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Abstract: 
 

 

This thesis will revisit the debate between moral particularists and moral generalists in the field of 

meta-ethics. The general aim of this project will be to come to a better understanding of the status 

and role of moral principles in a reasons-holistic moral landscape. The specific aim will be to 

develop a viable position within the particularism-generalism debate that will combine elements 

from both theories. My central argument will be threefold: (a) I will argue that, in a reasons-holistic 

moral landscape, exceptionless moral principles are not sufficient to ground the possibility of 

moral thought and judgement; (b) that the possibility of moral thought and judgement depends in 

part on a determinate set of exceptionless moral principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible 

moral principles; and (c) that moral principles are insufficient to codify all or most moral truths in 

finite and manageable terms. My position therefore is a modified version of Principled 

Particularism. In this thesis, despite defending a version of particularism, I will not shy away from 

employing generalist terminology or from accepting certain generalist assumptions. Furthermore, 

unlike some particularists, I will stress the necessity and utility of moral principles. This thesis will 

also incorporate research about moral thought and judgement from the fields of moral psychology, 

cognitive science, and neuroscience.  
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Introduction 
 

This thesis will revisit the debate between moral particularists1 and moral generalists2 in 

the field of meta-ethics. The general aim of this project will be to come to a better understanding 

of the status and role of moral principles in a reasons-holistic moral landscape. The specific aim 

will be to develop a viable position within the particularism-generalism debate that will combine 

elements from both theories. My central argument will be threefold: (a) I will argue that, in a 

reasons-holistic moral landscape, exceptionless moral principles are not sufficient to ground the 

possibility of moral thought and judgement; (b) that the possibility of moral thought and judgement 

depends in part on a determinate set of exceptionless moral principles and an indeterminate set of 

defeasible moral principles; and (c) that moral principles are insufficient to codify all or most 

moral truths in finite and manageable terms. My position therefore is a modified version of 

Principled Particularism.3 In this thesis, despite defending a version of particularism, I will not shy 

away from employing generalist terminology or from accepting certain generalist assumptions. 

Furthermore, unlike some particularists,4 I will stress the necessity and utility of moral principles.5 

 
1 The strongest case for moral particularism can be found in Jonathan Dancy (2004). Other notable particularists: 

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (1999), Roger Crisp (2000), Margaret Little (2000), David McNaughton (2000), Garrett 

Cullity (2002), Richard Holton (2002), Andrew Gleeson (2007), Alan Thomas (2011), Amelia Hicks (2013), Daniel 

Sharp (2016). 
2 The strongest case for moral generalism can be found in Sean McKeever and Michael Ridge (2006). Other notable 

generalists: Brad Hooker (2000, 2008), Luke Robinson (2006), Manuel Hernández-Iglesias (2006) Pekka Väyrynen 

(2006, 2008, 2009), Robert Audi (2008), Christine Korsgaard (2008, 2009), Maike Albertzart (2013), Jennifer 

Zamzow (2015). 
3 A view developed in Holton (2002). 
4 E.g. principle eliminativists such as Garrett Cullity (2002), principle-abstinence particularists such as David 
McNaughton (2000), or anti-transcendental particularists such as Jonathan Dancy (2004). These different forms of 

particularism will be defined and explained in chapter 1. 
5 Particularists who are more open to moral principles include: Little (2000) and Richard Holton (2002). It is also 

worth looking into what Lance and Little have produced. In both their (2004) and their (2008), they attempt to 

provide a middle-ground position between particularism and generalism. In the latter, they call it “deep moral 

contextualism”. 
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Chapter 1 will serve the purpose of setting the stage. First, I will discuss the various 

positions in the debate, both particularist and generalist, as well as my own. Second, I will define 

and explain holism and atomism about reasons. Contra McKeever and Ridge (2006) and Albertzart 

(2013), I will argue that the holism-atomism debate is not orthogonal to the particularism-

generalism debate.6 Third, with the help of McKeever and Ridge, I will briefly discuss different 

types of moral principles such as hedged and unhedged principles, standards, guides, and action-

guiding standards. Fourth, I will provide an important distinction between exceptionless and 

defeasible principles that will come back again and again in this thesis.  

Chapter 2 will propose an answer to the following question: are exceptionless moral 

principles sufficient to ground the possibility of moral thought and judgement? I will argue that 

they are not. I will argue that many of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons are not truly 

invariant because they can be shown to vary in certain cases. It will be argued that, since the 

majority of reasons (including the strongest candidates for invariant reasons) can be shown to vary, 

the variability of reasons is the norm, not the exception. Consequently, exceptionless principles 

are rare, so rare that they are insufficient to ground the possibility of moral thought and judgement. 

This means we need to turn to defeasible principles to see whether they can complete the picture. 

 Chapter 3 will propose an answer to the following question: does the possibility of moral 

thought and judgement depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles? In this 

thesis, this question will be called the “dependence question”. I will argue that the possibility of 

moral thought and judgement does depend in part on the provision of a suitable supply of moral 

principles. More specifically, I will argue that it depends in part on (1) a determinate set of 

exceptionless principles and (2) an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. In regards to the first 

 
6 See McKeever and Ridge (2005: 93-103; 2006: 27-45) and Albertzart (2013: 342, footnote 6). 
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claim, the idea is that there is a specific set of universal and necessarily true principles that must 

figure in any account that seeks to explain the possibility of moral thought and judgement. In 

respect to the second claim, the idea is that there are principles that are context-dependent and 

contingent that also play a role in making moral thought and judgment possible. The catch, with 

this second claim, however, is that any set of them can contribute to making moral thought and 

judgement possible. In other words, there is no need for any specific set of them to be present in a 

given socio-cultural environment to make moral thought and judgement possible for all 

individuals. In this vein, my guiding assumption is that different sets of defeasible principles can 

contribute to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement across different 

cultures and individuals. In this chapter we will also turn to the moral psychology, cognitive 

science, and neuroscience literatures to support our claims. A core assumption throughout this 

thesis will be that there are multiple factors that make moral thought and judgement possible (e.g. 

moral teachers and exemplars, evolutionarily entrenched moral intuitions, instincts, and domain-

general learning capacities), not just moral principles.  

 Chapter 4 will seek to answer the following question: can moral principles codify all or 

most of morality in finite and manageable terms? This question will be called “the codification 

question”. I will argue that moral principles are insufficient to codify all or most of morality in 

finite and manageable terms. Still, I will argue that some codification is possible. First, I will argue 

that there are at least two exceptionless moral principles that meet all of the criteria for codification. 

Second, there are defeasible principles that capture default reasons that appear to be universal qua 

ceteris paribus. This chapter will also seek to reject other views such as Transcendental 

Generalism, Anti-Transcendental Particularism, and Deep Moral Contextualism, among others.  
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Chapter 1 

1.1. Particularism vs. Generalism: The Spectrum of the Debate 

Particularism is often described as the view that agents do not need moral principles to 

think and judge in moral terms. Generalism is often understood as the opposite claim. But these 

general markers for defining particularism and generalism fall short of the mark, and they leave 

many other forms unmentioned. For instance, Principled Particularism accepts the claim that 

agents need principles to think and judge in moral terms, and to distinguish right from wrong. 

There are also different kinds of moral principles (e.g. default, defeasible, exceptionless) that may 

be accepted or rejected by both particularists and generalists. So how do we appropriately delineate 

between particularism and generalism? On the basis of an overview of the scholarly literature, 

there seem to be two central questions that help to distinguish particularists from generalists: (1) 

does the possibility of moral thought and judgement depend on the provision of a suitable supply 

of moral principles?; and (2) can moral principles codify the moral landscape in finite and 

manageable terms?. If one answers yes to both questions, one is some kind of generalist; whereas 

if one answers no to both questions, one is some kind of particularist. The tricky part in this debate 

is when one answers yes to the first but no to the second. Here, one can be either a particularist or 

a generalist. This will of course depend on specific details such as, for instance, the types of 

principles one wants to defend and what kind of codification one has in mind. With these 
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considerations in the background, I will now delineate the various forms of particularism and 

generalism.7  

McKeever and Ridge (2006) have provided a very useful taxonomy for the different forms 

of particularism. First, the most extreme variety of particularism is Principle Eliminativism (PE). 

PE claims “there are no true moral principles”.8 PE holds that moral thought and judgement have 

nothing to do with the application of moral principles to moral situations, and that the moral 

exemplar should not be understood as the person of principle.9 Second, Principle Skepticism 

Particularism (PSP) claims “there is no good reason to think there are any true moral principles”.10 

The idea here is that, given the complexity of the moral landscape, the constant discovery of new 

exceptions, and perhaps the generalized nature of moral principles, moral principles are just not 

cut-out to maintain their truth-status. Third, Principled Particularism (PP) claims that “any finite 

set of moral principles will be insufficient to capture all moral truths”.11 This is a claim that is 

defended by Holton (2002). In this thesis, I will also be defending this claim. The strength of this 

view is that it takes into account the complexity of the moral landscape and the limitation of moral 

principles, while also recognizing the necessity and utility of moral principles insofar as they do 

capture some moral truths. Fourth, we have Principle Abstinence Particularism (PAP) which 

claims that “we ought not rely upon moral principles”.12 PAP evokes the idea that principles may 

distort our perception of moral cases, and for this reason, should not be relied on. Proponents of 

 
7 If one answers no to the first and yes to the second, one is defending a rather unlikely view. That is, if moral 

thought and judgement do not depend on moral principles, then it seems unnecessary to codify moral truths (with 

admittedly unnecessary principles) that can be discovered in other, more natural or efficient ways (e.g. by means of 

moral instincts, intuitions, and/or a special kind of discernment). Thus, answering no to the first question takes away 
a central reason for answering yes to the second. 
8 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 15. 
9 “Moral Particularism.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Winter Edition 2017. 
10 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 15. 
11 Ibid., 16. 
12 Ibid., 17. 
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PAP may be defenders of PE and PSP, but not necessarily. A naïve criticism of PAP is that it 

contradicts itself. A critic might argue that no matter how much we would want to rely on the claim 

“we ought not rely upon moral principles”, we would inevitably be relying on at least one moral 

principle. But this assumes that the claim is itself a moral directive when really it is an epistemic 

and practical one. And finally, fifth, Anti-Transcendental Particularism (ATP) claims “the 

possibility of moral thought and judgement does not depend on the provision of a suitable supply 

of moral principles”.13 This is Jonathan Dancy’s central thesis in his Ethics Without Principles.  

As it stands in Dancy (2004), this claim has, in my view, three weaknesses, all of which 

consist in failures to make key distinctions. First, the claim does not adequately distinguish 

between exceptionless and defeasible moral principles. Second, it does not distinguish between 

determinate and indeterminate sets of principles. Here, the question at issue is: does the possibility 

of moral thought and judgement depend on a specific/determinate set of moral principles, or can a 

variety of different sets make moral thought and judgement possible for different individuals in 

different moral cultures during the complicated and culturally-dependent process of moral 

learning? This question, of course, treads on moral psychology and cultural relativism, both of 

which will be discussed in chapter 3. Third, Dancy’s claim does not say what the possibility of 

moral thought and judgement does depend on. The questions at issue here are: (1) what does the 

possibility of moral thought and judgement depend on?; and (2) doesn’t the possibility of moral 

thought and judgement depend on more than just moral principles? These three lacunae in Dancy’s 

claim will be explained in more detail in chapter 3. 

McKeever and Ridge’s taxonomy is also useful for situating other particularists in the 

debate. On the extreme end, McKeever and Ridge seem to think that John McDowell (1998) 

 
13 Ibid., 19. 
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endorses a form of Principle Eliminativism, for he suggests that moral cases resist capture in any 

general set of moral principles.14 Margaret Olivia Little is also an important scholar in this debate 

for many reasons. First, some of what she has claimed, according to McKeever and Ridge, could 

be interpreted as an endorsement of Principle Eliminativism. For example, she claims “we have 

reason to doubt that there are any moral principles, even very complicated ones, capable of 

codifying the moral landscape”.15 Second, the fact that she doubts that there are any moral 

principles and that the moral landscape can be codified by means of such principles could make 

her a Principle Skeptic. However, at the end of her (2000) she makes a very interesting remark, 

one that I think captures her central point: “While particularism dethrones moral generalizations, 

though, it hardly exiles them. We will think it does only when the lesson of holism is misidentified; 

the enemy its objections target is not generalization, but codification”16. The suggestion here is 

that holism does not rule out the possibility of moral principles (moral generalizations). Thus, 

particularism, which is supported by holism, cannot eliminate moral principles, but can only 

dethrone them. Contra McKeever and Ridge, Little is clearly not a Principle Eliminativist, for she 

admits the existence of functional moral generalizations. What she and other particularists are 

critiquing is how generalists use those moral generalizations, i.e. to codify the moral landscape. 

Little’s point is that moral principles do exist, they just don’t occupy the central throne of morality. 

Lance and Little (2004) have also made important contributions by developing what they 

call “defeasible generalizations”, in their attempt to find a middle ground between particularism 

and generalism. Defeasible generalizations, they propose, can be revised and reformulated to 

 
14 John McDowell. Mind, Value and Reality. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998, 149, quoted in 

McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 15. 
15 Margaret Olivia Little. “Moral Generalities Revisited.” In Moral Particularism, edited by Brad  

Hooker and Margaret Little, 276–304. New  

York: Oxford University Press, 2000, 277 quoted in Ibid., Principled Ethics, 15. 
16 Little, “Moral Generalities Revisted”, 304. 
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include exceptional cases in their scope. Both Dancy (2004) and McKeever and Ridge (2006) have 

responded to Lance and Little (2004). Dancy argues that their defeasible generalizations fail to 

determine the nature of exceptional cases, to tell us why they are the way they are, and to act as 

reliable guides to action when confronted with them.17 McKeever and Ridge, for their part, argue 

that Lance and Little’s defeasible generalizations only avoid “flattening the normative landscape” 

insofar as they endorse generalist terminology.18 Lance and Little (2008) is another attempt at 

finding a middle ground between particularism and generalism. They call their view “Deep Moral 

Contextualism”. Here, they maintain a view of defeasible generalizations, and reject exceptionless 

generalizations altogether. Lance and Little reject exceptionless moral principles and instead 

endorse defeasible ones. I will discuss their views in more detail in chapter 3. David McNaughton 

(2000), for his part, is a Principle Abstinence Particularist, for he is renowned for having claimed 

that “moral principles are at best useless, and at worst a hindrance, in trying to find out which is 

the right action”19. The view being implied here is that the focus on rational principles to interpret 

moral cases may actually distort our perception of those cases. Richard Holton (2002), for his part, 

is a Principled Particularist, for he argues that no finite set of moral principles will be able to codify 

the moral landscape.20 He is not a Principle Eliminativist because he believes there are some true 

moral principles. He argues for what he calls “That’s it” principles. In essence, these are principles 

that specify cases where there is a reason to do something, and where there are no other morally 

relevant features to disable that reason. In other words, there is a reason to x and since That’s it 

(since there are no other morally relevant features to disable it), it is a reason in favour of x.21 In 

 
17 Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 117. 
18 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 64. 
19 McNaughton, Moral Vision, 191. 
20 Richard Holton, “Particularism and Moral Theory: Principles and Particularisms.” Aristotelian  

Society: Supplementary Volume Supp, no. 76 (2002): 191–209. 
21 Holton, “Principles and Particularisms.”, 199. 
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these situations, Holton believes these principles are what we might call exceptionless 

generalizations. However, he reminds us that there are simply not enough of these to codify the 

moral landscape. 

On the generalist side, there are, I would say, three primary positions: Transcendental 

Generalism (TG), Contextual Generalism (CG), and Principle Absolutism (PA). TG includes 

McKeever and Ridge’s brand of generalism which they call “generalism as a regulative ideal”. It 

is a direct response to Dancy’s particularism in that it argues that the possibility of moral thought 

and judgement does depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles. More 

specifically, they argue that ordinary moral thought, insofar as it aspires to count as knowledge, 

presupposes the availability of a suitable supply of moral principles—namely a suitable supply of 

default moral principles.22 They go further by arguing that “morality also presupposes the 

availability of unhedged (exceptionless) moral principles, principles whose defeating and enabling 

conditions have been fully and finitely articulated in descriptive terms”.23 With these unhedged or 

exceptionless moral principles, they believe the entire moral landscape can be codified in finite 

and manageable terms. CG, as I conceive it, accepts the rarity of exceptionless principles, but 

grounds itself primarily on defeasible ones. It would be close to Lance and Little’s Deep Moral 

Contextualism, except it would allow for some exceptionless generalizations. In addition, it would 

be able to perform context-dependent codification of the moral landscape. PA, for its part, is the 

extremist position on the generalist end of the spectrum. The idea here is that there is a specific set 

of exceptionless moral principles—or perhaps just one ultimate principle—that make moral 

thought and judgement possible and that codifies the entire moral landscape. In PA, it is only one 

specific set of principles that makes moral thought and judgement possible and that codifies the 

 
22 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 113. 
23 Ibid., 177, the parenthesis is my own addition. 
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moral landscape, and nothing else. Constitutive Generalism, for instance, as it is described and 

rejected in McKeever and Ridge,24 is a form of PA.  

Besides McKeever and Ridge, it is worth mentioning two more scholars. First, we have 

Luke Robinson (2006) who argues that holism is itself a form of moral generalism.25 This is an 

interesting but also radical claim, for it seems to conflate principles about how moral reasons 

behave with principles that tell us about right and wrong. Robinson also argues for what he calls 

“moral dispositionalism”. He argues that we have moral dispositions based on general moral facts 

such as “homicide is wrong”, and that these facts can explain why particular moral facts such as 

“that homicide is wrong” are true. He argues this is so because “for homicide to be wrong is for it 

to be dispositionally wrong and for a particular homicide to be occurrently wrong is for it to 

manifest a disposition to be wrong”26. Thus, the moral disposition expressed by the general fact 

“homicide is wrong” has the same explanatory power as the general moral principle “homicide is 

wrong”. Ultimately, I will be arguing against Robinson’s conception of moral facts. I will argue 

that it is the particular moral facts that explain whether a moral generalization is true, rather than 

vice versa. In other words, our a priori knowledge that an act is dispositionally wrong is dependent 

on our having accumulated a sufficient range of a posteriori knowledge of particular wrong-

making features that make that act generally wrong.27  

 
24 See McKeever and Ridge (2006): “According to one dimension of the generalist tradition, moral principles are 

built into the very meaning of moral predicates. They are analytic truths, and thus anyone who is in fact competent 

with a given moral concept is (perhaps implicitly) committed to the associated principle that spells out the object to 

which the concept applies. On this view, certain moral principles are constitutive of moral thought and judgment; 

this view is called ‘constitutive generalism’.” (Abstract of chapter 5, Oxford Scholarship Online). McKeever and 

Ridge go on to say that a more direct strategy for arguing for Constitutive Generalism would be to argue for a 
“specific set of principles as constitutive of moral judgment” (97) wherein “moral predicates like ‘morally required’ 

can be analyzed into purely descriptive language” (97). 
25 Luke Robinson, “Moral Holism, Moral Generalism, and Moral Dispositionalism.” Mind: A  

Quarterly Review of Philosophy 115, no. 458 (2006): 353. 
26 Robinsion, “Moral Holism, Moral Generalism, and Moral Dispositionalism.”, 352.  
27 See section 4.5, pages 111-113 for our arguments in favour of a view of moral reasons entitled “Core Holism”. 



11 

 

There is also Maike Albertzart (2013) who provides an original defense of Transcendental 

Generalism. He holds that the person of moral judgement is best understood as a person of 

principle.28 To defend this claim, he develops a conception of moral principles called “internalised 

long-term commitments”. He critiques the polarisation of moral judgement and moral principles 

assumed by particularists, and argues that moral judgement actually depends on moral principles 

understood as internalised long-term commitments, for they are what shape our moral character 

and sensitivities.  

In sum, the debate is wide-ranging. I am indebted to all the scholars mentioned above, 

including many more. Each of them will serve a purpose in this thesis. Our primary players, 

however, are Dancy (2004, 2008, 2017), Little (2000), and Holton (2002) on the particularist side; 

Lance and Little (2004, 2008) in the middle; and McKeever and Ridge (2006, 2008, 2016), 

Robinson (2006), and Albertzart (2013) on the generalist side. Below I have included a spectrum 

for this debate. 

Principle Absolutism 

Transcendental Generalism 

Contextual Generalism 

Deep Moral Contextualism 

Principled Particularism 

Anti-Transcendental Particularism 

Principle Eliminativism 

 

As we go up the spectrum, principles have a more prominent role in morality; as we go 

down, they progressively become less so.29 Deep Moral Contextualism is the centrist position. 

This is the position where principles are officially dethroned from morality, and context becomes 

 
28 Maike Albertzart. “Principle-Based Moral Judgement.” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice: An  

International Forum 16, no. 2 (2013), 340.   
29 I have intentionally left out Principle Skepticism Particularism and Principle Abstinence Particularism for obvious 

reasons. The former is more of an attitude than a position, and the latter is an epistemic and practical directive, rather 

than a complete and workable theory. What is more, both of these are compatible with Principle Eliminativism and 

Anti-Transcendental Particularism. 
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the focal point. Below I have included a table of the different theories and how they answer key 

questions: 

Meta-ethical 

Theory 

What view 

of reasons 

does the 

theory 

assume or 

claim to be 

compatible 

with? 

 

Do moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on 

principles? 

What types of 

principles do 

moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on? 

Do moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on a 

determinate or 

indeterminate 

set of 

principles? 

Do moral 

thought 

and 

judgement 

depend on 

factors 

other than 

principles? 

What type of 

codification is 

advocated by 

the theory? 

How much 

codification 

does the 

theory claim 

to achieve? 

Principle 

Absolutism 
Atomism Yes Exceptionless Determinate No Transcendental Complete 

Transcendental 

Generalism 

Atomism or 

Hybridism 
Yes 

Exceptionless 

and Default 
Determinate Yes Transcendental Complete 

Contextual 

Generalism 

Hybridism 

or Holism 
Yes 

Exceptionless 

and Default 
Determinate Yes 

Context-

Dependent 
General  

Deep Moral 

Contextualism 
Holism Yes Defeasible ? Yes 

Context-

Dependent or 

N/A? 

Particular, or 

codification 

is not 

possible? 

Principled 

Particularism of 

Contingency 

Holism Yes 
Exceptionless 

and Defeasible 
Both Yes 

Context-

Dependent 
Particular 

Holton’s 

Principled 

Particularism 

Holism Yes Exceptionless ? Yes ? Particular  

Anti-

Transcendental 

Particularism 

Holism No 
N/A 

N/A Yes 
N/A or Context-

Dependent 

Codification 

is not 

possible, or 

very limited 

Principle 

Eliminativism 
Holism No N/A N/A Yes N/A 

Codification 

is not 

possible 

 

The terms and questions in this table will become clearer as we go along. For the moment, 

notice the lacunae in Deep Moral Contextualism (DMC) and Holton’s Principled Particularism 

(PP). It is unclear whether Lance and Little (2008) argue that moral thought and judgement depend 

on a determinate or indeterminate set of defeasible principles. It is also unclear whether they 

believe codification is even possible, or if they support a view according to which particular 

codification is possible. As for Holton, we know he advocates for particular codification of the 

moral landscape when he claims that “different moral verdicts will be entailed by different sets of 

principles; but there is no one set that will entail them all”.30 However, it is unclear whether he 

 
30 Holton, “Principles and Particularisms”, 195. 
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advocates for transcendental codification or context-dependent codification given that he supports 

holism (which, at face-value, lends itself better with context-dependent codification) and 

exceptionless “That’s it” principles (which lend themselves better to a transcendental theory).  

My own position is a version of PP in which I combine elements from Holton’s version 

and Lance and Little’s DMC. By doing so, I hope to explain away the aforementioned lacunae. In 

my version of PP, I have bifurcated two considerations. First, that which codifies the moral 

landscape is not necessarily that which makes moral thought and judgement possible. Indeed, if 

one is a generalist, one either believes that moral principles codify a general part or the whole 

moral landscape, but this doesn’t necessarily imply that they make moral thought and judgement 

possible in the first place. My assumption throughout this thesis will be that there are multiple 

factors that make moral thought and judgement possible (e.g. moral teachers and exemplars, 

evolutionarily entrenched moral intuitions, instincts, an agent’s always-developing ability of 

discernment, and domain-general learning capacities, to name a few), not just moral principles. 

Second, that upon which moral thought and judgement depend do not automatically codify all 

moral truths. As I mentioned earlier, the dependence question and the codification question should 

be treated individually, for an affirmative answer to the first does not necessarily entail an 

affirmative answer to the second, and vice versa; and same thing with negative answers. As such, 

my brand of PP will make two claims: (1) that moral principles are necessary but insufficient for 

making moral thought and judgement possible; and (2) that moral principles are capable of 

codifying particular parts (but not the entirety) of the moral landscape in finite and manageable 

terms.  

With these ideas in the background, I believe the central criterion for what makes one a 

particularist or a generalist is one’s stance on the breadth of moral principles’ codification. If one 
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believes that complete or general codification of the moral landscape is possible by means of 

principles, one is necessarily a generalist; whereas if one believes that only particular parts (or no 

parts) of the moral landscape are codifiable, then one is necessarily a particularist. Indeed, if one 

believes that moral thought and judgement do not depend on principles, then one is very likely a 

particularist. But this is not a guarantee. On the other hand, if one believes that moral thought and 

judgement do depend on principles, it is not at all clear whether one is a generalist or a particularist. 

For example, Holton claims that moral thought and judgement depend on That’s it principles, but 

he is a particularist. Hence, one’s answer to the dependence question is insufficient for determining 

with certainty whether one is a generalist or a particularist. Therefore, contra Dancy, I do not 

believe the answer to the dependence question is what necessarily divides generalists and 

particularists. As I see it, what divides generalists and particularists is what they believe moral 

principles can do, how important or unimportant they are for moral theory, deliberation, and 

action-guidance, and how much of the moral throne they occupy. In short, what seems to divide 

generalists and particularists is how much of the moral landscape they believe moral principles 

can codify. 

  

1.2. Holism and Atomism About Reasons 

Much of the particularism-generalism debate revolves around the holism-atomism debate 

(although some scholars do not fully agree with this, as we will see). Whether holism leads to 

particularism or generalism, or whether atomism leads to generalism, or whether the holism-

atomism debate is irrelevant to the particularism-generalism debate, is much debated in the 

scholarship. Despite these disagreements, both holism and atomism about reasons are nevertheless 
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omnipresent in the particularism-generalism literature. Therefore, for our purposes, it is 

worthwhile to define and explain them.  

According to Dancy, reasons-holism is the claim that “a feature that is a reason in one case 

may be no reason at all, or an opposite reason, in another”.31 Dancy distinguishes reasons-holism 

from reasons-atomism according to which “a feature that is a reason in one case must remain a 

reason, and retain the same polarity, in any other”.32 To better highlight the difference between 

holism and atomism about reasons, consider the following illustration.  

 

Suppose that a consideration (C) may be a reason (R) that favours an action (A). Reasons-

holism holds that whether C is an R to A depends on more than C and A; it depends on 

other features of the situation in which C and A figure. Reasons-atomism, by contrast, 

claims that whether C is an R to A depends only on the nature of C and A.33 

 

 

For example, suppose that saving a life may be a reason that favours lying. Reasons-holism 

holds that whether saving a life is a reason to lie depends on more than the fact that lying will save 

a life and the act of lying; it depends on other features of the situation in which saving a life and 

lying figure. Reasons-atomism, by contrast, claims that whether saving a life is a reason to lie 

depends only on the nature of saving a life and the nature of lying. For an atomist, life-saving is 

always right-making and lying is always wrong-making. The question is: which consideration is 

more important? Suppose we are saving the life of Adolph Hitler. Indeed, it might very well be 

better to tell the truth and let Hitler die. In such a case, lying would arguably be wrong-making 

because it would save the life of a man who intends on murdering innocent people. The holist 

would argue that saving his life would also be wrong-making for that same reason. The atomist, 

however, would argue that saving his life is still right-making (because life-saving is invariantly 

 
31 Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 7. 
32 Ibid., 7. 
33 Thank you to my thesis supervisor Andrew Sneddon for this more comprehensive explanation of reasons-holism. 
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right-making) but that this consideration is trumped or outweighed by the wrong-makingness of 

lying and the right-makingness of telling the truth. But now suppose the man whose life might be 

saved is Jewish and he is hiding in our house, and the person we are about to lie or tell the truth to 

is a Nazi officer. The atomist holds that lying is always a reason against, and that life-saving is 

always a reason in favour. Therefore, the atomist would argue that while lying is always wrong-

making, saving the Jewish man’s life against a tyrannical and genocidal government is more 

important. Thus, the latter consideration outweighs the former, and lying becomes in this case 

morally permissible even though it is always morally wrong. The holist, however, would argue 

that lying is right-making in this case. First, the holist might argue that lying to a Nazi officer takes 

considerable courage since we would be acting against the law and putting ourselves at risk of 

imprisonment or even death. Second, lying in this case is strictly intended to produce a positive 

outcome, namely to save the life of a human being against a genocidal government. These two 

reasons make the act of lying right, not wrong or neutral. So for the holist, while lying might be 

wrong-making by default, it is not always or invariantly wrong-making, for there may always be 

other features in the situation that can cause its moral status to change. The same thing can be said 

about all other reasons, including life-saving. The atomist, by contrast, argues that moral reasons 

do not change valences; rather, they always remain the reasons that they are (either for or against). 

For the atomist, since all reasons have the same moral contribution, we have to determine which 

reason outweighs the others in a given case. For the holist, however, although seeing which reason 

outweighs the others in a given case is always important, a deeper look at context is also important 
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to see in which ways these reasons are contributing to the case at hand; for they may not always 

contribute in the same way.34 

Holism and atomism are defined along similar lines by other scholars as well. According 

to Katie McShane, reasons-holism is a claim that explanation goes from whole to parts, and 

reasons-atomism a claim that explanation goes from parts to whole. McShane juxtaposes reasons-

holism with meaning-holism in the philosophy of language. Just as the meaning-holist holds that 

the meaning of words or sentences is determined by their linguistic context, so the reasons-holist 

claims that the normative status of features in a given case is determined by the context in which 

they appear. These are ontological claims because they assert that there is no such thing as meaning 

or normative force independently of context. They are also exclusive claims because they tell us 

to look to sentences-in-languages and features-in-situations, not merely to sentences or features in 

isolation. Finally, they are also assertions about whole‐to‐part explanations because the implication 

is that the linguistic/situational context explains why a particular sentence/feature has the 

meaning/normative force that it does.35 According to McKeever and Ridge, reasons-holism holds 

that “whether some consideration is a reason may depend upon the presence (or absence) of various 

background conditions”;36 while reasons-atomism, by contrast, claims that “a consideration that is 

a reason in one setting will similarly be a reason in any other setting”.37  

 
34 There are certain cases where a given consideration can provide reasons holistically while also always being 

invariant in its contribution to a given a case. This is often the case with thick moral concepts such as “justice”. 

Justice can generate both reasons for and against, but it will always generate a reason for even if that reason may be 

outweighed by a reason against in a given case. This possibility is consistent with reasons-holism. See Andrew 

Sneddon (2010) for a detailed discussion on the matter. For a discussion on what are called “contributory reasons”, 
see Dancy (2017). 
35 Katie McShane. “Holism.” In International Encyclopedia of Ethics. Hoboken, New Jersey: John  

Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2013, 3. 
36 Sean McKeever and Michael Ridge. “Reasons: Holism and Atomism.” In International Encyclopedia of Ethics. 

Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2013, 1. 
37 McKeever and Ridge. “Reasons: Holism and Atomism.”, 1. 
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Simply put, under the holistic view, reasons are context-sensitive, meaning that other 

features in the situation may change their moral valence; whereas under the atomistic view, reasons 

behave according to their nature, such that they will have the same moral valence in all contexts 

in which they appear. In the holistic world, the vast majority of reasons are variant, though there 

may be some invariant ones;38 whereas in the atomistic world, all reasons are necessarily invariant. 

If holism is true, then the landscape of moral reasons is not very hospitable for exceptionless moral 

principles to the extent that such principles attempt to specify invariant reasons. In chapter 2, I will 

defend reasons-holism by examining the strongest candidates for invariant reasons and 

demonstrating why most of them are not truly invariant. 

Most scholars in the particularism-generalism debate either support holism39 or they 

believe that the holism-atomism debate is orthogonal to the particularism-generalism debate.40 The 

most prominent generalists have rejected the inference from reasons-holism to particularism on 

the grounds that the former leaves open the possibility that the behaviour of reasons, enablers, 

disablers, intensifiers, and attenuators is codifiable.41 In short, generalists claim that holism leaves 

open the possibility for a context-dependent codification of the moral landscape by means of moral 

principles. For this reason, they argue that holism cannot support particularism which claims that 

the complete codification of the moral landscape by means of principles is impossible. In my view, 

this argument has an important flaw. It assumes that particularists are against all forms of 

codification, and that codification can only be achieved under a generalist theory. Both of these 

assumptions are untrue. Holton’s Principled Particularism, for example, allows for a partial 

 
38 According to Dancy, although the vast majority of reasons in the holistic world are variant, it is not inconsistent 

with holism to allow for the possibility of some invariant reasons. Some reasons are necessarily invariant because of 

the particular reasons that they are (i.e. their specific content). See Dancy (2004: 77-78). 
39 Dancy (2004, 2017), Little (2000), Lance and Little (2004, 2008) to name a few. 
40 See McKeever and Ridge (2005: 93-103; 2006: 27-45) and Albertzart (2013: 342, footnote 6).  
41 Väyrynen (2004), McKeever and Ridge (2005, 2006, 2016), and Albertzart (2013). 
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codification of the moral landscape. PP simply admits that principles are insufficient for codifying 

the entire moral landscape.42 So while holism rejects the complete codification of the moral 

landscape to the extent that such an endeavour would require exceptionless moral principles—

principles that seldom exist in a reasons-holistic world—it is not against moral generalizations 

themselves, nor is it against partial codification.43 In this thesis, I will argue that holism may not 

lead directly to particularism, but it does seem to reject Principle Absolutism and Transcendental 

Generalism (McKeever and Ridge’s brand of generalism) insofar as these latter are founded on 

exceptionless moral principles that can supposedly codify all moral truths. In chapter 2, we will 

demonstrate how many of the strongest supposedly invariant reasons (specified by exceptionless 

principles) are not truly invariant insofar as they can be shown to vary in certain contexts. The 

only version of generalism that might be compatible with holism seems to be Contextual 

Generalism, which of course calls for a context-dependent codification of the moral landscape. 

However, in chapter 4, we will provide arguments against CG. On the other side of the spectrum, 

holism is compatible with all forms of particularism. On the whole, then, holism is certainly not 

entirely orthogonal to the particularism-generalism debate. First, it rejects two forms of 

generalism; and second, given that it rejects two forms of generalism and is compatible with all 

forms of particularism, it seems to favour particularism over generalism.  

 

1.3. Different Types of Moral Principles 

McKeever and Ridge distinguish between what they call “hedged” and “unhedged” 

principles. Hedged principles include certain qualifications in their formulations, such as ceteris 

 
42 See Holton (2002: 193). 
43 See Little (2000: 304). 
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paribus, prima facie, and pro tanto clauses.44 For example, “all things being equal, lying is wrong” 

is a hedged principle.45 Hedged principles are incapable of codifying morality because they leave 

out exceptional cases from their scope. Consequently, they also cannot guide the moral agent in 

novel circumstances. McKeever and Ridge defend a specific type of hedged principle they call a 

“default principle”. Default principles claim “that a given action has a given moral property only 

if no further feature of the situation explains why it does not”.46 Unhedged principles, for their 

part, do not have such qualifications. They are exceptionless generalizations expressed by 

necessarily true propositions. They are intended to include all possible exceptions to a given norm 

into their scope. As such, they are, in theory, capable of codifying all of morality.47 Hedged or 

default principles, however, do not specify features that might serve as potential disabling 

conditions or countervailing reasons. According to McKeever and Ridge, we move from hedged 

to unhedged principles when we begin adding potential disabling conditions and countervailing 

reasons in the antecedent of the principle.48  

McKeever and Ridge also distinguish between principles qua standards, guides, action-

guiding standards, algorithmic decision-procedures, and moral truth-makers.49 Let’s briefly 

examine the first two of these. On the one hand, principles qua standards are defined as “entirely 

exceptionless generalizations that provide the truth‐conditions for the application of a moral 

concept”.50 Principles qua standards claim to provide explanations of why certain actions are right 

 
44 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 21. 
45 Sean McKeever and Michael Ridge. “Moral Particularism and Moral Generalism.” In The  

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Winter 2016 Edition, see section 2 ““Particularism” and “Generalism” are 

said in many ways”. 
46 McKeever and Ridge, Principle Ethics, “Abstract and Key Words”, 113. For the abstract, see the version of the 

book on Oxford Scholarship Online. 
47 Ibid., 21. 
48 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 118-119. 
49 Ibid., 5-14. 
50 Ibid., 7. 
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or wrong, why certain moral considerations are reasons with a specific valence and weight, and 

why a given character trait is a virtue or a vice.51 According to McKeever and Ridge, these 

principles should be understood as necessary truths because “any contingent principle would leave 

open the possibility of a deeper standard that explains why the contingent principle holds true in 

our world but not in others”.52 On the other hand, principles qua guides “purport to be well suited 

to guiding action”.53 But according to McKeever and Ridge, they “need not provide entirely 

accurate application conditions for moral concepts”.54 This is because they might not cover all 

cases and they might even lead the moral agent to error. The only criterion for a principle qua 

guide is that it provides useful direction to a “conscientious moral agent”.55 

If we juxtapose these two types of principles, the primary difference is that standards are 

necessary truths, whereas guides are only contingently true because the valence and weight of the 

moral reasons they specify depend on contextual features. This difference is so because the former 

principles attempt to specify invariant reasons, whereas the latter attempt to specify variant ones. 

The reason why principles qua guides might have false implications and thus may lead the moral 

agent to error is because they are generalizations attempting to specify reasons that may vary from 

case to case.56 This brings me to an important distinction that will come up often in this thesis: that 

between exceptionless and defeasible moral principles: 

 

An exceptionless moral principle is a moral generalization expressed by a necessarily 

true proposition that specifies an invariant reason or set of reasons. 

 

 
51 McKeever and Ridge, “Moral Particularism and Moral Generalism”, section 2 ““Particularism” and “Generalism” 

are said in many ways”. 
52 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 7. 
53 McKeever and Ridge, “Moral Particularism and Moral Generalism”, section 2 ““Particularism” and “Generalism” 

are said in many ways”. 
54 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 8. 
55 Ibid., 8. 
56 Note that if a principle qua guide specifies an invariant reason it is because it is also a standard; hence, a principle 

qua action-guiding standard.  
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A defeasible moral principle is a moral generalization expressed by a contingently true 

proposition that specifies a variant reason or set of reasons. 

 

It is important to make this distinction when trying to determine whether moral principles 

make moral thought and judgement possible. We ought to ask: what types of principles make moral 

thought and judgement possible? Do we need exceptionless principles? Or are defeasible ones 

sufficient for the task? This distinction is also important when considering whether reasons-holism 

or reasons-atomism is true. If reasons-holism is true, then most moral reasons are variant. If 

reasons-atomism is true, then all reasons are necessarily invariant. In our case, we will be 

defending reasons-holism, therefore exceptionless principles will be hard to come by. Indeed, a 

reasons-holistic world in which the variability of reasons is the norm is largely inhospitable to 

exceptionless principles that seek to specify invariant reasons. Nonetheless, as it turns out, in 

chapter 2 we will discover at least two exceptionless principles. Here, we will argue that they are 

necessary but insufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible. This means that we 

will need to turn to defeasible principles to see whether they can complete the picture of morality. 

Defeasible principles, as we shall see, will constitute the bulk of morality. In chapter 3, I will argue 

that defeasible principles are also necessary but insufficient for making moral thought and 

judgement possible. Such things as moral exemplars, moral teachers, and evolutionarily 

entrenched moral intuitions, instincts, and domain-general learning capacities are also necessary. 

 

Chapter 2 

2.1. Introduction 

Are exceptionless moral principles sufficient to ground the possibility of moral thought and 

judgement? I will argue that they are not because of reasons-holism. Since this question depends 
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on the nature of moral reasons, we will have to explain why reasons-holism is true and reasons-

atomism is false. In order to do so, we will need to determine whether reasons in the moral 

landscape are mostly variant or invariant. If variance is the norm and invariance the exception, it 

is very likely that exceptionless principles (which purport to specify invariant reasons) will not be 

able to make moral thought and judgement possible on their own.  

Reasons-atomism, which claims that all reasons are necessarily invariant, already seems 

untrue at first glance. For instance, that lying is always wrong-making seems clearly untrue when 

we consider for example the game of Diplomacy in which lying is the point of the game; or again 

when we are protecting Jews and are suddenly visited by the Nazi Gestapo to whom the truth is 

not owed.57 That stealing is always wrong-making also seems untrue in cases where our military 

steals weapons of mass destruction from an enemy who intends to use them to commit the mass 

murder of innocent lives. That killing is always wrong also seems untrue in cases of self-defence. 

Finally, that telling the truth is always right also seems untrue when we take into account those 

cases where telling the truth causes more harm than good. At first glance, most reasons do seem 

to be variant rather than invariant. But in what follows, I will take on the strongest candidates for 

invariant reasons and see whether or not they are truly invariant. The ones just listed are strong, 

but they are clearly not the strongest. In this chapter, I will argue that most supposedly invariant 

reasons are not truly invariant by pointing to exceptional cases where they can be shown to vary. 

As it turns out, we will land upon two invariant reasons, but argue that they are nevertheless 

insufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible.  

In what follows, I will critically examine five supposedly universal principles and 

demonstrate why the reasons they specify are not truly invariant. They are: (1) Kant’s Categorical 

 
57 Examples taken from Lance and Little (2008: 53).  
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Imperative; (2) Bentham and Mill’s Principle of Utility; (3) Causing Gratuitous Pain on the 

Unwilling; (4) the belief that one must have a good reason to do actions that cause harm (specified 

by a principle we will call The Principle of Special Reason to do Harm); and (5) Richard Holton’s 

That’s it! Principle. The supposedly invariant reasons specified in the first three of these principles 

will be shown to vary. As for the last two, I will concede that they are invariant reasons, but argue 

that their specific contents make them incapable of grounding the possibility of moral thought and 

judgement on their own. Therefore, by the end of this chapter, I will argue that exceptionless moral 

principles are not sufficient to make moral thought and judgement possible. 

 

2.2. The Categorical Imperative 

As is well-known, the Categorical Imperative (CI) has multiple formulations. For our 

purposes, we will only concern ourselves with the formula of universality and the formula of 

humanity. They read as follows: 

 

Act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that 

it become a universal law.58  

 

Act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, 

always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.59 

 

One way of interpreting the first formulation (and this will be the interpretation that we 

will adhere to throughout)60 is that it specifies the following supposedly invariant reason: an act is 

right if it can become a universal moral law. The second formulation is more straightforward. It 

 
58 Immanuel Kant. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: Translated and Edited by Mary  

Gregor. United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 1997, 31 (4:421). 
59 Kant. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 38 (4:429). 
60 We won’t explore other valid interpretations since it is not necessary for the purposes of this thesis. 
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contains two supposedly invariant reasons, both of which imply each other: treating people as 

ends in themselves is right; and treating people merely as means is wrong. In what follows, I will 

demonstrate how none of these three supposedly invariant reasons are invariant.  

The idea behind the first is that whenever you do something, you should make sure that it 

would at least be possible for everybody else to act in the same way. Consider the act of breaking 

a promise along with the maxim “if you want joy, break a promise”. Kant’s thought is that if we 

universalize this maxim, it will lead to contradiction. The contradiction here is a conceptual one. 

If one’s false promise maxim were universalized, then simultaneously the grounds of possibility 

of thinking about promises and making or breaking them would disappear. Thus, the conceptual 

implications yield a contradiction. In the world of actions, if everyone starts breaking their 

promises, the very idea of promising will lose its credibility, and no one will trust anyone. In the 

final analysis, the institution of promising would collapse, and it would be impossible for anyone 

to make promises. Hence, the original goal of wanting joy by breaking a promise would not be 

possible because the institution of promising would not exist. The same logic applies to other acts 

such as cheating and stealing. The point is that the very possibility of a person’s doing these acts 

requires that most people, most of the time, do not act in these ways; this is what makes them 

wrong acts. 

But we do not here have an invariant reason. First, the fact that the institution of promising 

depends on most people keeping and not breaking their promises most of the time is not that which 

makes keeping a promise right or breaking a promise wrong. What makes keeping a promise right 

are the right-making features that count in its favour, such as building trust with someone, making 

them happy, and so on. On the other hand, what makes breaking a promise wrong is the potential 

and/or actual harm being done both to the deceiver and to the people being deceived. Therefore, 
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that the institution of promising depends on most people keeping and not breaking their promises 

most of the time does not yield a universal moral law, but only a general truth.  

Second, there are certain cases where breaking a promise is the right thing to do—cases 

whose consequences will not lead to the collapsing of the institution of promising if the acts that 

produced them were universalized. This is because we would be universalizing the exceptions to 

the rule without contradicting its general truth. For example, suppose I promised to attend an 

important meeting with my boss, but on my way there I get a call that my mother was rushed to 

the hospital. Many such examples can be related. So long as there are good reasons to break a 

promise the institution of promising will not collapse.  

Third, there seems to be a fallacious underlying assumption at work here, namely that “if 

it is wrong for someone to always break their promises, then it is right for someone to always keep 

their promises”. Indeed, it is true that always breaking one’s promises is wrong. But this is 

unsurprising. If you always break your promises—even if in some cases you have good reasons to 

do so—arguably you will be wrong in most cases. Suppose that in your lifetime you broke all one 

million of your promises, and that you were only right to break ten thousand of them. Here, 

approaching the world with the imperative “always break your promises” is certainly not a good 

general rule-of-thumb. Therefore, it would be wrong for one to adhere to it. But this does not mean 

that the opposite imperative (viz. always keep your promises) is universally right. Indeed, you 

would be wrong to do so ten thousand times. Undoubtedly, our principles must be informed by the 

context in which we seek to apply them. And surely, following a principle we consider to be 

universally true merely because of its specific content (and without taking context into account) 

constitutes its own form of immorality.  
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Finally, this supposedly invariant reason for action—namely that an act is right if it can 

become a universal moral law—is by its own admission insufficient to maintain its status as an 

invariant reason without there already existing a set of invariant reasons for action in the moral 

landscape. This is because the truth of this principle depends on there being other invariant reasons 

for action in the field of moral possibilities to confirm its validity. In other words, in order to 

confirm that it is in fact invariantly true, we must study individual actions to see if there are 

invariant reasons that support them. Thus, this principle’s supposed invariance is contingent upon 

proving the existence of other invariant reasons. But, insofar as it does not itself prove this, to 

claim that it is itself an invariant reason would be to beg the question. 

 

Moving on now to the next supposedly invariant reasons, namely: treating people as ends 

in themselves is right and treating people merely as means is wrong. These supposedly invariant 

reasons are also not invariant. There are cases where treating people merely as means is right-

making, and where treating people as ends in themselves is wrong-making.  

Let’s discuss Kant’s arguments in regards to the classic “murderer at the door” scenario.61 

Should we lie or tell the truth about the whereabouts of our friend to someone who intends on 

murdering them? For Kant, given that we must always treat others as ends in themselves and never 

merely as means, we are morally required to always tell the truth. Lying, under any circumstance, 

is morally wrong because it treats others merely as means. Although lying in this case would stem 

from altruistic motives, it may have unexpectedly harmful consequences that we would be 

responsible for, and liable to, by law. For example, if we lie by saying our friend is not at home, 

 
61 Immanuel Kant. “On a Supposed Right to Lie from Altruistic Motives”, in Kant’s Critique of    

Practical Reason and Other Writings in Moral Philosophy, trans. and ed. Lewis White Beck, 346-350. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1949.  
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but it happens that our friend slipped out without our knowing, the murderer might very well find 

our friend later on and murder them anyway. In such a case, Kant argues, we might be rightly 

accused of the wrongful death of our friend; whereas if we had told the truth, we could have then 

called for help and the murderer might have been apprehended by the neighbours.62 According to 

Kant, if we tell the truth and the murderer manages to murder our friend, we are entirely blameless 

because we are following our universally binding duty. Thus, for Kant, we should only act based 

on what we know is right, and always avoid what we know is wrong; we should never act based 

on a known wrong for the sake of a supposedly better outcome. For Kant, even if we could be 

certain that lying would produce an extremely positive outcome, this fact would be irrelevant to 

whether or not the act in question is right or wrong.63 What makes lying wrong is the nature of the 

act of lying itself: it involves treating people merely as means and not as ends in themselves. If we 

start making exceptions to our universal principles based merely on inductive and contingent 

possibilities rather than deductive and necessary certainties, our principles will become “uncertain 

and useless”,64 for it is written into the definition of a principle that it ought to be universal.65 For 

these reasons, according to Kant, we should always tell the truth and treat others as ends in 

themselves and never merely as means. 

 
62 Kant, “On a Supposed Right to Lie”, 347. 
63 To be clear, Kant’s moral argument (i.e. that we have a duty to always tell the truth) does not depend on and is not 

reinforced by the unpredictability of the outcomes of lying or telling the truth. That lying is wrong does not depend 

on the negative consequences it might or will produce. By the same token, that telling the truth is right does not 

depend on the positive consequences it might or will produce. Rather, for Kant, lying is always wrong in itself 

regardless of its consequences in the world. Kant only refers to the possible outcomes that lying or telling the truth 
might produce in order show that they are often unpredictable and, therefore, should never be relied on as 

justification to act against our duties. This is why, according to Kant, we should stick with what we know to be 

necessarily, universally, and deductively true (i.e. our universal duty to tell the truth and to treat everyone as ends in 

themselves), and simply avoid dabbling in the analysis of consequences and outcomes altogether. 
64 Ibid., 347. 
65 Ibid., 350. We will return to this claim shortly.  
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For Kant, not only is treating people as ends in themselves always right-making, it is always 

morally right overall for all people in all cases and, therefore, is always morally required. By the 

same token, treating people merely as means is not only always wrong-making, it is wrong 

universally and we are absolutely forbidden from doing it. This makes Kant a strong atomist about 

reasons. The weak atomist would claim that while treating people as ends in themselves is always 

right-making and treating people merely as means is always wrong-making, they are not always 

right and wrong overall; for there may be some cases where there is an overriding moral 

consideration at play. Thus, for the weak atomist, features that are reasons for belief and action 

always contribute in the same way to a given case, but they may be defeated by other competing 

features. For example, the weak atomist might argue that we should indeed lie in order to save a 

life. By contrast, for the strong atomist, such as Kant, all reasons have a universal moral valence 

and therefore can never be overridden. As I explained in section 1.2, I believe both of these views 

are false.  

In response to atomism, all we have to show is that there are cases in which other factors 

override our duty to tell the truth, and that lying can itself be right-making. The “murderer at the 

door” example is such a case. There are at least two reasons to support the act of lying in this case. 

First, assuming we have good epistemic reasons to believe the individual at the door is in fact a 

murderer66 who intends on murdering our friend,67 these facts are themselves reasons for us to 

believe that the murderer will act as he intends to. Of course, we cannot be completely certain that 

he intends to murder our friend, but we do have strong reasons to believe that he does. This 

inductive knowledge arguably generates a moral obligation to lie in order to prevent the murderer 

 
66 In the scenario Kant is discussing, the person at the door is in fact a murderer. It is considered to be a known fact, 

rather than a probable conjecture. See p. 346. 
67 It is stated in the scenario that the murderer is “pursuing” our friend. See p. 346. 
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from achieving his intended act and outcome—both of which are of negative moral valence.68 

Second, the fact that we are lying in order to save a life—an act of positive moral valence69—is 

also a reason in favour of lying. Even though lying is, other things being equal, inherently wrong, 

that it might very well save a life arguably trumps the alternative of telling a truth that will result 

in death. The assumption that truth-telling is always morally superior to life-saving (i.e. insofar as 

the former is a perfect duty and the latter is an imperfect duty) is unwarranted. In what follows, I 

will provide a case in support of this claim.  

The problem with Kant’s view is that even in cases where it is overwhelmingly reasonable 

to believe that the individual in question will do what he intends to do (e.g. murder the intended 

victim), we still can never be certain. Understood as such, Kant’s view is that we should only act 

based on what we know is (supposedly) necessarily true (e.g. telling the truth is universally right). 

So, for Kant, any inductive moral argument in favour of some imperfect duty—no matter how 

strong and compelling—can never override any of the perfect duties because these latter are based 

on necessary, deductive truths. Consequently, Kant’s position, insofar as it considers certain moral 

duties as universally and necessarily true and binding, leaves us with intuitively implausible 

answers to scenarios such as the “murderer at the door”. Kant’s view requires us to follow our 

perfect duty in all circumstances—even in cases in which we have overwhelming evidence to 

predict a specific negative outcome we can successfully avoid—and thus argues that breaking this 

duty is absolutely prohibited in all circumstances. Not only does Kant’s view produce intuitively 

implausible solutions to these types of scenarios, it is also neglecting an important part of 

rationality, namely its connection to the empirical. In my view, both our abstract principles and 

 
68 By “negative moral valence” I mean acts that are by default, other things being equal, inherently wrong. 
69 By the same token, by “positive moral valence” I mean acts that are by default, other things being equal, 

inherently right. 
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the empirical context in which they are applied should be considered simultaneously and viewed 

as equally important. If rationalism and empiricism should be synthesized in the theory of 

knowledge, a similar synthesis should occur in the moral realm as well.  

 In my view, all relevant facts, both moral and non-moral, should be seriously considered 

in all cases. When we have, for example, overwhelming reasons to believe that a particular 

negative outcome will occur, actions to avoid such an outcome—especially ones that will bring 

about a positive outcome—should be seriously considered as viable contenders. I think a holistic 

sensitivity to intentions, the intrinsic nature of our actions and duties, as well as to external factors 

and probable outcomes, is important for any ethical theory. Theories that neglect one or more of 

these facets, such as deontology in regards to outcomes, tend to give implausible and often 

counterintuitive answers to certain moral dilemmas.70 In my view, lying to the murderer at the 

door is right-making for three reasons. First, because we have overwhelming evidence to believe 

the murderer at the door is in fact a murderer and will likely do what he intends to do (i.e. murder 

our friend). Second, because of the fact that lying will be done with good intentions (i.e. for the 

specific purpose of saving a life). Third, because of the fact that lying to the murderer will likely 

produce the positive outcome of saving a life.  

Kant’s claim that if we admit of any exceptions to our principle it will become “uncertain 

and useless” is also unwarranted. It appears to be predicated on the logical fallacy of the slippery 

slope according to which other similar exceptions will continually be made until we reach the point 

where our principles become self-contradictory:  

 

If one is asked whether he intends to speak truthfully in a statement that he is about to make 

and does not receive the question with indignation at the suspicion it expressed that he 

might be a liar, but rather asks permission to consider possible exceptions, that person is 

already potentially a liar. That is because he shows that he does not acknowledge 

 
70 We will discuss our holistic view in the coming paragraphs. 



32 

 

truthfulness as an intrinsic duty but makes reservations with respect to a rule which does 

not permit any exception, inasmuch as any exception would directly contradict itself. All 

practical principles of right must contain rigorous truth, and the so-called "mediating 

principles" can contain only the more accurate definition of their application to actual cases 

(according to rules of policy), but they can never contain exceptions from the former. Such 

exceptions would nullify their universality, and that is precisely the reason that they are 

called principles.71 

 

In my view, if we adopt reasons-holism and the notion of a default principle, we can avoid 

this problem. It seems to me entirely possible to have exception-laden principles while 

simultaneously holding on to our intrinsic duties.  Reasons-holism, at least the version that I adopt, 

claims that the normative status of features that are reasons for belief or action depend on both the 

internal status of those features and the other external features of the context. Before delving into 

this view, there are a few other views to mention, some of which we have already discussed.  

First, the claim that the normative status of features depends only on their internal status is 

the atomistic view. The strong version, as we saw, is that the features in question are always right 

or wrong overall in all cases; whereas the weak version is that they are always right-or-wrong-

making, but not necessarily right or wrong overall. Second, the claim that the normative status of 

features depends only on other external features of the context is the strong holistic view, which I 

reject. The strong holistic view posits a world without principles at all, whether exceptionless or 

default, and thereby lends itself to Principle Eliminativism.72 Indeed, Kant is right that if we want 

to put forward a principled morality, we cannot reject intrinsic duties altogether. However, he 

misses out on an important possibility. The weak version of holism, which is the view that I adopt, 

holds that the normative status of reasons depends both on their internal default status and on other 

external features of the context. For example, lying is by nature wrong, other things being equal, 

 
71 Kant, “On a Supposed Right to Lie”, 350. 
72 See section 4.7 for my discussion of Principle Eliminativism. Also, cf. strong holism with absolute holism in 

section 4.5. 
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and we have an abstract duty not to lie; but when considered in context, its default wrongness 

might vary due to other features of the case, such as the likely possibility that it will save a life. 

I believe this weaker version of holism is the superior view. It synthesizes the information 

from our rationalistic and abstract moral principles with the empirical context in which they are 

applied, and views our intrinsic moral duties as equally important as the consequences of our 

actions. It accounts for the fact that some features have an inherent normative valence, while 

simultaneously recognizing the influence of context. This view of holism helps us provide more 

reasonable and compelling answers to complicated dilemmas such as “the murderer at the door”. 

Under this view of holism, lying is still considered both wrong and wrong-making by default, but 

in the “murderer at the door” case, it is made right due to more important moral considerations 

such as saving a life. Thus, in the abstract, the default principle “lying is wrong” is still affirmed 

as a true principle qua ceteris paribus; however, the moral reason it specifies, when considered in 

context, is nonetheless a variant one given the fact that its status may change due to other features 

present in the situation. 

Let’s take another example to demonstrate how the reasons specified in the formula of 

humanity are not truly invariant. During WWII, allied soldiers had a duty to go to war against 

German soldiers. Here we have a case where allied soldiers had a duty specifically not to respect 

German soldiers as ends in themselves. The Nazi Regime, to whom German soldiers owed their 

allegiance, did not hesitate to implement systems that treated specific peoples merely as means 

(e.g. concentration camps). The WWII scenario is an example where the world had to use self-

defence against tyrannical, imperialistic, and genocidal governments. Arguably, not all German 

soldiers were “Nazis”, nor were all of them directly implicated in the genocide of the Jews; but 

insofar as they went to war in the name of their country which was run by the Nazi Regime, they 
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were nevertheless implicated in the Nazi War Machine as a whole. It would have been arguably 

impossible and counterproductive for the Allies to treat them as ends in themselves while only 

treating the real Nazis merely as means. The state of war is complicated and in order to achieve 

victory the enemy must be clearly identified. The Allies had a choice: either they respect the 

German soldiers as ends in themselves, or their innocent victims; but they could not do both.  

We have here the possibility of a generalizable argument against invariant reasons: for any 

supposedly invariant reason, imagine a dilemmatic situation in which we are torn between 

incompatible acts that involve fulfilling and breaking the same moral requirement (e.g. treating 

people as ends in themselves in a state of war).73 When it is justifiable to do so, as arguably it often 

will be (e.g. WWII, murderer at the door, etc.), then the moral reasons in question are proven 

variant rather than invariant. This clash between incompatible acts does not imply that the moral 

principle is rejected altogether, but it does reject the supposed invariance of the moral reason it 

specifies. In the example above, in order to treat the innocent as ends in themselves, the Allies had 

to treat the perpetrators merely as means. Treating the innocent as ends in themselves and the 

perpetrators merely as means was right-making; whereas treating the perpetrators as ends in 

themselves would have been arguably wrong-making, as it would imply absolute pacifism as a 

necessary response to a mass murdering enemy—a response that would produce a significantly 

worse outcome. Consequently, when considered in context, treating others as ends in themselves 

is not always right-making, and treating others merely as means is not always wrong-making. 

Treating German soldiers and Nazis as ends in themselves would imply not going to war against 

them, in which case they would have a free pass to continue their invasions and mass 

 
73 It is worth looking into some of the arguments made by Samuel Scheffler in his book The Rejection of 

Consequentialism. Scheffler uses similar dilemma structures to argue against absolute prohibitions. We will discuss 

Scheffler in the coming paragraph. 
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exterminations. Indeed, going to war against them involved treating them merely as means, but it 

was the only thing the Allies could do in the circumstances to protect the greater number of 

innocent people. Reasons-holism, insofar as it forces us to study the context as opposed to relying 

solely on abstract principles, enables us to see the importance of both deontic and consequentialist 

reasons for action, rather than seeing one view as completely right and the other as completely 

wrong. Moreover, reasons-holism is compatible with default principles. These are principles that 

are true in the abstract qua ceteris paribus clauses, but that, inasmuch as they only specify the 

internal status of reasons, their truth, as applied to cases, is contingent upon external features of 

the contexts in which they are applied.  

Samuel Scheffler appeals to a dilemma similar to the one we have laid out above in his 

rejection of the standard brand of non-consequentialism. According to the standard non-

consequentialist view, “if you can either prevent the murder of one innocent person or the murder 

of five innocent people, it is rational to prevent the murder of the five, since you owe only a duty 

of positive aid to all six potential victims, and if you can either provide more or less positive aid, 

it is rational to provide more. But if you would have to murder one innocent person in order to 

prevent the murder of five by someone else, then you must not do so”.74 Non-consequentialist 

views such as Kant’s deontological theory, hold certain duties to maximum esteem, thereby 

prescribing absolute prohibitions to act against them. But there are certain situations, such as the 

one Scheffler describes, that involve personally doing harm (rather than merely preventing harm 

or letting harm occur) in order to save more innocent lives. In the first case, one is preventing harm 

to five people, and letting one person be harmed; whereas in the second case, one is personally 

harming one person to save five. In the latter case, the Kantian must argue that one must not harm 

 
74 Samuel Scheffler. The Rejection of Consequentialism: A Philosophical Investigation of the Considerations 

Underlying Rival Moral Conceptions. New York: Oxford University Press, 1994, 24-25. 
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anyone under any circumstances. Thus, the Kantian must do no harm and let the five people be 

murdered.  

According to Scheffler, non-consequentialists have yet to provide a satisfactory, non-

question-begging answer to this dilemma. The answer that is typically given is that not inflicting 

harm is a stronger duty than preventing harm. But why is the former stronger than the latter? 

Appealing to either duty’s internal content is hardly sufficient for concluding which of them 

trumps the other in a given case, let alone which of them lends appropriate support to agent-

centered restrictions. Indeed, we seem forced to investigate the particular case at hand rather than 

focus merely on the abstract individual strengths of these respective duties. Given that there are 

cases where preventing the mass murder of many people would depend on our murdering a 

significantly lower number of people (especially those cases in which the latter are the would-be 

murderers of the former, such as in the WWII scenario), a more plausible answer to such a dilemma 

should depend on a contextual analysis that considers both our duties and their potential outcomes. 

Hardly anyone would argue that the Allies should not have gone to war against the Axis. Arguably, 

not going to war would have gone against our moral intuitions. Now, of course, this is not a 

sufficient reason as to why the Allies should have gone to war. Furthermore, to be clear, I am not 

saying that everything the Allies did was morally praiseworthy or permissible. However, the 

alternative view here, i.e. the Kantian or non-consequentialist view of absolute prohibition, seems 

significantly inferior to the weak holistic view I have described and defended in this section. The 

Kantian view not only goes against our intuitions and reasons in these aforementioned exceptional 

cases, but it also neglects the moral importance of context while at the same time blinding itself to 

empirical evidence that supports the likelihood of specific, morally relevant outcomes. The weak 

holistic view, by contrast, retains the intrinsic moral valence of our duties while simultaneously 
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considering the outcomes of those duties in the contexts in which they are enacted. The solution, 

then, is not to throw Kantianism out the window, but rather to reject the reasons-atomism upon 

which it is based. 

With these considerations in mind, I think the Categorical Imperative, as applied to cases, 

should be viewed as a default rather than an exceptionless principle. Qua ceteris paribus, it still 

holds true, but when considered in context, the reason it specifies may vary. I believe that adopting 

reasons-holism and the notion of a default principle allows us to avoid acting in ways that are 

contrary to our intuitions, such as telling the truth to someone we have good reasons to believe 

will murder our friend, or remaining at home while imperialistic and genocidal regimes wreak 

havoc on other continents and plot the take-over of the world. The weak version of holism allows 

us to maintain the thesis that treating people as ends in themselves is intrinsically right and that 

treating people merely as means is intrinsically wrong (other things being equal), while 

simultaneously accepting the possibility that external features present in the context may change 

the otherwise default normative status of these abstract moral considerations. For these reasons, I 

believe the adoption of default principles in accordance with the aforementioned weak version of 

holism is the more compelling view when it comes to the behaviour of moral reasons.  

 

2.3. The Principle of Utility 

The Principle of Utility (or the Greatest Happiness Principle) is also said to specify an 

invariant reason, or a set of invariant reasons. Although the Principle of Utility (PU) is very useful 

in a wide array of situations, I will argue that it does not specify a set of truly invariant reasons.  

Below I have included its more popular formulations: 
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1. Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to 

produce the reverse of happiness.75 

  

 

2. An act is right only if it produces the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest 

number of people.76 

 

To begin, the first formulation does not take into account cases where acts that tend to 

produce happiness are wrong, and cases where acts that tend produce the reverse of happiness are 

right. Let’s begin with the former case. Suppose we live in a world of blue people and green people. 

The blue people’s population is 5 billion, and the green people’s population is 100 million. The 

green people, despite being a minority, have been in power for nearly a century. Suppose now that 

the blue people revolt and take over the government. Their leader is a tyrant who convinces them 

that they are racially superior, and that the green people have been the cause of all their social and 

economic problems. The blue tyrant calls for the extermination of the green people and receives 

complete support. In this example, the act of genocide will make more people happy. Thus, 

statistically speaking, this act tends to promote more happiness than the reverse of happiness. But 

of course, the act of genocide is clearly wrong. Hence, the act that tends to promote happiness is 

wrong-making in this case. Therefore, this supposedly invariant reason is not truly invariant.  

On the other hand, sometimes acts that tend to produce the reverse of happiness are right. 

Suppose a man has murdered a mother’s son. In court, the murderer is deemed insane and is given 

a lighter jail sentence along with a rehabilitation plan. The mother, doomed to live an unhappy life 

as a result of her son’s violent death, is very angry at the verdict. Only the death penalty or life in 

imprisonment would have reduced some of her suffering. The current verdict, unfortunately, only 

 
75 John Stuart Mill. Utilitarianism. Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 2007, 6.  
76 James H. Burns and Herbert L. A. Hart. The Collected Works of Jeremy Bentham: A Comment on the 

Commentaries and A Fragment on Government. Oxford University Press, 1977, 393: “…it is the greatest happiness 

of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.” 
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serves the function of worsening her suffering. But the court process was fair. The man was a 

paranoid schizophrenic, had no criminal record, and was honest and very remorseful during the 

proceedings. The man had no family or friends, but his co-workers said he was always respectful 

and kind to others. The man explained that he was struggling financially and could no longer afford 

his medications. As a consequence, his schizophrenia worsened and he became depressed. His 

episodes became very intense, and they eventually led him to murder someone he thought was 

trying to kill him. The murder was not intended or premeditated, and he was only defending 

himself in the moment to a threat that he thought was real. In the end, the judge made what most 

of us would probably call a fair judgement. Let’s suppose he received 5 years in prison with a 

lifetime supply of his medications paid for by the state (to insure such a scenario doesn’t happen 

again), followed by 3 years in a rehabilitation facility and 5 years of community service.  

In this situation, perhaps handing out the sentence the mother was hoping for would have 

reduced her suffering / increased her happiness. But the court’s primary duty is not to make people 

happier but to hand out sentences the perpetrators of a crime deserve. In this case, the ruling would 

have a negative impact on the mother’s happiness, yet it would be a morally right ruling. Let’s also 

not forget that, since the man had no family and friends, he had no one in his life that would feel 

great pain if he would have been sentenced to death or had received life in prison. So the only 

people whose happiness is relevant is the mother (and her friends and family), the man, and the 

general community. We can assume that the mother and her circle would be mostly unhappy with 

this ruling. We can probably also assume that the general community would also be mostly 

unhappy. This is because those who would be opposed to the ruling would most likely feel the 

reverse of happiness (anger, fear, sadness, etc.) more intensely than those in favour of the ruling 

who, for their part, would arguably feel a comparatively milder feeling of happiness. So, overall 
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this ruling would arguably create more of the reverse of happiness than happiness itself; yet, it 

would be entirely reasonable and fair. Thus, there are some cases where we have good reason to 

think that the act that tends to produce the reverse of happiness is right. Hence, the reason identified 

in this version of the PU can, in some cases, be no reason at all or even an opposite reason. 

Therefore, this supposedly invariant reason is not truly invariant.77  

 

Moving on now to the second formulation of the PU. To this supposedly invariant reason, 

I will provide three counterexamples: (1) the miserable coma patient; (2) the unwanted Aunt Suzie; 

and (3) the suicidal child molester under the knife. 

Let’s begin with our first counterexample: the miserable coma patient. Suppose an elderly 

woman of 78 years has been in a coma for 2 months. Given the type of coma she’s in, her 

alcoholism, her age, and other factors, the doctors believe she may only wake up after several 

months or years. The odds are not good, but they are also not hopeless. As it happens, there is no 

written or recorded testament from the elderly woman stating that she would want to be kept alive 

if ever she was to fall into a coma. She has five children, and they are asked if their mother wanted 

extreme measures taken to preserve her life. Although there is no official proof, the children know 

 
77 A utilitarian might object here by claiming that having fair trials maximizes happiness overall, despite causing 

unhappiness at times (e.g. in the case of the mother whose son was murdered). That is, increasing the mother’s 

happiness here would not maximize happiness (or tend to produce happiness) overall when we take a longer and 

broader view of the relevant consequences of a fair trial. Relatedly, this type of utilitarian could say that increasing 

the mother’s happiness would be right, but that since fair trials tend to cause more happiness, the fair trial is more 

right. Here, though, there is a crucial difference between maximizing overall happiness and the tendency to produce 

happiness. This objection would be an excellent response to someone arguing against the invariance of formulation 

2. For formulation 1, however, it does not seem to hold. All things considered, it might be true that fair trials tend to 

produce more overall happiness, despite causing unhappiness at times. But if we isolate the trials having to do with 

mothers whose sons were murdered and where the majority of the people affected are unhappy about the verdict, we 
can say that those trials tend to produce more unhappiness. So in the end, it’s all in how far we want to go in terms 

of related consequences (i.e. short, medium, and long-term) and whose happiness we want to concern ourselves 

with. Also, it is not evident that fair trials, all things considered, tend to produce more happiness. They do seem to 

produce more justice, but we shouldn’t just assume that the production of justice tends to produce more happiness. 

As a final point, formulation 1 would be significantly stronger if it were “Actions are right in proportion as they tend 

to promote more overall happiness, wrong as they tend to produce more unhappiness”.  
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without a doubt that their mother would have wanted the extreme measures taken. In fact, this was 

something she always talked about after she woke up from a previous coma many years ago after 

overdosing on alcohol. But the children despise their mother for all the torment she has caused in 

their lives. She cheated on her husband, forcing a divorce; she was and is still an alcoholic; and 

she is generally a miserable person who makes everyone around her miserable. So the children lie 

to the doctors by telling them that their mother would have wanted them to pull the plug after 3 

months of inactivity, which also happens to be the law. The children figure that with their mother 

out of the picture they would all be significantly happier, their mother would be put out of her 

misery, and the world would be a better place.  

In this scenario, pulling the plug seems to be the action that would cause the greatest 

amount of happiness for the greatest number of people. The mother’s perpetual reduction of 

everyone’s happiness would be stopped, and the children would be happier. However, this reason 

for action is arguably overridden by more important considerations such as the respect for life and 

the respect for a person’s autonomy. That is, the formula of humanity version of the CI seems to 

trump the PU in this case. Pulling the plug against their mother’s wishes in order to make everyone 

happier would be to use her merely as a means to attain that end. Arguably, with their mother in a 

coma the children should be able to live their lives more freely and happily now. Moreover, they 

would barely need to visit. For these reasons, then, the act of pulling the plug in this case, no matter 

how much happiness it produces for the children, is wrong. Not only would it be done by means 

of a lie, it is also defeated by more important moral considerations such as the respect for the 

mother’s life and the respect for her autonomy. 
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Moving on to our second counterexample: the unwanted Aunt Suzie. Suppose that 

everyone in the family hates Aunt Suzie, and that Aunt Suzie hates everyone in the family. Suppose 

further that, despite this reciprocal hatred, the family still invites Aunt Suzie for Thanksgiving 

dinner every year out of mere politeness, and that Aunt Suzie shows up every year also out of mere 

politeness. If Aunt Suzie were to decide one day that she would not be showing up at family 

gatherings anymore, everyone in the family would be happier, including herself. Her decision, it 

seems, would promote the most overall happiness. Suppose now that the family and Aunt Suzie 

agree that Aunt Suzie will no longer be showing up to family gatherings precisely for this reason. 

In my view, the voluntary and collective decision of having Aunt Suzie removed from the 

family—which in this case promotes the most overall happiness—is arguably morally wrong 

because it is a show of cowardice and a lack of ambition by both parties (the family and Aunt 

Suzie).78 Families should work together to maintain and build relationships; they shouldn’t just 

give up by taking the easy way out. First of all, getting along is not impossible; and secondly, the 

adults should act as mature, responsible, and virtuous role models for their children. Yes, working 

with someone who has a polar-opposite personality is hard, but who said doing the right thing was 

going to be easy? Arguably, this voluntary and collective decision that promotes the most overall 

happiness is not only defeated by more important considerations, it is also itself wrong-making. 

But a utilitarian might argue that a society where family members try to get along, despite 

all the unhappiness that may cause, would, in the long-term, promote a better society than one 

where people take the easy way out. More unhappiness might indeed result, but the fact that family 

members are actively trying to get along could lead to significant improvement in family relations 

 
78 Cowardice and lack of ambition are moral vices. See Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics Books II-V for a detailed 

study of virtue and vice. For courage and cowardice see Book III, 6-9. For ambition and lack of ambition see Book 

IV, 4. 
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and, consequently, to more overall happiness in the long-term. Furthermore, if every family would 

do the same, then we probably would live in a better society in which the greatest amount of 

happiness for the greatest number of people is achieved. This type of utilitarian would value the 

striving towards the greatest possible society even if some unhappiness may result along the way.  

The problem with this objection is that this “better society” will not necessarily be a happier 

one. It might be a more virtuous one, and/or a more meaningful one, but it is not evident that it 

would be a happier one. I do agree that we should aim for the greatest possible society, and I do 

agree that families should strive to get along despite all the unhappiness this may inevitably cause, 

but this aim will not necessarily lead to a happier society. Isn’t it true that an important part of 

being virtuous sometimes involves doing the right thing even if it makes most people unhappy? In 

the situation above, maintaining and building family relationships and showing the example to the 

kids does seem to be the right thing to do. To be clear, if Aunt Suzie were an alcoholic brute who 

frequently swore in front of the kids and who insulted everyone every chance she got, then of 

course the situation would be different. But here, she is capable of acting politely during gatherings 

which demonstrates that she is at least capable of some decency and self-improvement.  

Another utilitarian could argue that it is not necessary to build a relationship with Aunt 

Suzie. The kids have plenty of other adult role models, and the absence of Aunt Suzie will probably 

barely be felt at all. Although I agree that the kids have a sufficient number of role models and that 

Aunt Suzie’s absence will likely not negatively affect the trajectory of the kids’ moral 

development, I am still unconvinced that her removal—which would promote the most overall 

happiness—is the right thing to do. What is not necessary is not necessarily morally irrelevant, and 

what is perhaps morally permissible is not necessarily the best course of action available. Although 

the removal of Aunt Suzie would cause the most overall happiness, it is a sub-optimal attempt at 
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a better family because it involves the exclusion of a member. A true attempt at a better family is 

generally one that includes everyone in the family—not one that excludes some members for the 

betterment of the majority simply because it is easier than trying to get along.79 So while excluding 

Aunt Suzie may have its benefits, it is arguably not the best moral option available. For these 

reasons, then, the reason specified in the second formulation of the PU does seem to be defeated 

by more important considerations such as the virtue of proper ambition, the virtue of sacrifice, and 

the value of the family. 

 

Moving on to our third counterexample: the suicidal child molester under the knife. 

Suppose an unknown man is undergoing brain surgery. He attempted suicide by a self-inflicted 

gunshot to the head. The suicide note said that he had no family or friends and that he had made 

terrible mistakes in his life. He also mentioned that he has no desire to contribute to society or to 

continue living. At first, the prognosis is not very good. But early into the operation, the 

neurosurgeon becomes quite confident that he can remove the bullet and that the man will make a 

slow but full recovery. However, right before he’s about to inform his team that the man’s chances 

at recovery are quite good, one of the scrub nurses walks in with a report on the man’s background. 

She says the man under the knife is a serial child molester who is under house arrest. The 

neurosurgeon begins to question himself: should I really save this man?  

The man has done terrible things in his life, and the fact that he is under house arrest means 

that he can barely contribute to society. In fact, the suicide note specifically mentions that he has 

no desire to contribute in any way to the betterment of society. What is more, his mere presence 

in his house likely reduces the happiness of the people in his neighbourhood who know who he is, 

 
79 I say “generally” because, of course, there are circumstances where a family member is abusive and violent and 

should indeed be excluded from the family. 
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especially families who have children. Finally, his attempt at suicide clearly indicates that he no 

longer wants to live. Given these facts, if the neurosurgeon saves him the man will likely reduce 

the overall happiness of the people around him for the rest of his life. On the other hand, the 

neurosurgeon could easily choose not to save him. He knows he could easily fabricate a convincing 

lie in the report by saying that the bullet was lodged at a slightly different location in the brain 

making a safe removal impossible. He could also purposely remove the bullet less carefully than 

he otherwise would specifically in order to cause an internal bleed that would kill the man.  

In this case, killing this man would arguably cause more overall happiness. Furthermore, 

cases such as these are so rare that if this particular act of killing for the greater happiness of all 

were universalized (i.e. if all neurosurgeons in this situation would kill the man for the greatest 

happiness of all) the institutions of happiness and justice would not be at any risk of collapsing; in 

fact, more overall happiness would be produced. But of course the act of killing for the promotion 

of the greatest overall happiness is clearly wrong in this case. The respect for the man’s life, the 

duty of the surgeon to save lives, and his duty of non-maleficence as a health care professional 

clearly defeat the PU in this case.  

A utilitarian might object and argue that a society in which surgeons practice impartiality, 

treat all patients equally, and fulfil their duties is a better society than one where exceptions such 

as these are made. While I agree that such a society would be a better one, it would not necessarily 

be a happier one. Again, cases such as these are quite rare; and universalizing the act of killing in 

these particular circumstances will not cause the institutions of happiness and justice to collapse. 

In fact, doing so will reduce both actual and potential harm to others and consequently increase 

overall happiness. For these reasons, it appears the utilitarian who wants to defend the universal 

and invariant truth of the PU is forced to defend the act of killing in this case. 
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To escape this objection, the utilitarian would have to admit that his principle is subject to 

exceptions (in which case it does not specify an invariant reason and our argument is correct). To 

maintain invariance, the utilitarian would arguably have to modify the formulation of his principle 

to “an act is right only if it promotes the greatest amount of good for the greatest number of 

people”. The term “good” here would include all beneficial things (e.g. happiness, meaningfulness, 

pleasure, self-overcoming, empowerment of individuals and communities, security, etc.).80 The 

issue with this version of the PU, however, is that while its scope becomes larger and its reason 

perhaps invariant, its resolution is significantly reduced. For one, we would have to find a way to 

rank-order the various ends/goods (happiness, meaningfulness, empowerment, etc.). That is, we 

would have to determine which is superior overall and which is superior in contexts x, y, and z. 

Furthermore, we would have to account for contexts where a combination of these ends are 

pursued. In such cases, we would have to determine which combinations are superior. These are 

no easy problems to solve. So although the reason specified in this version of the PU may be 

invariant in its theoretical formulation, its resolution is so unclear and unspecified that its practical 

application will almost always be variant. Simply put, it is so vague that it will be too difficult for 

the moral agent to apply it in the same way (the objectively best way) across different situations. 

Thus, it will likely lead the moral agent to apply it in a variety of different, sub-optimal ways.  

In conclusion, The Greatest Overall Happiness Formulation of the PU does not specify an 

invariant reason because it can be shown to vary in certain situations. Therefore, while it is a very 

strong defeasible principle, it is not an exceptionless one. On the other hand, The Greatest Overall 

 
80 This is the route taken by George Edward Moore with his idea of “Ideal Utilitarianism” in the last chapter of 

Principia Ethica entitled “The Ideal”. See George E. Moore. Principia Ethica. (Revised Edition with “Preface to the 

second edition” and other papers, T. Baldwin (ed.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1903. 

 



47 

 

Good Formulation, although possibly invariant and exceptionless, is very difficult to apply 

invariantly due to issues of vagueness. Indeed, it is arguably a principle that is implicitly assumed 

by all moral agents striving to do what is right; but while it might be necessary for moral thought 

and judgement, it is undoubtedly insufficient.  

 

2.4. Causing Gratuitous Pain on the Unwilling  

The causing of gratuitous pain on unwilling victims is often considered to be invariantly 

wrong. But suppose the world is on the brink of destruction because a tech-savvy psychopath has 

gained control over several nuclear weapons. Suppose further that you have been kidnapped by 

the psychopath, and he tells you that if you want to save the lives of millions of people, you must 

pull a switch that will cause pain to five unwilling victims tied to electric chairs. In this case, you 

have strong reasons to believe that the psychopath does indeed have control over weapons of mass 

destruction. For example, suppose he pressed 3 buttons and you subsequently saw videos of 3 

explosions in three different countries on the news along with very graphic and realistic images of 

the wreckage and of the dead bodies; suppose further that a military or secret intelligence official 

has contacted you to confirm that the psychopath does in fact have these capabilities; and suppose 

again that the psychopath persuasively explained to you step by step how he managed to 

orchestrate this whole affair. Insofar as you have strong reasons to believe that he does have the 

ability to eradicate millions of people, it seems you are morally required to pull the switch, despite 

how terrible the act is. In this situation, not pulling the switch is far more terrible an act than pulling 

it, for the psychopath can press more buttons and continue to eradicate more people. If the situation 

were such that you did not have strong reasons to believe the psychopath’s capabilities (or if you 

weren’t very certain) then it would be permissible not to pull the switch, perhaps even preferable. 
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But this is not the situation here. In this situation, you have very strong evidence that the 

psychopath does have such capabilities. Therefore, it seems here, that we have a strong 

counterexample against this supposedly invariant reason.  

Dancy also argues that there are such cases out there. Dancy writes: “…can the particularist 

admit the existence of some invariant reasons? The obvious examples are things such as the 

causing of gratuitous pain on unwilling victims. Surely, it is commonly urged, this is always for 

the worse, even if overall we might in some case be morally forced to do it”.81 But suppose you, 

your family, and a fat man are in a cave quickly filling up with water. You and your family are 

stuck in between the fat man, who is blocking the only exit. But there is a way out: you just so 

happen to have some dynamite with you. Do you cause gratuitous pain on the blameless and 

unwilling fat man by blowing him up and escaping to safety? Or is causing gratuitous pain on this 

unwilling victim still a reason against doing it in this case? It seems we are morally required to do 

it. If it were merely preferred over the alternative it would simply diminish its power as a reason. 

But since it is morally required, it defeats it. In either case, the supposedly invariant reason has 

varied. Of course, many of these hypothetical cases are silly and unlikely to occur, but if we are 

going to test the limits of moral principles that purport to specify reasons that supposedly never 

vary, this is to be expected. Thus, although causing gratuitous pain on unwilling victims is 

generally wrong by default, it is still not invariantly wrong. 

 

 
81 Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 77. 
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2.5. The Principle of Special Reason to do Harm  

The idea behind this principle is that one must have a good reason to do actions that cause 

harm, or to believe that it is right to do them.82 Is this an invariant moral reason? The Principle of 

Special Reason to do Harm states that one needs a good reason either to do an act that is default 

immoral such as killing, stealing, or lying, or to believe that it is right to do them. This principle 

came to mind after reading a passage from the eighth chapter of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy 

by Bernard Williams. Williams writes: “No doubt there are some ethical beliefs, universally held 

and usually vague (“one has to have a special reason to kill someone”), that we can be sure will 

survive at the reflective level. But they fall far short of any adequate, still less systematic, body of 

ethical knowledge”.83 Taken in the abstract, killing someone is default wrong, but if there is a 

feature in the situation that would make it right, then that feature would serve as the special reason 

for why it would be right to kill someone. This principle seems to apply itself invariantly in all 

situations where there is an exception to the rule—that is, situations where there is a defeater or a 

disabling condition that would change the default status of the belief or act in question. Indeed, 

this principle specifies an invariant reason, but this should not come as a surprise, for it is one of 

the fundamental tenets of morality itself. That is, by definition, we cannot do anything otherwise 

wrong without a special reason to do so. The reason why we can’t come up with a counterexample 

is because it is an integral part of the specific content of morality. In other words, this principle 

must be true, for if it wasn’t, nihilism would ensue and everything would be permitted.   

However, although this principle makes moral justification necessary and specifies an 

invariant reason, it does not by itself make moral thought and judgement possible. It is a necessary 

 
82 Here, we mean harm of any kind whether it be social, physical, mental, or emotional. 
83 Bernard Williams. Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Abingdon, United Kingdom: Routledge,  

2006, 148. 
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condition for the possibility of moral thought and judgement, but it is not a sufficient one. For it is 

a principle that recognizes (but does not specify) a set of reasons that permit us to do acts such as 

killing, stealing, and lying in certain exceptional situations. It does not mention any specific 

reasons for doing those acts—it simply admits that there are some. Simply put, it is a true but 

vague ethical belief. So even if it is an ethical belief that is both necessarily true and a necessary 

condition for the possibility of moral thought and judgement, it remains insufficient for the task 

because it is an abstract consideration without any contextual content. In order to be both necessary 

and sufficient to make moral thought and judgement possible, it would also need to explain: (a) 

why specific acts have a certain status; and (b) why the status of those acts may change. If it cannot 

meet these conditions, it would have to be considered in combination with other invariant reasons 

that can provide these explanations.  

Another thing to note is that this principle is open to the possibility that the status of certain 

reasons can vary across contexts. That is, the principle assumes that there are special features in 

certain situations that are reasons to believe or do the opposite of the default moral belief or action. 

Thus, it presupposes the inherent variability of default reasons, and therefore implicitly accepts 

reasons-holism. So, although this principle specifies an invariant reason, its specific content is such 

that it actually endorses the variability of reasons. We have here an exception that proves the rule.  

There might be more of these invariantly true abstract considerations, but insofar as they 

do not explain why specific acts have a certain status, or why the status of those acts may change 

in specific patterns, they are insufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible, let 

alone codifying all moral truths in finite and manageable terms. Still, so far it seems that a proper 

view of reasons-holism admits of at least one invariant reason. One always needs a special reason 

to do something that would cause harm, otherwise everything would be permitted. 
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2.6. Richard Holton’s That’s it Principle  

Richard Holton’s That’s it principle is also a strong candidate that may provide an invariant 

reason. That’s it is a conjunct clause that can be added to the antecedent of the central premise of 

a moral argument. The That’s it clause stands for “there are no further relevant moral principles 

and non-moral facts; i.e. there is no true moral principle and set of true non-moral sentences which 

supersede those which appear in this argument”.84 In simpler terms, a That’s it clause is a way of 

saying: “so far, from what we know, there are no other relevant features in this case that could 

change our moral verdict”. Consider the following moral argument provided by Holton himself: 

  

P1 This is a killing  

P2 ∀x ((x is a killing & That’s it )→you shouldn’t do x)  

P3 That’s it  

C You shouldn’t do this.85 

 

In this example, we have an action that is default wrong (i.e. killing), and there is nothing 

else to suggest that it might have been right in this context. Therefore, it remains wrong. According 

to Holton, That’s it clauses are implicitly present in all moral arguments and situations. No matter 

how many conjuncts there are in the antecedent, the That’s it clause is always implicitly assumed.86 

This is because when we revisit a case and see that there were, in fact, other relevant features we 

had originally missed, it is That’s it that is denied. Suppose we revisit the case of the killing and 

find that it was done in self-defence. The new argument would be formulated as follows:  

 

P1 This is a killing  

P2 This is done in self defence  

P3 ∀x ((x is a killing & x is done in self defence & That’s it)→you may do x)  

P4 That’s it  

 
84 Holton, “Principles and Particularisms”, 199. 
85 Ibid., 199. 
86 Ibid., 208-209. 
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C You may do this.87 

 

The That’s it clause in the original argument has been denied because we have found a 

relevant feature (i.e. the fact that the killing was done in self-defence) that we had previously 

overlooked. This new fact is thus added to the argument, and a new That’s it clause is affirmed. 

So far, from what we know, there was a killing and it was done in self-defence, and that’s it. But 

this knowledge is not fool-proof, for new information can always appear and lead us to change our 

verdict. For example, suppose that, although the killing was done in self-defence, we find evidence 

that the killer unnecessarily went above and beyond and even enjoyed it.  

The point is that the That’s it clause seems to be implicitly assumed in all moral arguments 

and situations. This seems to indicate that it provides us with an invariant moral reason for belief. 

The invariant reason it seems to be putting forward might be rendered as follows:  

 

For all moral situations in which there is a moral/immoral belief or action, and no other 

relevant features to disable or defeat that belief or action, then it is right/wrong.  

 

For example, suppose there is a killing (an act that is default wrong) and we can confirm 

that there are no other relevant features that make it right (i.e. it was not done out of self-defence) 

because we have clear video footage of the murder as well as other convincing evidence (e.g. 

unanimous testimonies, clear intent and premeditation in the killer’s personal diary, etc.). In this 

case, the act of killing is wrong. The fact that there are no other relevant features (alongside all the 

other evidence) is a reason to believe/confirm that the killing is wrong. Of course, for this to be a 

reason we need to know beyond a reasonable doubt that there are, in fact, no other relevant features. 

 
87 Ibid., 199. 
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We can imagine many other cases where That’s it cannot be denied. Consider the following 

example. Suppose my mother asks me if I want to go the movies on Saturday. She feels we haven’t 

spent quality time together in a while and really wants to spend time with her son. I promise to go. 

But then on Friday my buddy Dave asks me if I want to go fishing all-day with him on Saturday. 

I really like Dave and spending time fishing with him is always a blast. So I decide to lie to my 

mother by telling her that I can’t go to the movies. I tell her I need to finish an online assignment 

for school that I had forgotten was due Saturday night by 11:59pm. I tell her I will need to go to 

the library and access some books put on reserve by my professor—but the truth is that I’m going 

fishing with Dave. This is an example where I have no good reasons to break my promise to my 

mom, or to lie to her. The moral argument for why my action is wrong would be as follows: 

 

P1 This is breaking a promise by lying. 

P2 ∀x ((x is a breaking a promise by lying & That’s it )→you shouldn’t do x)  

P3 That’s it  

C You shouldn’t do this.  

 

In this example, I am clearly in the wrong, and there does not seem to be any way that I 

can justify breaking my promise with my mom. The idea behind That’s it is that, for all situations 

in which we have compelling evidence to conclude beyond a reasonable doubt that the That’s it 

clause is not denied, we have an invariant reason to believe that the conclusion of our moral 

argument is true. Indeed, many moral situations are too complex to conclude beyond a reasonable 

doubt that That’s it is not denied; but there do appear to be some situations where we can 

effectively make this conclusion, such as the example about breaking a promise with my mom. 

The amount of joy I would have on my fishing trip with Dave simply does not make it right for 

me to break my promise to my mom by lying to her. Certainly, the disfavourers or wrong-making 

features outweigh any potential favourers in this situation. A fishing trip can be planned another 
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time, and it is of course wrong to deceive others unnecessarily (especially one’s own mother) and 

potentially cause them harm in the process. So given that there are no other relevant features that 

could disable or outweigh the wrong-making features in this case, and given that we can be 

reasonably sure of this, the That’s it clause stands firm and our verdict is not overturned. The same 

line of argument seems to hold in the case involving the act of killing. The killing that was not 

done out of self-defence, and which was video-taped in such a way as to confirm the description 

of what happened, and which is further supported by other compelling evidence, is clearly wrong. 

The wrong-making features of the act, including those in the situation surrounding it, clearly 

outweigh any existing right-making features, if there are any. The only possible exception where 

the right-making features might outweigh the wrong-making features would be if the murderer 

was coerced into murdering in order to save the lives of multiple people. But such a scenario would 

be quite a complicated affair and it would be difficult to determine exactly what would be the best 

course of action. Consequently, we certainly would not be able to conclude beyond a reasonable 

doubt which course of action would be best. Thus, such a scenario simply falls outside the scope 

of the invariant reason we are here considering and does not serve as a working counterexample. 

So far, this supposedly invariant reason seems quite strong. But is it really an invariant 

reason specified by an exceptionless principle? As I understand it, this invariant reason does seem 

to be necessarily true, but only in specific contexts whose conditions are already outlined in the 

formulation of the principle itself. In other words, the structure of the principle is already laying 

out the perfect set of conditions for invariance. If we’re in a situation in which all enablers and 

disablers have been accounted for, and wherein we know beyond a reasonable doubt all the 

favourers and disfavourers relevant in the case, then of course our moral conclusion will be certain: 

the right/wrong belief or action will depend on whether the favourers outweigh the disfavourers 
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and vice versa. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the reason specified in That’s it is necessarily 

invariant—its very structure is built for invariance. Still, there is a catch: although this reason is 

necessarily invariant, its truth depends on its being informed by contextual experience. In other 

words, we need to know a posteriori that there are no other relevant features that could supersede 

those which appear in our moral argument.  

The great thing about this principle is that it is not infinitely or overly long. Rather, it is 

finite, relatively short in formulation, theoretically graspable, and practically applicable. As such, 

it certainly meets the criteria of an action-guiding standard. But despite these promising 

characteristics, it is still by itself insufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible, 

for it only captures a small portion of the moral landscape. That is, it only covers the contexts in 

which we effectively can conclude, beyond a reasonable doubt, that there are no further relevant 

moral principles and non-moral facts which supersede those which appear in our moral arguments. 

Thus, although it allows for a partial context-dependent codification, it does not codify all moral 

truths a priori. There is still a huge part of the moral landscape that it does not cover. First, it does 

not apply in cases in which the conclusion—that there are no further relevant features that 

supersede those which appear in our moral argument—is too difficult to determine due to the 

complexity of said cases. It also does not cover those cases where the That’s it clause is denied 

and reaffirmed indefinitely as a result of the acquisition of new information.  

Interestingly, this whole process of denying and re-affirming That’s it actually proves the 

variability of reasons. Just like with the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm, we have yet 

another exception (an invariant reason) that proves the rule (the variability of reasons). 

Furthermore, insofar as we are constantly revising and reformulating our principles after each 

denial of That’s it, we are admitting the defeasibility of our principles, not their supposed 
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exceptionlessness. And, as we saw in chapter 1, defeasible principles are generalizations expressed 

by contingent propositions that specify variant reasons, not invariant ones.  

But although this moral reason is invariant, its scope is far too limited to make moral 

thought and judgement possible, let alone codify all moral truths. It is therefore with right reason 

that Holton argues that no finite set of finite principles can axiomatize morality.88 This is in fact 

the central claim of Principled Particularism—a view we not only agree with in this thesis, but one 

upon which we would like to build. We will discuss this important claim in the next two chapters. 

 

2.7. Conclusion 

 So far, I have argued that there are good reasons to doubt the supposed invariance of the 

vast majority of moral reasons, given that the majority of the strongest candidates for invariant 

reasons have been shown to vary in certain cases. In the end, we only found that two of them were 

truly invariant: (1) the true ethical belief that one must have a good reason to do actions that cause 

harm (specified by the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm); and (2) Richard Holton’s That’s 

it principle. In the first case, we noted that the invariance should not come as a surprise because if 

such a principle/belief was not invariant, then morality would not be possible in the first place and 

nihilism would ensue. One of the reasons why we have ethical debates and adhere to certain ethical 

standards in our day-to-day lives is at least partly because we assume that this principle/belief is a 

given. In essence, it prevents the justification of the immoral. In the second case, we observed that 

Richard Holton’s That’s it principle does indeed specify an invariant reason, but only in specific 

contexts whose conditions are already outlined in the formulation of the principle itself. Here, we 

noted that this is because the principle is already laying out the perfect set of conditions for 

 
88 Ibid., 193. 
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invariance. Finally, in both cases, we showed that both principles implicitly assume the variability 

of reasons.  

So to return to this chapter’s research question: are exceptionless moral principles sufficient 

to ground the possibility of moral thought and judgement? I do not believe they are. Exceptionless 

moral principles are supposed to specify invariant moral reasons, but given that invariant reasons 

are few and far between, there are simply not enough of them to ground the possibility of moral 

thought and judgement. Indeed, one of them is necessary to avoid nihilism, and the second to 

confirm that a moral verdict is not overridden by other considerations. However, they are both 

nevertheless insufficient to make moral thought and judgement possible. If reasons-atomism was 

true and all reasons were necessarily invariant, then exceptionless principles would be able to make 

moral thought and judgement possible a priori. Here, the contingencies of context such as an 

individual’s socio-cultural environment, time, place, people present in x situation, moral teachers, 

moral exemplars, and so on, would only serve the function of activating a moral knowledge that 

was already there. But since reasons-atomism is false given that most reasons are in fact variant, 

this simply cannot be the case. Rather, we should say: since reasons-holism is true, an individual 

must have at least some sense of the context-sensitive nature and behaviour of variant moral 

reasons in order to think and judge in moral terms. Therefore, the contingencies of context must 

play an important role in making moral thought and judgement possible, since they are the things 

that can cause a reason to vary from context to context (i.e. they can serve as enabling or disabling 

conditions that can affect the status of a reason, or as intensifiers or attenuators that can affect the 

strength or weight of a reason). Thus, the contingencies of context are necessary not only to help 

activate moral knowledge, but first and foremost to understand the nature and behaviour of moral 

reasons. Hence, this means that, in a reasons-holistic moral landscape, principles are not the only 
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things that play a role in making moral thought and judgement possible. Consequently, Principle 

Absolutism is false because it claims that a specific set of exceptionless moral principles is 

sufficient to make moral thought and judgement possible.89 Such things as evolutionarily 

entrenched moral intuitions, instincts, and domain-general learning capacities should also be 

examined in relation to moral thought and judgement, for they too may prove to be necessary for 

their possibility. We should study these because it is not at all evident that our moral principles 

perfectly represent the nature of, say, our moral instincts, nor is it obvious that our moral instincts 

can be at all expressed in propositional form. For these reasons, it seems to me that it is necessary 

to discuss the moral psychology literature. These considerations will comprise the bulk of our next 

chapter. However, before moving on to chapter 3, let’s summarize our argument for chapter 2: 

 

1. The majority of the strongest candidates for invariant moral reasons can vary in certain 

contexts (proof: our counterexamples). 

2. Therefore, the majority of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons are not invariant. 

3. Since the majority of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons are not actually 

invariant, then it is highly likely that the vast majority of reasons are variant. 

4. Therefore, reasons-holism is true. 

5. Since exceptionless principles purport to specify invariant reasons, and invariant reasons 

are few and far between, exceptionless principles are also few and far between. 

6. Since variant reasons constitute the majority of the moral landscape, exceptionless 

principles are incapable of codifying the entirety of the moral landscape (because they will 

only be able to codify the invariant reasons, which again are very few in number).90 

7. Since reasons-holism is true and the vast majority of reasons are variant, an individual 

must have at least some sense of the context-sensitive nature and behaviour of variant 

reasons in order to think and judge in moral terms. 

8. Therefore, the contingencies of context (e.g. socio-cultural environment, time, place, 

people present, moral teachers, moral exemplars, etc.) must play an important role in 

making moral thought and judgement possible; this is because they are the things that can 

cause a reason to vary from context to context (i.e. they can serve as enabling or disabling 

conditions that can affect the status of a reason; or as intensifiers or attenuators that can 

affect the strength or weight of a reason). 

 
89 This may put a dent in Transcendental Generalism insofar as it vouches for exceptionless moral principles 

alongside default ones. For confirmation that Transcendental Generalism vouches for exceptionless moral 

principles, see McKeever and Ridge (2006: 7, 64-65) and (2016: “Epistemological Arguments”).  
90 This certainly puts a dent in Transcendental Generalism, because it claims that exceptionless principles, at least in 

theory, can codify the entire moral landscape. We will discuss this in the next two chapters. 
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8. Therefore, in a reasons-holistic moral landscape, principles are not the only things that 

play a role in making moral thought and judgement possible. 

9. Therefore, exceptionless moral principles by themselves are insufficient to make moral 

thought and judgement possible. 

10. Consequently, Principle Absolutism—which claims that a specific set of exceptionless 

moral principles is sufficient to make moral thought and judgement possible—is false. 

11. But even though exceptionless principles are not sufficient to make moral thought and 

judgement possible, some of them appear to be necessary such as, for example, the 

Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and That’s it!. 

12. Special Reason to do Harm is necessary to avoid the justification of the immoral and 

explains why default reasons can be defeated or disabled; and That’s it! is implicitly 

assumed in all moral arguments because its clause is always either affirmed (i.e. when we 

know that there are no further relevant features that could supersede the ones which appear 

in our argument) or denied (i.e. in cases where we discover features we had overlooked 

that do supersede the ones which appear in our argument). 

13. Therefore, moral thought and judgement necessarily depend on a determinate set of 

exceptionless principles, even though this set is insufficient for making them possible. 

14. Therefore, Anti-Transcendental Particularism and Principle Eliminativism—which 

both claim that moral thought and judgement do not depend on moral principles of any 

kind—are false.91 

 

 

Chapter 3 

3.1. Introduction 

 Does the possibility of moral thought and judgement depend on the provision of a suitable 

supply of moral principles? Yes. I will argue that moral thought and judgement depend on a 

determinate set of exceptionless principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones, but that 

moral principles as a whole are insufficient for making them possible. By examining research in 

the fields of moral psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience, I will argue that there are 

other factors that figure in the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement.  

 
91 There will be more arguments provided against ATP and PE in chapter 4 in the sections entitled “Rejection of 

Anti-Transcendental Particularism” and “Rejection of Principle Eliminativism”. Still, I believe our arguments in 

chapter 2 are sufficient for their rejection.  
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3.2. Particularism and Defeasible Principles 

In chapter 2, we already argued that moral thought and judgement depend on a determinate 

set of at least two exceptionless principles: the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and 

Holton’s That’s it principle. But that is only a part of the answer; we also have to consider 

defeasible moral principles. We also have to clarify that an affirmative answer to the dependence 

question does not automatically entail that we are advocating for generalism. As we argued in 

chapter 1, one’s answer to the dependence question is not the determining criterion for one’s stance 

in the particularism-generalism debate. It is possible to imagine a form of particularism that claims 

that moral thought and judgement depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles, 

but that also claims that such a provision will nevertheless be insufficient for codifying the moral 

landscape.92  

Particularism, as Margaret Little puts it, is “not against moral generalizations, but against 

a certain picture of what those generalizations have to be like in order to do their work”93. Even 

though particularists are generally skeptical of exceptionless generalizations expressed by 

necessarily true propositions, they are not necessarily against them. What is more, they are not 

necessarily against defeasible principles expressed by contingent propositions. Thus, particularists 

are not against the idea or use of certain types of moral generalizations. Rather, they are opposed 

to the way generalists apply them. Particularists are unanimously against the complete codification 

of the moral landscape by means of a specific set of moral principles.94 In this vein, Little writes: 

“While particularism dethrones moral generalizations, though, it hardly exiles them. We will think 

 
92 In fact, this is what we will argue in chapter 4. 
93 Brad Hooker and Margaret Olivia Little. “Introduction.” In Moral Particularism, edited by Brad  

Hooker and Margaret Little, New York: Oxford University Press 2000, xi.  
94 However, we will leave open the possibility of there being different ways of codifying the moral landscape which 

might be compatible with certain forms of particularism. 
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it does only when the lesson of holism is misidentified; the enemy its objections target is not 

generalization, but codification”95. Holism is an attack on the assumption that things must be a 

certain way, it is not an attack on moral generalizations per se. Particularism is not incompatible 

with the possibility of moral principles derived from inductive generalizations based on contextual 

experience. Defeasible principles, for example, are generalizations expressed by contingent 

propositions that function perfectly well in a reasons-holistic world, inasmuch as they seek to 

specify variant reasons. Hence, in this chapter, I will argue that moral thought and judgement also 

depend on an indeterminate set of defeasible principles. In my view, an individual needs a suitable 

amount of defeasible principles in her socio-cultural environment to work with before she can 

learn to think and judge in moral terms. The fact that some of us can judge in moral terms implies 

that there is a suitable supply of principles available for us in our socio-cultural environment that 

made our moral judgement possible in the first place. Allow me to defend these claims. 

 

3.3. Determinate and Indeterminate Sets of Principles 

Basic moral facts may be contingent a priori,96 but in order for moral thought and 

judgement to function, an agent must have a posteriori knowledge of a sufficient amount of moral 

principles in order to think and judge based on those facts. Thus, the a priori knowledge of those 

basic moral facts depends upon there being a suitable supply of moral principles that one can learn 

a posteriori. That is, in order for one’s a priori knowledge of contingent moral facts to be activated 

and developed over time, there needs to be principles out there in one’s socio-cultural environment 

that one can observe, come to know, and use. Most of these principles will be defeasible such as 

 
95 Little. “Moral Generalities Revisited.”, 304. 
96 See Dancy (2008) “Are Basic Moral Facts Both Contingent and a Priori?” for a detailed discussion on the matter. 
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“tell the truth”, “don’t kill”, “everything in moderation”, “equality of opportunity for all”, and so 

on. How many of these defeasible principles are necessary to activate moral thought and judgement 

is hard to tell. Arguably, to narrow them down to a specific number, or to some specific set, is far-

fetched. A more reasonable assumption is that the activation of moral thought and judgement is 

different for every individual. Presumably it would depend on the individual’s natural ability to 

learn, the efficacy and competency of her moral teachers and exemplars, and the moral principles 

available in her socio-cultural environment. For each individual learns at a different pace, each 

teacher teaches differently and showcases different levels of moral competence, and each socio-

cultural environment will have different sets of defeasible principles available for one to learn.97 

Of course, different environments will have many of the same moral principles, especially if there 

are biologically innate ones,98 but significant differences will presumably be present as well.  

So moral thought and judgement do depend (at least in part99) on the provision of a suitable 

supply of defeasible moral principles. But since defeasible principles are contingent, there is no 

need for them to be a part of determinate set. The claim that there must be a determinate set of 

defeasible moral principles in order for moral thought and judgement to be possible is problematic 

for at least two reasons: it assumes (a) that the same set of defeasible principles is present in all 

socio-cultural environments; and (b) that these principles cannot be affected/modified by the 

environments in which they are articulated and applied. As I see it, this is highly implausible given 

the wide diversity of moral cultures across the world. There are principles that simply do not exist 

 
97 Following Peter Railton (2017: 187): “As in the case of implicit learning of a language or of causal relations, the 

implicit moral understanding at which one arrives will be hostage to the quality of one’s learning environment, and 
all particular learning environments have limitations and biases—just as no method of learning is free of liabilities”. 

One’s culture, teachers, and exemplars all play a role in the quality of one’s learning environment, and each 

environment will have different principles, norms, prejudices, and biases.  
98 We will return to the possibility of biologically innate principles shortly. 
99 It may, for instance, also depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral virtues, or on certain evolutionarily 

entrenched emotions, instincts, intuitions, and domain-general learning capacities. 
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in some socio-cultural environments yet exist in others such as the principles of freedom of speech 

and gender equality. Moreover, different cultures often have different ways of justifying certain 

exceptions to certain rules. Therefore, to say that there must be a specific set of defeasible moral 

principles to make moral thought and judgement possible is not only implausible given the wide 

diversity of moral cultures in the world, but also because it assumes there is an innate and universal 

moral structure that is unaffected by the various features and activities of any particular socio-

cultural environment—an assumption that contradicts the definition of a defeasible principle. A 

defeasible principle is expressed by a contingent proposition, not a necessarily true one. If there is 

an innate and universal moral structure composed of a specific set of principles that make moral 

thought and judgement possible, these principles would be exceptionless ones, not defeasible ones.  

Dancy, however, argues against defeasible generalizations.100 According to him, a 

principled ethic must meet four necessary conditions: coverage, reasons, epistemology, and 

applicability. First, “the moral status of every action must be determined by the principles, in one 

way or another”.101 For if principles cannot fulfil this function they will fail to cover the moral 

landscape. Second, for each action that has a moral status, the principle must explain why it has 

that status. Third, principles must be learnable, either from experience or from each other by 

testimony. Fourth, principles must be capable of working as guides to action in new situations. For 

having learned them, one must then be able to apply them correctly.102  

Dancy then argues that Lance and Little’s (2004) defeasible generalizations fail to meet 

three of these necessary conditions, and therefore that the morality they have built around them is 

not really a principled one.103 In my view, Dancy’s criteria for a principled ethic work for 

 
100 Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 111-117. 
101 Ibid., 116. 
102 Ibid., 116-117. 
103 Ibid. 
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exceptionless principles, but are too strict for defeasible ones. For we can imagine certain types of 

defeasible principles that do not need to meet all of these criteria in order to contribute to the 

emergence and development of moral thought and judgement. There is no need for principles to 

explain the nature of the exceptional cases nor guide the moral agent through them in order to 

contribute to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement. This is why 

McKeever and Ridge’s taxonomy of principle-types is so useful, for there are principles that are 

not action-guiding standards but which still play an important role in moral learning. Dancy’s 

criteria target only exceptionless principles, not defeasible ones. This is because he is assuming 

that a principled ethic must be composed of a specific set of moral principles that not only make 

moral thought and judgement possible, but that codify all moral truths. But as we saw earlier, (a) 

a principled ethic does not need to codify all moral truths to be considered a principled ethic;104 

and (b) defeasible moral principles cannot come in a specific set that is unaffected by context, for 

this would contradict the very definition of defeasible moral principles. Thus, by assuming that a 

principled ethic must be composed of a specific set of moral principles, Dancy prevents himself 

from considering the credibility of defeasible moral principles.  

 

3.4. Moral Psychology and Moral Learning 

 So far, our argument is that moral thought and judgement depend on a determinate set of 

exceptionless principles, and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. In this section, we want to 

provide evidence from the moral psychology literature which lends support to our argument. The 

first thing we need to show is that moral principles are necessary for making moral thought and 

 
104 See chapter 1.1. We saw that Holton’s Principled Particularism is a principled ethic that claims to only codify 

some moral truths. 



65 

 

judgement possible. We will provide two reasons to support this claim: a philosophical one and a 

biological/psychological one. The evidence for the second is not set in stone, but it is worthwhile 

to discuss it. In short, we will point to findings that suggest that some innate moral principles 

exist.105 As we will see, some of these innate principles might be exceptionless and universally 

true (e.g. the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm). In other cases, we will see that the default 

clauses of some defeasible principles (e.g. the principle of non-maleficence: “other things being 

equal, inflicting harm is wrong”) might be innate. The second thing we need to show is that the 

diversity of moral cultures demonstrates the insufficiency of a determinate set of universal and 

exceptionless moral principles to make moral thought and judgement possible. This will involve a 

demonstration of how individuals from different moral cultures reason, cognitively speaking. The 

third thing we need to show is that moral principles as a whole are insufficient for making moral 

thought and judgement possible. This will involve a demonstration that there are other factors that 

contribute to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement such as 

evolutionarily entrenched moral instincts, intuitions, and domain-general learning capacities. 

 

a) The Necessity of Moral Principles 

Beginning with the first point, there are at least two reasons that show that moral principles 

are necessary for moral thought, judgement, and learning. The first is philosophical and the second 

is biological/psychological. First, following Lance and Little (2008), explanation of why a 

consideration is a reason to believe or do something must be somehow linked to generality.106 That 

is, when we adduce reasons to explain why a belief or an action is right or wrong, we are 

 
105 To be clear, this is not the same as claiming that there is an innate “moral grammar” or module (see Mikhail 

2011). We will argue against this theory later in this section in our discussion of moral learning.  
106 Lance and Little (2008: 60-61). 
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necessarily committed to a generalization, just as we are in other forms of reasoning (e.g. logical, 

epistemic, scientific etc.). It would be quite a stretch to say that moral reasoning is the only form 

of reasoning that doesn’t depend on generalizations. Hence, just as the assumption that moral 

reasons behave differently than other types of reasons is ill-founded (as Dancy himself argues),107 

so too the assumption that moral reasoning is the only type of reasoning in which explanatory 

generalizations have no part is misplaced. Moral generalizations in a reasons-holistic landscape 

may not meet all of Dancy’s criteria for a principled ethic, but this does not entail that moral agents 

are not committed to them or that moral thought and judgement do not depend on them. Just as we 

are committed to explanatory generalizations in other domains such as logic, science, and 

epistemology, so we are committed to them in ethics. This is because explanatory generalizations 

are necessary for reasoning in general. Although the content of what we’re reasoning about will 

differ in these aforementioned domains, all types of reasoning involve the grouping of particular 

facts under certain kinds of generalizations. For this reason, moral principles understood as 

explanatory moral generalizations are necessary for moral thought and judgement. 

 The second reason for believing that moral principles are necessary for moral thought and 

judgement is a biological/psychological one. On the one hand, if there are innate moral principles, 

then moral principles are clearly necessary for moral thought and judgement. However, the 

question of innate principles has yielded a diversity of views on the matter. John Mikhail (2011) 

has argued for the existence of an innate and universal moral faculty analogous to Noam 

 
107 See Dancy (2017: “What the Particularist Believes”): “The particularist suggests that there is no reason to 

suppose that moral reasons function in a radically different way from other reasons. Indeed, there is a sort of 
presumption that they don’t. That presumption is partly grounded on the fact that nobody is able to say with any 

confidence just which reasons are moral ones and which are not. This means that providing a radical difference 

between the way in which reasons of the two sorts function should seem rather peculiar. But the presumption is also 

partly grounded in the fact that the difference suggested by the generalist is very radical, since it affects what one 

might call the very logic of moral thought. To suppose that moral thought has a different logic from other thought is 

to adopt a bifurcated conception of rationality”.  
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Chomsky’s “universal grammar”.108 Jesse Prinz (2007), however, argues that morality, like all 

human capacities, “depends on having particular biological predispositions, but none of these 

deserves to be called a ‘moral faculty’”. He argues that “morality is a by-product—accidental or 

invented—of faculties that evolved for other purposes”.109 Finally, scholars such as Paul Bloom 

(2013) find themselves in the middle position. They are skeptical about the idea of an innate and 

universal “moral grammar” but seem convinced that there are strong candidates for innate moral 

principles.110 

 Beginning with the latter, Paul Bloom in his book Just Babies: The Origins of Good and 

Evil, argues that infants possess an innate—albeit rudimentary and underdeveloped—knowledge 

of good and evil. He argues that humans have at least four “natural endowments”: 

 

1. a moral sense—some capacity to distinguish between kind and cruel actions 

2. empathy and compassion—suffering at the pain of those around us and the wish to make 

this pain go away 

3. a rudimentary sense of fairness—a tendency to favor equal divisions of resources 

4. a rudimentary sense of justice—a desire to see good actions rewarded and bad actions 

punished.111 

 

 These evolutionarily entrenched endowments can be said to presuppose certain moral 

principles such as the principles of non-maleficence, justice, and equality. Indeed, these 

endowments involve emotional capacities, instincts, and intuitions. But Bloom’s idea is that they 

might operate according to certain moral principles such as the ones just mentioned. For example, 

when an infant feels empathy or compassion at the suffering of others, or when it manages to 

 
108 John Mikhail. Elements of moral cognition: Rawls’s linguistic analogy and the cognitive science of moral and legal 

judgment, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 
109 Jesse Prinz. “Is Morality Innate?” In Moral Psychology: The Evolution of Morality: Adaptations and Innateness, 

367-406, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007, 368. 
110 Paul Bloom. Just Babies: The Origins of Good and Evil. Crown Publishing Group: New York, 2013, cf. 18, 120. 

Another scholar that might fall under this view is Owen Flanagan (2017) in his book The Geography of Morals: 

Varieties of Moral Possibility.  
111 Bloom, Just Babies, 5. 
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distinguish kind actions from cruel ones, Bloom’s suggestion is that there is more at play than just 

a feeling or an ability. According to Bloom, infants have a rudimentary knowledge of these things. 

Infants know, at a low-resolution understanding, that kind actions are good, and cruel ones are evil. 

They know that good actions should be rewarded and bad actions punished, and so on.  

Greene and others (2001) have demonstrated that human beings have, evolutionarily 

speaking, developed a revulsion to physically and personally harming an innocent person.112 

Mikhail (2011) has built on this research and has argued further that acts such as intentionally 

hitting someone without their permission (i.e. harming an innocent and unwilling person) has an 

immediate negative moral valence that all humans respond to. This and other acts can, he argues, 

reveal an innate and universal moral faculty in human beings.113 Bloom is skeptical about the idea 

of a universal moral grammar, but he considers such acts as being strong candidates for reflecting 

moral rules that “transcend space and time”. Bloom writes: “if you punch someone in the face, 

you’d better have a damn good reason for it”.114 Other scholars, however, do not think there are 

innate moral principles. Prinz (2007), for example, argues that morality depends on specific 

biological predispositions, but that none of these presuppose a universal moral grammar. For Prinz, 

morality is a by-product of biological faculties that evolved to serve other functions. Under this 

view, Bloom’s four natural endowments of our moral sense would not constitute predispositions 

that presuppose innate moral principles. Rather, for Prinz, our moral principles are accidental or 

invented to articulate in more precise terms the moral features these endowments are concerned 

with. Bloom might very well agree with this view, for he has not argued in favour of a complete, 

 
112 Joshua R. Greene, Sommerville, Leigh Nystrom, John Darley, and Jonathan Cohen. “An fMRI  

Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment.” Science (Washington) 293, no. 5537 (2001): 2105–

2108. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1062872. 
113 Mikhail. Elements of moral cognition, 2011. 
114 Bloom (2013: 18). 

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1062872


69 

 

innate, and universal grammar.115 He simply believes that there may be strong candidates for 

individual innate moral principles.116 Arguably, the fact that our moral sense (which is comprised 

of emotional capacities, instincts, and intuitions) is biologically innate is entirely compatible with 

the claim that our moral principles are learned socially over time to improve said moral sense and 

to better articulate the behaviour of features in the moral landscape.  

For our part, we find Mikhail’s theory to be quite a stretch. There are many reasons to 

believe that the linguistic analogy is flawed or at least limited.117 The debate as to whether there 

are innate moral principles at all is a complicated one that goes beyond the scope of this thesis. 

For our purposes, it does not seem necessary to find the answer to this question. If it is true that 

only our emotions, instincts, and intuitions are innate and that moral principles are socially learned 

over the course of our moral development as individuals, it is still the case that they are necessary 

for moral thought, judgement, and learning. Admittedly, under Prinz’s view, moral principles 

might not provide the grounds for the initial emergence of moral thought and judgement, but they 

are arguably still necessary for the full development of these latter. Without moral principles we 

would only have a rudimentary understanding of right and wrong. Indeed, following Bloom, it 

does seem as though we would be just babies. Moreover, Jonathan Baron (1998) has shown that 

when people act only based on their moral intuitions, they often produce sub-optimal, 

counterproductive, or even morally catastrophic consequences in matters of public health, public 

policy, and the tort system.118 Therefore, even if moral principles are accidental or invented by-

 
115 Ibid., 120. 
116 Ibid., 18. 
117 Later in this section, we will provide evidence from the moral psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience 

literatures that disfavours the idea of an innate moral faculty or “module”.  
118 Jonathan Baron. Judgment misguided: Intuition and error in public decision making. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1998. 
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products, they are still necessary for the full and proper development of moral thought and 

judgement. 

For these reasons, then, moral principles are necessary for moral thought and judgement. 

First, explanations about why a consideration is a reason to believe or do something must somehow 

be linked to generalizations. This is so in all domains of reasoning, whether it be in epistemology, 

logic, science, or ethics. The assumption that morality has a unique form of reasoning that does 

not utilize generalizations is unfounded. Thus, since moral principles are generalizations that tell 

us right from wrong, they are necessary for moral thought and judgement. Second, if there are 

innate moral principles, then they are certainly necessary for moral thought and judgement. If there 

aren’t, moral principles in general are still necessary for their full and proper development. 

 

b) The Insufficiency of a Determinate Set of Universal and Exceptionless Moral Principles 

Let us move on to the second point outlined in the introductory paragraph for this section. 

I will argue that the diversity of moral cultures demonstrates the insufficiency of a determinate set 

of universal and exceptionless moral principles to make moral thought and judgement possible. In 

addition to a determinate set of exceptionless moral principles, I will argue that moral thought and 

judgement also depend on an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. There are at least three reasons 

to support this claim. First, individuals are not exposed to the same set of moral principles during 

their moral learning (even though there will be some overlap between different individuals and 

cultures). Second, there are multiple different sets of principles that are capable of contributing to 

the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement. Third, while most, if not all, 

cultures will have principles that specify default clauses such as “other things being equal, lying 

is wrong”, they differ in the ways in which they justify certain exceptions to these defaults.  
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The first two reasons are self-evident. Regarding the first one: someone born in Toronto 

with European roots will not be exposed to the same set of moral principles as a Melanesian born 

in New Guinea. Indeed, there will be some commonalities (e.g. the principle of Special Reason to 

do Harm, and several default principles), but there will be significant differences in principles as 

well due to differences in culture and history. These commonalities will be greater if we compare, 

say, someone born in Toronto with European roots with someone born in the New York also with 

European roots. With respect to the second point: there are multiple different cultures in the world, 

each of which has their own set of moral principles, but yet the vast majority of individuals from 

all cultures are perfectly capable of thinking and judging in moral terms. This can only mean that 

various sets of defeasible principles can contribute to the emergence and development of moral 

thought and judgement in human beings, not just one determinate set of them.  

Let us move on now to the third reason. Indeed, there are some default principles that are 

found in most, if not all, cultures such as “telling the truth is right”, “harming others is wrong”, 

“stealing is wrong” and a host of others. However, these principles only constitute commonalities 

in their simple formulations, not necessarily in their complex formulations.119 When we get down 

to details and specific cases, larger differences begin to emerge across cultures. For instance, in 

one culture killing might be wrong except in some cases of self-defence, but in another culture it 

might be wrong except in cases of self-defence and in cases of the death penalty. Furthermore, the 

fact that stealing is generally wrong is also not necessarily made right in the same exceptional 

 
119 By the “simple formulation” of a principle I mean principles whose propositions only include default clauses 
without further conditions, qualifications, or exceptions. For example, “other things being equal, lying is wrong”, 

“killing is wrong”, “avoid excess and deficiency” and so on. By the “complex formulation” of a principle I mean 

just the opposite: principles whose propositions do include one or more conditions, qualifications and/or exceptions 

in their antecedents as conjuncts to the default clause. For example, “lying is wrong except in cases where lying 

could save a life”, “killing is wrong except in cases of self-defence”, and so on. Complex principles can, in theory, 

be quite long. We will discuss the final logical consequences of complex principles in chapter 4. 
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cases for different cultures. In this regard, we only have to refer to the diversity of copyright laws 

across different countries (compare the USA to China).  

When we get down to details, specific cases, and exceptions, the above principles will often 

differ across cultures. Indeed, the default clauses of some of those principles might be 

commonalities, but this alone is not enough to conclude that such principles (i.e. in their simple, 

default formulations) act as a determinate set that make moral thought and judgement possible 

across cultures. First, given the wide diversity of moral cultures, it seems more likely that moral 

thought and judgement will be made possible in different ways for different individuals in different 

cultures. Second, the complex formulations of principles are just as important as the simple ones 

in the process of moral learning. We need to know that there are exceptions to defaults in order to 

fully understand why a particular consideration has the default valence that it has. That is, the 

concept of a default implies that its valence may change, and the precondition for knowing this is 

knowing about the possibility of exceptional features. For these reasons, the possibility of moral 

thought and judgement for a given individual in a given culture will depend on the simple and 

complex formulations of his culture’s defeasible moral principles. More specifically, it will depend 

on the specific contextual justifications that are used in his culture and by his moral teachers to 

support certain beliefs and actions, and how well those justifications are taught and learned.120 

These three reasons can be supported by the moral psychology, cognitive science, and 

neuroscience literatures. Henrich et al. (2010) have compiled a large body of research which 

 
120 It is worth noting that the simple formulations of our principles are the ones we are most familiar with in our day-

to-day lives, and they are the ones we seem to use more often. In my view, the simpler the principles are, the better 
they are at guiding us across multiple situations. It is only when we arrive at specific situations with more unusual 

features that we often feel compelled to justify why the simple formulation of our principle is true or applicable, or 

why it needs to be modified by adding certain conditions, or why it must simply be rejected altogether. In my view, 

the possibility of moral thought and judgement depends both on the complex formulations of our defeasible moral 

principles, and on their simpler formulations. For the former are needed to guide us in specific and difficult 

situations, whereas the latter serve as general action-guiding standards across multiple situations.  
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suggests that, cross-culturally, there is tremendous diversity among humans in domains such as 

visual perception, fairness, cooperation, spatial reasoning, categorization and inferential induction, 

moral reasoning, reasoning styles, self-concepts and related motivations, and the heritability of 

IQ.121 Their thesis attacks the assumption that we can generalize across human populations based 

on a sample of “standard subjects”. Indeed, there may be many commonalities between diverse 

populations, but the breadth of the differences casts great doubt on the possibility of 

standardization, especially if the standard subject being put forward or assumed is WEIRD 

(Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic).122 These differences in the 

aforementioned domains should already have us consider the possibility that there will be some 

degree of difference in moral principles, justifications, and reasoning across different cultures. If 

this is indeed the case, then moral thought and judgement will not only depend on a determinate 

set of exceptionless moral principles, but also on an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. For our 

purposes, we will discuss the findings compiled by Henrich et al. that pertain to moral reasoning. 

Their findings, we argue, support our argument that various sets of principles can contribute to the 

emergence and development of moral thought and judgement cross-culturally. 

 John Snarey (1985) carried out a meta-analysis with data from 27 countries to see whether 

there was any cross-cultural evidence for Kohlberg’s three levels in the development of moral 

reasoning.123 While all three levels were found in WEIRD populations, very little evidence was 

 
121 Joseph Henrich, Steven J. Heine, and Ara Norenzayan. “The Weirdest People in the World?” Behavioral and Brain 

Sciences 33 (2010): 61–135. 
122 Henrich et al., The Weirdest People in the World?”, 1.  
123 Kohlberg proposed that humans, in the evolutionary development of their moral reasoning, progressed through 
the same three levels. First, he argued that children begin at the “pre-conventional level”, where they interpret right 

and wrong as grounded in internal principles about the physical effects or outcomes of actions. Second, they 

progress to the “conventional level”, where morality is founded on external norms that are interpreted as upholding 

the social order of their group, community or society. Third, some advance even further to the “post-conventional 

level”, where they no longer depend on external norms for judging right from wrong, but instead begin to utilize 

abstract moral principles about justice and individual rights. See Kohlberg (1976, 1981).  
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found for the post-conventional level in non-WEIRD populations from small-scale societies.124 

Also, formal education was not found to be a prerequisite for attaining Kohlberg’s post-

conventional level. There are highly educated non-Western populations that do not demonstrate 

something akin to post-conventional reasoning. According to Al-Shehab (2002), faculty members 

at Kuwait University scored significantly lower on Kohlberg’s schemes than the typical standards 

for Western educated adults.125 Thus, moralities based on a set of abstract moral principles about 

justice and individual rights are far from being universal across different populations. 

To be clear, this doesn’t mean that there aren’t any principles underlying moralities that do 

not use post-conventional reasoning. Just because a particular culture’s morality is primarily 

communal, emotive, or virtue-based, doesn’t mean individuals in that culture aren’t implicitly 

using what we would call moral principles. Moral principles, as we conceive of them, are simply 

generalizations expressed by propositions that specify certain moral features. These 

generalizations need not be explicitly expressed by a culture to prove that they are necessary for 

moral thought and judgement. Arguably, they are at work implicitly during an individual’s virtue-

exhibition, and assumed or presupposed by a culture’s traditions and practices.  

Still, it is clear that there are great differences in moral reasoning across cultures. But these 

findings do not prove that there aren’t any universal, exceptionless, and innate moral principles. 

However, they do demonstrate that different cultures have different ways of reasoning about what 

is right and wrong. This fact implies that, cross-culturally, moral thought and judgement depend 

at least in part on an indeterminate set of principles. These principles can be explicitly expressed 

(as in the case of cultures that utilize post-conventional reasoning) and/or implicitly assumed or 

 
124 John R. Snarey. “The cross-cultural universality of social-moral development: A critical review of Kohlbergian 

research.” Psychological Bulletin 97, no. 2 (1985): 202-232. Cited in Henrich et al. (2010). 
125 A. J. Al-Shehab. “A cross-sectional examination of levels of moral reasoning in a sample of Kuwait University 

faculty members.” Social Behavior and Personality 30 (2002): 813-820. Cited in Henrich et al. (2010). 
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presupposed (as in the case of cultures whose reasoning is based on an ethic of community, an 

ethic of divinity, a set of virtues, or any other ethic where abstract principles might not be verbally 

expressed). Simply put, our argument is that various sets of principles can contribute to the 

emergence and development of moral thought and judgement in human beings, not just one 

specific set that it is found universally across all moral cultures.126  

 

c) The Insufficiency of Moral Principles 

There is plenty of evidence to show that moral principles as a whole are insufficient for 

making moral thought and judgement possible. Research suggests that other factors are needed. In 

addition to moral thought and judgement depending on a determinate set of exceptionless 

principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones, we will demonstrate that they also depend 

on evolutionarily entrenched moral instincts, intuitions, and domain-general learning capacities. 

 To begin, there has been a long-standing rationalist tradition in moral psychology that has 

pedestaled the role of reason in the workings of moral thought and judgement. Only in recent 

decades has the role of emotions been taken more seriously. Arguably, both reason and emotions 

play important roles in the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement. Our own 

claim is that moral thought and judgement depend not only on generalizations obtained by 

rationalist means, but also on other things such as instincts, emotions, and intuitions.  

 Consider the infamous trolley problems. The most common versions are (a) the Bystander 

at the Switch and (b) the Footbridge. These two versions of the trolley problem imply the same 

lives lost / lives saved outcomes, but they differ in a very important way.  

 

 

 

 
126 Again, we do believe that there are some universal principles (e.g. Principle of Special Reason to do Harm).  
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1. Bystander at the Switch 

You are at the wheel of a runaway trolley quickly approaching a fork in the tracks. On the 

tracks extending to the left is a group of five railway workmen. On the tracks extending to 

the right is a single railway workman. If you do nothing the trolley will proceed to the left, 

causing the deaths   of the five workmen. The only way to avoid the deaths of these 

workmen is to hit a switch on your dashboard that will cause the trolley to proceed to the 

right, causing the death of the single workman. Is it appropriate for you to hit the switch in 

order to avoid the deaths of the five workmen? 

 

2. Footbridge 

A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five workmen who will be killed if 

the trolley proceeds on its present course. You are on a footbridge over the tracks, in 

between the approaching trolley and the five workmen. Next to you on this footbridge is a 

stranger who happens to be very large. The only way to save the lives of the five workmen 

is to push this stranger off the bridge and onto the tracks below where his large body will 

stop the trolley. The stranger will die if you do this, but the five workmen will be saved. Is 

it appropriate for you to push the stranger on to the tracks in order to save the five 

workmen?127 

 

 In studies replicated multiple times, most people say yes to the first but no to the second. 

But both problems involve saving five lives and losing one. So why then do people answer 

differently? Joshua Greene and others (2001) suggest that human beings have, evolutionarily 

speaking, developed a revulsion to the idea and act of personally and physically harming an 

innocent person. According to them, this instinct will typically overpower actions based on a 

rational calculation that would favour saving more lives.128 Greene and his team used functional 

M.R.I to look for signs of a conflict between those areas of the brain linked with instinct and 

emotions, and those devoted to calculation and rational analysis. When participants thought about 

dilemmas that required killing someone by physically putting their hands on them (such as in the 

Footbridge version of the trolley problem), several brain networks lit up. The first included the 

 
127 The formulations of both dilemmas are taken directly from Greene et al. (2001: “Figures & Data”), however they 

originate from Judith Jarvis Thompson. “The Trolley Problem.” The Yale Law Journal, 94 (1985): 1395-1415 and   

 Philippa Foot. “The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect.” Oxford Review, no. 5 (1967): 1-5.  
128 Joshua Greene, Sommerville, Leigh Nystrom, John Darley, and Jonathan Cohen. “An fMRI  

Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment.” Science (Washington) 293, no. 5537 (2001): 2105–

2108. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1062872 
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medial parts of the frontal lobes, which are associated with emotions about other people such as 

empathy and compassion. The second was the dorsolateral surface of the frontal lobes, which is 

implicated in continuous mental calculations which include, for example, non-moral reasoning 

such as deciding whether to get somewhere by plane or by train. The third area that lit up was the 

anterior cingulate cortex, which records a conflict between an impulse coming from one part of 

the brain and an advisory coming from another.129  

However, when participants were thinking about more impersonal and hands-off dilemmas 

such as Bystander at the Switch, their brains responded differently. Only the region with rational 

analysis lit up. This difference in brain responses suggests that our moral thought and judgement 

can be influenced by both rational and emotional faculties depending on the situation we find 

ourselves in. According to Steven Pinker (2008), “other studies have shown that neurological 

patients who have blunted emotions because of damage to the frontal lobes become utilitarians: 

they think it makes perfect sense to throw the fat man off the bridge”.130 Together, these findings 

support Greene’s theory that our non-utilitarian instincts derive from an emotional impulse that 

overpowers the rational calculation of outcomes.131 

Our mission here is not to solve the trolley problems, but simply to show that moral thought 

and judgement depend on more than just rationalistic moral principles. That we evolved to feel a 

sense of revulsion at the idea of personally and physically harming an innocent person has arguably 

done us much good in our evolution. Arguably, on the whole, it has probably saved many lives 

throughout human history despite the fact that in particular cases wherein harming the innocent 

might be required, it urges us to abstain. It is in these cases, arguably, that rationalistic moral 

 
129 Steven Pinker. “The Moral Instinct.” The New York Times, sec. Magazine, 2008. Accessed May 15, 2020. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/13/magazine/13Psychology-t.html. 
130 Pinker, “The Moral Instinct”, 2008. 
131 Ibid. 
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principles should intervene. Maybe the right thing is to push the fat man off the footbridge; it’s 

hard to tell. Regardless, the instinct in question undoubtedly has been and continues to be 

beneficial on the whole, and it clearly influences our moral thought and judgement in important 

ways. Interestingly, it might be the case that the principle of non-maleficence emerged from this 

very instinct or from a family of similar ones. It might also be the case that our own principle of 

Special Reason to do Harm entered our moral consciousness precisely as a result of a conflict 

between this instinct and situations that demand that we act against it. Although we will not delve 

into the connections between moral instincts and moral principles, given the aforementioned 

evidence, our hypothesis is that there definitely appears to be a vital connection, and that perhaps 

the latter evolved from the former. 

With this compelling evidence in the background, it seems clear to me that moral thought 

and judgement necessarily depend on evolutionary entrenched moral instincts and emotions. What 

is more, these findings not only demonstrate that moral thought and judgement cannot merely 

depend on moral principles, but also that they do not merely depend on a determinate set of moral 

principles. Returning to the trolley problems, Greene and others admit as well that a solution is not 

obvious. The explanation they provide is very much in line with what we are claiming here: 

 

If a solution to this problem exists, it is not obvious. That is, there is no set of consistent, 

readily accessible moral principles that captures people’s intuitions concerning what 

behavior is or is not appropriate in these and similar cases. This leaves psychologists with 

a puzzle of their own: How is it that nearly everyone manages to conclude that it is 

acceptable to sacrifice one life for five in the trolley dilemma but not in the footbridge 

dilemma, in spite of the fact that a satisfying justification for distinguishing between these 

two cases is remarkably difficult to find?132  

 

 
132 Green et al. “An fMR Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment.” 2106. 
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Solutions to moral cases are not always easy to come by. Furthermore, given the 

complexities of the moral landscape and the holism of reasons, it is seldom the case that we can 

access relevant and exceptionless moral principles to solve such cases. The multifarious ways in 

which our reason, instincts, emotions, and intuitions compete and cooperate are difficult to capture 

in a set of consistent and fully articulated principles. These considerations, therefore, make it 

highly unlikely that moral principles by themselves are capable of making moral thought and 

judgement possible, let alone provide us with the complete code to morality. So far, then, we have 

convincing evidence that moral principles are insufficient for making moral thought and 

judgement possible. However, let us provide more evidence. 

  

 Some scholars have gone further arguing that intuitions comprise the bulk of our moral 

judgements. Jonathan Haidt is renowned in the moral psychology literature for advancing what he 

calls the “Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral Judgement”.133 His argument, in summary, is 

twofold: he argues (1) that moral judgment is mostly the result of quick and automatic evaluations 

that involve the triggering of intuitions by certain stimuli in the environment; and (2) that moral 

reasoning is often a post hoc construction after a judgement has already been reached.134 Consider 

the following scenario devised by Haidt: 

 

Julie is traveling in France on summer vacation from college with her brother Mark. One 

night they decide that it would be interesting and fun if they tried making love. Julie was 

already taking birth-control pills, but Mark uses a condom, too, just to be safe. They both 

enjoy the sex but decide not to do it again. They keep the night as a special secret, which 

makes them feel closer to each other. What do you think about that — was it O.K. for them 

to make love?135 

 
133 Jonathan Haidt. “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral 

Judgement.” Psychological Review 108, no. 4  

(2001): 814–834. 
134 Haidt. “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail”, 814. 
135 Ibid., 814. 
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According to Haidt’s findings, most participants in the study immediately state that the act 

is wrong and are quick to provide explanations. Many were quick to mention the possibility of 

birth defects if a child were conceived. However, they were reminded that Julie was already using 

a contraceptive. Participants were also quick to mention that the siblings will be hurt emotionally 

by this act. However, they were reminded that the story makes it clear not only that they weren’t 

hurt emotionally, but in fact that it made them feel closer to each other. Many also suggested that 

the act would offend their parents and the community. However, they were reminded that it was 

kept a secret. Eventually, most participants admitted, “I don’t know, I can’t explain it, I just know 

it’s wrong.”136 Haidt’s argument is that most people typically respond intuitively to a 

moral/immoral act, and only justify their arguments when they are asked questions. According to 

his findings, people start with a moral conclusion (which they’ve arrived at by some emotional 

response), and then they work backwards and search for reasons to support their conclusion. This 

is clearly not an adequate form of moral reasoning, but a judgement resulting from an intuitive or 

emotional response followed by a post hoc construction. With these well-established findings, we 

can safely say that moral thought and judgement depend in a very important way on moral 

intuitions, not solely on moral principles. 

To be clear, Haidt mentions that these findings do not imply that moral reasoning is never 

a direct cause of moral judgement: “It must be stressed at the outset that the social intuitionist 

model is an antirationalist model only in one limited sense: It says that moral reasoning is rarely 

the direct cause of moral judgment. That is a descriptive claim, about how moral judgments are 

actually made. It is not a normative or prescriptive claim, about how moral judgments ought to be 

 
136 Ibid., 814. 
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made”.137 The claim being made is not that moral reasoning never causes moral judgement, but 

simply that it is rare. Furthermore, even though most people most of the time might judge beliefs 

and acts based primarily on emotions and intuitions, this does not mean that moral reasoning is not 

what they should be doing. Arguably, we should aim to improve our moral judgement by learning 

not only to control our emotions and intuitions, but also to develop rational arguments to support 

our judgements. Finally, moral reasoning is also important in children’s moral learning. For 

example, when our child hits another child on the playground, our reaction as parents might very 

well be intuitive and emotional (e.g. yelling at our child), and the judgement we make as to which 

punishment to enforce might also be emotionally driven. However, the rational explanations we 

provide to our child as to why their act of hitting was wrong (if we do a good job of it, and if our 

child is receptive enough) will teach our child the reasons why it is wrong to hit other people. 

Moreover, the next time around our child will hopefully be able to control their impulses precisely 

because they have received these important explanations. For these reasons, then, moral thought 

and judgement—although they certainly depend on moral intuitions—also depend on moral 

reasoning which, for its part, involves the rational articulation of moral principles.  

 

Let us now discuss the topic of moral learning. Recent evidence suggests that moral 

learning and the development of moral understanding in infants does not depend on an innate 

moral module.138 Peter Railton (2017) has done a good job of gathering much of the supporting 

evidence for this thesis. He writes: 

 

Research on infants provides evidence that they form non-perspectival expected-value 

representations of agents and actions… which help them to navigate the human 

 
137 Ibid., 815. 
138 See Moll (2001, 2002), Greene and Haidt (2002), Nichols (2005), Prinz (2007), Greene (2014), and Railton 

(2017) to name a few. 
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environment. Such representations can be formed by highly-general mental processes such 

as causal and empathic simulation, and thus afford a foundation for spontaneous moral 

learning and action that requires no innate moral faculty and can exhibit substantial 

autonomy with respect to community norms.139 
 

Railton argues that if domain-general learning processes lie at the core of the development 

of moral understanding, then it should not depend upon the “triggering of an innate moral module 

or external socialization into a set of norms”.140 Instead, the infant’s capacities for implicit 

discrimination and choice along morally-relevant dimensions appear to develop integrally with 

causal, conceptual, intentional, and evaluative learning in general, not because of a unique and 

self-contained moral domain consisting of a specific set of principles. Greene and Haidt (2002) 

concur on this point in their own way. They argue that multiple regions of the brain play a role in 

giving rise to moral judgement. For instance, if we were to factor out emotional processing, mental 

imagery, and abstract reasoning in an attempt to uncover a distinctive part of the brain dedicated 

specifically to moral judgement (as was attempted by Moll et al. (2001; 2002)),141 there would 

likely be no phenomena left to study on the imaging scans. This is because there is a variety of 

brain processes involved in giving rise to moral judgement, both cognitive and affective ones.142 

The key insight here is not that moral principles are rendered unnecessary for moral 

learning, but that these various capacities needed for learning of all types (whether it be social, 

moral, or linguistic learning) precede moral principles and norms. In other words, the acquisition 

of moral principles by the infant presupposes the infant’s ability to form non-perspectival 

expected-value representations of agents and actions that help it navigate the human environment 

 
139 Peter Railton. “Moral Learning: Conceptual Foundations and Normative Relevance.” Cognition 167 (2017): 172. 
140 Railton, “Moral Learning”, 176. 
141 Jorge Moll et al. “Frontopolar and anterior temporal cortex activation in a moral judgment task: preliminary 

functional MRI results in normal subjects.” Arq. Neuropsiquiatr. 59 (2001): 657–664; “Functional networks in 

emotional moral and nonmoral social judgments.” Neuroimage 16 (2002): 696–703. 
142 Joshua Green and Jonathan Haidt. “How (and where) does moral judgement work?” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 

6, no. 12 (2002): 522-523. 
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as a whole. That is, the infant must already have begun to develop discriminative abilities to factor 

experience and behavior into such categories as harm, benefit, risk, cooperation, and intention vs. 

accident, before being able to grasp and understand moral principles and norms. Railton insists 

that this must be so otherwise transgressions of moral norms would not be properly detected by 

the infant, and principles that imply helping others or punishing violators would not be properly 

understood or applied.143  

Our own account fits very well with this research in moral learning for three reasons. First, 

our account does not claim that there is an innate “moral module” consisting of a specific or 

determinate set of principles sufficient for moral learning. This is because we accept that moral 

thought and judgement can be made possible not only by different sets of principles depending on 

one’s socio-cultural environment, but also by other factors such as instincts, intuitions, and 

domain-general learning capacities. In regards to the claim that moral thought and judgement 

depend on an indeterminate set of defeasible principles, the evidence for this is quite simply the 

cultural and moral diversity in the world. As we saw earlier, different moral cultures have different 

moral principles (with some commonalities of course), yet the vast majority of people are perfectly 

capable of thinking and judging in moral terms. This can only imply that multiple sets of principles 

can contribute to making moral thought and judgement possible.  

Second, although we have argued that there are some exceptionless moral principles 

necessary for moral thought and judgement, these need not be part of some innate, universal, 

necessary, and sufficient moral module known a priori. As we have already argued, exceptionless 

principles are not sufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible; we also need a 

sufficient range of defeasible principles, an innate set of domain-general learning capacities, moral 

 
143 Railton (2017: 176). 
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instincts, and moral intuitions. The exceptionless principles we have defended in chapter 2 such as 

the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and Holton’s That’s it principle, may very well be 

innate moral principles. However, because of their insufficiency for making moral thought and 

judgement possible on their own, they cannot, by definition, be part of an innate moral module 

understood as a self-contained set of principles that is independent from a more general learning 

module. In fact, in chapter 4, we will argue that the knowledge of these exceptionless principles is 

dependent upon the knowledge of defeasible ones.144  

Third, our account assumes the need for an a posteriori dimension for the acquisition of 

moral principles and for the possibility of moral thought and judgement (for instance, our claim 

that defeasible moral principles are necessary for moral thought and judgement) while at the same 

time not rejecting the credibility of innate learning capacities.  

 

3.5. Relativism 

How, then, does our account avoid the problem of relativism? One way in which we avoid 

it is to the extent that we accept that there are at least a few exceptionless and universally held 

moral principles. To be clear, we are not claiming that moral thought and judgement depend solely 

on an indeterminate set of defeasible principles. We are not saying that each culture has different 

principles, and therefore that there are no universal principles. Indeed, that would be to commit 

the error of relativism. Our argument rather is that moral thought and judgement depend on both a 

 
144 For example, the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm—which is actually grounded in a deeper principle that 

we might call “special reason to do something that is default immoral”—is dependent on our knowledge of some 
sufficient range of wrong-making features about certain actions. For instance, lying, killing, and stealing are default 

wrong because we have collected large amounts of evidence over thousands of years that suggests that they cause 

significantly more harm than good. As a result, we have developed defeasible principles that specify these default 

valences. Now, the exceptionless principle that states that one needs a special reason to perform actions that oppose 

these defaults, albeit necessarily true and exceptionless, is clearly dependent on the a posteriori knowledge we have 

gathered about these defaults. 
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determinate set of exceptionless principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. In other 

words, we are arguing that, across different cultures, there is some degree of overlap in principles. 

Some of that overlap is necessarily in exceptionless principles, but some of it is also in default 

principles. For instance, the default principle “other things being equal, lying is wrong”, even 

though it is only the simple formulation of a defeasible principle, is clearly present in most if not 

all cultures. Of course, there will be differences in what one culture considers a valid exception to 

the rule as compared to another, but the default clause does seem to be present in most (probably 

all) cultures. So we might say then that there are also default clauses that are universal, and 

therefore that we avoid relativism in this way as well.  

How, then, does our account adjudicate moral disagreements between different cultures? 

The first thing to stress is that failure to answer this question completely is not to fall into 

relativism. That we apparently can adjudicate all moral disagreements between different cultures 

assumes that there is a complete moral theory that can fully articulate and codify all possible moral 

truths. In chapter 4, we will argue against the validity of this assumption. To give a brief answer: 

our claim is that, in a reasons-holistic moral landscape, it is not possible to capture all possible 

moral truths and fully articulate the ways in which reasons may vary across contexts in a way that 

is theoretically and practically manageable. Consequently, it is impossible to adjudicate all 

possible moral disagreements. There will always be some situations where we will not be able to 

present the right principle for the right disagreement that fully articulates why one culture is right 

and the other is wrong. However, to be clear, we are not arguing that no moral disagreements can 

be adjudicated. That indeed would be to commit the error of relativism. Our view rather is that it 

is possible to adjudicate some disagreements some of the time.  
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First, there are obvious cases such as when one culture views a particular group of people 

as meriting death due to their skin colour. Clearly, this is wrong, and cultures who believe in the 

opposite view according to which no one merits death based on race are in the right. Here, the 

disagreement can be perfectly adjudicated. But of course that is an easy case. In regards to more 

complex cases, let’s take the example of retirement homes for seniors.  

In Canada, retirement homes are very common and we typically don’t seem ethically 

bothered by them. But in China, retirement homes seldom exist largely for traditional and ethical 

reasons. The duty of “filial piety”,145 for instance, is deeply entrenched in Chinese history. The 

idea of sending one’s parents away to be taken care of by strangers when said parents could easily 

be taken care of at home by their children certainly does not honour the duty of filial piety. Indeed, 

there are certainly cases where we cannot take care of our parents due to severe illness, and as 

result we must send them to nursing homes. But nursing homes are quite different from retirement 

homes. In China, while the former are necessary and morally acceptable, the latter are largely an 

infringement upon the duty of filial piety. Despite this moral infringement, in the last decade China 

has had to develop various elderly care policies to keep up with its aging population. In fact, the 

proportion of its population over the age of 65 is expected to double from 2010 to 2030.146 It is 

only recently that elderly care centers other than nursing homes have been a subject of 

consideration. 

 

The Chinese Government elderly care policy is governed by a 90/7/3 formula, meaning it 

aims for 90 per cent of seniors to remain at home, 7 per cent to stay at intermediate facilities 

and 3 per cent at nursing homes. Bearing in mind the Chinese tradition for people to stay 

 
145 For a philosophical explication of filial piety, see Confucius’ Analects in Robert Eno. The Analects of Confucius : 

An Online Teaching Translation, 2015. http://www.indiana.edu/~p374/Analects_of_Confucius_(Eno-2015).pdf. For 

a more historical and encyclopedic explication, see Aris Teon. “Filial Piety (孝) in Chinese Culture.” The Greater 

China Journal, 2016. https://china-journal.org/2016/03/14/filial-piety-in-chinese-culture/. 
146 Elena Glinskay and Feng, Zhanlian, Options for Aged Care in China, World Bank, 2018, accessed 

12th September 2019, <http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/171061542660777579/Options-for-Aged-Care-

in-China-Building-an-Efficient-and-Sustainable-Aged-Care-System> 

http://www.indiana.edu/~p374/Analects_of_Confucius_(Eno-2015).pdf
https://china-journal.org/2016/03/14/filial-piety-in-chinese-culture/
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/171061542660777579/Options-for-Aged-Care-in-China-Building-an-Efficient-and-Sustainable-Aged-Care-System
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/171061542660777579/Options-for-Aged-Care-in-China-Building-an-Efficient-and-Sustainable-Aged-Care-System
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at home as long as possible, there is substantial potential for providing home care services 

in various forms. Those services could be on a one-on-one basis, but also for instance 

through neighbourhood day-care centres, where the elderly can stay during the daytime 

and return to their home or that of their children at night. For children, this might be a way 

of fulfilling their ‘filial piety’ by allowing them to bring their parent(s) to and from the 

centres.147 

 

Let’s apply the Chinese concept of filial piety to retirement homes in Canada. The Chinese 

moral argument seems to be that, on account of the fact that people in retirement homes can be 

taken care of by their children, the children should fulfil their responsibility to their parents by 

putting in the necessary work rather than taking the easy way out in an attempt to avoid being 

inconvenienced. So the question is: are retirement homes an abdication of our moral responsibility 

to our parents?   

As Canadians we might disagree and argue that retirement homes are generally better at 

taking care of the elderly because of their resources and trained staff. We might also argue that the 

elderly who are in retirement homes have usually voluntarily agreed to be there. We might also 

add that many of our elderly are happy because (a) they have some degree of independence; (b) 

the daily activities they have a harder time doing can be done by trained staff; (c) they are in a 

home with people of their own generation and perhaps even many of their friends; and (d) they 

can take part in events organized by the home they otherwise wouldn’t have been able to take part 

in. On the face of it, these reasons seem rather convincing.  

However, a Chinese person might argue that retirement homes are not only an abdication 

of our moral responsibility to our parents, but also that all of the benefits outlined in a, b, c, and d 

can be achieved at home with the children or elsewhere in the community. Independence can easily 

 
147 EURObiz. “China and Its Elderly Care System,” October 17, 2019. https://www.eurobiz.com.cn/china-and-its-

elderly-care-system/. 

 

https://www.eurobiz.com.cn/china-and-its-elderly-care-system/
https://www.eurobiz.com.cn/china-and-its-elderly-care-system/


88 

 

be fostered at home; the activities that are harder to manage can be done by the children; our elderly 

parents can meet with their friends and other people their age at other locations in town such as 

the theater, the church, the community center, the shopping center, the arts centre, the fitness 

centre, and so on; and finally, residency at a retirement home is not a prerequisite for participation 

in local and community events.  

So who’s right? It’s hard to tell. Both arguments make strong cases. Can our account of 

Principled Particularism adjudicate this moral disagreement? And if it cannot, can we still avoid 

invoking what we might call “bad relativism”? Sometimes the answer to a clear-cut question is not 

so clear-cut; and sometimes a clear-cut answer simply cannot be provided. I would argue that both 

arguments can be morally acceptable in their own respective countries/cultures. Both countries 

have political processes that involve both explicit and implicit contracts with their citizens—

processes by which their citizens can meaningfully participate in the creation and operation of 

retirement and nursing homes. There are also important possibilities to consider. In some cases, 

there may be Canadians who are taking the easy way out by sending their parents to retirement 

homes; in others, the parents have not only agreed but are excited to go, even when their children 

have vowed to take care of them. On the other side, in some cases, there may be Chinese people 

who are taking care of their parents and who are doing a poor job of it; while in other cases, they’re 

doing a better job than most retirement homes ever could. Hence, when it comes to sending or not 

sending our elderly parents to a retirement home, there seem to be multiple right ways of acting 

depending of course on the particular situation we find ourselves in. Undoubtedly, free voluntary 

agreement is a crucial moral consideration, but so is the duty to one’s parents and the variability 

of cultural values. The assumption that there must be or is only One Way to adjudicate a moral 

disagreement should be treated with great skepticism, even though there may be some cases in 
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which this assumption is true. Therefore, we should look at specific cases rather than the moral 

validity of retirement homes as a whole. 

Suppose we have a case where the parents want to go to a retirement home. In China, 

arguably, the duty of filial piety would require that the children honour their parents’ decision. 

Indeed, the children can, and probably should, try to convince their parents to stay at home with 

them so that they may fulfil their duty of filial piety. But if their parents insist that they absolutely 

want to live in a retirement home, the duty of filial piety changes sides and it becomes quite clear 

that the children should respect their parents’ wishes. In Canada, the children should also respect 

their parents’ wishes, even though they should certainly try to convince their parents to stay at 

home with them if they are capable of taking care of them. On the other hand, in a case where the 

elderly parents want to stay home with their children, and their children are perfectly capable of 

taking care of their parents, arguably the children should respect their parents’ wishes and take on 

the responsibility rather than taking the easy way out. In this case, compassion, honouring one’s 

parents, and the virtue of sacrifice seem to trump the children’s preference and convenience. Of 

course, if such a situation would render the children extremely unhappy, then it may be morally 

acceptable for them to respectfully tell their parents to find somewhere else to live. But arguably, 

in most cases, the children would do and be just fine, even if some of their freedom would be 

comprised and some of their responsibilities increased.  

Our account, then, adjudicates moral disagreements by examining the particularities of 

contexts and seeing which moral considerations come out on top in those contexts. Sometimes 

culture A has it right, other times culture B does. Sometimes culture A has one part right, and 

culture B has the other part right, and all that is needed is a kind of synthesis. Sometimes both 

cultures are acting rightly in their own ways, but perhaps not in the best possible way. Sometimes 
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the best possible way is discoverable, other times it is unclear whether it can be discoverable at all. 

But just because we cannot discover the best possible way, does not necessarily imply that we are 

acting wrongly or even sub-optimally (for perhaps, in a given case, we are acting in the best 

possible way without knowing it). Moreover, just because we may not be able to adjudicate a 

particular moral disagreement between two cultures once-and-for-all by means of an objective 

point of view that exists beyond said cultures, does not mean we cannot make improvements 

through intercultural dialogue. Indeed, sometimes the objectively best way is simply not known to 

us. Sometimes all we have left is cultural and intercultural dialogue, and the strategy of weighing 

the conditions, pros, and cons of our moral beliefs and actions in particular situations. 

 

3.6. Conclusion 

We have argued that moral thought and judgement necessarily depend on a determinate set 

of exceptionless moral principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones. We saw that the 

Principle of Special Reason to do Harm is necessary to avoid the justification of the immoral, and 

therefore must be exceptionlessly true and universally held cross-culturally. We also saw that 

defeasible principles are perfectly compatible with reasons-holism to the extent that they specify 

variant reasons whose valences are contingent on contextual features.  

We then provided two reasons to believe that moral principles are necessary for the 

possibility of moral thought and judgement. First, we argued that explanations about why a 

consideration is a reason to believe or do something must be somehow linked to generalizations. 

Thus, since moral principles are generalizations that tell us right from wrong, they are necessary 

for moral thought and judgement. Second, we argued that moral principles in general are necessary 
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for the full and proper development of moral thought and judgement, even if there aren’t innate 

principles capable of igniting the initial emergence of moral thought and judgement. 

We then provided three reasons to support our argument that the diversity of moral cultures 

demonstrates the insufficiency of a determinate set of universal and exceptionless moral principles 

to make moral thought and judgement possible. In this regard, we argued that moral thought and 

judgement also depend on an indeterminate set of defeasible moral principles. First, we clarified 

that individuals are not exposed to the same set of moral principles during their moral learning 

(even though there will be some overlap across different individuals and cultures). Second, we 

noted that there are multiple different sets of principles capable of contributing to the emergence 

and development of moral thought and judgement. Third, we indicated that while most, if not all, 

cultures have principles that specify default clauses such as “other things being equal, lying is 

wrong”, they differ in the ways in which they justify certain exceptions to these defaults.  

We then provided substantial evidence to show that moral principles as a whole are 

insufficient for making moral thought and judgement possible. In this regard, we cited research 

suggesting that other factors are needed. In addition to moral thought and judgement depending 

on a determinate set of exceptionless principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible ones, we 

demonstrated that they also depend on evolutionarily entrenched moral instincts, intuitions, and 

domain-general learning capacities. 

Finally, we discussed the issue of moral relativism and explained why our account does not 

fall prey to it. We argued that insofar as our account admits of the existence of exceptionless and 

universally held moral principles, it consequently does not fall prey to what we might call “bad 

relativism” according to which objective truth is impossible. We also noted that while our account 

does not, in theory, adjudicate all possible moral disagreements, it is capable of adjudicating some 
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moral disagreements some of the time. Despite this inherent incompleteness, we noted that this too 

is not equivalent to falling prey to so-called “bad relativism”. 

 

Chapter 4 

4.1. Introduction  

Can moral principles codify all or most of morality in finite and manageable terms? In this 

chapter, I will argue that they cannot. However, I will seek to demonstrate that some particular 

codification is possible. The first section will begin by describing Richard Holton’s Principled 

Particularism in order to give the reader a general idea of what PP is all about (i.e. its central claims 

and assumptions). The last section will set out to describe our own modified version of PP. The 

sections in between will comprise our arguments against the other positions in the debate. 

Throughout these middle sections we will gradually build an answer to the codification question. 

 

4.2. Holton’s Principled Particularism 

According to Richard Holton, Principled Particularism is the thesis that: “There is no finite 

set of finite principles that serves to axiomatize ethical evaluation: that is, no finite set of finite 

principles, such that, given any action fully described in non-moral terms, the principles and the 

description entail a given moral verdict if and only if it is true”.148 This is quite a difficult thesis to 

wrap our heads around so we will need to unpack it in more detail.  

 
148 Holton, “Principles and Particularisms”, 193. 
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A simpler characterization of PP would be: the thesis that there is no finite set of finite 

principles that can fully codify morality. That is, no matter what set of principles we come up with, 

there will always be moral truths that will escape their grasp. To help us understand this in more 

precise terms, Holton provides us with two clarifications. First, the Principled Particularist denies 

that there is any set of principles from which we can deduce which action is right given its 

description in non-moral terms. Second, the Principled Particularist also denies the possibility of 

deducing whether an action is right given its characterization in terms of thick ethical concepts.149  

But now, what does Holton mean by “there is no finite set of finite principles”? According 

to Holton, since particularists accept the supervenience of the moral on the descriptive (i.e. “the 

thesis that any two situations that are identical in their descriptive properties will be identical in 

their moral properties”),150 it would be possible, in theory, to give a complete and consistent 

axiomatization of morality by listing every possible action and every true moral verdict. But since 

there is an infinite number of possible actions, this list would also have to be infinite.151 But now, 

since a finite list of moral truths could, in theory, be captured in a single principle (so long as that 

principle is infinitely long), Holton’s position is that “particularists will have to insist that their 

claim is that there is no finite set of finite principles”152 that can axiomatize morality. In other 

words, only an infinite principle would be able to capture all moral truths; but of course, such a 

principle could never be grasped by finite minds, thereby making it impractical for the moral agent. 

Thus, according to Holton, “particularists are committed to thinking that there is no one set of true 

principles that entails, and hence justifies, each true moral verdict”.153 But to be clear, this does 

 
149 Ibid., 193, footnote 2. 
150 Ibid., 192. 
151 Ibid., 193. 
152 Ibid., 193. 
153 Ibid., 194. 
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not mean that we are thereby committed to the claim that no true moral verdicts are entailed by 

any moral principles.154 That is, the mere fact that a finite set of finite principles does not capture 

all moral truths does not mean that some moral truths cannot be captured by any set of moral 

principles. Rather, for principled particularists, the idea is that “different moral verdicts will be 

entailed by different sets of principles; but there is no one set that will entail them all”.155 So PP 

argues that we can only achieve a particular and limited codification of the moral landscape.  

Other scholars disagree and argue that most or all of morality can be codified. But the 

question is: what would it take to achieve general or complete codification without invoking a set 

of unmanageable principles? The generalist needs to develop a finite set of finite principles that 

can codify most or all moral truths in manageable terms. In what follows, we argue that generalists 

have failed to develop such a view.  

 

4.3. Rejection of Transcendental Generalism 

According to Dancy (2017), there are two strategies the generalist can try to use in order to 

ensure that his principles remain both exceptionless and capable of codifying all moral truths.156 

First, the generalist can complicate his principles by including exceptional features into the 

accounts of the invariant reasons they seek to specify. McKeever and Ridge have themselves 

alluded to this strategy: “Even if moral reasons are context‐dependent, it might well be possible 

for us to track those reasons only if we had access to a moral principle which articulated exactly 

how those reasons vary from one context to the next”. 157 McKeever and Ridge go on to argue in 

 
154 Ibid., 194-195. 
155 Ibid., 195. 
156 Jonathan Dancy. “Moral Particularism.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Winter Edition  

2017, see “The Generalists’ Reply”. 
157 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 37-38. 
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chapter 7 of Principled Ethics that we can and need to develop exceptionless principles “whose 

defeating and enabling conditions have been fully and finitely articulated in descriptive terms”.158 

If successful, this first strategy of principle-complication would allow the generalist to develop 

exceptionless, necessarily true generalizations capable of codifying all of morality. However, if 

this first strategy turns out to be unsuccessful, Dancy notes that the generalist can try to use another 

strategy. Second, the generalist can develop a core-periphery view according to which a core of 

invariant reasons can account for the existence and status of a periphery of variant ones.159 Dancy 

argues that both of these strategies are incapable of saving the generalist, and we agree. 

First, the strategy of complicating one’s principles in order to guarantee that they remain 

necessarily true will fail to codify morality in finite and manageable terms. This is because, in 

order to effectively do so, one would have to render principles so complex that moral agents would 

not be able to understand them as theoretical standards, let alone use them as guides to action in 

normal and novel cases. To illustrate this point, suppose one promised to do something. If the fact 

that one promised is sometimes not a reason in favour of doing it, we can expect that there will be 

an explanation for this. Suppose the explanation is that what one promised to do was immoral. 

Now the reason in normal cases is that one promised to do it and it is not immoral. But of course, 

one can object here by claiming that this reason is not truly invariant, for there is always the 

possibility of being coerced into promising. So one would have to complicate the principle further 

in order to ensure it remains exceptionlessly and necessarily true. Thus, in order to account for this 

possibility, the reason in normal cases now reads as follows: one promised to do it, what one 

promised is not itself immoral, and one was not coerced into making it. As we can see, the strategy 

here is to include all possible exceptional features into one’s account of the reason in question. But 

 
158 Ibid., 177. Emphases in italics are my own. 
159 Dancy (2017), “The Generalists’ Reply”. 
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this seems like a hopeless task, as there is no obvious end to this process of complication.160 

Arguably, this process seems to reveal the variability of reasons, not their invariability. Despite 

this, the generalist might still argue that, eventually, one will in fact reach this end point in finite 

and manageable terms and that it will be impossible to provide a counter-example to the fully 

articulated and exceptionless principle. Our position is that even if we reach this end point in finite 

terms, manageability is a whole other thing. The complication of principles can get so long and 

complex that moral agents will not only be unable to apply them usefully as guides to action, but 

will also fail to grasp them appropriately as standards. 

For example, if we want to guarantee the exceptionless status of the simple principle “lying 

is wrong”, one option would be to include all the possible exceptions into the formulation of the 

principle. Consider the following principle:  

 

Lying is wrong except in cases where telling the truth would cause more harm, or where 

the only way to tell the truth would be to do something more immoral, or where it would 

save a life, or save someone from physical injury or psychological pain, or extend 

someone’s life, or prevent unnecessary conflict between people, or if it was done under 

coercion.  

 

In essence, this process of complication may go on indefinitely. What is more, for each 

exception to the default, there would need to be certain specifications to ensure that the exception 

in question is in fact relevant in this case. So for example, suppose that in a given case the default 

clause “lying is wrong” is disabled by the exceptional feature “the only way to tell the truth here 

is to do something more immoral than lying”. First, we would have to specify how that disabler 

was enabled (this would include explaining why lying is, in this case, the lesser of all evils; or, in 

other words, why the other possibilities are more immoral than the act of lying), and why that 

 
160 Ibid. 
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enabler is not itself disabled by some other feature. Indeed, we would have to do this for each 

possible exception outlined in the above principle. Also, the total number of possible exceptions 

is arguably much higher than what we have here.  

Despite this complicated process, McKeever and Ridge have recommended a similar 

strategy as a way to track the variance of moral reasons from context to context.161 They argue that 

unhedged (i.e. exceptionless) principles are capable of codifying all of morality and that we have 

good reasons to articulate them.162 First, let us recall that their default, “hedged” principles claim 

“that a given action has a given moral property only if no further feature of the situation explains 

why it does not”.163 Conceived as such, the principle “all other things being equal, lying is wrong”, 

for instance, is an example of a hedged principle. Hedged principles are not capable of codifying 

all of morality because they are not exceptionless generalizations. McKeever and Ridge admit 

themselves that “default principles are insufficient to guide action without an independent ability 

to judge whether relevant defeaters are present”.164 McKeever and Ridge go on to argue that we 

can and need to move from hedged to unhedged moral principles “whose defeating and enabling 

conditions have been fully and finitely articulated in descriptive terms”.165 They argue further that 

“the person of practical wisdom is a person in command of a set of finite and unhedged principles 

which codifies all of morality (or at least, the entire portion of morality of which knowledge is 

possible) in descriptive terms. So if practical wisdom is possible then morality can be captured in 

a finite set of unhedged principles with purely descriptive antecedents”.166  

 
161 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 37-38. 
162 Ibid., 192-196. 
163 McKeever and Ridge, Principle Ethics, “Abstract and Key Words”, 113. For the abstract, see the version of the 

book on Oxford Scholarship Online. 
164 McKeever and Ridge, Principled Ethics, 138. 
165 Ibid., 177. Emphases in italics are my own. 
166 Ibid., 140. 
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But as we have seen above, this strategy of fully articulating the exceptional features that 

may defeat or disable the default clause of the principle is a fool’s errand. The principle becomes 

so complex that it becomes unmanageable from the point of the view of the moral agent. 

Furthermore, this process of complication or of “full articulation” to ensure the necessary truth of 

the principle actually seems to suggest that holism is the correct view of moral reasons rather than 

atomism or some hybrid view of reasons. As we have argued in chapter 2, given that the majority 

of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons can be shown to vary, why should we expect all 

other reasons to be invariant? Given the fact that we can almost always come up with 

counterexamples to supposedly invariant reasons—even their strongest candidates—it seems 

highly unlikely not only that atomism is true, but also that holistic reasons can be fully captured 

by principles. Therefore, this process of complication in order to guarantee the exceptionless status 

of principles doesn’t seem very promising. The principle as an action-guiding standard will 

become too complicated to guide the moral agent, and eventually too complicated to even grasp 

as a standard. Maike Albertzart (2014), a moral generalist himself, agrees with us:  

 

McKeever and Ridge’s account of unhedged moral principles is too demanding. So far no 

satisfactory set of unhedged principles has been presented and it is telling that McKeever 

and Ridge themselves do not offer even an example of an unhedged moral principle. (…) 

even if there were a set of unhedged principles which codifies all of morality, yet to be 

discovered, it would be highly complex. In order to cover all different circumstances such 

principles would have to include various exception clauses that would render their 

antecedents unmanageably long.167 

 

We agree that reformulating our principles in order to accommodate the information 

gathered from new contextual experiences is worthwhile, but only to the extent that we admit the 

defeasible nature of our principles and keep them relatively simple and easy to grasp. I think the 

 
167 Maike Albertzart. Moral Principles. London, UK and New York, USA: Bloomsbury, 2014, 74. 



99 

 

lesson here is that we should not attempt to guarantee the necessary truth-status of principles. This 

is why I have suggested that defeasible principles expressed by contingent propositions (which can 

include hedged or default principles) should be preferred to exceptionless ones expressed by 

necessarily true propositions. Although defeasible moral principles will not be able to codify the 

entire moral landscape, this does not mean that we cannot make moral progress by means of them.  

 

The second strategy the generalist can employ is to adopt a core-periphery view of moral 

reasons. That is, he can save his generalism by restricting himself to a specific group of invariant 

reasons (a moral core) that somehow explains the existence, status, and behaviour of the variant 

reasons on the periphery. More specifically, because (a) atomism is likely to be false inasmuch as 

the majority of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons can be shown to vary by 

counterexample; and (b) the strategy of complicating one’s principles to guarantee their 

exceptionless status is a fool’s errand; therefore (c) the transcendental generalist, if he wants his 

generalism to achieve complete codification of the moral landscape, seems forced to abandon both 

atomism and holism and to adopt a hybrid view of moral reasons.168 Unfortunately, as we will see, 

this hybrid view is problematic. But first, let us provide an example of such a view. 

William David Ross distinguishes between derived and underived prima facie duties. The 

underived duties are fidelity, reparation, gratitude, the promotion of the general good, and non-

maleficence.169 Other duties are derived from these core, underived ones. For instance, the duty of 

non-maleficence is prima facie more fundamental and binding than the duty of beneficence, 

 
168 If this hybrid view fails to achieve complete codification, the generalist will have no option left to achieve 

complete codification. As we will soon see, the hybrid view will fail to do so, and the generalist will be forced to 

pursue a general codification of the moral landscape instead. 
169 William David Ross. The Right and the Good. Edited by Philip Stratton-Lake. New York:  

Clarendon Press Oxford, 2002, 21. 
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because otherwise acts that are generally wrong but made out of beneficence such as killing 

someone to save another, or stealing from one to give to another, would be prima facie right; and, 

of course, we should not see such acts as generally right, even though there may be some 

exceptional circumstances in which they are. Therefore, to avoid these immoral justifications, one 

should first have a duty not to harm others, and then a duty to be benevolent. For these reasons, 

beneficence is derived from non-maleficence.170 A similar logic applies to the other duties. For 

Ross, the point is that there is a core of underived and invariant prima facie duties from which all 

other variant duties are derived. Dancy provides his own example in regards to promising: 

 

I might have a duty to go up to London today to see my son Hugh. But this duty is derived 

from a general duty to do what I have promised to do. As we might put it, that Hugh is 

expecting to see me today sometimes gives me a reason to go up to London and sometimes 

does not; it is a derived, and therefore variable, reason. If it does give me a reason, it will 

be because it is keyed in some way into an unvariable, underived reason. So derived reasons 

are variable, and underived ones invariant.171  

  

Clearly then, counterexamples will only be effective at refuting generalism if they target 

the supposed underived invariant reasons upon which it rests, not the variant ones that are derived 

from them.172 The problem with this hybrid view of reasons, however, is that while there may exist 

some invariant reasons, they are so few and far between that they will not be able to fulfil their 

‘core’ role (no pun intended). The core of underived and invariant reasons needs to be able to 

explain the existence, status, and behaviour of the variant reasons on the periphery. As we 

discussed in chapter 2, many of the strongest candidates for invariant reasons were shown to vary 

in certain contexts. So it is unlikely that these rare and scattered invariant reasons will be able to 

do the work required of them. There are two relevant points to make here.  

 
170 Ross, The Right and the Good, 21-22. 
171 Dancy (2017), “The Generalists’ Reply”. 
172 Ibid. Cf. McNaughton and Rawling (2000: 266-272) who concur on this point as well. 
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First, although some of these candidates for invariant reasons may be underived, that they 

are does not necessarily entail that they are invariant. In other words, the fact that a reason is 

underived is insufficient for demonstrating that it is invariant. The moral reasons specified in Ross’ 

underived prima facie duties, or in the categorical imperative, or in the principle of utility, can all 

be shown to vary in certain contexts. Second, just because there are a few invariant reasons in the 

moral landscape does not necessarily entail that all variant reasons can be derived from them, or 

that all moral truths can be codified transcendentally or context-dependently by means of them.  

Take for example Holton’s That’s it principle. Recall that we agreed that it specifies an 

invariant reason for belief. That’s it holds that, for all situations in which we have compelling 

evidence to conclude beyond a reasonable doubt that there are no further relevant features that 

supersede those which appear in our moral argument, we have an invariant reason to believe that 

the conclusion of our moral argument is true. However, we noted that it is usually quite rare that 

we know this fact beyond a reasonable doubt; and since That’s it only covers the cases in which 

we do, its coverage of the moral landscape is quite limited. We also noted that the continual denial 

of the That’s it clause actually proves the variability of reasons described in holism. Here, a 

generalist who accepts That’s it might be tempted to say that it therefore codifies this variant 

periphery and thereby fulfils its ‘core’ role under the hybrid account of reasons. Unfortunately, 

this leap in logic is unwarranted. Although the continual denial of That’s it proves the existence of 

variant reasons, it does not explain their status and behaviour across contexts. That is, it does not 

in any way ‘track’ or fully articulate the behaviour of variant reasons on the periphery. Thus, 

although the reason for belief specified in That’s it is underived and invariant, it does not by itself 

explain the status and behaviour of variant reasons, let alone codify most or all of morality. 
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The same is true of the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm. Even though it specifies 

an underived and invariant reason, it is by itself insufficient to explain the behaviour of the variant 

reasons on the periphery. In chapter 2, we noted that this principle is open to the possibility that 

the status of certain reasons can vary according to context. In other words, the principle assumes 

that there are special features in certain situations that are reasons to believe or do the opposite of 

the default. We then argued that this principle presupposes the variability of default reasons, and 

therefore implicitly accepts holism. In this regard, we had noted that it is an invariant exception 

that proves the rule of variability. But an exception that proves the rule is far from being a core 

that proves the periphery. Already, this notion sounds unlikely and counterintuitive. The principle 

that one needs a special reason to do harm may help explain the existence and status of default 

reasons related to harm-causing, but it will not explain the various ways in which they may vary 

across contexts, nor will it be able to codify other default reasons unrelated to harm-causing. So 

even though the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm may provide more coverage than That’s 

it, its coverage is still insufficient for general or complete codification of the moral landscape. 

So it seems the transcendental generalist has nowhere to go. First of all, it is highly ill-

advised for him to support his generalism with atomism, given that the majority of the strongest 

candidates for invariant reasons can be shown to vary. Second, if holism is true, it is impossible 

for him to codify all or most of morality in finite and manageable terms by means of exceptionless 

principles. And third, it is also ill-advised for him to seek support from a hybrid view of reasons 

given that there are not enough invariant reasons that can work together as a determinate core to 

explain the existence, status, and behaviour of the variant reasons on the periphery. It seems, then, 

that we have strong reasons to believe that Transcendental Generalism is false.  
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4.4. Rejection of Contextual Generalism 

Contextual Generalism (CG) is the position McKeever and Ridge would have to defend if 

holism turns out to be true. Since we have provided strong reasons to believe that holism is true 

and that Transcendental Generalism is false, McKeever and Ridge’s “generalism as a regulative 

ideal” does seem forced to adopt a contextual view of codification. As we saw earlier, McKeever 

and Ridge do believe that the codification of context-dependent or holistic reasons is possible.173 

CG must therefore prove that it is compatible with holism while simultaneously providing a 

determinate set of principles that can codify most of morality. Insofar as it endeavours to build 

upon holism, it can, in theory, admit of some invariant reasons and therefore of some exceptionless 

principles. CG needs to show that some combination of moral principles can account for the status 

and behaviour of variant reasons across contexts without assuming atomism or hybridism.  

In order for the contextual generalist to meet these demands he must formulate a dual 

account of principles: (1) an account of defeasible principles that can codify all default reasons; 

and (2) an account of exceptionless principles that can articulate, in finite and manageable terms, 

common patterns according to which those defaults may vary from context to context. A general 

starting question the contextual generalist might ask is: how are default reasons disabled or 

defeated most of the time? A more specific question would be: how is the default wrong-making 

status of lying disabled or defeated most of the time? Other questions the contextual generalist 

might ask are: (a) which disabling conditions and defeaters are the most common across defaults?; 

(b) which features most commonly enable the disabling conditions and defeaters that typically 

 
173 McKeever and Ridge (2006: 37-38): “Even if moral reasons are context‐dependent, it might well be possible for 

us to track those reasons only if we had access to a moral principle which articulated exactly how those reasons vary 

from one context to the next”. 
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change the status of default reasons?; and (c) are there enablers, disablers, and/or defeaters that 

typically appear together as a group across multiple contexts?   

CG is a step down from TG which theoretically attempts to achieve complete codification. 

This form of CG only seeks to achieve a general codification of morality in order to guide the 

moral agent. Other moral tools such as moral instincts, intuitions, discernment, and an account of 

the virtues could help trim the hedges and fill in the missing gaps. The main problem with CG, 

however, is that common patterns are not that easy to come by, let alone codify. Let’s take up 

again our example of the complication of the principle “lying is wrong”.  

 

Lying is wrong except in cases where telling the truth would cause more harm, or where 

the only way to tell the truth would be to do something more immoral, or where it would 

save a life, or save someone from physical injury or psychological pain, or extend 

someone’s life, or prevent harmful conflict between people, or if it was done under 

coercion. 

 

As we noted earlier, there may be many more exceptions. Recall that for the transcendental 

generalist, incorporating all possible exceptions into the formulation of the principle is not enough 

to achieve complete codification. TG needs to fully articulate the various ways in which the default 

reason in question may vary from context to context. That is, for each exception to the default, TG 

must provide the necessary specifications to ensure that the exception in question is in fact relevant 

to the case at hand. First, TG must specify how the disabler in question was enabled; and second, 

why the enabler is not itself disabled by some other feature. TG would have to do this for each 

possible exception outlined in the above principle. The problem here is that the principle would 

become unmanageably long. CG, on the other hand, might be able to avoid this.  

CG would ask the following question about the lying principle outlined above: can we 

discern commonalities in the exceptional features such that we may render the principle more 
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manageable? The commonalities seem to be the following: “doing so in this case is less immoral” 

and “refraining from telling or telling the truth in this case is more immoral”. As such, the overly 

complicated principle above could be reformulated into two more manageable principles: (1) 

“lying is wrong except in cases where doing so is less immoral than the other options”; and (2) 

“lying is wrong except in cases where refraining from telling or telling the truth is more immoral”. 

In terms of practical action-guidance, this is definitely an improvement. However, these two 

principles are far from exceptionless; they are clearly defeasible. Consequently, although these 

principles might capture the common ways in which the default wrong-making status of lying is 

disabled or defeated, CG still needs to develop a second set of higher-order exceptionless 

principles that can explain in finite and manageable terms the common ways in which these 

disablers and defeaters are themselves enabled. These principles would be formulated along the 

following lines: “A typically disables B when C is present” and “G typically defeats B when H is 

present”. Suppose there are many more cases where B can be disabled or defeated by another 

feature. Suppose further that there is a finite and manageable group of features that can do this—

let us suppose a hundred more aside from A and G. If such a group is in fact finite and manageable, 

then when C or H is present in a case where B is morally relevant, B’s default status will generally 

be disabled or defeated. The presence of C or H in cases where B is morally relevant is therefore 

a good general indicator that the status of B will change. This is because they typically enable 

other features to do so—features we are able to group together in finite and manageable terms to 

the extent that they share something in common: namely that they are enabled by C or H.  

The first problem with CG is that it is not evidently compatible with holism—a 

compatibility CG sets out to achieve in the first place. That is, the whole point of developing CG 

was for it to be compatible with the context-sensitivity of reasons described in reasons-holism. 
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Unfortunately, in order to guarantee that common patterns in the behaviour of reasons are captured, 

CG had to develop a second set of higher-order exceptionless principles. In other words, CG had 

to develop a core of invariant considerations to explain and track the variance of the main 

preponderance of reasons. Arguably, this is a hybrid view of reasons, not a holistic one.   

The second problem with CG is the assumption that features such as disablers, defeaters, 

and enablers behave in a finite number of ways that is manageable. I highly doubt this. For the 

record, there are three possibilities: either features behave in a finite number of ways that is 

manageable, or in a finite number of ways that is unmanageable, or in an infinite number of ways 

that is unmanageable. CG of course is only true if the first of these is true. In order to refute CG, 

all we need to show is that these features behave in ways that are too complex to yield manageable 

exceptionless principles. Whether these features are finite or infinite in number is an interesting 

question, but one that is unnecessary to answer in order to refute CG.  

Our above example is just a taste of what these higher-order exceptionless principles might 

look like. We have not considered all possible exceptional features that may disable or defeat the 

wrong-making default status of lying, nor have we considered other types of features such as 

attenuators, intensifiers, and alternators. We also have not discussed how sets or groups of features 

might disable or defeat each other. Still, without delving into these complexities, in our example 

above, we can already see that these principles are very far-removed from ordinary moral practice 

and deliberation. Shouldn’t CG be more concrete and practical? We remain quite skeptical as to 

whether these principles are very useful for ordinary moral agents. Arguably, if we really tried to 

develop these higher-order exceptionless principles that supposedly fully articulate the common 

patterns of the behaviours of moral and non-moral features, they would be unmanageable from the 

point of the view of the moral agent. Consequently, it is highly doubtful that such principles 
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contribute to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement given that they are 

practically never used during moral learning. If one wants to develop a theory that captures 

common patterns in the behaviours of moral and non-moral features while simultaneously 

avoiding the problem of unmanageability, then perhaps one should leave exceptionless principles 

behind them and focus on defeasible ones. The downside of a position built solely on defeasible 

principles is that it may not be a properly generalist one if it cannot achieve complete or general 

codification. But this is only a downside if one absolutely wants to maintain their generalism. 

Arguably, such a position is what Lance and Little (2008) put forward and they call it “Deep Moral 

Contextualism”.  

 

4.5. Rejection of Deep Moral Contextualism 

Deep Moral Contextualism (DMC) is an attempt at a middle-ground position between 

generalism and particularism. It is made up entirely of defeasible generalizations as it is firmly 

against exceptionless ones due to their unmanageability.174 For the sake of clarity, let us revisit the 

table from chapter 1. 

 

Meta-ethical 

Theory 

What view 

of reasons 

does the 

theory 

assume or 

claim to be 

compatible 

with? 

 

Do moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on 

principles? 

What types of 

principles do 

moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on? 

Do moral 

thought and 

judgement 

depend on a 

determinate or 

indeterminate 

set of 

principles? 

Do moral 

thought 

and 

judgement 

depend on 

factors 

other than 

principles? 

What type of 

codification is 

advocated by 

the theory? 

How much 

codification 

does the 

theory claim 

to achieve? 

Deep Moral 

Contextualism 
Holism Yes Defeasible ? Yes 

Context-

Dependent or 

N/A? 

Particular, or 

codification 

is not 

possible? 

 

 
174 See Lance and Little (2008: 73). 
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 For DMC, do moral thought and judgement depend on a determinate or indeterminate set 

of defeasible principles? As we argued in chapter 3, cross-culturally, defeasible principles 

contribute to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement in different sets of 

principles. We argued that the claim that moral thought and judgement must depend on a specific 

set of defeasible principles is implausible for two reasons: (1) because of the wide diversity of 

moral cultures in the world; and (2) because it assumes there is an innate and universal moral 

structure that remains intact no matter the various features and activities of any particular socio-

cultural environment. To support these claims we cited research which suggests that human beings 

do not all reason (cognitively speaking) about right and wrong in the same way across cultures;175 

and that the existence of an innate and universal moral module in the brain is highly unlikely.176 

Although Lance and Little do not specify whether they support the notion of a determinate set of 

principles, I think we can safely assume that they do not given their contextualism and their strong 

opposition to exceptionless, necessary, universal principles. 

Another question left unanswered by Lance and Little: does DMC vouch for particular or 

no codification? That is, can defeasible principles codify a part of the moral landscape in finite and 

manageable terms? DMC is clearly against transcendental codification of any kind (whether 

complete, general, or particular) given that it rejects explanatory, exceptionless principles. DMC 

is also clearly against complete context-dependent codification given that it rejects exceptionless 

principles that would seek to track the variance of individual reasons. DMC should also be against 

general context-dependent codification because it argues that acknowledgement of supervenience 

functions expressed by exceptionless generalizations that explain the moral as supervening on the 

natural is not equivalent to the acknowledgement of explanatory and action-guiding moral 

 
175 Henrich et al. (2010). 
176 Moll (2001, 2002), Greene and Haidt (2002), Railton (2017). 
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principles. Following John McDowell, Lance and Little argue that such exceptionless 

generalizations have simply been relocated to the supervenient level.177 Contextual Generalism, in 

its attempt at general context-dependent codification, does just this. It develops a second set of 

higher-order principles that attempt to capture the ways in which the moral supervenes on the 

natural. The problem that emerges from it is just the one alluded to here: the exceptionless 

generalizations in question do not yield explanatory and action-guiding moral principles that are 

manageable. But the problem with CG goes deeper. Following McDowell, Lance and Little write: 

“supervenience can be admitted so readily because doing so admits to so little: it doesn’t mean that 

there are any useful patterns to the way in which the dependencies line up”.178 Grouping together 

the situations in which, say, an action is cruel, may “yield groupings that would simply look 

gerrymandered to anyone who does not have independent competency with the moral concepts”.179 

In other words, the grouping of patterns in which an act has a given moral valence, even if this can 

be done at the higher-order level of supervenience, will not be usefully action-guiding unless the 

moral agent has the appropriate competency with the relevant moral concepts at play. For these 

reasons, we can safely conclude that Lance and Little reject general context-dependent 

codification. 

 The question therefore is: do they support particular context-dependent codification, or no 

codification at all? It is unclear which of these Lance and Little support. Luckily, the answer to 

this question might not matter all that much for our purposes. As we argued in chapter 1, the 

criterion of whether one is a generalist or a particularist is one’s view on codification. Even Little 

 
177 Lance and Little, “From Particularism to Defeasibility in Ethics”, 56.  
178 John McDowell, “Virtue and Reason.” Monist: An International Quarterly Journal of General  

Philosophical Inquiry 62 (1979): 331–50 quoted in Lance and Little (2008: 56). 
179 Lance and Little (2008: 56). 
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herself has admitted this.180 Since Lance and Little support either particular or no codification, 

DMC is necessarily a form of particularism. When they say they are not “anti-generalist”, this is 

because they recognize that moral thought and judgement depend on principles. But as we argued 

in chapter 1, answering the dependence question affirmatively is not the deciding factor of whether 

one is a generalist or a particularist, even though it does place one farther away from the stronger 

forms of particularism. If recognizing a dependence on principles were the deciding factor, the 

debate would be over-simplified when it is actually much more complex. If this were so, one could 

simply say: “generalists support principles, particularists are against them”. But here one would 

be leaving out the valid position of Principled Particularism which claims that moral thought and 

judgement do depend on principles, but that only a particular part of the moral landscape can be 

codified by means of them. Hence, Lance and Little are falsely assuming that both the dependence 

question and the codification question are of equal import. If this were true, then there would 

certainly be grounds for a valid middle-position such as contextualism. But insofar as it is not, it 

cannot be used as a way to justify the validity of this middle-position.  

 Contextualism, therefore, might not be a valid and distinct position in the generalism-

particularism debate. Rather, it seems to be a defining characteristic of particularism insofar as it 

differs very little from reasons-holism. In a certain sense, holism is contextualism. It is in this 

respect that we begin to question whether DMC really is a distinct view at all. For instance, all 

forms of particularism presuppose holism, therefore they adopt most, if not all, of the core 

contextualist tenets. What is more, the defeasible principles put forward in DMC can fit perfectly 

well under our version of PP. Our view, however, differs from DMC insofar as it admits of some 

 
180 Again, we refer to Little (2000: 304): “While particularism dethrones moral generalizations, though, it hardly 

exiles them. We will think it does only when the lesson of holism is misidentified; the enemy its objections target is 

not generalization, but codification”.  
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exceptionless principles such as the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and That’s it. Another 

way in which our version of PP differs from DMC is our view of reasons. Below I have outlined 

a few possible views one might have about reasons, some of which we have already discussed: 

 

Atomism: All reasons are necessarily invariant. 

Hydridism: A core of invariant reasons explains the variant reasons on the periphery. 

Core Holism: A core of variant reasons explains invariant reasons on the periphery. 

Disjointed Holism: Invariant reasons are possible but not explained by a core of variant 

reasons. 

Absolute Holism: All reasons are necessarily variant.181 

  

Principle absolutists are atomists; principle eliminativists are absolute holists; 

transcendental generalists can be atomists or hybridists, but not holists (as we argued in our 

rejection of TG in this chapter); contextual generalists are arguably hybridists although they claim 

to be holists; and anti-transcendental particularists are disjointed holists. Disjointed Holism is 

opposed to core-periphery views of any kind. That is, according to Disjointed Holism, the 

invariance that may exist does not explain the variance that exists, and the variance that exists does 

not explain the invariance that may exist. For the disjointed holist, most reasons are of course 

variant, but there may be some invariant ones that are “cosmic accidents”. Core Holism, on the 

other hand, is the view that there is a core of variant reasons that explains the existence, status, and 

behaviour of invariant reasons on the periphery.  

DMC arguably supports Disjointed Holism because it rejects Core Holism. We can infer 

this for two reasons. First, Lance and Little’s view is that we do not need exceptionless 

generalizations to do the explanatory work we need them to do.182 But, as we have argued already, 

 
181 For the sake of slightly better symmetry, we could also call Atomism “Absolute Atomism” and Hybridism “Core 

Atomism”. However, we will stick to the terminology above given that we have already discussed atomism and 

hybridism and referred to them by those names. 
182 Lance and Little (2008: 54). 
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we need principles like That’s it and Special Reason to do Harm (alongside an indeterminate 

number of defeasible principles) to make moral thought and judgement possible. Second, although 

Lance and Little develop a semantics and epistemology of defeasible generalizations “in an attempt 

to show that it is possible for them to play explanatory roles without being reducible to, replaceable 

by or ultimately beholden to exceptionless generalizations”,183 they have not considered the 

possibility that exceptionless generalizations can be dependent on or beholden to defeasible ones. 

In other words, they have not considered the possibility of Core Holism. Recall that our view is 

that there are some invariant reasons and therefore some exceptionless principles; and that moral 

thought and judgement depend on at least two of them. In what follows, we will try to explain why 

the knowledge of some exceptionless principles is dependent upon the knowledge of defeasible 

ones. In other words, we will seek to show that there is a core of default reasons specified by 

defeasible principles that can explain the existence, status, and behaviour of some invariant reasons 

specified by exceptionless principles. This will be in an effort to show that Lance and Little’s 

picture is incomplete, and that Core Holism is both true and compatible with Disjointed Holism. 

Our view of PP presupposes both Core Holism and Disjointed Holism. We believe there 

are default variant reasons that explain the existence, status, and behaviour of some invariant 

reasons, but not all. For there may be some invariant reasons that are cosmic accidents and/or that 

are explained in other ways. First, recall the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm. This principle 

is arguably one of a few other principles subsumed under a more fundamental principle: the 

Principle of Special Reason to do something that is default immoral. This principle tells us that we 

need a special reason to lie, to kill, to cheat, to steal, to break a promise, or to do anything that is 

default wrong. So, on the one hand, we have default or defeasible principles such as “all other 

 
183 Ibid. 
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things equal, lying is wrong” and “all other things equal, killing is wrong” that specify variant 

reasons; and on the other hand, we have the exceptionless principle “one needs a special reason to 

do something that is default immoral” that specifies an invariant reason. Core Holism argues that 

the core of default variant reasons explains the existence, status, and behaviour of invariant ones. 

This appears to be the case here. The fact that we know that we need a special reason to do 

something that is default, defeasibly, or generally wrong, is because we have already internalized 

a sufficient range of wrong-making features about lying, killing, stealing, and all those other acts 

that are deemed wrong by default. Thus, our knowledge of the exceptionless principle that tells us 

that we need a special reason to do something that is default immoral is dependent on our 

knowledge of some sufficient range or core of default wrong-making features. Therefore, Core 

Holism is true to some degree. However, second, this is only the case for some invariant reasons. 

Since holism is by definition a possibility thesis, it would be inconsistent to say that all possible 

invariant reasons are necessarily explained by a core of variant ones. Our view, then, is that while 

some invariant reasons can be explained by a core of variant ones, there may very well be other 

invariant reasons that are cosmic accidents and/or that are explained in other ways. Therefore, our 

Core Holism is entirely compatible with Disjointed Holism. For these reasons, DMC—which 

assumes Disjointed Holism but rejects Core Holism—is in the wrong.   

   

4.6. Rejection of Anti-Transcendental Particularism 

Anti-Transcendental Particularism (ATP) makes two claims: (1) that moral thought and 

judgement do not depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles;184 and (2) that 

morality cannot be codified completely or generally in finite and manageable terms by means of 

 
184 Dancy (2004: 7). 
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such principles. In chapter 6 of Ethics Without Principles, Dancy gives us a set of criteria for a 

principled ethic: coverage, reasons, epistemology, and applicability.185 Principles must be able to 

determine the moral status of every action, explain why each action has the status it has, be 

learnable, and be capable of guiding the moral agent to action in ordinary, exceptional, and novel 

cases.186 What Dancy has in mind then when he thinks of a principled ethic is one that is composed 

of a determinate set of exceptionless principles. As we saw in chapter 3, according to Dancy, 

defeasible principles will fail on three of the aforementioned criteria, and therefore will not be able 

to come together to form a principled morality.187  

But as we saw in chapter 2, moral thought and judgement do seem to depend on at least 

two exceptionless principles. The Principle of Special Reason to do Harm is necessary to avoid 

the justification of the immoral, and That’s it! is implicitly assumed in all moral arguments because 

its clause is always either affirmed (i.e. when we know that there are no further relevant features 

that could supersede the ones which appear in our argument) or denied (i.e. in cases where we 

discover features we had overlooked that do supersede the ones which appear in our argument). 

This alone is enough to reject ATP, but we will provide additional reasons. 

Something Dancy has not considered is the possibility that moral thought and judgement 

depend on an indeterminate set of principles. Even if his set of criteria is correct, and even if an 

indeterminate set of principles does not amount to a true and complete morality, this does nothing 

to show that moral thought and judgement do not depend on an indeterminate set of principles. In 

chapter 3, we argued that, given the wide diversity of moral cultures, teachers, and exemplars, 

individuals will likely be exposed to different sets of moral principles during the course of their 

 
185 Ibid., 116-117. 
186 Ibid.  
187 See pages 111-117 of Dancy (2004).  
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moral learning. We then argued that, given the fact that the vast majority of people can think and 

judge in moral terms, it is very likely that different sets of moral principles are capable of 

contributing to the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement cross-culturally. 

We also provided evidence from the moral psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience 

literatures to support these claims. For these reasons, moral thought and judgement do seem to 

depend, at least in part, on moral principles. Therefore, the first claim of ATP is false. 

Another problem with Dancy’s view is that his set of criteria for a principled ethic is too 

narrow. What he has in mind is complete codification by means of a specific set of exceptionless 

principles; but as we have seen throughout this thesis, there are many other ways in which a 

principled ethic may be constituted. Complete or even general codification can hardly be said to 

be prerequisites for a principled ethic since Principled Particularism—which vouches for a 

particularly limited codification—is widely recognized as a principled ethic in the scholarship. 

Instead, the deciding factor in determining whether a theory should count as a principled ethic 

should be how it answers to the dependence question, not to the codification question. That is, if 

one holds that moral thought and judgment depend on moral principles, one should be viewed as 

advancing a principled ethic. Whereas if one holds that they do not depend on moral principles of 

any kind, one should be viewed as negating the possibility of a principled ethic and therefore as 

advancing an unprincipled ethic. So while one’s answer to the codification question determines 

whether one is a particularist or a generalist, one’s answer to the dependence question determines 

whether one is advancing a principled or an unprincipled ethic. That principles are “dethroned” in 

one’s theory does not necessarily entail that one is advancing an unprincipled ethic, but perhaps 

simply that principles are not as central and powerful as they were traditionally thought to be. 

Dancy’s set of criteria is too narrow because it only accepts principled ethics that place principles 
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on the throne without considering other possibilities in which, for example, principles are 

necessary for moral thought and judgement despite being dethroned and insufficient for 

codification.188  

Now, because Dancy’s set of criteria for a principled ethic is too narrow, he prevents 

himself from properly considering the credibility of defeasible moral principles. Following Lance 

and Little (2008), explanation of why a consideration is a reason to believe or do something must 

be somehow linked to generality.189 That is, when we adduce reasons to explain why a belief or an 

action is right or wrong, we are necessarily committed to generalization. Our generalizations may 

not be exceptionless the vast majority of the time, and a suitable provision of them may never be 

capable of codifying all or most morality, but we are still committed to them in moral reasoning 

just as we are in other forms of reasoning (e.g. logical, epistemic, scientific etc.). Hence, as we 

argued in chapter 3, just as the assumption that moral reasons behave differently from other kinds 

of reasons is ill-founded (as Dancy himself argues),190 so too the assumption that moral reasoning 

is the only kind of reasoning in which explanatory generalizations have no part is misplaced. The 

correct lesson to draw from reasons-holism is twofold: (1) the articulation of exceptionless 

generalizations is perhaps mostly ill-advised albeit sometimes valid; and (2) defeasible 

generalizations are perfectly capable of providing functional explanations to guide the moral agent 

 
188 Dancy’s criteria are, however, useful for determining whether or not a principled ethic achieves complete 

codification. This we do not deny.  
189 Lance and Little (2008: 60-61). 
190 See Dancy (2017: “What the Particularist Believes”): “The particularist suggests that there is no reason to 

suppose that moral reasons function in a radically different way from other reasons. Indeed, there is a sort of 
presumption that they don’t. That presumption is partly grounded on the fact that nobody is able to say with any 

confidence just which reasons are moral ones and which are not. This means that providing a radical difference 

between the way in which reasons of the two sorts function should seem rather peculiar. But the presumption is also 

partly grounded in the fact that the difference suggested by the generalist is very radical, since it affects what one 

might call the very logic of moral thought. To suppose that moral thought has a different logic from other thought is 

to adopt a bifurcated conception of rationality”.  
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through the landscape of variant reasons. The answer then is not to eschew generalizations, but to 

“change our picture of what they must look like to do the work they need to do”.191  

Finally, just because invariant reasons and exceptionless principles are few and far between 

does not mean that we cannot codify some particular parts of the moral landscape in finite and 

manageable terms. For example, the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm—which presupposes 

an even deeper principle that we need a special reason to do anything that is default immoral—

appears to help us codify cases in which doing harm is permissible or required. Now, this does not 

entail that we can fully articulate all cases in which this is so, but it does demonstrate that there are 

some such cases out there that can be sufficiently articulated, explained, and justified to 

conscientious moral agents. This principle also works in unison with the sum total of defeasible 

principles that specify default reasons, insofar as it covers the cases in which the statuses of default 

reasons are altered. Although we cannot fully articulate the ways in which variant reasons may 

vary, or explain the status of every possible action, or guide the moral agent through all possible 

exceptional and novel cases, we can still confirm/know that there are some features that are right-

making or wrong-making by default. This is because (1) we know we need special reasons to 

believe or act in the opposite way of what the defaults prescribe; and (2) we know that the defaults 

maintain their status across cases unless they are altered by some other features. So here too, it 

seems that principles are capable of codifying at least some particular parts of the moral landscape. 

For these reasons, the second claim of ATP is false. 

 

 

 

 
191 Lance and Little (2008: 61). 
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4.7. Rejection of Principle Eliminativism 

 There are at least three main branches of Principle Eliminativism. First, there are Principle 

Eliminativists who accept the existence of some true principles, but who seek to eliminate them 

from their theory to the extent that they distort the moral agent’s perception of most moral truths.192 

Second, there are Principle Eliminativists about exceptionless principles, but not about other types 

of principles.193 Third, there are Principle Eliminativists who believe that there are no true 

principles of any kind.194  

 Proponents of the first version are also defenders of Principle Abstinence Particularism 

(PAP). The problem with this view is that it relies on a fact that does not seem to be generally true, 

namely that principles always or mostly distort moral judgement. While we are ready to accept 

that some or even all principles some of the time might distort our moral judgement, we are 

skeptical that distortion is inevitable all or most of the time. We also remain unconvinced that 

distortion is necessarily always counterproductive to moral thought, judgement, and learning. The 

distortion of judgement by one principle in a given situation might positively lead the moral agent 

to perceive this distortion and to think of another non-distorting principle to guide him 

appropriately. Thus, the experience of distortion could enhance moral learning to the extent that it 

might force the moral agent to re-think his application of certain principles to certain cases. Finally, 

the distortion that principles may cause does not necessarily seem to depend ultimately on their 

specific formulation, but rather more so on their practical application by the moral agent. In this 

regard, although we certainly agree that an exceptionless principle with an unmanageable amount 

of clauses in its antecedent could easily distort the moral agent’s view on what is morally salient 

 
192 See McNaughton (2000).  
193 See Little (2000) and Lance and Little (2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2008). 
194 See Cullity (2002) and Hicks (2013). 
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in a given situation,195 defeasible principles with manageable clauses are entirely different. A 

defeasible principle such as “All other things equal, lying is wrong” can hardly be said to distort 

unless the moral agent misuses it. Thus, the distortion that would occur would be a result of the 

moral agent’s failure to apply the principle correctly, not a result of the principle’s faulty or 

unmanageable formulation. For these reasons, this first version of PE is unlikely to be true. 

Moving on to the other two versions of PE. Principle Eliminativists about exceptionless or 

all principles are in the wrong if they support their view with Absolute Holism—a view of reasons 

that is built on the logical fallacy of proving non-existence. Although one can be skeptical of most 

supposedly invariant reasons given holism, one cannot logically rule them out. We cannot prove 

the non-existence of invariant reasons by logic alone just as we cannot prove the non-existence of 

God or of Russell’s flying teapot, even though we can provide strong reasons to believe in the 

unlikeliness of there being very many of them out there. The burden of proof is on those who claim 

that invariant reasons exist, not on their opponents to prove that they do not exist. Yet Principle 

Eliminativists who support their view with Absolute Holism argue that we can prove the non-

existence of invariantly true reasons. This is not only to commit the logical fallacy of proving non-

existence, but it is also inconsistent with a proper view of holism. We have to remember that holism 

is a possibility thesis; that is, it is not positing what must happen, but only what may happen. Thus, 

although it posits a world where variability is the norm, it does not in any way rule out the 

possibility of some invariability. Simply put, holism properly understood is not claiming that there 

must be no invariance.  

 
195 This is essentially what we argued in this chapter in our discussion of the two strategies for complete 

codification. Exceptionless principles with unmanageable clauses cannot serve as graspable theoretical standards nor 

as practical guides to action. 
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This critique may be enough to refute some Principle Eliminativists, but not all. For there 

may be Principle Eliminativists who do not support their view with Absolute Holism. Other 

Principle Eliminativists might argue that the very nature of a moral generalization is not built to 

capture moral truths. The same proponents might also argue that moral truths are just too complex 

to capture with generalizations. These defenders of PE would have to support some version of 

Contractualism (C) or Virtue Ethics (VE) combined with some concept of moral discernment or 

perception. Without objecting to the credibility of either of these views (C and VE) or to the 

validity of moral discernment as a practical and theoretical skill, we can reject this version of PE 

by simply pointing to functional moral generalizations that can do the work required of them to 

contribute to the possibility of moral thought, judgement, and learning.  

First, the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and Holton’s That’s it principle, as we 

have argued, are necessary for moral thought and judgement. As we saw in chapter 2, the former 

is needed to prevent the justification of the immoral, while the latter cannot not be assumed in 

moral deliberation for it is constantly being either affirmed (i.e. when we know that there are no 

other relevant features that could supersede the ones which appear in our moral argument) or 

denied (i.e. when we discover features we had overlooked that do supersede the ones which appear 

in our argument). Second, following Lance and Little (2008), any explanation in moral reasoning 

of why a consideration is a reason to believe a certain thing or act in a certain way must somehow 

be linked to generality. When we adduce moral reasons for belief or action—that is, when we think 

and judge in moral terms—we cannot help but employ generalizations. This claim is predicated 

on the assumption that moral reasoning is no different in its appeal to generalizations as other types 

of reasoning. Therefore, since moral principles are expressed by generalizations, moral principles 

are necessary for moral thought and judgement, contra PE.  
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Another reason to reject this version of PE is because it is founded on a very narrow view 

of truth. It seems to only accept necessary, invariant, absolute, and universal truths. It then argues 

that since principles cannot capture such truths, that there are no true principles. This is a narrow 

view of truth because it leaves out important contingent truths that are characteristic of the holistic 

landscape. Hence, this version of PE is founded on a view of truth that is incompatible with holism. 

But since holism is true (as we argued in chapter 2), this form of PE must be false. 

 

4.8. Conclusion: Principled Particularism of Contingency  

We are therefore left with the view that claims (a) that moral thought and judgement depend 

on both a determinate set of exceptionless moral principles (such as the Principle of Special Reason 

to do harm and Holton’s That’s it principle) and on an indeterminate set of defeasible moral 

principles; and (b) that the sum total of moral principles can only codify particular parts of 

morality in finite and manageable terms, not most or all parts. Our view gains particular attraction 

insofar as it does not claim that moral principles are the be-all and end-all of morality, while 

simultaneously recognizing their necessity and utility for moral thought, judgement, action-

guidance, and learning. Just because moral principles do not codify all or most of morality does 

not mean they do not play an essential role in making moral thought and judgement possible. Nor 

does it show that they are incapable of enhancing moral learning, or of guiding individuals towards 

performing right actions, exhibiting socially desirable virtues, or pursuing righteous ends 

beneficial to themselves and to the greater good of others.  

Our view is particularist and not generalist because it does not advance the claim that 

morality can be completely or generally codified. Our view is that only some specific parts of 

morality can be codified by principles, and that the rest of the picture must be obtained by other 
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means such as an account of the virtues, and/or some account of moral perception or discernment. 

But in these latter accounts (which have not been provided here196), codification will likely mean 

something entirely different; and it might not even make good sense to view such accounts as 

providing anything akin to codification at all. In addition, although our view is particularist, it is 

not a form of Anti-Transcendental Particularism because we recognize that moral thought and 

judgement depend at least in part on moral principles. For these reasons, it makes more sense to 

call our view a version of Principled Particularism. Finally, our view is not a form of contextualism 

because we recognize the possibility of exceptionless principles that can do important explanatory 

work, codify certain parts of morality, and be procedurally useful for the moral agent. Having said 

this, these exceptionless principles, such as the Principle of Special Reason to do Harm and 

Holton’s That’s it principle, although necessary for the possibility of moral thought and judgement, 

are by no means sufficient. Indeed, as we argued earlier, the possibility of moral thought and 

judgement also depends on an indeterminate set of defeasible principles, innate moral instincts, 

intuitions, and domain-general learning capacities. 

Our central claim in chapter 3 was that moral thought and judgement depend on a 

determinate set of exceptionless principles and an indeterminate set of defeasible principles. That 

is, for each individual, moral thought and judgement will be made possible by a different set of 

principles. However, we specified that certain exceptionless principles such as the Principle of 

Special Reason to do Harm and That’s it must be present in all possible sets, otherwise moral 

thought and judgement would not be possible at all. In each different set, there will be 

 
196 Rebecca Stangl (2010) and Christine Swanton (2015) have both offered an account of the virtues compatible with 

moral particularism. The former calls her view “Asymmetrical Virtue Particularism” and the latter “Particularist 

Virtue Ethics”. These accounts a worth looking into as they provide convincing reasons to believe that particularism 

can and should marry itself with some account of the virtues. Swanton’s theory is especially interesting insofar as 

her “target-centered” view emphasizes the necessity for a proper account of moral perception and discernment. 



123 

 

commonalities (the exceptionless principles and perhaps some default clauses), but also 

differences due to the diversity of moral cultures and socio-cultural environments. The only 

necessity regarding defeasible principles is that individuals be conditioned by a sufficient range of 

them. Which defeasible principles will be present will depend on the individual’s socio-cultural 

environment which includes her moral teachers, exemplars, and cultural values among other 

things. Our view in chapter 3 is particularly attractive to the extent that it recognizes that there are 

some exceptionless principles that are necessarily true cross-culturally, while also recognizing that 

contingently true defeasible principles relative to one’s own culture also play an essentially role in 

the emergence and development of moral thought and judgement. In other words, our view 

adequately recognizes the plain and obvious truth of the relativity of cultural values, while 

simultaneously avoiding the problem of “bad relativism” according to which objective truth and 

fundamental morality are impossible. 

Our central claim throughout this fourth chapter has been that moral principles can only 

codify particular parts of morality in finite and manageable terms, not most or all parts. On the 

one hand, there are at least four reasons to believe that complete and general codification are both 

impossible. First, in a reasons-holistic landscape, there just aren’t enough invariant reasons and 

exceptionless principles to codify most or all of morality. Second, moral and non-moral features 

(whether they are finite or infinite in number) cannot all be captured by a manageable set of 

principles. Third, there may always be an indefinite number of novel and exceptional situations 

that will escape complete capture by means of principles. Fourth, there is no way to capture the 

common patterns in which moral and non-moral features may vary from case to case in a 

manageable way and without assuming a hybrid view of reasons that would contradict our holism.  
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On the other hand, there are at least two reasons to believe that some particular codification 

is possible. First, there are at least two true exceptionless principles, one of which prevents the 

justification of the immoral and explains why default reasons can be defeated or disabled, while 

the other covers all cases in which there are no further relevant moral and non-moral features which 

supersede the ones which appear in our moral arguments. Second, there are true defeasible 

principles that cover all cases in which the default reason is not defeated or disabled. These 

defeasible principles are capable of (1) determining the moral status of all actions that are not 

defeated or disabled by other considerations, (2) explaining why each of these actions have the 

status they have, (3) being learned, and (4) guiding the moral agent to action in ordinary, 

exceptional, and novel cases. Now, of course, these principles can, at times, lead the moral agent 

to error. But this should not come as a surprise since defeasible principles can always be 

challenged, modified, or annulled to the extent that they specify reasons that may vary in different 

contexts. If these principles could successfully guide the agent through all possible situations 

without failure, they would be exceptionless principles and they would codify all of morality—

which is what we have been arguing against throughout this chapter. In both chapters 3 and 4, we 

noted that the experiences of error and distortion are key components to the development of moral 

thought, judgement, and learning. 

 

Conclusion 

The scholarly goal of this thesis has been to make a modest contribution to the 

particularism-generalism debate. I hope to have built upon Richard Holton’s Principled 

Particularism by adding elements from Lance and Little’s Deep Moral Contextualism, Dancy’s 
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Anti-Transcendental Particularism, and McKeever and Ridge’s Generalism as a regulative ideal. I 

also hope to have clarified the spectrum of the debate by asking more precise questions and 

drawing key distinctions. For example, we saw that Dancy’s central claim—that the possibility of 

moral thought and judgement does not depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral 

principles—does not adequately distinguish between exceptionless and defeasible principles. 

Accordingly, one goal of this thesis has been to show that one can be a particularist while also 

believing that defeasible principles play an important role in moral thought, judgement, and 

learning. We also bifurcated two important considerations into two distinct questions: the 

dependence question and the codification question. The former asks whether moral thought and 

judgement depend on moral principles, whereas the latter asks whether morality (all moral truths) 

can be codified in finite and manageable terms. In this regard, we argued that that upon which 

moral thought and judgement depend is not necessarily capable of codifying all moral truths. In 

chapter 1, we argued that one’s answer to the codification question determines whether one is a 

particularist or a generalist; and later, in chapter 4, we argued that one’s answer to the dependence 

question determines whether one is advocating for a principled or an unprincipled ethic. This 

bifurcation, as we saw, allowed for the possibility of more middle positions between Dancy’s 

brand of particularism and McKeever and Ridge’s brand of generalism. Our position, for instance, 

is a principled ethic that does not codify all moral truths. These distinctions are not found in the 

scholarship, and so we hope to have provided a useful contribution in this regard.  

The general aim of this project has been to come to a better understanding of the status and 

role of moral principles in a reasons-holistic moral landscape. The specific aim has been to develop 

a viable position within the particularism-generalism debate that combined elements from both 

theories. By asking and answering three specific research questions, I have developed an account 
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of Principled Particularism. First, I argued that, in a reasons-holistic moral landscape, 

exceptionless moral principles are necessary but insufficient to ground the possibility of moral 

thought and judgement. Second, I argued that the possibility of moral thought and judgement 

depends on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles. More specifically, I argued that 

they depend on a determinate set of exceptionless moral principles and an indeterminate set of 

defeasible ones. Third, I argued that moral principles are insufficient to codify the moral landscape 

in finite and manageable terms. In this vein, I argued that moral principles can only codify 

particular parts of morality, not most or all parts. 

In summary, moral principles are only a piece of the pie. In terms of the emergence and 

development of moral thought and judgement, they have been shown to be necessary but 

nevertheless insufficient. After doing a survey of the moral psychology, cognitive science, and 

neuroscience literatures in chapter 3, we saw that moral thought and judgement also depend on 

innate moral instincts, intuitions, and domain-general learning capacities. In terms of the 

codification of morality, we argued in chapter 4 that a finite set of principles can only provide us 

with a partial and blurry code despite the fact that principles are necessary for moral thought and 

judgement. Indeed, the reasons-holistic landscape is complex, ever-changing, messy, and blurry. 

Arguably, theories that claim to fully articulate all moral truths—i.e. that attempt to render the 

picture of this complicated and blurry moral world sharp—should be met with great skepticism.197 

 

 
197 “… imagine having to draw a sharp picture ‘corresponding’ to a blurred one. In the latter there is a blurred red 

rectangle; you replace it with a sharp one. Of course – several such sharply delineated rectangles could be drawn to 

correspond to the blurred one. – But if the colours in the original shade into one another without a hint of any 
boundary, won’t it become a hopeless task to draw a sharp picture corresponding to the blurred one? Won’t you then 

have to say: “Here I might just as well draw a circle as a rectangle or a heart, for all the colours merge. Anything – 

and nothing – is right.” – And this is the position in which, for example, someone finds himself in ethics or 

aesthetics when he looks for definitions that correspond to our concepts”. Ludwig Wittgenstein. Philosophical 

Investigations: The German Text with an English Translation by G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim 

Schulte. 4th edition. Wiley-Blackwell, 2009: page 40, section 77. 
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