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		Abstract

		The world is not flat. Neither is the topography of criminal wrongdoing and culpability, or of actus reus and mens rea. This complex terrain should not surprise or frighten us. It is a complexity built upon the varied, and in some instances incommensurable, moral norms that lie beneath criminal law doctrine.    

This essay, a contribution to a forthcoming volume on the philosophical foundations of the criminal law, suggests the following conclusions. Criminal law norms can be more general or more particular. How particular should they be? The answer depends, in significant part, on the underlying landscape of the moral norms that criminal law instantiates, and on the political principles through which those moral norms are refracted. On three plausible accounts of moral justification - foundational pluralism, reliance on concrete moral intuitions, and variable relevance particularism - moral norms are relatively particularistic. At the same time, such accounts entail that the moral map contains localized areas of incommensurability. Finally, criminal law norms can be purely descriptive, or instead partially evaluative. But the difference that this distinction makes should not be overstated. A partially evaluative criterion does empower the fact-finder to play a more significant role in appraising the moral wrongfulness and the moral culpability of the defendantâ€™s actions than does a purely descriptive criterion, but either type of criterion ultimately serves a normative function.    

Modern criminal law scholars and reformers have made enormous progress in simplifying and rationalizing criminal statutes. But we should not assume that if criminal law norms are complex and messy, those norms cannot be cogently justified. In the moral domain, Bernard Williams cautioned against wholesale rejection of â€œthickâ€� ethical concepts. In the related domain of legal punishment, we should heed his caution. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: crime, criminal law, generality, intuition, mens rea, actus reus, pluralism, incommensurable, particularism

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: K14

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Simons,  Kenneth W., Understanding the Topography of Moral and Criminal Law Norms (December 14, 2010). PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF CRIMINAL LAW, R.A. Duff, Stuart P. Green, eds., Oxford University Press, 2011

, Boston Univ. School of Law Working Paper No. 10-44,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1725458
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Kenneth W. Simons (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of California, Irvine School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					401 E. Peltason Dr.
Room 3800H
Irvine, CA  92697-1000
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      183

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,603

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  298,947

		

		
	


	

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Boston University School of Law Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Boston University School of Law Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,618

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              884

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Michael J. Meurer at Boston University - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Criminal Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Criminal Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,308

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,037

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Paul H. Robinson at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              863

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           19,532

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              858

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           17,884

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jessica Eaglin at Cornell Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Philosophy of Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Philosophy of Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              751

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,538

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Ethics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Ethics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              647

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,279

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Theory: Political Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Theory: Political Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              605

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,772

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Tracy B. Strong at University of Southampton - Division of Politics & International Relations

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.084 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

