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Objectives 

To show that: 

1. metaphysicians overcomplicate the nature of morality 

2. morality has a natural origin 

3. moral obligations are natural 

Method: Draw on an analogy between  

traffic laws and moral laws. 

Conclusion: If naturalism explains traffic  

laws, it equally explains morality. 
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 The problem with a metaphysical  

approach to moral grounding 

 Five key similarities between  

traffic law and moral law 

 Other elements of the system:  

consequences, duty, virtue 

 ‘Traffic Lights of Life’ metaphor 

 Response to objections 
Attribution: Dollar Photo 



Kinds of Metaphysics 
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 Moral unfolding of universe in Process Philosophy 

 Mystical One of Perennial Philosophy 

 Absolute in Hegel’s Idealism 

 ‘The Good’ in Plato’s Forms 

 Divine Command Theory 

 Grounding in God’s nature 
Attribution: Dollar Photo 



Problem with Metaphysical Approach 

1. Must first accept metaphysics for idiosyncratic rules: 

 e.g., keep Sabbath, dietary rules, abolition of property, 

abstinence before marriage, ban on music 

2. Must first accept metaphysics  

for common-sense rules: 

 e.g., do not kill, do not lie,  

do not steal, help the poor 

3. Failure encourages nihilism 

• e.g., apostates leaving their religion 
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Counterintuitive metaphysics presents massive barrier: 
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Two Problems in Moral Philosophy 

1. Moral judgments seem to report objective facts 

(not subjective preferences or desires) 

BUT not proved by empirical evidence 

 e.g., ‘Stealing is wrong’ versus ‘Stealing is common’ 

2. Moral judgments seem categorical/unconditional 

(‘You ought not torture babies’ whatever your goals) 

UNLIKE conditional ‘ought’ 

 e.g., ‘If you want to pass the exam, you ought to study’ 

          Rational Realm                                                         www.RationalRealm.com 7 

Metaphysicians make a mystery out of: 
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Argument by Analogy 

If our obligation to obey traffic laws has a  

natural explanation 

 and 

Moral laws share all the key features with  

traffic laws 

THEN: our obligation to obey moral laws  

also has a natural explanation. 

ADVANTAGE: 

1. No need for obscure and spooky metaphysics 

2. Morality is grounded in our common humanity 
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Five Key Similarities 
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What traffic laws and moral laws have in common 

1. Normative 

Obligate us to conform to rules 

2. Human-formulated 

Content determined by people 

3. Human-enforced 

Rewards and punishments delivered 

4. Social purpose 

Serve individual & collective welfare 

5. Optimal design 

Rules fit for purpose 



1. Both Kinds Are Normative 
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Laws are action guiding, reasons for conforming 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

• ought to keep to the left 

• ought to obey speed limit 

• ought to stop at a red light 

• ought to give way to the right 

 

• ought to keep promises 

• ought to obey parents 

• ought to stop cheating 

• ought to give to the poor 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 

Attribution: OpenClipart-
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2. Both Kinds Formulated by Humans 
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Archaeology/history record human design of laws 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

• Highway Act 1835 (England) 

• Vermont Statutes 1912 (U.S.) 

• Highway Code 1931 (England) 

• Motor Car Act 1909 (Australia)  

• City Traffic Regulations 1955 (China) 

• Vienna Convention on Road Traffic 

(U.N.) 

 

• Egyptian 42 Laws of Maat 

• Hittite Code of the Nesilim 

• Babylonian Code of Hammurabi  

• Jewish Law of Moses 

• Magna Carta 

• Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (U.N.) 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



3. Both Kinds Enforced by Humans 
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Specified roles administer rewards and penalties 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 

Enforced by: 

• traffic infringement officer 

• traffic police officer 

• regular police office 

Rewards/penalties include: 

• fines 

• demerit points 

• loss of licence  

Enforced by: 

• parents 

• teachers 

• community leaders 

Rewards/penalties include: 

• praise/blame 

• bravery medal 

• imprisonment 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



4. Both Kinds Serve a Social Purpose 
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Function to achieve mutually beneficial ends 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

Response to more cars and frequent 

accidents on roads 

• secure safety for all road users 

• no speeding, licensing 

• ensure fast and efficient travel 

• traffic lights, give way 

 

Response to more people and anti-

social behaviour 

• secure safety for all members 

• no killing, no harming 

• promote trust/co-ordination 

• no lying, keep promises 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



5. Both Kinds Aim at Optimal Laws 
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Which are optimal based on objective facts, not whim 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 

Objective reasons used to decide: 

• speed limits 

• give way rules 

• licensing age limit 

 

In some cases, may be more than 

one optimal law (e.g., drive on left or 

right?) 

Objective reasons used to decide: 

• just war 

• excusable killing 

• fair taxation 

 

In some cases, may be more than 

one optimal law (e.g., aged in care of 

children or state?) 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



Both Kinds Have Three Dimensions 
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Form a natural composite reinforcing system 

Consequences 

Duty  

Virtue 

Benefits for 

participants 

Good 

character 

Obligation 

to act 



Consequ
ences 

Duty  

Virtue 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

Arrive at destination as quickly and 

efficiently as possible while 

preserving safety of all road users 

 

• safety 

• efficiency 

 

Provides reason/motivation  

to obey traffic laws 

 

Live within social group safely and 

productively while allowing same for 

other members of the group 

 

• safety/security 

• flourishing 

 

Provides reason/motivation  

to obey moral laws 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 

1st Dimension: Consequences 
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Mutual benefits for system participants 



2nd Dimension: Duty 
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Obligation to obey in spite of consequences 

Consequ
ences 

Duty  

Virtue 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

Act because it’s the right thing to do, 

not for good results 
 

• stop at red light even when  

no-one around 

• do not speed even when safe  

to do so 

 

Benefit of traffic system depends  

on drivers not making case-by-case 

determinations of advantage 

 

Deontology (‘deon’ =df ‘duty’ in Greek) 

 
• do not break ration even  

if no-one will know 

• do not frame an  

innocent to prevent a riot 

 

Benefit of morality system depends 

on people not making case-by-case 

determinations of advantage 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



3rd Dimension: Virtue 
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Develop good character with habits to do right 

Consequ
ences 

Duty  

Virtue 

Traffic Laws Moral Laws 
 

Driver training teaches drivers to 

automatically: 
 

• stick to the right side of the road 

• stay under the speed limit 

 

Efficiency of traffic system depends 

on drivers not over-thinking each 

response 

 

Moral education teaches children to 

habitually: 
 

• keep a promise 

• help those in need 

 

Efficiency of morality system 

depends on people not over-thinking 

each response 

Redundant metaphysics Redundant metaphysics 



Both Kinds Have Three Dimensions 
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Form a natural composite reinforcing system 

Consequences 

Duty  

Virtue 

Benefits for 

participants 

Good 

character 

Obligation 

to act 

Metaphysics has no work to do! 

 no Absolute 

 no Mystical One 

 no God 

 no divine commands 

 no Platonic Good 



Traffic Lights of Life 
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Traffic lights as a metaphor for moral codes 

Prohibits entering intersection 

Permits either stopping or entering 

(at driver’s discretion) 

Obligates continuing driving when 

safe to do so 

Common Structure: Prohibit/Permit/Obligate 

Attribution: Joy 

John from Pixabay 



Traffic Lights of Life 
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Traffic lights as a metaphor for moral codes 

Moral Code  on Taking a Life 

Prohibits killing an innocent bystander 

Permits killing a violent intruder using 

deadly force 

(at home owner’s discretion) 

Obligates killing an enemy combatant 

during war time 



Traffic Lights of Life 
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Traffic lights as a metaphor for moral codes 

Moral Code  on Taking Property 

Prohibits stealing law-abiding 

neighbour’s car 

Permits picking up oranges from 

farmer’s surplus box  

(at passer by’s discretion) 

Obligates taking would-be armed 

robber’s firearm without their permission 



Traffic Lights of Life 
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Naturalism accommodates exceptions to moral rules 

We allow exceptions to prohibitions on: 

 killing, stealing 

 lying, breaking a promise 

Moral rules are not absolute (exceptionless) 

divine commands or dictates of the universe 

Just as there is no absolute prohibition on 

entering an intersection 

Naturalism explains how we reason about 

exceptions, taking account of: 

 impacts on well being 

 undermining essential institutions 



Objections 

1. Positing special moral sense no more necessary than 

positing special sense for traffic laws. 

2. Moral laws seem self-evidently true because  

of our (a) upbringing and (b) natural sympathy  

as a social species. 

3. Moral terms are inherently evaluative:  

e.g., ‘stealing is permissible’ is self-contradictory. 
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Objection 1: Moral laws intuited by special moral sense 

Moral laws obtained not by social agreement, but by using our special 

moral faculty for sensing non-natural features of the universe. 

Attribution: Rohan Makhecha 

on Unsplashxabay 



1. Divine lawgiver may themselves be mistaken  

– power/creator is no guarantee of truth. 

2. Which lawgiver/laws (Yahweh, Allah, Brahmin, Tarhun, Matt)? Each of  

us must evaluate appropriateness of law independently of the claimant. 

3. My naturalist account does not claim might/popularity makes right.  

There is a fact of the matter about which road laws/moral laws  

best serve collective objectives. 

4. Why be motivated to obey God’s law? If the reason is law is for our own 

good (as theists claim), then this concedes naturalist view; that morality is 

essentially about satisfying human interests. God is redundant. 

Socially-mandated laws may be mistaken. Might and popularity are  

not necessarily right. Only a divine lawgiver has moral authority. 

Objections 

          Rational Realm                                                         www.RationalRealm.com 25 

Objection 2: Moral laws require divine moral lawgiver 

Attribution: OpenClipart-

Vectors from Pixabay 



Objections 

1. Moral laws vary as much as traffic laws:  

e.g., moral laws regulating suicide, apostasy,  

use of force, property, abortion, sex, marriage  

(from strict prohibition to permissibility). 

2. Equally, universality is found in both: 

 Moral laws: Golden Rule, UDHR, 

general prohibitions on killing, stealing, lying, breaking promises 

 Traffic laws: U.N. Vienna Convention on Road Traffic, 

U.N. Vienna Convention on Road Signs and Signals Traffic 
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Objection 3: Moral laws are universal 

Unlike traffic laws that vary by region, the same  

moral laws apply to all people at all times. 

Attribution: Oberholster 

Venita from Pixabay 



Summing Up 
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Metaphysicians make it well-nigh impossible to accept 
common-sense morality. 

If our obligation to obey traffic laws is natural, then so too 
for moral laws.  

Objections from moral sense intuitionists,  
divine command theorists and universalists fail. 

Traffic lights are a metaphor for our moral codes  
that prohibit, permit and obligate. 

Both are normative, human-formulated, human-enforced, 
serve a social purpose and rely on reason. 

Both are a natural composite reinforcing system  
with objectives, rules, duties and taught virtues. 
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