
3. The Reflective Exercise of Practical Reason 

 

The direct activity of practical reason, even with all its peculiarities, is a truly rational activity, and is therefore conscious, knowable, 
and, more or less, always known clearly by each person.  The confusion referred to by the aforementioned observation of Cajetan is 
possible because the content of the practical reason, when passing from the direct level (ratio practica in actu exercito) to the reflexive 
level (ratio practica in actu signato), even while remaining identical in its ultimate substance, acquires certain modalities and 
presupposes various conditions.  Specifically, inasmuch as the reflexive level is the most immediately accessible, the risk of confusion 
consists in attributing the modes that belong to the reflexive level to the level of the direct exercise.  I will give some examples merely 
for purposes of illustration, without claiming to exhaust the problems that they encompass. 

In the direct exercise, that which is usually called the ‘first practical principle’ is the fundamental light of human reason as 
practical reason, presupposed by the perception of any object inasmuch as it is practical (i.e., inasmuch as it has to be done or it has to 
be avoided).  This first light, possessed by nature and not by the free choice of the individual, explains that human reason places itself 
before a reality not only as it is an object of knowledge (‘A is A’), but also as it is an object of realization or non-realization, that is, as 
before a good or an evil (‘I should do A’ or else ‘I should not do A’).  On the reflexive level we have no other choice but to give to 
that light a ‘judicative’ expression1 (bonum faciendum, malum vitandum), which is acceptable, provided that we do not lose sight that 
its true reality and function are neither that of a judgment nor a premise.  To consider it a judgment would be to impoverish the reality 
of the first practical principle, and would give rise to the temptation of wanting to derive it.  The first principle of practical reason is, 
however, original, and not derived. 

In its direct exercise, practical reason naturally possesses, together with the first principle, other fundamental practical 
principles.  These are general criteria for the rational regulation of the human goods (i.e., of the goods that we manage, use, realize, or 
possess through our actions).  Classical philosophy calls these general criteria of rational regulation the moral virtues, which are not 
only habits that fix the appetites into certain ends (justice, temperance, etc.), but are also ends themselves (justice, temperance, etc.) 
that determine what is good or evil in the appetite’s realization in action.2  Said in other terms: the moral virtues, besides having an 

 
 

2 We would like to refer the reader who is interested in a larger study of virtues as ends to our work, La scelta etica. Il rapporto tra libertà e virtù 
(Milan: Ares, 1988). 



affective and dispositional dimension, also have (and inseparably have) an intellectual dimension.3  The virtues are the fundamental 
principles of moral rationality, known by the practical intelligence and, at the same time, inscribed in the tendencies.  If we pass, in 
turn, to the reflexive level (ratio practica in actu signato), the rational regulation of the goods expressed and taught through norms or 
precepts, and their urgency and unconditional value, are expressed and communicated in the form of duty.  However, both the norms 
and duties are derived realities, which belong to moral thought and are formed through reflection on the direct activity of practical 
reason.  They are absolutely necessary concepts for philosophical ethics, but they are neither primary nor direct moral realities.  
Norms and duty are both functions of life in accordance with virtue, and not vice versa.4 

If we reverse the relationship between the plane of the direct exercise of the practical reason and that of reflection upon it, 
many drawbacks arise, both for the understanding of the moral life on the part of the common man and for its philosophical 
comprehension.  I will give just one example.  The practical primacy of the construction (of the obligation) over that of the attraction 
(the finality, the virtue) follows from the aforementioned reversal.  This primacy developed in all its consequences becomes 
unintelligible and unacceptable.  In the moral life the ‘No’ has its foundation in, and is ordered toward, a ‘Yes’.  The ‘No’ is often 
necessary, but cannot be a primary, but only a derived, reality.  The primary reality is to guide the tendency toward its true object, and 
only on that basis must it separate the latter from what only appears as its object, without actually being so. 

All of this has broad repercussions in the moral attitudes of the common man.  Now I will mention only one.  If it is granted 
that there is a primacy to the attraction, one can see in morality the guide to the full and positive meaning that one desires to carry out 
with one’s own life: every day and every task has value, none of these are odious procedures.  Morality is not understood as an 
uncomfortable waiting room where there is an obligation to lose some time and strength before moving on to what really matters.  If, 
in turn, it is granted that there is primacy to the construction, there arises in the person the concern of doing what is mandated and 
avoiding what is prohibited, considering as ‘free’ the broad ambit of life that is not covered by prescriptive and prohibitive norms.  For 
those who have this mentality, freedom begins where the law ends, so they understand morality as a limit of freedom (all that is 
necessary or advantageous that one desires), and not as the positive and inseparable direction of all free life (i.e., as the rational self-
government which belongs to the free tendency as such). 

 
3 We take the designation of these three dimensions from Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness, cit., ch. II, although actually the same idea, expressed 

in other words, is found in many other authors. 
4 We discuss in greater detail the relationship between virtues and norms in Angel Rodríguez Luño, Ética General, 5th ed. (Pampalona: Eunsa, 2004), 

ch. VIII. 
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