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Providing a conceptual account of the paradigmatic relationship between the
natural law theories of Aquinas and Grotius within the framework of comparative
moral philosophy is contentious on two grounds. First, some thinkers claim that
natural law constitutes only a subsidiary element within Aquinas’s moral
philosophy; accordingly, a comparative inquiry at the level of two complete
theories is deemed methodologically untenable. Second, others argue that both
Grotius and Aquinas belong to the tradition of classical ethics, and that no
meaningful paradigmatic distinction can therefore be drawn between them. The
present study challenge both claims and undertakes a comparative analysis of the
principal components of these two theories. It argues that the paradigmatic rupture
between them can be analyzed from two standpoints: (1) Fundamental/Radical
Rupture: according to which discontinuity appears only in two components,
namely practical reason and obligation; and (2) Hypothetical Rupture: if our
perspective is the totality of Aquinas’s conceptual system, then, in addition to the
previous components, there is also a rupture between the two in naturalism and in
the definition of natural law. However, if we limit our interpretation to one of the
levels of explanation in Aquinas’s works, namely practical reason, then no rupture
exists between them in the latter two components. Beyond establishing the
discursive rupture between these two theories, the central paradigmatic conclusion
is that the articulation of the components of such a rupture is perspective-
dependent and Hypothetical. Therefore, limiting their difference to the two
components of practical reason and obligation does not contradict their rupture
across the four aforementioned components, since each claim is grounded in a
distinct perspective —whether the entire conceptual system or merely one
explanatory level.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

There is disagreement whether developments in natural law theory within moral philosophy
have been exclusively intra-paradigmatic or whether paradigm shifts have also occurred.
Moreover, given paradigmatic rupture, which philosophers' works contain the most significant
turning points within these paradigmatic transformations, and in which meta-ethical elements
of their theories the rupture generally indeed occurs, remains contested—unresolvable without
specialized, case-by-case studies. Aquinas and Grotius are the most renowned candidates for
representing the classical and modern paradigms of this theory. A comparative study of these
two philosophers raises certain disputes that challenge their selection as two paradigm cases in
the history of modern and classical natural law. First, some hold that in the moral theory of
Aquinas, natural law is merely a subordinate component and cannot be regarded as an
explanatory framework for his theory; thus, we are not confronted with two complete theories
in the history of natural law. Second, some thinkers maintain that Grotius's reading of natural
law does not differ significantly from Aquinas and other premodern figures in the natural law
tradition; therefore, whatever their differences may be, they do not amount to a paradigm shift.

Methodology

The methodology of this research is based on comparative paradigm analysis, which is one of
the common approaches in comparative philosophy. Thus, in contrast to the dominant subject-
selection in analytic philosophy—which typically focuses on the examination, critique, or
reconstruction of a particular concept—comparative philosophy examines a broader range of
theoretical dimensions/components to explain inter-paradigmatic relations. Therefore, in this
type of inquiry, some form of technical holism or multidimensional analysis is unavoidable. In
this article, instead of offering a general overview of the modern and classical paradigms of
natural law, or focusing on two schools (such as Stoicism and Modernism), we concentrate
solely on two specific versions of this theory: the readings of Aquinas and Grotius. Rather than
examining the dimensions of rupture and continuity, we address only the explanation of
theoretical rupture, so as to provide a conceptual elucidation of the various metaethical
dimensions of these two theories in comparison with one another. It is obvious that the manner
of interpreting/re-reading a philosopher's works directly affects the explanation of that
philosopher's paradigmatic status; without taking a position in interpretation, one cannot
achieve an explanation of paradigmatic relations. Therefore, engaging with interpretive issues
in this kind of study is unavoidable and constitutes part of the main research.

Discussion

In examining the focal implication, we compare the central definition/concept of natural law
within their respective frameworks of moral philosophy, and we show that although both
thinkers’ understanding of the concept of natural law relies on human nature and they both
understand the concept of law as meaning standard of action, from this perspective one cannot
speak decisively of a paradigmatic rupture. On the other hand, considering the totality of their
conceptual apparatus, a paradigmatic rupture does exist between them, since Aquinas defines
the concept of natural law within the context of eternal law and a religious worldview oriented
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toward eudaimonia, whereas Grotius regards it as independent of religious assumptions and
oriented solely toward the system of social life. However, if we regard our own reading of
Aquinas as multi-level, then at the level of explaining practical reason, he can be considered as
possessing a non-metaphysical/non-theological orientation. Therefore, with respect to the first
issue (focal implication), one cannot speak decisively of a paradigmatic rupture between them.
In examining practical reason, Aquinas and Grotius consider the axis of practical reason as
principles of natural law, and this indicates the centrality of this concept within their practical
philosophy. Nevertheless, from two respects a paradigmatic rupture exists between their
conceptions of practical reason. First, Grotius assigns to it a more limited function, namely the
ordering of social life based on a system of mutual obligations; thus, his understanding of the
function of morality is separated not only from Middle Ages but also from Greek eudaimonism.
Second, Grotius introduces a conceptual development and, in addition to social good, adds
concept of right to his own conceptual apparatus. Regarding the issue of obligation, we show
that a paradigmatic rupture exists between them; in the works of Aquinas there is no trace of
the modern concept of obligation, whereas Grotius considers it an internal component of his
own theory. In the metaphysics of morals as well, naturalism for Aquinas has no meaning other
than Aristotelian hylomorphism; although at a level of natural law he appeals to practical
reason, yet where the discussion concerns the study of nature, Aquinas stands entirely in line
with Aristotle. In contrast, by examining the statements of Grotius it becomes clear that no
manifest clarity of his adherence to Aristotelian teleology can be found in his later writings (in
The Rights of War and Peace). Thus, despite the claim of some interpreters, Grotius does not
have an Aristotelian approach, and in this respect a paradigmatic rupture exists between them.
However, if recourse to natural reason (as opposed to revelatory sources) is considered a kind
of naturalism, then Aquinas also has such a perspective; on this basis, it can be said that at the
level of practical reason, there is no rupture between these two theories.

Conclusion

The totality of these analyses shows that the inter-paradigmatic status (from the standpoint of
examining rupture/discursive turn) of these two theories can be analyzed in two categories: (1)
fundamental paradigmatic rupture; (2) conventional paradigmatic rupture. Therefore, only in
two issues can one speak of a fundamental and complete rupture: one in the discussion of
practical reason and the other in the discussion of obligation. However, regarding the two issues
of focal implication and naturalism, the final position depends on resolving whether a
multi-level interpretation of Aquinas is possible and whether at the level of practical reason he
can be regarded as possessing a complete theory. If this interpretation is sound, then a
paradigmatic rupture between the two theories can be said to occur only on two counts)
practical reason and obligation) . Otherwise, the rupture obtains on all four.
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