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FROM PRINCIPLES TO PRACTICE

Knowledge aims to fit the world, and action to change it. In this
collection of essays, Onora O’Neill explores the relationship between
these concepts and shows that principles are not enough for ethical
thought or action: we also need to understand how practical judge-
ment identifies ways of enacting them and of changing the way things
are. Both ethical and technical judgement are supported, she con-
tends, by bringing to bear multiple considerations, ranging from
ethical principles to real-world constraints, and while we will never
find practical algorithms – let alone ethical algorithms – that resolve
moral and political issues, good practical judgement can bring
abstract principles to bear in situations that call for action. Her essays
thus challenge claims that all inquiry must use either the empirical
methods of scientific inquiry or the interpretive methods of the
humanities. They will appeal to a range of readers in moral and
political philosophy.

onora o’neill, baroness o’neill of Bengarve, is former
Principal of Newnham College Cambridge, sits as a cross-bench
peer in the House of Lords and is Emeritus Honorary Professor at
the University of Cambridge. She has published widely on Kant’s
philosophy and her most recent publications include Constructing
Authorities (Cambridge, 2016), and Justice Across Boundaries: Whose
Obligations? (Cambridge, 2016).
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In this collection I focus on generic features of practical reasoning and
judgement, including ethical reasoning and judgement, which have given
rise to persistent disputes for a long time. The papers have been written
across many years, and engage with persisting and in many cases recurrent
features of ethical debate. However, in this collection I say little about the
justification of practical principles, which I have discussed elsewhere.1

My aim is to consider whether and how practical principles can guide
action. If we cannot understand whether and how principles can guide
action, questions about their justification will hardly matter, since their
practical use and point will remain obscure.
I have puzzled about these questions across many years, and have

discussed them with many patient friends, colleagues and students, as
well as with wider audiences in innumerable seminars and conferences.
I am deeply grateful to those who have shared my sense that questions
about the relation of practical principles and practical judgement to action
matter, and have helped to clarify what is at stake and how far answers can
be given. These questions need answering if action is to be guided by
principles, and matter not only for abstract philosophical purposes, but for
leading our lives. I thank everyone who has had the patience to listen, to
criticise, to encourage and to make fruitful suggestions.

1 Including in Onora O’Neill, Towards Justice and Virtue (Cambridge University Press, 1996); Acting
on Principle, 2nd edn. (Cambridge University Press, 2014); Constructing Authorities: Reason, Politics
and Interpretation in Kant’s Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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