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In recent years, a number of moral philosophers have held both that there are 

particular moral truths, and also that there are no general moral principles which 

explain these particular moral truths--either because there simply are no moral 

principles, or because moral principles are themselves explained by or derived from 

particular moral truths rather than vice versa.  Often this combination of doctrines is 

held by philosophers interested in reviving an Aristotelean approach to ethics,1 but it 

has other defenders as well.2  I want to argue that these views cannot both be correct:  if 

there are particular moral truths, there must be universal moral principles which 

explain why they are true. 

I will argue that it is essential to distinguish between two uses of moral 

principles:  to explain moral truths, and to guide or justify moral action.  In arguing 

that, if there are moral truths, there must be moral principles, I am not arguing that 

moral principles are necessary as practical guides to action, nor even that an agent must 

appeal to principles in order to justify particular decisions.  Like critics of the view that 

there are moral principles, I am skeptical about both these views.  My claim is rather 

that moral principles are needed to explain particular moral truths:  to explain what 
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makes particular right actions right, what makes particular courageous actions 

courageous, and so on. 

Most of the literature I take myself to be opposing does not make the distinction 

between explanation and guidance.  Moreover, the examples and arguments in the 

literature focus almost exclusively on the action-guiding role of moral principles.  So 

there is some danger that I am defending a view these writers do not mean to attack.  

But the writers with whom I am concerned at least appear to think that showing that we 

need not or should not rely on moral principles in acting morally suffices to show that 

moral principles are altogether unnecessary; indeed, they sometimes argue 

apocalyptically that nearly all of modern moral philosophy has consisted of a 

misguided effort to discover moral principles.  I will argue that the conclusion that 

there are no moral principles does not follow from the critics’ arguments about the role 

of such principles in moral reasoning. 

A moral principle, in my usage, is simply a universal moral truth:  a moral truth 

which makes no reference to particular people, places, or times.  What might such 

principles look like?  They might look like this:  "one ought to perform whatever action, 

of those available to one, would maximize overall utility."  Or like this:  "one ought to 

act only on maxims one could will to be universal laws."  Or like this:  "one ought to 

refrain from acting in ways of which an ideal observer would disapprove."  These are 

all principles of considerable generality.  But there may also be more specific or local 

moral principles:  "One ought to help people in distress," perhaps, or "one ought not to 

break one's promises."  (I will use the terms "rules" and "principles" interchangeably.  

But they could be used to mark any of several distinctions; for example, one could 

reserve the term "principles" for very general principles, and use the term "rules" for 

more specific principles.3)  Then what if the only way I can help someone in distress is 

by breaking a promise?  It may be that in such a case there is simply no fact about what I 

ought to do.  Conceivably the only moral principles are specific and local, and there are 
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no facts about how to resolve conflict among principles.  But if there is a fact about what 

I ought to do in a case of conflict, then, I shall argue, this can only be because there is a 

more general moral principle which explains why this is so. 

Opponents of the view that there are principles in ethics, like opponents of 

general laws in history or general principles in aesthetics, can point to a long history of 

failed attempts to find such principles.  This may be evidence that there are no such 

principles.  But even if it is, this does not count against the conditional claim for which I 

will argue.  For if I am right, then evidence that there are no principles is also evidence 

that there are no moral facts.  (Similarly, evidence that there are only specific principles, 

and no principled way to resolve conflict among them, is evidence that there are fewer 

moral facts than we might have thought.) 

I will proceed by exploring an extended analogy between ethics and the sciences.  

This is hardly a novel project, but the parallels I will draw and the uses to which I will 

put them are not the usual ones.  In the process, I will both advance a positive argument 

for principles and undermine some points made in the anti-rule literature. 

 

PREDICTION AND EXPLANATION 

The fundamental distinction on which I want to insist is parallel to the distinction in the 

sciences between prediction and explanation.4  It is a commonplace that principles or 

laws in the sciences serve two functions.  First, they have a predictive function:  they 

enable us to make predictions about future events.5  It is useful to further distinguish 

between two sorts of predictive role principles may have.  They may play a psychological 

role in enabling us to form beliefs we might not have formed otherwise.  But there may 

also be occasions on which a scientist forms a belief about a particular event based not 

on deduction from general principles but on a sort of "hunch"--on a felt similarity to 

certain previous phenomena, perhaps.  Scientific laws or principles may still play an 
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epistemological role in justifying this belief, even though they did not play a psychological 

role in one's coming to have the belief. 

In addition to the predictive function of scientific principles, whether 

psychological or epistemological, there is a second, explanatory function:  such principles 

explain particular empirical facts.  We might regard this explanatory role as 

metaphysical rather than psychological or epistemological, since it concerns what 

makes particular facts true rather than how we come to know them or justify our belief 

in them.  Often the very same principle will both predict and explain the same event:  

the gas laws together with statements of particular fact will enable us to predict that if 

we heat a balloon tomorrow, it will expand; once we have heated the balloon, the same 

principles explain why it expanded.  But though there is often a close connection 

between explanation and prediction, they are fairly clearly distinct notions.   

We need to distinguish further between two sorts of explanation.  The sort most 

familiar from the philosophy of science is event explanation:  we explain the occurrence 

of a particular event by showing how it fits into a broader causal network.  But there is 

another sort of explanation which is also important in science.  In property explanation, 

we explain something's possession of a property by showing how to analyze its having 

the property into its (or its components') having more basic properties.  As Robert 

Cummins writes:6  "Many scientific theories are not designed to explain changes, but 

are rather designed to explain properties.  The point of what I call a property theory is 

to explain the properties of a system not in the sense in which this means 'Why did S 

acquire P?' or 'What caused S to acquire P?' but, rather, 'What is it for S to instantiate P?', 

or, 'In virtue of what does S have P?'"  Cummins offers the following examples of 

property explanations in the sciences:  "We know how temperature is instantiated, how 

inheritance is instantiated, how electricity is instantiated, how solubility is instantiated.  

I think we are close to knowing how life and intelligence are instantiated, though we 
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are a long way from understanding how consciousness or intentionality are 

instantiated." 

Moral principles, like scientific ones, have both an explanatory or theoretical role 

and a "predictive" or action-guiding role.  Moral rules provide us with practical guides 

to action; in conjunction with statements of particular fact they enable us to "predict" 

whether the actions we are considering would be morally acceptable.  But moral 

principles also explain why certain actions are right or wrong, good or bad, morally 

acceptable or morally unacceptable.  Typically the same moral principles will play both 

roles:  "It is wrong to break a promise" not only guides the behavior of those of us who 

want to avoid acting badly, but also explains why certain actions are morally wrong.7  

The sort of explanation offered by moral principles is, it is important to note, property 

explanation rather than event explanation.   

Criticisms of the possibility or desirability of moral principles typically ignore 

this distinction between the explanatory or theoretical and the action-guiding or 

practical roles of moral principles,8 and focus exclusively on their role in guiding 

action.9  But while the great historical defenders of particular principles have been 

interested in providing practical guides to action, surely they have been at least as con-

cerned to provide general explanations of particular moral truths.  Some arguments 

against rules or principles are simply irrelevant to this explanatory need for principles. 

For example, in a recent article John Waide10 attempts to refute the claim "that 

virtue judgments always presuppose moral principles and, therefore, that virtue ethics 

is always derivative from principle ethics."  On one interpretation the view Waide 

criticizes is a special case of the view I will defend, since the judgment that someone is 

courageous (say) is, if true, precisely the sort of particular moral truth which I maintain 

requires explanation by moral principles. 

Waide distinguishes between two versions of the view he rejects.  The 

"psychological version," which Waide rightly regards as highly implausible, "would 
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hold that a person has in mind . . . a moral principle each time a virtue judgment is 

made."  Waide calls the second version of the view "metaethical," but I prefer to call it 

"epistemological," since it concerns the conditions under which a belief is justified; it 

holds that "if a virtue claim is to be warranted, one must be able to offer reasons for it, 

reasons which must include reference to some moral principle."  This is the version of 

the view that virtues presuppose principles which Waide goes on to attack. 

Now, I am strongly inclined to believe, with Waide, that both the psychological 

and epistemological versions of the view that virtues presuppose principles are false.  

Virtue judgments do not presuppose judgments of principle.  But Waide does not even 

mention what I take to be the most persuasive version of the view he criticizes, namely 

the metaphysical version:  if a claim about someone's possession or exercise of a virtue is 

true, then there must be moral principles which play a role in explaining why it is true.11 

In some areas of philosophy, notably the philosophy of language and the 

philosophy of science, we have learned to be careful to distinguish between 

epistemological and metaphysical claims or notions:  Kripke, for instance, has stressed 

the importance of distinguishing between the epistemological notion of the a priori and 

the metaphysical notion of necessity.12  We need to become more careful about these 

distinctions in ethics as well.13  

A related failure to distinguish the epistemological from the metaphysical seems 

to be involved when various writers argue that there cannot be moral principles on the 

ground that we cannot codify our own views on moral matters.  John McDowell, for 

instance, writes:  "If one attempted to reduce one's conception of what virtue requires to 

a set of rules then, however subtle and thoughtful one was in drawing up the code, 

cases would inevitably turn up in which a mechanical application of the rules would 

strike one as wrong--and not necessarily because one had changed one's mind; rather, 

one's mind on the matter was not susceptible of capture in any universal formula."14  

And Martha Nussbaum makes the related point that "a system of rules set up in 
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advance can encompass only what has been seen before,"15 arguing a few pages later 

that "the only procedure to follow [in reasoning about what constitutes a good life] is . . 

. to imagine all the relevant features as well and fully and concretely as possible, 

holding them up against whatever intuitions and emotions and plans and imaginings 

we have brought into the situation or can construct in it" (180).  To the extent that these 

writers mean only to write about moral decision making, I need not quarrel with them:  

but in both one gets the feeling that there is an implicit inference from "principles are 

unnecessary (and perhaps harmful) in moral reasoning" to "principles are unnecessary."  

This seems to presuppose that the only function of moral principles is their predictive 

or action-guiding role, and so to ignore their theoretical or explanatory role. 

Simply drawing the distinction between the predictive and explanatory roles of 

moral principles, then, is enough to call into question some arguments against 

principles.  Further attention to the relation between these two roles will provide the 

material for further criticisms of such arguments.  First, however, I will offer a positive 

argument for principles.  

 

THE NEED FOR PRINCIPLES 

There is a very simple argument from three premises to the existence of moral 

principles.  I will briefly sketch the argument, and then argue for two of the premises by 

responding to some objections.  The first premise is that there are some particular moral 

truths.  For example, consider a case in which an agent has a choice between two 

possible actions, A and B.16  In many such situations, the choice between A and B will 

be morally indifferent--perhaps the choice is between eating chocolate ice cream and 

eating vanilla, or between giving a thousand dollars to a perfect stranger and giving it 

to her identical twin, or between breaking and entering the house on the left or the 

exactly similar house on the right.  But the critics of principles with whom I am 

concerned will agree that there are also at least some cases in which one action, say A, is 
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morally preferable to the other, meaning by this that A is genuinely morally better than 

B, not that someone prefers it or exhorts its performance or expresses approval of it.17 

The second premise is that particular moral truths must be explicable.  For 

example, if A is genuinely better than B, then there must be some reason for this.  It is 

hard to see how the moral preferability of one action over another could be simply 

some sort of brute fact, incapable of further explanation.  If A is better than B, it must be 

better in virtue of other facts about A and B, and thus there will be an explanation of 

why A is better which appeals to these other facts.   

The third premise is that the explanation of a particular moral truth requires that 

there be a moral principle.  For example, an explanation of why A is better than B must 

do more than appeal to certain features of A and B.  It must also say why these features 

are relevant; to do this, it must say something about the connection between these 

features and moral preferability.  Perhaps A is preferable to B because B does, and A 

does not, involve breaking a promise.  But this fact about A and B can only explain why 

A is better if there is some link between keeping promises and moral preferability; and 

if there is such a link it must hold in general and not just in the particular case.  So the 

explanation that A is preferable because it does not involve breaking a promise can only 

be successful if there is a moral principle linking promise-keeping with moral 

preferability.  (It does not matter whether the principle must form a part of the 

explanation, or whether it is only required for the success of the explanation; either way 

there must be a moral principle if A's preferability is to be explicable.)  

From these three premises, it clearly follows that there are moral principles.18  

And from the second and third premises alone, there follows the claim I am particularly 

concerned to defend, namely that if there are particular moral truths, there must be 

moral principles.  So critics of this conditional claim appear to have little room to 

maneuver:  they must claim either that particular moral truths require no explanation at 
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all, or that their explanation does not require general moral principles, or that, although 

the conclusion of the argument is correct, it is somehow trivial. 

Let us consider these objections in turn.  First, someone might question whether 

moral truths require explanation at all.  Indeed, one might suggest that my argument 

involves the Principle of Sufficient Reason run wild.  Many things have no explanation:  

why is there something rather than nothing?  Why did this radioactive atom decay 

today rather than tomorrow or yesterday?  We no longer think that every phenomenon 

is such that there must be a sufficient reason for it.  Why should moral truths in 

particular require explanation? 

There are two main reasons for rejecting the Principle of Sufficient Reason; 

neither of them gives grounds for exempting particular moral truths from the need for 

explanation.  The first reason is that the chain of explanations must end somewhere.  In 

the case of causal explanation, it seems that there must be some causal question which 

has no answer:  why did the Big Bang occur?  Or why is there something rather than 

nothing?  Similarly, in the case of property explanations, it seems that there must be 

some properties which are explanatorily basic, which do not require further 

explanation.   

This first reason for the failure of the Principle of Sufficient Reason gives us no 

reason to doubt that moral properties must have sufficient explanations, since moral 

properties are fairly clearly not explanatorily fundamental or basic.  If goodness were 

simply one of the basic properties of the universe, perhaps it would be senseless to ask 

in virtue of what A is better than B, as perhaps it is senseless to ask in virtue of what the 

Earth has a larger diameter than Mars.  (We can explain how it came to have a larger 

diameter, but not what makes it the case that it has a larger diameter, in what its having a 

larger diameter consists.)  But we do not think that goodness is ontologically basic.  

Moral facts are secondary in something like the sense in which color is a secondary 

quality.  If one object is redder than another, there must be something in which this 
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difference in color consists, some explanation of features of the objects in virtue of 

which the one is redder than the other; similarly, if one action is morally better than 

another, this must be explicable in terms of features of the actions.  Moral properties are 

simply not part of the basic furniture of the universe.  This is not so say, however, that 

moral terms must be definable in some more basic vocabulary, nor that moral concepts 

can only label regions of conceptual space already mapped out by means of other con-

cepts.19  The dependence of moral properties is metaphysical, not linguistic or 

conceptual. 

The second reason for the failure of the Principle of Sufficient Reason is that it 

now seems likely that determinism is false, that some events are irreducibly 

probabilistic.  Suppose for simplicity that the outcome of a coin toss is like this.  I toss 

the coin; it comes up tails.  Why did it come up tails?  There simply is no sufficient 

reason:  it could equally well have come up heads.  There may be an explanation of 

sorts:  the fact that the coin had a 0.5 probability of coming up tails may have some 

explanatory power even though it does not enable us to predict beforehand which way 

the coin will come up.20  But although there is a kind of reason the coin came up tails, it 

is clearly not a sufficient reason.  In similar cases, the coin will come up heads about half 

the time and tails about half the time, and there is no explanation of why a toss has a 

particular outcome on a particular occasion. 

This failure of determinism provides counterexamples to what we might call the 

Principle of Sufficient Event Explanation.  By itself the failure of determinism does not 

give any reason to doubt the Principle of Sufficient Property Explanation, the principle 

that if a certain property is instantiated there must be a sufficient explanation in terms 

of more basic properties.  Still, although the failure of determinism gives us no reason to 

doubt that moral properties have sufficient explanations, it can provide a model of what 

it would be like for them to fail to have such explanations.  The analogue in the case of 

moral (or other) properties to the failure of determinism would be something like this:  
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a configuration, N, of non-moral properties of an action lends certain probabilities to 

the propositions that the action has each of two or more moral properties.  To keep this 

case parallel to that of a coin toss, let us say that the action's having N lends probability 

0.5 to the proposition that the action is virtuous and 0.5 to the proposition that it is 

vicious.  If this is so, then roughly half the actions with N will be virtuous and half 

vicious.  But there will be no saying why a particular action with N is virtuous as 

opposed to vicious. 

This, I submit, is simply not believable.  If one action with N is virtuous and 

another vicious, there must be some further nonmoral property which distinguishes 

them and which accounts for their difference in moral properties.  Neither of the main 

reasons for the failure of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, then, provides reason to 

think that the possession of a moral property might lack a sufficient explanation.  

The objection I have just considered is that particular moral facts might be the 

sort of facts which do not require explanation at all.  A second objection is that, even if 

particular moral facts require some sort of explanation, there is no reason to suppose 

that this explanation must be of the sort which involves universal moral principles.  The 

explanation may itself be particular or local.  The answer to the question "Why was 

Joseph's action wrong?" may be "because it involved breaking his promise," without it 

being the case that any promise-breaking would be wrong.   

We need to distinguish two ways in which it might happen that the explanation 

of the wrongness of Joseph's action might fail to involve universal moral principles.  

First, there might be the sort of failure of the Principle of Sufficient Reason we have just 

discussed:  perhaps the fact that an action involves breaking a promise makes it likely 

that the action is wrong, but not all actions which involve breaking a promise are 

wrong, and there is no explanation of the difference between the ones that are wrong 

and the ones that are not.  I have already suggested that this possibility cannot be taken 

seriously. 
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But there is a second way in which the explanation of the wrongness of Joseph's 

action might be local.  It is true, I think, that explanations of particular moral facts will 

typically appeal either to principles with ceterus paribus clauses, or to something like the 

principles which specify W. D. Ross's prima facie duties.  Let us consider the second, 

Rossian possibility. 

Ross holds that there are principles which specify prima facie     duties--roughly, 

principles each of which specify what would be our duty if that principle applied and 

no other principle did.  Thus if "one ought not break one's promises" is such a principle, 

then if A involves breaking a promise one has a prima facie duty not to do A.  And one 

also has a duty simpliciter not to do A, unless some other such principle applies, e.g., 

"one ought not to cause harm."  So the explanation of the wrongness of Joseph's action 

might be that it involves breaking a promise and no other prima facie duties apply.  (But 

then there is a relevant universal principle, namely that it is wrong to do something if 

one has a prima facie duty not to do it and no prima facie duty to do it.)   

So far there is no violation of the demand that moral explanations require the 

truth of universal moral principles.  But now what about cases in which prima facie 

duties conflict?  On Ross's view if A involves both keeping a promise and harming 

someone, then "there is no principle by which we can draw the conclusion that it is on 

the whole right or on the whole wrong."21  On the other hand, Ross also believes that, 

although there are no moral principles to settle which action is preferable in cases of a 

conflict between prima facie duties, nevertheless in at least some cases one action is 

genuinely preferable.  He writes, for example, that "this sense of our particular duty in 

particular circumstances, preceded and informed by the fullest reflection we can bestow 

on the act in all its bearings, is highly fallible, but it is the only guide we have to our 

duty."22  If our sense of duty is fallible, then there must be moral truths for it to discern 

or fail to discern.   
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But this combination of views simply invites a meta-application of our argument.  

It may be that in at least some cases where local or prima facie principles conflict there 

simply is no fact about what one ought to do:  in fact I think it probable that there are 

some cases like this.  But it also seems clear that in some cases in which prima facie 

principles conflict, there is a fact about what one ought to do.  (Perhaps the only way I 

can keep my promise to meet you at noon is to murder the large, harmless but 

determined person blocking my way.)  If there are such facts they must be explicable.  

And their explanation will require moral principles.23   (The required principles could 

be of either of two sorts.  It could be that the principles about prima facie duty can be 

expanded into principles about duty all things considered, or it could be that there are 

meta-principles about how to resolve conflict among lower-level principles.)  So the 

objection that the explanation of particular moral facts might appeal to local moral 

principles, while in one sense correct, does not refute the claim that the explanation of a 

moral fact requires the truth of a universal moral principle. 

Now let us turn to a third objection to the argument.  This objection holds that, 

although it is true that there are universal moral principles, nothing in the argument 

shows that these will be anything other than trivial and uninteresting.  There is an 

important distinction between universality and generality:  it may be that moral truths 

require universal moral principles and yet be the case that these principles are highly 

specific, perhaps so specific that they apply only to a particular case.24  The objection is 

related to claims that Kant's requirement of universalizability is trivial, since a 

description of the relevant features of an action may be so detailed and specific that the 

universalized maxim applies only to a single case. 

In the worst possible case, the only available principles would be something like 

this.  Why is A morally preferable to B?  Well, A has total nonmoral properties N, B has 

total nonmoral properties N*, and for any actions x and y, if x has N and y has N* then 

x is morally better than y.  This is a universal moral truth, and together with the facts of 
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this particular case it logically implies the moral truth we wanted to explain.  But 

although the principle is universal, it in fact has only one instance, since A and B are the 

only actions which have N and N* respectively.  Why does my argument show the 

existence of principles in anything more than this empty sense? 

Because these moral "principles" do not explain anything.  An explanation must 

say something about which properties are relevant.  Certainly, anything with all the 

nonmoral properties of A will be preferable to anything with all the nonmoral 

properties of B.  But some of these properties matter to the explanation and some do 

not; some play a role in A's being better and some do not.  To explain A's preferability 

by appealing to all the nonmoral properties of A and B is rather like explaining why a 

particular dropped stone falls by appealing to the total physical state of the universe in 

the previous moment.  If we want to know why the stone fell, or why A is better, we 

want to know which facts or properties were instrumental in the stone's falling or A's 

being better. 

This response to the objection still leaves open the possibility that the correct 

moral principles are highly specific.  Not all of an action's properties are relevant to its 

moral status, but it may be that very many of them are.  Consider again A's moral 

preferability to B.  Let the total relevant nonmoral properties of A be R, and of B, R*; it 

may still be that A is the only action with R and B the only action with R*, and that the 

moral principle which "explains" A's preferability is that for any actions x and y, if x has 

R and y has R* then x is preferable to y--a principle whose only application is to A and 

B. 

I have two replies.  First, I want to say that in this case, as in the previous case, 

we do not in fact have an explanation of A's preferability at all.  If there are millions of 

moral principles, one for each particular moral truth, and these millions of principles 

have no interesting connections with one another, then it seems to me they tell us 

nothing about why one particular action is preferable to another.  Moral "facts" which 
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can only be explained by such principles, I suggest, are moral "facts" which have no 

explanation and hence, according to my argument, not really facts at all. 

Second, the idea that all moral principles are extremely specific may gain a 

specious plausibility by means of a faulty inference.  It may well be that the totality of 

morally relevant features of an action A in fact suffices uniquely to determine A.  And it 

may seem to follow from this that the only moral principles we can hope for will be 

highly specific.  But this does not in fact follow.  The morally relevant features of an 

action may be arranged hierarchically.  If utilitarianism were true, for instance, then any 

feature of an action which affects its overall utility would be a morally relevant feature, 

and the sum of these features (e.g. making one person deliriously happy, hurting the 

feelings of three others, making a fifth feel slightly disgusted, and so on) might well be 

specific to that particular action.  But these features are relevant because they affect the 

action's total utility; the total utility of the action is more likely to be shared by other 

actions than the specific features in virtue of which it has that total utility.  And the 

action's total utility again is relevant only because of its contribution to a still more 

general feature, that of having more total utility than any alternative action available to 

the agent at the time; and this feature will surely be shared by many other actions. 

 

EXPLANATION WITHOUT GUIDANCE 

As I have mentioned, much of the literature which opposes principles seems to 

argue for conclusions about the role of principles in moral reasoning--that principles are 

unnecessary, or that they are pernicious, or that devices other than principles can serve 

moral reasoning as well or better--and then infer that there simply are no principles.  

Perhaps the inference is simply fallacious, a result of ignoring the explanatory role of 

principles.  But one might suppose that the explanatory and action-guiding roles of 

principles are related in such a way that if principles are not needed for the latter role, 
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they are also not needed for the former.  In this section and the next, I will try to 

undermine two arguments for such a view. 

One argument might run as follows.  First premise:  Moral principles are not 

useful, in fact they are often pernicious, as guides to what one ought to do.  Second 

premise:  If moral principles explained moral truths, then the principles would be useful 

in determining the right thing to do.  Conclusion:  moral principles do not explain 

particular moral truths. 

I want to attack this argument at its second premise.  But it is worth noticing first 

another difficulty with the argument:  it seems to require an equivocation between two 

senses of 'principle'.  The first premise makes the point that when people in fact try to 

arrive at decisions about what to do, they find sometimes that the principles they accept 

do not determine any particular course of action, and sometimes that these principles 

determine what seems intuitively or on other grounds to be a morally wrong course of 

action.  'Principle' in this context refers to whatever principles people happen to adopt:  

it means something like 'proposition believed by the agent to be a universal moral truth.'  

On the other hand, if the second premise is to be at all plausible, a moral principle must 

be taken to be, not something merely believed to be a universal moral truth, but 

something that actually is a universal moral truth.  So unless the propositions we 

believe to be universal moral truths actually are universal moral truths, the argument 

involves a fatal equivocation. 

This criticism may seem rather unfair to the intent of the argument.  Critics of the 

view that there are moral principles often think that principles can at best serve as rules 

of thumb:  that there are no exceptionless moral principles, only generalizations that 

happen to give the correct answer for a certain range of cases.  That is, they think that 

there are no moral principles in the sense in which I am using the term.  But now it 

seems that I am arguing that, in order to show that there are no moral principles, the 
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critic of moral principles must assume that we know what the correct moral principles 

are! 

We could present an argument truer to the intentions of the critic as follows:  the 

best approximations we have to genuine moral principles are unhelpful or pernicious; if 

there were moral principles which explained particular moral truths, then they would 

be useful in determining the right thing to do; so there are no moral principles.  This 

argument does not involve the self-defeating presupposition that we know the correct 

moral principles, but it does require the related assumption that our best approx-

imations to moral principles are the best approximations there are, that there are no 

moral truths which are more like genuine principles than the truths we now know.  

Otherwise it may be that better approximations than we now have will be more useful 

as guides to action. 

Now let us turn our attention to the second premise.  It is easy to see why 

someone might think it to be true.  A true moral principle provides something like an 

algorithm for determining particular moral truths:  feed empirical facts in, get particular 

moral truths out.  Such an algorithm seems almost to be a kind of machine for 

providing moral guidance.  Then how could there be moral principles unless these 

principles were useful as guides to action?  It seems all one would need to do is apply 

the principle.  Nevertheless, the second premise is false, and the analogy with scientific 

principles will help explain why. 

It should be clear that there may be scientific principles which explain without 

being useful for making predictions.  How can this happen?  In several ways.  First, the 

principles may simply be too complex to be useful.  There are many cases in the sciences 

in which a false approximation to the correct theory is more useful in prediction than 

the correct theory itself.  In a wide range of cases Newtonian mechanics is more useful 

than relativity theory; older accounts of chemical bonding may be more useful for many 

purposes than the more complex account in terms of the number of electrons in the 



 18 

outermost orbital, and so on.  Chaos theory provides intriguing examples in which the 

mathematical equations which explain a certain phenomenon, while fairly simple, may 

still be impossible to solve without superhuman resources. 

Could ethics be like this?  Certainly.  It is entirely possible, for instance, that 

something like Robert Nozick's account25 of the various relations between right-

making and wrong-making features of actions (e.g. overriding, outweighing, 

undercutting) is a part of the truth about how prima facie obligations influence one 

another, but I am not sure that I am capable of mastering his apparatus fully enough to 

find it useful in practice.  An analogy with the law may also be helpful.  The laws which 

determine whether my actions are legal or not occupy huge stacks of volumes.  If I act 

illegally, the correct explanation of this will appeal to these laws, but it would be 

enormously difficult, if possible at all, to use an exhaustive knowledge of the law in 

trying to live without acting illegally.  (It is hard enough to determine whether you 

have filled out your income tax return correctly.) 

A second way in which the correct scientific principles might fail to be useful in 

prediction is that their use in prediction might require empirical information we do not 

have and perhaps could not obtain.  I suppose the laws of physics that determine when 

California will be devastated by a huge earthquake are well enough understood, but 

applying them would require much information we do not have about conditions 

underground.  (The correct application of these principles would also, of course, be 

impossibly complex.)  Similarly, if utilitarianism were the correct moral theory, there 

might still be many occasions on which it was not useful because of the difficulty of 

determining the consequences of a particular action (or even assigning probabilities to 

the possible consequences). 

There are also some more far-fetched ways in which a scientific theory might fail 

to be predictively useful.  Perhaps one can imagine that the truth about human 

psychology is so awful that anyone who believed it would go mad, and thus be unable 
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to use it to make predictions.  Or perhaps if one were really convinced of the truth of 

behaviorism, one would become listless and inert, no longer interested in making 

predictions.  These wild possibilities may be analogous to the following sort of case, due 

to Bernard Williams.26  It may be that benevolence is better if it is spontaneous; 

nevertheless attempting to follow the rule "be spontaneously benevolent" can only lead 

to failure. 

I conclude that it is not the case that a correct set of moral principles would have 

to be useful in guiding moral action and hence that, even if it were true that our present 

moral theories were the best we could get, and that they were often not useful in 

guiding moral action, it would not follow that there are no true moral principles. 

 

GUIDANCE WITHOUT EXPLANATION 

Now let us consider another sort of argument from moral psychology or 

epistemology to the conclusion that moral principles are unnecessary.  This argument 

might go as follows.  First premise:  there are mechanisms other than principles which 

enable us to "predict" the right thing to do (and which may even justify us in the belief 

that a particular action is right).  Second premise:  any mechanism which enables us to 

determine that (or justifies us in the belief that) a particular action is right must also 

explain why the action is right.  Conclusion:  moral principles are not needed to explain 

why particular actions are right (since something else can do the job). 

Let us begin by considering the first premise.  It is often argued that in fact 

people reason less from rules than from concrete examples.  Bernard Mayo, for instance, 

writes that, in an ethics of character, the question what I ought to do "is answered, not 

by quoting a rule or set of rules, but by describing a quality of character or a type of 

person.  . . . The heroes and saints did not merely give us principles to live by (though 

some of them did that as well):  they gave us examples to follow."27  And Harold 

Alderman writes that "determining what one ought to do involves neither knowing and 
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applying a rule nor specifying a good and predicting which course of action will most 

efficiently yield access to it.  Rather one resolves moral ambiguity and makes choices by 

envisioning what some paradigmatic individual would do in the same situation."28 

Is it true that moral reasoning does or should more often involve exemplars than 

rules?29  Much that is said about reasoning in other contexts supports the general claim 

that reasoning relies more heavily on exemplars than on rules.  For example, Thomas 

Kuhn, in his classic The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, argues at length for his thesis 

of "the priority of paradigms":  his view, that is, that scientists agree much more easily 

on paradigms of scientific rationality than on the rules which they exemplify, and thus 

that what constitutes good scientific practice is more a matter of similarity to exemplary 

cases than of conformity to rules.30  One solves problems less by applying rules than by 

coming to see the problems as like others previously encountered.31  Although there 

may be good reasons for adopting one rival scientific theory over another, "there is no 

neutral algorithm for theory choice, no systematic decision procedure which, properly 

applied, must lead each individual in the group to the same decision."32 

It is an empirical question whether Kuhn is right about science, and how far 

similar remarks are true of our moral knowledge.  But it certainly seems plausible that a 

good deal of our familiarity with the demands of morality consists in a collection of 

exemplars--of morally good people and of actions which are paradigms of integrity, 

benevolence, sympathy, courage, and other virtues.  Surely in judging actions, and 

people, a large part of what we do is measure them against these exemplars.  Our 

attempts to formulate more generally what makes these exemplars good or right may 

be crude and in many situations less morally helpful than the exemplars themselves. 

There is at least some empirical work which makes this view plausible.  Carol 

Gilligan has suggested that men are more governed by rules in their moral deliberation 

than are women--and that it would be a mistake to treat this as evidence that men have 

more highly developed moral sensitivities than women.33  Well-known work in 
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cognitive psychology by Eleanor Rosch and others suggests that we typically remember 

concepts by remembering prototypes or exemplars rather than by remembering sets of 

features;34 if this is true in general then presumably it is true in particular of moral 

concepts.  Also relevant may be evidence gathered by Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus that 

the development of expertise in a great many areas is a "progression from the analytic 

behavior of a detached subject, consciously decomposing his environment into 

recognizable elements, and following abstract rules, to involved skilled behavior based 

on holistic pairing of new situations with associated responses produced by successful 

experiences in similar situations."35 

There are, then, reasons to think that reliance on concrete exemplars is an 

important component of much moral reasoning.  It would be a mistake to move too 

quickly from this point to the view that our moral decision-making does not rely on 

rules or principles:  it may be that our behavior is guided by sophisticated principles 

even though we are consciously entirely unaware of these principles; this seems fairly 

clearly to be the case with respect to our production of grammatical sentences.  But let 

us waive this worry and grant the first premise of the argument we have been 

considering, namely that in much moral reasoning principles simply play no role, 

conscious or otherwise.  The second premise of the argument holds that whatever 

mechanisms we successfully use in moral reasoning must explain particular moral facts.  

In my view this is completely mistaken, and a return to the analogy with science reveals 

why.      

In the scientific case, it often happens that we can predict events of a certain kind 

without being able to explain them.  As Bas van Fraassen puts it, "giving good grounds 

for belief does not always amount to explanation."36  Examples are numerous; van 

Fraassen mentions some familiar ones:  for instance, that a barometer reading may 

enable us to predict the coming of a storm without explaining it, and that we can 

deduce the height of a flagpole from the length of its shadow and the angle of elevation 
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of the sun, although this in no way provides us with an explanation of the height of the 

flagpole.  I suggest that this is precisely the situation of moral reasoning which makes 

essential use of exemplars.  If I know that Susan is a moral paragon, and I know that, 

were she confronted with my current moral situation, she would (say) return the 

money, then I have good reason to think that returning the money is the best thing to 

do.  But the fact that Susan would do it in no way explains why it is the right thing to do.  

It is not the best thing to do because it is what Susan would do.  Consequently the 

usefulness of moral exemplars in moral reasoning in no way obviates the need for 

explanatory moral principles. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

This has hardly been an exhaustive sampling of the literature against rules.  But 

the arguments I have considered are interesting and representative, and their failure 

illustrates the difficulty of countering the powerful intuition we have in favor of moral 

principles.  Furthermore, my remarks can be extended in straightforward ways to apply 

to other attacks on rules; for instance, when J.B. Schneewind objects that one argument 

that rules are necessary falsely presupposes "that the reasoning needed in morality is 

purely deductive,"37 we may respond that our argument for moral principles, at least, 

presupposes nothing about moral reasoning, but only about the structure of moral 

explanation. 

Someone who wants to combine the view that there are particular moral truths 

with the view that there are no general moral principles must explain how it is possible 

either that there could be moral truths which were simply inexplicable, brute facts, or 

that the explanations of particular moral facts are themselves inevitably particular.  In 

the absence of an account which would make either alternative plausible, we are 
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justified in our conviction that, to the extent that there are particular moral truths, there 

are moral principles which explain them.38 
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