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The author argues that morality is best understood as a natural human system 
rather than a supernatural one. By comparing moral rules with traffic regulations, 
it shows that features often deemed metaphysically puzzling—normativity, fact 
dependence, categorical force, universality and virtue—arise naturally from the 
practical need to coordinate behaviour for mutual benefit. Morality, like traffic 
control, forms an integrated system of aims, rules, roles, virtues and sanctions. 
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clarifies why moral norms carry authority within human communities. 
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1. Introduction 

Commonly accepted moral obligations, such as ‘Do not kill’ and ‘Do not steal’, exhibit 
certain features that seem so puzzling to some religious thinkers and moral philosophers 
that they consider they can only be explained adequately by recourse to supernaturalism. 
These metaphysicians think that morality necessarily transcends the natural world that we 
live in. I use the term ‘supernaturalism’ in this essay to capture a range of views that appeal 
to some non-natural, supernatural, supranatural, transcendental, otherworldly or out-of-the 
ordinary realm. On this view, common-sense morality cannot be explained entirely with 
reference to our ordinary, mundane world of people and things and their interactions. I 
include here appeals to the following metaphysical ideas: 

 Absolute in Hegel’s Idealism 

 mystical One of Perennial Philosophy 

 moral unfolding of the universe in Process Philosophy 

 ‘good’ as a non-natural property in intuitionism and moral sense theory 

 Plato’s ‘Form of the Good’ 

 Divine Command Theory 

 grounding in God’s nature 

In this essay, I argue for a natural grounding for morality based on the following line 
of reasoning. 

(P1) Metaphysicians identify one or more features of morality as essential. 

(P2) All of these essential features are shared with our system of traffic laws. 

(P3) In our system of traffic laws, these shared features enjoy a complete natural 
explanation. 

(C) Likewise, in our system of moral laws, these shared features enjoy a complete 
natural explanation. 

I see accepting a natural grounding for morality as having the following benefits: 

(1) Our ontology is not burdened unnecessarily by extraneous supernatural 
elements. 

(2) We are not required to buy into some grand but controversial metaphysical 
scheme before we can accept our common moral obligations. 

(3) Moral argumentation is more productive by relying only on publicly 
accessible reasons while avoiding appeals to private religious experience and 
obscure metaphysical reasoning. 
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The type of analogical argument I advance here is not new. David Hume [1777: sec. 
iv/210] drew just this analogy with the regulation of highway traffic in his Enquiries 
Concerning the Human Understanding in which he wrote: 

They cannot even pass each other on the road without rules. Waggoners, 
coachmen, and postilions have principles, by which they give the way; and 
these are chiefly founded on mutual ease and convenience. 

The point here is that there is nothing mysterious about the normativity of our moral 
laws just as there is no need for a religious or transcendental grounding for our traffic laws. 
Both kinds of laws are necessitated by the aim of constraining and coordinating human 
behaviours for mutual benefit. 

The plan I will follow for this essay is that in the next section I will list the essential 
characteristics of moral laws and explain how each requirement is mirrored by traffic laws. 
In Section 3, I delve into another key similarity in that each is a composite system of 
elements comprising specific aims, duties immune to utility calculations, assigned roles and 
responsibilities, rewards and punishments, and inculcated character. In what follows, I will 
use the term ‘law’ and ‘rule’ interchangeably throughout this essay. If you the reader find 
one of these terms problematic, simply replace that term with the other. 
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2. Morality’s Essential Features 

Metaphysicians appealing to the supernatural identify one or more of the following 
features of morality as essential: 

(1) Moral laws are normative. 

(2) Moral judgments purportedly report facts. 

(3) Moral laws are categorical. 

(4) Moral laws are universal. 

(5) Moral agents develop virtuous character. 

I will now elaborate on each of these features while drawing out the analogy with 
our system of traffic laws. 

(1) Moral laws are normative. 

Moral laws are action guiding, providing reasons for acting according to certain 
constraints. Each moral code provides a set of behavioural norms for the people within the 
scope of that code. ‘You ought not cheat on your taxes’ gives tax-payers a reason not to take 
advantage of the tax system. 

Similarly, traffic laws are action guiding. Each region’s traffic code specifies a set of 
norms for driving in that region. Traffic norms clearly and unambiguously mirror moral 
norms. For example: 

‘You ought to keep to the left’ mirrors ‘You ought to keep your promises’. 

‘You ought to obey the speed limit’ mirrors ‘You ought to obey your parents’. 

‘You ought to stop at a red light’ mirrors ‘You ought to stop cheating’. 

‘You ought to give way to the right’ mirrors ‘You ought to give to the poor’. 

We do not appeal to a transcendental lawgiver or some mysterious metaphysical 
quality of the universe to justify obeying road rules. Whichever natural explanation we use 
to ground the normativity of road rules applies equally to the ‘oughtness’ of moral rules. 

(2) Moral judgments purportedly report facts. 

Moral judgments, such as ‘Stealing is wrong’, seem not to express subjective desires 
or preferences. On the other hand, they are not like ordinary factual statements, such as 
'Stealing is common'. However, we do not offer straightforward empirical evidence to prove 
them as we do with other facts. 

Judgments on traffic violations are in the same boat. Stating that ‘Speeding is wrong’ 
likewise seems to be making a factual judgment. We accept its wrongness independently of 
a driver’s personal preference for speeding or not. In addition, both moral laws and traffic 
laws are grounded in facts about what makes for optimal mutual benefit. ‘Speeding is 
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wrong’ is justified by the fact that speeding puts at great risk the safety of other road users. 
There is also a fact of the matter about which is the optimal speed limit for a particular 
stretch of road. This grounding in a fact about safety and efficiency explains why we do not 
leave driving speed up to the personal preference of each driver. 

The role of facts in moral judgments is equally unremarkable. The moral law, 
‘Stealing is wrong’, is not a matter of personal whim. Again, there is a fact of the matter 
about which rules regarding the transfer of property work best for a community. 

For some laws, there is genuine disagreement because of uncertainty over the 
relevant facts. Which is the optimal speed limit for a given street may be indeterminable to 
some degree. In those cases, for the sake of practicality, the traffic authority legislates one 
particular speed within a reasonable range. Likewise for moral laws. For example, the 
optimal law for the compulsory acquisition of private property may also lie within a known 
range of options. In the face of this uncertainty, each community will enforce one set of 
criteria in deference to other reasonable options. A naturalist account explains the 
importance of reason and appeals to facts in both cases without the metaphysician’s 
recourse to amorphous supernatural entities or transcendent dimensions. 

(3) Moral laws are categorical. 

Moral obligations, such as ‘You ought not torture babies’, are unconditional, 
applying whatever the person’s desires, aims and objectives. In that respect, they seem 
unlike conditional ‘oughts’, such as ‘If you want to get to the city, you ought to catch the 
next train’. 

This categorical aspect of moral laws is likewise a feature of traffic laws. For 
example, the law of the road does not permit a driver to go through a red light even when 
there are no other cars or people around. The same is the case with speed limits. Even when 
it is safe to drive over the speed limit in a particular circumstance, the traffic rules bar 
drivers from maximizing benefit in that situation.  

Everyone getting the advantages of the traffic control system requires barring 
drivers from deciding at each red light and speed sign they encounter whether road safety 
and driving efficiency is optimized by disobeying the law in that instance. Allowing motorists 
to make their own calculations of overall benefit when faced with the option of breaking a 
road rule will destabilize the traffic control system as a whole. 

In the same way, the benefits of the system of moral rules are lost if each person is 
permitted to decide on a case-by-case basis when to obey the rules and when not. For 
example, the practice of promising will wither away if promise-makers are permitted to 
decide on a case-by-case basis when to break a promise for overall advantage. 

The practice of rationing scarce resources is another example. At a time of water 
rationing, citizens are not permitted secretly to use more water than the rationed amount 
even in cases where doing so will increase overall benefit. Morally permitting each citizen to 
decide on a case-by-case basis will undermine the integrity of the rationing system, to the 
detriment of everyone. As a more extreme example, our sense of security will be lost if it is 
permitted for each person to decide for themselves when killing another in secret is overall 
advantageous. 
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This deontological aspect of moral laws is likewise a natural feature of our traffic 
laws. In neither case do we need to search for some deep metaphysical justification for our 
duty to conform to the law. Our sense of obligation is the natural outcome of wanting the 
benefits of living in communities in which we can rely on others. 

(4) Moral laws are universal. 

Moral obligations, such as ‘Do not kill an innocent person’, apply to all people at all 
locations and at all times—past, present and future. This universality of moral laws contrasts 
with the contingency of other rules, such as the rules of etiquette. The rule to leave shoes 
outside, for example, only applies in certain countries, such as Japan. 

Traffic laws are at least as universal as moral laws. First, the universality of moral 
laws is qualified. Moral rules seem to vary at least as much from region to region as traffic 
rules. Moral rules regulating suicide, apostasy, use of force, property, abortion, sex, 
marriage and every other substantive life issue, vary from strict prohibition to permissibility 
from one region to another. Even universal moral rules, such as ‘Do not kill an innocent 
person’ and ‘Do not steal’, are interpreted radically differently in different regions and 
times. In some regions, a foetus is a ‘person’ while in others not. In some regions, an 
apostate and a heathen are not considered ‘innocent’, in others they are. In some moral 
codes, government-imposed tax is considered theft. In others, private property is regarded 
as theft. 

Where there is undoubted universality in moral rules, there is likewise in traffic rules. 
Beyond the general moral maxims enunciated in the Golden Rule and the prohibitions on 
killing, stealing, lying and breaking promises, the clearest exemplification of well-specified 
moral rules is the 30 Articles contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (see 
United Nations [1948]). Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly towards the end 
of 1948, this was a crowning achievement of a globally agreed set of moral strictures. 

This universality is likewise a feature of traffic rules. Building on the 1949 Geneva 
Convention on Road Traffic, the Vienna Convention on Road Traffic (see United Nations 
[1968a]) is an international treaty ratified at the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council’s Conference on Road Traffic in late 1968. The treaty serves to facilitate 
international road traffic and to increase road safety by establishing standard traffic rules. 
Signed at the same time and superseding the 1909 International Convention on Motor 
Traffic, the Vienna Convention on Road Signs and Signals (see United Nations [1968b]) 
established the international standard for signing systems for road traffic. 

The universalizing of traffic rules towards global standards has a natural explanation. 
The causes for this are the increasing interconnectedness of nation states through trade, 
travel and immigration coupled with similar fundamental pan-continental roadway 
structures, automobile design and driver characteristics. In like fashion, no recourse to gods 
or some transcendental realm is needed to explain the universality of moral laws. Both 
systems are grounded in basic facts about human nature, universal human needs and the 
increasing interconnectedness of human societies. 
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(5) Moral agents act with virtue. 

Moral judgments apply not only to the veracity of certain laws, but also to the 
character of moral agents. A person is considered ‘good’ if they act with the right intention. 
A philanthropist who donates to a good cause, for example, is not thought to be acting 
morally if they donated primarily for self-promotion. The role of moral education is the 
inculcation of virtues such as charity, courage and justice. A virtuous person is one who has 
developed the psychological disposition—the habit—to act rightly in a variety of 
circumstances. 

The role of virtue is no different in our traffic control system, playing just as 
important a function. A key purpose of driver education is to inculcate driver behaviours 
that are automatic. For example, driver training teaches students to stick to the designated 
side of the road, to watch their speed and to observe traffic signage. Training is designed to 
build the right kind of character traits—the right habits—required for driving safely on the 
road. Allied with the deontological nature of moral laws and traffic laws, it works to 
everyone’s advantage if people keep their promises and keep to the speed limit out of habit, 
without deliberating each time over whether doing so maximizes benefit in that instance. 

*** 

Here, I have identified the five essential characteristics of our system of morals and 
compared them with our system of traffic laws. What seemed to metaphysicians to be 
mysterious features of morality requiring appeal to a supernatural realm turn out to be 
natural elements found equally in the traffic control system. If a naturalist account explains 
adequately the normativity of road rules, how they are grounded in facts about human 
co-operation, their unconditional and universal scope and the importance of good character 
(as it surely does), then we can equally do without obscure metaphysical explanations for 
our system of moral rules. Just as no spooky metaphysics is required to underwrite our 
obligation to obey road laws, likewise for our duty to obey moral laws. 
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3. Morality as a System 

With their focus on finding some divine or transcendental origin for moral laws, 
metaphysicians often miss the more down-to-earth role moral rules play in the broader 
morality system. The analogy with our traffic control system helps illuminate this natural but 
underappreciated aspect of moral laws. 

I draw your attention to how the 
following five natural aspects of the traffic 
control system interrelate to form a 
mutually reinforcing whole. In the process, 
I identify the parallels with our system of 
morality. 

(1) Objectives 

(2) Rules 

(3) Virtues 

(4) Roles and responsibilities 

(5) Rewards and penalties 

(1) Objectives 

Traffic control systems arose for the specific social purpose of maintaining safety and 
convenience. The first comprehensive set of road regulations appeared in England in 1835 
with the Highway Act. Road laws resembling those of today appeared in 1931 with the 
Highway Code (see Ministry of Transport [1931]). They originated in response to the 
increasing frequency of accidents as more cars appeared on roads. The first traffic laws were 
introduced in the United States for that purpose in the early twentieth century (see, for 
example, Powers [2020]. In Australia, the Motor Car Act was formulated and passed into law 
in 1909 while China enacted its City Traffic Regulations in 1955. 

Traffic laws neither fell from the sky nor were discerned from holy writ. Nor is their 
content arbitrary or based on a lawmaker’s personal whim. Regulators design and modify 
traffic laws with the intention of either improving efficiency or safety or both. They aim for 
the traffic control system to facilitate drivers getting to their destination as quickly as 
possible with minimal injury to drivers, passengers and pedestrians. 

Just as historical documents record the decisions of groups of people making the first 
road law conventions, archaeology uncovers the first moral codes devised by ancient human 
societies around the world. Researchers reveal the human origins, for example, of the 
Egyptian 42 Laws of Maat, the Hittite Code of the Nesilim, the Babylonian Code of 
Hammurabi and the Jewish Law of Moses. Historical documents from more recent times 
illuminate how the Magna Carta, the U.S. Declaration of Independence and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights arose in response to serious threats to social harmony (see 
Allan [2023]). In essence, the workings-out of agreed moral laws served to protect people’s 
safety and security while securing the conditions for further human development. 

Attribution: Microsoft Copilot 
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(2) Rules 

In the previous section, I illustrated the categorical nature of the laws of the road 
and the reasoning behind making them unconditional. Achieving the objectives of the traffic 
control system necessarily requires barring road users from deciding at each red traffic light 
and speed limit sign encountered whether the objectives of maximizing safety and efficiency 
will be better realized by disobeying the law in that instance. 

This natural deontological aspect of traffic laws is exactly mirrored in the system of 
moral laws. Everyone obtaining the benefit of being able to rely on others’ promises is only 
possible if it is not morally permitted to break a promise even when overall benefit is 
maximized in that instance. For both the traffic control system and the morality system, the 
duty to obey the rules even when the outcome is less than optimal is comprehensible in 
straightforwardly natural terms. Appealing to gods or some suprasensible transcendent 
realm is not required for their explanation. 

(3) Virtues 

The third element of a well-functioning traffic control system is having road users of 
good character. I pointed to this aspect in the previous section, highlighting the importance 
of driver education in inculcating the required habits of the road. Road users are better 
guaranteed their safety when all drivers drive on the designated side of the road and obey 
speed limits without thinking. 

As noted above, habit formation is also the function of the moral education of our 
young. For example, the practice of promising will disintegrate, with all its attendant 
advantages, if promise-makers are prone to calculate in each instance whether keeping a 
promise is to overall advantage. Moral education inculcates in children the habit (virtue) of 
keeping promises even in cases where doing so leads to worse outcomes. Likewise, each 
system performs most efficiently when agents obey the rules out of habit—when they 
possess the appropriate virtues. 

(4) Roles and responsibilities 

The fourth important element of the traffic control system that ties in with duty and 
virtue is the need for specific roles for the various kinds of players in the system. For 
example, drivers are required to be licensed before they can take on the role of legal 
‘driver’. Other roles include that of driving school instructor, licence tester, traffic 
infringement officer and judge for hearing traffic offences. Each of these roles encompasses 
specific responsibilities—specific duties—the exercise of which allows the system to operate 
effectively and efficiently. Holders of each role are also required to exhibit virtues specific to 
that role. For example, drivers are expected to display integrity in obeying the road rules 
while judges are needed to exercise fairness in the courtroom. 

In like fashion, in the morality system there is a division of labour and specialisation 
for maximum efficiency and effectiveness. Parents have a special duty toward their children 
for their welfare and moral education. Teachers partake in this role as well in creating 
virtuous citizens. Religious and community leaders provide moral guidance and act as role 
models for proper behaviour. Legislators consult, debate and frame laws accepted as just. 



Leslie Allan Is Morality Natural or Supernatural? 

 Downloaded from https://www.RationalRealm.com 10 

Judges interpret and apply the laws. Each role is defined by a set of authorities and 
responsibilities. As with the traffic control system, these roles and responsibilities are 
created and continually negotiated by human participants for human ends. 

(5) Rewards and penalties 

The final integral element of the traffic control system is the hierarchy of rewards 
and penalties. These aid the learning of roles and responsibilities and help prevent 
backsliding. For the traffic control system, rewards and punishments include safe driver 
discounts, fines issued, licence withdrawals and other penalties for traffic infringements. 
Such actions are designed to both encourage lawful behaviour and deter transgression. 

The same system of rewards and penalties infuses human moral practices. At its 
most basic and informal, rewards and punishments in the morality system take the form of 
praising and blaming individuals for good and bad deeds done. More formal rewards include 
the bestowing of bravery medals, national honours and commemorative titles. Formal 
punishments include fines, expulsion and imprisonment. Adherence to the moral rules is 
encouraged using a variety of such inducements and penalties. As with the enforcement of 
road rules, divine or other non-natural intervention is not a manifest feature of the 
enforcement regime. 

A systems approach such as the one outlined above reveals how discerning right 
from wrong is not about receiving commands from on high or tuning into the whispering of 
the cosmos. The moral laws—the dos and don’ts—that metaphysicians fixate on is but one 
aspect of an integrated behaviour-regulation system comprising rules, roles and rewards. 

The other key lesson from thinking of morality as an integrated system is 
appreciating how the three standardly-taught theories in ethics—consequentialism, 
deontology (duty) and virtue ethics—are not necessarily in competition with each other. 
Moral philosophers do not need to choose one moral theory while leaving aside the others. 
As this analogical study demonstrates, this is a mistake. Seeing the traffic control system and 
our system of morality as the natural product of human beings evolving to live in 
increasingly complex societies, the mystery as to their origin and source of obligation 
dissolves. 

Each of the three dominant moral theories has something essential to contribute to 
the story. Consequentialism supplies the warrant for the entire morality system (mutual 
social benefit) while justifying the presence of each working element within the system. 
Deontology gives force to the categorical nature of moral rules; how we are obligated to 
obey even when the outcomes are less than optimal. Virtue ethics emphasizes the 
importance of habit formation for the efficient functioning of the morality system. 

Our obligation to follow norms of behaviour is not only a feature of the moral code 
and repeated in the system of road laws. It is a natural aspect of many other human 
activities that require sophisticated co-operation and co-ordination. Games are a 
paradigmatic example here. Sporting and other kinds of games exhibit all of the system 
dimensions identified in this essay. Football and chess, for example, consist of roles (player, 
umpire, etc.), game playing rules (score goal, move king one space, etc.), and a system of 
rewards and penalties (trophy, free kick, etc.). For the purposes of my argument from 
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analogy, I could easily have chosen a game instead of the traffic control system. Human 
systems that obligate us in certain ways are all around us. And none of them require us 
believing in gods, supernatural dimensions or transcendent realities to participate in them. 
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4. Conclusion 

The central aim of this essay has been to demystify morality by placing it squarely 
within the family of human-constructed systems designed to regulate behaviour for mutual 
advantage. By tracing, point by point, the parallels between our moral code and the familiar 
system of traffic regulation, I have argued that the features often taken to demand a 
supernatural grounding—normativity, fact-dependence, unconditionality, universality and 
the cultivation of virtue—are in fact entirely explicable in naturalistic terms. Nothing about 
these features requires positing divine commands, transcendent realms, non-natural 
properties or metaphysical essences. They arise instead from the practical necessities of 
coordinating human beings living in increasingly complex social environments. 

The analogy with traffic laws is not intended as a reductio of morality, nor as a claim 
that moral rules are arbitrary conventions akin to deciding whether to drive on the left or 
the right. Rather, the analogy illuminates how systems of rules emerge from common 
human needs and shared vulnerabilities. Both morality and traffic regulation exist because 
human beings, left to their own devices, can easily harm one another—intentionally or 
inadvertently—unless their behaviour is structured by norms that are widely known, largely 
internalized and regularly enforced. The ‘oughtness’ of these norms is not mysterious. It is 
the natural product of our desire to live in communities where we can rely on others to act 
predictably and cooperatively. 

Seeing morality as a system also dissolves the artificial opposition between the three 
dominant ethical theories. Consequentialism explains why we have a morality system at all: 
because coordinated behaviour produces mutual benefit. Deontology explains why the rules 
must be categorical: because allowing individuals to break them whenever they judge it 
advantageous undermines the very system that makes those advantages possible. Virtue 
ethics explains why moral education matters: because systems of rules function best when 
agents follow them habitually, without constant calculation. These three perspectives are 
not rivals but complementary lenses on a single integrated human practice. 

Once we appreciate this systems perspective, the metaphysician’s insistence on a 
supernatural foundation appears unnecessary. Traffic laws do not require a divine legislator 
to bind us; nor do the rules of chess, the conventions of language or the norms governing 
scientific inquiry. These systems generate obligations because they enable forms of 
co-operation that we all have reason to value. Morality is no different. Its authority does not 
derive from the decrees of gods or the structure of the cosmos, but from the practical 
realities of living with others who are capable of both helping and harming us. 

This naturalistic grounding has several advantages. It avoids burdening our ontology 
with entities and realms for which we have no independent evidence. It frees moral 
discourse from dependence on sectarian metaphysics, enabling people of diverse 
worldviews to engage in shared reasoning about right and wrong. And it allows us to 
understand moral progress—not as the uncovering of eternal truths inscribed in the fabric 
of reality, but as the ongoing human project of refining the rules, roles and virtues that best 
promote common welfare in changing social conditions and as knowledge grows. 
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Far from diminishing morality, this naturalistic account situates it where it has always 
belonged: in the lived practices of human communities striving to coexist peacefully and 
productively. Morality is not a set of cosmic commands but a human achievement—fragile, 
revisable and profoundly important. Recognizing its natural origins does not weaken our 
obligations; it clarifies them. It reminds us that the authority of moral norms ultimately rests 
on our shared interest in sustaining the cooperative practices that make life together 
possible. 
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