
The Natural Moral Law

The Natural Moral Law argues that the good can be known and that therefore 
the moral law, which serves as a basis for human choice, can be understood. 
Proceeding historically through ancient, modern, and postmodern thinkers, Owen 
Anderson studies beliefs about the good and how it is known, and how such beliefs 
shape claims about the moral law. The focal challenge is whether the skepticism of 
postmodern thinkers can be answered in a way that preserves knowledge claims 
about the good. Considering the failures of modern thinkers to correctly articulate 
reason and the good and how postmodern thinkers are responding to these fail-
ures, Anderson argues that there are identifiable patterns of thinking about what is 
good, some of which lead to false dichotomies. The book concludes with a consid-
eration of how a moral law might look if the good is correctly identified.
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Preface

As Aeneas, our great ancestor,
Did from the flames of Troy upon his shoulder
The old Anchises bear . . .

I chose Carle van Loo’s painting Aeneas Carrying Anchises for the cover 
because it depicts an apt metaphor for this book. In the Aeneid, Virgil tells 
us that before being carried by Aeneas from the flames of Troy, Anchises 
prays to Jupiter for help. Aeneas then tells Anchises to gather up the sacred 
objects and household idols and bring them along. While Troy is burning, 
Aeneas escapes carrying his father and leading his son, taking with them 
the best of what they could save. Although this is the end of one age, as 
Virgil tells the story, it is the beginning of another.

Similarly, this book is about the end of one age and the beginning of 
another. As with the destruction of Troy, the Modern age ended in costly 
and devastating wars. And just as Anchises brought his idols with him, so 
too the new age, the Postmodern age, relies on ideas taken from Modernity, 
which may be responsible for the latter’s ending. Anchises does not stop 
to think, as he prays to Jupiter, that if Jupiter could help, Troy would not 
be burning. But Zeus (Jupiter), as Homer tells it, was distracted on many 
occasions by Hera. Why save such idols? Why not rethink the presup-
positions on which such a worldview is based? And what should be most 
troubling for Virgil, why build another empire on such presuppositions? 
How could such an empire hold out the hope of being the impirium sine 
fine (empire without end)?

There is a desire in the human consciousness for such an empire (city). 
There is a desire to build a life together that reaches the heights of human 
excellence. This goal cannot be achieved by a single individual; rather, it 
must be the product of cooperation by all. This cooperation requires a 
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Prefacex

shared goal and a shared understanding about the means to the goal. That 
is why this is a book about law, and specifically about the natural moral 
law. It is a book about the good (our shared goal) and the means to the 
good as known by reason (the natural moral law).

However, this idea of cooperation toward a goal brings to mind another 
story. This is the story of when all humanity united together to pursue 
something that was not the good. Together they built a city, a way of life, 
and together they worked to build a tower that would extend to heaven. 
This story, in Genesis 11, immediately follows the account of the Flood 
in which all humans except Noah and his family had gone into violence 
and corruption. In such a short time after the Great Deluge, humanity was 
once again uniting in a purpose apart from that given by God. Rather than 
filling the earth and understanding what the works of God reveal about 
the Creator, they turned to idolatry and building the city of man based on 
man’s law. Consequently, at the Tower of Babel, God confused languages 
so that unity became division and humans dispersed.

It is only in the last few centuries that humans have begun to have con-
tact with each other at a global level. This means that once again there is 
the question of how humans will unite, toward what goal they will work 
together, and how they understand the means to that goal. What law will 
humans live by as they come together in the Postmodern age, and will it be 
a law that leads to the good or away from it?

These two stories also provide a contrast of how beliefs about God 
work into human life. On the one hand, although Anchises calls Jupiter 
the “almighty,” the gods of Greek polytheism are finite and limited, with 
various personalities and proclivities that do not always include pursuing 
the good. On the other hand, in the book of Genesis, God is portrayed as 
the absolute creator, who imposes natural evil on the creation as a call back 
from moral evil. It is because God is good that the problem of evil requires 
an answer by theists. The event of the Tower of Babel marks a transition 
in the history from God dealing with humans in general to the particu-
lar account of redemption beginning with Abraham and his descendants. 
Although Abraham lived in a city with laws, he is said to have been look-
ing for a city whose maker and builder is God. This contrast between the 
city of man and the city of God involves a contrast between two views of 
the good and the law that is to govern human life. As such, we will see this 
theme in the following study of Modernity and Postmodernity as humans 
respond to challenges out of the presuppositions they carried with them.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00842-7 - The Natural Moral Law: The Good after Modernity
Owen Anderson
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107008427
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface xi

This book relies on an interdisciplinary approach. I draw from philoso-
phy, history, jurisprudence, religious studies, and literature. Consequently, 
it will engage different readers in various ways. However, the underlying 
argument is present throughout the book and is contributed to by several 
supporting arguments. Every reader can engage with these arguments to 
examine them for soundness. Because the arguments examine assumptions 
about the good and what is real, active readers will be engaged in self-
examination of their own beliefs about these subjects. The extent to which 
readers do this will be the extent to which they profit from this book.
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