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Casuistry:
An Alternative or Complement to Principles?

ABSTRACT. Casuistry is a traditional method of interpreting and resolving moral
problems. It focuses on the circumstances of particular cases rather than on the
application of ethical theories and principles. After a brief history of casuistry,
the method is explained and its relation to theory and principles is discussed.

REDISCOVERING CASUISTRY

THE EPISODE OF intellectual activity designated by the word
"casuistry" is a minor moment in the intellectual history of
Western culture. It flourished among theologians and canon

lawyers from approximately the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries,
and then faded into obscurity. But the general human activity that
casuistry is built upon is not so transitory. It takes place daily as
persons ruminate about how they ought to act or argue about how
others should act or have acted. It rings through the literature of our
culture, from Homeric epic to Schindler's List. It takes up pages of
newsprint and hours of television time. This activity consists of
thinking and talking about how the circumstances of this or that case of
moral perplexity fit the general norms, rules, standards, and principles
of morality. This is casuistry in life.

Strangely enough, the modern moral philosophers only recently have
noticed the pervasive casuistry of the moral life. They, like MoliÃ¨re's
Bourgeois Gentilhomme, who learned with surprise that he had talked
prose all his life (Bourgeois Gentilhomme II, iv), have discovered that
moral discourse talks cases. From the seventeenth century onward,
philosophers constructed elegant edifices of ethical theory to explain
how the knowledge of morality differed from knowledge of the natural
world. They turned away from the moral perplexities that give rise to
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daily casuistry and occupied themselves with, as the British and Scottish
moral philosophers of the Enlightenment used to say, "the Springs of
Morality." Henry Sidgwick, one of the nineteenth century's finest moral
philosophers, prefaced his Method of Ethics with the remark,

...the development of the theory of ethics has been much impeded by the
preponderance of practical considerations...it would seem a more
complete detachment of the scientific study of right conduct from its
practical application is to be desired. (Sidgwick 1877, p. 11)
Today, the classic works of these great moralists appear as vast

intellectual constructions, but strangely empty: they consist of grand
conceptual chambers without the furniture of cases.

Ethics moved even further from cases when philosophers began to
wonder whether ethical words, such as "right," had any meaning at all.
Since these words did not refer to empirical facts, they must express
only emotion. Yet they were, and are, used to command, advise,
reprimand. What could they possibly mean? This question fascinated
the philosophers, who saw that almost any answer would bring down
the grand edifices of their predecessors. Thus, in the years after World
War II, moral philosophers walked away from those ethical edifices and
built for themselves a new, very modern, unadorned structure of
thought called "metaethics." In this spare building, the only question
worth asking was, "what do ethical words mean?" Questions about
what was right to do in particular circumstances were hushed up. Cases
were banished, unless they were simple enough to illustrate some odd
usage of language: a seminar in moral philosophy at Oxford in the
1950s debated the question, "Is wearing the wrong colored tie morally
offensive?" (Jonsen and Toulmin 1988, p. 394).

In the 1960s, reality began to overtake moral philosophy, then
purveyed almost exclusively as metaethics. "Normative" ethics, long
unwelcome in the grand mansion of ethics or in the Bauhaus of
metaethics, forced its way in. Multiple genuine ethical dilemmas
agitated the life of individuals and society in that decade. The war in
Southeast Asia, as public policy and as private agony, could not be
ignored by persons who called themselves moral philosophers. Racial
discrimination, civil rights, and affirmative action were equally
troubling. Abortion, also as public policy and private agony, was
openly debated. These concerns slowly slipped into the serene halls of
the philosophers. By the early 1970s, the then new journal, Philosophy
and Public Affairs, had made it respectable for philosophers to discuss
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racial discrimination, conscientious objection, voting rights, political
chicanery, and financial exploitation. Even at the more speculative level,
respected philosophers, such as Wittgenstein, Austin, and Habermas,
had begun to open common language and life forms to inspection, a
move that, while remaining abstract, pointed toward the cases that
make up common discourse and ordinary life. Finally, interest in the
ethical questions raised by contemporary medical science, an interest
that eventually was named "bioethics," plunged into cases, for cases are
the substance of medicine. The bioethicists had to take that plunge and,
as they did, they wondered just how their philosophical training helped
them to stay afloat. It was one thing to find support in theory and
principle; it was another to apply and interpret them in the various,
complex and changing circumstances of cases.

Stephen Toulmin and I were doing just that when we wondered
whether what we were doing was anything like historical casuistry. We
were working on the task that Congress had set for the National
Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects, namely, to develop
recommendations to protect the rights and welfare of human subjects
of research and to develop the ethical principles that should govern
such research. We noted that while debate over general questions, such
as "should children ever be subjects of research," ran on interminably,
quick agreement greeted more specific cases, in which the research
aims, the estimates of risks, the condition of the child, and the
competence of the parents were described. We wondered how these
circumstances related to broad principles, such as beneficence and
autonomy. Finally, we noted that one task of the Commission, the
development of ethical principles to govern research, was performed at
the end, rather than the beginning, of the Commission's life, after it had
proposed recommendations for many specific cases of research, such as
that involving children, the incarcerated, and the mentally disabled.

Taking this experience as our inspiration, we set out to study the
history and the philosophy of casuistic moral reasoning. We began
work on a book that would attempt to explain the historical rise and
fall of casuistic ethics and the forms of reasoning that constitute case
analysis. We began with the hypothesis and ended with the thesis that
historical casuistry represented a sound way of thinking about moral
problems and that its evil reputation arose from an abuse of its
methods. We titled our book, The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of
Moral Reasoning (Jonsen and Toulmin 1988). Our title came from a
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phrase we found in the last book on the subject, written in 1927,
Conscience and Its Problems. Its author, Kenneth Kirk, Bishop of
Oxford, wrote, "The abuse of casuistry is properly directed, not against
all casuistry, but only against its abuse" (Kirk 1927, p. 125).

When Toulmin and I began our book, we wondered whether we
should use the word "casuistry" in the title. The word had acquired
such odious connotations, being seen as, again in MoliÃ¨re's caustic
words, "a science to stretch the strings of conscience according to the
different exigencies of the case and to rectify the morality of the action
by the purity of our intention" (Tartuffe IV, Î½; Jonsen 1993). The great
French playwright clearly had plagiarized the great French philosopher,
Pascal, whose satirical Provincial Letters (1656) had devastated
casuistic moral theology some ten years before MoliÃ¨re wrote Tartuffe.
Should we devise a word less tainted, Toulmin and I wondered, such as
"casuistics," or use a bland phrase, such as "case reasoning." As we
worked, we came to love "casuistry" for its history and we are proud
to have resuscitated it for use in respectable moral discourse.

CASUISTIC REASONING

In the remainder of this essay, I shall explain the unique features of
casuistic reasoning and demonstrate its utility for moral discourse. I
will begin with an extended simile: casuistry is like an imaginary
building; and I shall explain this simile by recalling an actual imaginary
building, used as a pedagogical device for many centuries. This simile
and example will briefly take the discussion far from the topic, but I
shall return to contemporary casuistry before the end.

The Jesuits, a Catholic religious order founded in 1540, quickly
became leading scholars, teachers, and advisors to statesmen in
Renaissance Europe. Jesuit moral theologians became the most
competent, famous, and subsequently infamous practitioners of
casuistry, so much so that the derisive terms "Jesuitry" and "casuistry"
appear in dictionary entries as synonyms. One Jesuit, who was neither a
casuist nor a theologian, but a poet and mathematician, was the Italian
Matteo Ricci (1552-1610). In 1583, Father Ricci entered China as a
missionary and during the next 30 years became renowned as a scholar
and poet in the Chinese language. The historian Jonathan Spence opens
his splendid biography of Ricci with the sentence, "In 1596 Matteo
Ricci taught the Chinese how to build a memory palace." Spence
entitled the book, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci (Spence 1984,
P-D-                                          f          .[ 240 ]



JONSEN Â· CASUISTRY: AN ALTERNATIVE OR COMPLEMENT TO PRINCIPLES?

A "memory palace" is a mental device for storing and recalling
images and ideas. From antiquity through the middle ages to the
Renaissance, the discipline of rhetoric, which was central to all
education, contained a treatise on memory and memorization to
instruct the orator in the skill of amassing quotations, arguments, and
images. The memory palace was an imaginary building of ample
proportions, divided into many rooms, large and small, into which the
data of memory were placed like furniture and decoration. In search of
an idea, the orator would enter the memory palace, go to the room
where certain images were stored and see in the mind's eye this or that
abstract idea as a concrete imageÂ—a statue, a chair, or a painting. In a
world with little access to books, this memory device was an interior
library. It was to that era what the computer is to ours. Ricci, who was
trained, as were all students of his day, in rhetoric and in its system of
memory, wrote a small treatise on memory for his Chinese pupils; it
became a classic in his adopted land.

Ricci was a Jesuit, some Jesuits were casuists. The point of this
comparison is: the memory palace is a technique of classical rhetoric;
casuistry is rhetorical reasoning applied to moral matters. The
comparison between rhetoric and casuistry might sound as odious as
that between casuistry and Jesuitry, but this is because today we say
"rhetoric" only when we are disgusted with the windy words and flashy
but false advertising whereby politicians promote themselves. For most
of our civilized history, rhetoric was the art of making a persuasive
argument in favor of the just, the good, and the right, as its great
teachers, Aristotle, Cicero, and Augustine said. Rhetoric was the art of
encouraging citizens to decide rightly about civic matters and courts to
decide fairly about legal ones. Finally, rhetoric was the art of reasoning
with contingent facts and drawing plausible conclusions.

Rhetoric is deeply concerned about the case, for it is cases that
citizens and courts deliberate about. A case is a confluence of persons
and actions in a time and a place, all of which can be given names and
dates. A case, we say, is concrete as distinguished from abstract because
it represents the congealing, the coalescence, or the growing together (in
Latin, concrescere) of many circumstances. Each case is unique in its
circumstances, yet each case is similar in type to other cases and can,
therefore, be compared and contrasted. Cases can be posed at various
levels of concreteness. Some will be composed of quite specific persons,
times, and places; others will describe an event or practice in more
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diffuse terms, such as the "case of the Bosnian war" or the "case of
medical experimentation." I refer to cases of the latter sort as "great
cases," as I note later in this essay.

The classical rhetoricians were expert in teaching how to talk about
cases and in how to make a case, that is, to persuade others to hold an
opinion or to judge the case in certain ways (Tallmon 1994). The first
move in classical rhetoric was to understand what the rhetoricians
called "topoi," that is "places" or, as we would say, the topics. These
are the forms of argument suited to persuasive discourse either in
general or in a particular enterprise. Persuasive discourse in general will
always use arguments of a certain sort, invariant in themselves,
regardless of what the circumstances are. These are arguments that take
the forms of defining, comparing, relating, and testifying, and were
called by the rhetoricians "common topics." However, all discourse
takes place within particular enterprises, such as government, politics,
the law, business, education, or medicine. Here the topics are the
defining features of those enterprises: the activities and relationships
that make them what they are.

The topics, conceived by the rhetoricians as mental places or spaces,
are comparable to the rooms within the memory palace. Different
subject matter has different palaces. The palace built for political
science, for example, has rooms designated for the recurrent and
invariant elements proper to that subject, namely, the form of
government, the locus of authority, the common welfare, and the like.
The topics of commerce or journalism or education are different. The
topics of a particular enterprise are often found as the chapter headings
of basic textbooks, but they are, in reality, the recurrent and invariant
features that constitute the activity. Arguments in favor of or against a
form of government, say, will be built on ideas about authority, public
welfare, and the like. Clinical medicine, too, has its topics. In our book,
Clinical Ethics, Mark Siegler, William Winslade, and I suggest that the
special topics of clinical medicine are four: medical indications, patient
preferences, quality of life, and contextual features. All arguments
about the appropriate course of action in a clinical case are built from
those four topics (Jonsen, Siegler, and Winslade 1992). The topics are,
as it were, the interior design of the palace: the special rooms and
spaces that accommodate some particular activity.

For many years, moral philosophy has neglected the design of the
social institutions within which human action takes place. Apart from
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the political philosophers who dwell on the best form of societyÂ—and,
even then, they usually consider only the stateÂ—the manifold
institutions and practices that constitute a social order have held little
interest for moral philosophers. They have been fascinated by the
concept of rationality that transcends particular practices of life. As
moral philosophy turns increasingly to the practical, becoming
interested in the ethics of medicine, of business, of government, and of
the environment, it will be forced to specify the topics that constitute
those activities.

The second step, after the topics are designated, is to describe and
evaluate the circumstances, that is, the particulars, of any case. The
circumstances are the furniture and decoration of the rooms of the
memory palace. A circumstance is not just an isolated fact, but is rather
a fact within a topic, as statues are within a room. The classical
rhetoricians listed circumstances as "who, what, why, when, and
where." Each of these can be described by proper nouns or by numbers
such as dates or length of time or amounts of money or statistics or
laboratory data. These can be sorted out into the appropriate topics, so
that, in clinical medical ethics, laboratory data falls under medical
indications; costs of care under contextual features; and age of the
patient, in the sense relative to competence, under patient preference
and, in the sense relative to the nature of the disease, under medical
indications or quality of life.

"Circumstances make the case," it is sometimes said. We know that
when we ponder particularly difficult cases, circumstances often loom
large. Was this patient an infant or an elderly person? How large was
the dosage of morphine? How long might this patient be expected to
live? Exactly how much did the patient know? We realize that often our
judgment about a case turns on answers to questions such as these,
with their quantitative ring of greater, lesser, longer, briefer, richer,
poorer. Yet, strangely enough, moral philosophy pays little attention to
the moral relevance of circumstances. As mentioned above, the classical
philosophers reflected on the foundations of moral value and judgment
and on the universal forms of reasoning suited to moral thinking. Thus,
in the recent history of moral philosophy, circumstances have been
slighted. As a result, when moral philosophers approach cases, they
may bring strong theoryÂ—the plans for the architecture of the memory
palaceÂ—but very little sense or skill in interior decoration.

Do not let the metaphor of the memory palace delude you. The
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metaphor is appropriate because the spaces for memory and the spaces
for argument are both the topoi of classical rhetoric. However, casuistry
is not simply a method of remembering the facts and figures about an
issue; it is a way of assessing them and seeking a resolution to a
problem that they may pose. Thus, along with the circumstances that
can be sorted into the topics come some arguments that can be made
about those circumstances. These arguments, however, are not the
extended chains of reasoning that philosophers may use to explicate a
thesis. Rather, they are abbreviated arguments, of the sort Aristotle and
the classical logicians and rhetoricians named "enthymemes." The
arguments have a suppressed premise and attain probable rather than
certain conclusions. Arguments will be invoked even more succinctly by
maxims, statements that the speaker believes all hearers will accept
without dissent.

Thus, within the topic of medical indications, one might find
arguments such as "the risk of inflicting harm on a patient must be
proportionate to the expected benefit," "no one is obliged to do what is
futile," or "the intended effect must be to alleviate pain." The topic,
patient preferences, includes arguments such as "consent cannot be
obtained from a mentally incapacitated person," "persons have the
right to take their own risks," or "coercive situations compromise
voluntary consent." When maxims, such as "Do no harm" or
"Informed consent is obligatory," are invoked, they represent, as it
were, cut-down versions of the major principles relevant to the topic,
such as beneficence and autonomy cut down to fit the nature of the
topic and the kinds of circumstances that pertain to it.

Each topic is a repository for many such abbreviated arguments. As
Quintilian, a classical rhetorician wrote, "the topics are quivers from
which arguments, like arrows, are drawn." It should be obvious,
however, that these enthymemes and maxims are open to challenges of
various sorts. Sometimes the challenge arises from the facts and
circumstances of the case. For example, one may answer the maxim,
"There is no obligation to perform the futile," with "True, but in this
case is resuscitation truly futile?" or with a request for definition,
"True, but what is futility?" Sometimes the challenge will come from
the logical or philosophical underpinnings of the claim, for example,
questioning the logic of the so-called "double effect" argument. In some
cases, these challenges can be met within the casuistry itself, as with the
question, "Is resuscitation in this case truly futile," but in others, they
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require an ascent to a more speculative level of moral philosophy, for
example, the careful examination of the concepts of efficacy, authority,
and probability, that underlie the term "futility" (Schneiderman and
Jecker 1995). It is at this point that casuistry contacts moral philosophy
proper. It is my belief that the need for this contact arises relatively
rarely in ordinary moral discourse, but becomes critical under the
pressure of novel or unprecedented problems.

A final step in casuistic thinking is the comparison of cases. No
ethical problem is absolutely unprecedented. Regardless how novel, it
bears some resemblance to problems that are more familiar. The more
familiar ones will often be ones for which resolutions have been offered
and sometimes accepted. Thus, one compares the new case with the
more familiar one. That comparison almost always involves seeking for
the similarities and differences in circumstance. Occasionally, in the
more novel cases, one will recognize that the topics under which the
moral discussion proceeds are inadequate because the practice or
institution has manifestly or subtly changed. In this view, ethical
reasoning is primarily reasoning by analogy, seeking to identify cases
similar to the one under scrutiny and to discern whether the changed
circumstances justify a different judgment in the new case than they did
in the former. To return to the simile, ethical reasoning walks back and
forth between the rooms of the palace, inspecting with care their
content. The ultimate view of the case and its appropriate resolution
comes, not from a single principle, nor from a dominant theory, but
from the converging impression made by all of the relevant facts and
arguments that appear in each of those spaces.

This form of reasoning has not been congenial in philosophy for
several centuries. The philosophical ideal has been to approach the
mathematical ideal, to move from certain premises to certain
conclusions. Hobbes envisioned such an ideal, Spinoza attempted to
attain it, and many moral philosophers have been fascinated by it. The
admonition of Aristotle, in the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics
(1094b20), has been little heeded: "we must be content in speaking
about ethics...to reach conclusions that are only for the most part
true...for it is the mark of an educated person to look for precision in
each class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits: it is
evidently equally foolish to accept probable reasoning from a
mathematician and to demand from a rhetorician scientific proof."

In this passage, Aristotle, although he is writing ethics, alludes to
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rhetoric. Again, the rhetorical nature of moral reasoning is suggested.
Casuistry is that form of moral reasoning that, like rhetoric, is
confronted with a case in all its particularity and peculiarity and, like
rhetoric, seeks to discover persuasive arguments to support a right
judgment about the case. In so doing, it must take seriously the nature
of the practice or institution that gives rise to the case and it must
scrutinize with care the circumstances that make this a particular
instance of some activity. This work does not make casuistry a distinct
theory of moral reasoning; it merely makes it a necessary adjunct of any
moral reasoning that delves into the particular and the concrete.

Casuistry does need moral theory, but only rarely must it have
recourse to moral theory for resolution of a particular case. Rather,
moral theory can illuminate certain problems that plague casuistry, such
as the problem of moral relativity, or its relative weakness as an
instrument for radical criticism of social institution, its inability to
demonstrate the ultimate foundations of moral principles or of morality
itself. These questions hover over all morality and, on occasion, such as
the times when a case arises from previously unknown practices (for
example, the technology of assisted reproduction), become particularly
urgent. Yet the ordinary course of moral judgmentÂ—and I mean even
the difficult cases that arise within settled practices and
institutionsÂ—are resolved by casuistry rather than by recourse to
theory. And even when theory is appropriately invoked, casuistry has
no special theoretical allegiances, proposing instead that one ethical
theory might be suited for certain sorts of problems, and another for
others.

The title of this article asks a question, "Casuistry: An Alternative or
Complement to Principles?" That question has yet to be answered. The
metaphor of the memory palace can set us on the road to an answer.
First, casuistry is no more an alternative to principles than are walls
and foundations to the palace. Casuistry, as I have described it, is a
matter of designing and decorating rooms in order to move through the
mental spaces of moral argument with ease and enjoyment. Rooms are
interior space created by a frame of foundation, walls, and roof, all of
which are relatively permanent. In my view, ethical principles are like
this frame. Principles, such as respect, beneficence, veracity, and so
forth, are invoked necessarily and spontaneously in any serious moral
discourse: indeed, it would be difficult to distinguish moral discourse
from any other sort of talk without such reference. As I noted above,
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moral terms and arguments are imbedded in every case, usually in the
form of maxims and enthymemes. The more general principles are
never far from these maxims and enthymemes and are often explicitly
invoked. Thus, casuistry is not an alternative to principles, in the sense
that one might be able to perform good casuistry without principles.

In another sense, casuistry is an alterative to principles: they are
alternative scholarly activities. A person can choose to do the work of
the casuist or the work of the moral philosopher. Traditionally,
casuistry was considered a special branch of moral philosophy or moral
theology. G. E. Moore, a moral philosopher who did much in recent
times to promote interest in ethical theory, writes in the first pages of
his influential Principia Ethica, "Casuistry forms part of the ideal
ethical science: ethics cannot be complete without it...for casuistry is
the goal of ethical investigation" (Moore [1902] 1988, p. 5). And one
of the leading anti-theorists in ethics, William James, wrote:

There are three questions in ethics which must be kept apart...the
psychological question [which] asks after the historical origin of our
moral ideas and judgments; the metaphysical question [which] asks what
the very meaning of the words 'good,' 'ill,' and 'obligation' are; the
casuistic question [which] asks what is the measure of the various goods
and ills which men recognize, so that the philosopher may settle the true
order of human obligations. (James [1891] 1977, p. 611)
It is possible, even desirable, that all ethicists ponder the first two

questions with intensity. Some will do so exclusively, attempting to sort
out of the long literature of moral philosophy the origins and meaning
of ethical concepts and claims with as much generality as they can
muster. Such is the work of moral philosophy proper. Other ethicists
will move from these questions to the casuistical questions: How in this
situation do we measure or weigh this value or this principle against
some other? In so doing, they are pursuing, as Moore (1902, p. 4) said,
"the goal of ethical investigation," which is "to discover which actions
are good whenever they occur." All honest casuists must be competent
moral philosophers or theologians, else they are nothing more than
sophists.

It is a proper question of moral philosophy, then, to ascertain the
psychological and metaphysical (and, one might also say, the
sociological and anthropological) origins and meaning of principles and
their relationship to theory, on the one hand, and to maxims and
various sorts of moral argumentation. Thus, when Beauchamp (1995,

[ 247 ]



KENNEDY INSTTTUTE OF ETHICS JOURNAL Â· SEPTEMBER 199 5

pp. 191-92) argues that casuists fail to appreciate that principles and
value commitments are in some sense prior to cases and in some sense
distinct from the facts of cases, he raises a genuine problem of moral
philosophy. A moral philosopher with a casuistic bent might tackle this
problem from quite a different angle than one with a theoretical bent.
The casuistic moral philosopher might question the how and why of
"principles...present prior to the decision." Still, however this complex
question is settled, the casuist will insist that the relation between
principles and moral judgment cannot be properly understood without
an appreciation of the place of circumstances as integral constituents of
moral argument. The moral philosopher may be the architect of the
moral "memory palace" but the casuist is its interior decorator. The
palace, constructed of theory and principles, is empty without the
interior design, finishing, and furniture of circumstance. These do not
merely stand around as neutral items, but are intrinsic features of the
edifice, without which interpretation and appreciation are impossible.

Thus, in one sense, casuistry is not an alterative to principles: no
sound casuistry can dispense with principles. In another sense, casuistry
is an alternative task: It looks not to the origins and meaning of
principles, as does moral philosophy proper, but to their
complementarity to circumstances. So, yes, casuistry is a complement to
principles. Among the many ways that these two complement each
other, two might be noted.

First, the circumstances of cases suggest the relevance of principles.
Beauchamp (1995, p. 182) remarks that "our set of principles," those
stated in Principles of Biomedical Ethics, "was developed specifically
for biomedical ethics and was never presented as a comprehensive
ethical theory." Even though respect for autonomy, nonmaleficence,
beneficence, and justice could constitute the total or partial elements of
an ethical theoryÂ—William Frankena (1963), for example, proposed a
theory of obligation consisting of two principles, beneficence, in which
he included nonmaleficence, and justiceÂ—Beauchamp and Childress
crafted their principles for an ethics of health care. The relevance of
these principles arises from the circumstances of the institution and
practices that constitute health care in twentieth century America, as
well as from the long tradition of medicine and physicians' roles.
Indeed, the relevance of these principles may reflect something
profound about the relationship of one person who engages in helping
another, regardless of particular culture and tradition. These are all
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"circumstances" that make up the "Great Case" of the moral
dimensions of health care. The choice of these four principles is
unintelligible without reference to these circumstances.

A second complement is the way in which circumstances reveal the
suitability or fittingness of a particular specification of a principle.
Beauchamp gives the example of the specification of the duties of a
physician who might also be a researcher. He suggests that "disclosure"
of the dual role might make acceptable an otherwise inappropriate
conflict of roles. Again, the moral obligation that would establish a
practice of disclosure "fits" only because we are dealing with the
helping, medical relationship. Disclosure not only warns the patient
that he or she may, at some time, be asked to be a research subject, it
also opens the way toward the "identity" between the patient and other
future patients that some philosophers, such as Hans Jonas (1970)
consider the moral essence of ethical research. It is, then, a most fitting
specification of the general obligation of physicians. However, it should
be clear that "disclosure" fits here because of the circumstances of the
"great case" of biomedical research. If one were dealing with the ethics
of spying or even of diplomacy, disclosure would not be a fitting way to
specify the general obligations of secret agents or ambassadors.

It should be clear that this casuist, at least, considers casuistry to be
complementary to principles. The task of working out exactly what the
complement is belongs to moral philosophy (and moral philosophers
have been working at it for centuries). The value of casuistry lies in its
effort to appreciate more fully the way in which circumstances play an
intrinsic role in moral judgment and in its attempt to provide to the one
making a judgment a sort of "guided tour" through the complexity of
circumstances. It is my opinion that moral philosophy, as it has been
done in recent times, provides little guidance through cases. It points to
the impressive structure of theory and principle and says to the
perplexed, "There it is, explore it and learn from it," just as a tour
leader might point to the Louvre or the Metropolitan and say, "Go in
and look around. You will learn a lot." Casuistry goes further. It points
to the case and says, "You will find this case full of facts and maxims.
Here is a plan that will route you through and call attention to the
important ones. When you emerge, you will better understand the case
and even be able to tell others where to look for the relevant features."
Principles and circumstances are complementary in a complex, subtle
way. Moral philosophers and casuists can complement each other as
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they work at understanding the origin and meaning of principles,
values, and virtues and at measuring the relevance and importance of
circumstances and maxims. Moral philosophers and casuists can also
compliment each other when they find that the structure of principles
that frame a moral problem and the interior design that highlights the
concrete features of that problem in a specific instance fit together in
ways that allow persons to reach a conclusion about a moral question.
They, like the architect and interior designer who create a pleasing and
functional edifice, have worked well together and are, as Beauchamp
(1995, pp. 190, 193) suggests, "good friends [rather] than hostile
rivals."

Some stronger claims for casuistry might be made. One of those
claims is that cases are the source of principles: The palace of theory is
built of cases, and cases remodel it from time to time. This stronger
claim may seem too strong, but I am encouraged that much of the
thinking in moral philosophy today appears to creep toward it. The
interest in alternative modes of practical reasoning, in narrative, in anti-
or nonfoundationalism, and in moral languages all favor, I think, the
opinion, modestly proposed, that the case is the base of moral
perception, reasoning, and judgment. The palace of moral theory,
constantly worn by the daily commerce of cases, may have to be
redesigned as a modern edifice, with an open interior design and
contemporary furnishings. But that argument remains for another day.
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