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Morality part 3 

Principles of Morality 

The last two parts begun the conversation about morality and addressing the morality of various 

situations. This session focuses on the nuances of moral theology and the situations where the 

morality of an issues gets muddied. What happens when our intentions are good and the 

outcomes are bad? How culpable are we if we are part of an immoral action but don’t perform 

the action ourselves?  

The Principle of Double Effect 

Many of the situations we deal with in life seem morally ambiguous. Can I kill a person who is 

attacking me? Can I do harm in order to make good come of it? These questions address the 

foundation of the Principle of Double Effect. The Principle of Double Effect applies in situations 

where the person has a good intention with a bad outcome. The classic example is killing in self-

defense. The person wants to preserve her own life which is being threatened by the attacker. Her 

intention is to preserve her life even though the final result is the death of her attacker, which 

would normally be considered morally bad. The Principle of Double Effect has limitations. The 

following conditions are necessary for the principle to apply: 

1. The act-in-itself cannot be intrinsically evil or morally wrong. We are never permitted to 

perform an immoral action even with a good result. Our actions must always be morally 

permissible for any principle of moral theology to apply. 

2. The intention must be good. We can never intend an immoral action even though the 

result may be good.  

3. The bad effect cannot cause the good.  Many times we use the phrase “the ends justifies 

the means.” This is not true. If the action is immoral, then the ends are still colored by its 

immorality. 

4. The good effects of the action must outweigh the bad effect of the action. This is called 

proportionality. We must always work towards greater good not greater evil.  

Let’s put this principle and its conditions into practice. 

Killing Hitler. Many people today fantasize about killing Hitler. If someone were to go back in 

time, knowing what we know today, and have the opportunity to assassinate Hitler before he 

started WW2, should he assassinate him? The answer is simple. Even with the immense good it 

could cause by stopping the atrocities caused by the war, the concentration camps, and the 

extermination of groups of people, the action of assassinating him is immoral therefore the entire 

scenario is immoral. 

Death with Dignity. Modern medical practitioners have thrown around this idea of “death with 

dignity.” The main idea is to allow people to die peacefully by giving them lethal amounts of 

drugs so that they suffer less in their terminal illness. The intention is to end the person’s life 

with the justification of promoting greater good through ending their suffering. The intention is 

still immoral and the action is immoral even with good coming from it. Therefore the situation is 

immoral. 
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Ectopic Pregnancies. This example is the classical example of the Principle of Double Effect. A 

woman gets pregnant. Instead of the fertilized egg developing in the uterus like normal it 

implants in the fallopian tube. This is a potentially lethal situation. The embryo must be removed 

or the woman and the embryo will die. The action of removing the embryo is an abortion and 

therefore the killing of an innocent life. How can we morally save this woman’s life? If the 

action is to remove the embryo with the good intention of saving her life, the action is still 

immoral and therefore not justified. We can, however, intend to remove the fallopian tube that 

happens to have the developing embryo inside. The action is removing the obstructed fallopian 

tube, the intention is to save the woman’s life, the effects are the good of saving her life and 

allowing the embryo to die of natural causes. Therefore, this solution is moral.  

Principle of Cooperation 

Not all morally ambiguous situations involve the agent doing the action. We are sometimes 

plagued with situations were we are part of the situation but not the agent of the immoral action. 

In these situations, how culpable am I for the part that I played in the situation? The Principle of 

Cooperation address this question. The chart below will diagram the complexity of this principle. 

The first part of cooperation is to determine whether its formal or informal (material) 

cooperation. Formal cooperation is performing the immoral action. Informal or material 

Cooperation is assistance with the immoral action usually through providing the assistance 

necessary to perform the action. Then informal cooperation breaks into two more categories: 

immediate or mediate. Immediate cooperation happens when the person is directly involved with 

the action and without his/her assistance the action could not be performed. Immediate 

cooperation means the person was involved with the consequences of the action but not directly. 

Lastly, immediate cooperation divides into proximate and remote. Proximate means that you are 

directly involved in the same time and space as the action whereas remote describes the level of 

separation from the event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples: 

Bank Heist. After months of careful planning, we are ready to execute our bank heist. The act of 

stealing money is immoral. As the main agent and the one who stole the money, I formally 

cooperate with the act of stealing the money. Those who assist me are informally cooperating if 

they are part of the plan and assist the robbery or formally cooperate if they steal the money. We 
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have a getaway car waiting outside. The man driving the car informally cooperates if he knows 

and consents to the plan as the means through which we rob the bank. If he is inducted into the 

plan without knowing that we are stealing money, then he is not responsible for the action of 

stealing since he had no knowledge of nor intended to steal. Our bookkeeper is mediately 

cooperates with the act of stealing the money as the one who requests funds and manages the 

accounts. My family proximately cooperates with the robbing the bank as their means of income.  

Torture. The government has tasked me with interrogating an agent for information regarding 

their plot to overthrow the government. As the interrogating agent, I am given full command to 

use torture as necessary for getting the necessary information. As the interrogation continues, 

torture become necessary. Now I am formally cooperating with the immoral act of torture. The 

other agents with me are tasked with providing the necessary tools to aid me in the act of torture. 

Therefore they informally cooperate with the act of torture. On the other side of the wall is an 

agent tasked with ensuring the process goes according to plan. He wants to ensure the proper 

procedures are followed. Although he is immediately cooperating with the acquisition of 

information, he also ensures that torture becomes a necessary means not an act of brutality. His 

culpability is complicated. If he consents and agrees to the torture, then he is culpable for the 

action. If his goal is to prevent the torture as much as possible, then his actions become more 

moral. The official who ordered the torture is informally cooperating as the one who gave the 

orders and the means through which it happened. The person who processes the information 

gained through these interrogations is remotely cooperating with the action since his actions in 

no way prevent nor cause the immoral action. His job is the processing of information the source 

of which is unknown.  


