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Abstract 
This paper explores John Finnis' conception of the intrinsic connection between law and 
morality as articulated in his seminal work, Natural Law and Natural Rights. Finnis, a 
major proponent of the New Natural Law Theory, reinvigorates the classical Thomistic 
understanding of natural law by framing it within a modern, rational, and secular context. 
He argues that the legitimacy of law is not grounded merely in social conventions or 
institutional authority but in moral reasoning derived from basic human goods and the 
requirements of practical reasonableness. For Finnis, law is a moral enterprise directed 
toward the realization of the common good and human flourishing. His identification of 
seven basic goods life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, friendship, practical 
reasonableness, and religion provides the moral foundation for legal norms and 
obligations. The paper further examines Finnis' rejection of legal positivism, emphasizing 
that law divorced from morality lacks full binding authority. In evaluating his theory, the 
paper highlights its enduring relevance for contemporary issues in human rights, justice, 
and governance while addressing criticisms concerning its universality and application in 
pluralistic societies. Ultimately, Finnis' synthesis of moral philosophy and jurisprudence 
offers a robust framework for understanding law not as mere coercion, but as a rational 
and moral order oriented toward the common good.
Keywords:  Natural Law, Morality, Practical Reasonableness, Common Good, 
Jurisprudence, Human Flourishing

1. Introduction
The intricate relationship between law and morality has occupied a central position in the 
history of jurisprudence and moral philosophy. From the classical reflections of Aristotle to 
the systematic synthesis of Thomas Aquinas, and later to the analytical separation 
advanced by legal positivists like Jeremy Bentham and H. L. A. Hart, the question persists: 
What gives law its binding force social command or moral reason? John Finnis, in his 
influential work Natural Law and Natural Rights, seeks to provide a modern answer to this 
question by reviving the natural law tradition in a way that responds to the epistemological, 
ethical, and legal challenges of the contemporary age. His theory situates law within the 
moral order, grounding its validity in the rational pursuit of the common good and the 
fulfillment of basic human goods through practical reasonableness (Finnis, 1980).

Historically, classical natural law theorists such as Aquinas conceived law as a rational 
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ordinance for the common good, promulgated by legitimate authority and derived from the 
eternal law of God (Summa Theologica, I-II, Q.90). Aquinas maintained that human law 
(lex humana) draws its moral force from natural law (lex naturalis), and when it deviates 
from the moral order, “it ceases to be a law and becomes an act of violence” (Aquinas, 
1947, I-II, Q.93). This moral grounding of law was later challenged by positivist 
jurisprudence, which sought to distinguish what law is from what law ought to be. John 
Austin and H. L. A. Hart argued that legal validity depends on social facts and institutional 
rules rather than moral content. For Austin, law is “the command of a sovereign backed by 
sanctions,” while Hart replaced the notion of command with a system of primary and 
secondary rules that define the structure of legal systems independent of moral reasoning 
(Hart, 1961).

Finnis' contribution emerges as a philosophical mediation between these two traditions. 
While he accepts the positivist insight that law functions within institutional structures, he 
rejects the claim that law can be understood apart from morality. For Finnis, law's authority 
derives from its rational orientation toward human flourishing, not merely from its 
institutional pedigree (George, 1999). He introduces the concept of “basic human goods” 
life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, friendship, practical reasonableness, and 
religion as universal and self-evident values that serve as the foundation for moral action 
and legal legitimacy. These goods, accessible to all rational agents, provide an objective 
moral basis for evaluating human laws (Finnis, 1980). Moreover, Finnis grounds his 
conception of law in practical reasonableness, which, as Murphy observes, functions as the 
bridge between moral philosophy and legal theory. It guides human actions toward 
authentic goods and away from instrumental or arbitrary decisions that undermine the 
dignity of the person. Hence, the moral quality of law, for Finnis, lies in its capacity to order 
society toward a coherent and reasonable pursuit of the common good (Porter, 2005).

In the context of modern pluralistic societies, where moral relativism and positivist legal 
frameworks often dominate, Finnis' natural law theory offers a renewed philosophical 
foundation for understanding the moral authority of law. His approach challenges the 
moral neutrality of contemporary jurisprudence by affirming that legal systems devoid of 
moral reasoning risk legitimizing injustice under the guise of legality (Murphy, 2011). 
Thus, Finnis' philosophy restores to jurisprudence its ethical vocation the task of aligning 
law with reason, justice, and human dignity. This paper, therefore, seeks to explore Finnis' 
idea of law and morality, elucidating its theoretical foundations, philosophical coherence, 
and continuing relevance in contemporary legal and ethical discourse.

2. Theoretical Background: From Classical to Modern Natural Law

The discourse on natural law is one of the most enduring in the history of Western 
philosophy, tracing its intellectual genealogy from Greek antiquity through medieval 
scholasticism to modern jurisprudence. To appreciate John Finnis' revival of natural law 
theory, it is essential to situate his thought within this historical and philosophical 
continuum. Natural law, in its classical formulation, posits that moral norms are not the 
arbitrary products of human will or social convention but arise from the rational nature of 



A Publication of the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Tansian University, Umunya, Anambra State, Nigeria 

Okwara, Obiagwu & Onyema: John Finnis’ Idea of Law and Morality:...
88

human beings and the intrinsic order of reality. This conception views law as an expression 
of practical reason a participation in the moral order that governs both nature and human 
conduct.

2.1 Classical Natural Law: The Foundations in Reason and Teleology

The classical understanding of natural law finds its first systematic articulation in the 
works of Aristotle and later its theological and moral refinement in Thomas Aquinas. For 
Aristotle, law (nomos) was intimately connected to the idea of virtue and the telos (end or 
purpose) of human life. In Nicomachean Ethics (Book V), Aristotle identifies justice as a 
virtue that orders individuals toward the common good, while in Politics, he describes the 
polis as a moral community aimed at achieving human flourishing (eudaimonia). This 
teleological view of human existence grounds the natural law tradition in an objective 
moral order discernible by reason (Aristotle, trans. 1999).

Thomas Aquinas later synthesizes Aristotelian ethics with Christian theology, producing a 
comprehensive account of law as a rational ordinance for the common good. In the Summa 
Theologica (I–II, Q.90), Aquinas defines law as “an ordinance of reason for the common 
good, promulgated by one who has care of the community.” He distinguishes between the 
eternal law (God's wisdom governing creation), the natural law (human participation in 
eternal law through reason), and human law (positive enactments derived from natural 
law). For Aquinas, moral norms are not imposed externally but arise from human nature's 
rational participation in divine order. When a human law deviates from this order, it loses 
its binding moral authority and becomes unjust: lex iniusta non est lex an unjust law is no 
law at all (Aquinas, 1947). This Thomistic synthesis remained dominant in medieval and 
early modern thought, offering a moral and theological foundation for legal and political 
institutions. It affirmed that human law draws its legitimacy from its conformity with 
reason and justice, thereby linking legal obligation to moral truth.

2.2 The Positivist Challenge: The Separation of Law and Morality

The Enlightenment and the rise of modern empiricism introduced a new intellectual 
climate that challenged the metaphysical assumptions of classical natural law. The 
mechanistic worldview of early modern science, emphasizing empirical verification and 
the autonomy of human reason, gradually displaced teleological and theological 
explanations of law. Thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes, Jeremy Bentham, and later John 
Austin proposed legal positivism, which sought to describe law as a product of human 
decision rather than moral or divine order. Hobbes, in Leviathan, presented law as the 
command of a sovereign power designed to ensure peace and prevent a return to the chaos 
of the state of nature. In his framework, the moral content of law is irrelevant to its validity; 
what matters is its capacity to command obedience. Bentham deepened this empirical 
orientation by rejecting natural rights and natural law as “nonsense upon stilts,” grounding 
legal and moral value solely in the calculus of utility the promotion of pleasure and the 
avoidance of pain (Bentham, 1789). John Austin systematized this view by defining law as 
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“the command of the sovereign backed by sanctions,” thereby completing the positivist 
detachment of law from morality. This positivist turn reached its mature form in H. L. A. 
Hart's The Concept of Law, where he articulated the idea of law as a system of primary and 
secondary rules. Hart maintained that legal validity depends on social facts the recognition 
of rules within a legal system rather than on moral considerations. While Hart 
acknowledged that moral principles could influence legal systems, he insisted on 
maintaining a conceptual distinction between what the law is and what it ought to be (Hart, 
1961).

2.3 The Modern Revival: John Finnis and the New Natural Law Theory

Against this background of positivist dominance, John Finnis's Natural Law and Natural 
Rights represents a philosophical revival of natural law theory that neither retreats into 
medieval theology nor capitulates to positivist relativism. Finnis reinterprets the Thomistic 
framework in secular and rational terms, seeking to establish the moral foundations of law 
through an analysis of human goods and practical reasonableness. He argues that there 
exist basic, self-evident goods such as life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, 
friendship, practical reason, and religion that are intrinsic to human flourishing (Finnis, 
1980). Unlike classical natural law theorists who appealed to metaphysical or theological 
claims, Finnis grounds his moral theory in rational reflection on human well-being. His 
natural law theory is thus both philosophically realist and epistemologically modest: realist 
in affirming objective goods discoverable by reason, and modest in refraining from 
theological assumptions. As George and Murphy note, Finnis' approach enables natural 
law to engage critically with contemporary pluralistic societies while retaining its moral 
objectivity.

Finnis also departs from positivism by rejecting the idea that law can be morally neutral. 
For him, law's authority is not a mere function of social recognition or coercive power but 
depends on its orientation toward the common good and its consistency with the 
requirements of practical reasonableness (Finnis, 2011). In this way, Finnis integrates the 
moral and legal dimensions of human life, restoring the ethical vocation of jurisprudence 
that positivism had largely abandoned. Thus, Finnis stands as a bridge between classical 
natural law and modern legal theory. His reinterpretation situates natural law not as an 
archaic remnant of pre-modern thought but as a living philosophical framework capable of 
guiding moral and political reasoning in the contemporary world.

3. John Finnis' Conception of Law and Morality

John Finnis' theory of natural law represents one of the most rigorous and sophisticated 
attempts in contemporary jurisprudence to articulate the moral foundation of law without 
recourse to theology. In Natural Law and Natural Rights, Finnis departs from both 
classical metaphysical naturalism and modern positivist empiricism, offering instead a 
philosophical anthropology that grounds moral and legal obligation in the rational pursuit 
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of human flourishing. His thought exemplifies what Robert George calls a “new classical 
theory of natural law,” one that preserves the universal rational core of the Thomistic 
tradition while rendering it intelligible within a secular and pluralistic framework.

Finnis' conception of law and morality is built upon three key pillars: 

I. the identification of basic human goods as the foundation of moral reasoning, 

II. the principle of practical reasonableness as the means of moral and legal 
deliberation,

III. the understanding of law as a rational and moral enterprise directed toward the 
common good.

3.1 Law as a Rational and Moral Enterprise

For Finnis, law is not merely an instrument of coercive social order but a moral project 
grounded in reason. He defines law as “a scheme of practical reasonableness made and 
maintained by institutions that claim authority to coordinate the common good of a 
community” (Finnis, 1980, p. 276). This definition encapsulates his conviction that law has 
both a moral and a rational dimension it seeks to order human actions toward the common 
good through the medium of authoritative rules. Unlike positivist theorists such as H. L. A. 
Hart, who view law as a system of rules recognized by social conventions, Finnis argues 
that law's normative force arises not from its mere existence but from its participation in 
moral reason. A law that contradicts the requirements of justice or undermines human 
flourishing cannot fully qualify as law in the moral sense. Here, Finnis echoes Aquinas' 
dictum that “an unjust law is no law at all” (lex iniusta non est lex) (Aquinas, 1947, I-II, 
Q.96).

Philosophically, this conception reflects Finnis' commitment to practical reason as the 
constitutive principle of law. Law's function is not exhausted by obedience or utility; rather, 
it expresses the rational order of communal life. As Murphy (2011) observes, Finnis 
thereby reclaims for jurisprudence its ethical vocation, situating the authority of law within 
the moral order rather than reducing it to political or sociological fact. In this view, to 
understand law is to understand the conditions under which rational agents can flourish 
together a fundamentally moral inquiry.

3.2 The Basic Human Goods: Foundations of Moral and Legal Reasoning

Central to Finnis' moral and legal philosophy is his articulation of seven basic forms of 
human good: life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, friendship (sociability), practical 
reasonableness, and religion (or the search for ultimate meaning). These goods are not 
derived from metaphysical essences or divine revelation but are self-evident to human 
reason as intrinsic aspects of human flourishing (Finnis, 1980, pp. 85–90). They constitute 



A Publication of the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Tansian University, Umunya, Anambra State, Nigeria 

OWIJOPPA VOL. 9, NO. 3, 2025 ISSN: (ONLINE): 2630 – 7057; ISSN: (PRINT): 2630 - 7049
91

the objective foundations of moral norms, since every rational agent can recognize them as 
worthwhile pursuits that make life intelligible and valuable. Finnis' identification of these 
goods serves several philosophical functions. First, it provides an ontological grounding 
for moral and legal obligation: these goods are the ultimate ends toward which human 
action should be ordered. Second, it establishes an epistemological basis for moral 
knowledge: practical reason grasps these goods directly, without need for empirical proof 
or theological postulates. Third, it offers an axiological criterion for evaluating laws: legal 
systems are morally sound to the extent that they promote, protect, and coordinate 
participation in these goods.

This list, though not exhaustive, delineates the moral horizon of human existence. For 
example, laws that protect life and human dignity, promote education and knowledge, or 
uphold religious freedom align with the basic goods. Conversely, laws that sanction 
violence, corruption, or discrimination undermine them and therefore lack full moral 
legitimacy. As Porter explains, Finnis' account situates moral value within the 
intelligibility of human action, making morality a rational structure rather than an emotive 
preference.

Moreover, the plurality of goods reflects Finnis' rejection of utilitarian reductionism. No 
single good can serve as the measure of all others; instead, moral reasoning involves a 
rational coordination of multiple, irreducible goods. This insight protects moral and legal 
reasoning from monistic distortions such as those found in purely economic or political 
conceptions of human welfare and grounds it in a richer, more holistic vision of human 
flourishing (George, 1999).

3.3 Practical Reasonableness and the Moral Structure of Law

If the basic goods constitute the ends of moral life, practical reasonableness determines the 
means by which those ends are pursued. For Finnis, practical reasonableness is not merely 
a cognitive faculty but the normative principle that guides moral and legal decision-
making. It functions as the formal criterion of moral judgment and legal legitimacy. 
Through it, individuals discern not only what is good but how to act rightly in complex 
circumstances.

Finnis outlines nine requirements of practical reasonableness, including coherent life-
planning, impartiality, respect for every basic good, and commitment to the common good 
(Finnis, 1980, pp. 100–120). These requirements constitute a moral rationality that 
transcends subjective preference while remaining accessible to human reason. They ensure 
that the pursuit of one's private interests does not violate the rational order of communal 
life. In jurisprudential terms, this implies that just laws are those that embody and 
institutionalize the requirements of practical reasonableness. For instance, laws ensuring 
equality before the law, due process, and fair distribution of resources reflect a commitment 
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to the common good and rational order. Conversely, laws grounded in arbitrariness, 
corruption, or prejudice fail the test of reasonableness and thus lack full moral authority. As 
Murphy notes, Finnis' doctrine of practical reason bridges the gap between moral 
philosophy and legal theory, making moral reasoning an essential component of legal 
validity. This stands in contrast to the positivist assertion that moral considerations belong 
solely to the sphere of ethics, not law. For Finnis, legal reasoning is moral reasoning an 
extension of practical reason to the domain of public order and institutional justice.

4. Law, Morality, and the Common Good

At the heart of John Finnis' jurisprudence lies the conviction that law is a moral enterprise 
directed toward the realization of the common good. This conviction is both the 
culmination and the unifying principle of his natural law theory. For Finnis, law is not a 
mere system of commands, nor is it a neutral mechanism for social coordination; rather, it is 
a rational structure through which human communities pursue justice and collective 
flourishing. The common good thus serves as the teleological and moral horizon of legal 
reasoning   the end toward which law, as a manifestation of practical reason, is ultimately 
ordered. The ultimate synthesis of Finnis' conception of law and morality is found in his 
notion of the common good, which he defines as “the ensemble of conditions that enable 
individuals and groups to attain their fulfillment more fully and more easily” (Finnis, 1980, 
p. 155). The common good is not a utilitarian aggregate of individual satisfactions but a 
rational moral order that allows all members of a community to participate in the basic 
goods. Law, therefore, is an instrument of moral coordination, ensuring that individual 
pursuits of good do not conflict but converge in harmony. Its authority arises from its role in 
creating a just and reasonable framework for collective flourishing. In this respect, Finnis 
reclaims the Aristotelian-Thomistic insight that law is an aspect of moral order, not an 
external constraint upon it (Aquinas, 1947; Aristotle, 1999).

This view also bears significant ethical implications. It imposes a moral duty on legislators 
to enact laws that genuinely promote human well-being, and a corresponding duty on 
citizens to obey just laws as expressions of rational order. However, when laws become 
instruments of oppression or injustice, Finnis affirms the right of moral resistance though 
prudently exercised to preserve the integrity of the common good (George, 1999). Hence, 
Finnis' theory presents law not merely as a structure of rules but as a moral vocation. It 
restores to jurisprudence a vision of law as a rational cooperation in the moral enterprise of 
humanity a framework within which individuals and societies strive toward justice, peace, 
and authentic human flourishing.

4.1 The Philosophical Meaning of the Common Good

Philosophically, the common good (bonum commune) is a central category in both 
Aristotelian and Thomistic ethics. Aristotle conceives the polis as a moral association that 
exists “not merely to live, but to live well” (Politics, I.2). For him, the purpose of political 
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and legal order is to cultivate the conditions necessary for the flourishing (eudaimonia) of 
all citizens. This teleological vision was inherited and deepened by Thomas Aquinas, who 
defined law as “an ordinance of reason for the common good, promulgated by one who has 
care of the community” (Summa Theologica, I–II, Q.90). The common good in Aquinas is 
not reducible to the sum of individual interests; rather, it denotes a shared moral order that 
enables each person to realize their rational nature through participation in the good of 
others.

Finnis retrieves this classical insight and rearticulates it within a modern philosophical 
framework, free from theological presuppositions yet faithful to its rational essence. In his 
formulation, the common good refers to “the ensemble of conditions that enable members 
of a community to attain for themselves reasonable objectives or fulfillments” (Finnis, 
1980, p. 155). It is thus both teleological concerned with human fulfillment and rational 
concerned with the coordination of diverse individual goods within an ordered social 
structure. The law's moral legitimacy, in this view, depends on its capacity to secure and 
sustain these conditions.

4.2 Law as a Rational Coordination of the Common Good

Finnis' concept of law as a rational instrument of coordination situates legal authority 
within the moral order rather than apart from it. Law exists to regulate interpersonal 
relations and to harmonize the pursuit of the basic goods so that each person's flourishing is 
compatible with that of others. As Finnis observes, law “provides the rational coordination 
of human behavior necessary for the realization of goods in common.” This view 
transforms the function of law from one of coercive control to one of moral facilitation law 
facilitates the moral life of the community by making possible the shared pursuit of the 
good. This coordination is not merely pragmatic but moral and rational. Without law, 
individuals would pursue their ends in isolation or conflict, leading to social fragmentation. 
Law, by contrast, structures the moral space within which reason and freedom can coexist. 
Thus, the coercive element of law its capacity to command and sanction is justified only 
insofar as it serves the rational purpose of promoting justice and the common good 
(George, 1999).

In this sense, Finnis' view contrasts sharply with legal positivism, which tends to define 
law's authority in terms of institutional recognition or sovereign command. For positivists, 
law's legitimacy stems from procedural validity; for Finnis, it arises from moral 
intelligibility. The authority of law is, therefore, a moral authority, because it participates in 
reason's guidance toward the good. An unjust law, though it may be valid in the technical 
sense, fails to be law in the moral sense because it lacks rational orientation to the good 
(Aquinas, 1947).
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4.3 Justice, Authority, and Moral Obligation

The relationship between law, morality, and the common good culminates in Finnis' 
conception of justice and authority. Justice, in his view, is not simply distributive fairness 
or procedural equality; it is the consistent and reasonable ordering of relationships in 
accordance with the basic goods and the requirements of practical reasonableness. The 
law's authority thus arises from its rational commitment to justice, not merely from its 
enactment by a sovereign or legislature (Murphy, 2011). Finnis argues that citizens have a 
prima facie moral obligation to obey the law because the legal system, when properly 
functioning, embodies a rational order that serves the common good. Obedience to just 
laws, therefore, is a form of participation in the moral order of the community. Yet, this 
obligation is not absolute. When laws become instruments of injustice or oppression when 
they systematically violate basic goods or practical reasonableness   they lose their moral 
binding force. In such cases, citizens may be justified in disobedience, not as an act of 
rebellion, but as an affirmation of a higher rational order (Finnis, 1980).

This position echoes Aquinas' distinction between legal justice and moral justice. The 
former concerns external conformity to law; the latter concerns the rational and moral 
integrity of law itself. Finnis' innovation lies in reinterpreting this distinction in purely 
philosophical terms, showing that moral obligation arises not from legal coercion but from 
rational participation in the good. Thus, authority in Finnis' sense is derivative of moral 
reason a law commands obedience only when it resonates with the rational and moral 
structure of human flourishing (George, 1999).

4.4 Law, Morality, and Political Community

Finnis' integration of law and morality culminates in his vision of the political community 
as a moral enterprise. The state, in his theory, is not an end in itself but a means through 
which individuals and groups can realize the conditions of the common good. Political 
authority, therefore, is justified only insofar as it promotes justice, peace, and human 
development. As he writes, “The common good is not the good of the ruler or the state, but 
of the persons who compose the community, realized in their cooperation with one 
another” (Finnis, 1980, p. 156). This moral orientation challenges both authoritarian and 
utilitarian conceptions of political order. Against authoritarianism, Finnis insists that 
legitimate power is constrained by moral reason and directed toward human welfare. 
Against utilitarianism, he argues that the common good cannot be reduced to aggregate 
pleasure or economic efficiency; it is a moral good, consisting in right relationships and 
rational participation in the good of all.

In contemporary society, where law often appears as a tool of state policy or economic 
control, Finnis' vision offers a corrective grounded in philosophical realism. Law, properly 
understood, is not a mere instrument of governance but the institutional embodiment of 
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moral reason. It expresses the rational structure of human community and the moral order 
of human freedom. Thus, to obey a just law is to participate in the shared pursuit of truth 
and goodness; to enact a just law is to serve the moral vocation of humanity.

4.5 The Enduring Significance of Finnis' Moral Jurisprudence

Finnis' conception of law, morality, and the common good remains a profound 
contribution to contemporary legal and moral philosophy. In a world marked by moral 
relativism, political corruption, and juridical cynicism, his theory restores confidence in 
the moral intelligibility of law. It asserts that the purpose of legal institutions is not merely 
the preservation of order but the realization of justice through reason. By grounding the 
authority of law in moral rationality and the common good, Finnis offers a framework for 
evaluating not only legal norms but also political and social institutions. His thought 
provides a philosophical foundation for human rights discourse, democratic 
accountability, and moral responsibility in governance. In doing so, Finnis reaffirms the 
ancient philosophical insight that law and morality, though distinct in form, are united in 
essence both are rational expressions of humanity's striving toward the good. As Murphy 
aptly summarizes, Finnis' theory “reinstates the classical conviction that the law is not an 
alien power imposed on human freedom but its rational companion.” Law and morality, 
for Finnis, converge in the moral destiny of human beings to live well together   to seek 
truth, justice, and peace in the shared light of reason.

5. An Evaluation of John Finnis' Theory

John Finnis' Natural Law and Natural Rights stands as one of the most influential 
restatements of natural law theory in the modern era. His effort to integrate Thomistic 
insights into a rational and secular framework has revitalized philosophical discourse on 
law and morality. Yet, while Finnis' theory commands respect for its moral depth and 
systematic coherence, it has also drawn significant critiques both from legal positivists 
and from moral philosophers regarding its claims to universality, objectivity, and practical 
applicability in pluralistic societies. This section examines these criticisms and evaluates 
the contemporary relevance of Finnis' natural law theory within modern jurisprudence, 
ethics, and governance. A principal critique of Finnis' theory concerns his moral realism 
the claim that certain goods and principles are self-evident to human reason. Finnis 
identifies seven basic human goods (life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, 
friendship, practical reasonableness, and religion) as universally intelligible and 
intrinsically valuable. However, critics argue that such self-evidence assumes a degree of 
moral consensus that may not exist in modern pluralistic societies (Murphy, 2011).

Legal positivists such as H.L.A. Hart and Joseph Raz have challenged the idea that moral 
reasoning can serve as the foundation of legal validity. Hart maintains that the validity of 
law depends on social facts recognition by officials, not moral content. Raz similarly 
contends that law claims authority precisely because it excludes direct moral deliberation, 



A Publication of the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Tansian University, Umunya, Anambra State, Nigeria 

Okwara, Obiagwu & Onyema: John Finnis’ Idea of Law and Morality:...
96

guiding action through legitimate institutional processes. For these thinkers, Finnis' 
moralization of law risks collapsing the distinction between “what law is” and “what law 
ought to be,” thereby undermining analytical clarity. Moreover, postmodern and relativist 
philosophers question the universality of Finnis' basic goods. They argue that his appeal to 
rational self-evidence may mask culturally specific assumptions rooted in Western 
philosophical traditions. For instance, the good of “religion” or “aesthetic experience” may 
not hold the same intrinsic meaning across diverse traditions or secular frameworks. Thus, 
critics suggest that Finnis' universalism may inadvertently exclude alternative moral and 
cultural epistemologies (Porter, 2005).

Another major challenge to Finnis' theory arises from the pluralistic context of modern 
societies, where divergent moral, religious, and philosophical worldviews coexist. While 
Finnis insists that the basic goods are universally accessible through reason, critics such as 
Brian Bix and Jeremy Waldron argue that his framework provides little practical guidance 
for mediating moral disagreement in complex political communities.

In democratic societies, laws often emerge through deliberative compromise, not 
metaphysical consensus. Finnis' reliance on rational self-evidence risks appearing elitist or 
absolutist, since it presumes that reasonable persons, when properly reflective, would 
converge on the same goods. Yet, as Alasdair MacIntyre observes, modernity is 
characterized by a loss of shared moral language; individuals now inhabit 
incommensurable moral frameworks. In such a world, Finnis' rationalism may appear 
idealistic, insufficiently attentive to the hermeneutic and historical dimensions of moral 
reasoning. Nevertheless, Finnis' defenders argue that his theory does not demand moral 
uniformity but rather a rational minimum a shared moral grammar that makes civil 
discourse and legal cooperation possible. The basic goods, in this view, provide not 
prescriptions but orienting principles, enabling communities to deliberate coherently about 
justice, rights, and the common good (George, 1999).

Despite these critiques, Finnis' framework has had a profound influence on human rights 
theory. By grounding human dignity and rights in the basic goods rather than in utilitarian 
calculations or political conventions, Finnis offers a moral foundation for rights that 
transcends positive law. For example, the good of life underpins the right to life; the good of 
knowledge grounds the right to education and freedom of thought; and the good of 
friendship informs social and political rights aimed at fostering community and solidarity 
(Finnis, 2011).

This approach stands in contrast to legal positivism, which often treats rights as contingent 
upon legislative enactment. For Finnis, rights are moral claims rooted in human nature and 
reason, antecedent to any political system. His theory thus supports natural rights 
jurisprudence, reinforcing the view that unjust laws such as those permitting slavery or 
genocide lack moral legitimacy even if legally valid. In this sense, Finnis' thought 
resonates with historical movements for justice, including the natural law appeals of 
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figures like Martin Luther King Jr., who argued that “an unjust law is no law at all” (King, 
1963).

A further philosophical strength of Finnis' theory lies in its integration of law, freedom, and 
moral responsibility. Against both determinism and relativism, Finnis upholds the moral 
agency of the individual. Law, in his account, is not merely external coercion but the 
rational coordination of free agents seeking shared goods. This view restores the dignity of 
human reason within the moral and legal order, portraying citizens not as subjects of power 
but as participants in a rational moral community (Finnis, 1980). In an age where legal 
systems often appear detached from moral purpose governed by bureaucratic procedures 
or economic interests—Finnis' insistence that law must serve human flourishing is a 
profound corrective. It reaffirms the Aristotelian-Thomistic conviction that law's ultimate 
justification lies not in power or utility but in its capacity to promote justice, peace, and 
virtue.

Despite sustained criticism, Finnis' theory remains a cornerstone of contemporary moral 
and legal philosophy. Its relevance extends to bioethics, political governance, and global 
justice. In the realm of governance, Finnis' emphasis on the common good provides a moral 
criterion for evaluating state policies particularly in societies marked by corruption, 
inequality, or legal cynicism. His framework urges leaders and lawmakers to view law not 
as an instrument of domination but as a moral vocation rooted in reason and service. In 
international discourse, Finnis' approach informs Catholic social teaching and other 
humanistic traditions that emphasize dignity, solidarity, and subsidiarity. It challenges the 
technocratic or utilitarian models that dominate global policymaking, offering instead a 
personalist vision of law grounded in moral truth. Furthermore, in the context of 
contemporary crises such as climate change, migration, and technological ethics Finnis' 
moral realism invites a reevaluation of law's purpose in sustaining a humane order that 
respects both reason and freedom.

Philosophically, Finnis succeeds in demonstrating that law and morality are not separate 
domains but mutually illuminating dimensions of human rationality. His retrieval of 
natural law bridges the ancient and the modern: from Aristotle's teleological ethics and 
Aquinas' theological naturalism to a secular yet moral rationalism capable of grounding 
universal human dignity. However, his critics rightly point out that the application of 
natural law reasoning requires sensitivity to cultural plurality and historical contingency. 
The challenge for contemporary interpreters is not to reject Finnis' moral foundations, but 
to deepen them integrating his rational framework with dialogical, hermeneutic, and cross-
cultural perspectives that acknowledge the evolving moral consciousness of humanity. In 
this respect, Finnis' theory remains philosophically fertile: it provokes reflection on the 
perennial question of how human beings, through law and reason, can live well together in 
truth and justice. His work does not close the debate but opens it toward a richer, more 
integrated vision of the moral life of law.



A Publication of the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Tansian University, Umunya, Anambra State, Nigeria 

Okwara, Obiagwu & Onyema: John Finnis’ Idea of Law and Morality:...
98

6. Conclusion
John Finnis' philosophy of law represents a profound and enduring effort to reconcile 
reason, morality, and legality within a single coherent vision of human flourishing. His 
restatement of natural law theory revives the classical insights of Aristotle and Aquinas 
while adapting them to a modern, secular intellectual context. At the heart of Finnis' project 
lies the conviction that law is not merely a sociopolitical construct but a moral enterprise 
grounded in reason, directed toward the realization of the common good and the fulfillment 
of basic human goods.

Philosophically, Finnis challenges the fragmentation of modern thought, in which law, 
ethics, and politics have become detached from one another. Against the positivist tradition 
that defines law solely by institutional authority or procedural validity, Finnis insists that 
the intelligibility and legitimacy of law rest on its moral orientation. Law, for him, is 
rationally binding because it participates in moral reason it points beyond coercion toward 
the shared pursuit of justice, peace, and human dignity. In this sense, an unjust law, though 
legally enacted, “fails to be law in the fullest sense,” echoing the Thomistic dictum that law 
without justice is a form of violence (Summa Theologica, I–II, Q.93, a.3). Yet Finnis' vision 
is not a nostalgic return to medieval scholasticism but a living philosophy of practical 
reasonableness. His identification of the basic human goods life, knowledge, play, 
aesthetic experience, friendship, practical reason, and religion offers a rational 
anthropology of moral life, one that transcends cultural or ideological divides. These goods 
constitute the moral horizon of law and provide criteria for judging the justice or injustice 
of legal systems.

In contemporary times, when moral relativism, legal positivism, and political 
utilitarianism often dominate public life, Finnis' theory reasserts the dignity of reason and 
the moral vocation of law. His insistence that human beings are moral agents capable of 
discerning self-evident goods restores the foundation for moral discourse in law, politics, 
and governance. Moreover, his notion of the common good offers a corrective to 
individualistic and technocratic tendencies by re-centering law on the human person in 
community on relationships of justice, solidarity, and cooperation aimed at mutual 
flourishing. Nevertheless, the enduring challenge remains how to translate Finnis' moral 
rationalism into societies marked by moral pluralism, conflicting worldviews, and cultural 
diversity. While his basic goods offer universal orientations, their interpretation and 
application demand an openness to dialogical reasoning and cross-cultural hermeneutics. 
Thus, Finnis' legacy invites not blind adherence but continued philosophical reflection: 
How can natural law reasoning engage constructively with modern democracy, human 
rights, and global ethics without collapsing into absolutism or relativism? 

Ultimately, Finnis' contribution lies in reawakening jurisprudence to its philosophical and 
moral depth. He reminds us that the law, properly conceived, is not an instrument of 
domination but a rational and moral order through which human beings pursue their 
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collective destiny. In affirming the inseparable unity of law, morality, and the common 
good, Finnis provides both a critique of modern legal nihilism and a vision of hope a vision 
of a society governed not merely by power, but by reason ordered to justice and human 
flourishing.
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