MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

Principles:

1. Since knowledge and freedom are necessary conditions for the voluntary act, it follows that human actions performed without perfect knowledge and full freedom are not perfect voluntary, and no person can be held wholly responsible for such actions.

2. The greater the knowledge and freedom, the greater the voluntariness and moral responsibility involved.

Conditions or Situations in determining moral guilt or responsibility:

1. Ignorance – lack of the knowledge which man/woman should have of his/her moral duties. Various degrees of “lack of required knowledge.”

a. Invincible – cannot be overcome
· A person does not realize his/her own state of ignorance; 

· Despite ordinary diligence and reasonable efforts.

· Principle: An act which proceeds from invincible ignorance is not voluntary; it is not a human act and consequently completely excuses man/woman from wrongdoing. (Summa Theologica of St. Thomas, 76, 3.)

· Human act must be a knowing and deliberate act; must be free; and must be a voluntary act (3 elements or components of human acts). Only man/woman is responsible for his/her actions – he/she alone is aware of what he/she is doing and is free to act or not to act. When he/she does not know what he/she is doing or when he/she is no longer free to act, the responsibility for his/her actions is no longer attributed to him/her.

b. Vincible – can be overcome or removed by ordinary efforts.
· Principle: 

· Vincible ignorance (VI) does not destroy, but it does lessen the voluntariness and responsibility of an act. 

· The degree of responsibility or culpability of VI depends on three circumstances:

· Amount of effort put forth to get proper information; 

· Importance of the matter;

· Obligation of the agent to acquire proper knowledge on the matter.

c. Affected – a person positively wants to be ignorant in order to plead innocent to a charge of guilt.

· Principle: Affected or pretended ignorance does not excuse a person from his bad actions; on the contrary, it actually increases his responsibility.

2. Concupiscence or Passions – Strong tendencies towards the possession of something good or towards the avoidance of something evil.

	Appetite
	Object
	Passions

	Concupiscence
	Good
	Love

Desire

Delight

	
	Evil
	Hate

Aversion

Sadness


· Morality of Passions:
· Passions are neither good nor evil, but indifferent. They may be used by man for good or for bad purposes.

· Antecedent passions (they arise before the will can control them by calm deliberation) lessen freedom and diminish the responsibility of human actions because they tend to blind the judgment of the intellect and to block the freedom of the will.

· Consequent passions do not lessen voluntariness but may increase it.

3. Fear – disturbance of the mind caused by the thought of a threatening evil. 

· Principles:

· Acts done with fear (or in spite of fear) are voluntary;

· Acts done from fear (or through fear) are simply and absolutely voluntary. But in a certain sense, these acts are involuntary because the agent is obliged to choose something against his wish in order to avoid a greater evil.

· Fear as a disturbance of the mind lessens the voluntariness but it does not destroy it.
4. Habit – constant and easy way of doing things acquired by the repetition of the same act.
· Principles:

· Habits do not destroy voluntariness;

· Man/woman is responsible for the actions performed by “the force of habit”;

· If a habit has been contracted involuntarily and unintentionally (eg. Habit of foul language during childhood), then the existence of the habit an the acts which proceed unintentionally from the habit will lack voluntariness and responsibility as long as the person concerned remains ignorant of the existence of such a habit;

· If an evil habit has been contracted voluntarily, but a positive and constant effort is being made to counteract it, the acts inadvertently proceeding from the habit are considered involuntary and not imputable to man/woman because of his/her good intention and efforts to break the habit

5. Violence – application of external force on a person by another free agent for the purpose of compelling him/her to do something against his/her will

· Principles:

· Physical actions resulting from violence are involuntary by themselves;

· As long as the will does not give its consent, the actions of a person suffering violence are not considered human acts but merely “acts of man.”

