priority is expressed in the current attention that is being given to 
what is called ‘virtue ethics’. Habitual attitudes and response patterns 
usually have more to do with directing behavior than individual, isolated 
decisions and choices. One does not consciously, rationally deliberate 
one’s way through daily life; yet the vast majority of ethical decisions are 
made hour after hour, from one situation to the next, without a great 
deal of conscious awareness. Who we are, the kind of moral personality 
we have developed, largely determines what we do. Only in occasional, 
even exceptional, situations do we find that we need to think about and 
to make a conscious decision regarding what we are actually going to do.

The time at which one is likely to become consciously aware of the 
need for ethical analysis and decision making is when something is expe-
rienced as out of the ordinary. This may happen when we observe or are 
faced with a decision about something that is relatively new, a situation 
that we have not seen before. On another occasion, we or others might 
disapprove of particular behaviors being performed or contemplated, 
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even by ourselves, as when we experience guilt feelings about a possible 
course of action. Alternatively, we might experience a feeling of confu-
sion either when some rule or norm seems to prohibit what appears to 
be the most logical course of action, or when we feel that we are caught 
between two obligations or two prohibitions that are mutually exclusive.

In such instances, the morally responsible person will hesitate in 
making a decision and attempt to think through a situation before com-
mitting oneself to specific action. It is at these moments that we become 
aware of explicit ethical considerations. Unfortunately, it is also these 
moments that many people identify as the primary function of ethics. 
Not thinking about the vast majority of ethical decisions that are made 
day by day, they tend to equate ethics with crisis management, brought 
into play only at those moments when one is not sure what to do, or 
when one suspects that something has gone seriously wrong.

If we combine the two phenomena mentioned here, namely the 
Catholic preoccupation with sin as an isolated action, the individual 
event and the obligation or prohibition governing it; and the tendency 
of many, if not most, people to consider ethics to be a matter of crisis 
management, preoccupied with solving the individual problem or 
dilemma; we can begin to understand how ethics and morality in general 
is easily converted from a concern about priorities and attitudes into a 
practice of analyzing specific, seemingly isolated activity – what I prefer 
to call ‘moral events’.

Event and Behavior

Sometimes people equate the analysis of moral events with judg-
ments upon particular human behaviors. This tendency is probably 
brought about by the same preoccupations that lead people to under-
stand ethics in general as the identification and application of obligations 
and prohibitions. This is an ethics of sin, of individual, isolated acts and 
the legal stipulations that seem to govern them. Although we should not 
underestimate the task of understanding human behavior, the fact 
remains that the more emphasis that is placed upon behaviors, or mere 
‘acts’, the more the person performing those behaviors seems to disap-
pear from view. This is typified in the classic distinction between mate-
rial and formal sin. In the later concept, the presence of an acting person 
is at least (or at most) implied because the idea of formal sin involves 
knowledge, or at least a serious conviction, about what is happening, 
along with a minimum of freedom for a decision to be made. Material 
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1. It should be clear from the description provided that what some people call 
‘material sin’ does not actually exist. For something to constitute ‘sin’ there must be 
much more present than simply a material act, namely knowledge and freedom. Some-
thing which is purely material does not, therefore, qualify for being categorized a ‘sin’.

2. One can see here the importance of ‘moral imagination’, the ability to envision 
what the moral person and the moral life looks like. See, for instance, Mathew Illathu-
parampil, Technology and Ethical Ambiguity (New Delhi: Global Vision Pub., 2008). 
Also, Mark Johnson, Moral Imagination: Implications of Cognitive Science for Ethics 
(Chicago, IL: University Press, 1993).

3. For instance, what is physiologically harmful or beneficial to a person will be 
more a matter of chemistry, biology and physics than a matter of imagination.

sin, on the other hand, simply describes what someone considers to be 
wrong-doing, regardless of whether the human person who might engage 
in the behavior is aware of that judgment or is acting in freedom.1

In order to get away from this ‘impersonal’ kind of morality, I 
propose that rather than looking merely at behaviors we attempt to con-
struct a model in which all the necessary components of a formal moral 
activity are present, including, of course, human actions and behaviors, 
but also attitudes and intentions. One needs to ask not merely ‘what was 
done’ but also ‘why’ something was done. For it is evident that one can 
perform a ‘good’ activity for the wrong reasons. It is equally evident that 
good intentions are no guarantee that good behaviors take place.

On the one hand, this model will need to be comprehensive, simul-
taneously taking account of the many, different factors that go into mak-
ing up the moral event – motivational factors and behavioral factors. On 
the other hand, it will need to be precise in its use of terminology, for 
it will need to balance these rather different factors in a consistent way. 
Ultimately, the criteria used in making judgments about the various 
aspects of the moral event will be different. Motivational criteria, which 
emanate from the moral personality or character, are abstract, having to 
do with envisioned states of human existence, in short, ways of being 
human. They tend to answer the question, what is one attempting to 
accomplish, or what kind of person is one attempting to become?2 
Behavioral criteria, which have to do with our involvement in the mate-
rial world and our relations with other persons, will tend to be very 
concrete and subject to judgments that go beyond our individual opin-
ions about the way things are.3

Because the moral event is a unity, it is necessary to combine these 
different factors into one and the same model. Because these factors are 
so different, we must be careful not to confuse them or collapse them 
into each other. I therefore suggest that the distinction between motiva-
tional and behavioral factors be understood as two ends of a spectrum. 
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4. Richard M. Gula, Reason Informed by Faith: Foundations of Catholic Morality 
(New York: Paulist, 1989) 267.

These ends are mutually influential, and together they form a whole, 
integrated moral event. In order to understand them, however, the 
model abstracts the distinction between them into a kind of polarity. 
Like the opposite poles of a magnet, in the world of human activity and 
relationships, they tend to function together. But in the world of ethical 
analysis, we must keep them distinct and analyze them with different 
criteria. One of the ways in which we do this is by insisting upon a clear 
and consistent use of vocabulary.

Terminology Used in Describing the Moral Event

According to the polarity model of ethical discourse, the entire, 
unified human action commonly referred to as ‘moral activity’ is com-
posed of a number of elements. Taken as a unified whole, I prefer to call 
this a ‘moral event’ – something that takes place or happens within the 
ethical dimension of human existence.

Act or, more classically, object refers to ‘what is done’. It can also 
refer to ‘what is not done’, or an omission. An omission, of course, can 
only be spoken of when there is an expectation that something should be 
done. The ‘what is done’ only forms a part of what I am referring to as 
a ‘moral event’. It is important to be aware of this because the entire 
moral event itself is sometimes referred to as ‘a moral act’. The simple 
word ‘act’, therefore, is ambiguous in current usage. I would therefore 
advise that we try to avoid using the term.

Circumstances refer to all those elements that are not necessarily part 
of the act/object itself but with or within which an act/object takes place. 
Gula refers to these as ‘reality-revealing questions’.4 The classical list of 
circumstances includes, who, about what, when, where, with what aids 
(how), with what effects, and the more problematic ‘what’ and ‘why’. 
It can make sense to understand these last two as ‘circumstances’ if one 
has a holistic understanding of the moral event. For in that case, one 

end / goal  intention  life-situation
– > – > ––––––– > – > ––––––––––––––––––– < – < –––––– < – < –
   circumstances  behavior  act / object
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5. In our technological and instrumentalized culture, we easily speak of end and 
means as if these are two, separate entities. It may be interesting to use a different voca-
bulary for this, although in our time that would probably be very awkward. In his 
Summa Theologiae, Thomas Aquinas did not have any word for means. He used the 
Latin expression, ea quae sunt ad finem, which can be translated as “those things that are 
in service to (bring about) the end,” maintaining the emphasis upon the end or goal of 
human activity that determines its meaning.

would normally consider first the goal or end that a person is attempting 
to accomplish and then seek a particular way (‘what is done’) of actually 
moving toward the accomplishment of that goal, keeping in mind as well 
that everything we do fits into the larger pattern of life (‘why’). Such an 
approach would seek as many behavioral options as possible, each of 
which would remain a ‘circumstance’ until it is chosen.

There is no such thing as a genuine human action without circum-
stances. Every action takes place at a time, in a place, and so forth. There-
fore, from an ethical point of view it is also possible to speak of human 
behavior, which constitutes a combination of act and circumstance. We 
distinguish act from circumstance for the sake of analysis and under-
standing, but in reality, the moral event remains a unity and these two 
elements cannot be separated.

The end or goal toward which one aims brings us into a considera-
tion of the motivation for a person acting in the first place. A moral 
event is always a motivated phenomenon. Neither the end toward which 
one is moving, nor the moving force directing one toward a particular 
end, which we can call the motive, are arbitrary. They do not suddenly 
materialize from nowhere, for it is always a particular person who is 
motivated; and particular persons are motivated only by (those particu-
lar) ends which fall within the reach of their imagination (apprehen-
sion).

One sometimes hears talk of proximate and remote ends, which rep-
resents a potentially confusing qualification. Within the scope of a given 
moral event, that which functions to describe or to lend moral character 
to what is taking place right here and now is the proximate end. One 
commits oneself (intention) to an end insofar as it is achievable by a 
particular ‘means’, the particular act (object) with all its circumstances 
(i.e. behavior). One chooses a behavior, an action with all its circum-
stances, insofar as it is capable of achieving the particular (proximate) 
end to which one is committed.5

Real life, however, is hardly so simple. For we frequently have what 
can be called remote ends which influence the character and direction of 
our particular activities (moral events) right here and now. The classic 
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6. One could add to this sentence, ‘… although remote ends may have an influ-
ence upon how we view this person’s engagement in this particular moral event’. This 
is what is meant when one speaks of remote ends functioning as the circumstance 
‘why’.

example is that of the laborer who lays bricks to build a structure to 
collect a financial reward to support himself and his family. There is 
clearly a connection between laying bricks and supporting one’s family. 
But one cannot say that the wish to support one’s family is or even needs 
to be the ‘end’ of the bricklaying. There could be all sorts of motivations 
for laying bricks, all sorts of ‘ends’ that one is achieving. (e.g., The per-
son may be an artist attempting to create something aesthetic for his or 
her own enjoyment). The challenge is to find out which one of these 
ends defines the (moral) event.

In order to highlight the intimate connection between ends and 
‘means’, one could propose that the defining end that provides a char-
acter for the moral event is said to be achieved when the activity termi-
nates. In the case of the bricklayer, the laying of bricks terminates when 
the structure is built (or to be more technical, when the allotted number 
of bricks is laid in a particular way so as to fulfill this particular brick-
layer’s part of building the structure). This is what the bricklaying is all 
about. The end having been accomplished, one ceases the activity. 

Nevertheless, having laid a certain number of bricks, even though 
it is sufficient for accomplishing a particular task, may not be sufficient 
for achieving financial reward. One may have to accomplish several such 
tasks before one collects a salary. One is thus motivated to repeat the 
activity of laying a given number of bricks, but this motive remains 
outside the definition of any one task of laying the allotted number of 
bricks to complete a specific structure. The earning of a salary remains 
a remote end of the bricklaying and does not ‘specify’ the meaning of 
the behavior. It may enhance that activity, resulting in the bricklayer 
doing the job in a manner that will please the one who will eventually 
pay for the work. It may also detract from the activity, for example when 
one is creating a brick structure in order to imprison someone 
unjustly.

Remote ends, then, do not function to define or determine the 
character of particular moral events.6 This is accomplished by the com-
mitment that one has to achieving the proximate end of the moral event, 
which (commitment) ceases when the proximate end is achieved. In order 
to so define a moral event, therefore, there is only one intention that is 
determinative. Although one may like to speak of proximate and remote 
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7. The topic of proximate and remote ends remains underdeveloped in this text 
because of its complexity. On the one hand, there is the very understanding of the 
meaning of an ‘end’ which is dealt with at the end of this section. On the other, there 
is the issue of the nature of the connection between proximate and remote ends. In some 
cases, this connection is quite clear, as in doing a job to earn money to support a family. 
In other cases, the connection is anything but clear, such as taking a loan to go on 
vacation to get a suntan to impress a girlfriend.

‘intentions’, this designation is meaningless since the accomplishment of 
a proximate end (via one’s intention) is insufficient to bring about the 
accomplishment of a remote end, the ‘intention’ to which remains a 
wish rather than a definable project. The very definition of a ‘remote’ 
end entails the performance or repetition of a number of individual 
events, all of which have their own, defining (proximate) end.7

The scope or range of possible ends or goals toward which a person 
might be moved to act can be referred to as that person’s moral perspec-
tive. One can think of a perspective as a horizon, a field of vision that 
constitutes a particular person’s ‘reality’, the things that one imagines 
they may or may not be in a position to pursue. This one might call the 
‘objective’ aspect of potential ends or goals, for it constitutes those things 
which a person might realistically consider.

The ‘subjective’ side of what constitutes a person’s scope of ends or 
goals can be referred to as their attitude. Using the physical analogy, this 
describes the direction in which the person is facing, which horizon one 
is looking at or which field of vision one chooses as their own. In moral 
language, moral attitudes might be referred to as virtues. Virtues consti-
tute the abiding (habitual) tendencies of the person to move in a par-
ticular direction, toward a particular perspective, and ultimately toward 
particular ends or goals. In this sense, one can say that one is attracted 
toward the achievement of an end.

The simple consideration of ends, even the attraction toward the 
realization of particular ends, however, does not on its own mean that a 
moral event will take place. Before one commits oneself to an end, one 
must consider whether that end is actually reachable within one’s par-
ticular circumstances or life-situation. If one is sufficiently circumspect 
to consider all the circumstances of an act or object, and one also under-
stands all the ramifications of one’s activity, including negative as well 
as positive aspects, one can come to a position of making a commitment 
to the achievement of a particular end within a particular set of circum-
stances, which is what we normally refer to as an intention.

Finally, something more needs to be said about the nature of ends 
as goals of human moral activity. Most people think of the ‘culmination’ 
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8. See the Summa Theologiae, I-II, 1,1, ad 1; 1,4; 18,7, ad 2; 20,1, ad 2.

of a moral event as the performance of a specific act (or omission); some-
thing gets done. This, however, ignores the entire aspect of motivation 
for performing any activity at all. Moral persons do not simply ‘do’ 
things, they accomplish something. The end of a moral event is not a 
thing (act); it is a state of affairs, a particular relationship, a quality of life 
or a manner of living. As Thomas Aquinas points out in his treatise on 
human acts, although the end is the last thing in terms of execution, it 
is first in the intention to act at all.8 Thus, there are two ways to read 
the polarity model sketched out here. On the one hand, persons are 
motivated toward something (end) that leads to the formation of an 
intention that may get realized if there are appropriate means for achiev-
ing it within given sets of circumstances; while on the other hand, 
persons actually perform behaviors (acts in given sets of circumstances) 
in order to achieve ends that they envisioned from the beginning.

Normative Vocabulary

The words ‘good and bad’ refer to the attitude/intention of the 
person. One can have a ‘bad attitude’ without actually doing anything 
at all, while at the same time a bad attitude will dispose a person to 
committing oneself to a bad intention. On the other hand, a ‘good atti-
tude’ will dispose one toward a good intention. Having a good intention, 
however, does not guarantee that the moral event that takes place will 
be a completely good one. One still needs to consider the other factors 
that make up the moral event.

When we take into account that the end or goal of moral events is 
to achieve a certain state of affairs or quality of relationships, we can 
understand why someone like Aquinas chose to construct his particular 
or ‘special’ moral theology around the theory of virtues. (S.T., II-II) As 
human persons, we should be aiming at being virtuous and doing virtu-
ous things. However, one does not always have a ready-made formula 
for what might constitute virtuous behavior. Much of that can depend 
heavily upon circumstances, especially including the life situation of the 
acting person. What is ‘just behavior’ may be different for one appointed 
to safeguard the community (e.g., a law-enforcement officer) than for 
one acting only as a private person. Nevertheless, all persons are called 
to be virtuous and to foster virtuous attitudes. This is embodied in what 
are sometimes referred to as fundamental norms.
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9. The idea of ‘human nature’ functioning as an ethical criterion has a long history 
in Western tradition, but unfortunately it became virtually untenable with the dawn of 
the ‘age of science’ that attempted to reduce the whole of reality to an empirical model 
of verification. Contemporary versions of this can be found in Freudianism and behavi-
orism.

10. See J. Selling, “The Human Person,” Christian Ethics: An Introduction, ed. 
Bernard Hoose (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1998) 95-109.

The words ‘good and evil’ refer to the discrete (individual, artificially 
distinguishable and independently describable) elements of human 
behavior – usually referred to as human ‘acts’ or objects. For instance, 
being involved with an academic endeavor one has to devote a certain 
amount time and energy to research and study, but this does not imply 
that the other dimensions of what it means to be a person in relation to 
others cease having a claim upon one. The decision to study for an 
examination entails not simply the acquisition of knowledge but also the 
designation of time that will not be spent upon other things, such as 
caring for relationships with other people, looking after one’s physical 
fitness or perhaps even preparing for a job interview. Any of these ‘ele-
ments’ can be beneficial or detrimental to persons (oneself or others – 
understood in an adequate manner, of course).

The designation of the discrete elements of human activity as good 
or evil begs the question of criteria: on what basis or against which 
standard might one declare something to constitute a good or evil (or to 
exhibit a quality of being good or evil)? I believe that the Western ethi-
cal tradition has recognized at least three possible answers to this ques-
tion: authority, nature and person. The criterion of authority relies upon 
the judgment or pronouncement of someone or some thing. This can 
range from attributing such judgments to God, as occurs in the Hebrew 
bible in the exposition of Torah, to the decisions of a political power or 
even law itself, as in modern day legal positivism. The second standard, 
or nature, is somehow tied to human experience that discerns facts or 
patterns within reality that are taken to be normative. This can range 
from the dynamic, Aristotelian concept of (human) nature to the nearly 
deterministic idea of the Stoics that everything is ruled by reason or logos. 
Modern versions of this can be found in several examples, ranging from 
astrology to socio-biology.9 The third criterion tends to use a phenom-
enological approach to understanding the meaning of the human person, 
adequately and integrally considered in all its dimensions and ramifica-
tions.10 Good is what is good for human persons, what is in service to 
the maintenance and development of human living, sometimes referred 
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11. At this point, one could raise the question whether there are any sorts of beha-
viors which can never be chosen as a manner of reaching a sought-after goal, what some 
people refer to as “intrinsically evil.” This, however, begs the question whether one is 
speaking of pure ‘acts’ or genuine ‘behavior’ which is a composite of acts and circumstan-
ces. If one considers pure ‘acts’ to be intrinsically evil, it is difficult to imagine human 
persons ever performing such things because every human activity is circumstantial. If one 
considers particular behaviors to be the subject of this label, then we already have the 
category of “wrong behavior” mentioned in the text that would seem to be sufficient.

to as human flourishing. What is opposed to this or what hinders human 
well-being is designated to be evil.

The fact that individual elements of human activity can be classified 
as good or evil is relevant to making an ethical analysis, but does not 
determine the moral judgment that one might make on whatever is 
done. One can and should make an effort to be able to speak of ‘evil’ in 
a way that does not (yet) entail an ethical judgment. This is why we 
usually refer to this as ontic or pre-moral evil. It is not unusual to speak 
about evil in this descriptive, non-moral manner, especially when con-
sidering the choice of a ‘lesser evil’ or in dealing with the ‘problem of 
evil’ (theodicy).

(Concrete) material norms attempt to designate the goodness or evil 
of the discrete elements of human activity in a descriptive manner. 
Although this designation is not determinative of a complete, moral eval-
uation of the moral event as a whole, it is crucial for the analysis of human 
activity. Material norms signal the real or potential good to be realized or 
evil to be avoided in human activity. This activity is complex, made up of 
and containing or causing many, discrete but simultaneous elements. 
When we gain a picture of this as a whole (usually understood as activity 
in a circumstantial context, or behavior) we may be able to judge these 
composite actions to be ‘right or wrong’ depending upon the proportion 
(here meaning ‘balance’ or ‘relation’) of the real or potential presence of 
good(s) and evil(s) in relation to the end to be accomplished.

Some philosophers speak of prima facie designations meaning that 
as it appears to the observer, one would judge a given activity to be right 
or wrong. Another way of saying this would be that, ‘all things being 
equal’, or ‘apart from any other intervening factor’ one would have to 
judge that a behavior is right or wrong. It nearly sounds like concrete 
material norms render final, moral judgments. However, because the 
‘state’ of the agent has not yet been taken into account, including the 
agent’s comprehension of what takes place and a minimum amount of 
freedom to have responsibility for what takes place, one cannot yet pass 
a moral judgment simply upon the basis of a concrete material norm.11
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A sense of proportion is necessary for being able to judge whether a 
moral event as a whole can be considered ‘morally good’ (or morally 
responsible). One needs to ask whether the means chosen to realize one’s 
intention, namely this particular act with all these particular circum-
stances, is capable of achieving the end committed to in the intention, 
without undermining or contradicting that end. Embedded within this 
assessment is an understanding whether there is also a true and genuine 
proportion between the positive and negative aspects of choosing this 
particular means. If all these conditions are fulfilled, one may say that 
the choice of this means to achieve this end is appropriate or ‘fitting’. 
Proportionate reasoning, then, indicates three elements of this assess-
ment: that the manner of activity chosen is really capable of realizing the 
end or goal intended, that there is a genuine compatibility between the 
end and those things chosen to realize that end without contradicting or 
undermining it, and that there is not a disproportionate amount of evil 
present in the way in which the end is achieved.

Moral evil entails the engagement of a bad attitude, resulting in a 
bad intention, the commitment to an end that is vicious rather than 
virtuous. Moral evil can also occur when one accepts the presence of 
disproportionate (unnecessary or unjustifiable) evil in the means (acts 
and circumstances) that take place. In such cases of disproportionate evil, 
of course, one is led to question whether the stated intention was in fact 
the genuine motivation for one’s activity.

As an example of the latter case, in which one chooses a means that 
entails unnecessary or unjustifiable evil, one might intend to contribute 
to the well-being of an indigent person, but in doing so one gives away 
resources that are necessary for supporting one’s own family. The sub-
stance of such an event (the behavior) could be characterized as wrong, 
even though the one perpetrating the event may simply have been acting 
out of ignorance, for instance by having no conception about how much 
resource one needed to care for one’s family or overestimating the 
resources one had available.

If one were not acting out of ignorance, however, but recognized 
the disproportionate evil in their behavior, they would be perpetrating 
evil in a morally significant manner, thus doing something immoral. 
And how does one judge evil to be disproportionate? If evil outweighs 
or contradicts the specific good posited in the end or the general good 
embraced by the acting person (e.g., the incompatibility of political 
responsibility and corruption), its tolerance cannot be justified.

Further, in order to engage in a moral event, a person must have a 
minimum understanding of what is taking place (knowledge about the 
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good and evil aspects of action/omission as well as about those good or 
evil aspects that flow from the particular circumstances of this activity) 
and must be acting with a certain amount of freedom. The person bears 
responsibility in proportion to the freedom with which one acts. Acting 
in a way that is ‘completely’ free means that one bears ‘full’ responsibil-
ity for their activity; being forced to act ‘against one’s will’ as it were, 
means that one bears less or perhaps even no responsibility for what 
takes place. Determining where one is, between ‘complete’ freedom and 
‘not being free’ is a matter of estimation.

Freedom can be spoken of as either ‘categorical’ or ‘fundamental’. 
Making choices involves categorical freedom – I choose this or that, some-
thing or nothing. Formulating intentions, however, is slightly different, 
for it is bound up with attitudes and life-orientation – things that are 
not ‘decided’ in one go, at one instant, simply as a ‘choice’ for this or 
that. This, however, begs the question of ‘fundamental option’. Under-
lying this entire discussion is the issue of ‘fundamental freedom’ – does a 
person actually choose (opt for, determine, select) their life orientation, 
or are they determined or predestined to embrace a life-orientation?

The Relation between Goods and Values

As mentioned above, there is a variety of criteria that one may use 
for determining the goodness or evil of the discrete elements of human 
activity. I have opted for the concept of the ‘human person, adequately 
and integrally considered’, as the basis for determining what is good. 
Thus, whatever serves to protect, promote or enhance the human person 
in any or all of their dimensions is considered to be good. Whatever 
threatens, harms or diminishes the human person in any or all of their 
dimensions is considered evil. The dimensions of the human person 
include intentionality, one’s relation to the whole of reality; one’s spe-
cific relation to the material world; one’s relation to other persons both 
socially or in groups, usually referred to as culture; as well as one’s indi-
vidual relations with specific persons; the relation with history as well as 
one’s own individual history; all of which contributes to an interior 
consciousness or subjectivity; not to ignore the fact that person is a 
corporeal being in the world with others and thus also confronted with 
the social reality of gender; that does not undermine the originality and 
equal dignity of each and every person. The human person, therefore, is 
always person-in-community. The concept of person should never be 
reduced merely to the notion of the individual.
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What I refer to as ‘good’, then, is dependent upon a certain, working 
description of the human person, in distinction from other ethical sys-
tems that base their starting point on authority or some kind of natural 
order. With a broad anthropology, taking into account as many aspects 
of real human life as possible, it should become immediately evident that 
the potential list of what we could call ‘good’ is very large. Taking simply 
the cultural dimension of being a human person, one thinks of the myr-
iad of goods that are available to us both in our daily lives and over the 
course of time. Just to scratch the surface we could mention knowledge 
of language(s), familiarity with history, with traditions, with means of 
communication, the availability of information, libraries, museums, edu-
cational institutions and programs, leisure facilities and forms of enter-
tainment, political structures for democratic participation and legal struc-
tures to regulate formal relationships, protect citizens and facilitate the 
distribution of wealth. Clearly one could go on and on, eventually going 
into the details of day to day life for different persons to demonstrate that 
we all live in a vast universe of real and potential goods.

Such a situation is admittedly daunting, for how could any single 
person be able to deal with so many goods – and correlatively threaten-
ing evils – even within this single, cultural dimension of life, not to 
mention the other simultaneously present dimensions? The fact is that 
we do it; again admittedly, some do it better than others. We choose 
some goods, reject others, make priorities and revise preferences. We also 
experience conflicts between goods competing for our attention. We 
undergo threats coming at us simultaneously from different directions, 
sometimes forcing us to give in to one loss in order to avoid a greater 
one. These are the stuff of ethical dilemmas. But the good news is that 
for the majority of the time most of us do make priorities and decisions 
about which goods to pursue and which to let go, which evils to ward 
off and which to tolerate for the sake of something more important.

In doing so, we reveal which goods we value and which things we 
consider disvalues, the former indicating those things for which we will 
make an effort or sacrifice to gain or protect and the latter indicating how 
much effort or sacrifice we would make to avoid having to suffer them. 
Those things higher on our list of priorities are ‘more valuable’ to us than 
those things relatively low on our list. To ‘value something’ therefore 
describes a process between a person and those things that are present in 
that person’s environment. One cannot (realistically) ‘value’ something 
that is impossible to attain, nor does a person value  something simply 
because it is readily available and one can clearly recognize it as a good. 
For instance, the existence of academies of musical training might be 
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12. Remember that this is not simply an individual experience but that persons 
are always persons-in-community.

13. Germain G. Grisez, “The Goods Which Fulfill Persons,” Chapter 5, Quest. 
D, §§6-8, 10, 11, in The Way of the Lord Jesus. Vol. 1: Christian Moral Principles 
(Chicago, IL: Franciscan Herald Press, 1983) 115-140, esp. 122-125.

considered something very valuable for the musically inclined person, 
while for others it is seen merely as a kind of cultural good that they do 
not find valuable on a personal level. By the same token, some persons 
may value something very highly, such as human reproductive potential 
(fertility), while others may recognize this as a good for the general popu-
lation but not something considered desirable for themselves.

Values, therefore, are not things that exist in themselves. The result 
of the process of valuing something is a relationship between a person 
and that person’s environment12 within which one recognizes what 
responds to their own needs and aspirations and for which one has the 
resources to move toward its achievement. Precisely because we are per-
sons-in-community, we strive to articulate together those things that are 
potentially valuable for as many members of our community as possible. 
The shorthand method of articulating this turns out to be something 
that looks very much like a list of ‘existing values’. In reality, however, 
this amounts to little more than an articulation of what we collectively 
might consider to be ‘good’, while the real, actual valuing of any one of 
these goods can never be ascribed to an individual person who still needs 
to carry out the task of identifying and prioritizing goods that are appro-
priate to their particular state in life.

That task is indeed both complex and important. It is no wonder, 
therefore, that many people, especially those considered to be ‘leaders of 
the community’, attempt to simplify this responsibility by trying to 
make the view of goods – or those things that might be valued – more 
manageable. This can be done by constructing and insisting upon obedi-
ence to norms that supposedly protect specific goods, regardless of 
whether every recipient of such a norm values the particular good being 
presented. It can also be done by attempting to insist upon a list of core 
or basic values – usually presented as those things that one thinks ‘eve-
ryone should find valuable’ – that should always take priority over other 
things. This is what is known as basic goods theory which has more 
recently been referred to as new natural law theory. According to this 
‘theory’, the list of things to be considered ‘good’ is reduced to a number 
of categories, such as life and health, knowledge and appreciation, play 
and skilfulness, inner harmony and integrity, practical reasonableness, 
justice and friendship, and good relations with God.13 All of these goods 
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are presented as absolute and nothing can ever be done to undermine 
them. This all looks very simple on paper, but the hard fact is that it is 
notoriously difficult to apply to real life. Persons do not live their lives 
in honor of abstractions. Nor are they always able to predict what is 
going to fit into a given category. What, for instance, constitutes justice 
in a social situation that has historically discriminated against a given 
group of persons? Simply affirming that we need to do the ‘just thing’ 
does not help very much when it comes to making concrete decisions.

To recognize that goods and values are different things and that the 
later exist only within relationships and not in an abstract, impersonal 
order, is to invite us to take the complexity of ethical living seriously. 
Although some notion of human ‘good’ may at first suggest a promising 
possibility for engaging in a global discussion about the basis for a com-
mon ethics, when we realize that even agreed upon goods must be rec-
ognized as exhibiting some sort of priority, which begins to nudge us 
into a discussion of human valuing, we also need to be honest about the 
fact that neither is the entire human community going to agree upon 
what is valuable and what is not – an evidence that is present within any 
given local community – nor are we even going to be able to achieve a 
consensus about all the possible things that might constitute human 
goods in themselves. The human world is simply too rich and too diverse 
to expect such a simplistic consensus. 

Perhaps the best we can do is to seek an alternative process of 
ethical discussion. That process would entail first being able to make a 
distinction between goods and values and admitting that other persons 
and groups of persons will probably exhibit a different value system than 
our own. Next, we might embark upon a discussion about human goods 
with a view to identifying what are basic or essential goods for all persons 
and peoples and what are ‘higher’ goods that might be sought when all 
basic goods have been secured. Unlike the ‘basic goods theory’, however, 
this will need to be more concrete and securely anchored in historical, 
geographical and social context. Saying that all human persons need a 
secure supply of food, water, and shelter (be it personal clothing and/or 
housing) is an interesting but abstract ‘truth’ that pales in comparison 
to the concrete details about the real need for clean water experienced 
by millions of people around the globe.

A remaining problem in determining (and prioritizing) ‘values’ is 
that one can do this in two, rather different ways. Some value judgments 
are made with respect to reaching goals that go beyond the particular 
value itself. In this case, the value is seen as a means to an end. This is 
also called an ‘instrumental value’, and it is usually linked to specific 
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14. An ‘end state’ is a concept introduced by Milton Rokeach in his study, 
The Nature of Human Values (New York: Free Press, 1973) 5: “A value is an enduring 
belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially 
preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end-state of existence.” This 
is quoted in Timothy E. O’Connell, Making Disciples: A Handbook of Christian Moral 
Formation (New York: Crossroad, 1998) chapter 5, ‘The Values People Live’, p. 58.

situations or sets of circumstances. Earning money may be seen as an 
instrumental value insofar as this money is deemed necessary to maintain 
one’s life and activity or to achieve a specific goal, such as paying for an 
education.

One can also speak of ‘terminal values’ in the sense that something 
is sought after for its own sake. Friendship or self-respect are not merely 
instrumental things but things that contribute to one’s well-being over 
the long term. In this understanding, values are associated with ‘end 
states’ of existence.14 Understanding values as end-states helps to clarify 
a possible confusion here. Values are not simply ‘things’ the attainment 
of which one could associate with the performance of an ‘act’ or behav-
ior. It also helps us once again to understand another dynamic of the 
polarity model. For when one is doing normative ethics, attempting to 
determine what elements of human activity should be designated good 
or evil, which behaviors are right or wrong, one must also always keep an 
eye on the ultimate end-state (life-orientation) of the human person.

Coping with ‘Relativity’

A number of people today, especially those who consider it their 
responsibility to look after the good of the community, have voiced a 
strong fear for what they refer to as (cultural) ‘relativism’. As more and 
more people of different cultures, religions and ethnic backgrounds come 
into contact with each other, as the so-called ‘multicultural’ or ‘pluralis-
tic’ populations become more and more commonplace, it has become 
acutely evident that not all persons share the same value systems, not all 
persons prioritize values in the same manner, and not all persons even 
necessarily consider the same things to be ‘good’. These differences are 
not new, they are simply becoming more conscious and obvious. When 
these different peoples live closely with each other, or when they have 
significant relationships that drive them together (trade, territory, exploi-
tation of resources, overlapping political influence), they will have to 
decide how they are going to deal with inevitable conflicts. Many people 
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with a sense of history may be sensitive to the possibility of these differ-
ences leading to confrontation. They therefore adapt a policy of ‘live and 
let live’, perhaps even affirming that those who are ‘different’ from them-
selves enjoy their own, internally consistent system of values.

People who disagree with such a position can be hasty to label it 
relativism. The accusation implies that its defenders do not believe in any 
definable or ‘objective’ set of values. Ultimately, this usually evolves into 
a question of ‘truth’. It becomes less important whether one or more 
possible configurations of values, or things claimed to be ‘good’, is plau-
sible, and more pressing that one can establish the absolute certainty of a 
given position with respect to goods and values. Inevitably, the argument 
comes around to claims about ‘absolute’ or ‘intrinsic’ good or value.

On the one hand, such a position is understandable. If a person 
strives to order their decision-making and behavior on the basis that it 
will be recognized as correct and ‘morally right’ by a third party, then 
the certainty of the good being recognized or the value being protected 
or striven for provides a certain insurance of approval by virtue of its 
being (declared) ‘objective’. I would like to think that the majority of 
people ‘want to do the right thing’. However, when one faces an ethical 
dilemma or conflict, the very core of what one experiences is some lack 
of certainty; the answer to the question, ‘what is the right thing to do?’, 
is in doubt. An appeal to some absolute or objective goods or values at 
this point may help to solve the difficulty.

On the other hand, such a position can itself create some dilemmas 
that would not otherwise exist. If one firmly believes that providing nutri-
tion to human persons is an absolute good, then one will not be able to 
deal with permanently comatose (PVS) patients in any other way than to 
keep providing nutrition until something outside of the control of med-
ical treatment causes death. Here we find the argument about the abso-
lute value of human life. Traditionally, Catholic theology has avoided 
taking this position, acknowledging that life need not be protected by 
‘means’ that would be considered ‘extraordinary’. More recently, how-
ever, the issue seems to be resurfacing. I suspect that the reason this is 
happening is because of mistaken identification of the value of human 
life with something being heralded as absolute, objective ‘truth’.

The way out of this difficulty is not to give up any sense of ‘objec-
tivity’ when speaking about good and value, but rather to realize that 
objectivity itself is a ‘relative’ word. We view ‘objects’ from different 
perspectives and with different methods of perception. The relativity 
of truth perception does not have to be a hindrance; in fact it can be 
of great benefit. Let me offer the suggestion that in place of ‘cultural 
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relativity’ we consider ‘chronological relativity’. If I think, for instance, 
about how my parents worked out what we would today call their ‘gender 
relations’ and how I and my spouse view similar if not the same issues, 
I see a world of difference that makes me feel that I need neither to 
condemn my parents nor to exalt my own behavior. I do not have to 
choose between two generations and proclaim that one is/was right and 
the other is/was wrong. Rather I see the issue at hand to be part and 
parcel of a much greater web of cultural and personal interrelations that 
create a very different perspective in how the issues are understood.

In the end, both perspectives can be justified as ‘objective’. My 
parents lived in ‘their world’ and my spouse and I live in ours. This is 
not a question of relativism but rather one of relativity. In the former, 
relativism, one likes to suppose that ‘nothing matters’ and we can make 
judgments and decisions purely on the basis of how we ‘feel about the 
situation’ right here and now. In the latter, the perspective of relativity, 
we realize that ‘everything matters’ and it would be foolish and irrespon-
sible to omit the details of how we perceive and understand the ethical 
challenge before us. This is the way that goods and values are perceived 
and understood – contextually. This does not lack objectivity but, quite 
the contrary, insists upon it. Objects are more important than percep-
tions when it comes to working out what is important in the relationship 
between persons. This not to say that objects, those things exhibited in 
behavior, are sufficient for making morally responsible decisions. I will 
illustrate by taking a final look at the polarity model.

The Interaction of All the Elements of the Moral Event

Let us consider different kinds of human actions more or less 
purged of relevant circumstances. We might compare an act of doing 
serious, perhaps even lethal, harm to a person; imposing physical force 
on a person; threatening a person; causing a person to change their 
perception of themselves and those around them; and attempting to 
inspire a person to turn away from the present situation and contemplate 
something completely different. At first sight, these actions appear to be 
listed in an order of decreasing harm to the person upon whom they are 
perpetrated. One could validly ask, however, whether such a conclusion 
is not prejudiced toward a overly physical view of human activity. For, 
leading a person to think differently about themselves or those around 
them might be accomplished by brainwashing and ultimately do greater 
harm to the integrity of the person.
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If we approach this scenario from the normative perspective, we can 
immediately apply the axiom against killing that is present in everything 
from divine command to the local penal code. Similar things could be said 
about imposing physical force, although usually applied less strenuously, 
and even perhaps about the use of threats. Notice that the last two pos-
sibilities, used as forms of persuasion, even though they might be applied 
in a sinister manner, are not usually reflected upon in normative ethics.

However, if we refrain from making a hasty evaluation and inquire 
for more information in regard to what is happening in each situation, we 
can already begin to understand what has been discussed as ‘relativity’ as 
opposed to ‘relativism’. Let us limit the filling in of circumstances to just 
a single item: who? Suppose there were five possible agents involved: a 
soldier, a policeman, a judge, a psychotherapist and a priest. On that basis 
alone, our evaluation is already brought a significant step forward, for we 
could speculate that the use of lethal force might be understandable for 
the soldier while it would appear unacceptable to the other four agents. 
Similarly, attempting to persuade persons to change their perception of 
themselves and those around them might be appropriate for a psycho-
therapist, but is not necessarily a requisite skill for a judge or a policeman, 
and probably a recipe for disaster for a soldier in the midst of battle.

The correlation of the five actions with the five agents already gives 
us both positive information about when some actions might be justifiable 
and negative information about inappropriate behaviors being applied in 
different professions. But that in itself is certainly not enough, for we will 
not have an adequate picture until we take account of all the other cir-
cumstances and pose the question of what end a given agent is seeking 
within a particular set of circumstances. The soldier may indeed be doing 
something immoral if engaged in the use of lethal force simply for amuse-
ment, even when a wartime situation would seem to legitimate the activ-
ity. The priest could be engaged in something immoral if he is attempting 
set someone up to take advantage of them. It is not until all the informa-
tion is taken into account that one can form an opinion about the appro-
priateness of a given behavior performed to achieve a particular goal. This 
is what is meant when one speaks about understanding the moral event.
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