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1. Introduction

The purpose of this essay is to present an argument for a naturalistic explanation of
moral laws. This argument purports to show that there is no deep mystery about the
existence and normative force of moral laws. Nor do they depend on some divine,
transcendental or otherwise non-natural realm for their existence and operation. | will
argue on the basis of an analogy between traffic laws and moral laws. If there is a sufficient
natural explanation for the origin and continued existence for traffic laws and sufficient
reason to obey them, and if moral laws are like traffic laws in the relevant respects, then
there is a sufficient natural explanation for the existence of moral laws and their normative
force.

In moral philosophy, it is the normative character of moral laws that has drawn much
attention. The obligatoriness of moral laws—the apprehension that we ‘ought’ to obey
moral laws even when they are not in our favour—is considered a deep mystery by
metaphysicians. They are considered deeply enigmatic, as declarations of moral obligation
are very different to descriptive statements of fact. Metaphysicians have looked to some
out-of-the-ordinary realm to dispel the mystery. | have in mind here schemes that try to
ground ethics in the workings out of the universe, such as Hegel’s Absolute or the mystical
One of Perennial Philosophy or the moral unfolding of the universe in Process Philosophy. |
also include here Platonic Forms of the Good and theologies that try to ground morality in
the nature or commands of God.

Such metaphysical pursuits, | think, create unnecessary barriers to accepting the
demands of moral obligations. To accept the particular moral rules advocated by such a
metaphysician, one must first accept the truth of their grand metaphysical scheme. For
example, to accept the moral prohibition against abortion, one must first accept the
existence and commands of the Christian Evangelical God. To accept the moral admonition
to keep the Sabbath holy, one must first buy into the existence and demands of Yahweh.
Putting these idiosyncratic moral commands to the side, even to ward off nihilism, the
metaphysician requires us to buy into some kind of other-worldly scheme to accept
common-sense moral rules, such as ‘Do not kill’ and ‘Do not lie’.

A naturalistic explanation of moral laws, on the other hand, avoids these problems of
the metaphysician’s own making. By accepting a more down-to-earth explanation, it no
longer becomes necessary for any person or group to buy into the normative force of moral
laws by first accepting some grand but imponderable metaphysical grounding for such laws.
By leaving aside such controversial and divisive philosophical castles in the air, we are able
to more easily ground our basic moral judgments in that which we all have in common.

That is the task | have set myself for this essay: to show how our system of moral
laws is essentially no different to other systems of rules that we humans have created for
governing various kinds of social behaviour. To illustrate my case, | have chosen the system
of traffic rules.

The analogy | draw in this essay between moral rules and other human conventions
is not new. The Enlightenment philosopher David Hume [1777: sec. iv/210] drew just this

&_ Downloaded from https://www.RationalRealm.com 2



Leslie Allan Morals, Metaphysics and Naturalism

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 structure of this essay is as follows. In the next section, | will outline what | see
as the five key similarities between traffic rules and moral rules and present supporting
evidence for each. In Section 3, | highlight other key similarities between the two systems of
rules. Section 4 portrays a handy metaphor that further illustrates the point | am making. In
the final section, | deal with objections to my analogical argument for a naturalist ethics.
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2. The Argument against Metaphysics

There are many traffic law systems around the world, just as there exists different
systems of moral law. Each of these systems is a composite incorporating various elements.
Each element serves a specific function within the system. These elements include specific
rules with defined exceptions, roles for various players given specific authorities and
responsibilities, rewards and penalties for compliance and non-compliance with the rules. In
this section, | will focus on the rule aspect of traffic and moral law systems. In Section 3, |
will bring into consideration the other aspects of the moral law system. | 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.

In brief, my argument is as follows. Our system of moral laws is a system for
regulating social behaviour. It bears similarity with another system for regulating road
behaviour; our system of traffic laws. That we ought to obey traffic laws is no more
mysterious than our obligation to obey moral laws. Just as the normative force of traffic
laws requires no supernatural or non-natural grounding, likewise for our moral laws. My
argument here draws out the following five features that traffic laws share with moral laws.

(1) Traffic laws are normative.

(2) Traffic laws are formulated by humans.

(3) Traffic laws are enforced by humans.

(4) Traffic laws serve a social purpose.

(5) There is one (or more) optimal set of traffic laws.

The conclusion here is that just as all of these features of traffic laws are sufficiently
explained naturally, analogously, all of the features of moral laws require no other-worldly
metaphysical explanation.

Let me address each of these similarities in turn.
(1) Traffic laws are normative.

Traffic laws are action guiding. They provide a reason for driving according to certain
constraints. Each locality’s traffic code constitutes a set of norms for driving in that locality.
Driving in Australia, for example, requires drivers to drive on the left-hand side of the road.

However we explain the force of the obligation to obey traffic rules, no recourse is
made to a transcendental lawgiver or some mysterious metaphysical attribute of the
universe. Whichever natural explanation we use to ground the normativity of road rules
applies equally to the ‘oughtness’ of moral rules.

(2) Traffic laws are formulated by humans.

The content of traffic laws in the various localities was determined by human agents.
Road speed limits and give-way priorities, for example, were handed down neither from on
high nor discerned by interrogating the mysteries of the universe. Historical documents
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record the decisions of groups of people making the first road law conventions. Similarly,
archaeology uncovers the first moral codes devised by ancient human societies around the
world, such as the Egyptian 42 Laws of Maat, the Hittite Code of the Nesilim, the Babylonian
Code of Hammurabi and the Jewish Law of Moses.

(3) Traffic laws are enforced by humans.

Each locality assigns and trains people in specific roles for specific enforcement
purposes. Depending on the locality, these can include traffic infringement officer, traffic
police officer and regular police officer. Punishments for infringement include a variety of
human-enforced penalties, including fines, demerit points, forfeiture of licence and jail time.

Similarly, moral rules are enforced by a multiplicity of human agents, including
judges, parents, teachers, and community and religious leaders. Adherence to the moral
rules is encouraged using a variety of 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.

(4) Traffic laws serve a social purpose.

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]. The content of traffic laws is neither random nor arbitrary.
Regulators design and modify traffic laws with the intention of either improving efficiency or
safety or both.

Likewise, universally agreed moral laws serve to optimise individual and collective
welfare. Permitting the torturing and killing of innocent people and allowing gratuitous
stealing and lying would quickly lead to social disintegration, as those propounding a
religious grounding for moral rules so often rightly point out.

(5) There is one (or more) optimal set of traffic laws.

There is a fact of the matter about whether, in a given locality, one proposed law
better achieves the objectives of the traffic law system compared with another. There is at
least one set of laws that optimally achieves the objectives of regulators and road users. In
that sense, reasons are offered for adopting one law over another. None the less, there may
be more than one optimal system. In some cases, adopting either one of two contrasting
options will achieve the same objectives. For example, prescribing driving on the left- or
right-hand side of the road may achieve the objectives of safety and efficiency equally well.

Similarly, moral laws understandably may differ in two different societies without
undermining their purpose. For example, societies culturally and historically structured
around children caring for their aged parents will place a more stringent moral expectation
on children compared with societies that leave aged care largely to the state. In both the
case of traffic laws and moral laws, variability of laws is expected naturally without
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detriment to either system. The content of both road laws and moral laws are not subject to
whim or personal preference, as metaphysicians rightly emphasize. At the same time, a
naturalist explanation for both systems adequately accounts for variations in content across
time and place.

That completes my survey of the five key similarities between road rules and moral
rules. If a naturalist account explains adequately the development, content and normativity
of road rules (as it surely does), then we can equally eschew obscure metaphysical
explanations for our system of moral rules. As | have tried to show here, both systems arose
as a response to real human day-to-day needs as societies and their technologies increased
in scope and complexity. The rules in both systems are devised and enforced without
exception by human agents. Just as no spooky metaphysics is required to underwrite our
obligation to obey road rules, likewise for moral rules. Finally, a naturalist account explains
why both road rules and moral rules share basic features from epoch to epoch, region to
region, while allowing for some variation for local historical and cultural factors.

No gods or other metaphysical elements are required for the explanation in both
cases. Any move to introduce such non-natural concepts into the account is superfluous.
(One example of this redundancy is the attempt to ground our moral responsibility to each
other on the interconnectedness of everything in the universe—‘we are all one’. When | ask
the mystic how they justify the taking of antibiotics to cure them of a serious infection, the
ideal of the oneness of all gives way to a mundane weighing of competing interests.)

An interlocutor could point out that there is one fundamental difference between
traffic laws and moral laws that breaks the usefulness of my analogy. Traffic laws, they may
insist, are restricted to regulating behaviour on the roads whereas moral laws apply to all
behaviour without restriction. | do not think this difference raises a problem with my
argument. In fact, | think this difference in scope of application is a strength of my analogy.
These features of the traffic rules system that | point out can be easily generalized to all
human behaviours. That’s the lesson that my analogy draws.

Within the realm of all human behaviours, there is nothing magical or mysterious
about behaviours off the road compared with those on the road. All social interactions—not
just on-road behaviours—benefit from co-operation and co-ordination. A system that
provides confidence that a fellow citizen will fulfil a contract is advantageous to all citizens,
just as a system that gives assurance that a fellow motorist will drive on the right side of the
road is a benefit to all motorists. | will say more on this universalist aspect of moral laws
when | deal with this and other objections to my analogy in Section 5. But first, | want to fill
out the picture a bit more on the other important analogous elements in the traffic rules
and moral rules systems.
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3. Consequences, Duty and Virtue

So far, with the help of the analogy | present in this essay, I've illustrated how
societies regulating on-road behaviour on the one hand and social interactions more
generally on the other use rules as a powerful lever for moulding agent behaviour. An
additional benefit of this analogy is that it illuminates the other essential dimensions of our
system of morals that are also entirely natural.

To illustrate my point, consider how the following five natural aspects of the broader
traffic control system interrelate to form a mutually reinforcing whole. The traffic control
system serves two key objectives: safety and efficiency. Road users want the traffic control
system to facilitate drivers getting to their destination as quickly as possible with minimal
injury to drivers, passengers and pedestrians. These are the universally desired objectives
traffic control system designers and regulators aim to achieve.

As | have explored above, one key component of this system is the rules of the road.
These include the rule to drive only on the designated side of the road, to stop at red traffic
lights and to drive at or under the speed limit. Even though the system is designed to
facilitate speed while minimizing harm, the rules do not allow of exception even in cases in
which it is advantageous for a driver to break a rule in a particular situation. For example,
the rules do not allow a driver to go through a red light even when there is no other traffic
around. Everyone getting the benefits of the traffic control system necessitates barring
drivers from deciding at each red light they encounter whether safety and efficiency is
optimized by driving through the red light.

The same exclusion of the right to make a personal judgment also applies to deciding
at which speed it is best to travel on a given road at a given time. 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. These examples highlight the deontological (‘deon’
means ‘duty’ in Greek) aspect of the traffic control system. Road users have a duty to obey
the road rules even when there is an immediate advantage in not doing so. Allowing
motorists to make their own calculations of overall benefit when faced with the option of
breaking a road rule will destabilize the system as a whole.

So, even though the existence of the traffic control system is justified by the good
consequences of efficient and safe road use, these beneficial consequences will not be
realized by road users unless road users feel by and large constrained to obey the rules even
in those cases in which doing so reduces benefit. These two essential aspects, then, of a
functioning traffic control system—beneficial consequences and duty to obey the rules—are
comprehensible in straightforwardly natural terms. Appealing to gods or some
supra-sensible transcendent realm is not required for their explanation.

The third essential feature of the traffic control system that is equally in no need of
metaphysical grounding is having road users of good character—or, to use the term
common in moral philosophy, virtuous road users. | already touched on this aspect when |
pointed to the requirement for road users to feel constrained by the road rules even when
obeying them is not to their advantage. This is a key purpose of driver education; that is, to
inculcate driver behaviours that are automatic. For example, driver training teaches
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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.

An additional 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, license 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.

One final integral element of the traffic control system that relates to rules is the
system of rewards and penalties. These 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 unlawful behaviour.

All five of these natural elements of the traffic control system are mirrored in our
system of morality. Our moral system, just as with the traffic control system, serves a social
purpose. The existence of each system is justified by the beneficial consequences each
bestows on human beings. For each system to obtain the envisaged benefits, agent
behaviour is necessarily constrained by duty. The benefits of each system are lost if agents
are permitted to decide on a case-by-case basis when to obey the rules and when not.

Likewise, each system performs most efficiently when agents obey the rules out of
habit—when they possess the appropriate virtues. This is 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 their advantage. Moral education inculcates in children the habit
(virtue) of keeping promises even in cases where doing so leads to worse outcomes.

System efficiency is also maximized for both systems when there is a division of
labour, with specific people performing specialized roles. In the case of the moral system,
such roles include lawmaker, parent, judge and teacher. Further, to aid in the learning of
roles and responsibilities and to prevent backsliding, both systems rely on targeted rewards
and punishments. At its most basic and informal, rewards and punishments in the moral
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, disfellowship and imprisonment.

Recognizing how all of these mutually supporting elements in the traffic control
system are exactly mirrored in the system of morality helps us to appreciate that no
metaphysical sauce is required to be sprinkled on the latter for it to make sense. This case
study also shows how moral philosophers do not need to choose one moral theory while
leaving aside the others. It is usual to think that the dominant moral
theories—consequentialism, deontology (duty) and virtue ethics—are in competition with
each other. As this analogical study demonstrates, this is a mistake. Seeing the traffic
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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. Consequences for generally beneficial outcomes, duty to obey even
when right action is against the interest of the individual and the importance of moral virtue
are all part of this naturalist story of morality.

Normativity is not only a feature of the rules of the road and our moral code. It is a
natural aspect of other human activities that require sophisticated co-operation and
co-ordination, such as games. 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 specifying which moves are allowed and which disallowed,
and a system of rewards and penalties (trophy, free kick, etc.). For the purposes of my
argument from analogy, | 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. Moral Codes as Traffic Lights of Life

My analogy with traffic rules contains another gem. Instructively, traffic lights may
be seen as a metaphor for moral codes. Traffic signals regulate our movement on the road.
Moral codes serve as the traffic lights of life. Both moral codes and road rules prescribe
which actions are prohibited, which are obligatory and which are permissible. A red light at
an intersection signals that crossing the intersection is prohibited. A green light obligates
the driver to continue driving through the intersection without unnecessary delay. An
amber light permits the driver either to drive through the intersection or to stop before it.
Facing an amber light, it is at the driver’s discretion which they choose to do.

This same normative structure—prohibit, obligate, permit—is a key feature of our
moral codes. Just as the nature of our obligation before a traffic light depends on the
circumstance (am | facing a red, green or amber light?), how we ought to act according to a
moral code depends on the circumstance at hand.

Let me give a couple of examples. Take the moral code concerning the taking of a
life. When a traffic light flashes red, this situation prohibits the driver from entering the
intersection. In like fashion, if the situation in life concerns an innocent bystander, the moral
code regarding taking life prohibits killing the innocent person.

In the circumstance in which the driver faces a green light, they are obligated to
proceed through the intersection. Similarly, in life, if the situation concerns an attacking
enemy combatant during war time, the moral code regarding taking life obligates the killing
of the enemy combatant.

Finally, if the driver faces an amber light, this circumstance permits the driver to
enter the intersection at the driver’s discretion. In like fashion, if the life situation concerns a
violent intruder imposing deadly force, the moral code regarding taking life permits the
killing of the intruder as a last resort. Whether the home owner kills the intruder or not is at
their discretion.

As a second example, consider the moral code regarding the taking of another’s
property. Akin to facing a red light at an intersection, if the life situation concerns a
law-abiding neighbour, the moral code regarding taking property prohibits stealing their car.

Related to a driver facing a green light, if the life situation concerns a would-be thief
about to perform an armed robbery, the moral code regarding taking property obligates an
able-bodied bystander taking the robber’s firearm without their permission in order to
prevent the robbery.

Finally, as with a driver faced with an amber light, if the life situation concerns a
farmer giving away surplus oranges, the moral code regarding taking property permits a
passer-by to pick up some of the oranges.

The key lesson I’'m trying to illustrate here is the similarity between the obligations
ensuing from facing a traffic light and our moral responsibilities incumbent upon particular
life circumstances. In each case, the norm prescribes the action that is prohibited, that
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which is obligatory and that which is at the agent’s discretion. In that sense, moral codes are
the traffic lights of our lives.

An ancillary lesson here is how moral rules admit of exceptions in extraordinary
circumstances. The rule ‘Do not kill’ and the rule ‘Do not take another’s property’ are not
absolute commands dictated by a god or made necessary by some spooky feature of the
universe. A naturalist account of morality explains how we can and do reason about which
exceptions to allow and which not. In weighing the circumstances in which it is permitted to
kill, for example, we consider the likely impacts on well-being, the resulting undermining of
essential institutions, and so on. A naturalist account makes sense of our moral
deliberations over rules, just as it makes intelligible how we decide and refine the rules of
the road.
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5. Objections

In this essay, | present an analogical argument for a naturalist account, free of
metaphysics, of the historical development and genuine normativity of our system of
morality. Here, | deal with three objections to my argument.

Objection 1: Moral laws intuited by special moral sense

The first objection points to a distinction between traffic laws and moral laws that
purports to undermine the validity of my analogy. Moral laws, it is supposed, are unlike
traffic laws that are determined by social agreement. In addition to our physical senses, it is
argued, we have a moral sense that detects non-natural aspects of the universe. True and
binding universal moral rules are intuited using this special moral sense.

My response is that the strength of my analogy consists in showing how positing
intuition or some other mysterious non-natural means of discerning moral obligations is not
required for an adequate explanation of moral phenomena. Proposing a special faculty of
intuition may have served as a stopgap while no better explanation was available. Just as we
do not need to postulate spooky intuition as the detector of traffic rules, we no longer need
to posit same as the perceiver of moral rules. Unlike our traffic rules, we may not
immediately see their socially prescribed nature. We easily recognize traffic laws as an
artefact of recent history prompted by the necessity of having to manage the use and
misuse of emerging technologies. The natural social beginnings of our moral rules happened
in the distant past, beyond our ordinary ken.

In addition, moral rules seem so obviously true because these rules have been
inculcated into us from birth. They also seem self-evidently true as they are grounded in our
natural sense of empathy as social creatures. Here, there is greater similarity with traffic
rules than perhaps seems at first sight. The normativity of both moral rules and traffic rules
are internalized to a large extent, requiring little deliberative intervention. Drivers do not
need to think about stopping at a red traffic light in the same way a citizen does not need to
ruminate on whether they should avoid killing their neighbour. For traffic rules, however,
this internalization occurs within a much shorter span of time and at a much later stage in
life. In both cases, though, the habituation is complete, making it appear entirely obvious
that we should stop at red traffic lights and not kill our neighbour.

The self-justifying nature of moral rules to some extent is also a function of
language. It is contradictory to assert that ‘murder is allowable’, ‘stealing is permissible’ and
‘cheating is discretionary’ because the terms used in these pronouncements are already
expressive of a negative moral evaluation. ‘Murder’, ‘stealing’ and ‘cheating’ are not neutral
descriptors. An essential part of their meaning is their prohibitory nature. Asserting ‘murder
is allowable’ is self-contradictory as it is an assertion that a morally unjustified killing is
morally allowable. All things considered, the self-evidentiary nature of moral rules
reinforces the aptness of my analogy with road rules.
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Objection 2: Moral laws require divine moral lawgiver

A second objection is that moral rules grounded in human convention have no
normative force as socially-mandated agreements may be mistaken. Might—the will of the
majority—is not right. Without a divine lawgiver, the objection goes, we have no reason to
obey man-made laws.

One problem with this objection is that the objection can be turned against the
objector. A divine giver of the law may themselves be mistaken. Likewise, the power of the
divine lawgiver, no matter how powerful they may be, does not guarantee the correctness
of their mandated law. That different religious metaphysicians advocate for different divine
lawgivers (e.g., Yahweh, Allah, Brahmin, Tarhun, Matt) imposing different laws only
reinforces the fact that any such proposed lawgiver and law needs to be morally evaluated
independently of their claimed status as lawgiver. Each of us cannot avoid our moral
responsibility in passing moral judgment on any moral law proposed by a metaphysician in
the name of their god.

Perhaps the biggest problem with this objection is that it misconstrues the kind of
naturalist account | am giving here. On my view, the correctness of a moral rule is not
determined by vote or popularity. Which rules are moral and which not is not defined by the
will of the majority; the strongest voice. Just as there is a fact of the matter about which set
of road rules best serves the interests of road users for safety and convenience, there is a
fact of the matter about which set of moral rules best regulate human social interactions in
order to optimise individual and collective welfare. The objector is correct in that the power
exercised by a majority in any given society is not determinative of moral law. In like
fashion, the objector must concede that the power exercised by a supposed divine lawgiver
does not determine the content of moral laws.

The facts about which laws are in our individual and collective best interests to
follow do not fall from the sky. In the light of this, tolerant and inquisitive societies rely on
empirical enquiry, reasoned debate and collective decision-making. The various
spokespersons for the divine law-maker are quick to point out how their god knows
infallibly that which is for our good and that their god has entrusted them with the divine
formula. With this admission, these metaphysicians have conceded to the naturalist that
moral laws are not defined by their god’s will after all, but by what is to our overall benefit.
Secondly, starkly contradictory moral claims made by these metaphysicians from competing
schools of religious thought put paid to the reliability of their way of knowing what is best
for humanity.

In any case, even if the proposed divine being’s laws were truly moral, this objector
still needs to explain why we ought to obey them. There remains the problem of genuine
normativity—the obligatoriness of moral law—even when the source of the moral law is
shifted from social consensus to a single lawgiver. On a naturalist account of the sort | give
here, there is motivation to obey the moral law as obeying the law is to our individual and
collective advantage. On the divine lawgiver account, the reason to obey is left hanging. If it
be answered that it is in our individual and collective interest to obey the moral law, then
this response reverts to a down-to-earth motivation for obeying the law. In that case, the
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proposed metaphysical grounding of the moral law is superfluous. The divine law-maker is
doing no work in the explanation over and above that which is given in my naturalist
account. It is a lame duck of an explanation.

Objection 3: Moral laws are universal

A third objection is that unlike traffic rules, moral rules are not simply local
manifestations. The same moral rules, the objection goes, apply to all people at all times.
Moral rules are universal while traffic rules vary from locality to locality.

My answer is that with regards locality and universality, traffic rules and moral rules
are much more analogous than given by initial appearances. First, regarding local variations,
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 as one moves 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.

At the same time, 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 Traffic (see United Nations
[1968b]) established the international standard for signing systems for road traffic.

This evolution towards the internationalizing of human conventions is also a
characteristic of games. For example, following more than a century of local variants, the
games of soccer and chess are now covered by international codes. So, on closer inspection,
the universality of both traffic rules and moral rules strengthens my analogy instead of
weakening it.

* %k %k
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The argument presented in this essay demonstrates that moral laws need no
supernatural or metaphysical foundation to possess normative force. Just as we have good
reason to obey traffic laws without invoking divine commands or a transcendental
dimension, we have equally good reason to obey moral laws on purely naturalistic grounds.
Both systems of rules emerge from human deliberation, serve vital social purposes and bind
us through their contribution to individual and collective welfare. The metaphysician’s
insistence on grounding morality in some otherworldly realm creates an unnecessary
obstacle, demanding that we accept their particular metaphysical scheme before we can
accept even basic moral prohibitions against killing and lying. By contrast, the naturalistic
account offered here grounds our moral obligations in that which we all share—our
common humanity, our interdependence and our capacity for reasoned cooperation. In
dispensing with metaphysical mystery-mongering, we do not weaken the force of moral law;
rather, we strengthen it by making it accessible to all, regardless of their theological or
metaphysical commitments.
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